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      To Gaylene, with love

      




      
      
      One

      
      ‘Rise and shine. Rise and shine!’

      
      ‘I’ll throttle that cocky,’ yelled Dad. ‘What’s he think he’s doing? It’s only four-thirty in the morning!’
      

      
      The Greens were all sound asleep, or had been until their resident alarm clock, Eddy, had squawked his morning wake-up call.

      
      ‘Rise and shine! It’s brekky time!’

      
      ‘Whoever taught him that should be freeze-dried!’ roared Dad. ‘What’s going on?’
      

      
      Mark, who was the culprit, burrowed further down into his nice warm bed as he heard his father’s feet hit the floor. He’d taught Eddy to say “It’s brekky time”, but he’d
         never taught him to say “Rise and shine”, so he couldn’t be blamed for that bit!
      

      
      Everyone listened as Dad thumped his way down the passage and opened the front door.

      
      ‘Hey. What do you think you’re playing at?’

      
      ‘Rise and shine,’ said Eddy politely, from his position on the porch railing. He bobbed his yellow crest up and down. ‘Have
         a nice day.’
      

      
      ‘A nice day? Listen, you feather-brain, if you keep this up you won’t even live to see the sun rise!’
      

      
      Mrs Green got out of bed and the twins and Mark heard her pattering down the passage.

      
      ‘There must be something wrong,’ she said. ‘Eddy doesn’t usually wake up before dawn, and it’s still dark. What’s up, mate?’

      
      ‘Awk,’ said Eddy, strutting up and down the railing and looking agitated. ‘Awk.’ Just then Oscar the owl came winging through
         the air and landed with a thud on the porch railing beside Eddy. Because Oscar was a night-flyer and Eddy was the opposite they seldom got to actually meet each other, even though
         they lived in the same household.
      

      
      ‘It’s a full moon,’ said Mark, coming to stand behind his parents. ‘Maybe it’s affected Eddy’s brain, and he wants to be an
         owl and do the night shift.’
      

      
      ‘He’ll be doing a permanent shift soon—back into the forest,’ snapped Dad crossly.

      
      He’d been up half the night with a sick joey and Mum had been doing late feeds with a baby echidna, which was tiring work,
         because baby echidnas found it hard to suck from a rubber teat and you had to be patient. They both needed their sleep, and
         now this stupid cocky was acting like an idiot!
      

      
      ‘Whoo. Whoo,’ said Oscar, looking slightly cross-eyed at them all.

      
      Eddy tapped him on the head with his beak.

      
      Dragging on her dressing gown, Meg came down the passage and bumped into Mike, who’d also come to see what all the fuss was about.
      

      
      As one, the Green family stood and glared at Eddy. The cheeky cocky bobbed his head and raised his yellow crest and lowered
         it repeatedly. ‘Rise and shine,’ he said almost proudly.
      

      
      ‘We have,’ said Mark crossly. ‘You’re being a pest, Eddy.’
      

      
      ‘What on earth is he rambling on about? Rise and shine? What do we have to get up for so early? Is there a bush fire coming?
         No, it’s autumn. Is there a flood coming? No, it hasn’t been raining for a week. Is there a hurricane coming? No, there isn’t
         a breath of wind,’ said Dad. ‘So, what exactly is it? I’m starting to lose my patience here.’
      

      
      ‘Rise and shine.’

      
      With a squawk Eddy took off, swooping low over Mum’s roses and landing somewhere in the bushes near the driveway.

      
      ‘He wants us to follow him,’ cried Mark. His gum boots were parked on the porch where they shouldn’t have been, and he shoved them on.
      

      
      He went clattering down the steps with his pee jays half-falling off and nearly tripping him up. ‘Come on, Dad,’ he yelled.

      
      The rest of the Greens bumbled their way down the steps and started hurrying along the driveway after him.

