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      “Ellen Feld’s expert storytelling makes you feel like you’re in the saddle, taking part in the adventure. Kids will love every page of this exciting and heartwarming story as it unfolds, while parents will appreciate the emphasis on safety, barn etiquette, and compassion for all animals. Ellen Feld has done it again!”

      —Kate Tully,

      Horsemen’s Yankee Pedlar

      

      “Ellen Feld’s Rimfire is an educational journey into the wonderful world of barrel racing. Young readers and horse lovers alike will be inspired by this enjoyable book.”

      —Sue S. Bologna & Joe B Jammin,

      World Champion Barrel Racers

      

      “Young horse lovers will be reading Rimfire, the newest book in the Morgan Horse Series, under the covers with a flashlight long past bedtime. This book is impossible to put down. Another terrific adventure by Massachusetts' own Ellen F. Feld.”

      —Stephanie Sanders-Ferris

      Massachusetts Horse Magazine

      

      “Ellen Feld has done it again for young readers of books about Morgan Horses. Rimfire introduces an exciting new element into the Morgan Horse series that her readers will love. Feld’s young readers will certainly want to have a copy of Rimfire.”

      —Irmarie Jones,

      The Recorder in Greenfield

      

      “This book is wonderfully adventurous. I love how Heather and Nicholas develop a relationship with Rimfire. This book was fun to read and review, and it’s definitely a keeper! I learned a lot about barrel racing and horses! Rimfire by Ellen F. Feld is highly recommended, and I won’t be exaggerating when I say that this book is spectacular!”

      —Sara McGinn (age 9)

      Reader Views

      

      “Although a work of fiction, I found Rimfire to be very educational, and I acquired quite a bit of knowledge about horses in general, riding, and barrel racing. Not only is the book informative, but it also has an engaging storyline and is an interesting read. Fans of the Morgan Horse series will definitely not be disappointed!”

      —Kam Aures,

      Rebecca’s Reads

      

      “Rimfire is quite enjoyable to read. I’m sure that there are many horse-loving youth who will be green with envy at the adventures the characters in this story share. In addition, responsibility, friendship, wisdom, and compassion are quite evident. The Morgans’ versatility shines through nicely.”

      —Eileen Hunter, Director Emeriti of the American Morgan Horse Association, New England Morgan Horse Association Hall of Fame and Connecticut Morgan Youth Director

      

      “Like the intersecting loops of a cloverleaf pattern, Feld’s characters in Rimfire cross paths in an engaging series of adventures that teach readers about friendship and the power of forgiveness, courage, and compassion. From Rimfire’s barrel racing against the clock, to racing against time to rescue the aged gelding, Rocket, Heather and her Gallant Morgans friends and neighbors take us on another delightful ride, through new worlds and thought-provoking issues, with the same aplomb and grace as the horses and lifestyle Feld so accurately portrays.”

      —L.A. Pomeroy,

      American Horse Publications Awards Finalist, International Alliance of Equestrian Journalists member
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            HEADING WEST

          

        

      

    

    
      "Heather, where are you?” Mrs. Richardson called out from the kitchen.

      “I’m in the living room, Mom,” Heather replied. “What do you want?” the teenager asked a moment later as she walked into the kitchen.

      “Your father and I have decided to take a short trip to Oklahoma to visit some friends.”

      “Oklahoma? Friends?” Heather asked.

      “Dad has an old work buddy who moved to Oklahoma a few years ago. He and Dad have been planning to get together for a while.”

      “But I wanted to spend my school vacation playing with the horses. Do we have to go?”

      “Yes, we really do. It’ll be fun, I⁠—”

      Just then, Champ, Heather’s spunky little dachshund, came charging into the kitchen, barking, jumping, and wagging his tail in excitement. Mrs. Richardson smiled at the little dog and continued, “I promise, it’ll be fun. Besides, I didn’t tell you the best part. Mr. Henderson, Dad’s friend, and his family live on a ranch, they have a daughter your age, and they’ve got over 20 horses. He promised that you could ride all day, every day, if you’d like.”

