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‘Poor old Lucky! Does the cold weather make you feel miserable?’ Kirstie Scott asked.

Her palomino quarter-horse trudged along Coyote Trail at a snail’s pace. He was up to his hocks in powdery white snow; his breath emerged as clouds of steam in the crisp, clear air.

‘Oh, please!’ Kirstie’s friend, Lisa Goodman, protested. She was riding ahead on peppy little Jitterbug, enjoying each jagged icicle and sweeping snowdrift on the way. ‘We’re having a great ride up here, so don’t give me this “poor old Lucky” stuff!’

‘Why not? He hates this sub-zero trek. Look, his ears are laid back and he’s hanging his head real low.’ Kirstie was on the point of taking pity on her horse, turning him back along the narrow trail and heading for home.

But Lisa clicked Jitterbug into a trot, taking a left turn up a fresh trail that led away from Five Mile Creek. Her lively sorrel made deep prints in the unmarked snow. ‘How do you know it’s the weather that’s doing that to him? It could be a hundred different things slowing him up back there.’

‘No, it’s the snow,’ Kirstie insisted. She reined a reluctant Lucky up the slope after Jitterbug and Lisa. ‘Every winter it’s the same. Come the first serious snowfall, he gives me the clear message that this isn’t his kind of weather. He slows right down, gets picky with his feed, hates it when I make ready to saddle him up and bring him out on the trail.’

‘Huh!’ Lisa was too busy enjoying the winter wonderland sights of the Meltwater Mountains to pay much attention. She snapped a thick icicle from a nearby tree, bringing a heavy shower of snow down from the laden branch.

Sulky Lucky shied to one side and plunged into a deep drift so that Kirstie had to work hard to stay in the saddle and steer him back on to the trail.

‘You’re a sunshine kind of a guy, aren’t you?’ she cajoled, as he picked his snow-caked hooves high out of the drift. ‘You like to feel the heat baking the earth!’

‘Yeah, right!’ Lisa still wasn’t convinced. ‘You’re talking as if horses have feelings like we humans do. “Lucky hates winter and loves the summer”, blah-de-blah!’

‘They do. He does.’

Lisa glanced over her shoulder, her round face shining, her dark red hair tucked up under the broad brim of a black stetson hat. ‘Say that again! Horses have feelings?’

‘Sure they do!’ As Lucky struggled in Jitterbug’s wake, Kirstie stuck to her guns. ‘Don’t you know that a horse is one of the most sensitive creatures on this planet? A good mount loves to please; that’s why he works so hard for his rider. And he hates it if you treat him bad. Also, he gets lonely just like we do if you put him in a corral all by himself—’

‘OK, OK!’ Grinning broadly, Lisa cut her short. ‘I should’ve known better than to set you going on your favourite subject! It’s just that I forgot for a second back there about Kirstie Scott’s well-known love affair with the entire equine species!’

‘Cynic!’ Kirstie grumbled back good-naturedly. Anyhow, it was true that she liked the horses at Half-Moon Ranch better than most people who visited the place during the vacation seasons. She urged Lucky forward with a tap of her heels against his flanks, brushing more snow down from the overhanging branches and feeling it trickle down the back of her jacket collar. ‘Don’t you know that a horse reacts to every movement and sound in the landscape, and to the least little thing his rider asks him to do?’

‘C’mon, Jitterbug, hum the theme tune to your favourite TV show for me!’ Lisa joked, leaning forward to whisper in the sorrel’s ear.

‘Very funny.’ Determined not to let her friend have the last word, Kirstie rode up alongside. ‘I’m talking seriously here and you know it. Jitterbug will respond to the smallest shift of your weight, the tiniest pressure on the bit.’

Her grey eyes sparkled as the icy wind blew stray strands of fair hair across her cheek. ‘In fact, Lisa Goodman, between here and the ranch house, I’d say that horse of yours will pick up every single heartbeat you make!’



The debate went on along the frozen forest track, past the landmark of Whiskey Rock and out on to a high ridge from where the girls could see the distant, dazzling sight of Eagle’s Peak rising in snow-covered splendour to 14,000 feet.

It continued on the homeward trek through four-foot drifts, across frozen creeks, until the sloping roofs of the ranch came into view and even Lucky picked up his sluggish pace. The palomino pricked up his ears and raised his head, found fresh speed and balance on the iced-over tracks.

