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Once more with thanks to the Foster family and all my friends at Lost Valley Ranch, and this time with special thanks to Katie Foster, horse trainer and all-round equine expert.


CHAPTER ONE
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‘Go, Keira!’ Brooke Lucas sat on the arena fence watching her kid sister ride her pony. ‘Go, Red Star – yeah!’

Keira sat deep in the saddle. She loped Red Star around the arena then reined him back in a sliding stop.

‘Hey!’ Brooke spluttered as the pony dug in his hooves and the dust rose into her face. ‘Not so close, puh-lease!’ Keira grinned. She leaned forward to pat Red Star’s neck. ‘Good job!’ she told him. ‘Now how about a couple of spins in the centre of the arena?’

‘And how about you untack your pony and help in the feed stalls?’ a voice broke in. It was Keira and Brooke’s mother, Allyson, calling to the girls as she walked out of the barn. ‘Save the pirouettes for later!’

Grinning again, Keira guided Red Star through the gate into the corral. The late afternoon sun was hot on her face, though long shadows fell across the ground as she tethered him to the nearest rail. ‘Now, eat,’ she told him. ‘You worked hard back there so you get extra feed!’
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Brooke helped her sister to unbuckle Red Star’s cinch and carry the heavy saddle into the tack room. ‘I already fed Annie and put her out in the meadow,’ she explained about her own pony before scooting off towards the house. ‘Now I’m out of here – I have school work to finish.’

‘So you eat with the big guys,’ Keira told her pony as she led him towards the row of wooden feed stalls. She spotted her mom’s dark bay horse, Captain, and her dad’s tall grey mare, Misty, already chomping at the grain pellets in their mangers. ‘We need to feed you and build up your strength ready for the competition in Sheriton County next month.’

‘It’s non-stop work around here.’ Allyson faked a sigh as she tipped grain into Red Star’s stall. Really she loved every minute of the daily routine at Black Pearl Ranch. ‘You know your dad has gone to pick up a new pony? He’s called Tornado.’

‘Cool!’ Keira loved the noisy way horses ate, their big teeth chomping on the grain. She stared happily at Red Star, studying the pattern of red-brown flecks which covered his body, standing out against a light grey background. ‘What’s the story with Tornado?’

‘He belongs to the Masons in Norton County. The daughter, Meredith, is having some problems with him. They’ve hired your dad to fix him.’ Allyson looked up and noticed a big truck heading down the steep track. ‘Here comes the new guy with the hay!’ she exclaimed, dashing off to meet it.

Keira ignored the squeal of brakes and the bump and rattle of the truck over the rough surface. ‘Tornado, huh? You hear that, Red Star? You’re about to meet another problem pony!’

Red Star raised his head, curled back his lips and snickered. Then he made a sneaky move along the manger to snatch a mouthful of grain from Misty’s stall. You said I deserved extra feed! he seemed to say.

‘Quit that!’ Keira laughed. She found it hard to be tough on him, he looked so cute and loveable.

In any case, there was a lot going on. Matt Brown, the new hay man, was busy unloading bales into the barn, and a bright red SUV was following him down the track.

‘That’ll be Owen Mason,’ Allyson predicted as she hurried by. ‘Your dad must be close behind.’

‘OK, Red Star, it’s time for your beauty treatment.’ Untying him, Keira led him back to the corral and went to fetch a brush and comb. When she got back, she could hear her mom talking to Owen Mason.

‘Tornado has some bad habits,’ he was telling Allyson. ‘If you get too close behind him, he has a real nasty kick. Plus, my daughter, Meredith, she’s not a strong kid and this pony will ride through any bit you put in his mouth.’

‘Jacob will handle him, no problem,’ Allyson assured Mason. ‘That’s what we do here at Black Pearl Ranch – we train out those bad habits.’

‘Now that pony over there …’ the visitor turned to look at Red Star, ‘… he’s real nice-looking. I guess you don’t have those problems with him.’

Allyson smiled. ‘We’ve had Red Star a long time. As a matter of fact, he was born here.’

On the same day as me! Keira glowed with pleasure as she combed through her pony’s silky white mane. We share the same birthday!

For as far back as she could remember Red Star had been the biggest thing in her life. He’d been the first pony her mom had ever put her on, when she was one and a half years old. A little later, her dad had made her a special junior saddle with Red Star’s name tooled into the leather in fancy letters.

‘Red Star and Keira have grown up together,’ Allyson told the visitor. ‘She’s training him to compete in junior reining events.’

‘Cute,’ Mr Mason noted, turning to look at the trailer easing its way down the dusty track. ‘That’s part of our problem – we have no history for Meredith’s pony. I wish we’d known more about Tornado before we went ahead and spent good money on him.’

Keira had time to walk Red Star down to the meadow before her dad finally pulled the trailer into the yard. Red Star danced and pranced at her side, eager to get out onto the grass with Brooke’s pony, Annie. When she took off his head collar, he gave a buck of pure pleasure and cantered off.

‘Tornado hates to travel in the trailer,’ Owen Mason was warning Jacob Lucas when Keira got back to the yard. ‘He sweats up and kicks out – you take care when you open that door!’

Is there any single thing he likes about this pony? Keira wondered. She frowned and bit her lip at the sound of Tornado whinnying from inside the trailer, expecting the worst.

Her dad slid the bolts and opened the door. The pony inside the trailer stamped his hooves against the metal floor.

‘Stand back,’ Owen Mason warned again.

But Keira’s dad stepped confidently into the trailer. ‘Easy, boy,’ he murmured.

There was silence in the yard as he untied the pony to lead him out.

That’s so not good! Keira thought as she caught her first glimpse of Tornado. He was a brown and white paint – mainly white, but with brown patches across his back and withers – strongly built and with a handsome head. His whole body was dark with sweat and foam had formed at the corners of his mouth. He flattened his ears and rolled his eyes as he stood framed by the trailer doorway.
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‘Good job, good boy,’ Jacob soothed, easing Tornado out into the open air.

The pony stepped down awkwardly, ears still flat against his head. He jerked his head sideways, pulling the lead rope taut.

‘What did I tell you?’ Mr Mason muttered. ‘This pony doesn’t travel well.’

‘Easy,’ Jacob insisted, waiting patiently for the new arrival to settle down.

Tornado whinnied and kept on pulling on his rope. He pranced across the yard towards the barn.

While Keira’s dad calmed the pony, her mom went to work on his owner. ‘Leave Tornado with us for a week, Owen, and you won’t recognise him. Jacob will take him right back to the start and fix him, no problem.’
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