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			SATURDAY

			Danny Mack was pretty sure he’d just lost his thumb.

			He’d caught the steer but lost control of his rope. He tried to wrap it around the saddle horn but wasn’t quick enough. When his horse, Pete, dug in and pulled back, the rope snapped into place and ripped his roping glove clean off his hand.

			“Ow!”

			Danny grimaced and gaped at it. No blood. And his thumb was still there. He shook out the sting.

			His best friend, Ricky, ran over from where he’d been manning the roping chute. “You all right?”

			“I think so.”

			Summer vacation had just begun, and Danny and his dad were in their home arena practicing team roping, getting ready to compete in the Jefferson County Fair and Rodeo in a couple of weeks. Ricky and Danny’s brother Tyrell were helping out. Tyrell was seventeen, four years older than Danny. As a team, Danny and his dad competed in community and open rodeos. Danny was the header, roping the horns. Dad, the heeler, roping the back feet. They were good at it, because they practiced.

			
			Dad, who’d caught the steer’s two back legs, loosened his rope and loped over on Mandingo. “You hurt?”

			“Stings,” Danny said, squeezing his hand. He had to focus on his dally—his wrap around the saddle horn.

			Dad leaned in for a closer look. “You’ll live. But be more focused. Roping’s dangerous, which is why we’re out here getting it right.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Tyrell drew up on his horse, Half-Asleep. “What happened?”

			“Rope almost took my thumb off.”

			“Looks like it’s still there.”

			“Yep.”

			Danny turned in his saddle. His glove was lying in the dirt by the fence. He whistled. “Banjo! Get my glove.”

			Banjo, his border collie, snapped up, got it, and ran it over.

			Danny leaned down and took it. “Good boy.”

			He pulled the glove back on.

			Tyrell rode off to free the steer from the ropes and herd it back to Ricky at the chute.

			“Let’s give it one more run and call it a day,” Dad said.

			Danny nodded and coiled his rope. He loped Pete around the practice pen to calm himself down. This time, focus!

			Tyrell and Ricky got the steer back into the chute.

			Banjo trotted back to his place by the fence.

			Danny backed Pete into the box on the left side of the chute, where he’d wait until the steer was released. Dad backed Mandingo in on the right.

			
			When the steer was in place, Ricky glanced at Danny. “Ready when you are.”

			The idea was to stay in the box as short a time as possible. Get in, get ready, and hope the steer got up to the gate with his head aimed forward. That was the unknown, the steer.

			Dad nodded to Danny.

			Danny nodded to Ricky.

			Ricky slammed the gate open. “Haw!”

			The steer burst out running.

			A split second later, Danny spurred Pete ahead.

			The hardest part wasn’t the roping but the riding, and Danny’s balance astonished anyone who watched him. Dad once told him that he was about as good a rider as it was possible to be.

			Danny stayed to the left, with Pete’s nose even with the steer’s hip.

			Dad on Mandingo flew out of the heeler’s box, staying about ten feet off to the right, keeping the steer on a straight path so Danny could get a good shot at its head.

			Danny threw his loop—a clean catch over both horns. He made his dally around the saddle horn, doing it right this time. He slowed and pulled the steer to the left so the steer’s hind legs flayed out as it turned.

			Dad threw his loop and caught both back feet. He hadn’t missed all day. He made his dally and turned Mandingo to face Danny and Pete, the horses pulling the ropes taut, the caught steer between them.

			Dad nodded. “Do it like that two weeks from now and we’ll be all right.”

			
			“Yep,” Danny said. “Just like that.”

			“Not bad, little brother,” Tyrell called. “You too, old man.”

			Dad grunted.

			Ricky and Tyrell removed the head protector from the steer’s horns and released the steer into the pasture. Dad and Tyrell took their horses into the barn.

			Danny sat his horse, looking down on Ricky. “What you doing after this?”

			“Chores, I guess.”

			“Want to do something later?”

			“Like what?”

			Danny looked back at the barn and out toward the pasture. “Oh, I don’t know. Watch grass grow?”

			Ricky grinned and walked over to his bike to head home. Danny rode Pete alongside him, while Banjo sniffed through the weeds.

			“Thanks for helping out today,” Danny said.

			“No problem. You’d do it for me.”

