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Slowly the sun sank behind the jagged peaks of the Rocky Mountains.

Matt studied the sentence on the computer screen. How many times in the past ten years had he written those same words in that same way? Surely there was a fresh way to describe a sunset. His finger pressed on the backspace key and deleted the line.

The flaming scarlet sun melted into the rugged horizon, splashing molten red stains on the lofty, snowcapped mountain peaks.

He shook his head. No, too many adjectives. After all, this was just a sunset. If he wasn't careful, his descriptions of the landscape would have more personality than his characters. And Duke King, the hero of his novels, wouldn't appreciate being upstaged by Mother Nature.

Once again the cursor backed up until it left the screen empty.

As night approached, the sun fled . . .

Matt read the words aloud, then deleted them at the mental image of the sun sprouting legs and jogging across the horizon.

The darkness crept across the sky, pushing the sun behind the rugged mountain peaks that stretched skyward hungrily . . .

Matt's fingers tapped impatiently on the keyboard. Maybe it was the mountains that were complicating the issue. A change of scenery might work better.

The sun dropped onto the prairie, cracking like a big egg and spreading its golden yolk over the tumbleweeds.

Too melodramatic and just plain dumb. With a sigh Matt punched the backspace button, watching as the cursor gobbled the words like a hungry monster. Why was he having trouble with this one simple sunset?

But he already knew the answer to that question. He was working to come up with the perfect opening line for his newest book, Once a Desperado. However, in all honesty, he knew the opening line was the least of his problems. The whole trouble was that he didn't know what he was going to say next. The well had run dry. The train station was empty. There were no bullets in the revolver. And, except for all the annoying clichés that were tumbling around in his brain, his mind was blank.

For several long minutes he stared at the blank screen, hypnotically watching the blinking black line marking the space where the first letter of the first word of that all-important first sentence should be. He tried to visualize a prairie, but strings of power lines kept marring the scenery. His imagination tried to return to his original idea, and he struggled to summon a mental picture of a rugged mountain range. But all he could see were the squared peaks of skyscrapers piercing a smoggy sky.

Matt shook his head, trying to clear his eyes and reorganize his thoughts. How many times had he described a sunset? A mountain? A prairie?

His fingers returned to the keyboard and fiercely tapped out, 

The damn sun set . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

He watched the dots flow across the screen, repeating themselves as his fingers remained pressed against the key. It gave him a certain satisfaction to see the screen filling up, even if it was only with dots.

When the single line of words began to scroll out of sight, he lifted his hands and laced his fingers behind his head.

"I need help," he muttered, standing so abruptly his desk chair rolled across the room. As he walked to the bedroom, he unsnapped the fastener of his jeans and jerked the zipper down. He stepped out of the fashionably faded pants, tossed them across the end of the bed before going to the armoire and selecting a pair of black-checkered bicycle shorts. After pulling them on, he replaced his sweatshirt with a Chicago Bears T-shirt.

One Nike was lying on its side next to his bed. But its mate wasn't being so cooperative. Matt knelt and lifted the edge of the comforter so he could peer under the bed. But other than a few unidentifiable fuzzies and a pair of unclaimed panties, there was nothing hiding under there.

Matt crawled around the room, looking under furniture and behind doors. He wasn't usually this disorganized, but lately nothing seemed to be where it should be, including his shoe and his brain.

He finally found the missing sneaker in the bathroom between the toilet and the tub. After shutting the lid, he sat and put on both shoes, tying the long strings tightly so he wouldn't trip on them. The last thing he needed right now was to break his leg...or even worse, his fingers. His editor was expecting a brand new Duke King adventure in the next two months. It was bad enough that Matt couldn't think of a single interesting thing for Duke to do, much less not being able to type it, once inspiration struck.

Exercise was a tried and true stimulant, both for his mind and his body. A jog to the gym a mile from his apartment would flood his brain with oxygen. A couple of hours on the machines and working with weights would occupy his thoughts so his subconscious could go wild and come up with a plot.

And if all else failed, there was sure to be a gorgeous woman in a skintight leotard who would be able to offer him a distraction that would make him forget his editor, his deadline and Duke King. At least for the evening.

There was no sign of the sun as he bounded down the steps and began jogging down the street. Thick, gray clouds hung heavily over the buildings, obscuring the top floors of the tallest skyscrapers. It had been a miserable, rainy spring and was showing no sign of change as summer approached. Matt couldn't remember the last time he'd seen the sidewalks dry or made it all the way to the gym without getting splashed from someone driving through a puddle on the street.

