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‘Today is Lisa’s big day!’ Wayne Raburn announced as he drove steadily down the long, straight desert road in the heat of the midday sun. ‘This is her chance to work with a genuine wild mustang.’

‘Yeah, great!’ Lisa Goodman sat nervously in the back of the Jeep, staring out at the scorching landscape of sage scrub. In the distance, the foothills of the eastern Sierra Nevada shimmered in a golden heat haze.

Kirstie Scott noted her reluctance. ‘Hey, if you don’t want to, I’ll do it.’

‘No way!’ Lisa gritted her teeth. ‘You already had your turn. Like Wayne said, it’s my big day.’

Kirstie and Lisa were into the second week of their summer vacation visit with Wayne Raburn and his son, Rob. They were on a learning curve so steep that it sometimes made them dizzy – picking up information about the huge herds of mustangs which Wayne managed for the US government, gaining hands-on experience of the way in which these wonderful creatures survived in the wild.

‘Don’t worry, you’ll do good,’ Wayne assured Lisa. ‘I already spoke to Rocky Stewart up at Pia Apo Gulch and he tells me that one of his best hands, a guy named Joseph Secola, is set to work with an Appaloosa mare this afternoon. Joseph understands these mustangs better than anyone. He’ll be there in the arena with you.’

Lisa sighed loudly. ‘Yeah, but I always mess up when I have to do something important. Ask Kirstie.’

‘She doesn’t,’ Kirstie said firmly. OK, so back home Lisa lived in the town and wasn’t around horses every single day, as Kirstie was. But she could ride any horse in the ramuda at Half-Moon Ranch. ‘Hey listen,’ she reminded her. ‘How many people get to do what we’re doing? There are some guys who would pay a thousand dollars to be near one of these horses, and we’re doing it for nothing!’

‘Quit worrying.’ Rob Raburn turned around in his seat and gave Lisa a grin.

Lisa smiled faintly back. She ran a hand through her cropped auburn hair to push it back from her damp forehead. ‘Yeah, I’m only going into a round pen with an animal that is twelve hundred pounds of pure muscle and has a brain the size of a can of corn. This Appaloosa mare can probably kick a fly off a wall from a distance of fifteen yards. And Rob tells me not to worry!’

Kirstie settled back in her seat and took in the fact that Tamapo was up ahead. She recognised the sprawling street of single-storey, flat-roofed houses. Painted pink, yellow and white, with porches running along the fronts, they had a Mexican, adobe style very different to the log cabins back home in Colorado.

Their dusty Jeep cruised through the one set of lights in town, past a gas station, a cinema and a general store. The pink and green neon signs over the casino opposite faded in the glare of the sun, and Kirstie saw for the first time that there was a small town square beyond the casino. The shops there were mainly for the trickle of tourists who passed through, selling T-shirts, stetsons and beaded and silver jewellery.

Soon though, they were out of the town and heading north.

‘What’s that settlement out on the desert?’ Kirstie asked, pointing through the haze to a huddle of small houses.

‘That’s Pine Nut, a Shoshoni reservation.’ Wayne swung away from the village towards Pia Apo Gulch. ‘It’s Joseph Secola’s home – remember, Rocky’s main man at the ranch?’

Kirstie nodded, then turned to Lisa, ‘How’re you feeling?’ she asked, realising that they’d almost reached Pia Apo Gulch.

‘Better,’ she insisted, clenching her fists and still looking deadly pale, like a Christian about to be fed to the lions. ‘I will do good with the mustang!’ she chanted. ‘I – will – do – good!’



The Appaloosa mare burst into the arena. She bucked and kicked, head down, back legs lashing out at the strong bars of the fence that contained her. The wood cracked and splintered, but held fast.

Kirstie drew a deep breath. Wow, was this one scary horse! But magnificent too, as she bucked her way round the pen. She reared now, tossing back her head and pawing the air. Her eyes blazed with anger at being trapped; her white mane whipped through the air.

A week ago, this horse had been running free on the high plateau. She’d moved with her herd, seeking out water and grass, surviving the intense heat of midday and the icy cold nights. She’d been able to flee at the first scent of danger.

