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Dedication

To the generous and loyal horses I was privileged to have in my life—good friends all.


CHAPTER 1

End of Summer

SARAH WAGNER TAPPED HER FINGERS on the desk as she waited for her homeroom class to be excused. It was nearly the end of the first day of school at Yardley High, and her eyes were riveted on the classroom clock. When the bell sounded, she grabbed her tote bag and joined the swarm of students hurrying out of the building. She went straight to the Ridge Road bus, where Kayla Romano was saving her a seat. With her curly red hair, cut short, and pancake freckles, Kayla was easy to spot.

When Sarah plunked down beside her best friend, Kayla slid over to give Sarah more room. “How’d it go, kid?” Kayla asked. Kayla liked to remind Sarah she was two months her senior.

“I got Mr. Rawlins for Geometry. Everyone says he’s totally cool. I like my other teachers, too. How about you?”

“Okay, I guess,” Kayla replied. “I’m glad we’re in English together, but I wish I had a different teacher for World History. I’ve already got a ton of homework.” Both girls grabbed the seat in front of them as the bus lurched around the sharp corner coming out of the parking lot. “Enough about school. Are you going to ride this afternoon?”

Sarah’s thoughts turned to Crown Prince, the beautiful, dark bay horse she had gotten off the racetrack at the beginning of the summer. Today would be the first time she hadn’t been at the farm in the morning to feed the horses, which was part of her job that paid for Prince’s board. Lucas, the young worker who was back after having the summer off, would have made the rounds feeding grain and hay. She hoped he remembered to turn Prince out for a few hours, but of course the barn manager, Gus, would have reminded him. Gus might be a total grouch, but when it came to running an efficient barn operation where the horses got the best of care, Sarah had to admit he was on top of everything.

Sarah raised her voice over the laughing and commotion on the bus. “It’s going to be tight. I definitely want to ride, but I’ve got to have time to clean Prince’s stall before I do the night feed. You have your lesson today. Will it be a mad rush to get Fanny to the farm in time?”

“Mom will have the trailer hooked up and everything ready, so we should be okay,” Kayla said. She raised an eyebrow. “We’ve had plenty of practice.”

Kayla had been bringing her chestnut Quarter Horse, Fanfare, to Brookmeade Farm for weekly lessons ever since she’d gotten the mare a few years earlier. They’d done well in several horse shows over the summer, and she gave a lot of the credit for how well Fanny had performed to her lessons with the farm’s trainer and chief instructor, Jack O’Brien.

“I miss riding with you guys,” Sarah said, thinking of the talented group of young riders Jack taught on Wednesday afternoons. “It’s been great having private lessons with Jack, but I wonder when he’ll think Prince is ready to ride with a group. We’re still doing a lot of gymnastic jumping, tailor-made for Prince, so I guess it’ll be a while.”

“How’s he doing?” Kayla asked.

“Oh, Kayla, he’s awesome! He likes jumping, and his flatwork is coming along. Jack says that for a big horse, he’s very well balanced. The only time he got a little upset was when one of Mrs. DeWitt’s Jack Russells chased a chipmunk right in front of us. He half-reared and then spun around in the opposite direction.” Sarah adjusted the heavy bag, laden with books, on her lap. “Do you know what you guys will be doing today?”

“I’m not sure. But Jack told us to work on transitions this week, so we might do a lot of flatwork. Tim and Paige have two more events this fall, and they’d love to do better in the dressage phase. Rita always likes an opportunity to show off how superior Chancellor is on the flat,” Kayla said, putting a heavy accent on superior.

Sarah couldn’t resist a laugh. “Oh, come on—she’d not as bad as she used to be.”

When the bus stopped at her house, Sarah bounded off and hurried to the back door. Her younger sister, Abby, wouldn’t be home yet, and her mother might still be at work. Alison Wagner hadn’t recovered sufficiently from a serious car accident she’d survived the year before so she could go back to teaching fourth grade, but she’d found a part time bookkeeping job. It was always hard to predict what time Sarah’s father might get home from his teaching job at the local community college.

Sarah took the back steps two at a time and immediately went to her room. She wasted no time changing into barn jeans and a T-shirt before picking up her brush and pulling her long dark hair back into a ponytail. As she fixed her hair, she considered her image in the mirror. A somewhat narrow face with long-lashed dark eyes, a high forehead, and an olive complexion gazed back at her. Nothing there a guy would ever be attracted to, she thought.

Back downstairs, she grabbed a few carrots from the fridge and stuck them into her jeans pocket before putting on her paddock boots in the mudroom. Minutes later she was heading to the barn on her bike. She had ridden this route every day since Crown Prince had come to Brookmeade Farm back in June, and she knew the bumps and curves by heart, including the half-mile entry road into the farm. This was the part she liked best, where she could see the three broodmares and their foals turned out in the green fields along the way. On this warm, early September afternoon, she was thankful for the stately elm trees that formed a leafy shaded canopy over the gravel road. She pedaled hard, crossing the bridge over the wide brook and flying by the bungalow where Jack and his wife, Kathleen, lived.

Finally she was coasting down the final hill to the parking area. Tim Dixon’s car was already there, which meant he had come to the barn directly from school, and he’d probably given his girlfriend, Paige Vargas, a ride. Sarah envisioned them getting their horses ready for the lesson right now. Sure enough, when she entered the barn, she saw Paige, a striking girl with gorgeous blonde hair and deep violet eyes, in the aisle. She was grooming her dappled-gray Thoroughbred, Quarry, who didn’t appear very happy. His ears were pinned back, and he tossed his head in annoyance as Paige rubbed his underside with a curry comb.

Hi, Paige,” Sarah said. “I guess Quarry isn’t crazy about being groomed.”

“Actually he only hates it when I curry his tummy. Last week he asked Gus to fire me.”

Sarah laughed, something everyone did when they were around Paige for very long. Sarah stopped to look more closely at Quarry. “But seriously, he’s looking better and better. He really filled out this summer.”

“Thanks,” Paige said as she flipped the curry comb back in her grooming caddy and pulled out a dandy brush. Quarry’s eyes softened as she ran it in quick strokes along his neck. “It’s taken him a while to lose that off-the-track, skinny look. I think that does help us a bit in the show ring. But handsome is as handsome does. I still have to work on keeping him from rushing his fences.”

“I’ve gotta check on Prince,” Sarah said,” as she ducked under one of Quarry’s cross-ties.

When she rounded the corner leading to the two new stalls in the back of the barn, Prince was looking out through the bars of his stall door. His head came up and his ears pricked forward when he saw Sarah. Hurrying to her horse, her heart warmed when she heard his low welcoming nicker. She slid the door open enough to slip through.

