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CHAPTER ONE
The manure pile was the last place Leo Richards expected to find the love of his life. It had been a rough four years since he lost his wife, Misty, and their unborn child in a fiery car crash. His business nearly failed, and he hoped he could keep the ranch. It was handed down to him by his father, but by God, he had to work for it. He prayed things would take a turn for the better.
Lifting the muck bucket, he tipped it into the pile. Leo only had one horse at this show, but it was the most important show in the world. Through a strange twist of fate, he found himself at the Kentucky Horse Park, and qualified for the World Equestrian Games. It was like a dream come true. He was back in the limelight again.
He glanced over as he finished dumping the bucket. To his right was a rather beautiful woman. Leo was lousy at guessing women’s ages, but he figured she must have been in her early thirties. She had sandy blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her clothes were immaculate. He wondered how she could muck out stalls and stay so clean. She looked well-off.
Being the polite Texas gent he was, he tipped his cowboy hat and said, “Howdy.”
The woman looked at him like he’d come from outer space. Was she perhaps one of the foreign riders? he thought. There were close to fifty countries being represented for the games. Maybe she was German or something. “Nice day, ain’t it?” he said, fighting back the nerves. It had been a long time since he’d tried to be social with a pretty woman. She definitely interested him. A stirring in his blue jeans confirmed his feelings.
“Yeah, whatever,” she replied in a very back-east accent.
“Where are you from?”
“New York.” Her voice was telling him she wasn’t in the mood to talk.
He attempted to stall. “Oh, yes. I’m from northeastern Texas.” The discomfort in his jeans grew. He turned slightly away from her.
“Yeah, I figured that out already.” She noticed his rather nice looking behind outlined in denim. But she wasn’t going to give in. Yes, he was a damned hot looking cowboy.
“If you don’t mind me asking, what event are you in?” Leo knew he probably shouldn’t be pushing the point; he was reaching critical mass in his arousal and needed a way to disguise it. Picking up the manure bucket, he faced her. That should hide it, he thought.
“Dressage. Or as you cow folk happen to call it dress-age.”
“Yes, I’m familiar with it. I have a friend that used to compete…I’m here for the reining.”
She started to walk off. “Yeah, I kinda figured that.”
Leo watched her walk away. She was wearing white riding breeches and ankle-high jodhpur boots. It was a warm September morning, so she had on a light pink polo shirt. She was fairly tall; he guessed her to be about five-eight or nine. Her legs were long and she was quite svelte. The way she walked stirred something much deeper in him.
Returning to his barn, he checked on his partner in crime: Butcha Buncha Poco. “Hey Butch, you eat that whole flake already? You better quit, this Kentucky hay’s pretty rich. I’ll be taking home a pig, not a horse by the end of the show.”
The horse put his dark muzzle against the bars and sneezed, blowing snot all over Leo’s shirt. “Thanks, I love you, too,” he jeered, trying to wipe it off. Grabbing a brush from his tack trunk, he opened the stall door and went in. “Okay, I guess I should do a little more than just knock the dirt off you. We’re in high society now.” He commenced to grooming Butch’s smooth, dappled, buckskin coat. Leaning down, he worked the brush down the horse’s black legs. Butch lifted his head, pricked his ears, and whinnied loudly. Leo looked out of the stall. “What? Is there a girl out there?” He patted the stallion on the neck. “Hey, you got your own batch of ladies at home…keep it in your pants, huh? These girls are too fru-fru for you.”
As he resuming grooming, Leo thought about the lovely woman he’d seen at the manure pile. So, she was from New York. He’d spent nearly all his life in the area around Texas. Breeding and showing quarter horses pretty much meant you lived where the cattle were. His father left him “Richards Ranch,” a 500-acre spread in the beautiful Red River Valley. Along with running three hundred Hereford cattle, he bred and trained cutting and reining horses.
Leo brushed Butch’s long black mane and tail. He was rather happy he didn’t have to braid it like all the English riders. No, the stallion looked rather handsome with a nice flowing mane, especially when he slammed on the brakes and did a sliding stop in the reining pattern, or whirled in a tight spin. The horse seemed to have his own fan club of young girls. After some of his more recent competitions, they would flock around him and run their fingers through his silky mane. Butch didn’t seem to mind; he loved any attention he could get.
