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			If you’ve ever felt that unbreakable bond 
with a creature that transcends words, 
this story is for you. – S.G.

			

			Chapter 1

			Goodbye

			My city life is packed up inside one large suitcase. The sleeve of a worn flannel shirt flaps out the side, as if it’s waving goodbye to this tiny apartment room. Maybe I should’ve bought some new clothes while I lived in the city. There were loads of cool shops right on my doorstep.

			Nah. Not for me. Besides, my old clothes have the feeling of the High Country. Worn. Beat up. Ripped. But warm and soft, once it gets under your skin.

			‘Georgie, are you ready?’

			It’s Mum calling out from across the hall. She’s speaking in an ‘I’m tired of making small talk with your dad’ tone. I can see Dad hovering over the dining table with his farm clothes on, staring down at a hole in his dirty sock. He’s too scared to sit on the good chairs and mumbles something about traffic jams.

			‘Almost done!’ I yell back.

			Shoot. I almost forgot to pack my riding boots. Dunno why I brought them to Mum’s. There are no horses to ride in the city. Besides, she would’ve cracked it if I went anywhere near a horse. That’s one of the rules I’ve lived by under the watchful eye of my mum.

			Rule 1 – Live near a hospital.

			Rule 2 – Go to a ‘proper’ city school instead of homeschool.

			Rule 3 – No riding until the time is right.

			Is the time to ride again this summer? I dunno. Every time I think about it, my heart pounds like it’s cracking in two.

			I sniff my boots before I pack them. The salty-sweet scent of horse, hay and saddle oil fills my head. But not the smell of any old horse. It’s the smell of my beautiful brumby, Magic.

			My heart beats faster into a gallop. Where are you, Magic? Are you in the High Country mountains still waiting for me? My chest tightens. Memories of the accident zip-zap like sparks in my brain.

			A flash of lightning.

			Darkness.

			The salty taste of blood.

			Stinging pain.

			The thump of helicopter blades.

			The piney stench of hospitals.

			The thought of it all makes my stomach spin. I twirl my horsehair bracelet braided in a perfect plait, around and around. The strands of Magic’s dark mane entwined in the bracelet rub against my skin.

			

			Breathe in. Breathe out. In. Out.

			Now, I’m calm again.

			‘Let’s go, kiddo!’ yells Dad.

			Then he mumbles something about parking fines. I’d better get a move on. I scan the room for anything else left to pack. The dresser mirror is covered with theatre tickets, sushi menus and photos of me and my school bestie, Zara. Her white teeth glow back at me from under her pink streaked hair. The craziest, fun friend I could’ve wished for. So much of her crazy rubbed off on me. When we were together, Mum ran out of rules to throw at me.

			I snatch a card of photobooth pics of us pulling faces and place it inside my suitcase. Now the gap in the mirror I’d covered up stares back at me.

			I look away and start spinning my horsehair bracelet again, like it’s a good luck charm, chanting ‘Magic, Magic, Magic,’ three times for luck.

			The charm works. My heartbeat slows. But now I’m thinking about the story of the ugly duckling. That’s kinda my story. Grey and worn down. Stared at. Lost. Living with the wrong family. Tripping over my own feet. Surrounded by beautiful swans.

			But like the ugly duckling, my luck is about to change. Not that I look like a lucky twelve-year-old. I touch the red line on my cheek. My pink fringe flops to one side. Staring back at me is one sparkling green eye. The other broken blue eye is covered by the black leather of my eye patch.

			

			Chapter 2

			High Country

			Hi, G!
Send me loads of horse pics over summer.
Miss u. Zara x
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			The mountains watch over our truck with giant granite eyes. Dad turns the truck in a tight semi-circle as we round a sharp corner. My stomach churns. It settles down as the road straightens. We must be following the river. The window’s covered in squashed bugs. I can’t see much through it. When I stick my head out the window, the minty mountain air hits my face like a fluttery butterfly kiss. I hope the air washes the city stink from me.

			I suck in a deep breath of country air. A broken piece of me clicks back into place.

			By the river, cockatoos screech and dance in the gum trees. It’s a bush theatre show, just for me. I laugh for the first time in ages.

			‘Caw! Caw! Caw!’  I squawk back, cheering them on.

			‘Mum should come up and watch a wildlife show with us,’ I say, smiling at their silly dance.

			Dad just nods. Oh, that’s right. Mum hates country life.

			Since Dad isn’t very chatty, I stare up at the mountain peaks. Will the mountains welcome me back, too? A little wave of a tree limb. Or the bubble of the river saying, ‘hello’. Something that says, ‘we’ve missed you’.

			I reckon the High Country isn’t just a place. It’s a living, breathing thing. Maybe I have a case of the crazies. But maybe not.