“You’re glad to see me, aren’t you, boy,” she murmured. He lowered his head so she could hug his face close to her chest. She stepped back to pull the carrot he had come to expect from her pocket, and he eagerly bit off a big section.

Sarah’s eyes ran over her horse. She never tired of looking at the beautiful dark bay with the white star in the center of his broad forehead. His finely chiseled head had large intelligent eyes and a delicate muzzle, and it blended into a long arched neck and well-angled shoulder. A lovely topline continued to powerful hindquarters on the tall Thoroughbred, and his sleek coat gleamed like China silk. Crown Prince was one handsome dude!

So much had happened over the summer, and so fast that memories raced through Sarah’s mind like a movie on fast-forward. That Saturday in June when Jack and her dad had taken her to the racetrack to pick out a horse of her own seemed like yesterday. Before Brookmeade’s owners, Chandler and Dorothy DeWitt, came up with their generous plan that enabled her to get Crown Prince, acquiring a horse had always seemed an impossible dream. Her mother’s car accident and a mountain of medical debt had long ago squelched any possibility her parents could buy her a horse, so Sarah had settled for lessons on school horses at Brookmeade Farm.

From the minute she saw the big dark bay, Sarah knew the horse was the one she’d been waiting for, despite his reputation as a racetrack rogue. The two of them had bonded immediately. After Crown Prince came to the farm, the road had been filled with challenges. Sarah had fought to keep him when his rich owner tried to rescind his offer and take him back. Then, in a thirty-day trial period, she had to convince her parents that Crown Prince was safe to ride, despite his earlier bad behavior at the racetrack. With Jack’s help, Sarah and her horse had triumphed over every obstacle in their path.

Now here she was getting ready to ride her very own wonderful horse. It seemed that whether she was on the ground or on his back, she and Prince shared a special connection. Under saddle, he responded to her lightest tweak of the reins and the slightest pressure of her legs against his sides. When she spoke softly to him, his ears flicked in her direction, and whenever she walked away, his gaze followed her until she was out of sight.

Leaving the stall, Sarah hurried to the boarders’ tack room to get her things. By putting on her helmet and half chaps and looping her bridle over her shoulder, she had one arm free for her saddle and one to pick up her grooming caddy. Making just one trip saved time. After she got back to his stall, she led Prince into the aisle and put him on cross-ties. She had just started to brush him when she heard the sound of quick boots clicking rhythmically on cement.

They had to belong to Jack, her riding instructor. A cleanshaven man with black hair tinged with gray, Jack’s square jaw, snapping dark eyes, and no-nonsense demeanor announced a man who took his job seriously. In his younger days, Jack had ridden for the Irish Olympic Team, and as he strode toward her, his slightly bowed legs spoke to the many hours he had spent in the saddle.

“I’m glad you’re here this afternoon, Sarah,” Jack said. “’Tis a surprise I have for you. Your horse is doing well enough in his flatwork that I think he’s ready to leave the stable area and go for a hack on the trails. ’Twill be good for him.”

Sarah hadn’t expected this so soon. Up until now, she’d been limited to riding Prince in the indoor arena or the enclosed outside ring, all the while looking forward to the day she could ride him on the miles of trails around the farm. For weeks she’d longed to see how he would react to a trail ride through the woods and fields. She smiled broadly. “Awesome!” was all she could say.

“But you shouldn’t go out alone,” Jack continued. “For the first hack he should be in company. When their class is over, Tim and Paige usually ride up to the old orchard on the ridge to cool out their horses. And perhaps Kayla and Rita will go along. I’d be thinking ’tis time you joined them.”

Sarah felt her excitement rising. “Should we stay at a walk?” she asked.

“The other riders will be cooling out their horses after working hard in the lesson, so walking will be the order of the day. Just use your aids as you would if you were riding him in the ring. When you’re climbing up the steep part of the ridge, be sure to let him stretch his head and neck down, so he can best use his hindquarters. Under saddle, the hill might be strange to him, so on the way down, keep him straight and support him in front with your hands. Let me know how it goes.” Jack turned abruptly and strode off toward the indoor, in a hurry to set up some jump combinations for his Young Riders class.

This threw a wrinkle into her game plan. Glancing at her watch, Sarah did some quick math. She decided she’d have time to clean the stall now, and Prince could go into one of the paddocks while she worked. With this delay before she rode, Sarah removed her half-chaps and helmet and set them down near the stall. She ran the chain from her lead shank over Prince’s nose, clipped it onto his halter, and led him toward the side door, his shoes ringing evenly on the cement.

Sarah waved to Tim, who was saddling Rhodes Scholar, his handsome blood-bay gelding. Rhodes had come from Canada, where he’d been fox hunted before Tim got him. In addition to being athletic and exceptionally sound, Rhodes also had an amazing temperament. He never got rattled, regardless of what was going on around him. Rhodes’ good qualities had helped them do well when they’d competed in several events over the summer.

Once outside, Sarah looked over to the gravel parking lot where Rita Snyder’s van with the green Pyramid Farm lettering was parked. The Snyders’ hired groom, Judson, was helping Rita get her horse ready for the lesson, and Sarah could hear Rita’s commands to the balding, ruddy-faced man as they worked. Rita was being Rita, at least to Judson. So much for her pledge to change her ways after the tragic accident at the beginning of the summer. You’d almost think she’d forgotten she’d been responsible for the death of one of Mrs. DeWitt’s dogs. But in all fairness, she didn’t brag about her horse quite so much, and she’d even found a few good things to say about the other horses in her class.

Riding Chancellor, her black Dutch Warmblood, Rita had mopped up at a number of shows over the summer, winning four championships and two reserves. To celebrate, the Snyders had hosted an end-of-summer pool party for the Brookmeade riders at their estate, Pyramid Farm. The instructors and Brookmeade’s owners, the DeWitts, had also been invited. Sarah had been to the Snyders’ mega-mansion with pillars like a Southern plantation house before, but she still couldn’t believe a teenager lived there. Equally impressive was the large barn with a chandelier hanging in the foyer, many white-fenced paddocks, and a trout pond. The crowning touch was a spectacular view of the ocean beyond the sweeping lawns on the property. An indoor riding arena was being constructed on a level area behind the barn—Rita was truly going to have it all.

The pool party had been a hit. Rita’s father wasn’t away on a business trip, for a change, and with help from their housekeeper, he had cooked burgers and steaks on the grill. Sarah and her friends from the barn had a blast swimming in the large pool and making do-it-yourself ice cream sundaes. Rita had even arranged to have some classmates in a band liven up the party with a few sets.