‘See, he’s happy now!’ Kirstie insisted, to prove her point. ‘Mind you, he won’t let me forget taking him out in a hurry. He’ll be real mean for the rest of the day: stepping on my toes, pushing me up against the sides of the row-stalls, ignoring me every chance he gets.’

For a moment, as they rode between the barn and the low bunkhouse, heading for the empty corral, Lisa grew serious. ‘You want to know my theory? It’s that horses don’t feel and think the way you say they do. In fact, what’s happening is that the rider kinda transfers his or her own emotions to the mount. If you’re sad, the horse acts like he’s moping. If you’re upbeat, he acts happy. What’s that called? There must be a name for it.’

‘Dunno. Anyhow, it’s not true. Every horse has its own individual personality.’ Kirstie reined Lucky to a halt.

She’d spotted Cornbread, the stray kitten the ranch had adopted in the fall, sneak out of the tack-room across the yard. He was a yellow-brown tabby who seemed to revel in risking life and limb by darting within striking distance of certain horses’ hefty kicks.

‘Take Jitterbug, for instance,’ she said as she slipped from the saddle and shot Lisa a sweet, wide-eyed look. ‘She has this thing about cats …’

‘Whoa!’ Lisa cried as Jitterbug spied Cornbread and reared up. She clung to the saddle horn as the sorrel pawed the air then came down hard while the little cat turned tail and scooted.

‘See: she can’t stand the sight of ’em.’ Kirstie grinned as Lisa slowly brought her horse under control. ‘Whereas, from what I know of her rider, well, she just loves the cute little kitten to pieces!’



‘Here, kitty, kitty!’ The girls had unsaddled their horses and put them in the row-stalls to feed when Lisa called Cornbread out of the way of a smart silver trailer that had just entered the yard.

Instead of seeking refuge in her arms, the scatty kitten swerved in front of the giant tyres.

‘Ouch!’ Kirstie cringed.

But Cornbread made it to the house porch, where he sat on the mat breathlessly counting his nine lives.

‘Who’s this?’ Lisa wanted to know.

Kirstie shook her head. ‘Search me. I don’t recognise the truck or the driver. But it looks like Mom’s taking delivery of a new horse for the ramuda.’

‘Weird time of year to do that,’ Lisa commented. Two weeks before Christmas, with no guests around, this gap between Thanksgiving and the New Year was the quietest period at Half-Moon Ranch.

‘Hmm.’ Intrigued, Kirstie went forward to meet Ben Marsh, the head wrangler, who had just emerged from the tack-room. ‘What’s the deal?’ she asked him quietly.

‘The deal is, we’re taking Starlight off of Chuck North’s hands.’ Ben gave her minimum information. Then he left her to ponder and walked with his rangy stride to greet the driver who had just stepped out of his cab. ‘Hey, Chuck. How was the Shelf-Road on your way in?’

‘Icy,’ Chuck North admitted. Like Ben, he didn’t seem like a man to waste words. Instead, head down and face hidden beneath the brim of his stetson, he strode round to the back of the trailer to open the door.

‘Starlight must be the name of the horse inside there!’ Lisa whispered. ‘What is this; some kind of mystery?’

Again Kirstie answered with a shrug. No doubt they would get the answers later, probably around the supper table. But for now, the important thing was to get the horse out of the trailer and into the corral. So she focussed on watching Chuck North step inside to untie the lead-rope.

‘I wonder what kind of horse he is!’ Lisa strained to see into the dark trailer.

‘Quarter-horse, I guess.’ Kirstie expected the usual addition to the ever-expanding string of dude horses that Sandy Scott kept at the ranch. The new arrival would probably be fourteen or fifteen hands, sturdily built and even-tempered – exactly the kind of horse that cowboys had ridden on the range for a hundred and fifty years.

‘Starlight’s a pretty fancy name,’ Lisa pointed out. ‘Maybe this is something different. Maybe a thoroughbred?’

‘You wish!’ Kirstie knew that no way could the Scotts afford to buy anything with breeding. The guest ranch was doing good business, but not that good.

From inside the trailer, they could hear the loud clatter of hooves on the metal floor and they could see the whole vehicle rock as Chuck North eased the equine passenger towards the door.

Then the horse appeared in the dark frame and Kirstie and Lisa gave loud gasps.

‘Oh, wow!’

‘Gee!’

‘What is that?’ Lisa sighed in awestruck admiration.