			There it is! The clouds swallow up the hilltops – the sign I was looking for. But it’s not a hello. It’s the mountain, hiding a secret from me. I wonder if Dad sees its signs like I do.

			‘Do you think the land talks to us? Do you think it sends us messages?’ I know Dad won’t laugh at me. Although we haven’t hung out much the past year, he’s used to my imagination running away. I leave my window open so I can hear the rush of the river. It might speak to me when I least expect it.

			Dad’s eyes dart up at the mountains. Maybe he’s searching for a sign. Or the right words to say to me. Although he’s been pretty quiet the entire road trip. But what is there to say?

			‘Sorry I stopped you from riding horses. Sorry you’ve had a tough time living in the city. Sorry you damaged an eye in a riding accident. A summer at the station will fix things.’

			I wish it were that easy. I can’t grow a perfect eye. And I’ll always look weird to strangers.

			At last, Dad has his answer. ‘When the grass browns, it’s telling us to let the paddocks rest.’ Dad lifts a finger from the steering wheel to point at the sky. ‘Those puffy clouds tell me there’s no more spring rain. Which means I’ll go through a lot of hay over summer.’

			I hide my eye roll from under my fringe. Such a typical reply from a fifth-generation cattleman. He works the land. I dream about the land. I hear the land’s gasps for water during the drought. Its sighs of happiness when the floods come. The land smiles at me at sunrise. When thunder rumbles over the hills, when grey clouds swallow the treetops, that’s a strong sign. A sign that the land, the rivers, the bush and all its creatures are to be loved and respected. That the High Country comes first, not last.

			The spring sunshine peeks through the clouds. The land reads my mind. ‘I’ve missed you too.’ My words are a whisper like the brush of a leaf passing by on the wind.

			Dust blows up from the road, through the window and into my good eye. I itch at my eye patch. The heart-shaped leather feels cool in the afternoon heat.

			My damaged eye can’t blink like my good eye. It’s kinda lazy and lifeless. I’m okay with wearing the patch. I got sick of people staring at my bad eye or asking stupid questions about it. Does it hurt? Can you see my fingers? Why is it a milky blue colour?

			The eye patch kinda stopped the questions. Plus, I have a bunch of different coloured ones to wear. Zara said I should start up a SnipSnap fashion channel called PIRATE STYLEZ by Captain G, where I model eye patches and bandannas. So funny! To be honest, I’m not into that social media stuff. Besides, who would want to follow a country bogan like me?

			I glance at myself in the truck mirror and push my pink fringe over my eye patch. That’s when I spot movement near the riverbank. Something huge is running behind the trees. Maybe it’s my mono vision playing tricks on me. But the shape charges down to the river.

			‘A herd of brumbies, Dad! Down there. Look!’

			There’s another sign. The wild horses of Snowy River are welcoming me home. Powerful legs charge down the mountain as one. Nostrils flare, sweat shining off their backs. Manes streaming behind them in a blur of brown and grey. A flash of silver in a mix of chestnut and bay horses. A small dark foal trips behind it. I search the herd for my runaway colt. Magic would be older and bigger now.

			Nope. There’s not one black horse with white markings amongst them.

			A flash of green bounces on four wheels not far behind the herd. Two off-roaders speed behind them. What the heck are they doing chasing down the brumbies?

			‘Who’s mustering brumbies, Dad? Could they be from Millbrook Brumby Sanctuary?’

			

			Dad speaks through tight lips. ‘Look closer. They’re rangers. With guns. The brumbies aren’t protected anymore.’

			I don’t believe it. ‘You can hunt brumbies? But they’re beautiful animals! They need protecting.’ Doesn’t everyone love horses like I do?

			Dad’s knuckles turn white as he grips the steering wheel. ‘Government rangers reckon the brumby numbers are too high. Their hooves chew up the bog marsh and native animal homes. Some farmers complain that they eat their good grazing. The government cull is balancing out nature.’

			How could anyone shoot horses? Brumbies are like mythical unicorns with hooves that spark firelight over the rocky trails, not mangy pests destroying the land.

			The brumbies thunder up a rocky bank, the roaring engines close in behind them. Horse heads toss high in terror.

			‘Run. RUN!’ I scream out the window. Of course they can’t hear me. I close my eye, imagining I’m riding a bay brumby leading the herd to our cattle station into safety. I open my eye, hoping they’ve outrun the rangers. But the brumbies are out in the open where there’s not one tree to hide behind.

			‘Dad, they’ll get shot down there!’ I twirl my bracelet around and around my wrist.

			Dad swishes the wiper blades across the dirty windscreen, trying to see what’s happening. ‘Are the off-roaders on ’em, Georgie?’