The Romanos’ pickup and horse trailer were parked near Rita’s rig, and Kayla and her mother were getting Fanny ready for the lesson. I’ll wait to talk to Kayla when she isn’t so busy, Sarah thought. She led Prince to the only vacant paddock, turned him out in it, and then said a silent prayer that he wouldn’t roll in the muddy area at the far end.

Hurrying back to his stall, Sarah grabbed a manure fork and an empty wheelbarrow on the way. While she cleaned out the dirty bedding and manure, she could think of nothing but the trail ride to the old orchard with Paige and Tim. She could live without Rita’s presence, but it would be great if Kayla could ride with them. After emptying the loaded wheelbarrow into the manure bin, she filled it with fresh shavings and spread them in her horse’s stall.

On the way back to get Prince, Sarah stopped to watch the lesson going on in the indoor. The class was working at canter, crossing the diagonal and briefly coming back to trot before changing leads in the center of the arena. Sarah’s gaze was immediately drawn to Chancellor, Rita’s Dutch Warmblood. What a magnificent horse! His black coat gleamed, and his long tail swung from side to side as his powerful strides propelled him forward as if on springs. Despite his large muscular body, he was light on his feet and moved with the grace of a ballet dancer. Rita, as always, was impeccably dressed, wearing new custom black boots, buff full-seat breeches, and a polo shirt with the Pyramid Farm logo.

Fanny was going well for Kayla. The red chestnut with a white diamond on her forehead and four tall stockings was balanced and forward. Fanny’s coat color and Kayla’s hair were almost identical—they were the “twins” all right, as Paige had dubbed them. Sarah watched Kayla bring Fanny off the track and follow a straight line across the diagonal. She brought Fanny to trot in the center for a simple change of lead, and after only a few trot steps, made a balanced transition back to canter. As they rode by, Sarah shot Kayla a thumbs-up and called softly, “You go, girl!”

Quarry was being a little quick, as usual, and Jack directed his comments to Paige. “Sit tall in the saddle, Paige, and steady your horse with occasional half-halts. If need be, ride a small circle.” He watched the horse and rider intently. “’Tis important you be relaxed—take deep breaths.” Paige’s brow furrowed as she concentrated, her lithe, willowy body moving gracefully with her horse.

Jack made the exercise more difficult. “Now I want you to turn down the centerline of the arena at C,” he called out in his Irish brogue, “and again do a simple change of lead at X in the middle of the arena. At A, you’ll continue in the opposite direction on the new lead.”

Jack turned to watch Tim and Rhodes Scholar attempt the new challenge. Rhodes certainly was handsome, with more substance and bone than the full Thoroughbreds in the barn, probably from the influence of his Cleveland Bay grandsire. While moving with good impulsion on the bit, he executed a simple change of lead at just the right spot. Jack clapped his hands as he called out, “Brilliant, Tim! That was very good indeed.”

Sarah thought of the many great lessons she’d had with her friends. Would she ever be able to ride Prince in the Young Riders class? Right now everyone here was so far ahead of her and her “greenie!” She wished she could stay longer and watch more of the class, but she needed to retrieve her horse and get him ready for their first hack.

When she got to his paddock, Prince was grazing along the fence line, reaching under the lower fence board to crop the thicker grass on the other side. She was relieved that he apparently had been too busy grazing to roll. He brought his head up as she approached, watching her with large intelligent eyes as he chewed a mouthful of grass. He stood quietly as she attached the lead shank to his halter and pressed her face against the side of his muzzle, loving the strong aroma of horse and newly clipped grass. “Come on, boy. We’ve got an exciting ride ahead!”


CHAPTER 2

On the Loose

SARAH GROOMED HER HORSE quickly and efficiently, beginning with picking out his feet and ending with combing his mane and tail. She put on her half chaps and helmet, and after tacking up, led him down the barn aisle and outside. His highly polished dark bay coat shimmered in the late summer sun as they walked to the enclosed sand ring near the main entrance to the barn. Once inside, she closed the gate and brought Prince to the mounting block. She was thankful it was there—her horse was over a full hand taller than any of the school horses she’d ever ridden, and mounting him from the ground wasn’t easy.

The minute Sarah swung her leg over and sat in the saddle, Prince tried to walk forward, but she made him halt. “No, Prince, don’t move out until you’re asked,” she said, as she slid her right paddock boot into the stirrup. “You’ve got to wait.” After walking around the ring once, inviting Prince to stretch his head and neck forward and down, Sarah checked her watch. She would have at least ten minutes before Jack’s class ended, enough time to do a little schooling before the trail ride. It would be good to work off some of Prince’s pent-up energy.

Sarah pressed her horse into trot. She was always pleased with the steady feel she had in the reins when he went forward from her leg aids into the bridle. Thank goodness his mouth had never become hard from heavy-handed riding, like some of the school horses she’d ridden. He energetically moved forward, seeming to enjoy his work as they walked, trotted, and cantered in both directions in the ring.

They were practicing bending on circles when Sarah saw Jack’s wife, Kathleen, come out of the barn followed by two beginner riders leading the farm’s two ponies. As they got closer, Sarah could see the straw-colored braids of Grace, the DeWitts’ five-year-old granddaughter—she was leading her chestnut pony, Pretty Penny. A boy slightly older than Grace was following right behind them with Snippet, a larger black pony.

Jack’s lesson must be over, Sarah thought. Time to head over to the indoor. She brought Prince back to walk and was standing by the gate when Kathleen reached the ring.

“If you were hoping to have the gate opened for you, your timing is perfect,” Kathleen said, with a smile. She wore riding breeches, tall stockings pulled up over her calves, and turquoise Crocs. With no helmet hiding her shoulder-length auburn hair, it was obvious she wasn’t planning on getting on a horse right away.

Sarah grinned as she nodded. “Saves me getting off and mounting him again!” She looked down at Grace and her pony as they walked by. Crown Prince towered above them. “Want to swap?” she asked.

Grace giggled. “He’s too big for me!”

“Yes, and Pretty Penny is just right for you.”

Sarah walked her horse through the gate that Kathleen held open and headed to the indoor. Prince’s head was high, his ears alertly flicking back and forth as they approached the main entrance to the indoor arena. The four riders in the class were lined up in the center while Jack spoke to them. Sarah took a deep breath and attempted to control her nervousness. So far Prince had always been well-behaved under saddle, and there was no reason to suspect he’d be any different on a hack. But how would he react to being on the woods trail, climbing the ridge, and going through the old orchard on the height of land? Before Prince came to Brookmeade, all he’d ever known was the racetrack and the breeding farm in Florida where he was raised.

