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‘The heat is on!’ Charlie Miller announced over the loudspeaker. ‘The two teams are neck and neck as we reach the last, vital stage of the competition!’

Kirstie Scott grinned at her friend, Lisa Goodman. There was a lot to grin about: the hot sun, the ice-capped mountains in the distance, the hurly-burly of the Half-Moon Ranch Horse Olympics.

‘That Charlie!’ Lisa laughed. She sat on the fence rail of the arena, nodding towards the young, enthusiastic wrangler as he announced the final event of the afternoon. ‘He sure has come out of his shell lately!’

Kirstie raised her eyebrows but said nothing. Maybe Lisa had a crush on Charlie.

‘First to go is staff member Ben Marsh on the big sorrel, Silver Flash. Way to go, Ben!’ Charlie’s voice whipped up excitement among the watching guests, staff and neighbouring ranchers. The Fun Olympics had attracted a crowd of around one hundred and fifty to the remote outfit at the end of Five Mile Creek Trail.

Kirstie clapped and cheered along with the rest as head wrangler Ben loped Silver Flash around the arena. The sorrel’s coat glistened a rich nut-brown in the bright sunlight, the white blaze down her face making her look proud and beautiful. ‘She’s got a good chance of coming out the winner, I reckon,’ Kirsty murmured appreciatively.

As if to prove her point, Ben took Silver Flash over the first log without a problem. In fact, they cleared the jump with a couple of feet to spare.

‘Hmm.’ Lisa jutted out her chin, swinging her leg over the rail and jumping to the ground. She was on her way to the corral to mount her own horse in the competition. ‘Don’t be too sure,’ she warned Kirstie. ‘Just you wait until Hollywood Princess gets a chance to show what she can do!’

Still grinning, Kirstie ran alongside Lisa. ‘Hey, this is supposed to be a Fun Olympics, remember! Don’t go breaking your neck over those bigger logs!’

Lisa nipped between a group of spectators including her grandfather, Lennie Goodman, the vet, Glen Woodford, and the Forest Ranger, Smiley Gilpin. Smiley gave her a slap on the back and wished her good luck as he saw her jump into Hollywood’s saddle. ‘Way to go, Lisa!’ he called.

Meanwhile, the crowd cheered another success for Ben and Silver Flash in the arena. Clear so far, and with only four more jumps to go.

Then, as the sorrel attempted a three-foot pole resting on a pair of upturned oil barrels, Kirstie heard a gasp and a sigh.

Glancing across, she saw that the fence was down. Silver Flash spooked at the sound of the rolling pole, broke her stride and careered off to the left, flinging his rider sideways. Ben kept his seat, but the horse’s concentration was ruined. They ended up bringing down the next fence, which put them in third position at the end of the round.

‘Next to ride is …’ The loudspeaker system crackled as Charlie checked his list ‘… Lisa Goodman on Hollywood Princess.’

Kirstie saw the beautiful albino horse’s ears prick up at the sound of her name. She pranced a couple of steps towards the arena, arched her neck and got ready to go.

‘Good luck!’ Opening the gate to let them through, Kirstie gave Lisa a thumbs up signal. Then she stood on the fence to watch.

Jeez, was Hollywood a magnificent creature! Pure white, Arab-looking with that dished nose and big, dark eyes. She was gorgeous. And didn’t she just know it! The way she lifted those feet and eased into a trot showed she had attitude. And that was Attitude with a capital ‘A’.

Over the first easy log and coasting, Lisa swung Hollywood towards the second. The horse sailed over the jump with disdain. The spectators cheered the glamorous pair and got right behind them as they approached the oil-drum fence.

‘Go-go-go, Lisa!’ Charlie called down the microphone.

Kirstie grinned to herself.

‘What’s with you?’ her brother Matt asked as, still smiling, she jumped down and went to mount her own horse in the competition. She was enjoying herself so much thinking about Charlie and Lisa that she’d almost bumped into him. Now he caught hold of her white stetson as it tipped from her head and jammed it back in place on top of her long, fair hair.

