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The sun rose over Squaw Lake like a pale disc of beaten gold. Kirstie Scott crouched to pick up a handful of cool, silky soil and let it sift through her fingers. By midday the ground would burn to the touch.

She watched the thin sun appear out of the mist that cloaked the vast rock basin and tilted her head to take in the pale blue sky that seemed bigger and emptier than her own Colorado skies. Then her gaze was drawn back to the progress of the low desert sun. It had grown pink, spreading a golden light on to the low-lying clouds, ready to burn off the cool moisture that had gathered over the dark lake.

‘Snakes.’

Kirstie heard the single word, spoken calmly, but obviously meant as a warning. She turned her head to see Rob Raburn standing on his homestead porch.

‘Snakes,’ he said again, indicating with a slight shift of his head that the rock she was leaning against might offer shelter to a deadly rattlesnake.

She jumped clear of the rock, then peered back into the cool shadows, her jittery mind imagining one of the sly, slithery creatures lifting its lethal head, ready to strike.

Rob stepped down from the porch. ‘Best not to take any chances. They go for body heat – don’t matter to them if it’s a person or a skunk.’

Kirstie reminded herself not to linger near any more rocks. ‘Thanks,’ she told Rob, still awkward in his company.

It was less than twenty-four hours since she and her friend, Lisa Goodman, had stepped off the plane in Reno. Rob and his father, Wayne, had picked them up at the airport and driven them a hundred and fifty miles north east into this vast lunar landscape of rough grass and bush, this high desert where the wild mustangs lived.

Horses were the reason they were here.

Mustangs, the most beautiful creatures ever to set foot on the grasses of America. And this wasn’t just Kirstie’s opinion. She could quote from books which told her how the Spanish had brought the horses up from Mexico in 1500, how eleven stallions and five mares had begun the breed that swept across the continent. She knew that ‘mustang’ was taken from ‘mestengo’, the Spanish word meaning ‘wild’, and that their history was rolled up with the myths and magic of a thousand Native American tribes.

So that when Kirstie’s mom, Sandy, had suggested a summer vacation with the Raburns at Squaw Lake, there had been only one possible answer. Then a hundred things to organise. Like, could Lisa come too? If she went, who would take care of Lucky? Would she get to work with the wild horses?

Everything had been fixed and only yesterday Kirstie had said her sad goodbyes.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of your palomino,’ her mom had promised. ‘Lucky will be fine!’

For a few seconds, as she’d stroked his lovely long mane and he’d seemed to pick up the fact that she was leaving, she’d wanted to back out of the four-week trip. But her brother Matt had bundled her into the Jeep and her mom had waved her off from Half-Moon Ranch. Then they’d picked up Lisa from San Luis and headed for Denver International Airport.

And now, here she was in a different world, watching the sun rise out of the mist.

‘Didn’t you sleep good?’ Rob asked, walking over to a twisted pinon pine and unhooking a bird-feeder from its lowest branch. The lone tree gave way to miles of scrub where only sage and bitterbrush grew.

‘I guess not,’ Kirstie blushed, putting it down to the thin air and the previous day’s excitement of flying over the Rockies and across all of Utah into Nevada. She watched Rob fill the feeder with diluted honey and hang it up, ready for the hummingbirds.

He was an interesting kid, she decided. About the same age as Lisa and herself, he wasn’t into social stuff and seemed to confine himself to practical matters. So far, he hadn’t given any eye contact. On the other hand, he didn’t seem downright unfriendly.

‘You need plenty of sleep,’ he commented on his way back to the house. ‘We got work to do.’

He disappeared before Kirstie could get into details, so instead she took another look around.

By now the mist had almost burned off and the whole crater was visible. It was as if she was standing in a giant rock basin whose contents had been scraped clean, except for a blue jewel at the centre – the small, clear lake which gave the Raburns’ isolated homestead its name. The sides of the bowl were made up of layers of granite, split by fissures and rising three or four hundred feet to a flat horizon. Since they’d arrived in the dark the previous evening, Kirstie as yet had no idea what lay beyond the distant rim.

‘Most likely more desert,’ she muttered aloud. ‘And thousands of rattlesnakes!’

‘What was that about snakes?’ Lisa’s voice interrupted, and she appeared on the porch, tousled and yawning.