Sarah brought Prince to a halt where she could watch through the doorway. After standing for a few minutes, her horse became anxious and wanted to move on. He pulled against the bit and tossed his head impatiently. Sarah reached down to run her hand along his arched neck as she spoke softly to him. “Good boy, Prince. Just a few more minutes.” She circled him a few times until the onlookers who had been watching the lesson from the bleachers finally began to file out of the arena by way of the main entrance.

Four horses and their riders followed the spectators out of the arena. As the horses stepped into the sunlit afternoon, still bright and warm, their heads and necks were stretched low. They had worked hard in the lesson, and their bodies glistened with perspiration. Sarah called to the riders. “Hey, guys. Jack said you might be up for going to the old orchard to cool down your horses. Would you mind some company?”

“Quarry won’t care as long as he can be up front,” Paige said. “I guess that’s his racehorse instinct.” Her almond shaped eyes crinkled as she smiled. “He thinks even a trail ride is the Belmont Stakes.”

Tim turned to Sarah. “Prince has never been out on the trails? This might be interesting.”

“How about you, Kayla,” Sarah asked. “Can you come?”

Kayla looked to where her mother was cleaning out their horse trailer in the parking area, readying it for their trip home. “I wish I could, but Mom will want to get going. One of these days I’ll see if she or my dad will drop Fanny off here on the weekend, so we can go for a long ride together. Maybe we can ride the trails that start on the other side of Ridge Road.”

“That would be awesome!” Sarah said, already excited at the prospect of a ride with her friends on a cool autumn weekend.

“Are you coming with us?” Paige asked Rita.

“Sure,” Rita answered, with a shrug. “Chance was a star today, so I guess he deserves to go for a hack.”

As the horses started to move off, Paige twisted in the saddle toward Rita. “Do you want us to wait while you let Judson know?”

“Naw,” Rita said. “He’ll figure it out.”

Sarah guided Crown Prince behind the other three horses as they made their way across the parking area toward the trail leading to the old orchard. Before they reached the opening in the trees, Sarah saw Mrs. DeWitt walking down the driveway from their nearby farmhouse on the hill. Her two Jack Russell terriers—the older dog Spin and the puppy Cameo—led the way. The older woman with plump cheeks, cheery blue eyes, and silver hair twisted into a bun had on navy jodhpurs and paddock boots, so she was probably on her way to the barn to ride her gray Arab mare, Medina. The riders waved to Mrs. DeWitt.

“Have a good ride!” she called out in reply.

The woods were thick where the narrow trail went off from the parking area, a mix of hardwood and evergreen trees. Prince snorted and hesitated a moment at the entrance, but when Sarah reassured him with her legs and voice, he moved forward. He didn’t want to be left behind, and once in a while he jigged a step or two. It’s not surprising he’s a little nervous, she reminded herself. But he’ll come to love hacking on the trails. He’s just never done it before.

Quarry led the ride, with Rhodes following closely behind and Chancellor next in line. Crown Prince brought up the rear. He chomped on the bit, constantly flicking his ears back and forth, listening to her and the sounds of the forest around them. The trail surface was smooth, for the most part covered with a bed of pine needles, although the horses had to step over some large tree roots and occasional rocks. As they moved farther away from the farm, the woods fell into a deep silence, with only the sounds of the horses’ footsteps on the path breaking the stillness. On this warm afternoon, the pine trees gave the forest a fragrance of old world spice.

After they had ridden a few minutes, Tim turned in the saddle to call back to Sarah. “There’s a tree down across the trail before we start climbing the ridge. It’s a pretty good size, but we’ve been jumping it. Do you want to try it? You can go around. Our horses have jumped it so many times they don’t think twice about it.”

Sarah gulped. With the other horses in front of them, Prince would probably be motivated to jump the log so he could keep up with them. Besides, he’d been doing quite a bit of jumping over low obstacles in the lessons with Jack. But when Tim said “pretty good size,” just what did he mean? The tree must have come down since she had ridden here the last time.

“Even Quarry doesn’t get excited by this jump, Sarah,” Paige called back. “It’s decently inviting.” A few minutes later, she said, “We’re almost there. I’m going to pick up trot and pop over the log.”

“Me too,” Tim said.

Before Sarah could get a good look at the downed tree, Quarry was trotting away from them. He put in one canter stride before jumping the log easily. Tim and Rhodes immediately followed, and in classic form, Rhodes made jumping it a piece of cake. Now Sarah had a better look at the log, and she began to worry. It had been a pretty big tree, and resting on the ground it was probably large enough to challenge a green horse like Crown Prince.

“Here we come,” Rita called out, as Chancellor broke into trot, heading for the log.

Seeing Chancellor trot away from him, Prince began to prance, pulling hard on the reins. He neighed shrilly. After Rita was over the log and moving down the trail, Sarah eased her hold on the reins and pressed Prince forward with her legs. But instead of obediently picking up trot, Prince suddenly bolted forward, racing toward the log. He soared over it and continued galloping toward Chancellor, just as the Dutch Warmblood was coming back to walk.

“Whoa!” Sarah shouted. She pulled hard on the reins and braced with her seat, but Prince was on top of Chancellor before she could stop him. Unable to avoid contact on the narrow trail, Prince banged heavily into the black gelding’s hindquarters. Chancellor was knocked sideways, and he reacted to the assault by kicking out with both hind legs, narrowly missing Prince and throwing Rita forward in the saddle. She pulled herself up, shaking and furious.

“Get that lunatic away from us!” she shouted angrily at Sarah. “Don’t you know how to ride?”

Sarah was mortified by what had happened. “I’m so sorry, Rita. He just took off. He didn’t want you guys to get away from him.”

Rita was not appeased. “He could have hurt Chancellor! If you’re going to ride with me, you’d better do a better job controlling your horse.”

Tim, farther down the trail with Rhodes, had turned back and was approaching them. He heard the loud words and saw the angry look on Rita’s face. “You guys okay?”

“This off-the-wall horse crashed into Chancellor!” Rita cried out, motioning accusingly at Sarah and her horse.

Paige had also returned, and she interrupted Rita’s rant. “We’d better get going. We have a climb ahead to get to the orchard.”

Rita glared at Sarah. “You go ahead of me. I don’t want your horse barreling into us again.” She turned Chancellor off the trail, giving Sarah room to pass.