			“Not with bulls, I wouldn’t.”

			Ricky laughed.

			Ricky was a junior bull rider, and Danny was not a fan of bulls. One wild kick and they could kill you. Danny knew of a rodeo bull from Texas that weighed 1,900 pounds. That one could kick you from Oregon to South Carolina. As a junior rider, Ricky rode bulls that were between 500 and 1,000 pounds.

			Danny said, “You have more guts than brains.”

			Ricky laughed. “You’re just jealous.”

			He whistled for Banjo, squatting as he trotted over. “You take care of that wimp on the horse, you hear? He needs help.”

			
			Banjo nosed Ricky’s hand.

			Ricky looked up. “Guess he sees my point.”

			“Get outta here,” Danny said, smiling. “Wanna do some fishing? If not later today, then next week?”

			“Sure. Call me.” Ricky gave him a thumbs-up and rode off.

			Danny whistled and slapped his thigh. “Banjo! Come!”

			Banjo raced over and leaped. Danny caught him by the skin on the back of his neck and lifted him into the saddle. Banjo licked his face.

			“I think you’ve earned yourself a treat, don’t you?”

			Together, they rode back to the barn.
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			THURSDAY

			Five days later, Danny bolted up in the middle of the night. He thought he’d heard a shot.

			His room was still. The light in the yard cast a rectangular shadow across his wall.

			Ca-rack!

			Another shot. From a rifle.

			Then two more.

			The floorboards in the room above him creaked. Tyrell was up. Danny squinted at his clock.

			2:49.

			He got up and crossed to the window. The yard, the drive, and the trucks were gray under the light near the barn.

			Past the barn, the corral was empty. The working pen and pasture beyond lay silent and ghostly, edged by a dark line of trees.

			Light from the hall flooded his room. His brother stood in the doorway dragging a T-shirt over his head. “You hear that?”

			Tyrell was six foot one, with a scraggly brown beard, bright blue eyes, and a thin scar in his left eyebrow.

			
			“Rifle?” Danny said.

			Tyrell nodded. “You coming?”

			“Yep.”

			Danny pulled on sweats and stumbled into his boots as he followed Tyrell out. “Is Dad up?”

			“Apparently not.”

			Danny looked up the stairs. Dad’s door was open, but the room was dark. Probably slept right through it. He’d come in around midnight. Dad was an independent trucker and was often gone two, three days at a time.

			Tyrell reached into the closet by the front door and grabbed the Winchester 94, their grandfather’s hunting rifle.

			They jogged around the barn, then out into the pasture and up a ridge, where they looked down onto their neighbor’s land and the wide valley that spread east. Pinpricks of light winked in the black far distance.

			“Can’t see a thing,” Danny whispered.

			Tyrell aimed the rifle forward, finger outside the trigger guard, ready. “Those shots came from this direction.”

			Danny squinted down the grassy slope, trying to see. The ridge where they stood was on their property. A fence below separated their place from the Brodies’ sheep ranch.

			“See anything?”

			Tyrell didn’t answer.

			Danny looked back. “Where’s Banjo?”

			“Barn, I guess.”

			Danny was instantly alert. The only reason Banjo wouldn’t be with him right now was that something was wrong.

			“He’d have heard us and come out,” Danny said. “He’d be here.”

			
			“True.”

			“Something’s weird.”

			Tyrell let up on the rifle. “Whatever it is, I sure can’t see it.”

			Danny glanced again into the black silence, then backed away and jogged after Tyrell, heading to the house.

			He checked Banjo’s bed in the hay shed. Empty. “Banjo. You here, boy?”

			“Check the barn,” Tyrell said. “I’ll look around back.”

			Danny ran into the barn.

			Nothing.

			“He ain’t out back,” Tyrell said from the door. “Find anything?”

			Danny shook his head.

			Tyrell tucked the rifle into the crook of his arm, muzzle down. The night was so silent it made Danny shiver. “Think we should wake Dad up?”

			“Let him sleep. What could he do that we ain’t done already?”

			“What about Banjo?”

			“He’ll show up sooner or later…’less he’s the one got shot.”

			“That’s not funny.”

			“Wasn’t meant to be.”

			Tyrell put a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “We’ll find him. Maybe the shots spooked him.”