‘Nothing. A girl can grin if she likes!’ Kirstie replied. ‘Let go, Matt; I need to find my horse.’

‘You’re planning something, I can tell,’ he said suspiciously.

‘Only to do my best to help win the competition,’ she assured him. She was in the Eagle’s Peak team with Ben and four other riders. Lisa was part of the Hummingbird Rock team, along with ranch owner Sandy Scott. After the barrel racing and the reining sections, the score between the two sides was pretty even, and as Charlie had said a while ago, the heat was definitely on.

In more ways than one. This was high summer. Even at a height of 8,000 feet, the temperature was scorching. Clear blue skies and a sheltered valley had baked the pale yellow earth hard and reduced the water flow in Five Mile Creek to half its winter volume. And the ranch sat in the base of this natural oven; a cluster of red roofs shaded by dark, tall pine trees but still sweltering in the heat.

‘I put your horse in a stall inside the barn to stay cool,’ Matt told Kirstie, leading the way through the wide doors. ‘I guess you’d prefer to be riding Lucky, huh?’

Lucky was Kirstie’s very own palomino. And sure, there was no horse like him for smart thinking and loyalty. But he was out of action with a hock sprain and Glen Woodford had ordered pasture rest for him up at Aspen Valley. Lucky would be up there for the rest of the summer, living a lazy life, while Kirstie helped Ben break in a new Connemara-cross.

And this was the horse Matt had saddled for her to ride in the jumping competition. Here he was, tethered inside the dark, cool barn, listening to the crowd cheer Lisa and Hollywood to a clear round.

‘No penalty points!’ Charlie announced. ‘In a super-fast time of three minutes, twenty seconds. Beat that, Eagle’s Peak team!’

‘Hey, Jethro, you hear that?’ Kirstie went up to the dark bay gelding and stroked his soft muzzle. She breathed a few words into his ear. ‘Hollywood just went clear, so now it’s down to us!’

‘Just quit the horse-whispering stuff and get up in that saddle!’ Matt told her to get a move on. ‘Charlie’s waiting to announce you.’

So she swung up on to the little horse’s broad back and made for the dazzling square of daylight and the corral beyond.

‘Last to ride is ranch favourite, Kirstie Scott, on newcomer, Jethro Junior!’ Charlie paved the way for their entrance into the arena.

There was a buzz in the crowd, a keen sense that Kirstie’s round could make the difference between winning and losing for her team. Then everything fell quiet as Jethro trotted into view.

Kirstie felt the silent attention focus in on her and her horse. So, Jethro wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous, like Hollywood Princess. He didn’t even look especially athletic, like Silver Flash. Maybe the spectators were a little disappointed by the look of him. Dark bay, almost black, he was short of stature. In fact, he didn’t quite make fourteen hands. But the thing about Jethro was that he was willing.

More than willing. Kirstie had found this out by riding the trails around the ranch with him. He’d go all day and never tire, and he’d still be up for more when the likes of Hollywood were sighing and groaning and saying, Give me my hay and water, brush me down and let me sleep!

Jethro’s sturdiness came from his part-Irish breeding, and Kirstie liked to imagine his ancestors climbing the rocky roads and roaming the wild, high hills of the west coast of Ireland. Connemaras were a plucky breed who never let you down, and this combined with the endurance qualities of a good quarter-horse made Jethro Junior a joy to ride.

But as she trotted him around the arena, even Kirstie had to admit she didn’t know how well the small gelding would do over these high jumps.

Short legs probably equals limited jumping ability, she told herself as they got ready to take the first low log. She waited for the bell to signal the start of their round, aware that she’d never really had the chance to test out Jethro’s skill.

Two weeks on the ranch wasn’t long to get to know him properly. Old Hadley Crane, the ex-head wrangler at Half-Moon Ranch, had found Jethro in San Luis sale barn. The old man’s expert eye for a horse had picked out the Connemara-cross from more spectacular-looking candidates.

‘Born and bred in New Mexico,’ he’d told Kirstie, who’d gone along to the sale with him. ‘Which accounts for him being shorter in the leg and stockier than the plains horses from further north. Four years old, coming off a ranch south of Albuqerque. Good running on him. Willing attitude. I’d say he’d do us just fine!’