“Leo?” a male voice called.
He looked out through the bars. “Yeah?”
“Are you gonna take that boy for a spin?” It was the reining team trainer, Luke Morris.
“Oh, I suppose so.”
“Want me to get your tack?”
Leo came out of the stall and tossed the brush back in the box. Digging around, he found a hoof pick. “Sure, I’d appreciate it.” He went back in and stopped by the horse’s left side. Turning toward Butch’s rear, he ran his hand down the stallion’s leg and squeezed slightly. “Pick up, bud.” The horse obliged. Leo worked the pick, digging out the shavings and manure. As he was getting ready to put the foot down, he felt a nose sniffing at his behind. “Don’t even, Butch.” He swung his elbow back, giving the stallion a little knock on the nose. “You bite my ass and I’m gonna be mighty pissed.” He put the one foot down and went to the hind foot. Butch lifted it with no prompting. Leo cleaned it, and inspected the special wide, flat shoe to make sure it was still nailed on tight. The shoes were designed to allow the horse an even longer sliding stop. Butch was a pro at that maneuver; he put on a show that always had the crowd on their feet.
“Okay, tack’s on the rack,” Luke called.
“Thank-ya kindly.”
Katie Shulman walked down the wide asphalt path. She was going to check out where she would be warming up. Coming the opposite direction was a face she wanted to get to know better: Lars Knepfel. He was tall, blond, and a Swedish Olympian. Her heart fluttered every time she saw him. She loved to watch him ride. He was pure magic on a horse. As he passed by, she managed her best smile. “Hello,” she said. He nodded and kept on walking. She was a little put out by his lack of response. Katie was hoping for at least a word or two from him. Lars spoke fairly good English; she’d watched an interview with him after a big win in England. So it wasn’t the issue of a language barrier. Maybe he has lots on his mind, she thought.
Finding her warm-up area, she watched some of the other riders. In the arena right next to them were the reiners. She thought it looked stupid that they spun their horses and galloped them like a bunch of idiots. Cowboys were not her thing. They looked silly in their big hats, clunky, gaudy, silver-laden saddles, and plaid shirts. She thought for a moment; had she ever seen a cowboy that didn’t wear a plaid shirt? Even the cowpoke that bugged her at the manure pile was wearing a plaid shirt. Although, she had to admit, he wasn’t half bad looking. Not exactly her type; he was probably just over six feet tall, had black hair and was tan and muscled, no doubt, from lots of work on the farm. Katie tended to prefer her men on the blonder side, like Lars.
Heading back to the barn, she realized the cowboy was heading straight for her. He was riding a buckskin horse. She was surprised to see his tack didn’t have much silver, and he looked quite humble on his mount. Katie knew the horse was a quarter horse, but she was amazed at how big it was. Most quarter horses stood about fifteen hands tall, making them about sixty inches at the withers—the highest point of their shoulders. This horse looked much bigger. And it had muscles bulging out all over. She was fairly sure it was a stallion. His long, black mane flowed down the left side of his neck, almost meeting where the black coloring of his legs melded with his buckskin body. She thought it was a pretty color, not like her own horse’s drab, dark seal-brown color.
As he rode by, Leo tipped his hat. “Howdy,” he said again. Katie attempted to ignore him. Was that all he knew how to say?
She went back to the barn, and found the groom had saddled her horse for her. Esmerelda pinned her ears as Katie took the reins.
“Come on, bitch,” she said, leading her out to the mounting block. Despite the mare being a champion in Europe, and costing her father over $150,000 to purchase, the two of them really didn’t get along. But when Esmerelda decided she wanted to go to work, she could be amazing to ride. Katie had the mare for five years now, and even though they were winning, the mare never offered up her true brilliance. She’d seen the mare on a horse-buying trip in Holland. If it weren’t for her outstanding show record, Katie probably would have passed on her.
Esmerelda was a Dutch Warmblood with a pedigree most would die for. Her conformation was outstanding; she’d passed her inspection with high marks. All things in her life pointed to greatness—except her color. Katie thought she was the most hideous shade of brown. She had no white markings, and her muzzle was a funky, mealy tan. In the summer, her coat usually bleached out to what Katie described as “piss yellow.” No, the mare wasn’t going to win any beauty pageants on her color, that’s for sure.
