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A coyote trotted through the bushes by Five Mile Creek. From the warmth of her bedroom, Kirstie Scott saw his lean grey shadow slide between the slender willow wands, still shrouded in early morning mist.

‘Scoot!’ Drawing back the drapes, Kirstie rapped the window pane.

The coyote turned his head, looked up, then trotted coolly on beside Red Fox Meadow.

The horses in the Half-Moon Ranch ramuda stirred and shifted restlessly. Kirstie knew they mistrusted the coyote’s shadowy presence, especially in the spring, with newborns and heavily pregnant mares around.

‘Jeez!’ she sighed, reluctant to give up the chance of sleeping late. ‘Guess I’d better scare him off good!’

Slipping into her jeans and sweatshirt, then stuffing her feet into her boots, she fumbled her way downstairs in the semi-dark.

The wall clock read 5.30 a.m. ‘Call this a vacation!’ she grumbled. The house was quiet, her mom and brother, Matt, were still in bed. But noise from the meadow had woken Kirstie up on this, the first day of her Easter break.

‘By the time I get out there, the darned coyote will be long gone!’ Still grumbling to herself, she grabbed a jacket from the hook and stepped outside. Still best make certain he didn’t scare the foals, she thought.

‘Mornin’, Kirstie!’ Ben Marsh called cheerfully from the tack-room porch. Ben was head wrangler at the ranch, a tall, skinny figure never to be seen without his beaten-up brown stetson and well-worn leather chaps. ‘Did you see the coyote?’

‘Yep!’ Well, this was sure turning out to be a wasted effort if Ben had already seen off the predator. Kirstie realised she could still have been tucked up in a cosy bed.

‘I soon made him scoot. But there he’d been, calm as you like, trottin’ across the yard and along the creek!’ Ben seemed to admire the creature’s nerve. ‘Leastways there’s plenty of small critturs out in the forest for him to eat right now, without havin’ to start in on our newborns!’

Kirstie nodded. ‘The horses didn’t like him sneaking up on them though.’

‘No, but it’s all clear. Hey, you should go back to bed for an hour!’

Advise Kirstie to do something for her own good, and she would most likely do the opposite. ‘No, I guess I’ll help you with the feeding now I’m awake,’ she decided.

The wranglers’ first job of the day was to take bales of alfalfa out to the meadows and toss them into the feeders. This would normally take about half an hour. By 6.00 a.m. the guys would be selecting the horses due to work that day and be cutting them out from the rest of the herd. Soon after, they would be in the corral, brushing the overnight dust from the chosen horses’ coats.

So Ben thanked her, grateful for an extra pair of hands. ‘Karina’s already on her way out to Red Fox. Whad’ya say we drive out to Pond? Maybe I could drop you off there for a while, swing back and help Karina, then drive back to pick you up?’

Pond Meadow was where they kept their broodmares and foals, away from the rough and tumble of the main ramuda. Kirstie, only half awake, climbed into the Ford truck stacked high with hay bales. Once inside the cab, she slumped down inside her warm jacket. Within seconds she felt her eyelids grow heavy and her head nod forward.

‘You sure you wanna help?’ Ben checked as he climbed in the cab.

‘Huh?’ She jerked awake again. ‘Yeah, sure. Let’s go!’

They drove out by the side of the creek, along the route recently taken by the sneaky coyote. ‘Hey, Kirstie – no more school for two weeks, huh?’ Ben said conversationally.

‘Nope.’ She snuggled deeper into her down-filled jacket and took in the scene through half-closed eyes. There was a haze of willow bushes bordering the bright stream, and beyond, the fence rails of Red Fox Meadow. She heard a gate clang and noticed Karina Cooper striding back towards the corral to fetch lead-ropes to bring in the horses. Her slight figure was surrounded by white mist, her stetson pulled well down and her jacket collar turned up.

Then Kirstie allowed her attention to wander to the horses in the meadow, all jostling at the feeders and tugging at the alfalfa with eager jaws. She picked out her own palomino, Lucky, with his distinctive pale mane and tail. He was holding his own at the feeder against the likes of Cadillac and Johnny Mohawk, seizing chunks of hay and enjoying his breakfast.