      “More than 20 horses?” Heather asked in astonishment. “That’s a lot of riding!” Maybe this vacation wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, Heather, her dad, mom, and lots of luggage were riding in a rental car, heading to the Hendersons’ house in the heart of Oklahoma. Champ had been left in the care of the Bunkers, good friends of the Richardsons. Nicholas Bunker, one of Heather’s best friends, lived in a beautiful home on a farm with a huge indoor riding ring and lots of horses. His favorite horse was Spot, a bay Appaloosa with a white rump and lots of black spots all over his body, who was also an awesome jumper. The best part, however, was that Nicholas was a really nice person, and Heather always had a blast when she rode with him. He also adored Champ almost as much as Heather loved the opinionated dachshund. Heather’s dog was spoiled rotten by the Bunkers, and there was no doubt the little animal loved all the attention.

      “When will we be there?" Heather asked, yawning. The plane ride had been long, and she was tired.

      “Pretty soon, kiddo,” Mr. Richardson replied. “We’ll be getting off the highway in a few minutes, and then it’s just a fifteen-minute drive to the ranch.”

      Heather stared out the window. Gone were the rolling hills, the lush green grass, and the beautiful maple trees of New England. Arriving in Oklahoma City, the land had been flat and dry, with few trees and red clay in place of the very brown soil she was used to seeing. As they neared the Hendersons’ ranch, the terrain slowly changed into gently sloping hills with lots of emerald grass and vegetation, but the soil was still red. It looked so strange to a girl who had never traveled outside her native New England.

      At last, the Richardsons’ car pulled off the highway and followed a long, straight, two-lane road through several small towns. Eventually, Mr. Richardson drove onto a bumpy dirt driveway with a small, white, one-story house at the far end. When the car finally came to a stop, all the occupants groaned with relief and climbed out of the vehicle.

      “Welcome! Welcome!” came a voice from the house. Heather looked over to see a big-bellied man with a gray beard, cowboy hat, boots, jeans, and an enormous smile ambling toward them.

      “Bob!” Mr. Richardson replied in a loud, happy voice. “It’s great to see you! Thanks so much for inviting us!”

      “Helen, it’s wonderful to see you again,” Mrs. Henderson added as she, too, came out of the house to greet the visitors. She ran to Heather’s mother and gave her a big hug. “And this must be Heather.” Turning to Heather, she continued, “My, how you’ve grown. The last time I saw you, you were just a tiny thing. Oh, but you all must be tired. Please, come into the house, freshen up, relax, and tell us all about your trip.”

      The group slowly made their way to the house, with the adults talking nonstop. Walking into the simple, tidy little ranch house, Heather was delighted to see all sorts of horse decorations on the walls, from show ribbons to photos and hand-drawn pictures of horses. Some of the pictures were simple stick figures drawn on paper that had long since curled and turned brown around the edges; some were a little more sophisticated, while others were fantastic representations of equines drawn by someone who obviously understood Heather’s favorite animal. All the pictures were signed 'Katie.' Mr. Richardson had told Heather about Katie Henderson, but where was she?

      At that moment, a tall, blonde girl about Heather’s age entered the room. “Hi,” she said shyly.

      “Oh, Heather, this is our daughter, Katie,” Mrs. Henderson said.

      “Hi,” Heather responded, acting a bit shy herself.

      “Would you like to meet our horses?” Katie asked.

      “Oh, honey, I’m sure Heather would rather rest right now. The Richardsons have had a long trip.”

      “No, I’m fine. I’d love to meet Katie’s horses,” Heather said eagerly.

      “They’re out back,” Katie explained. “Follow me.” With that, the two girls disappeared.

      Heather’s eyes bulged in awe as she and Katie walked around the back of the house. There, previously hidden by the house and several trees, was a huge barn surrounded by enormous pastures. The pastures were so big that Heather couldn’t see where they ended. In each field, several horses grazed.

      “Wow,” was all the stunned girl could say.

      Katie smiled. “We have 1,600 acres and 48 horses.”

      “Forty-eight?!” Heather repeated. “I think I’ve died and gone to horse heaven!” she joked. “My mom told me you had over 20 horses, but I thought she meant you had 21 or 22, not 48!”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, it’s a lot of work taking care of 48 horses.”

      “What do you do with them?” Heather asked. “You couldn’t possibly ride each one every day.”