As she swung her leg over the saddle, Katie wondered if her lack of relationship with the mare was because she thought Esmerelda was ugly. Could the horse really sense that? It didn’t matter. As long as the mare kept winning, it was all that mattered. Esmerelda was well cared for by a young groom. She was fed, watered, brushed, and exercised daily. What more could a horse want?
Picking up the tangle of reins, Katie sorted them out, and nudged the mare with her spurs. They walked to the warm-up arena. To her sheer delight, she found Lars riding one of his horses. It was a magnificent black Swedish Warmblood stallion. She’d seen him ride the horse before; they were amazing. She walked Esmerelda around warming her up. In the next arena, she spied the cowboy working his horse. He wasn’t riding like a maniac, rather his horse was on the bit, collected and working at a slow lope. Other men around him were zooming by, sliding, spinning, and taking off. She wondered why he wasn’t following suit. He seemed content to let his horse amble along.
Turning her attentions back to Lars, she watched him cue his horse into the passage—a lofty, high-stepping trot. The stallion seemed to float through the air, his diagonal pairs of legs touching the ground for just an instant. With little more effort, he turned the passage into the piaffe—the trot in place. The stallion’s haunches lowered and he arched his neck as he took rhythmic steps. Lars held the horse for a few steps and then urged him on to the passage again. Katie wished she had that kind of control over Esmerelda; her transitions always seemed to be a problem. Maybe if she was lucky, and got picked, she could go study with Lars and find out his secret. He was a master of horses. And she secretly hoped that he would master her.
“Katie!” a man hollered. “Hey, Katie!”
She looked around and saw it was Coach Bach, the dressage team trainer. Turning Esmerelda, she rode over to him. “Hi, Coach.”
“Are you through warming her up?”
“Yeah, she feels pretty good.”
“Okay, how about working on some lengthening?”
“Right.” She picked up the reins and headed off. Giving the mare a nudge, they picked up the trot. She kept watching Lars out of the corner of her eye. She was hoping the coach wouldn’t ask her to do passage or piaffe. Neither of those gaits were the mare’s strong points, and she would have been embarrassed having Lars see her in trouble. Even though lengthening was considered a collected movement, it was something Esmerelda did well. She found a nice, long, empty area and put the mare through her paces. The horse did as she was told, stretching her forelegs out with each stride and pushing from behind so she looked like she was goose-stepping. As she finished the movement, she glanced at Lars—he was watching her. Katie’s heart thumped and she felt a tingle between her legs. Yes, Lars was watching her.
Forty-five minutes later, she was done with her workout. She rode Esmerelda back to the barn. As she headed down the path, she heard another horse behind. Hoping it was Lars, she looked over her shoulder. No, it was just that darned cowboy. As he closed the distance, Katie saw the mare’s ears pin flat against her neck. The mare hated other horses. She turned again. “Hey, I’d watch it if I were you, she doesn’t like other horses.”
Leo glanced up. He’d been playing the silent observer, watching her from under the brim of his hat. His sunglasses hid his eyes. “Huh?” he said. An instant later, the mare squealed loudly and fired out with both hind feet. Butch threw his head up and stopped. Even he was surprised by the mare’s actions, and he wasn’t very close to her.
“I told you!” Katie barked and rode off.
Leo leaned forward to Butch’s ears. “What the hell was that? Geez, you weren’t even whispering sweet nothings to her and she blew up.” He gave the horse a reassuring pat on the neck. Butch snorted and shook his head.
That night, Leo returned to his hotel room. He’d grabbed dinner at a local barbeque place and headed home for a shower, and some well-deserved rest. The reining team had grooms to help care for their horses, but Leo turned down the help. He was used to caring for Butch. When his wife was alive, she used to help him at shows. But when she got pregnant, he took over the duties. Her job shifted to cheering him on from the stands, a job Leo realized was quite important. Now, it was just the two of them. Butch was his best friend. He’d foaled the colt out, and now, fourteen years later, they were still together. When times were rough, Butch was there for him. Leo always joked that the stallion was the strong, silent type—much like himself.