‘The sun will burn off this mist by nine,’ Ben predicted.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I reckon we’re headin’ for a good day’s riding out on those trails.’

‘Hmmm.’

‘I won a million dollars, how ’bout that?’

‘Uhh … huh? Jeez!’ Kirstie sat bolt upright. ‘You’re kidding!’

Ben steered carefully along the narrow trail. ‘Yep,’ he admitted. ‘I was just testing to check you were awake!’

‘Don’t do that to me, Ben! My heart’s pounding!’ She gasped, then pummelled her chest with her fist. ‘I’m wide awake – look!’

Ben grinned and glanced sideways at her. ‘You are now.’ As he looked back to the road ahead, his face turned suddenly serious. ‘D’you see anything in the willows?’ he asked.

The morning mist was thickest by the creek and in amongst the bushes. But in the grey light, Kirstie could make out a bunch of animals gathered around one spot, heads down, long tails waving. ‘Coyotes!’ she warned. ‘Five or six of them.’

Ben grunted. ‘Looks like they found themselves a good breakfast. Let’s hope it’s not one of our foals!’

‘You want me to take a look?’ she offered, as he braked and stopped.

‘No, let’s work it out from here.’

So they sat and watched a while from the safety of the truck. Kirstie grimaced at the way the wild dogs tore at the flesh of their victim with snapping jaws and straining bodies. Sure, she knew nature was red in tooth and claw, but she never got used to the greedy violence of these ugly opportunist hunters.

‘The prey ain’t big enough for a foal,’ Ben decided. ‘Most likely it’s a small deer.’

Kirstie sighed with relief. ‘Let’s drive on,’ she muttered, anxious to double-check the foals in Pond Meadow.

They set off again and soon reached the wide pond that gave the far meadow its name. To their relief, they found the mares staring placidly towards the truck, heads raised, stamping a little impatiently for their sweet hay to be delivered.

Four – five – six … Kirstie counted the mares, amongst them Snowflake, Yukon and Snickers. Through the mist she also checked that each mother had her foal close by. Then she turned to Ben, who nodded.

‘All present and correct,’ he said, jumping down from the truck and unhitching the gate. ‘We can quit worryin’ and concentrate on giving ’em breakfast.’

So they set to, unloading the hay bales and shaking them out into the metal racks. Kirstie did the job with gusto, loving the sweet smell of the alfalfa as she shook it loose from the bale and taking satisfaction from the sound of the mares’ teeth steadily chomping and grinding.

‘You stick around,’ Ben told her after the last bale had been unloaded. ‘Make sure they all get enough to eat, then spend some time handling the foals to bring them on in our imprint training programme, OK?’

Kirstie nodded. ‘Yeah, but there’s no need for you to drive back for me,’ she told the busy head wrangler. ‘I can walk home from here when I’m ready.’

‘Sure?’ Ben gave her a chance to change her mind. The ranch house was about a mile downstream and she would have to pass the stretch where the coyotes were making a meal of the mule deer.

She nodded. ‘I like handling the foals. Maybe I’ll stay here instead of coming out on the trails. You could tell Karina not to bother saddling Lucky – it’ll save her a job.’

Ben agreed the plan. ‘I’ll tell your mom where you are,’ he told her, driving off speedily to continue his morning chores.

‘Hey, Snickers!’ Kirstie approached the nearest mare and her tiny sorrel foal. ‘How are we today?’

The mare regarded her approach with only slight interest, flicking one ear towards Kirstie without pausing in her feeding. The foal paid more attention, backing towards his mother at first, then gingerly stretching his neck to sniff at Kirstie’s outstretched hand.

‘You know me!’ she whispered gently. ‘I’m the one who worked alongside Matt when you were born. Matt’s my brother, see. He’s learning to be a vet.’

Her soft voice made the foal bolder. He took a few tottering steps away from his mother’s side, allowing Kirstie to reach out her hand to stroke his head and neck.

She felt his damp, fluffy coat. Tiny droplets of mist had collected on his tufty mane and wisps of hay were stuck to his withers.

