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1

Kirstie Scott yawned as she crept out of her warm bed and struggled into cold jeans and sweatshirt.

She groaned as she fumbled her way downstairs, glancing at the clock in the hall. Two o’clock in the morning!

‘Get a move on, Kirstie!’ her brother, Matt, called from the porch. ‘You’re the one who wanted to see this, remember!’

‘Uh-uhh!’ Eyes wouldn’t stay open, fingers refused to work. ‘I’ve got a problem pulling my boots on!’

Matt grunted. ‘Follow me to the barn when you’re ready, OK?’

Kirstie heard his footsteps cross the yard. Two o’clock! She should be fast asleep, not struggling with stupid boots. With three hard stamps she forced the second foot inside the tough leather casing, grabbed her cap from the hook by the door and followed her brother outside.

Stars. A crescent moon. No clouds. Kirstie’s slow brain registered the fine night. Pure habit took her from the ranch house across the yard to the open barn door. She yawned again, then shivered. It was cold at night, even in late April. Her breath came out as a small cloud of steam, and frost glinted on the cabin roofs up Apache Hill.

The barn was warm. Kirstie smelled the sweet scent of hay; cats were sleeping in dark corners. She stepped inside and pulled the door shut.

‘Is that you, Kirstie?’ Matt was already hard at work in the stall where the mare was due to foal. Overhead, there was a bare electric bulb. ‘Get rid of this soiled bedding, will you? And break open a new bale. We need extra straw in here.’

She gave a final yawn, blinked, then shook herself fully awake as she rounded the corner. ‘Oh my!’

Taco, a black-and-white paint, was struggling to her feet. Then she raised her back feet to kick at her belly and tried to bite her swollen flanks. Through all this, Matt was attempting to wrap a bandage round her tail to keep it clean and neatly out of the way.

‘She’s already in labour,’ he gasped. ‘We’ve gotta move fast!’

Quickly Kirstie grabbed a rake and removed the soiled hay. She ran to break open a fresh bale and came back with armfuls to spread under Taco’s feet. ‘What now?’ she asked Matt, the expert.

He’d managed to fasten the bandage and now watched closely as the mare lay down and tried to roll. ‘We wait,’ he murmured.

‘Can’t we do something for her?’ To Kirstie it looked like Taco was in a whole lot of pain.

‘Nope.’ Firmly he backed Kirstie out of the stall. ‘Don’t crowd her, OK? The foal’s presenting normally, head first. Now it’s down to Taco.’

‘Wow, how can you be so laid back?’ Fully awake and alert to every movement of the mare, Kirstie began to pace up and down. The quiet barn echoed to the sound of her nervous footsteps. ‘I mean, I know you learn all this stuff at college, Matt, and it feels normal to you …’ She turned and paced the length of the dark corridor between stalls. ‘… But I can’t help getting uptight. Like, there’s plenty that can go wrong, isn’t there?’ Another turn, more anxious striding past Matt, who stood quietly by Taco’s stall. Kirstie didn’t even dare to glance in at the pregnant mare. ‘Like, the foal could be in the wrong position and get stuck. Or it can’t breathe after it’s born. Or …’ She clenched her hands until the fingernails dug into her palms.

‘Kirstie!’ her brother said calmly. He gestured for her to come back, then pointed to the deep straw bed where the mare lay.

‘Oh … wow!’ A skinny, wet brown foal lay on its side beside Taco. ‘Oh … ugh!’ No way was this bit pretty; no matter how many times she saw it happen at Half-Moon Ranch. The foal was surrounded by a slimy sack and attached to the mother by a bloody cord.

Matt smiled. ‘You want to dry him off?’

Gritting her teeth, Kirstie nodded. She edged past her brother, picking up a handful of straw and approaching the newborn foal with great care.

Taco gave a low whinny to warn off the intruder, but as yet was too weak to stand.

Kirstie knew they were getting to the interesting bit now. Matt was about to try out a new technique that he’d learned at vet school called imprinting. But first, she knelt to rub the foal’s coat. He raised his big, clumsy head to look at her, then flailed his feet in the straw. As she rubbed, the sticky, dark coat turned paler. It dried to a soft golden colour, while his stumpy mane and tail were almost white.