			I watch the herd, afraid to breathe. They wheel to the left, but the rangers gain ground. They wheel right. The rangers follow right behind them.

			Pop! Pop! Bang!

			My teeth grind at the sound of each rifle shot.

			‘No! Miss. Miss,’ I chant while twirling my bracelet between my fingers. Those poor brumbies need all the luck I can give them.

			Out of nowhere, a flash of silver bursts forward. A silver stallion. He outruns the others and charges in front. With a flick of his head, the stallion leads the herd down a steep ridge. Hooves crash over cold granite, then gallop towards the cover of the dense gum trees.

			‘Woohoo! Go, you beauties! Can you see them now?’ I point to the herd and the dust cloud behind them.

			Dad tips his hat back. ‘I see ’em now.’

			My heart leaps into a canter as the bush swallows them up.

			‘They’ve vanished. Like ghosts. They’ve gone.’ I stare at the spot where I last saw them.

			Dad pushes his hat up from his brow. ‘They’ll head down the dense bush trails. The rangers can’t follow them there. Maybe they’ll cut through the bush on our station. I see brumbies there all the time.’

			Horses are smart animals. But those mountain brumbies are even smarter. I bet they’ve outrun hunters before. They know the secrets of the mountain. They’ll hide in places where hunters can’t follow. Places where they are safe. Places like Stone Hill Station.

			

			The off-roaders slow, then stop. The drop-off down the ridge is too steep for them. A ranger throws a gun to the ground.

			I fist pump the air – a silent cheer for the brave brumbies of the Snowy River.

			

			Chapter 3

			Stone Hill Station

			The road turns to red dirt dust – a sign we’re almost at Stone Hill Station and home again.

			I can hear the bubbling cool water of Stone Creek, where my brother Finn and I used to paddle, play and catch tadpoles. That was forever ago. Now Finn is a worker hanging out with the head drover, Dusty. Not hanging out playing dumb games with his little sister.

			The sound of the creek teases me to dip my toes in, but it’s a trick. I know the water will be icy cold. The frozen eyes of the snow-topped mountain tell me this.

			I spot a new Stone Hill Station sign on two tall posts. I take a photo of it with my phone camera and send it to Zara and type: Almost home.

			‘Hey Dad, what happened to the old station sign me and Gramps made?’ I still have a scar on my thumb where I bashed the sign with the hammer. Gramps let me help around the farm even though Finn would’ve done everything so much better than me.

			‘That new sign’s Finn’s handiwork. He’s been making some good changes around here.’ Dad’s eyes sparkle with pride when he says this.

			I bite my tongue to stop myself from saying, ‘I liked the old sign better.’

			Ping! Ping!

			Is that a text back from Zara already? But my phone screen reads: MESSAGE FAILED.

			‘Mobile phones don’t work out here. The valley’s still waiting on a signal tower. Maybe you can text your friends through my radio?’ Dad laughs as he taps the CB radio on the dashboard.

			‘Thanks for the dad joke.’ But his jokes make me feel like it’s old times again. The old times before the accident.

			Dunno why, but I feel the urge to howl like an alpine dingo. ‘ARooooOO! Stone Hill, I’m back!’

			Only the wind whooshing across the sun-kissed grass answers me. The brumby herd is long gone. The station’s brown paddocks are almost empty, except for a few Angus cattle bulls.

			‘Where’s all the cattle?’

			Dad points at the hills at the back of the station. ‘In the back paddocks. Waiting for the muster to move them up to Kangaroo Valley.’

			

			Station life floods back to me. Each summer, the stockmen muster our cattle to higher ground where there are acres of sweet mountain grass. Free grass. That’s what Dad calls it. The cattle stay up there until autumn. Only then does the land decide it’s time to grow grass for grazing again.

			‘What will I do while you go on the muster?’  I love the quiet of the country, but staying home alone with Grandma would be too quiet.

			‘Me and Grandma have a plan for you.’

			Dad has a look in his eye like he’s hiding something from me. Maybe it’s got to do with the new rules Mum and Dad gave me. They’re not as bad as the last set. Listening to Grandma and Dad and being helpful will be easy. Dad barely says a word, anyway. I also promised not to make any bad decisions and not to ride a horse without permission. I’m cool with that.

			Dad changes the subject. ‘That hair colour tells me ya liked city livin’ after all.’

			I twirl my pink fringe, grinning. ‘It’s the same colour as Zara’s fringe. Mum almost died the day I came out of the bathroom with pink hair.’

			Georgie – 1. Mum – 0.

			Dad’s smile beams. I think he likes that I got one over on her.

			‘Zara. She’s your high school friend, right? I’m glad you made some friends at the city school. Is she a country kid, too?’

