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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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‘No school today – whoo!’ Keira threw back her curtains and looked out at a winter wonderland. The barn roof was covered in pure white snow and the yard lay under drifts that reached the top of the fence. This was amazing because it was the first day of May.

Keira ran to her sister’s room. ‘Wake up, Brooke. It’s snowing!’

‘Eh?’ Brooke peered out from under her warm duvet. ‘What time is it?’

‘Six-thirty. Get up, come and look.’ Keira tugged the cover clear of the bed and dragged Brooke to the window. ‘It’s too deep for us to get out along the dirt road, so no school today. Whoopee!’

She ran from Brooke’s room to the spare room where her cousin Josh was asleep in the bed opposite his buddy, Zach. ‘It’s snowed – we’re cut off from the highway,’ she said as she poked her head around the boys’ door. ‘Get up, let’s go tobogganing!’

‘Really?’ Josh was the first to leap out of bed. He rushed to the window. ‘Wow!’ he cried. ‘What happened to spring?’
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‘It got cancelled,’ Zach said, joining him and rubbing his eyes at the sight of the snow. ‘I guess Keira’s right – a toboggan is the only way to get around on a day like today.’

‘Hurry up and get dressed,’ Keira told the visitors. ‘How cool is this!’

‘Very cool,’ the boys agreed, leaping out of bed as Keira ran downstairs.
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‘Hey, Kevin – a storm blew in overnight.’ Jacob Lucas was on the phone to his brother, Josh’s dad. ‘It came out of the north west, dumped about forty or fifty centimetres on us. It means Josh and his buddy are stuck here with us, but that’s no problem. Actually, we can use the extra help … Yep, sure … OK, Kevin, I’ll let you know as soon as we get the grader up on the track to plough our way out.’

‘Hey, honey.’ Keira’s mom, Allyson, was already dressed and pulling on a thick pair of socks before she laced up her heavy hiking boots. ‘Do you want to come with me while your dad makes more calls?’

‘To feed the horses?’ Keira nodded eagerly and put on her own boots. Then she grabbed her thick red jacket and woollen hat. She was first out of the door, plunging into the untrodden snow. ‘We can build a snowman!’ she yelled over her shoulder.

Allyson grinned. ‘First we feed the horses,’ she reminded Keira. ‘Then we have to muck out the stables, break the ice on the water buckets and clear the snow from the tack room porch.’

‘We’ll help!’ Josh and Zach called as they burst from the house, wrapped in warm hats, scarves and jackets. They stooped to scoop up snow and make snowballs, throwing them at each other from close quarters.

Thud! Keira heard the snowballs hit their targets, turned and took one right in the chest. ‘Mom!’ she protested.

[image: images]

‘Who – me?’ Allyson played the innocent. But she had a twinkle in her eye and snow on her gloves.

‘Yeah, you!’ Keira made a snowball and threw it at her mom. It hit her on the arm.

Then Brooke appeared on the house porch and joined in. Whizz! A snowball flew towards Josh. He ducked and it missed him by centimetres.

Whizz-whizz-thud! Allyson was caught in the crossfire. She staggered towards the barn door then bent down, packed snow between her hands and lobbed a snowball high in the air. Whack! It fell and hit Zach smack on the head.

‘Kids, puh-lease!’ Jacob was the last out of the house. He pretended to groan when he saw the fight but soon grinned and joined in. He aimed and fired at Brooke then Keira – two bulls’ eyes! Shrieking, the girls took cover in the barn. They closed the door after them just as a hail of snowballs landed, thud-thud-thud!

Neigh! From the far end of the barn, Keira’s pony, Red Star, put his head over the door and gave a loud whinny. What in the world is going on?

‘It snowed!’ Keira told him, running down the aisle. She passed her mom’s gelding, Captain, and her dad’s mare, Misty, who both peered out of their stalls, ears pricked and listening to the fun in the corral. ‘We have snow, Red Star – it means no work and all play! No school, plenty of snow fights, lots of tobogganing down the Jeep trail!’

Her strawberry roan pony nodded his head. He kicked the stall door with his front hoof. Let me out, he seemed to say. I like playing in the snow too, remember!
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‘It’s still minus ten degrees,’ Josh reported as he read the thermometer hanging by the barn door.

Even so, Keira felt warm as she scooped poop and wheeled the laden barrow down the aisle. The stalls were almost clear and Brooke and Zach were busy laying fresh straw while Allyson and Jacob poured grain pellets into the wooden mangers at the door of each stall.

Out in the corral, Keira took time out. She pushed back her hat and rested against the rough wooden planks of the barn door, gazing up at a pure blue sky. In the distance, the white peaks of the Black Pearl Mountains glistened in the sun.

‘What did happen to spring?’ she murmured to herself. Those little jewels of purple, pink and yellow flowers that grew in the meadow were all buried under a blanket of white. And what about the animals – black squirrels and tiny chipmunks, young deer who had only just been born? ‘What will they find to eat?’ she wondered.

‘Beautiful, huh?’ her dad murmured as he followed her out of the barn. ‘But I had to call Rod Turner and cancel.’

‘He’s the guy who was due to bring in his two-year- old colt?’ Keira realised that the snow had its downside. It meant that clients couldn’t drive their young horses out to the ranch for her dad to train.

Jacob nodded. ‘And Zach’s pony will have to stay in the barn until the snow melts – so no more work with that little guy either.’
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Sonny, Zach’s young Appaloosa, was the reason why Zach and Josh were here at the ranch. He was a pony with attitude – high-strung like most Appies. But he was doing well under Jacob’s training routine, learning to trust his young rider in the round pen and almost ready to go out on the trails.

Keira sighed. ‘How long before we get a thaw?’ she asked, shivering as she watched Popcorn, their little ginger cat, squeeze through the barn door, take one look at the snow then quickly retreat back inside.

‘Only a couple of days, I reckon.’ Taking the barrow from Keira, Jacob wheeled it towards the dung heap round the back of the barn. He shrugged then grinned back at her. ‘Meanwhile, enjoy!’


CHAPTER TWO
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‘Try this,’ Keira suggested to Zach as they reached the top of the trail. It was 10.00 a.m. and Keira, Zach, Brooke and Josh had trudged through the snow up to Dolphin Rock. Below them lay a two-hundred-metre run down to the meadow.

Zach frowned uncertainly as he glanced at the black rubber inner tube which Keira was offering. The tube belonged to the spare wheel from the ranch tractor, but he pointed to the blue plastic toboggan which he’d found stashed away in the Lucases’ barn. ‘I guess I’ll stick with this.’

So Keira hopped onto the inflated tube instead. She sat there and used her hands to paddle forward. ‘Whoo!’ she yelled as she set off down the slope.
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