‘He’s a palomino!’ Kirstie whispered. Her favourite colour of all; like her own horse, Lucky. Palominos shone in the sun like new gold. ‘Beautiful!’

Matt nodded and moved in. ‘Time to bond,’ he announced, telling Kirstie to hold Taco’s head while he began to work with her foal. ‘ “Give me a foal for his first hour on this earth, and he’s mine for life!” ’

‘Who says?’ Kirstie wasn’t sure about this imprinting stuff, and neither was Taco. The mare wanted to be up on her feet, tending to her offspring herself.

‘Brad Langer, my college principal. Say, Kirstie, you can let Taco lick and smell the foal while I work with him,’ he told her. ‘Yeah, head to head; that’s great.’

As the foal tried to rise, Matt held him down gently but firmly, all the while rubbing his head and neck. ‘This tells him, “I’m the boss!” And he’s taking it fine, see – he’s letting himself relax.’

‘Easy, Taco!’ Kirstie murmured. It was still hard for the mare to stand by and let this happen.

Slowly Matt moved his fingers over the foal’s face and neck, then over his skinny withers and back. ‘The idea is, he gets used to the feel of my hands right from the word go,’ he explained. ‘That’s the imprinting bit; learning to go with it now, while he’s weak, instead of being able to fight it when he grows stronger.’

‘So he kind of thinks you’re his parent.’

Matt was gradually working his way around the foal’s body, bending his legs, then stroking under his belly. ‘The way Mr Langer tells it, this is how a foal learns respect for man from the moment he’s born. A horse is a flight animal, but he’s too young to flee. So I dominate him by holding him and stroking him all over, and he learns that’s the way it’s gonna be from now on.’

‘Hmm.’ Kirstie found herself frowning and having to hold hard to Taco’s headcollar. ‘I don’t like the sound of that “dominate”.’

‘That’s because you’re too soft.’ Once Matt had stroked the foal from head to foot, he let him go. ‘Now we give him a chance to have his first feed. After a few hours, we come back and do it all over again.’

Relieved, Kirstie let go of Taco’s head and watched the mare and her newborn get into position to feed. ‘This feels better!’ she sighed.

The foal sucked greedily, his stick-like legs splayed out, his head tilted back.

‘Much too soft!’ Matt laughed, though he too was satisfied to see the foal suckle strongly. ‘This imprinting stuff is supposed to work real well when we come to break a horse later on.’

‘“Break”!’ Kirstie echoed, watching Matt reach for the light switch. There was another word she didn’t like.

The light above the stall went off and they felt their way out of the dark barn together. They crossed the yard by moonlight and kicked off their boots on the porch. Inside the house, a cosy bed waited and Kirstie realised she still felt dog-tired.

‘You wanna come down and help with the imprinting stuff again?’ Matt asked.

‘When?’ Did she, or didn’t she? Kirstie wasn’t sure.

‘At dawn. We follow up a couple of hours after the first session.’ Matt took off his black stetson, studying her doubtful frown. ‘What’s getting to you, exactly?’

‘I don’t know. Something. Like, imprinting doesn’t seem natural somehow.’ That was it; it meant coming between the mare and her newborn foal in an artificial way.

Matt nodded. ‘Not natural.’ He considered it. ‘But think about it, Kirstie. What’s natural about putting a lead-rein on a yearling? Is slinging a saddle on a colt’s back what nature intended? Were we ever meant to climb on a horse’s back and tighten a cinch under his belly?’

She sighed because she knew her tough-minded brother had a point. Left to nature, no horse would ever have been ridden. ‘No, but …’

Matt shook his head and took the stairs two at a time. ‘What’s “natural” got to do with it?’ he insisted. ‘Ask yourself that next time you ride Lucky up Meltwater Trail!’



‘He’s right.’ Lisa Goodman took Matt Scott’s side. ‘Honestly, Kirstie, Matt’s doing a great job with little Moonshine. I really don’t see your problem.’