He turned on the shower, and stripped out of his clothes. As he passed by the mirror, he stopped and looked at himself. His thirty-seven years had not been an easy life. His hands were rough from work, and he had his share of scars in various places. Running his fingers through his hair, he figured he should probably get a haircut before his first class. His deep brown eyes looked tired. Leo rubbed his hand across his abdomen. His six-pack abs were still there. He wondered if he’d ever attract another woman. After four years of mourning Misty’s loss, he was feeling restless inside. The beautiful woman he’d met today definitely stirred something in him.
Climbing in the shower, Leo adjusted the water and grabbed the bar of soap. He lathered up his body. Thoughts of that woman, and her tight, white riding breeches kept flooding his mind. It wasn’t long before he found himself aroused. Moving his hand up and down, he reveled in the slickness of the soap. He envisioned what it would be like to make love to her, to feel her long, muscular thighs, her tight buttocks, her small, perky breasts. His hand moved with more purpose. Deep inside his body he could feel the tension building. He wasn’t one for taking much pleasure with himself; most times he was too tired from working on the ranch to think about his own feelings. But here, he only had Butch to worry about. And thoughts of the lovely woman kept playing through his mind.
His hand worked harder. He was close. Muscles tightened, his jaw clenched. A moment later, he climaxed. He grunted, stifling back his true emotions. This was a hotel and he wasn’t sure how thick the walls were. He felt the lovely release of endorphins, and the image of the woman faded for the moment. Would he see her tomorrow? He hoped so.
CHAPTER TWO
Leo awoke the next morning. He lay in bed and realized he had a problem. “Aw, shit. Come on, I really gotta piss!” he grumbled as he crawled out of bed. Staggering to the toilet, he lifted the lid. Nope, not happening; he had a serious case of morning wood. Of course waking up from a dream about her, didn’t help. His bladder felt like it was going to burst. This was one of the rare times he would envy his wife. She could plop down, do her business, and be on her way while he squirmed in discomfort. He sat down on the seat and tried to concentrate. Yes, having a dream about the woman right before he woke up was really a bad thing.
After several painful minutes, his body cooperated and he finally relieved himself. “Oh, thank God,” he said, standing up and flushing the toilet. He turned on the hot water, washed his hands, and shaved. Yes, a haircut was on the list of things to do for the day. He’d go to the park, take care of Butch, then head to town and find a barber. He knew it was time for a good trim; it was hot, and his hat was fitting far too tightly.
He got dressed and went to the lobby. The hotel offered a continental breakfast, so he happily helped himself. Sitting at a small table by the window, he could hear other competitors talking, and many of them were not speaking English. A few butterflies flipped in his stomach. Tomorrow would be his first class. He knew Butch was on his game, but was he?
Two hours later he had Butch fed, groomed, the stall mucked out, and the stallion tacked up to ride. He walked the horse to the warm-up arena. Looking over to the dressage area, he could see the woman. She was trotting along on the dark mare. A man leaning on the rail was coaching her. “Okay, Katie, start asking for your transition.”
“All right,” she hollered back.
Leo smiled. Her name was Katie. The beautiful, nameless woman now had a name. He felt a tingle of excitement shoot through his body. Katie, Katie, Katie. Butch spotted a rather attractive mare and let out an earsplitting whinny. It brought Leo back to his senses. Yes, he had to remind himself he was riding a stallion, and they do things like that. Although Butch was a very docile stud, there were times he saw something he liked and he wanted to announce it to the world. Leo glanced over to see Katie looking at him. Secretly, he wished he could holler like that for her. Butch carried on again as the mare came near. Leo looked off the side of the horse to the shadow on the ground. It was obvious the stallion was erect and very interested in the mare. “Hey, I said to keep it in your pants!” Leo growled as he gave the stud a firm nudge with his spurs and sent him to work. He hoped Katie hadn’t seen the spectacle. It was the one embarrassing part of owning a stallion. Oh, well, boys will be boys, Leo thought. He was feeling a little uncomfortable in his own jeans.
After a nice, long warm-up, Leo decided to put Butch through his paces. He loped the stallion smoothly around in a wide circle. Most of the other riders were gone, so he had the arena almost to himself. Occasionally, he would glance over and see if Katie was still riding.