As the riders proceeded without further conversation, Sarah felt jittery after the incident with Rita. I’ve got to be careful I don’t telegraph my nervousness to Prince, she told herself. She could feel tension remaining in his body, and she frequently reached down to stroke him. A little farther along the trail, their path wound around a grove of pine trees with green limbs that reached across in front of them in places. On a horse as tall as Crown Prince, Sarah had to duck a few times, but the branches didn’t seem to bother her horse. He moved along at a fast clip, intent on keeping up with Rhodes.

Gradually the forest thinned out as the trail turned steeper, with patches of tall orchard grass growing beside the trail. The horses had to push hard with their hindquarters to make the ascent. As Jack had suggested, Sarah gave Prince more rein so he could stretch his head down while marching up the hill. A few times he tried to break into trot, but she brought him back to walk. Finally the trail reached a plateau with tall grass and an orchard filled with gnarled and weathered apple trees. It had been many years since the orchard had been pruned and sprayed, and while some of the trees had small apples ripening, most no longer bore fruit.

Sarah glanced back to see the Brookmeade barn below them, looking small and far away. From the top of the ridge, they could see the valley stretch all the way to the ocean in the distance, where the cottages at the beach looked like dollhouses.

A soft breeze felt cool and refreshing. This is one of my favorite places, Sarah thought. Prince will come to love it too. Without a trail to follow, the horses spread out as they moved through the lanes separating the rows of apple trees. Rhodes jerked the reins hard, trying to put his head down into the grass, but Tim kept him moving behind Quarry, who walked quickly, his dark gray ears pricked forward. Chancellor was calm and collected, happy to follow the other horses. Sarah wasn’t sure what to expect from Prince, and she kept a short rein. He became more animated as he looked in all directions, his head high and his ears moving constantly.

“How’s Prince doing?” Tim called back to Sarah. “He looks like he’s done this a hundred times.”

“He’s a little nervous, but except for his charge to catch up with Chancellor, he’s been awesome,” she said. “Rhodes looked really good jumping that log. He tucks his knees up high no matter the size of the jump.”

They had gotten about halfway through the maze of ancient trees when Rita halted Chancellor. “I’m ready to go back now,” she announced. “Chancellor has had enough.” She turned her horse around. “You go ahead of me, Sarah. I don’t want your horse to land on top of us when we’re heading down the ridge.”

Sarah thought for a minute. No way did she have to obey Rita’s orders, but this was probably long enough for Prince’s first hack. “Okay, let’s go” she said, turning Prince back in the direction of the trail.

Tim and Paige swapped glances. “We always go to the far end of the orchard,” Tim said. “We’ll catch up with you.”

Prince watched Rhodes and Quarry walk away, but he seemed content to stay with Chancellor. Rita circled her horse to let Sarah take the lead back to the woods trail. As Prince passed him, the black horse pinned his heavy ears flat against his head, warning Prince to keep his distance. You can’t blame him, Sarah thought. Prince hit him pretty hard.

The walk down the steep ridge was far different from coming up, but challenging in another way. To stay in balance and keep from hurtling forward down the hill, the horses had to shift their weight back to their hindquarters, braking themselves with their hind legs. Changing his balance going down a steep hill was something Prince had never learned—he’d grown up on flat terrain and trained on the racetrack. At first he tried to turn sideways as he moved downhill, but Sarah insisted he remain straight as he adjusted to the steep terrain. She leaned slightly back in the saddle, steadied her horse with the reins, and with her legs asked him to reach under himself. She had ridden up to the orchard many times on her favorite school horse, Lady Tate, and that experience helped now.

Rita could see that Crown Prince was having a hard time going down the steep grade. “It looks like your horse can’t figure out how to go downhill,” she said. “I guess he’s not so great after all.” Glancing back, Sarah saw the smirk on Rita’s face—the girl wasn’t just joking. The old jealousy is still there, Sarah thought, surprised that Rita was still holding a grudge.

The two horses had gotten nearly to the bottom of the ridge before Sarah began to relax. Prince was doing better with the terrain, and she hoped he was learning a lot on this ride. Soon they’d be on the more level part of the trail, with the log jump just ahead. And this time Prince would jump it first.

Then it happened.

Sarah felt her horse react before she actually heard the sound of large flapping wings and saw the flock of wild turkeys take flight from the side of the trail. Prince catapulted forward, racing down the trail. Sarah instinctively grabbed his mane and clung to it desperately while her horse galloped forward at a breakneck pace. Oh, my God! she thought, as she let go of his mane and frantically pulled on the reins. Prince will hurt himself galloping on this trail! I’ve got to stop him!

The pulley rein! She had used it to stop Gray Fox when he ran away with her not many months before, and now, as they flew toward the grove of pines, she gathered her reins to try it again. Speeding around the ring of trees, Prince plunged under their outstretched limbs. Sarah had no time to drop her body low in the saddle before one of the boughs caught her across her chest. She felt herself being swept from her horse’s back, crashing downward, and then she was lying on the trail with the wind knocked out of her. She struggled to catch her breath and call out to her horse as Prince continued running, streaking down the trail and out of sight. With a sickening feeling, Sarah heard the sound of his galloping hoofbeats grow fainter in the distance, and then only a deathly quiet.

Sarah couldn’t move right away, as she struggled to catch her breath and find her strength. Before she could move, she heard more hoofbeats. It had to be Chancellor, and from the sound, he was trotting fast. On a curve in the trail, Rita and her horse probably wouldn’t see her lying there until it was too late! It took a gigantic effort, but Sarah willed herself to move and began to inch toward the underbrush on the side of the trail. Just as Chancellor and Rita came upon her, she rolled over, narrowly avoiding the horse’s hooves. Her movement caught Rita’s eye, and when she saw Sarah lying on the ground, Rita pulled Chancellor up as quickly as she could and looked back. “Sarah, are you all right?” she called out.

Sarah managed to get to a sitting position, and then tried to stand up. “I got the wind knocked out of me, I guess,” she said with a gasp. “But I’ve got to get Prince! He’s loose, running back on the trail. I’ve got to catch him before he gets hurt!”

“If you think you’re okay, I’ll go ahead,” Rita said firmly. Sarah nodded and Rita asked Chancellor for his big ground-eating trot. Soon they were out of sight.

Sarah staggered to her feet, and with adrenalin pumping, she began running as fast as she could in pursuit of Crown Prince. She felt shaky, but concern for her horse propelled her forward. She ran her fastest until she was out of breath and was forced to slow down. After walking a short distance, her chest heaving, she was off again, running faster than before, not easy in her paddock boots that slipped on the pine needles.