‘You wouldn’t wanna know,’ Kirstie assured her.

‘Yeah, I do. Hey, if my life’s in danger, I need to hear about it!’ She stretched and made a feeble attempt at carrying out a few exercises.

‘OK. Rob said there are rattlers under the rocks. They’re ornery and unpredictable, so watch out!’

Lisa stopped twisting and bending. ‘Great. I come here on vacation and get killed by a snake. How’s that gonna look?’

Kirstie grinned. ‘You wanted to hear it, so don’t dump it on me. Anyhow, this isn’t so much a vacation as working with Wayne.’

‘Now she tells me!’ Lisa groaned. ‘You mean we’re not going to Vegas to blow all the dough we don’t have!’

‘In casinos we’re too young to go into!’ Kirstie laughed. ‘No, the plan, and you know it, is that we learn from Wayne about the way they manage the herds of mustangs up here. It’s a big deal to even be allowed near the open range!’

‘Who’s to stop us?’ Lisa resumed her exercises – twist-stretch-twist-and-bend.

‘The President of the United States, that’s who.’ Kirstie had learned from her mom that Wayne worked for a huge organisation called the Bureau of Land Management, helping to enforce a law that said no one should come on to government territory. Sandy had said that it was the best way of protecting the wild horses and that Wayne was also carrying out an official study into the habits and habitat of the nation’s remaining mustangs.

The explanation didn’t impress Lisa. ‘And I figured these horses roamed free across the wilderness!’ she sighed. ‘Manes flying in the wind, galloping into the sunset …’

‘Yeah, yeah!’ Kirstie spotted two tiny hummingbirds fly up to the tree and sip honey with their long beaks. They hovered motionless, wings beating too fast for the eye to see. ‘The mustangs do run free,’ she insisted. ‘D’you see any fences around here?’

‘No, and no horses either.’

‘Wild horses don’t stay close to a homestead,’ Kirstie pointed out.

‘Why not?’

‘Because they’re …’

‘… Wild. Yeah, gotcha!’ Lisa took a deep breath and looked out over the sage and bitterbrush scrub. ‘Hey, Kirstie, how far d’you reckon we’ll have to ride to see the mustangs?’

She shrugged. ‘Eight to ten miles out of the basin, and then some, I guess.’

‘And back again, in the heat!’ Lisa looked and sounded shocked. ‘I’ll melt. I’ll get sore. Everything will ache!’

‘Tough!’ Kirstie marched across the yard and up on to the porch, where she seized Lisa’s baseball cap which was hanging from a hook by the door. Thrusting the hat into her friend’s hand, she showed no sympathy. ‘Face it, you’re just gonna have to wear this and cowboy up!’ she declared.



‘I figured we’d ride out today and come back tomorrow,’ Wayne Raburn explained. He’d ordered Kirstie and Lisa to pack an overnight bag and be prepared to sleep under the stars.

‘It’s a tough ride for the horses,’ Rob added. The boy had already saddled two geldings for them: an Appaloosa named Snowbird for Lisa and a true-bred sorrel quarter-horse named Fresno for Kirstie. Now he asked them to tie their saddle-bags on tight and be ready to leave in ten minutes.

An eager Kirstie was ready in five, wearing jeans and chaps, a light cotton shirt and a straw stetson to shade her from the sun.

‘Let me check that cinch for you,’ Wayne offered, sliding a hand under Fresno’s belly, then holding the horse’s head as Kirstie hopped into the saddle. ‘How’s that?’

‘The stirrups are a little short,’ she told him, trying out her unfamiliar tack. The shape of the saddle was what she was used to – high at the back and front, with broad stirrup straps to protect her legs from the horse’s sweating sides and heavy wood and leather stirrups. But somehow it didn’t fit her like her own saddle. And Fresno’s solid head, chunky neck and scant mane were nothing like so pretty as her precious Lucky’s.

‘You got water?’ Rob asked Lisa, who held up a big plastic canteen.

‘I put ice cubes in,’ she confessed. ‘So don’t be surprised if I rattle!’

Rob grinned. ‘Something tells me today is gonna be fun.’

He went off into the small barn to bring out two more horses. Neither was a beauty, Kirstie noted, Wayne’s being a sixteen-hands, dark bay with a bony head and enormous hindquarters, built for stamina. Rob’s mare was a grey, of similar build, with a walleye.