Coming off the rail, he headed straight down the center of the arena. Pressing his legs against the stallion’s sides, they launched into a gallop. Butch’s ears pricked forward. This was his favorite part. As they crossed the halfway mark in the arena, Leo sat deeper into the saddle. He lifted the reins slightly and wiggled his finger. Butch slammed on the brakes. The stallion lowered his head, tucked his hindquarters under his body and slid probably thirty feet, his front legs paddling to keep up. Dirt flew everywhere. As he came to a stop, Leo asked for a roll-back—a maneuver in which the horse lifts its forehand and pivots half a circle on its haunches. He knew dressage riders performed something similar, but they called it a canter pirouette. Leo thought the cowboy version was much more fun.
Butch spun around and took off again. He loved his job, and he loved Leo. They were so in tune with each other Leo only had to give the slightest command and Butch would respond. That relationship was what took them to the top of their game. Six years ago, they were crowned the North American Affiliate Champions. Now, Leo was gambling the stallion could repeat that winning performance. It had been a long road back to the top, and he was hoping he could stay there. He needed clients’ horses to train. With the economy being so bad, the cattle industry was struggling, and so were most of the ranchers—himself included. Horse training helped pay the bills.
He glanced over, looking for Katie. She was gone. Did she even see the fantastic sliding stop? He walked Butch around, cooling him off. The weather was warm, but not particularly sticky. Rain was due in the next couple of days. It had been a very wet summer in Kentucky, but at least the flies weren’t so bad. They walked back to the barn. Leo untacked the stallion and gave him a nice bath.
Back on the farm, it was rare that he needed to bathe the horse. Usually in the summer, they were out working cattle. The Texas heat could be oppressive. So to make the day more enjoyable, they would stop at the large stock pond in the center of the property. It was fed by a well almost two hundred feet deep. The water came out clear and cold. He would take off Butch’s tack, strip off his own clothes, and the two of them would go skinny-dipping.
After about half an hour, they would both crawl out, and dry off in the sun. Leo would dress, then tack up Butch, and they’d go back to work. He was missing those days right now. This whole place was far too posh for him. The ranch was more his style.
Tucking Butch back in his stall, he tossed him a few flakes of hay. “All right, bud, I’ll be back in a few hours. Daddy needs a haircut.” He headed to the parking lot. Halfway there, his cell phone rang. “Hello?” he said. The sun was too bright to see who was calling. “Oh, hey! How are things? I hope the ol’ homestead is still standing…They did? Shit. Well, I’ll fix that when I get home…You did? Well, bless your soul, you didn’t have to do that. The cattle would’ve stayed put. There’s another fence between them and the road…All right, I will…Yeah, my first ride is tomorrow. Not sure if they’re gonna show it on TV or not…Okay, I’ll call and let you know how I did…Goodbye, my Red River Rose.” He hung up and continued on.
Leo didn’t realize he was being followed. Katie hung back about twenty feet. She found it amusing that a cowboy was talking on a cell phone. It sounded like he was talking to a woman; one didn’t normally call a man a “Red River Rose.” At least she hoped that was the case. He didn’t seem like the “Brokeback Mountain” type. As she followed him, she noticed the way he walked. His shoulders were broad, but not excessively so; his waist neatly tapered into his jeans. And the one thing that really got her attention: his butt. It was one of the nicest male asses she’d ever seen, and his jeans only accentuated the fact. That was one quality Lars was short on. Despite his many years in the saddle, he didn’t have a particularly attractive behind. And riding breeches did nothing to help. The other thing she noticed that shocked her: he wasn’t wearing a plaid shirt! Today, he’d chosen a simple white, long sleeve button-down shirt. The sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing off his sinewy forearms.
They reached the parking lot and Leo made a left turn toward his truck. Katie watched as he got into the beat-up black Dodge Dually. Yeah, there was no question in her mind, he was a cowboy all right, she thought. What cowboy doesn’t drive a beat-up old truck? The engine roared to life on the big diesel and he pulled out. She reached her car, a white BMW rental and unlocked it. Sliding into the leather seat, she glanced at the clock on the dash. It was just past noon and she was done for the day. The groom would look after Esmerelda and now Katie was free to do some shopping. She wondered where the cowboy was heading.