			

			I shake my head. ‘Nah, she’s from Singapore. But she rides horses. Well, she used to. Like I used to.’ The awkward silence between us returns.

			‘It sounds like you had fun in the city. I’ll make sure your stay out here is lotsa fun as well. It’s so good to have you back home.’ His voice crackles like he regrets sending me away from here.

			‘I guess the city was okay.’ I worry Dad will think I want to live back there. ‘I’ve missed being here. I missed home so, so much.’

			Silence again.

			‘The homestead hasn’t changed,’ I say, trying to make chit-chat. Spotting the two tall chimneys stacked on top of the stone homestead saves us both from more awkwardness. The house is huge, but it looks like it belongs here. Maybe because it’s built from granite blocks carved from the mountains it sits under. At the end of its wide front porch is my bedroom. From there, I can hear the rush of the Snowy River through my open window. I can’t wait to sleep in my old bed.

			Without warning, Dad hits the brakes and turns the engine off. I whirl my bracelet around, trying to stop my impatience from bursting from my mouth. But it’s too late. ‘Don’t tell me you have a fence to fix now. We’re almost at the house!’

			Dad opens the door and slides off the front seat. ‘Hold on. I’ve got a surprise for you.’

			

			Chapter 4

			Having Faith

			Dad clicks his tongue. A chestnut mare trots up to the fence line. My heart thuds like loud hoofbeats inside my chest. She’s a beauty. A white blaze mark stretches from the mare’s ears to the tip of her muzzle like melted vanilla ice cream.

			‘Come and say hi to Faith,’ says Dad, waving me over to join him.

			My feet trip along the grass. I’m weighed down by a wave of nerves at being so close to a horse but I love horses.

			The mare snuffles at Dad’s arm. ‘I hope you like her ’cos she’s your horse now.’

			I half-nod like I’m answering a trick question. I stand still. The mare walks towards me.

			‘Faith.’ A word that means loyalty and trust hums across my lips. When I speak, I blow my words into Faith’s nostrils – an old horse whispering trick Gramps taught me to help gain trust by sharing my scent.

			Faith sniffs at my pocket. I scoop out the muesli bar she must smell and break off a piece. Faith scoops it between her blubbery lips with long, soft strokes of my hand. I feel myself glow with the warmth of her body. Faith’s brown eyes gaze back at me.

			‘Hey, girl. You reckon we’ll be the best of friends?’

			Faith nickers before trotting back to the shade of a tree. I run to Dad and wrap my arms around his neck. The awkwardness between us disappears.

			‘Faith may be a brumby, but she’s a well-trained stock horse. She’s calm and predictable.’

			Unlike my missing colt Magic, Dad means. But Dad said your horse.

			Mine!

			I will be riding again this summer. Without warning, I feel a crack inside my chest as a piece of me breaks apart again. I thought I wanted to get back on a horse more than anything in the world but now that I can, I’m afraid. I’ve got bad balance. I’ve got bad vision. I’ve spent months in hospital, rehab and the city. Not months working with a horse.

			Dad must see the worry on my face. ‘You’re born with horse in you, Georgie. All the Stones are.’

			I know this. Besides, Faith seems like a gentle soul. I reckon I could at least feed and groom her. Muck out her stable. Get to know her. That’s what I’ll do.

			When Dad starts the truck up again, Faith runs to the fence. She flicks up her back legs and races us down the driveway. Without warning, my leg muscles tense up, whip tight. I can feel what Faith feels as she stretches out into a gallop.

			Me.

			The wind in my face.

			The perfect horse.

			As hard as it will be, my body aches to ride.

			

			Chapter 5

			Home

			Faith’s musky scent lingers on my fingertips like the smell of a warm summer’s day. I reckon if I care for Faith and help Dad with the horses, he’ll beg me to stay here past summer. I’ve got a plan. And now that I can see Grandma on the porch, I start to feel a little less in pieces.

			As soon as my feet hit the gravel, a dog rushes for me. The kelpie jumps up, paws pushing against my waist. ‘Frankie!’ His tail thump-thump-thumps against my leg. ‘Don’t tip me over, Frankie. I can’t balance with a bad eye.’ The obedient kelpie removes his paws.

			Grandma’s wrinkled smile shines at me. ‘That’s enough, Frankie. It’s my turn for hugs.’

			She squishes me so hard, I gasp for air. Grandma may be small, but she’s strong.

			‘It’s so good to be back.’ My nose fills with her floral shampoo smell. I reckon I smell like a city dumpster to her.

			At last, Grandma lets go. ‘You feel thin. Let’s get some country food into you.’

			We follow the waft of barbecue grease that’s riding the afternoon breeze. Bowls of colourful salads, bread rolls and corn cobs are piled high on an outdoor table while meat sizzles on the grill.