      
      ‘I wish I’d brought the torch,’ said Dad, flipflopping along in his rubber thongs. ‘And where’s Alice? She’s supposed to be
         a watch dog, and there’s all this racket going on but she hasn’t even made an appearance yet.’
      

      
      Alice had sneaked inside when they weren’t looking and was on Mike’s bed. She already knew what the big surprise was, had
         inspected it, and sent Eddy back to do the wake-up call. She hadn’t wanted to bark in case she scared the surprise away. There
         would be a lot of oohing and ahhing and then turning on of lights and dashing about when they saw it, and she’d decided that
         she’d rather get a few more hours dog-napping before they called her for breakfast.
      

      
      ‘There’s something in the bushes,’ called Mark.

      
      ‘Stand back,’ said Dad.

      
      He parted the bushes cautiously and his eyes nearly fell out of his head when he saw what it was.

      
      ‘A foal!’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Rise and shine,’ said Eddy. ‘Rise and shine.’

      
      The foal stood trembling on its long legs and it looked terrified.

      
      ‘It looks like it’s only about four or five months old,’ said Mum softly, peering over Dad’s shoulder. ‘It should still be
         with its mother.’
      

      
      As their eyes got accustomed to the half-light, they could see that it had a white blaze on its forehead and looked to be
         brown rather than black.
      

      
      ‘Rise and shine,’ said Dad thoughtfully. ‘Hey, Rise and Shine’s that big stallion that disappeared from the racehorse stud about seven years ago over Colac way. He jumped the fence and went bush, and they could
         never recapture him. He’s supposed to be leading a herd of brumbies deep in the forest. He was a winning racehorse with a
         big future and I heard he was being trained to win the Melbourne Cup, but apparently he wanted to run free with his own mares
         and offspring.’
      

      
      ‘Old Ben’s seen him a few times with his herd,’ said Mum. ‘He reckons he’s the most beautiful stallion you ever saw. Once
         he watched him stand on top of the Cape Patten hill, rear up and paw at the sky. His mare came and stood beside him, and they
         both looked out to sea, then the stallion wheeled and went racing fast and furiously down the other side and into the forest,
         with the mare thundering behind. And that was the last time he saw them.’
      

      
      ‘Old Ben said all that?’ Dad looked in disbelief at her.
      

      
      Old Ben was a rather taciturn and grumpy man who lived almost like a hermit back in the hills. Mum had become friendly with him and sometimes popped in to have a chat
         and a cuppa. He only ever went to town about once a month, did his business there and drove straight home. When Mum visited
         his small farm, he often told her stories about his younger days as a woodcutter in the bush, and he’d give her fresh eggs,
         milk and vegies. It was hard to think of him getting interested in some vision of a stallion, because he was a hard-bitten,
         tough old guy.
      

      
      ‘Even the toughest people have a heart, you know,’ Mum said quietly. ‘He told me when he was a young man he worked on a sheep
         station, and fell in love with the boss’s daughter. And she fell in love with him. She wanted him to ask her father if they
         could get married, but he was a bit scared of the boss, who, after all, was a rich man from the upper class. Ben was just
         a poor rouseabout without an education or a decent future.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, apparently they had this furious argument, and to spite him, she insisted on riding this stallion which only her father could ride. He begged her not to, but
         she was angry with him, so she did. He said that the stallion went crazy, bucked her against a brick wall and she was killed.
         He never forgave himself for not stopping her and he felt he’d been weak in not standing up to her father. So he never married,
         and he’s lived with his grief all these years. Maybe when he saw the horses up on the hill that brought it all back.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a good story, Mum, but what about this foal?’ Mark’s voice was impatient.

      
      ‘He has to get used to our voices,’ said Mum quietly. ‘Remember, he’s probably been running in the herd beside his mother
         and he mightn’t have ever seen or smelt a human before. So by talking quietly I’m hoping that he’ll stop being so scared and
         calm down.’
      

      
      ‘Well, as Mark said, it was a good story. But how could Eddy know about Rise and Shine?’ said Mike.