A red light stopped him and he jogged in place while he waited for it to change. A low-slung white Jaguar slowed down as it approached the intersection. Its auburn-haired driver gave Matt a bold appraisal, followed by a provocative smile that showed her approval. He responded with a casual wave and a nod of his head. He had a particular weakness for classy redheads with legs long enough to . . .

The light changed and Matt gave the retreating white car a last glance before he crossed the street.

Even though he worked out at the gym at least four times a week, Matt made it a point not to get too friendly with any of the other male regulars. Instead of working with a partner as most of the men did, Matt stuck to the weights he could handle alone. He wasn't into power lifting and he wasn't interested in developing a close friendship with a man, so it best served his purpose to keep a comfortable distance between himself and the other men.

The women were a whole different matter. He let them get closer, but only on a physical level. He wasn't any more interested in having a woman for a friend than he was in having a male buddy. The truth was, Matt was a loner. And he liked it that way.

An hour and a half later he finished going through his program and picked up a magazine from a shelf near the stationary bikes. As he pedaled through the computerized cycle, he flipped through the magazine. It was an environmental periodical with beautiful photographs and text that glowingly described the wonders of the great outdoors, which, unfortunately, didn't include any sunsets.

Matt wasn't too impressed. He was a city boy, born and raised near downtown Chicago. Even though he'd done a little traveling back East, Matt was convinced that the Windy City had everything he would ever want out of life.

But as he turned the pages, an advertisement caught his attention. Surrounded by mountains that looked too tall and rugged to be real was a picture-perfect ranch. A large, sprawling ranch house and an old fashioned red barn ringed with whitewashed fences dominated the photo. A caption offered Have A True Western Experience. A close-up of two grizzled cowboys sitting casually on the back of two sleepy-looking horses was further enticement. "Have you ever wondered what it was like to be a cowboy? Join us on trailrides and cattle drives, eat fresh home-cooked meals, participate in a rodeo, sleep under the stars and learn how to square dance. We offer vacations to suit everyone's style whether you want to relax and do nothing or rough it like a real cowboy. Come to the Rocky K Ranch for a Western experience you'll never forget. Make memories that will last a lifetime."

Matt started to turn the page, but there was something about the two old men that kept his attention. With their hats pulled low on their foreheads and the reins held loosely in their hands, they looked as much at home on the backs of those horses as Matt did when he was sprawled across his easy chair watching football. That's how Duke King would sit on a horse. And that's how Duke King would wear a cowboy hat. In fact, Duke King had once inherited a ranch very much like the Rocky K, but it had been taken away from him by an evil cattle baron in Cry of the Lone Wolf.

The timer clicked off on the exercise bike and Matt dismounted. He tossed the magazine back on the shelf, then bent over and picked it up again. Flipping through to the advertisement, he ripped the page out, folded it and tucked it into his gym bag. It wouldn't hurt to write and see what sort of "Western experiences" they offered. Right now Matt needed something to revive his muse. Perhaps a quick trip to the Rockies might be just what the doctor...or in his case, the editor ordered.
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Jamie Kimball sorted the mail with a practiced shuffle. The bills went into a large wire basket and the advertisements went directly into the garbage can. Then she turned to her computer and checked her email for registration forms and requests for information, both of which she would deal with first. 

At least with summer approaching, the number of reservations and requests were getting larger. Unfortunately the wire basket wasn't getting any emptier. The expenses of running a working ranch were constant, while the income was unpredictable at best.

Jamie began opening the reservation emails first. She would handle the requests after lunch, sending links to the website as well as to local amenities so people could plan their whole vacation. But the reservations demanded her immediate attention. Unless a miracle happened, it was the reservations that held the future of the Rocky K Ranch.

She opened her calendar software program and flipped through the pages, marking down the dates and names. June, July and August were filling up nicely. As she wrote down the names of three gentlemen from Pennsylvania, she was delighted to note there was only one more opening for June.

As luck would have it, the last two emails she opened contained reservations for that last cabin in the same week. And they both had included full payment.

There were only twelve cabins, with six equipped for one or two persons and six larger ones able to comfortably house three, four, or even six if there were small children. Eleven of the cabins were already booked.

Jamie shook her head as she reread the reservations. One was for a young couple from Kansas City who would be on their honeymoon, and the other was a single man from Chicago. The newlyweds would fit quite nicely in the small one-room cabin that was left. But then, so would the man. But the newlyweds would pay almost twice as much money while using the same amount of space.

