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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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‘Red Star, look at this!’ Keira Lucas pinned up a big, shiny photograph of the two of them on the stable wall. It showed her and her pony winning their prize at the recent County competition.

Red Star looked up from his bucket of grain pellets and snickered.

‘Come over here and look!’ she insisted.
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The strawberry roan pony sighed and then joined her. He nuzzled Keira’s cheek as he peered over her shoulder.

‘That’s us at the Sheriton show,’ she told him. ‘There’s Smoky, the winner of the reining competition, with his owner, Scott Newsome. And that’s us beside them, taking second prize.’

The pony stared hard at the picture then turned his head to Keira with what seemed like a questioning look.

‘Yeah, next time we’ll definitely come in first!’ she promised with a laugh. ‘But you did great, Red Star. All those sliding stops were perfect. It was only one faulty lead change that lost us points.’

Keira remembered happily the day two weeks earlier when the whole family – herself, her sister, Brooke, and her mom and dad had got in the truck and trailered Red Star over to Sheriton. She recalled how excited she’d been, waiting to ride her pony into the arena, then the thrill of riding in front of a huge crowd, and the pride she’d felt when they’d all clapped and cheered.

Red Star had looked perfect – ears pricked and head held high, silken white mane and tail flowing, his speckled red-grey coat brushed to a high sheen. And he’d totally enjoyed every second of his time in the arena.

‘Not bad for a first effort,’ Keira’s mom, Allyson, had said afterwards.

‘Not bad? That was amazing!’ her dad, Jacob, had said.

And they’d gone into Sheriton for a family pizza to celebrate before they’d trailered Red Star home to Black Pearl Ranch.

It was late October and the days were drawing in, the nights growing colder, which meant they brought the ponies into the barn at night and gave them feed. Each morning they put them out into the meadow beside the creek.

‘It’s OK – you can go back and eat now!’ Keira said, laughing as Red Star snorted and went to stick his head in the feed bucket.

‘I see you taught him to speak English!’ Jacob Lucas grinned as he led his grey mare, Misty, into the stable opposite Red Star’s. Along the row, other ponies stuck their heads over their stable doors, including the two brood mares, Ruby and Willow.

‘Red Star is the smartest pony around!’ Keira insisted. She smoothed out the picture then came out of the stable and bolted the door.

‘And the best looking!’ her dad kidded. ‘Plus, he’s the best cow pony, the best barrel racer, the best …’

‘I’m serious. He’s just the best!’ And Keira marched off with a grin, down the dimly lit central aisle, past the high stack of hay bales and the grain store, out into the corral where a thin silver moon shone bright in a star-studded sky.
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That night clouds came in over Black Pearl Mountains and next morning there was snow on the ground.

Keira got up early and went down to the kitchen, drawn by the smell of bacon cooking and the sound of eggs frying in the pan.

‘Who wants to drive with me out to Norton County?’ Allyson asked. ‘I’m giving a follow-up riding lesson to Meredith Mason and Tornado.’

‘Me. I’ll come.’ Brooke was quick to offer, even though she was still in her pyjamas, her dark hair uncombed.

‘That means you steer clear of Saturday chores,’ Keira grumbled. She knew they couldn’t both go – her dad would need help here.

‘OK, you do it,’ Brooke sniffed. ‘I don’t care.’

‘No, actually. I want to work with Dad on the new filly.’

‘So stay.’

‘Girls!’ Allyson broke in. ‘Whoever comes, you need to be ready to leave in ten minutes.’

‘You go with Mom this week, I’ll go next,’ Keira said finally. As Brooke ran upstairs to get dressed, Keira began to list in her head the chores she needed to finish before she got to go in the arena with her dad. Clean the tack, sweep out the tack room, feed the ponies, lead them out into the snowy meadow – and all this before she helped her dad with the filly.

‘Remember the farrier’s due at noon,’ Allyson reminded Jacob and Keira as she drained her coffee cup.

‘Add it to the list,’ Jacob told Keira. ‘So why are we sitting around talking? We have work to do!’
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‘It’s always like this,’ Keira told Ruby and Willow’s two spring foals as she led them out into the meadow. ‘At Black Pearl Ranch we work, work!’

Spider and Toots high-stepped on their spindly legs, lifting their tiny hooves clear of the snow. Spider was Willow’s dark bay baby – a foal with a pretty face topped by a tufty black mane. His legs were so long they seemed to go on forever. Toots belonged to Ruby. Like her mom, she was a beautiful sorrel with a white star on her forehead.

‘It’s OK, I know you’ve never seen snow,’ Keira laughed as the foals hung back at the meadow gate. ‘It’s just frozen rain. It’s not going to hurt you!’

Toots and Spider lowered their heads and sniffed the white stuff. They gave tiny snorts when the cold powder touched their noses, then they looked up with puzzled expressions.

‘Go!’ Keira told them, holding the gate open.

From across the meadow, Ruby and Willow neighed.

At last the foals decided it was safe and they broke into jerky canters to join their moms by the feed rack.

This left Keira free to work with her dad. Going back to the barn, she took Red Star from his stable and walked him into the corral. ‘No saddle and bridle today,’ she explained. ‘I won’t be riding you ’cos Dad needs you in the arena.’

OK, whatever, Red Star seemed to say, walking steadily beside her and waiting for her to open the arena gate. Inside the round pen, Jacob was already at work.

‘This is Sasha.’ Keira introduced Red Star to the two-year-old colt. ‘She belongs to a guy named Jim Peynton. Jim has asked Dad to break her in ready for his son to ride.’

Red Star snickered and nodded. He walked straight across to the nervous youngster.

‘Hey, Red Star,’ Jacob said quietly. He’d spent a few minutes with Sasha, running his hands over her neck and back, getting her used to him being around. Then he’d laid a saddle across her back for the very first time. ‘Your job is to tell her the saddle’s fine – no need to freak out.’

Keira’s pony stepped right in to the task. He nuzzled Sasha’s cheek and took a good sniff at the saddle, walked all around her then invited her to take a walk with him around the snow-covered arena. Sasha followed, stepping where he stepped, shadowing his every move.


Jacob nodded. ‘Time to slip a bit into her mouth,’ he decided, handing the bit and bridle to his daughter. ‘You do it, Keira.’

‘Cool!’ She was pleased that her dad trusted her with some important work. ‘Here, baby, this bit might feel weird ’cos it’s cold and shiny, but Red Star wears one all the time.’ Carefully and very gently Keira slipped her fingers into Sasha’s mouth and eased in the bit. As soon as it was in over her tongue, she buckled on the bridle.
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