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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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‘This has to be a secret!’ The visitor to Black Pearl Ranch drew Keira to one side. ‘Sable doesn’t know anything about Miss Molly – it’s going to be her big birthday surprise!’

Keira nodded. ‘I promise I won’t tell her.’

‘My daughter will be ten years old at the end of the month,’ Mrs Hearne went on. ‘I finally persuaded her dad to buy her a pony. We need Miss Molly to be fully trained and ready by then.’

‘My dad will do a good job,’ Keira told her. She had one eye on the trailer parked in the yard, eager to get her first sight of the new arrival.

‘We chose him because we heard he’s the best trainer in the county.’ Caroline Hearne sounded serious and a little worried. ‘Sable has never been around horses, so we want to be sure that Miss Molly is totally reliable. We don’t want a pony that spooks easily or one that has a nasty temper.’

Keira nodded but she was hardly listening. Across the yard she saw her dad walk to the back of the Hearnes’ trailer and open the door. Any moment now Miss Molly would be stepping down the ramp.

‘Hey, Keira, open the barn door!’ Her dad, Jacob, called. ‘I plan to lead Miss Molly out of the trailer right into her stall.’

‘It’s OK – I’ve got it!’ Suddenly Keira’s big sister, Brooke, appeared. She ran to the barn and opened the door. ‘Ready, Dad!’

‘We’re giving your father two weeks to train her to perfection,’ Mrs Hearne went on. ‘Do you think he can do it?’

‘Sure.’ Keira itched to get away. She heard Miss Molly give a couple of nervous snorts as her dad untied her and turned her around inside the trailer ready for unloading. ‘Mrs Hearne, I’ve got to go now – Dad might need my help.’

‘That’s OK, Keira – I’ll talk Caroline through what happens over the next couple of weeks.’ Luckily Keira’s mom, Allyson, had come out of the house and let her off the hook. ‘Exactly how old is Miss Molly?’ she asked as Keira scooted off. ‘And has she ever had a saddle on her back, or are we starting from scratch here?’ ‘Easy now.’ Jacob’s voice was gentle as he led Miss
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Molly out of the trailer into the daylight.

Keira stood at the barn door next to Brooke when she got her first sight of the little sorrel pony, and it took her breath away.

Miss Molly was a beautiful, shiny, nut-brown colour from head to toe, except for the pure white flash running the length of her nose. Her mane was thick and silky; her tail almost brushed the ground. And her face – well, Keira thought her face was the prettiest she’d ever seen.

‘Oh, so cute!’ Brooke gasped.
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‘Those eyes!’ Keira sighed. Miss Molly’s eyes were big and deep brown. Her nose was curved beautifully, her ears pricked and pointing straight ahead.

‘Wait for me!’ A man’s voice broke the awed silence. It was Mr Hearne, jumping down from the cab of the trailer. He slammed the door, making Miss Molly jump and leap sideways off the ramp. For a moment it looked as though she might break free.

‘Steady – whoa!’ Jacob took the strain on the end of the lead rope. He let the pony find her footing on the gravel surface then waited for her to settle before he began to lead her across the yard with Mr Hearne striding after them.

‘She moves like a dream!’ Like Keira, Brooke had fallen in love at first sight. ‘So smooth, so easy.’

‘And she carries her head real high. See how she arches her neck!’

‘Like a thoroughbred,’ Brooke murmured.

The girls stood aside as their dad and Miss Molly reached the door.

‘That’s right, stand back – don’t go crowding her or fooling around,’ Martin Hearne told them. She’s had a rough ride over from the other side of Sheriton and that dirt track of yours needs some work, Lucas.’

‘It’s a little rough in parts,’ Jacob agreed. It now seemed he was in no hurry to lead Miss Molly into her stall. Instead he decided to give her time to get accustomed to her new surroundings – the yard and corral, the clear creek running through the meadow beyond the barn, the small knot of Black Pearl horses and ponies gathered at the split-rail fence. ‘My neighbour, Tom Walters, has offered to lend me his grader to smooth out the worst of the ridges, but it’s one of those jobs that doesn’t ever quite make it to the top of my list, I guess.’

‘The sooner the better,’ Hearne grumbled. He was a small man with a balding head, wearing a cream sweatshirt and jeans that hadn’t seen much hard work to judge by their neatly ironed creases. ‘The bumps in that road threw my pony all over the place in the back of my trailer. She could have broken a leg.’

‘She’s a pretty little thing.’ Jacob sidestepped the argument that was building up and instead ran his expert eye over Miss Molly’s good, deep chest and strong withers. ‘Three years old, you say?’

Martin Hearne nodded. ‘Pure Quarter Horse. She has the right papers; comes from good breeding stock. And I paid a high price, I can tell you.’

‘Three is a little late to start the basic training,’ Jacob noted. ‘But she’s been fed and kept right by the look of things.’

‘You can do a good job with her?’ Hearne fixed his new horse trainer with a searching look. ‘You won’t let me down?’

‘I’ll sure try not to,’ Keira’s dad replied while Keira frowned at Brooke. The girls didn’t like Mr Hearne’s tone of voice. Didn’t he know that no one in Sheriton County knew as much about training and bringing on young ponies as their brilliant dad?

‘And you girls realise that this pony is a big secret – that my daughter, Sable, doesn’t know a thing about it?’ Hearne turned towards them without softening his voice. ‘My wife told you that this is a surprise?’

‘I made it totally clear,’ Caroline Hearne said, arriving at the barn door with Allyson. ‘If – when you girls bump into Sable at school next week, you don’t breathe a word.’

‘Got it,’ Keira muttered abruptly. Her mom shot her a warning glance and Keira was glad when Brooke stepped in.

‘We won’t say a thing, Mrs Hearne,’ Brooke said, super-polite. ‘Sable is going to have the best surprise in the world when her birthday comes around!’
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‘Red Star, you’ll never believe how beautiful she is!’ The fussy, bad-tempered Hearnes had finally driven their trailer back along the Lucases’ rough dirt track and Keira was riding her own pony bareback from the meadow into the corral. ‘I mean, really and truly she’s a drop-dead gorgeous sorrel with a white flash and the prettiest face …’

Red Star picked up his rider’s excitement and broke into a trot towards the gate. Behind them the sun was sinking fast behind the jagged peaks of Black Pearl Mountains.

‘Whoa there!’ Keira laughed as she bent forward to release the gate catch. ‘Miss Molly isn’t going anywhere. She’s bedded down nice and cosy in the stall next to yours. You have all night to get acquainted!’
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Red Star shook his head and tossed his mane. It was as if he understood. Let me into that barn! he seemed to say.

Red Star and Keira had been partners from day one. In fact they’d been born on the same day in May ten years earlier, soon after the Lucas family had moved out of the city to live at Black Pearl Ranch. They’d grown up together – Keira the toddler with her big grey eyes and mop of red-blonde hair, Red Star, the gangling, strawberry-roan foal. They’d grown tall together in the meadows of the steep-sided valley, paddled side by side in the clear creek and explored the forest trails past Dolphin Rock out towards Sharman Lake. ‘You’ll never separate those two,’ Allyson would tell visitors when they watched Keira and Red Star ride out together. ‘They’re joined at the hip – always were, always will be.’
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