      
      ‘Eddy knows everything,’ said Mark proudly.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, I don’t know about everything, but he could’ve once lived at the racing stud for all we know,’ said Mum. ‘We advertised
         in the Lost and Found when he turned up uninvited, but no one got in touch with us, remember?’
      

      
      ‘No one wanted to,’ Dad grinned. ‘He’s such a loud-mouthed know-all, they were probably glad to get rid of him. But what you’re saying makes
         sense. Eddy knows so many words he must have been around a lot of people who were talking all the time. And there’d be plenty
         of people at the stud farm, like stable-hands and trainers and the like.’
      

      
      ‘And with some colourful words too,’ said Mum, smiling, because she often told Eddy off for his bad language.

      
      ‘So he might have known Rise and Shine. But he wouldn’t know about this colt, because you just said Rise and Shine’s been
         gone from the stud for about seven years,’ Mike pointed out. ‘So why is Eddy saying Rise and Shine when he sees him?’
      

      
      ‘Bush telegraph,’ said Mum.

      
      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘That’s what people say when messages go travelling round the countryside. It’s just a saying, that’s all. In the olden days
         they probably did have some sort of bush telegraph here.’
      

      
      ‘There’s the cable museum at Apollo Bay,’ Mark said, ‘I’ve been there.’

      
      ‘Stop raving on, will you?’ Mike was peering into the bushes irritably.

      
      ‘Rise and shine,’ said Eddy, flapping up and down. ‘Over and out.’

      
      ‘He even talks bush telegraph language,’ grinned Mum.

      
      ‘Yeah, well there’s too much language all round,’ snapped Mike, who was still half-asleep and a bit cranky. He definitely
         wasn’t an early morning person!
      

      
      ‘I think he’s telling us that this colt belongs to Rise and Shine. Eddy’s the sort of cocky who’d have his beak in everything,
         listening to rumours, flying about the countryside. Who knows? Thing is, we’ve got a problem and what are we going to do about it?’ said Dad. ‘Despite Mum’s theory about getting him used to us, we can’t stand here forever chatting
         away in our pyjamas for some training session! I’m getting cold.’
      

      
      Meanwhile Meg, who hadn’t been saying a word while everyone else was chatting, had her own horse theory. By moving slowly
         and reassuringly, one step at a time, she’d managed to get nearer to the colt. He was still trembling, but Meg spoke softly
         and soothingly, and he started to calm down.
      

      
      ‘Dad, he’s hurt,’ she whispered. ‘There’s a big gash near his hind leg and it looks like it’s badly infected.’

      
      ‘Go and get the torch, Mike,’ said Dad. ‘And bring the first aid kit. I’d better take a look.’

      
      But when Dad tried to get closer, the colt rolled his eyes and started to back away.

      
      ‘Wait, dear,’ said Mum. ‘Let him get used to Meg. Remember, if he is the son of Rise and Shine, he’s never met humans before. Unless, of course, he’s seen the ones who go out and capture brumbies. And he’s certainly not going to trust us in that case, is he? Look—he seems to like Meg. Maybe she can coax
         him out and we can see what’s wrong.’
      

      
      Meg kept talking quietly to the nervous animal while Eddy hovered nearby offering words of encouragement, like “Put a sock
         in it”, “Bag your head” and “Drop dead”. Luckily the colt didn’t seem to understand.
      

      
      Mike came running back with the torch and the first aid kit.

      
      ‘I don’t want to frighten him, and he’s probably never seen a bright light like this before. I’ll shine the torch slightly
         to one side,’ said Dad, switching it on.
      

      
      In the torch light they could see that the colt was a beautiful chestnut colour, but they could also see the deep, infected
         gash that sliced across his hindquarter and was obviously causing him a lot of pain.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ said Dad. ‘Not good. A job for your Uncle Pete. But in the meantime we’ll see if we can get this little fellow into
         the shed, because I don’t think he’ll go into the surgery without a fuss. The shed smells of hay and other animals, and even though they might
         be unfamiliar, at least it’s not like smelling antiseptic, which is totally foreign to him and probably even scarier.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll see if I can tie my dressing gown sash round his neck and lead him out,’ said Meg.