      “No, I only ride a few. Most of the horses are either broodmares or young stock. We raise and sell them. My dad gets a lot of them started with saddle work, too. Come on, let’s go for a ride, and I’ll introduce you to the whole herd.”

      Heather followed Katie into the barn, where they tacked up two big chestnut Quarter Horses. Heather’s horse, Buck, stood patiently while the girl struggled with the heavy western saddle. “Oh my gosh, this saddle is so heavy. You must have some pretty good muscles to get this on Buck’s back,” Heather groaned as she hoisted the saddle onto the horse.

      Katie laughed and teased, “Don’t you ride western? That’s all we do around here.”

      “Actually, I ride saddle seat,” Heather replied.

      “What’s that? Is it like hunt seat?”

      “Sort of,” Heather answered. “It’s an English style of riding, but you sit differently.” Heather told Katie all about saddle seat riding and her beloved Blackjack as she adjusted the western saddle on Buck.

      “Have you ever ridden western?”

      “Sure,” Heather replied. “A few times. Before I started riding at Chauncy’s, I rode at a local stable and sometimes rode western.”

      “Who is Chauncy?”

      “Oh, he’s the owner of Gallant Morgans, the farm where I board my horses. He’s a really nice person and has taught me a ton about horses.”

      Once the saddle was on, Katie handed Heather a bridle with a simple snaffle bit. In just a few minutes, both girls were ready to ride. Katie tossed Heather a hard hat made to look like a western cowboy hat, then led the horses out of the barn, and off they went.

      “So, Blackjack has won a lot of ribbons?” Katie asked as she and her horse, Jasper, led the way toward the pastures.

      “Yup,” Heather bragged. “He’s so much fun to show; he just loves it. He’ll puff up so he looks twice his size, pick his feet way up, snort, and act like a wild stallion. But all you have to do is scold him in an annoyed voice, and he turns into a big wuss. I tried to teach him to jump, too. He was such a klutz that I gave up. Rusty is my jumping horse. He belongs to Chauncy and is an amazing jumper.”

      “Do you ever trail ride?” Katie asked as she guided Jasper to a metal gate. Leaning down, she flipped the latch, let the gate roll open, and rode through. Katie motioned Heather to follow and then closed the gate in a similar fashion. It all seemed so easy for Katie and reminded Heather of the time she had watched Chauncy’s daughter, Laura, tackle a gate obstacle with Rusty in a trail class.

      “I love trail riding. Blackjack is pretty good out in the woods, although he can be kinda goofy sometimes. Frosty is my trail horse. She has the most amazing road trot. It’s so fast that Spot has to canter to keep up with it.”

      “Who’s Spot?”

      “Oh, he’s a huge Appaloosa who belongs to my friend Nicholas. Spot’s a jumping machine. He’ll go over anything, and Nicholas has won a gazillion trophies with him. He gets really angry when we’re trail riding, and he can’t keep up with Frosty and her incredible road trot.”

      “Do you have any other horses?”

      “Shadow is Frosty’s daughter; her dad is Blackjack. She’s only two, and I’m going to start training her to drive when I get home. Chauncy promised he’d show me how. Then there’s Annie. I call her Annie Bananie. She’s Chauncy’s horse, but I get to ride her as much as I want. She trots just as fast as Frosty, maybe even faster. We won the Morgan Mile Trotting Races up in Vermont. It was so cool.”

      “Trotting races?” Katie asked as the two riders meandered casually through the pasture.

      Heather explained the Justin Morgan Trotting Races to Katie and then continued her horse introductions. “There’s Robin and Rerun. Robin is a Morgan, too, and she belongs to my friend Karen. Robin is kinda slow and lazy, but that’s actually good because Karen doesn’t like to go fast. Rerun is Robin’s best friend. She’s a little gray and white Miniature Horse and can be pretty bossy around the other horses. I think she forgets that she’s so small.”

      “Do you put her out with the other horses?” Katie asked in astonishment.

      “No, she usually just goes out with Robin. Robin follows her around the ring like a little lost puppy.”

      The two girls rode through the various pastures of the Henderson ranch for several hours. They talked about horses, school, and friends while looking at all the beautiful mares and foals wandering around. As they were heading back to the barn, Heather spotted something grayish-brown waddling around in the dirt ahead of them. It was a little bit bigger than a guinea pig, with a long, rat-like tail, thin, pointed snout, and big ears. Its back was covered with what looked like a hard, armored shell.