‘So let’s prove Hadley right!’ Kirstie murmured under her breath as they headed for the start of the course. Charlie sat at his table, ready to press the bell. Hadley stood behind him, catching Kirstie’s eye and giving her a brief nod of encouragement.

The bell sounded, the clock began to tick.

‘Go, Jethro!’ Kirstie whispered.

The little horse shot forward like a coiled spring. He belted towards the log at a flat-out gallop, took it without breaking his stride, then swept around the outside of the arena in response to Kirstie’s next reining command. He took a brushwood fence without even noticing it, finding a perfect rhythm and approaching the obstacle with total boldness.

‘Yeah!’ the crowd yelled. This little horse might not look much, but he sure could jump!

‘Way to go, Kirstie!’

Kirstie picked out Lisa’s high-pitched yell from the rest. They might be on opposing teams, but friendship won out in the end.

Anyway, this was for fun!

But Jethro didn’t think so as he hurtled through the course. He took the barrels-and-pole at breakneck speed, soared over it then turned on the spot, ready for the last run of barriers.

Another brushwood; tall and wide. The bay flew over it, cleared the far side by a mile.

Then a pole resting on the top of two upright barrels at a height of about four feet. Kirstie felt Jethro gather himself and judge the challenge. She urged him on. And the little guy flew at this one too; so fast that her hat blew off and dangled down her back, held in place by the thin leather chinstrap. And her fair hair flew free in the rush of wind caused by Jethro’s heroic leap.

One more fence: a solid tree trunk resting on the ground, its bark scaling off and leaving paler patches, some lopped off branches still looking dangerously jagged and sharp.

‘Go, Jethro! Go, Kirstie!’ they yelled.

Jethro threw himself at the obstacle, leaned back into his haunches, took off and cleared it with ease.

Kirstie felt him land safely. She heard Charlie announce their clear round and a time of three minutes five seconds. She let go of the reins and raised both arms in the air. Victory for the Eagle’s Peak team! A major triumph for gutsy little Jethro Junior!



‘Hot, hot, hot!’ Lisa sighed.

The Fun Olympics were over. It was early evening and the ranch was still crowded with guests and neighbours. So she and Kirstie had taken off for a quiet bend in Five Mile Creek.

‘Is that the weather we’re talking about here?’ Kirstie quizzed. She was wearing her bathing-suit and a pair of denim shorts, really looking forward to a dip in the cool clear water of the creek. So she quickly dumped her towel on the grassy bank and stepped out of her shorts.

‘Yeah!’ Lisa gave her a sideways look. ‘What else?’

‘I thought maybe when you said “hot”, you were meaning Charlie.’

‘Kirstie Scott, how could you!’ Lisa squealed. ‘Charlie works here. I never even thought about him in that way!’

‘No?’

‘No way! Just because I pass a remark about him earlier doesn’t mean I find him attractive or anything.’

‘Sure.’ Kirstie shrugged, turned her back and dipped one toe in the creek to test out the water. She was balancing on one leg and should’ve known better than to tease Lisa from that position.

Whoosh! Lisa came down the bank and gave Kirstie’s shoulders a firm push from behind. One second Kirstie was hovering on the bank, the next she hit the water face-down. She went under, then came up gasping and flailing her arms in all directions. ‘You louse!’ she cried. ‘This creek is c-co-cold!’

Lisa jumped in beside her, newly confident in her swimming skills. Kirsty had made sure she’d taught her after a scary near-drowning experience on the ranch. Now Lisa surfaced with her mass of dark auburn curls plastered to her head, her freckled face bobbing close to Kirstie’s. ‘So anyways, how about you and Ben?’

‘Ben … ? Ben’s ancient!’ Kirstie protested. A lovely, quiet, shy guy, but truly ancient. He was 27.

‘So’s Charlie,’ Lisa pointed out.

‘He’s twenty, the same age as Matt.’ Kirstie loved the cool feel of the water against her limbs as she turned on to her back and flapped around idly in the gently swirling current.
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