			They headed into the house.

			Inside, Danny got his sleeping bag and took it out to the hay shed, where Banjo always slept. He’ll come back. He has to come back.

			
			He stood alone in the eerie silence, feeling strange and empty without his dog. It felt like when his mom left. Danny was four then. After she left, he saw her every other week for a couple of years, but she eventually married a rancher and moved to California. Danny liked him. But even though his mom called them every week, and flew him and Tyrell down to California twice a year, she was an empty place inside him.

			“Banjo!” Danny called.

			All he got back was the faint yip of a coyote out on the distant plain. It was the most lonesome sound he’d ever heard.
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			Just hours after the late-night shooting at the Mack place, the sun rose into the blue of a cloudless summer day.

			Twenty miles up the road near the old western town of Sisters, Meg Harris and her best friend, Josie, carried a saddle and blanket out into the middle of a covered, open-sided arena. Meg pitched the saddle upright on the ground. Josie set the saddle blanket on top of it, then helped Meg adjust her clip-on wireless microphone.

			“Nervous?” Josie asked, her voice low.

			“A little.”

			“You’ll be all right.”

			Meg nodded. “Thanks for coming.”

			“You think I’d miss a show like this?”

			“I hope I don’t get a horse I can’t handle.”

			Josie gave Meg a quick hug and headed over to the stands to sit with Meg’s family and their other friends from 4-H. Meg was glad they were all there. She didn’t want to mess up in front of them. But that was what a 4-H public demonstration was all about—learning by doing. Delivering on your ideas. Still, a horse could be unpredictable, even dangerous, especially if it’d been abused or neglected.

			Please, please, please…no risky horses.

			
			The view on one side of the arena was of high-country forest below a line of sharp-edged mountains called the Three Sisters. Meg let her gaze rest there as she tried to calm her breathing.

			Air in.

			Air out.

			Long, deep breaths.

			Could she really do what she’d promised in her flyer?

			
				4-H demonstration. Thirteen-year-old girl will put a saddle on any horse anyone brings her, broke or not. Just don’t bring a biter…she might bite back.

			

			She’d put that last part in as a joke.

			I can do this, I can do this.

			But Meg had a secret—she had yet to put a saddle, or even a halter, on one of her own horses, a half-wild mustang she called Amigo.

			She turned back to look at the people in the bleachers.

			She smiled, seeing her brothers looking so serious. Even though her mom had to drag them out of bed, Meg didn’t care. Jacob, seventeen, and Jeremy, fifteen, were giving her their full attention.

			Mom waved, and Meg lifted her chin.

			“Learn by doing,” Meg whispered. The 4-H slogan. She and Josie had learned most of their life skills at 4-H—head, heart, hands, and health.

			She’d tacked flyers up all over town and even put a few up over in Bend, Redmond, and Prineville, and at the store in Camp Sherman. Sisters was only about ten blocks long, but in the summer it was crammed with tourists and cars and RVs. Maybe that’s why so many people were here today—around fifty. She’d expected ten to fifteen.

			
			Meg tapped the small wireless microphone clipped to her shirt.

			“Thank you for coming to my demonstration,” she said, hands trembling.

			Jeez! Get hold of yourself.

			“My name is Meg Harris. Today I’m going to show how anyone with a little patience can put a saddle on a difficult horse.”

			As the crowd waited, her heart thumped; she could actually feel it thundering in her ears.

			“So…uh…did anyone…bring a horse? I mean…an ornery one?”

			People laughed, turning to see if there were any takers.

			Meg stood straight, smiling. Her amplified voice made her feel bigger than she was.

			“Heck, yeah,” a man in a tan hat called. “I’m just not so sure I should turn him loose on you. He’s a real doozy. You could sooner saddle a jackrabbit.”

			Louder laughter.

			Now Meg grinned. “Bring him on in.”

			The man went out to his trailer and returned with a bug-eyed gray horse. The gray tossed its head and pranced when the man led it into the area. Not a big horse, but skittish.

			“Are you really thirteen, miss?” the man said. “You look awful young.”

			“I’ll be fourteen in seven months.”

			
			He rubbed his chin.

			“I can handle him,” Meg said, trying not to let the nervous horse make her nervous.