      “What’s that?”

      Katie squinted to get a good look and then replied, “Oh, it’s just an armadillo.”

      “I’ve never seen one,” Heather said. “Is it dangerous?”

      “Nah, they’re just a pain in the butt. They dig holes all over the place.”

      “Okay if I take a look?”

      “Sure, Heather. He won’t hurt you.”

      Heather urged Buck into a slow trot, and the horse lazily sauntered over to the little creature. The armadillo, sensing approaching danger, suddenly curled up in a ball.
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      Katie laughed. “Guess he doesn’t like you; he probably thinks you want to eat him!”

      Heather stopped Buck just a few feet from the armadillo. She bent down to get a good look, but all she could see was a ball of grayish armor. Disappointed, she sighed, “That’s dumb.”

      “Actually, it’s pretty smart. Rolling up protects them from their enemies.”

      Losing interest, Heather turned Buck around, and they all headed back to the barn.

      Once at the barn, the girls continued to chat as though they’d been best friends for years. The horses didn’t need to be cooled off since they had only gone for a quiet walk through the fields. A simple brushing was all they required before they were led back to their stalls. Once Buck was put away, Heather walked up to the front of the barn where she thought Katie was waiting, but Katie wasn’t there. “Katie? Where are you?”

      “I’m in here.” Heather followed the voice to a stall with an open door. Peering in, she saw Katie brushing a handsome buckskin Quarter Horse.

      “Who is this?”

      “Hot Shot,” Katie proudly answered. “He’s my baby. I guess he’s like what Blackjack is to you. He’s my all-time favorite horse and a blast to ride.”

      “Is he a show horse?” Heather asked as she entered the stall and put her hand out so the curious horse could sniff her.

      “No, he’s my barrel racing horse. We’ve won more events together than anybody around here. I think he’s the champion of all of Oklahoma.”

      “You’re kidding,” Heather said in disbelief.

      “No, I’m not,” Katie answered. “He really is a champion.”

      “Wow, that’s so neat,” Heather said as she ran her hand along Hot Shot’s neck.

      “Hey, would you like to ride him?”

      “Are you serious? May I?”

      “Sure. As long as you take it slow to start. Come on!”
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            JACKPOT!

          

        

      

    

    
      Before long, the girls had Hot Shot tacked up and out in the Hendersons’ ring. It was a large area with the characteristic reddish clay soil Heather had noticed throughout Oklahoma. Inside the ring stood three large metal barrels, each painted red, white, and blue. They formed a large triangle, with the tip of the triangle at the farthest point of the ring.

      “Why don’t you ride Hot Shot on the rail first until you get used to him?” Katie suggested. “He’s really easy to ride, but once he sees the barrels, he’s gone!”

      “Gone? What do you mean, gone?" Heather asked as she mounted.

      “Oh, you’ll find out!”

      Heather gave Katie a cautious look and then asked Hot Shot to walk to the rail.

      “And you need to use two hands on the reins with Hot Shot, just like if you were riding hunt seat. Don’t neck-rein him. He’s used to two hands because that’s what we do when we barrel race.”

      Heather had been holding the reins with one hand, but at Katie’s suggestion, she switched to two hands.

      Just like riding Blackjack with a full bridle, Heather thought as she asked her horse to move. Like Buck, Hot Shot lazily strolled over to the rail and obediently made his way around the ring. After a few minutes, Heather asked Hot Shot to trot, and again, the horse unquestioningly followed the command. Walk, trot, walk, canter, trot. Heather mixed up the gaits and soon was very comfortable riding the pretty buckskin.

      “Are you ready to try the barrels?” Katie asked once Heather appeared at ease on the gelding.

      “Sure, I’ll try.”

      “You need to come over here,” Katie said, pointing to the starting position near the entrance gate.

      Heather trotted Hot Shot to the indicated spot. “Don’t turn him to the barrel yet,” Katie advised.

      “Okay.”

      “Do you know how to run barrels?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” Heather said. “You just go around that one,” she said, pointing to the left barrel, “then that one,” moving her arm toward the barrel on the right. “And then you run to the barrel that’s all the way at the end.”