‘Thanks, friend!’ Kirstie urged Lucky into a trot, bushwhacking off Coyote Trail. She cut through a copse of slender aspen trees, heading up the steep hill towards an army of tall pines, seemingly marching shoulder to shoulder as far as Eagle’s Peak. She’d hoped at least to have Lisa on her side.

‘No, really!’ Lisa followed on Snowflake, a five-year-old Appaloosa which Kirstie’s mom, Sandy Scott, had bought for Half-Moon Ranch earlier that spring. The willing little brown-and-white mare soon caught up with Lucky. ‘Just because Matt’s your big brother doesn’t mean he’s always wrong!’

‘I never said he was always wrong!’ Kirstie had wanted this to be a carefree ride, a rare chance to get away from the chores of the busy guest ranch.

She’d invited Lisa along, thinking they’d be on the same wavelength as usual. But when she’d started talking about the five-week-old foal, she’d opened up a big gap between them.

She’d said Matt had been going over-the-top these last few weeks with his imprinting theory. Moonshine wasn’t being allowed to think for himself; all he’d learned to do was to submit. Lisa had said she thought it was kind of neat, the way the palomino foal followed Matt everywhere. He’d even had a headcollar on him in the round pen, way before he was weaned, and anyone could go in and pick up his feet because he’d already learned to trust.

‘You never said he was always wrong!’ Lisa argued back. ‘But you don’t have to – I can hear it in your voice!’

Kirstie clicked her tongue; the order for Lucky to lope. She felt him settle back on to his haunches then surge forward; she enjoyed the sensation of her long, fair hair blowing back from her face as the horse wove through the trees. But by the time they reached the ponderosa pines, Lucky was breathing hard, so she reined him back to a trot. Turning round in the saddle, she decided it was time to back down and enjoy the rest of the day. ‘OK, you win; my darling, handsome, hunky brother is right one hundred per cent of the time!’

Snowflake came to a sliding stop on the gravelly soil. Lisa pitched forward against her neck. When she righted herself, her thick, red, curly hair had tumbled over her eyes. ‘Hey, hold on! Did I say that?’

A broad grin lit up Kirstie’s tanned face. ‘You don’t have to!’ she replied. ‘I can hear it in your voice!’



Lisa had denied everything: no way did she have a crush on Kirstie’s big brother. Sure, he was tall and dark, but she wouldn’t say handsome. Not even in spite of his hazel eyes. ‘He’s twenty years old, for heaven’s sakes!’ she’d protested. ‘That’s officially ancient!’

‘I’ll tell him that,’ Kirstie had threatened.

‘You do and I’ll never forgive you!’ Lisa had pushed Snowflake on ahead, heading across country for a clearing in the trees.

Kirstie had watched the mare’s smooth lope, her white tail streaming behind her, the pretty, white flecks on her coat picked out clearly in the shadows. Then she’d clicked her tongue and made a kissing sound. Lucky had taken off like a shot and thundered after Snowflake, his golden coat gleaming, his head loose and easy. By the time they’d reached Deer Lake, the two horses were neck and neck.

‘Easy, Snowflake!’ Lisa reined her horse back as soon as she spotted a couple of fishermen at the water’s edge. The men wore rubber waders and stood thigh-deep in the crystal clear water, casting their lines far out into the lake with quiet concentration and skill.

‘That’s Dan Stewart.’ Kirstie recognised the red-checked shirt, bushy beard and burly figure of one of that week’s guests at Half-Moon Ranch. He had three teenaged sons, Craig, Richie and Brad, who had all headed out earlier that morning on an advanced ride with Hadley, the head wrangler. Dan, it seemed, had chosen the quieter pastime of fly-fishing.

‘Hey, Kirstie!’ The lawyer from New Hampshire greeted her as she and Lisa rode quietly by.

‘Hey.’ She ducked her head shyly, letting her hair fall forwards across her face.

‘Did you see that little Appie in the trees back there?’ Dan enquired. With a quick flick of his wrist, he sent his line snaking through the air.
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