And here she was now, contained in an arena some thirty yards in diameter. There was yellow dirt under her feet and a high fence all around. Beyond the barrier, half a dozen human faces.

Joseph Secola turned to Lisa. ‘Ready?’ he asked.

Deep frown lines marked her forehead. She narrowed her eyes and squared her shoulders. Licking her dry lips, she nodded.

If she were Lisa, Kirstie would have drawn the strength she needed to go into the arena simply from Joseph’s calm, patient face. He was a tall, strong man of around forty, with grey streaks in the long, black hair that he wore tied tightly back. His lined skin was deep brown, his narrow-set eyes almost black.

‘Relax,’ Joseph told Lisa. ‘Nothing bad will happen.’

Carrying a coil of rope over his shoulder, he opened the gate and led Lisa into the arena.

Kirstie gave a low, envious sigh. ‘Jeez,’ she whispered to Rob, ‘that is one beautiful horse!’

Startled by Joseph and Lisa’s entrance, the mare clicked into flight mode. She circled the pen at a flat out gallop, instinct pushing her on to make as much distance as possible between herself and the intruders. But, however fast she ran, the fence prevented her from fleeing.

Appaloosas were one of Kirstie’s favourite colours. She loved the specks of deep brown on the soft white background that gave the horse good camouflage amongst bushes and trees. And though some people held a low opinion of the Appie’s intelligence, she knew they were mistaken. In fact, she rated their super-fast reactions and highly strung nature, together with the fierce spiritedness they often displayed.

‘I reckon even Joseph may have bitten off more than he can chew with this little lady.’ Rocky Stewart’s low comment reached Kirstie.

The ranch manager had been talking in an undertone to Wayne, but she’d heard him anyway. And she had to agree that the Appie was about the wildest thing she’d ever seen in an arena.

Right now she was whirling round, looking for a way out. Her ears lay back, her teeth were bared and head lowered towards Joseph and Lisa, who were making their way into the centre of the pen. As they stopped, the mare reared up then thundered her front hooves down. She whirled again, long tail lashing through the air, front legs braced, swinging her back end around before she set off at a frantic gallop away from the enemy.

‘How did she act when you tagged her?’ Wayne inquired, asking about the labelling procedure that took place each time a bunch of mustangs were taken off the open range.

The routine, which Kirstie and Lisa had taken part in, was to select and corral some twenty horses then drive them up to Tamapo, where an adoption event was held to find new homes for the wild horses. It was a way of controlling the numbers without having to cull, and the whole thing was carefully supervised by government agents like Wayne. In the end, the chosen mustangs were sent off to huge ranches where the fences were few and far between. Before that, however, they were held at Tia Apo where they were tagged and trained to accept human contact.

‘She acted pretty darned angry,’ Rocky admitted. ‘Partly on account of the fact that she didn’t like being separated from her yearling, who was held on the other side of the corral fence. The guys almost gave up trying to get a rope round her neck, until Joseph hit on the idea of bringing the yearling in too. That settled the mare a little, but you gotta admit she has more spirit than most.’

As he spoke, the Appaloosa was kicking up dirt, pounding around the arena and telling Joseph and Lisa that she had no intention of co-operating.

Wayne observed her, then nodded. ‘Who drew her number at the adoption event?’ he asked to be reminded.

‘That’d be Seth Williams at Sunset Creek.’ Before he gave the answer, Rocky took a paper from his shirt pocket and checked his list. ‘The yearling goes too, of course.’

‘I hope Seth ain’t plannin’ on making pets of these two horses,’ Wayne grunted. ‘If so, he’s in for a big disappointment.’

Rocky nodded. ‘I’m just hoping Joseph can gentle the mare enough for us to trailer her out to Sunset Creek come Wednesday,’ he muttered.

‘He sure is the expert,’ Wayne conceded, leaning on the fence to give all his concentration to the activity in the arena.