Jamie glanced again at the man from Chicago's email. Matt Montana. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, the name rang a bell. Chicago? Matt Montana? No, she couldn't place him. He must have one of those catchy names that seems familiar even when it isn't.

"Too bad, Mr. Matt Montana," she murmured as she save his email. She would reply later, explaining that the week he'd requested wasn't available, along with a list of open dates. Hopefully, he would reschedule. Jamie needed him.

Well, not Matt Montana specifically. What Jamie truly needed was a good, well-booked summer's receipts in the bank which meant at least twenty-five Matt Montanas a week during the three-month peak season.

Matt Montana ... why did that name sound so familiar?

Jamie sent a personal reply to all of the people whose reservations had arrived that day. She also added a list of recommended clothing and supplies and a complete list of activities from which they could choose to fill their days and nights. One of Rocky K's promises was that there would be plenty to do if the guests wanted to stay busy, or they could decide to relax and do nothing at all.

She added the names and the amounts of the deposits to the books. There were a couple of special requests as far as food preferences, so she made a list of things to add to the pantry. If she hurried, she could catch Darlene, the cook, before she went into town to buy groceries this afternoon. It was time-consuming enough that Jamie had to handle all the nit-picking details of reservations and bookkeeping, so she did everything within her power to avoid running errands to town. She begrudged every minute she had to spend confined to the small office. The twenty-mile trip to Telluride wouldn't take long as the crow flies. But since cars were restricted to following the roads as they snaked around the mountains, the drive usually took at least forty minutes each way. And, if Jamie had a choice, she'd rather spend that time holding onto the leather reins of a horse than the plastic circle of a steering wheel.

When she caught Darlene just as she was starting the engine, Jamie decided it must be her lucky day. Already the schedule for June was full, there was a little money in the bank, and she was going to be able to spend a whole afternoon outside in the beautiful spring sunshine. If only she could place that man ... Matt Montana. Now where had she heard that name?
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"Matt Montana!" Buck's fork hung in midair, suspended between his plate and his mouth. "You rejected Matt Montana?"

Jamie looked at her father in amazement. He hadn't been in favor of opening their working ranch to guests and stubbornly left all the details of running the business end to Jamie. Buck loved the land and the animals and tolerated the guests. Ironically, his gruff, down-to-earth attitude had become a favorite part of the package as people delighted in meeting a man who could "out cowboy" John Wayne.

And it was evident that Buck was warming to his reputation. His stories of how his ancestors had carved the ranch out of the wild, wild West were growing longer and taking on elements that were closer to fiction than actual history. He no longer avoided the guests, but seemed to enjoy hanging out at the barn, answering the kids' questions and showing remarkable patience with the adults who didn't know the difference between a horse and a mule.

But he had never, to Jamie's recollection, taken an active part in the selection of the guests.

"We're all booked up that week," Jamie explained. "But I offered him several optional dates."

"I can't believe it." Buck set his fork down with a clatter. "You turned down Matt Montana? Hellfire! I accepted all the changes you suggested. I put up with hundreds of greenhorns swarming over my ranch like locusts, spoiling the horses with sugar and leaving the gates open. I even let them take my gosh-darn picture. But the one person I'd like to meet, you send away."

Jamie continued to stare at her father in astonishment. The last time he'd been this upset about something was when the representatives from Best of the West Real Estate had made an offer on the ranch. Who was this Matt Montana, anyway?

"Calm down, Pa," she soothed. "Remember your blood pressure."

"Forget my gosh-darn blood pressure. I'm fine. I'm just disappointed," he grumbled. He leaned back in his chair, balancing it on its back legs as he leveled a piercing look at his daughter. "Couldn't we bump somebody? Surely one of those other folks wouldn't mind coming on a different week."

"Why does this mean so much to you?"

Buck idly stroked his bristly beard. "Oh, it means about as much as it would if one of the authors of them romance books you're always reading wanted to come stay here."

Jamie considered his answer, not quite making the connection between her reading preferences and Matt Montana.

Matt Montana. Of course, now she remembered. "That's the guy who writes all those Western books, isn't it?" she asked her father.

Instead of being pleased that she'd finally remembered, Buck seemed almost insulted. "Matt Montana doesn't write those Western books," Buck retorted. "He creates masterpieces set in the old west when men were men and women were..”

“Silent? Invisible? Helpless?”