“Hey, are you going to the party tonight?” Joey Tanner asked. He was a member of the reining team. “All of Team U.S.A. will be there.”
“Uh, I dunno,” Leo replied. It was five o’clock in the afternoon and he was back giving Butch his evening feed. He was there competing as an individual. Yes, he was competing for the U.S., but he wasn’t riding with the team. He’d made it here on his own.
“Aw, come on Leo, they’ll have beer.”
“I gotta ride tomorrow, and I need to come back and check on Butch later.”
“The party’s over at the Alltech Pavilion; you’ll already be here.”
“Uh, I’m really not in a partying mood,” Leo said.
“Coach Morris says it’s mandatory. They want the U.S. teams to make a big showing. For Pete’s sake, this is our home turf.”
“All right, fine, I’ll go. I need to go back to the hotel and get cleaned up first.”
Two hours later, Leo arrived back at the park. He found the pavilion; the party was in full swing. It was crowded and noisy. He went to the bar and got a bottle of Kentucky Bourbon Ale beer. It was different tasting; Leo was used to drinking Lone Star. Taking a couple of sips, he looked around. The rest of the reining team and the other two individual entrants were off to one side. He wandered over and joined them. “Hi, fellas,” he said, feeling completely out of place.
“Ah, you made it,” Joey replied.
“Yeah, here I am. Yippee,” he replied sarcastically.
“Well, you don’t have to stay long; just show your face, and if the press wants to talk to you, be polite.”
Leo let his eyes wander around the room. There she was, dressed in an incredibly tight, white dress, jewelry hanging off her ears, neck, and arms. She had money, it was plainly evident. Katie sipped on a glass of champagne and gabbed with a bunch of her female friends. They laughed and carried on like the high-society women they were. Leo tried his best not to gawk, but Katie was a total knockout. He watched as the Swedish rider came in. Like a magnet, Katie headed for him. Leo could tell by her body language that she liked him.
“Hello,” Katie said in a rather seductive voice.
“Hello,” Lars replied in a distracted tone.
“Nice party, huh?” Katie noticed he didn’t seem interested in talking to her. “Your riding is amazing.” She was trying her best. Her heart was pounding. She was standing next to him.
“Yes, thank you.”
“I’m hoping I get chosen to come train with you.”
“Good luck.”
Katie realized the con-versation seemed to be going nowhere. She wondered if Lars was even more stuck up than her. Yes, she knew she was in the upper crust; her family had more money than they knew what to do with. “It was nice meeting you,” she said, making a dismal retreat.
“Yes, yes, thank you.”
Katie stopped by the bar and got her drink topped off. That conversation had not gone according to plan. Turning, Katie saw the cowboy. He was looking as out of place as she felt. Now, finally, she could get a good look at him. For once he wasn’t wearing that stupid hat. His hair was neatly trimmed; he wore jeans and a long sleeve mint green shirt. A sparkle shined from his waistline. Katie noticed it was a championship buckle. Looking at the other cowboys, she realized they were all wearing them; just another gaudy sign of their western ways. She looked a little further below his belt. It appeared he had plenty to offer in that department. Katie didn’t think he was the macho kind of guy who would stuff a sock there. No, he was probably all real man.
She averted her gaze. Dear God, was she just fantasizing about what was under the cowboy’s jeans?! Oh, no, not happening! Yeah, he was fairly good-looking, but he wasn’t cut of the same cloth as her. He was rugged, tough, and wild. She was manicured, coiffed, and socialized. Another thing she noticed about him was his shirt was plain. The others wore shirts plastered with sponsorship patches; his was just a green shirt—and it wasn’t even plaid.
Katie cringed. The cowboy was heading for her. How could she make an escape? Then she realized she was still near the bar. He approached, empty beer bottle in hand. “Evenin’,” he said with a nod. As he passed by, she got a look at his eyes. They were actually a rather lovely shade of brown. Stepping up to the bar, he ordered another beer. Katie wondered if he would try to strike up a conversation with her. He grabbed his beer and went right past her, not saying a thing.