			‘Sirloin steaks. Beef snags!’ My stomach groans at the sight of home-cooked food. Dad and I sit side-by-side under the grapevine-covered pergola. I can hear the rush of the Snowy River. Everything starts clicking back into place so fast.

			Grandma fusses over the hot grill. ‘I hope everyone likes a bit of charcoal on their steak.’

			I lick my lips. ‘Well done steak is fine with me.’

			Dad winks at me. I wink back. It’s like nothing ever came between us.

			The sound of shouting and galloping hooves cuts across the paddocks. It’s Finn, flying over fences on the most graceful horse. His bay mare’s red coat shines with sweat. What a beauty!

			Dad adjusts his hat, squinting. ‘The horse is bolting on him. He’d better pull it up if he wants to jump that high fence.’

			Grandma flaps her apron. ‘He needs to get that horse out of my orchard!’

			Finn pulls hard on the reins. The mare gallops faster. Faster. Faster. He’ll have an accident. Please, no more accidents!

			Two paces from the jump, the horse stops. Finn tumbles over her neck. His hat flies high. His body launches into the air like he’s a ball being tossed through a hoop. I suck in my breath.

			A whoop rolls out from Finn’s wide mouth as he lands on both feet. Red-faced, he yells across the orchard. ‘Damn, you horse!’

			He picks up his hat and snatches his horse’s reins, tying them to a fence post. The mare plucks one of Grandma’s apples from the tree without a worry in the world.

			Finn leaps over the fence and wrinkles his nose at me. ‘Hey, sis. What’s with your pink fringe? Are you trying out for a part in Sesame Street?’ He messes up my hair like I’m still five years old, and then he sits across from me.

			My cheeks burn red hot. I thought he was going to mock my eye patch. But he’s making fun of my city hairstyle.

			I need a comeback, fast. ‘Are you trying to grow a moustache or is that dirt on your face?’

			Finn – 1. Georgie – 1.

			Finn wipes his top lip and frowns. I straighten my messed hair and avoid his gaze.

			‘Steaks are done!’ yells Grandma, wrestling with the barbecue tongs. She places a charcoaled slab of beef in front of me. With a slow scoop of a spoon, I slide potato salad onto my plate. Close vision is hard with one eye.

			Dad chews on a corn cob, eyeing up Finn. ‘I thought you’d sold that horse?’

			Finn grabs a bread roll, frowning. ‘I have, but the buyer wants a show horse. I need to train her up on jumps.’

			Dad nods. ‘That brumby has an attitude problem. Maybe get Dusty to help you.’

			Dusty – the best horse trainer and drover in the valley. Dad always said we’re lucky to have him working at Stone Hill.

			‘Speaking of trouble,’ Dad points to a flash blue ute pulling up in our driveway, ‘here’s my new business partner.’

			Finn leaps up from his seat like he just sat on a gumnut. ‘I’ll be inside washing my hands.’

			Dad’s new business partner? I thought Finn was going to run the station with Dad.

			Two shiny boots glide over the green lawn towards us. It’s Brad Goldburn, owner of Goldie’s Racehorse Stud. Owner of a lot of land in the valley. The Golden Goldburns, everyone calls them. The greedy Goldburns, more like it.

			‘Hey, Mitch. Have you hired those stockmen for the muster yet?’ Goldburn talks like he’s Dad’s boss. ‘I’m running out of grazing and need to move my cattle up to the mountain grass now.’

			Goldburn’s head is small like a tennis ball under his big stockman hat. His too-spicy cologne makes my nose wrinkle. His shiny, pink hands tell me everyone else does his dirty work for him.

			He stops to beam a smile at me. ‘Well, look at Georgie all grown up. Welcome back, young lady.’

			I choke on a corn kernel. Young lady? Ha! Goldburn needs his eyes tested.

			Dad changes the subject. ‘Brad bought a cattle station on the other side of us. We’ve leased part of our grazing to him this summer.’

			Goldburn gawks at my eye patch. ‘Hope you’re all better after your accident.’

			Wow. He gets straight to the point. I try not to let him bother me, but he’s got more to say.

			‘Not your fault that crazy horse got spooked in a storm. Those brumbies can’t be trusted. When a horse has brumby blood in it, you gotta beat the wild out of it.’

			Beating horses? What is he on about? I shrink under my fringe. I want to tell him that we Stones use the old horse whispering ways to train horses, not sticks and whips but the words get stuck in my throat.

			‘That horse is long gone now.’ Dad passes Goldburn a glass of cool water. I reckon Dad should tip it over his head.