He brushed aside her suggestions with a wave of his hand. “You just don’t get how great he is. His Desperado series is the best stuff I've ever read. That Duke King is a real manly man."

Jamie dared not point out that the books her father was using for comparison weren't exactly examples of great literature. "The name sounded sort of familiar, but I couldn't put a face to it." She tried to soften the disappointment with a smile. "I'm really sorry. If I'd known, I would have tried to shuffle the schedule. But I've already sent out the confirmations to everyone else. The only empty space available is in the barn."

"That's it! I should have thought of that right away." Buck's chair settled back on all four legs with a thump. "You haven't sent him a rejection yet, have you?"

"Well, yes. I actually sent it out before dinner."

"But you have his phone number, don't you?"

"No, I just have his email address." At her father's crestfallen look, she hurried to add, "But I offered him some alternate dates and he'll probably contact us again."

"Dang it! We could have made room for him."

"I was just joking about him sleeping in the barn," Jamie began. "Considering his experience with all things cowboy, he must be a man who's spent many nights under the stars in less comfortable places than that, but I wouldn't dream of having a guest ..."

"Of course he wouldn't have to sleep in the barn," Buck stated indignantly. "He could have stayed here in the house with us."

"Oh, Pa, no." Jamie shook her head. "I don't think that would have been a very good idea. We don't know anything about this man. We couldn't invite a complete stranger to stay in our home."

"Matt Montana is not a complete stranger. I feel I know him through his books," Buck defended. "I've got a couple dozen of them in my room. Why don't you read some, and maybe you'll feel more comfortable with him?"

"It would have thrown off our count to have an extra person," she persisted.

"We could have borrowed a horse from the Danielsons, and Darlene could have added an extra potato to the stew," Buck grumbled. "You're the one so all fired worked up about getting publicity. Just think about how much we'd have once it got out that Matt Montana stayed here. He probably would have set one of his books in this area, maybe even on this ranch. The Rocky K would become so famous we'd be turning people away. By the end of the summer, we could have told those ornery real estate people to stick their contracts where the sun don't ..."

"I get your drift." Jamie threw up her hands to stop him. Once he got wound up on that subject, she wasn't likely to shut him up for hours. And the doctor had warned her he shouldn't get overly excited. Not only that, but her father had hit on a point she hadn't considered. The publicity would have been invaluable.

"Well, it's too late now," she said, sighing, almost as disappointed as her father, now that she was looking at the situation from a purely commercial viewpoint. "When he writes back, I'll make sure we can accommodate him. And I'll try to think of some special activities for him."

"Oh no," her father quickly cut in. "I expect Mr. Montana is an old codger like me, and he'd like spending the evenings in front of the fireplace talking about the Old West with me and Boots."

"Maybe he wanted to stay here to get some peace and quiet."

Buck gave her a knowing look. "We old guys like to talk. There aren't that many of us left anymore. You know, the last real cowboys."

Jamie smiled. If Matt Montana was about her father's age, they would keep each other entertained. She stood and picked up their plates. "Give me a couple of his books, and I'll try to read them in my spare time."

Spare time. That was a joke. She hadn't had any spare time in the last eighteen years since her mother died. But maybe Mr. Matt Montana was the key to a success that would give her and her father a little breathing room.

Besides, how much trouble could the old guy be?
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A fine gray powder swirled behind the convertible, forming an opaque wave that threatened to engulf both man and vehicle if they were to slow down long enough for it to catch up. Matt was determined that wouldn't happen. Small pieces of crushed rock clattered against the underside of the rented Mustang convertible and spun into the tall grass that grew on each side of the narrow road.

As he maneuvered around the sharp curves, Matt smiled, pleased at how well he'd mastered these winding mountain streets. Actually, street was too generous a word to describe what was little more than a pathway carved into the wilderness ... a pathway that was carrying him farther and farther away from civilization.

As much as he hated to consider the possibility, it was very likely that he'd missed a turn. He had a feeling that night came early in this valley, and he sure didn't want to be wandering around after dark.

Matt reached into the pocket of his door and pulled out a road map and the magazine ad. He didn't need to ask for help. If only he could find any sort of landmark, he could figure out where he was and follow the very simple map drawn in the ad. But it had been at least a mile since he'd passed a house and even longer since he'd seen a sign.

With a wary glance at the dust cloud behind him, Matt didn't slow down as he spread the map across the steering wheel. The wind tugged at the paper, whipping the corners and threatening to turn it into a kite. Matt took another curve and glanced down at the map. His gaze darted back and forth as he searched for Ouray and Telluride. Those were the only towns marked on the drawing in the ad, and it showed that the Rocky K Ranch was located on a county road a little to the west of them.