Starlight stepped down from the trailer into the snow-covered yard. A light sorrel with a white star and socks, he was made like no other horse Lisa had ever seen.

For a start, there was a bright coppery tinge to his coat. And his thick mane and tail were a mixture of reds, golds and browns that gleamed in the winter sun. Then there was his wonderful face. His large eyes were dark as coal, his nose was dished, his nostrils wide and flaring above a sweet, soft mouth. And his slim frame and delicate legs … the carriage of his head above his arched neck … the liquid movement and flexibility of his whole body as he danced his way on the end of the halter rope towards the girls.

‘Meet Starlight!’ Ben grinned at their overawed faces. ‘He’s a pure bred Polish Arab. American quarter-horses: eat your hearts out!’



How? What? When? Where?

Kirstie and Lisa bombarded Sandy Scott with questions at supper. They sat around the table with Kirstie’s older brother, Matt, Ben and Hadley Crane, the old-timer who had lived and worked at Half-Moon Ranch since Kirstie’s grandfather’s time.

‘Hold it!’ Kirstie’s mom held up her hands in protest. ‘Let me tell you the whole story from start to finish just as soon as we’ve finished eating.’

‘Is that a dream horse, or what!’ Lisa murmured. ‘I mean, did you see the way he moved, like he was walking on air!’

‘Hmm.’ Matt snorted then munched on.

Lisa ignored him. ‘He’s so pretty! You can bet every single guest who visits the ranch next spring will take one look at him and want to ride him.’

A sniff from Matt, followed by more determined scraping of forks against plates.

‘How come Chuck North wanted to part with a horse like that?’ Kirstie asked, the moment her mom’s cutlery hit the plate for the final time. She recalled the glow of his coat as they’d led him into the row-stalls for feed after his journey, his dainty, dancing gait as he covered the ground.

‘He didn’t exactly want to part with him,’ Sandy explained. ‘But there are a couple of reasons why they had to say goodbye. The first is, the Norths are in financial trouble over at Mile High Ranch, just outside Denver. They kept over a thousand head of cattle, but they still couldn’t compete on prices with the really big guys. So Chuck is having to sell up and move on.’

‘Not good!’ Kirstie admitted. Maybe this was one of the reasons why Chuck North hadn’t lingered in the yard once he’d unloaded Starlight, and why he’d refused coffee and simply turned the trailer around and headed back out along the Shelf-Road towards Route 3. Money problems didn’t exactly make a man talkative.

‘What’s the second reason you offered Starlight a home?’ Lisa asked.

‘You think that’s bad, but wait, it gets worse,’ Sandy continued. ‘Chuck and Marie bought him for their son, Jay – who must be around sixteen years old now, I reckon. I knew of the family when we lived in Denver way back. They bought Starlight for Jay’s eighth birthday, so the boy and the horse kinda grew up together.’

‘Like me and Lucky,’ Kirstie reminded them. Ever since the Scotts had moved out of the city to the ranch, six years earlier, the palomino and she had been inseparable.

‘Right. There’s a bond between them. Only, last summer Jay fell ill. They did lots of tests and finally discovered that he has some kind of leukaemia.’

‘Gee, that sucks!’ Lisa frowned then fell silent.

‘Can they make him better?’ Kirstie wanted to know.

‘The doctors put his chances at fifty-fifty or so,’ Sandy admitted. ‘Better if they can find a bone marrow match, but that’s not happening right now. Meanwhile, Jay is hospitalised for periods of chemotherapy and his parents have decided that it’s just not practical to keep Starlight on at the ranch. That’s why I offered to take him when I heard what their set-up was.’

‘That’s your problem, Mom, you’re too sentimental in that way,’ Matt put in quietly. ‘You hear a sad story and you step right in, without taking into account what it costs us to keep an extra horse.’

Kirstie frowned and shot her brother a narrow look. Trust Matt to pour cold water on the situation.

‘Yeah, well, it didn’t cost us anything to acquire Starlight,’ Sandy reminded him. ‘The Norths let him go for nothing, knowing that we’d take care of him real good until the time maybe comes when they can take him back.’

Matt tutted. ‘That’s not the point. You only have to take one look at the horse to know he’s not a natural trail horse. You put a dude rider on him and he’ll buck him off before they leave the corral.’

‘How do you know that?’ Lisa quizzed, instinctively lining up with Kirstie and Sandy against hard-headed Matt.
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