      “Actually," Katie corrected, “Hot Shot likes it better when you go to the right barrel first, then the left, and then the one at the end. You can technically go to the left or right barrel first, but I always go to the right one. Oh, also, you can’t just go around either side of the barrel. You have to make a cloverleaf pattern.”

      “A what?”

      “Cloverleaf. Like a three-leaf clover. Like this.” Katie ran off to the first barrel, the one on the right, running to the far side of it and then around it, between the barrel and the fence. She next ran to the barrel to the left of Heather, going to the point of the barrel facing the far end of the ring first. Swinging around the barrel, she headed to the last barrel, going first to the right side of the barrel. Katie circled the barrel, squealed “yee-ha,” and took off, full tilt, toward Heather and the gate. As Katie neared Hot Shot, she threw out both hands, slowed down, and gently ran into her horse. Hot Shot snorted a greeting.

      “Got it!” Heather announced, now that she understood the pattern. “I’m ready.”

      “I think you should trot the pattern first,” Katie suggested. “You’re probably not ready for riding Hot Shot at full speed.”

      Somewhat disappointed, Heather agreed and asked Hot Shot to trot. The buckskin happily set out for the first barrel. Using both hands to guide him, Heather asked Hot Shot to turn around the barrel and then head for the next. The gelding ambled along to the second, then the third, and finally back to Katie.

      That was interesting, Heather thought, but it wasn't all that exciting.

      “How was that?” Katie asked.

      “It was fun,” Heather replied, trying her best to sound pleased, but Katie could tell her new friend wanted more.

      “You really want to do this?”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “You really want to run the pattern at full tilt?”

      “Of course! I’m a good rider. I’ve ridden some pretty difficult horses. I’ve also raced a lot with Nicholas. I’m sure I can handle it.”

      “Okay, but I’d suggest you grab that saddle horn,” Katie said as she gave Heather permission to run Hot Shot. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Heather turned Hot Shot so that he faced the first barrel. She sat still for a moment and then kicked the sides of her mount as she yelled, “Let’s go!” But the girl who was used to racing down a country road was not prepared for the incredible surge of power that exploded out from Hot Shot’s hind end. The gelding bolted like a runaway horse being chased by a cougar as he leaped in the direction of the first barrel. Heather’s upper body slammed backward as she grabbed the saddle horn. Clutching it tightly, the inexperienced barrel racer regained her position and tried her best to guide Hot Shot to the barrel, but the veteran horse knew exactly what he was doing and didn’t seem to need Heather’s help. As he raced around the barrel, Hot Shot’s body tilted inward, forcing Heather’s right leg within inches of the barrel. Before she could react, the horse had made its turn and was heading to the next barrel. The rest of the run happened so quickly that it felt like no more than an instant had passed. Racing by Katie, Hot Shot continued to run until he reached the gate and then turned sharply and continued along the rail. Heather was finally able to regain her composure, sit up straight in the saddle, pull back on the reins, and guide Hot Shot to a halt.

      “That was amazing!” she announced once she was able to catch her breath. “I didn’t know a horse could go so fast; it was so cool.”

      Katie smiled. “You know,” she admitted, “he wasn’t really going that fast. We go a lot faster when we compete.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No, really. We go a lot faster.”

      “I don’t know how. That was faster than I’ve ever gone on any of my horses.” A second later, Heather added, “Can you show me? I want to see Hot Shot go as fast as he can.”

      “Not today,” Katie answered. “I don’t want to work him too hard. We’re going to a jackpot tomorrow night, and I want to save him for that.”

      “A jackpot? What’s that?”

      “It’s sorta like a show but a lot less pressure. A jackpot is like a mini barrel racing competition. It doesn’t cost much to enter and is open to horses of any age. Usually, it isn’t too tough. We take our young horses to jackpots all the time to get them used to the noise, other horses, and commotion. It’s fun, too. You can come and help us.”

      “I’d love to come.”

      The two girls continued to talk while Katie cooled out Hot Shot. Then they walked back to the barn, untacked the gentle horse, and brushed him. Finally, Heather led him to his stall.

      “Dinner time!” Katie announced from the feed room.

      Hearing the grain scoop, Hot Shot began to lick his lips with his tongue, which flopped out of his mouth.

      “What is he doing?” Heather laughed.