He didn't understand why they hadn't sent him a map or at least a detailed route. It was definitely a lack of good organization. He’d tried pulling it up on Google, but he’d lost coverage several miles back. That was when he stopped at a gas station and purchased the map. Hopefully, this wasn't an omen.

A gust of very cool, persistent mountain air burst through the center of the map and ripped one section from his grasp. Matt grabbed for it with one hand while trying to keep hold and steering around another curve with his other hand.

He didn't see the wagon until it was too late. Automatically he stomped on the brake. The tires locked, trying to grip the road, but instead of slowing him down, the loose rocks propelled the car forward. Matt let the wind rip the pieces of map from his hands as he jerked the steering wheel to the right, trying to head for the ditch.

But as if the covered wagon was made out of a giant magnet instead of old, weathered wood, the black car headed straight for it. In the fleeting seconds that seemed to pass in slow motion before the crash, Matt saw the person sitting on the wagon's seat stare with horror at the rapidly approaching car. A whip cracked over the team of horses' heads, causing them to jump forward. Unfortunately, they had been in the process of making a wide right turn into an open pasture gate and the movement only served to place the wagon more fully in his path. The horses reared and whinnied shrill cries of fear at the unexpected threat.

The convertible's nose plowed into the wagon's big front wheel, shattering it on impact. Long, jagged pieces of spoke scraped across the hood and flew against the windshield. The car slid to a stop, at last, its headlights buried in the box of the wagon.

As the front wheel crumbled, the wagon shifted, favoring its wounded corner, tilting toward the car. For a few seconds it hung suspended, then, with an ancient groan, it collapsed. The female driver scrambled to hold on, but the angle of the seat offered no assistance. With a curse that matched the one Matt was muttering, the driver slid down the wooden plank and tumbled onto the hood.

After a complete roll, she came to rest against his windshield. The wind snatched the weathered tan Stetson off her head and sprayed the long, golden strands of her ponytail across the glass.

She was already struggling into a sitting position by the time Matt was able to open the door and jump out.

"Are you hurt?" His gaze swept over her, at least partially relieved that there was no visible blood.

She was gripping her left shoulder and rubbing it. Even though she was obviously in pain, she shook her head. "No, I'm fine."

"Are you sure?"

She slid to the edge of the hood and scowled as she said with unmasked hostility, "What a damn fool thing to do. Didn't you see the wagon?"

"Of course I saw it. Something that big would be hard to miss."

"Apparently not! You seemed to have found it for a direct hit." The woman pushed off the car and landed on her feet, wincing slightly and favoring her right leg as she stalked around him.

As she headed toward the horses, she stripped off her leather gloves and stuffed them in her back pocket. Matt was momentarily distracted by the unconsciously provocative sway of her denim-covered hips and the sassy bounce of the gloves as they hung out of the snug pocket.

"If you've caused one tiny scratch on either of my babies, I'll have you thrown in jail," she stated.

Matt suspected it was no idle threat. He turned his attention to his own vehicle and sputtered another heated round of curses. "Scratches! Just look at my car." He picked up the larger pieces of wood and tossed them to the side of the road, then ran his fingers over the shiny black paint. Each newly discovered scratch or dent brought forth another expletive of increasing passion. "How am I going to explain this to the rental company? They'll never believe me. Hell, I wouldn't believe me. I can just see their expressions when I tell them I had a collision with a covered wagon."

The woman didn't pay any attention to his rantings as she quieted the nervous horses and checked them for injuries.

Matt vaulted over the damaged hood and strode over to her. She didn't so much as glance in his direction as she worked with the buckles of the harness.

"You were taking up the whole road," he accused, pacing back and forth beside her. "You saw me coming. Why didn't you move that thing out of the way?"

She released the horses from the center shaft of the wagon and led them away from the wreckage before she answered. "I was making a perfectly legal turn. It's not like they installed rack and pinion steering on that model of covered wagon." She marched up to him, not stopping until she was only a couple of feet away. With her feet braced stiffly and her hands on her hips, she confronted him with a fierceness that surprised him. "And there aren't any signal lights, either. If you hadn't been driving like a bat out of hell, you'd have been able to keep control of your car."

He leveled his best withering glare at her. "I'm always in control."