			‘Those wild brumbies don’t last long around here. Only good use for them is dog meat.’ Goldburn’s eyes narrow as he stares up at the mountains behind us. ‘Except for that silver brumby. The ghost horse is a tough one to catch. It vanishes into thin air whenever my men get near it. I’ve put a $5000 bounty on him. Alive, that is. I’ll pay $100 for any other brumby dead.’ He spits on the ground by his boots.

			Bang! The back door flings open, and Finn charges out through it. ‘A $5000 reward! I can sell you a trained brumby for half that amount.’

			Goldburn laughs. ‘Only if it’s a part thoroughbred like that silver brumby. Make sure you let me know if you see it. Right, Finn?’

			My brother stares down at his feet. Maybe Finn wants the horse for himself? That silver brumby is bringing out the crazy in everyone here.

			‘See you in three days with the stockmen. Right, Mitch?’

			‘No problem, Brad,’ says Dad.

			Goldburn turns on his heels, leaving us to our meal at last. We crunch on our corn cobs in silence, watching the cloud of Stone Hill dust swallow up his flashy ute.

			‘That flashy Goldburn. Tosses his money around. Buying this. Buying that,’ grumbles Grandma. ‘That horse isn’t his to buy.’ She plops a snag on each of our plates a little too hard, grumbling something else I can’t quite hear.

			My head starts whirling with a hundred questions. Did he have anything to do with the brumby hunt we saw?

			Finn slides in beside me and piles his plate with salad. ‘I’ve seen his stockmen out with government rangers. Scouting feral pests, they said. But they won’t catch the ghost horse. He’s too good at dodging traps and rifles.’

			The ghost horse. The stallion that floats through valleys then vanishes in a flash. ‘He must be old and smart to outrun Goldburn. Is that why he wants him?’

			Dad shakes his head, pointing at the wall of horse photos we can see through the big back window. ‘Silver or grey horses aren’t always old. See that photo of pure white Smoke, my horse Blackie’s sire?’

			‘I remember you riding him when I was little.’

			

			‘That horse was dark like Blackie when he was a yearling. Turned grey by age three. Then ghost-white by the time he died. Some horses are born with a strong grey gene.’

			Magic had grey flecks. Will he turn grey? Where is Magic? Is now a good time to ask Dad if we can look for him? But that might sound ungrateful after Dad gifted me a new horse.

			Grandma starts stacking dirty plates. Time for me to make myself useful. ‘Would you like me to stack the dishwasher, Grandma?’ I half-yawn this question, realising I’m tired from packing and the long drive.

			Grandma waves me away with a flap of a napkin. ‘Thank you, but don’t you need to stable Faith for the night? Then you can get off to bed.’

			Finn stops mid-chew. He glares at me. He glares at Dad. ‘You gave Faith to Georgie? I thought she wasn’t allowed to ride. She doesn’t look ready to ride. Besides, I trained Faith to enter rodeo competitions.’

			Dad gets up from the table. ‘Faith’s safe. Smart, too.’

			Wow. This is awkward. But if Dad and Grandma are okay with it, Finn better get used to the idea of me owning a horse. I guess I should get used to this idea.

			‘If Faith is smart, we’re a perfect match.’ I half-laugh when I say this, but it sounds fake. I’ve also committed myself to riding Faith.

			Shoot.

			Grandma throws me a wink. ‘I’m glad you and Faith are two peas in a pod because you’ll be spending day and night together soon.’

			What? Day and night? Am I sleeping in the stables with the horses?

			The air burns as hot as a bonfire around me. Everyone’s eyes are on me. They know something I don’t.

			Finn waggles his fork at me. ‘What Grandma means is you’ll be sleeping outside for a while.’

			What is everyone talking about? Sleeping where?

			Grandma glares at Dad. ‘Mitch! Why doesn’t Georgie know about our plan?’

			Dad shrugs his shoulders. ‘I told you about riding on the muster, didn’t I?’

			

			Chapter 6

			Muster

			I shake my head. My mouth clamps shut, afraid the words, ‘I’m too scared to ride’ will tumble out.

			‘We’re moving the cattle up to the spring grass in Kangaroo Valley. It’ll take two weeks to muster 600 cattle up there.’ Dad’s eyes meet mine. ‘We’ll all be riding on horseback.’

			Finn drops his fork on his plate. ‘But she’ll be riding in the tucker truck with Grandma, right?’

			I want to shout, ‘I’m okay with the truck’ but Grandma and Dad give each other a funny look.

			‘Me and Grandma think it’s time Georgie got back up on a horse.’ Dad shoots me a wonky grin.

			I know how he feels. Horse love is pulling my heart in one direction. Fear is tearing it in the other.

			But Grandma seems less worried. ‘You can start riding Faith tomorrow,’ she says, whipping the tablecloth off the table as if the conversation is over.

			I’m riding a horse tomorrow!