      “Oh, he does that whenever he’s hungry. If he doesn’t, then we know he won’t eat.”

      “Really? He won’t eat if he doesn’t lick his lips?”

      “No lip licking, no eating. It’s true.”

      “There are some strange horses out here in Oklahoma!” Heather giggled. Grabbing Hot Shot’s water bucket, she exited the stall and searched for the faucet. Once she’d given all the barn horses fresh water, Heather helped Katie with the rest of the chores, and then the two friends went to the house for their dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Late the following afternoon, Heather, Katie, Mr. Henderson, and Mr. Richardson climbed into the Hendersons’ old pickup truck and headed to the jackpot. Katie and Heather had hooked the trailer to the truck earlier in the day and gone for a trail ride, and then returned, freshened up, and loaded Hot Shot into the trailer. It only took a few minutes to load the seasoned horse, shut the back doors, and get on the road.

      “I wonder if Austin will be there," Katie mumbled to nobody in particular.

      “I thought he was going to the Paint show in Bradford,” Mr. Henderson replied.

      “Oh, yeah, forgot about that,” Katie answered.

      “Who is Austin?” Heather asked.

      “He’s one of my best friends," Katie explained. “We compete against each other all the time.”

      More horse talk made the ride go by quickly. An hour later, the truck pulled onto a dirt driveway leading to a large complex with several outdoor rings, a track, bleachers around each ring, and plenty of people and horses wandering around.

      “That one, Daddy,” Katie said as she pointed to the furthest ring.

      Without saying a word, Mr. Henderson drove the truck through the bumpy field and parked near the spot his daughter had indicated. Several rows of trucks were already parked, with people unloading and grooming horses around every vehicle.

      Heather and Katie jumped out of the truck as soon as Mr. Henderson turned off the engine. The two girls acted as though they’d been attending jackpots with each other for years; they seemed to know exactly what the other needed. They unloaded Hot Shot, and then, while Heather walked him around the grounds, Katie slipped into the trailer to change into her competition clothes. In lightning speed, she stepped out of the trailer, wearing a long-sleeve light blue collared western shirt, jeans, cowboy boots, and a cowboy hat. Her hair wasn’t tied back, there was no makeup on her face, and she looked very casual, not like she was about to compete.

      “That’s all you wear for showing?” Heather asked.

      “Yup,” her friend answered. “Jackpots are really informal, which is part of what makes them so much fun. There’s no stress; you don’t have to dress up in fancy clothes and worry about getting them dirty, and the horses seem to enjoy the laid-back atmosphere. Dad?” Katie asked as she turned to her father. “Would you hold Hot Shot so we can go get my number?”

      “Sure, honey,” Mr. Henderson replied as he took Hot Shot’s lead rope.

      Heather followed Katie to a small building where a group of people were milling about. Several competitors patiently stood in a short line, and Katie stepped to the back of this line. Once up front, she handed the woman sitting behind a desk her horse’s health papers along with an entry form.

      “Hi, Katie darling,” the woman greeted.

      “Hi, Mrs. Reynolds.”

      The show secretary shuffled some papers, checked off Katie’s name on a master list of competitors, and handed the girl a number to pin to her saddle. Heather peeked at the number and raised her eyebrows.

      “Number 46? We’re going to be here a long time!”

      “Not really,” Katie said. “About 30 horses run each hour, so we’ll be riding about an hour and a half into the competition. Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      A little while later, Katie and Heather were hanging on the rail of the ring, watching the contestants run.

      “This is so neat,” Heather said as she watched a young boy on a black and white Paint zip by them. “They all go so fast!”

      “Wait till you see Hot Shot. He’s faster than all of these guys.”

      “I know, I rode him, remember?”

      “Yeah, but Heather, remember I told you that he can go a lot faster? He really is faster than most of these horses.”

      “No way.”

      “Way. And I’ll prove it to you. Come on, it’s time to warm him up.”

      Heather and Katie returned to the trailer where their dads were chatting away, and Mr. Henderson was still holding Hot Shot’s lead rope. The horse ignored everybody around him as he tried to get to the grass that begged to be eaten. The buckskin gelding pulled at the lead rope but was not allowed to eat because the Hendersons didn’t want him to run on a full stomach.