Soon Sarah came to the downed log. Prince must have jumped it—what about the reins, which would have been hanging loose? Perhaps he’d gotten his front legs tangled up in them! She scrambled over the log and ran on, the blood hammering in her chest.

Sarah ran until it seemed her lungs would burst, all the while imagining coming upon Prince brought down by with any number of tragic injuries. Maybe she would find him sprawled across the trail! At one point she tripped over a large root and hit the ground hard. With tears streaming down her face, she picked herself up and ran again. It seemed like she had run forever when finally she saw a glimpse of the parking lot ahead.


CHAPTER 3

Injury

BURSTING OUT OF THE WOODS, Sarah scanned the area, desperately searching for her horse. She caught sight of him near a side door to the barn. Judson was trying to lead him in a circle while Mrs. DeWitt and Rita, still astride Chancellor, watched. Prince was animated, prancing in place. Sarah ran toward them. “Is he okay?” she called out, gasping for breath. As she got closer, she could see her horse was completely sweated up, with white lather on his neck and flanks. The whites of his eyes showed prominently, and his nostrils were dilated as he took quick breaths.

“Are you all right, Miss?” Judson called to her as she got closer. “We were worried you’d come to grief out there.”

Mrs. DeWitt hurried to Sarah and gave her a hug. “Look at you,” she said. “From the dirt on your jeans and T-shirt, I can tell you hit the ground. Are you sure you’re all right?” When Sarah nodded, still breathing fast, Mrs. DeWitt said, “When Crown Prince came galloping across the parking area, my first thought was that something terrible might have happened to you. I was about to summon Jack and Gus when Rita arrived on the scene. She told us that you had a fall but were okay.”

Sarah frantically scanned her horse for any sign of injury. “Do you know if Prince hurt himself?” she asked.

“He appears to be walking sound,” Mrs. DeWitt said, “but one of your reins is broken.”

“Maybe that happened when he jumped the tree that’s down across the trail,” Sarah said, running a hand down her horse’s neck.

Rita’s lips drew back in a thin smile. “Chancellor might have tried to take off, too, when those turkeys flew out of the grass by the trail, but he’s too well trained.” She turned to Sarah with a look that was more gleeful than sympathetic. Her green eyes below thick, dark brows twinkled in amusement. “Do horses you ride always try to run off with you?” she asked.

“Prince was racing down the trail where it takes that sharp turn by the grove of pine trees. I was shortening my reins to use the pulley rein when a branch scraped me off. The wind got knocked out of me when I hit the ground.” Sarah looked to Judson and Mrs. DeWitt. “Did you have any trouble catching him?”

“I was about to bring Medina out of her stall to groom her when I heard the sound of galloping hooves approaching the barn,” Mrs. DeWitt said. “I ran out here just as Prince was coming toward the side door. I think he was headed for his stall. I was able to grab his reins without any trouble. Judson was a saint! He rushed over to help.”

Just then the burly and slightly bent frame of Gus Kelso, the barn manager, came out of the door leading to his apartment over the barn, his disheveled gray hair topped by his ever-present red baseball cap. He took one look at Crown Prince and then glared at Sarah. “What have you been doing with this horse?” he demanded. “Don’t you know better than ride a horse crazy-like and bring him back to the barn all lathered up?”

Mrs. DeWitt came to Sarah’s defense. “Sarah didn’t ride her horse hard, Gus. A flock of wild turkeys spooked him out on the trail, and she was thrown,” she said calmly. “Prince ran back to the barn, that’s all. He seems to be all right.”

Gus paused to take this in, still scowling. “Well, she needs to take care of him proper. He needs to be hosed down and then walked dry. And she better be ready to feed the horses on time!” With that he strode into the barn, grumbling under his breath.

Sarah hung her head. Just when she thought she was on better terms with Gus, the grumpy man was on her case again. She had no choice but to work for him if she was going to continue to board Prince at Brookmeade—that was part of the deal the DeWitts had offered her months before—but right from the beginning Gus had been difficult. He’d never had a girl work for him, and he was still having a hard time getting used to the idea.

Sarah took Prince’s reins from Judson. They had been buckled together, but now the reins were in two distinct pieces, one far shorter than the other. “It’s okay, Prince, it’s okay,” she said, reaching up to stroke his neck again.

“It’s time for me to take off,” Rita said, dismounting. She turned to Judson and handed him her reins. “Untack him and get him ready for loading,” she instructed the hired man as she ran up her irons. Judson obediently walked Chancellor toward the Pyramid Farm van, but Rita stopped when she saw Paige and Tim emerge from the woods trail.

As they got closer, Paige and Tim noticed that Prince was sweated up and prancing. They picked up trot to hurry over. “What happened?” Tim asked, obviously concerned. Sarah continued walking Prince in a circle while she told them the whole story.

“Wow!” Paige exclaimed. “You didn’t get hurt?”

Sarah reached down to feel the place on her hip where she’d hit the ground. It was sore, and from the looks of some scratches on her arm, a branch must have whipped against her when she went off. Only now did she notice her arm was stinging. Her helmet had stayed secure, thank goodness.

“I’m fine, except for freaking out about what might have happened to Prince.”

“Well,” Tim said, “let’s take a look.” Both riders dismounted, and Paige held their horses as Tim bent down to inspect Prince’s legs. “Here’s something,” he said, maneuvering to get a better look at Prince’s left front leg. “There’s a lot of dirt and gunk on there, so it’s hard to tell, but it looks like he’s bleeding on the inside of his left front.”

Mrs. DeWitt and Sarah got closer to check out the injury. “I’d better hose him down now,” Sarah said. She raised an eyebrow. “So much for our first trail ride.” She led Prince into the barn and down the aisle to his stall to remove his tack. She checked her watch. His lesson will be over soon, and Jack will want to hear about the ride, she thought. She didn’t look forward to that conversation one bit. He’ll probably be disappointed I fell off. At least when Gray Fox ran away with me, I managed to stay on! And stop him.

Prince seemed glad to be back in his stall. As soon as Sarah had swapped his bridle for his halter, he went immediately to his water bucket. She let him drink a few swallows before removing it from the stall. He was still too hot to drink all he wanted. Prince had calmed down after his frantic run through the woods, and even though he was covered with sweat and in need of a bath, Sarah hugged his head and held him close. “Good boy,” she said softly as she caressed his white star and tugged his ears gently. “You had some bad luck. Birds, big birds….” His large dark eyes softened, and he lowered his head as she stroked him gently.