‘You’re a cute little guy!’ Kirstie murmured, running a hand along his back. ‘That’s right, I’m your friend. I’m not gonna harm you!’

Soon the foal accepted her touch and was even rubbing up against her, almost like a purring cat asking to be petted. At the same time, other shy foals were venturing away from their mothers, coming to Kirstie and asking for attention.

After ten minutes, she was surrounded by young ones – some cautious, others brave and bold. It was the wary ones that Kirstie tried to pick out, because these would create more problems when it came to the gentling and schooling phase. She needed to build their confidence now, imprinting them with the idea that humans were kindly protectors whom they could trust.

‘C’mon, little Pika!’ she whispered at Snowflake’s dun-coloured foal. They’d named her after the small rabbit-like creatures that lived in the area because of her enormous, round, dark brown eyes.

The nervous foal tottered forwards but she quivered under Kirstie’s touch and backed away.

Kirstie was about to persist when a human voice pierced the still, grey morning.

‘Lisa!’ It was a man’s voice, a long way off and indistinct, calling out a girl’s name.

Kirstie looked up towards the steep, forested slope that rose behind Pond Meadow. ‘Lisa’ was the name of her best friend, Lisa Goodman, and for a moment she imagined that the Goodmans were paying an unexpected morning visit. But then she shrugged it off. No way would Lisa G. get out of bed before 9 a.m. on the first day of the Easter vacation.

In any case, the man didn’t repeat his cry. Instead, there was the sound of a vehicle starting up and driving away at speed.

‘That must’ve been up on Bear Hunt Overlook,’ Kirstie murmured to little Pika. ‘It’s kinda early to be out, I must say.’

The distant noises seemed to have unsettled the foal, who skittered away from her touch, back to Snowflake’s side.

Kirstie was concentrating on winning back Pika’s trust when a second shout drifted down into the valley. This time the human voice was even more indistinct – again, a man, and again a word that sounded like ‘Lisa’, or ‘Issa’. For some reason, though, Kirstie didn’t feel it was the same man calling.

The feeding mares paused, lifted their heads and listened.

Another, completely different sound intruded into their early morning feed. A horse whinnied from the pine-clad slope.

Kirstie stood stock-still. She was puzzled. The horse in the forest could hardly be one of the Half-Moon ramuda. It was way too early for Karina to have one saddled and be riding out there alone. Anyway, this horse sounded frightened, making the mares bunch together nervously and listen with every sinew straining for a repetition of the high, shrill call.

But the stranger-horse fell silent.

‘Elissa!’ a man shouted. He was in the same area as the frightened horse, closer than before, and this time the name came through clearly. ‘Elissa, come back!’

‘Sounds like trouble,’ Kirstie muttered. She set off across Pond Meadow, skirting the water and heading up a narrow draw lined with aspen trees. She knew a way to climb out of the ravine, which though steep would bring her out close to the right spot on the forest slope.

Once the steep sides of the draw had closed around her, Kirstie began to seek out the ledges and footholds which would take her to the top. Fresh spring growth made the going tough as she splashed through a shallow creek and forced a path between young willows. When she scraped her hand against the rough bark of a twisted blue spruce trunk, she sucked at the shallow wound and thought about shrugging off the whole thing.

None of my business, she told herself. And whoever it was is probably long gone.

But then the horse whinnied again. The mares in the meadow replied with reassuring snorts and low whinnies – the noises made to comfort an animal in trouble and promise him that help was at hand.

‘Jeez!’ Kirstie groaned. Now she couldn’t turn her back and walk away.

So she made her way up the steep side of the draw, pushing aside bushes and trampling blue and white flowers that clung to the practically bare rock. She reached the top out of breath, with more scrapes and scratches on her arms and cheek.

Take it easy! she told herself. However, with the distressed horse calling loudly now, it was hard to follow her own advice.

A lone horse didn’t advertise its whereabouts unless there was a problem. Naturally, left to himself, he would join up with the nearest herd and find safety in numbers, so something must be preventing this one from emerging from the forest into Pond Meadow. Perhaps he was trapped or hurt, and unable to make it.
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