      
      Immediately the colt backed away again, flattened his ears and stamped his neat little hoof down hard on the ground.

      
      ‘He’s got spirit,’ said Dad. ‘But unfortunately it’s not what we need in this situation right now.’

      
      The sky was becoming lighter, and a pink tinge drifted across the scattered clouds, turning them into tufts of fairy floss.
         Being early March, it was still daylight saving, which meant late sunrises. Back in the yard, Carol the camel snorted and
         made snuffling noises, Cinnamon the koala grunted and Boss the big male immediately started laying down the law by responding
         with a series of deep, rolling grunts, like a Victa lawnmower starting up. Animal Haven was stirring, except of course for the night movers and shakers who were
         about to settle down for a good day’s sleep.
      

      
      ‘Ah. Now we can see him a bit more clearly. Maybe this torch was spooking him,’ said Dad, and switched it off.

      
      But the colt was still afraid. He rolled his eyes and neighed desperately.

      
      ‘He’s missing his mother,’ said Mum. ‘I wonder where she is and what’s happened to her?’

      
      ‘Should we phone Boris?’ asked Meg, as the colt began to panic and started pawing at the ground and looking for a way to escape.

      
      After all, their friend and fellow Angel Boris had an uncanny understanding of animals and could often calm them down. But
         he lived kays away near Boyer, so he wouldn’t be able to get to Animal Haven on his bike for at least half an hour. That is,
         unless his mother or father drove him, which was highly unlikely.
      

      
      ‘We can’t ring Boris at this hour,’ said Mum. ‘We didn’t like Eddy waking us up, and the Boola household wouldn’t appreciate getting such an early morning wake-up call
         either, would they?’
      

      
      ‘Why don’t we use a tranquilliser dart on the colt?’ asked Mike. ‘That’s what we’d do if this was a wallaby or a kangaroo
         that was really scared and badly injured.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to do that if I can help it,’ said Dad. ‘Can you scoot back inside and call Pete on your mobile? Get his advice.
         I’m used to wildlife and occasional cattle in trouble, but not this. I’m afraid I don’t know much about horses.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I know a bit,’ said Mum, who’d been brought up on a farm. ‘I mean, I know that the gestation period is about a year,
         that foals stay with their mothers for about six months, and all that stuff. This little chap would probably still be drinking
         his mother’s milk, but he’d be eating grass as well, so even if she hasn’t fed him for a while, he wouldn’t be starving. But
         I agree we need Pete to look at the injury, so we might as well get some advice about capturing this young fellow at the same time.’
      

      
      Mike rushed off towards the house. Maybe while he was there he could drag on a jacket and put something on his feet, because
         the grass was damp and the air was chilly, and his feet were starting to turn blue. Everyone else, even Mark, had taken the
         time to put on some sort of footwear. Mum had on her canvas slipons, Dad had his rubber thongs, and even Meg had on her fluffy
         slippers.
      

      
      Suddenly a horse whickered softly in the forest just beyond the road. The little colt pricked up his ears and whinnied back
         desperately.
      

      
      ‘That must be the mare,’ said Dad. ‘Now what’s going to happen?’
      

      
      ‘It’s okay, Dad,’ said Meg gently, her eyes on the frightened horse. ‘Maybe she’s brought her foal here for help, so she’s
         encouraging it to co-operate with us.’
      

      
      The mare whinnied again. Then they heard some rustling, followed by the sound of hoof beats disappearing into the forest.
      

      
      The colt whinnied pitifully and hung his head for a moment, then, as if resigned to the situation, he tossed his little mane,
         looked at Meg, and stepped forward on his long legs. She slipped the makeshift halter round his neck.
      

      
      And that was the moment Meg fell in love with the chestnut colt.
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