			The man leaned into her microphone. “If you can get a saddle on this volcano, I’ll eat my hat.”

			He lifted his Stetson as everyone cheered and hooted.

			The noise made the gray rear up. He crow hopped sideways, and the man slapped its flank with the end of the lead rope to keep him in line.

			He looked at Meg. “You sure you know what you’re doing?”

			“I wouldn’t be in here if I didn’t.”

			He shook his head. “You’re one brave girl.”

			“Call me Meg,” she said, and reached for the lead.

			The man in the tan hat walked away, leaving Meg with the gray horse. “My daughter rode him for about a month,” he said over his shoulder. “Then she went off to college. He ain’t been saddled in three years.”

			He let himself out of the arena and leaned his arms on the rail to watch. “His name’s Mr. Gray Hat,” he called. “Should’ve called him Mr. Gray Wolverine.”
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			After the shooting, Danny slept in the hay shed, where Banjo usually slept.

			At daylight, he opened his eyes and bolted up.

			Still no Banjo.

			He grabbed his sleeping bag and hurried into the house to check the time. Seven o’clock. He’d overslept by two hours.

			He had chores…but something was very wrong.

			He had to search for Banjo.

			Next to his bed sat a wooden chair and a night table with a lamp and a clock inside a silver horseshoe. The top of his dresser was lost under a herd of trophies and ribbons and junior rodeo belt buckle awards. His walls were covered with rodeo posters.

			Where are you, Banjo?

			He changed into his jeans and pulled on his boots and a white T-shirt.

			He quickly brushed his teeth and ran wet fingers through his hair, then looked out the window. Dad was striding toward the barn.

			Danny grabbed his hat, ran to the kitchen, took a long gulp of orange juice from the container in the fridge, and headed out the door.

			
			“Banjo!” he called, running toward the pastures.

			Dad poked his head out of the barn. “Whoa, slow down there. What’s up?”

			“Have you seen Banjo? He’s missing.”

			Dad turned to look back. “That’s odd. He should be following me around like always.” He frowned. “Tyrell told me what happened last night, before he took off for work.”

			Danny squinted out toward the trees.

			Dad followed his gaze. “Maybe he’s sick and holed up somewhere. Dogs do that.”

			“Yeah…maybe.”

			“Listen, I’ve got to run a load over to Portland today. Be back sometime tonight.”

			“All right.”

			“How’s about riding the fence this morning? Make sure everything’s as it should be. You might scrub out the water trough in the east pasture, too. Oh, and set out that new salt lick I got, would you?”

			“I can do that.”

			Dad put his hand on Danny’s shoulder and squeezed. “Gotta go. See you tonight.”

			Danny watched his father drive off, then put his hat on and headed into the barn. He set the new salt lick near the water trough, then grabbed a hand-tied halter off its hook in the tack room and went out to the practice pen. There was a shady spot by the fence where Banjo sometimes slept during the day.

			
			He tried whistling.

			Nothing.

			“Where are you?”

			In the west pasture, he found the steers and calves grazing. They looked up and stared at him.

			Danny whistled. “Banjo! Here, boy!”

			He kept walking.

			Farther out, he spotted all four horses looking his way.

			“Pete,” he called.

			His horse perked his ears forward.

			Danny took the halter and held it up, and Pete, his eleven-year-old gelding, started over, the three other horses trailing close behind.

			Danny greeted each one, scratching their foreheads and running a hand down their smooth necks. One mare and three geldings made a peaceful combination.

			Danny took a long look in every direction.

			No dog.

			“Have you guys seen Banjo?”

			Pete blinked as Danny slipped the halter over his ears. Danny was proud of the work he’d done with his horse. They trusted each other. “Come on, Pete. We got chores to do and a dog to find.”

			With the lead loose in his hands, Danny started back toward the barn. Pete bobbed off his right shoulder, following.

			In the barn, Danny checked Pete’s feet, brushed him, saddled him, and led him outside. He climbed into the saddle and was about to head out to the north pasture when movement caught his eye. He stood in the stirrups to get a better look.

			
			A white pickup was barreling up the drive, trailing an angry cloud of gray dust.
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“I love this book! Banjo the dog will leap into your arms and fill up your heart.”
—JOAN BAUER, Newbery Honor—winning author of Soar and Almost Home
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