Her blue eyes glittered dangerously as she glared up at him. Slowly, eloquently, one golden brown eyebrow lifted in a sarcastic arch, then she let her gaze drop. She took her time studying every inch of his body from the top of his dark, wind-blown hair to the tips of his shockingly expensive, brand-new grey ostrich cowboy boots. It took every ounce of his masculine pride to keep from shifting under her critical inspection. When her gaze returned to his, he was annoyed and a little uncomfortable to see censure and even a touch of amusement in her eyes.

"You're not from around here." She stated it as a fact rather than a question. "The rule of the road is whoever's bigger or driving in front has the right of way. Obviously, my wagon qualified on both counts."

He raked his fingers through his hair, pushing it back from his forehead. This woman was the most annoying creature he'd ever met. He was the one who should be angry. She was completely at fault. And yet she wasn't accepting the slightest measure of blame. "What sort of hick civilization is this? I feel as if I've driven through a time tunnel."

She snorted wryly. "Why not? You tried driving through everything else!"

"It wasn't like I had a real choice."

"There was the ditch," she commented with an irritating calm.

"This is a public road," he sputtered. "I don't think it's too much to expect a lane to drive in, or at least space to pass. You were spread all over the place."

Her hands clenched into fists, and she took a step forward. Matt stood his ground, but he was so sure she was going to slug him that he braced himself.

Instead she continued to hold his gaze locked in hers as she accused, "I was working...not cruising the back roads, looking for an unsuspecting victim."

"You were working?" His chuckle was dry and intentionally insulting. "I didn't realize there was a big call for wagon drivers. Was this a college course or did you go to the Donner Party trade school? You sure didn't learn it at charm school."

"I wasn't the one who ran into a vehicle the size of a small house," she pointed out, her own lips curving into a contentious half smile.

In spite of his determination not to let her get to him, Matt felt an angry flush rise to his cheekbones. She was standing so close to him that he could see the black spikes radiating from her pupils through the pale blue irises of her eyes, reminding him of the spokes of the broken wagon wheel. The wind tossed her long, straight ponytail over her shoulder and twisted loose tendrils of spun-gold hair across her face. The wind also blew a light, fresh floral scent to his flared nostrils, but he couldn't determine whether it was from the fields of wildflowers on the side of the road or from the woman in front of him. Somehow he guessed her perfume of choice would be eau de horse.

His gaze drifted lower, distracted by the swell of tanned skin visible above the low, circular neckline of her yellow tank top. The women in his books often had bosoms that heaved in frustration or indignation, but he'd never, until that moment, actually seen one do it.

And what a bosom it was. Even still caught up in his own indignation he was beginning to notice that there was a very pretty young woman under all those bristles and thorns. Too bad they had met under such unpleasant circumstances. He'd heard plenty of stories about the warmth and generosity of farmers' daughters.

"What the hell ...er heck's going on here?"

Matt and the woman turned to look at a man who had ridden up on a rangy sorrel gelding. Leaning back in his saddle he surveyed the mess through squinted eyes.

"The horses are okay, Pa," the woman said.

"Pa?" Matt murmured. "I take it this man's your father."

"I wouldn't call him Pa if he wasn't," she muttered back.

"How very 'Bonanza'," Matt couldn't resist commenting.

She responded with a drop-dead glare, then whirled and walked to where her father was waiting.

"The wheel's ruined," she declared. "I'm not sure we can have it repaired in time for the wagon train on Monday. And there could be structural damage, too."

The saddle creaked as the old man swung down. His long legs retained the rounded shape of the horse as he walked to where the car was planted into the wagon. He ran one hand over the bleached wooden panel of its side before saying, "This baby's built like a tank. I don't think a little bitty car like this one could do it any permanent damage."

"How about the car!" Matt exclaimed, amazed that in the midst of the broken wood and dented metal, all they could see was the wagon. "This car will never be the same. There's probably even damage to the frame. It was like hitting a brick wall." He shook his head in exasperation. "I should have taken out the extra insurance."

"They don't offer insurance for stupidity," the woman remarked with a pointed glance in his direction.

"Well, we aren't solving anything by standing out here in the middle of the road arguing about this," the old man said. "It's going to be dark soon, and we have to get both these vehicles off the road before someone else comes along and gets hurt."

The woman's hand automatically went to her shoulder, and Matt noticed a dark bruise was already beginning to purple her smooth skin. But her father didn't notice as he extended his hand toward Matt.

"I guess if my daughter's not going to make the introductions, I will. My name's Buck Kimball."

Matt shook the man's hand. "I'm Matt Montana
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