All at once the seriousness of what had happened hit her. She envisioned Prince running wildly down the woods trail, riderless with his reins hanging loose. The story could have had a tragic ending. He could have gotten his legs tangled in the reins and taken a devastating fall. What if he had broken a leg and had to be put down? She pressed her face against his neck as the tears flowed freely.

Finally Sarah raised her head. She needed to get it together and get her horse cleaned up so they could get a good look at the injured leg. This was Prince’s first injury since she had gotten him, and she was worried. What if it got infected?

Sarah was unbuckling the girth on her saddle when Mrs. DeWitt came around the corner with Spin and Cameo. She was carrying a stable bandage, a quilted cotton wrap, a jar of antibiotic ointment, and a box of large gauze pads. “Sarah, I don’t suppose you have these in your collection of horsey things, and I suspect you’re going to need them. See what Jack says.”

“Oh, wow,” Sarah said, coming out of the stall. “And thanks so much for catching Prince.” She couldn’t resist leaning down to stroke the two small dogs as they jumped up on her in their eagerness to be petted. The terriers never failed to cheer her up. Cameo was not-quite-four-months old, but she was fast catching up to Spin in size.

“Horse people always stick together, my dear,” Mrs. DeWitt said, with her usual warm smile. She put the items beside Sarah’s grooming caddy. “I’ve included a salve that prevents infection and really helps healing. It does wonders.” She saw the look of worry on Sarah’s face. “This appears to be a minor injury, Sarah. Your horse isn’t lame, and I suspect you’ll be riding him again in no time. But let me know if Jack thinks Prince needs the veterinarian. And now Medina and I are going to take these little beasts for the trail ride I promised them.” She started back to her mare’s stall with the dogs trotting behind.

Sarah removed the saddle and led Crown Prince to the wash stall. Once he was clipped to the cross-ties, she turned on the hose and adjusted the water temperature. After letting cool water run over the dirty, bloody area on his leg, she took a closer look at the wound. It wasn’t bleeding much, which was a relief, but the surrounding area was already swollen. She was letting the water cascade over his neck, back, and down his legs when Jack appeared at the door of the stall. He looked tense.

“I just spoke with Mrs. DeWitt. She tells me your trail ride to the orchard was rather exciting. And how would you be feeling after your fall?”

“I’m fine, but Prince cut himself. It’s on his left front.” She turned off the hose, and Jack immediately went to look at the leg. “I thought you’d want me to hose it clean,” she said.

Jack didn’t reply right away. Prince flinched when he pressed his hand near the injury. He examined the other front leg, and then leaned down to check the horse’s hind legs. Finally he stood up. “He must have interfered from behind when he was running. It looks like he has just the one cut, though, with some bruising. There’s already heat there, but I don’t think the injury is severe enough to warrant a visit from Dr. Reynolds. Just keep the area clean so it doesn’t get infected. Cold water will help keep the swelling down, so try to hose that leg for twenty minutes as often as you can.”

“Mrs. DeWitt thought I’d need to wrap his leg, but she wanted me to check with you.”

“Yes,” Jack said, “’Tis not an infection you’ll be wanting. After you’ve cooled him out, you should apply some antibiotic ointment, and wrap the leg. Then we’ll see how it looks tomorrow.”

“Mrs. DeWitt lent me the things I’ll need, but I’ve never bandaged a horse before. Will you have time to show me how?”

Jack nodded. He paused and seemed to be deep in thought. His next comment made her stiffen. “Your folks, Sarah. They will have to be told.”

Of course. She should have thought of that right away. Her mother had voiced concerns for her safety right from the start. She remembered the conversation with her parents the night she had turned down Hank Bolton’s incredible offer to “buy back” Prince. Her mother’s words were: “Unless Crown Prince proves to be a reliable and safe horse for you to ride, he will go back to the racetrack faster than you can snap your fingers!” Sarah began to feel a knot in the pit of her stomach.

“I know your horse’s trial period is over,” Jack said, “but in the beginning I made a commitment to your parents that I wouldn’t let you be in harm’s way.” He crossed one arm and stroked his chin with the other while deep in thought. “Perhaps I should have gone along on the hack riding another horse. It was Price’s first time on the trails. Perhaps I should have ridden him myself.”

Then he shook his head. “No, for your horse to bond with you as his partner, you must be the one in the saddle. You must be the one he learns to trust and respect. I’d not be helping you if I took over on the important milestones.”

“But what happened today was, like, totally weird,” Sarah said. “There were lots of turkeys, big ones, and they were in tall grass close to the trail when they took off. What are the chances of that happening again?”

“Whenever you ride, there will always be the chance of something spooking your horse. Not just wild turkeys—a deer in the woods, a honking truck on the road, a dog that chases you, a motorcycle speeding by. That’s the reality. You and your horse must be prepared for the unexpected, and you must be ready to deal with it if your horse bolts off.”

“But a branch swept me off his back!” Sarah exclaimed. “Otherwise maybe I could have stopped him with the pulley rein, like with Gray Fox.”

“I’ll grant you that trees don’t usually prove the villain. I’ve noticed those pine branches need to be trimmed, and now I could kick myself that I didn’t ask Gus to have it taken care of long ago. But remember, there will be other such situations. ’Tis lucky that neither you nor Prince were badly hurt.” Jack turned to go. “Come get me in the office when you’re ready to bandage him.”

Sarah finished rinsing Prince, and after using her sweat scraper to remove water from his coat, she led him to the courtyard, a good place to walk him dry. He was subdued and content to move quietly by her side. As she walked, Sarah thought about how she would break this news to her parents. Maybe she would change into a long-sleeved shirt to cover up the scratches on her arm, and of course she would definitely not complain about the soreness on her side where she’d fallen.

Perhaps I can convince them it was an unusual accident, and that falling off a horse is no big deal, she thought. I’ll just die if Mom freaks out and brings up the subject of sending Prince back. I’ve got to talk to Kayla.

Sarah dug her phone out of her pocket and speed-dialed Kayla’s number. She would have gotten home from her lesson some time ago. Kayla picked up on the second ring. “What’s up, kid?”

“Kayla,” Sarah began, “you’ll never guess what happened.”

“I don’t believe it!” Kayla said, after Sarah filled her in. “I’ve gone on a zillion trail rides, and I’ve never come close to being knocked off by a tree branch. We’ve seen plenty of wild turkeys, though. They’re everywhere these days. You’re lucky Prince came out of it with only a cut. Can you still ride him?”