			

			My dinner rises to my throat. My head whirls with a case of the worries. It takes time to get to know a horse’s nature. What if Faith hates me? What if Faith bucks me? What if I fall and crack every single bone in my body?

			Finn starts laughing. ‘As if you can handle two weeks of hard out-riding after a year out of the saddle. If I were you, I’d stick to riding passenger in the truck.’

			He’s daring me.

			Grandma strokes my arm. ‘I bought you some new riding clothes.’

			I swallow a gulp of air to push down the panic that’s ballooning inside my chest.

			‘They’re laid out on your old bed. Why don’t you try them on and make sure they fit? Then you’ll feel ready to ride Faith tomorrow.’

			Dad nods. ‘You’ve gotta get riding fit, and fast. You’ll spend eight to ten hours a day in a saddle on the muster. We leave in four days.’

			A fake smile is all I have to give. ‘Can’t wait, Dad!’ Then, I escape down the hallway to my old bedroom. With my door closed, I bury my face in my pillow, sucking in deep breaths.

			Breathe in. Breathe out. In. Out.

			My racing heart slows to a trot.

			A million things can go wrong on a muster. How can I tell them it’s a great plan, but that the thought of riding a horse makes it hard for me to breathe?

			

			Chapter 7

			Alone

			The riding clothes fit like they were made just for me. I look the part of a jillaroo about to hit the muster trail. On the outside, at least. Inside, I reckon I’m like one of Grandma’s wobbly puddings – layers of sloppy yellow custard with too-sweet red jelly on top.

			After leading the horses into the stable with Dad, I decided to hang out here for a bit on my own. Away from the muster talk.

			Away from Finn.

			The stables are quiet except for Faith snuffling at a bale of hay. She lets me brush her down in long strokes.

			Her big eyelashes blink in time with every stroke of the brush. She’s so calm and gentle. I could watch her munch on hay all day and night. Which is good ’cos Finn is too much of a Mr Know-It-All to be around. I haven’t heard back from Zara, either. I still have zero signal on my phone.

			I watch Dad walking back to the house. He looks small and alone walking through the tall snow grass. Lucky for him, he’s got me for company this summer. Maybe, for all seasons.

			The sunset’s last light bounces through the open door. I try to catch it between my fingers. It shines on my pony club ribbons pinned to Magic’s old stable door.

			None of the ribbons were won riding Magic. As soon as I started helping Finn train Magic, I gave up on pony club events. The pony club girls had started acting weird. Instead of talking dressage and jumping, they talked about cute boys at school. I was home-schooled. I wasn’t in on their kind of talk. Then they made jokes about bogan cowgirls.

			Like me.

			Their words twisted inside me like a halter rope being tightened around my ribs. They were my only friends in the whole valley.

			At the same time, Mum left us for the city. Country people didn’t visit her psychology clinic. Country people were too quiet. I know now that Dad was too quiet for her, too.

			I’d never felt so alone. But then Magic became my best friend. Riding Magic, I didn’t need pony club. Or Mum. Or friends with cruel words.

			Riding Magic, I became part of the wilderness.

			Riding Magic, I placed my life in his hands.

			Riding Magic, I fell to the hard dirt and broke into pieces.

			An alpine dingo howl bounces through the valley. Cockatoos squawk in their tree roosts. Faith shifts in her stable, then bellows a loud neigh. A shrill whinny answers her from near the river. My skin prickles with goosebumps. Did Dad forget to stable a horse?

			As I step outside, the stars sparkle above me like hundreds of shining glowworms. Bindi burrs and prickles sting my bare feet as I tiptoe across the paddocks. A high-pitched squeal rings out, closer now.

			My toes touch the soft moss of the riverbank. It’s pitch black here under the canopy of the River Red Gums. But I make out the shape of the log bridge that crosses the river. I scramble over it on my hands and knees, worried I’ll fall in if I tiptoe across.

			The log bridge ends, but the weedy smell of the billabong is up ahead. The whinny came from there.

			I wade into the billabong until the silky water touches my knees. The air feels charged, like something is here. Like something is about to happen. I listen again for the horse.

			Frogs croak in the shallows.

			A cricket chirps from a rock.

			Clip-clop. Clip-clop.

			I freeze. The silver brumby glides down the hill. His mane and tail float around him. He reaches the bank of the billabong, then stops. Has he seen me here in the shadows? I’m as still as the trees around me. I blink my good eye in surprise.

			The brumby walks into the water. He bends his neck to quench his thirst. Water drips from his muzzle as he raises his head. One shiny dark eye meets mine. He sees me! Now I’m this close, I see the ghost horse isn’t silver at all. His coat’s light grey with flecks of black through it.