‘Meet Prince and Moonpie.’ Wayne introduced the two final members of the team, slinging a heavy bag over Prince’s back. The big horse sighed and shifted, no doubt predicting a tough ride ahead.

Meanwhile, Lisa had begun to take in her surroundings. ‘Jeez, is this cool!’ she breathed, gesturing towards the basin where Squaw Lake sparkled in the early morning sun. Except for the light dancing on the water, the scene was completely still.

‘Tell me that at the end of the day.’ Wayne eased into the saddle then reined Prince back. He gave the signal to roll and took the lead, heading north away from the lake and following a shallow creek that trickled across the basin floor. ‘Remember, there are no showers or Jacuzzis where we’re going!’

Kirstie and Lisa took up position behind Wayne, full of eager excitement.

‘What, no swimming pool?’ Lisa kidded. ‘No ice machine for our Coca Cola?’

Kirstie turned to Rob, who followed behind on Moonpie. ‘Where are we going, exactly?’

‘Thunder Rock,’ came the even reply.

‘I know that.’ Kirstie blushed again and realised that the red face was becoming a habit. She guessed she would have to get used to the deadpan teasing that went on around here. ‘I mean, what’s there?’

‘A rock,’ he told her. ‘Oh, and a herd of mustangs.’

‘Anything else?’ she persisted.

‘A cabin for Dad’s survey stuff. And last week we built a hidden corral in the barranca leading up to the rock.’

‘What’s a barranca?’ Lisa asked the kiddy question that Kirstie had been afraid to put. She sounded like a sad city slicker, totally ignorant of the way of life Rob and Wayne led.

‘See that ravine up ahead?’ Rob told them to look where his dad was eventually leading, out of the basin between two steep, sheer cliffs finishing in what looked like a dead-end.

They nodded.

Barranca equals canyon, Kirstie told herself, determined not to forget.

‘Why did you build the – er – barranca?’ Lisa quizzed. ‘No, I mean, why did you build the corral in the barranca?’

‘We aim to drive a small herd in there and choose twenty that are good for adoption.’ Rob spoke as if putting wild horses up for sale was an everyday event.

Kirstie frowned and rode on. She found Fresno an eager, easy mount, stepping out at a long trot to keep up with rangy Prince. At eight thirty a.m., the sun was already warm on her back and she was beginning to feel thirsty.

Glancing round, Wayne caught sight of Kirstie’s unhappy face. He drew Prince back and waited for her to catch up. ‘Did your mom explain what we do at Squaw Lake?’

She nodded. ‘You take care of the mustangs.’

‘Right, so you’re wondering how come we drive some of them off the open range for adoption?’

Another nod from Kirstie.

‘It’s a system of herd management,’ he explained. ‘Mustangs are a protected species, left to breed freely. The only way we can keep their numbers under control is to send some of them off to approved homes – normally to ranch spreads of thirty thousand acres plus, so there’s no problem about the horses feeling fenced in. And don’t worry, I personally check out each and every one of these would-be new owners!’

Satisfied, Kirstie settled back into enjoying the ride and listening to Rob tell Lisa how the corral system worked.

‘We build the fences at the end of a heavily travelled barranca, knowing this is a route the big herd often uses. We cover the fences with brushwood and sage, so that they don’t suspect a thing. Then we come away and they go on using the route, no problem.’

‘And now we’re going back to shut off their exit at both ends,’ Kirstie guessed. ‘But after we’ve got them trapped, then what?’

‘Then we bring in helicopters to drive them off the range, north towards Tamapo, which is a small town where we hold a lottery among all the people putting up to adopt them. The lucky ones get to take maybe three or four mustangs home. Our herd on Federal land is smaller, and everyone ends up happy.’

‘Sounds good,’ Kirstie admitted. Compared with culling the animals, this was an excellent method of keeping numbers down.

They rode on, their horses’ hooves brushing through the scrub, Lisa’s iced water rattling in her saddle-bag. Kirstie noticed that her friend made sure to ride wide around every rock she met, in case of rattlesnakes. The extra work for her horse meant that every so often she fell behind and Kirstie would stop to wait.

‘I’m hot!’ Lisa sighed, her energy flagging even before they left Squaw Lake basin. She drew her litre bottle from her bag and took a long swig of ice-cool water.
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