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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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‘Hey, Keira, take a look at this!’ Josh Lucas invited his cousin to join him in the meadow at High Peak Ranch.


‘Yeah, Keira – come and see!’ Brooke urged.


Sisters Brooke and Keira were visiting High Peak with their dad. It was a Saturday morning in late April, with purple and white flowers in the fresh green grass and snow still clinging to the mountain peaks under a sky of forget-me-not blue.


Keira tore herself away from the day-old foal in the barn and ran across the corral to join Josh and Brooke. ‘I’ll be back,’ she promised the mom – a pretty sorrel mare who was fussing over her groggy newborn.


She reached the meadow gate and climbed up to sit next to Josh. ‘What am I looking at?’ she asked.


‘This!’ he said, pointing to a colt in the meadow.


The young horse was a dark dappled grey with a jet black mane and tail. He looked undersized, with a saddle strapped to his back and a guy about to set his cowboy boot in the stirrup. The guy was Kevin Lucas, Josh’s dad.
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Keira focused on the colt who was sidestepping away from her uncle and laying his ears flat. ‘It doesn’t look like he’s been ridden much,’ she muttered.


‘He’s not happy,’ Brooke agreed. The girls frowned as the pony took the weight of his rider and started to crow hop across the meadow.


‘What’s his name?’ Keira wanted to know.


‘We named him Stormcloud – Stormy for short.’ Anxiously, Josh held the top bar of the gate with both hands. He gripped so hard, his knuckles were white. ‘Dad bought him from the sale barn at Elk Springs.’


‘Whoa, look at that!’ Brooke gasped.


With Kevin on his back, Stormcloud had gone from crow hopping to serious bucking. He arched his back and jumped straight up in the air, head down and mane flying. He landed and bucked again – twice then three times.


Kevin sat deep in the saddle and went with the rough ride. He held Stormy on a tight rein, sitting back in the saddle, legs straight forward. Then, the second the colt landed and jerked him forward, he lurched with him, bending his knees and tucking his feet well back.
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‘Your dad’s a great rider,’ Brooke murmured, holding her breath as Stormcloud changed tactics and began to rear. Up he went on his hind legs, front hooves pawing the air.


Keira watched him flare his nostrils and curl his lip to show his teeth. His eyes were rolling in his head. ‘That pony is so not happy!’ she sighed.


Stormy went on rearing, trying to tip his rider backwards out of the saddle. Then he went back to bucking, twisting his whole body as he landed, flinging Kevin from this side to that until at last the reins were whipped out of the rider’s hands and Kevin was thrown sideways on to the ground.


‘Whoa!’ Brooke gasped. She and Josh jumped down from the gate and sprinted across the meadow to help Kevin. Meanwhile, Stormcloud grabbed his chance of freedom and galloped away.


‘How about that?’ a calm voice said at Keira’s shoulder.


She turned to find that her dad had been right there, quietly viewing Stormy’s antics. ‘It wasn’t good to watch.’ Keira hated to see a horse unhappy with its rider, getting its mouth tugged and hurt by the metal bit.


‘Stormy sure doesn’t know much about being a saddle horse,’ Jacob agreed. ‘Which won’t come as any surprise to Kevin, to tell you the truth.’


Still frowning, Keira climbed down from the gate. She saw Josh and Brooke help Kevin to his feet while Stormcloud galloped to the far fence and stood, sides heaving, head raised and neighing shrilly. ‘So where did Uncle Kevin find Stormy?’ she asked her dad.


‘He came straight off the rodeo circuit,’ Jacob told her. ‘My soft-hearted brother spotted him at the local sale barn and felt sorry for him, I guess.’


‘He’s a rodeo pony?’ Keira checked. In the distance Stormcloud set off again at a gallop, dragging his reins along the ground, zigzagging across the meadow until he reached a fence, then he turned and galloped again. He seemed to be running, running, running with nowhere to go. ‘Poor guy,’ Keira sighed.


‘Kevin’s heart ruled his head like it usually does,’ Jacob muttered, watching Stormy with an expert horse trainer’s eye. ‘You can’t go spending hard-earned cash on a colt because you feel sorry for him, then when you get him home you find you can’t even step in the saddle without him bucking and rearing.’


‘But you can’t blame Stormy,’ Keira argued. Her own heart went out to the rodeo pony still galloping rider-less across the meadow as Josh and Brooke helped Kevin towards the gate. ‘Not if he spent his whole life at the rodeo. Think about it – bucking his rider out of the saddle is all he knows.’
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Back in the barn, Keira eased open the door of the stall where the newborn foal slept in a bed of clean straw. She crouched beside the baby and reached out to touch his warm, fuzzy mane. ‘So soft!’ she whispered.


The foal’s mom hovered nearby, snickering gently.


‘Go ahead – stroke him,’ Josh encouraged. ‘Dad likes us to handle the foals from day one – it gets them used to the idea that we humans are on the same side, not aliens from a different planet.’


‘So-o-o pretty!’ Keira breathed.


The foal lay with his gangly, stick-like legs folded under him, eyes closed and breathing evenly. His head seemed too big for his skinny, nut-brown body.


‘It’s a technique Dad learned at veterinary school,’ Josh went on as he watched Keira handle the foal. ‘It’s called imprinting. They reckon you have to handle the foals as often as you can – all the way along the spine, and especially around the head and neck area.’
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‘So how is your dad?’ Keira asked. She glanced up at the sorrel mare who was rustling through the straw towards her. ‘Hey, you want to be with your baby?’ she murmured, moving out of the way to let the mare in.


The mom nuzzled at her sleeping baby, roused him and gave him time to struggle to his feet and start to suckle.


‘Dad’s cool – no bones broken. Only his pride took a knock,’ Josh grinned. ‘Especially when he knew Uncle Jacob had been watching.’


‘And how about Stormcloud?’ Keira asked. The last she’d seen, Stormy had been cornered by Brooke and Jacob in a far corner of the meadow. ‘Did they get close enough to grab his reins?’


Josh nodded. ‘They took off his saddle and left him to chill out. You want to take another look?’


‘Sure.’ Keira tore herself away from the contented mare and foal and walked with Josh across the corral back to the meadow fence where they found the grey colt quietly grazing.


‘He looks happy now.’ Keira admired the dappled markings on Stormy’s back. His black mane and tail gleamed in the sunlight.


‘We need to let him eat,’ Josh commented. Keira’s eleven-year-old cousin was a vet’s son and he already knew plenty about pony welfare. ‘The day we got him home from the sale barn we knew he was a poor keeper. Plus, he doesn’t know how to roll on the ground to relax – how about that?’


‘I feel sorry for him,’ Keira sighed. ‘Did Uncle Kevin buy him from the JLK Barn?’


Josh shook his head. ‘Nope. The guys at JLK take good care of their stock before they sell them on. Dad was passing by a run-down place outside of Elk Springs when he saw some rodeo guys leading Stormy out of a trailer. The poor little guy was covered in dirt, his mane was knotted and his ribs showed so bad you could have played a tune on them.’
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