			The horse takes a step forward. We stand, staring, breathing in each other’s scents. His, of sweat and mountain dirt. Mine, of barbeque smoke mixed with Faith’s musky scent.

			A dingo howls in the distance. The ghost horse lifts his head, one eye on me. My heart booms in my ears like mountain thunder. The ghost horse takes another step. Water whooshes in a wave around us. The horse halts like he’s torn between walking to me or bolting off.

			I reach my hand out. Perhaps he’ll sniff it. Perhaps I’ll gain his trust. He tilts his head to one side. One eye is filled with shadows, the other a clouded, cold blue. I touch my eye patch. He has two different eyes like me. His smoky forelock shifts to one side. Underneath it shines a white marking. An upward-pointed arrow. A marking I’ve seen before.

			I swallow hard. ‘Magic! Is that you?’

			But there’s no chance to find out. The ghost horse flings his head back, rearing high on his hind legs. Hooves fly out, then leap onto the far bank. Water gushes around him as he vanishes into the bush.

			The billabong’s water is smooth again. The frogs begin their croaking. It’s as if the brumby was never here. As if the land was playing a trick on me. But I know it’s not a trick. Even with one blue eye, even with grey hair, the ghost horse looks like an older Magic.

			

			Chapter 8

			Back in the Saddle

			Hey Z!
I’m home! Got a signal hanging out my bedroom window. 
A brumby came to the billabong. Silver & 2 diff-coloured eyes. Like me. Plus, an arrow marking like my missing horse. 
Maybe it’s Magic?
Miss u. G x

			[image: ]

			My new riding pants fit like they were made just for me. So, I wear an eye patch that was made for a horse rider. It has a red chestnut mare stitched on black leather.

			The me in the mirror looks ready to climb into a saddle. But my insides flip-flop like they’re in a showjumping competition.

			

			I skip breakfast and hurry to the stables. Dad stands beside Faith’s stall, waiting. Kinda smiling. A half-anxious smile like the one on my face. Faith nickers ‘hello’ to me. My half-smile turns into a full one. It’s like there’s an invisible rope attached to Faith, pulling and pulling me closer to her.

			‘Hello, girl. I missed you too.’ I brush my fingertips across her muzzle. With each stroke of my hand, I move my head closer. Now my forehead rests on hers. Faith’s big brown eyes blink in slow motion.

			I stay like this for a few moments, thinking that this horse would never consider bucking any human. My nose fills with the smell of oats and salty sweat. Our hearts beat in time as Faith’s breath matches mine.

			Dad pushes the leather reins into the palm of my hand. ‘You’re like old mates. Why don’t you grab her bridle while I’ll saddle her up?’

			‘Dad, I’ve been tacking up horses since I was four. I can do it.’

			He steps aside as I drag the saddle off the tack shelf labelled ‘Faith’. It weighs a tonne and I almost drop it. ‘I reckon I need to work on my deadlifts at the gym,’ I joke. My hands shake. Does Faith know I have a blind side? She could knock me over in a flash.

			Faith eyes me side-on. The invisible rope tugs at me. A broken piece inside of me clicks back into place. My knee slides under the saddle as a force from inside me powers it onto her back.

			

			The tricks to tacking a horse flood back to me. I quickly pull the girth strap. She doesn’t blow out her tummy to make the strap loose. She doesn’t clamp her mouth shut when I push in the bridle bit. Faith stands dead still. Saddled. Bridled. Ready to ride.

			‘Here, I’ll give you a leg up.’ Dad steps closer, scooping his hands together to help me mount her.

			I brush past him and jam my left foot in the stirrup, swinging my other leg wide. I wriggle in the saddle. Where’s that other stirrup? I grab onto Faith’s mane while I fumble for it. She doesn’t move a muscle.

			‘Let’s go, Faith.’ I squeeze my thighs into her sides, which should tell her to walk on. She does!

			Dad slides the stable door open, and the minty mountain air rushes in. The other horses in the stable stamp their hooves and nicker, wanting to join our ride. Faith slow-walks out into the penned horse yard with me perched on her back like I’m Queen of the Valley. Her ears flick back, telling me she’s waiting for another signal. I press with my thighs and click my tongue.

			We trot. Up. Down. Up. Down. A perfect rhythm for a perfect pair. I rein her in. We walk. I click my tongue. Trot-trot-trot. Walk. Trot-trot-trot. Walk. Without so much as a shift of my legs, Faith knows what to do. I reckon she can read my mind.

			‘You haven’t forgotten a thing, Georgie!’ says Dad, watching my every move from the shadow of the stables. ‘Why don’t you keep up the routine while I get on with some farm work? I won’t be far away.’ He points at the paddock out past the hay barn. ‘Finn’s moving a cranky old bull. He might need more help than you do.’
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