      “Come on, Hot Shot,” Katie said as she took the rope from her father. “Time to go to work.”

      While Heather held the horse, Katie quickly brushed him, put leg wraps and bell boots on his front legs, and carefully placed a thick western saddle pad on his back. Next, Katie lifted her saddle onto the horse’s back and quickly tightened the girth.

      “All set, buddy?” she asked Hot Shot as she put his bridle on. The pretty horse was much more interested in getting some grass and tried to pull his head away from the bit, but Katie was an experienced horsewoman and easily slipped the bit into the hungry horse’s mouth. “Can’t you stop trying to eat for just a minute?” she pleaded.

      Heather stepped back as Katie mounted and turned Hot Shot toward the warm-up ring. Katie clucked to Hot Shot, and the gelding began to walk, but then she stopped her horse and turned to Heather.

      “Would you grab my quirt?” she asked.

      “Your what?”

      “My quirt. You know.”

      “Um, no, I don’t,” Heather replied.

      “Quirt. It’s my whip.”

      “Whip? Where is it?”

      “It should be in the back of the truck, with my other stuff. It’s a short whip with a looped wristband and a rawhide lash at the other end.”

      Heather ran to the truck, climbed into the back, flung around some loose tack and brushes, and found the quirt buried at the bottom. Grabbing it, she rushed back to Katie.

      “You really need to whip Hot Shot?”

      “Don’t worry, Heather. I don’t hit him. I just lightly tap Hot Shot to encourage him to give me more speed.”

      Feeling better, Heather handed the quirt to Katie and watched her ride to the warm-up ring.

      By the time Heather, her dad, and Mr. Henderson arrived at the warm-up ring, Katie was already trotting Hot Shot. As they positioned themselves on the rail, Katie asked Hot Shot for a slow canter. There were a dozen other riders in the ring, and Hot Shot expertly maneuvered around them.

      The visitors watched Hot Shot for a while until a voice over the loudspeakers announced, “Number 44 is running now. Forty-five should be on deck, and 46 needs to be in the hole.”

      Funny terms, Heather thought, but she quickly figured out that 'on deck' meant you would be riding next, so you’d better be ready and by the gate. 'In the hole' was used to let the following rider know she would be riding soon and should be making her way to the ring. Hearing her number called, Katie did just what Heather had guessed she would and rode her horse to the gate. By the time she arrived, rider number 45 was entering the ring. At the sound of a buzzer, he was off and zooming around the barrels. People in the stands screamed words of encouragement as an older man on a big chestnut Quarter Horse raced around the ring. While turning around the second barrel, the horse tripped and almost fell. The crowd gasped at once and grew silent until, a second later, the horse regained his balance and continued. A few seconds more, and horse and rider charged over the finish line. Everybody clapped while the rider leaned over and gave his horse a big pat. The horse, meanwhile, threw his head up and fought the bit; he wanted to keep going!

      Katie waited for the rider who had run before her to exit the ring. She calmly sat in the saddle for the briefest of moments. Hot Shot knew what was about to happen, and Heather could see the excitement in his eyes. The horse began to dance in place, prancing and tossing his head while Katie continued to sit quietly. He wanted to run!

      All of a sudden, Katie leaned forward as she called out to Hot Shot, “Go!” Hot Shot instantly took off like a bullet, sped past the starting line, and headed to the first barrel. Heather remembered the feeling of power underneath her when the same horse had treated her to a trip around the barrels. This time, however, the horse’s rider was in much better control and seemed to guide her mount around the course effortlessly.

      Hot Shot leaned into the barrel as he tore around the track and headed to the second barrel. Heather screamed encouragement to Katie, as did everybody who watched the run. Mr. Henderson had suddenly come to life, and he, too, was yelling and even jumping up and down as he watched his daughter race. “Hustle, hustle!” he roared.

      Katie and Hot Shot sped around the second barrel and, in an instant, reached the third and final barrel. Turning tightly around the barrel, they then raced back to the starting point. Although it seemed impossible, Hot Shot increased his speed as he stretched out his legs and flew past the finish.

      Katie quickly brought Hot Shot back to a walk and exited the ring. Heather hopped off the fence and rushed to greet her friend while the announcer unemotionally declared a time of 13.2 seconds.
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