Sarah took a deep breath. “I didn’t think of that, but I’ll ask Jack. He’s going to help me bandage Prince. And something else, Kayla. Prince stepped on his reins when he was loose, and one of them snapped. I need to get to Atlantic Saddlery or order some new ones online, but do you have an extra set I could borrow in the meantime?”

“Sure. I have the reins from my old bridle and another extra pair. They’re not fancy. I’ll bring a set to you at school tomorrow—you can keep them.”

“Cool—thanks so much! But here’s my biggest problem,” Sarah said. “I’m worried about how Dad and Mom will react. They might even want me to give Prince back. Mr. Bolton would love that!”

“Chill out,” Kayla said. “I know you’re totally upset, but remember—you didn’t get hurt, and Prince got only a minor cut.” She paused for a moment. “For that matter, do you really have to tell your parents?”

Sarah thought on the question before answering. “Yeah, I do. Jack thinks so, too. I can just see myself getting into more trouble if I don’t.”

“Listen, I’ve got to go finish cleaning Fanny’s stall,” Kayla said. “Keep me posted.”

Sarah closed her cell. When she touched Prince’s neck, it was dry. He was cool enough to take back to his stall. A good thing, since it was almost time to feed the horses. She led him into the barn and walked him to the back of the barn. She was glad that earlier she had bedded his stall with lots of fresh shavings. It looked clean and inviting.

Prince was drinking from his bucket when she headed to the office to find Jack. A few parents of riders from the four o’clock class were talking to the instructor when Sarah got there. Not knowing how long he’d be tied up, she decided to find Kathleen to ask about the pony lesson while she waited. Sarah found her chatting with the farm’s owner, Chandler DeWitt, while Grace was in Pretty Penny’s stall running a brush over the pony’s face. Mr. DeWitt turned toward Sarah as she approached.

“So it was another runaway for you this afternoon,” said the tall man with a full head of thick white hair and a trim mustache. He looked at Sarah closely through his steel-framed glasses. “I hear you’re none the worse for all the excitement, but how is Crown Prince?” he asked.

“He has a cut on one of his front legs, but other than that, he’s okay,” Sarah said. “Jack’s going to show me how to bandage it.”

“Is there a chance the cut should be stitched?” Kathleen asked.

Sarah shook her head. “Jack doesn’t think so.”

Mr. DeWitt saw the worried look on her face. “My hunch is this will be just a temporary setback. I’ve seen you riding Crown Prince in the ring a few times, and he was very impressive. You should be proud of the job you’re doing. Do you think he’s made a good adjustment to life here at Brookmeade?”

“Oh, yes,” Sarah said, her face brightening. “He looks really healthy. He’s gained some weight, and his coat looks great. He even has some dapples. Mrs. DeWitt says that’s a sign of good health. I think he likes to be ridden, too.”

“Hank Bolton will be pleased to hear that,” Mr. DeWitt said.

Sarah became more serious. “The only thing is, I’m worried we could run into wild turkeys again on a trail ride. I can’t let him run away like he did today, but I don’t want to be stuck riding him just in the ring or the indoor.”

“Perhaps a stronger bit would help,” Mr. DeWitt replied. “I think I told you about the time a horse fresh off the racetrack ran away with me on a fox hunt. It was the wildest ride I ever had. After that, I never rode him in anything but a Kimberwicke, and he never took off with me again.”

“I’m sure Jack will have some thoughts on that,” Kathleen said.

Just then they saw Jack walking toward them. He beckoned to Sarah. “Let’s take care of your horse,” he called, heading in the direction of Prince’s stall.


CHAPTER 4

Warning!

ONCE PRINCE WAS ON CROSS-TIES in the aisle, Jack liberally applied some of Mrs. DeWitt’s furozone salve to the area around the wound. A large gauze pad stuck to it, conveniently covering the injury. “The pad will keep the ointment directly on the cut, and also prevent it from soiling your stable wrap,” Jack said. Next he deftly wound the white quilted wrap around Prince’s lower leg, and followed with the blue stable bandage, showing Sarah how to apply it so it wouldn’t place excess tension on the tendon. He worked efficiently, but slowly enough so Sarah would remember how to do it.

“Will I be able to ride him right away?” she asked.

“Not until we’re sure there’s no heat or swelling there. And no turnout tomorrow—hand walk him instead, after removing the bandage. If there is heat and swelling there when you arrive at the barn tomorrow, it’s important to hose the leg for twenty minutes with cold water right away, and repeat just before you leave. Do it more often on the weekend, if the swelling persists. And another thing. When you roll a bandage after removing it from his leg, roll it tight. Rock hard. It will roll on better that way.” Jack looked at his watch. “I think Gus might be wanting you to feed some hungry horses now.”

During the time it took to make the rounds feeding grain and dropping hay into every horse’s stall, Sarah thought about what lay ahead of her that evening. She would have to tell her parents about her fall. She knew they would hear about it sooner or later. Before leaving for the day, she went back to see Prince one more time and check his injured leg. The bandage was staying in place, and from the way Prince was going at his hay, he was feeling fine. While he ate, Sarah stood close to his shoulder and stroked him softly.

As she pedaled home from the barn, Sarah thought about what she would say to her parents. With the extra time she had spent with her horse, she was running a little late. That would automatically put her mother in a bad mood. Sarah had thought about calling her, but decided it would be best to explain what had happened in person.

When Sarah arrived home, tantalizing aromas told her dinner was ready and reminded her how hungry she was. She quickly removed her paddock boots and washed her hands in the half-bath. She stepped into the kitchen and found her mother near the stove, facing her with hands on her hips. Sarah recognized the look—her mother wasn’t happy. Mrs. Wagner brushed past her to call into the den, her words clipped: “Dinner’s ready.”

Sarah quickly sat down at the table. She held her left arm close to her side, hoping no one would notice the scratches. Mr. Wagner and Abby appeared at once. The family usually dined promptly at six, and everyone was hungry for the dinner that was twenty minutes late. Mrs. Wagner brought a steaming chicken and rice dish out of the oven and placed it on a hot pad on the table.

Sarah decided to get it over with. Before Abby could start her usual nonstop chatter about her day at school, Sarah took a deep breath and launched into her explanation while the others were still settling into their chairs.

“I’m sorry I’m late, but I took Prince on his first trail ride today,” she said in a voice she hoped sounded casual. “Something totally weird happened. A flock of wild turkeys flew up and spooked Prince. He took off down the trail where the trees are thick, and a branch knocked me off. I’m fine, and except for a small cut on his leg, Prince is too. But I had to walk back to the barn, and it took extra time. Then I gave him a bath and walked him dry. I’ll try hard not to be late again. I am so hungry!”
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