Now she was frustrated. Here she was, dressed to the nines, at a glamorous party and he walked right by her. What was the deal? He was the one who talked to her first. Of course she wouldn’t be caught dead with a cowboy, but there was something about him.
CHAPTER THREE
Leo woke with a startle. Shit! What time is it? He grabbed the alarm clock; it read 6:00. He looked at the window; surely it must be 6 a.m. No, he’d only had two beers last night and then made a stealthy escape from the party; there was no way he was hung over. He’d even stopped by and checked on Butch before he came home.
Throwing off the sheet, he sat up and rubbed his face. Today was the day. It was the twenty-eighth of September; the day the individual qualifying class was to be held. He hoped Butch was ready to go. At one of the qualifiers in Texas, he arrived at the stallion’s stall to find him flat out on his side. Leo panicked, thinking the stallion was suffering from colic. Butch, however, was just having a nice nap. They went on to win later that day.
Getting dressed, Leo hurried to the lobby, and ate breakfast. His class would start at 9:00 in the Alltech Indoor, and he couldn’t remember roughly what time he was riding. He wasn’t worried, he had plenty of time to get his chores done, tack up Butch, and get him warmed up. In a way, he hoped he would go early; he hated waiting. Not to mention, Butch didn’t like it either.
An hour later, Leo was heading in the exhibitors’ gate and to the barn. He found Butch standing in his stall, nose pressed against the bars, wanting his breakfast. “Okay, I get the hint,” he said, getting the horse’s breakfast together.
Dumping the grain into the bucket, he opened the door and shoved it in. Butch put his head in and ate without coming up for air. Leo pulled two flakes of hay off the bale and tossed them in the stall. He opened his tack trunk and took out the schedule. Damn, he wasn’t riding until the afternoon. It was going to be a fight to keep his cool most of the day. He looked at the program and wondered if there was anything he could go watch to help take his mind off the waiting. There was team dressage. He wondered if Katie would be competing. No, probably not a good idea; the thought of her in those tight, white breeches would be too much. He considered wandering through the large vendor pavilion; that should keep him suitably entertained.
Katie stood in line for a day sheet. They were printed out for each discipline, showing who was competing for that day. As the line got shorter, she looked around. Lars was due to ride in ten minutes, and she of course, had to watch. The person ahead of her paid and left. “Can I help you?” the vendor said.
“Yeah, can I get a day sheet for reining?” Katie couldn’t believe she just said that. And even worse, she used her powers of observation and figured out he was an individual competitor. The other guys who were on the team always wore matching shirts. He didn’t. His shirts were always devoid of sponsorship patches, which told her he made it here on his own. He didn’t look or act rich, and he probably wasn’t. She kept telling herself she didn’t like cowboys, but here she was, trying to dig up some more information on him. There was no way on earth she was going to strike up a conversation with him; she didn’t socialize with his kind.
Paying for the sheet, she walked off and looked at it. Scanning down the list, she saw there were three American riders. Hmm, which one? The sheet didn’t give a huge amount of info. But to her luck, all of them were riding in the afternoon. That meant she could watch Lars ride. Checking her watch, she shrieked; Lars would be on in five minutes! Hurrying to the main arena, she flashed her exhibitor’s badge and went down to the seats next to the ring. One competitor was just riding out. She rested her hands on the rail; dark clouds were rolling in, a few rumbles of thunder in the distance. Hopefully the weather would hold for the riders.
Lars rode in on the black stallion. There was polite applause as he made his warm-up lap. They both appeared in fine form. The bell rung, indicating he had thirty seconds to enter the dressage arena and start his test.
Katie leaned forward trying to take in every ounce of his ride. She watched as he came down the centerline, halted, removed his top hat, and saluted. The horse didn’t move a muscle. Picking up the reins, he continued. Katie felt a huge amount of emotion well up inside her. She almost wanted to cry, it was so beautiful. The canter pirouettes, the passage, and the breathtaking piaffe. The stallion could do no wrong. She watched the scores coming up on the boards positioned around the arena. Sevens and eights for his canter half-pass, several nines for the extended trot. They were blowing away their nearest competition. And there it was, a ten, a perfect score by one of the judges for piaffe.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/51456 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!