In theory a wild horse should gallop round the arena a few times then realise that it was a waste of effort – no way was he making any progress in the flight department. He would slow to a trot, still pretty edgy, giving himself time to wonder what the heck was going on here. The trainer in the centre would turn on the spot, following with his eyes, but making no move towards him.

In the end, curiosity would get the better of the horse. He would wind down into walk, drop his head and take a step out of the circle towards the trainer. Then, surprise – the guy in the middle would flick a long rope towards the horse and drive him back to the rim, sending him round and round in flight once more. Then the whole game would begin over. Finally, the puzzled, tired horse would be desperate to be allowed in from the perimeter to join up and make contact with the person who was driving him on.

But Kirstie could see from the start that the Appaloosa was no ordinary mare. She had the personality of a leader, not a follower. You could tell it in the way she held her head high and arched her neck, and in those fiery eyes. Probably, left out on the desert range, she would have become the alpha mare who dominated the rest of the herd, including the stallions. And the plain fact was, no way did she plan to submit to Joseph now.

She galloped like there was no tomorrow around the outer rim, eyes rolling, nostrils flaring. In the centre, Lisa was fixed to the spot, pale and anxious. Beside her, Joseph Secola stood unperturbed.

‘Truth is, the Appie is in the most dangerous position a horse can ever find herself in,’ Rob remarked to Kirstie.

She listened then answered without taking her eyes off the arena. ‘Because she’s been cut off from the herd?’

‘Yeah. It goes against the grain for her to be alone. For her there’s strength in numbers. It’s fear that drives her on.’

‘Yeah and she could still kill someone with a single kick,’ Kirstie reminded him. She was worried herself, now that she’d seen this particular horse, yet she would still have given plenty to exchange places with Lisa.

At that moment, the mare wheeled around in a sudden change of direction. Joseph smoothly spun with her, shadowed by Lisa. ‘Don’t face her square on,’ he warned quietly. ‘And don’t stare into her eyes. She wouldn’t like that.’

Lisa frowned and nodded, fixing her gaze halfway down the Appie’s side.

‘Let her know you’re comfortable here in the middle,’ Joseph instructed. ‘And if you don’t feel it, try to act it. A horse reads a lot into body language. If you look tense, she’ll be picking that up and wondering where the danger is. Then we’ll never get her to come to us.’

‘I’ll try,’ she promised, licking her dry lips and pulling down the peak of her baseball cap to shade her eyes. She looked small and scared beside the tall, quiet ranch hand.

The mare ran on, round and round the arena, kicking up the dirt and covering the onlookers in dust. Built to gallop across vast stretches of desert, it seemed that she would never stop.

‘If you look close, you’ll see a change,’ Joseph murmured after five minutes had gone by. ‘Her ears are up a little – more alert, less hostile. And her neck is relaxing, her head is dropping.’

Lisa nodded, then started. The mare had reacted to Joseph’s voice by suddenly rearing and giving an angry whinny. Every nerve in her body screamed danger – they were back to square one.

But Joseph dug in his heels and waited for her to settle again.

‘What would happen if they changed it around and went up to the horse instead of waiting for her to come?’ Kirstie asked.

‘They’d get felled by a kick and trampled into the dirt,’ Rob answered. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

She ignored his advice, staring hard at the dashing hooves, and hoping like crazy that her impetuous friend didn’t suddenly get it into her head to approach the mare. She was so busy concentrating on this that she missed the disturbance that sent the mare totally crazy inside the confined space.

Maybe it was a noise from the barn, a scrap of paper blown by the wind, even a shadow flickering without apparent reason. Whatever it was, the Appie spooked big time. She reared up and swung into the centre, her eye on the two people who for no reason they could make out had suddenly become the main enemy.

Kirstie saw Lisa take a step back, then heard Joseph warn her not to move. ‘Even if she charges, hold your ground,’ he instructed. ‘And stay calm, OK.’

Lisa clenched her fists and half-closed her eyes. She gathered every ounce of courage.

Meanwhile, the angry mare prepared for a head-on clash. Twelve hundred pounds of muscle, as Lisa had said. A set of rock-hard hooves and a mouth full of snapping teeth. Kirstie hardly dared to look.
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