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Alfred Dreams of Horses

by Janice Clark

Ifred twisted and turned in his cedar shaving nest.
AHis little ears flicked this way and that, and his

whiskers twitched. With a squeak, he threw
himself out of the nest and leaped into his wheel, running
until he couldn’t run anymore. Finally the dream faded,
and he dropped to the shavings, panting, while the wheel
continued to spin for a couple of turns.

It had all seemed so real. He had raced like the wind
across the prairies, his long legs pumping, his hooves
thundering. He couldn’t see who he carried on his strong
back, but it had to be his girl, Christy. She wanted so
much to ride a horse, and Alfred wanted to do whatever
would make her happy.

He glanced toward the bed where Christy lay,
propped up on pillows, reading a book about horses as
usual. Christy’s room was filled with horse pictures and
figurines. Half the books in her bookcase were about
horses. Horses raced across the wallpaper, and decorated
her curtains and bedding. But the closest she could come
to riding was in her wheeled chair.
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He had loved Christy with all his heart, from the day
Christy’s mom had brought him home from the laboratory
where she worked, to be Christy’s special friend. More
than anything, he wanted to make her dreams come true.

Christy read a lot. Sometimes she read aloud to
Alfred. There had been a story about a fairy godmother
changing mice into horses. Only for a day, but that would
be better than nothing. But what was a fairy godmother,
and where could he find one? He’d been good at running
mazes and finding cheese, but this was a harder puzzle.
The best he could do was to wish very hard.

The doorbell rang. There were big people voices, and
then Christy’s mom was at the bedroom doorway, with a
little old lady who wasn’t much bigger than Christy and
whose face was as brown and wrinkly as a walnut.

“Look who’s come calling,” said Mom. “Do you
remember Aunt Tabitha? It has been a long time.”

Christy was using her polite, company manners voice.
“How do you do, Aunt Tabitha? Would you like to sit
down? You can just put the bear on the floor.”

“Thank you, dear,” said the old lady as she removed
the teddy bear from the chair by Christy’s bed. “My
goodness, you’re nearly grown up. Ten years old by my
count, and I haven’t seen you since you were two.”

Mom said, “I’ll let you two get re-acquainted while I
make us some iced tea.” She left the room.

Tabitha peered intently at Christy. “I can see you’re
full of questions, so ask away, dear.”

Christy nibbled her lower lip. She always did that
when she was nervous. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I
thought aunts were your parents’ sisters. I’ve met my
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dad’s sisters, and I didn’t think Mom had one. Besides...”
her voice trailed off.

Tabitha laughed. “And you think I’'m much too old to
be your mother’s sister, but you’re too polite to say so.
You’re quite right. ‘Aunt’ can be a courtesy title for a
family friend or a distant relative. Your mother has always
called me ‘aunt.” Let’s just say I’'m a distant cousin of
your grandmother.” She laughed again. “And you’re
wondering why I’ve popped up all of a sudden, after all
these years. That’s easy. I came because of a wish.”

“A wish?”

“Yes, dear. Not your wish, or not yours directly. It
was your mouse friend. And it was my special friend who
heard.”

If she came because of his wish, she had to be a fairy
godmother. But who was her friend who had heard him?
Albert leaned up against the side of his cage, his pink nose
twitching.

The bedroom door, which had been left ajar, creaked
a little as it opened wider. A furry, whiskered face peeked
in. Yellow eyes gleamed from the shadows.

Cat!! Alfred squeaked and dived into the cedar
shavings, shivering in fear. He had never met a cat in
person, but he knew all about them from stories. Had it
seen him? Was he safe in the cage?

A strange, crooning sound, somewhere between a
growl and a yowl, seemed to take hold of Alfred’s mind.
Mesmerized, he peeped out from his pile of shavings to
see the large, gray cat slowly stalking towards him.

“Mind your manners, Grim. Alfred is Christy’s
friend, and the reason we’re here.”
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The cat slumped a little and the fire seemed to go out
of its eyes. It continued to pad toward his cage, but
seemed less dangerous, somehow. It was silent now, not
making that frightening hunting cry anymore.

Tabitha’s voice was soft and soothing, wrapping him
in a fuzzy blanket of safety. “Alfred, meet Grim. That’s
short for Grimoire, which is a book of spells, but also
describes his serious nature. Don’t worry, he won’t hurt
you.”

Alfred felt himself free to move again. He glanced
toward Christy, who seemed to be asleep, and then to
Tabitha, who was smiling. He turned back to Grim, whose
nose was almost touching his cage.

There were thoughts in Alfred’s head. Sorry about
that, mouse. Hunting instincts took over for a moment.
She’s right. I won’t hurt you. Look into my eyes if you
want to share Christy’s dream.

Albert peered into the cat’s yellow eyes. Their dark
centers seemed like endless tunnels, drawing him in. He
felt tingly all over. Was this magic?

The room disappeared. Albert was back in his earlier
dream, running across the prairies, carrying Christy on an
adventure. The dream seemed to last forever, but then he
blinked and was back in Christy’s room, staring at the cat.

Albert looked about the room. Christy was still
asleep, Tabitha still smiling. Grim perched on the bed,
washing a paw with his tongue. What had happened? Was
it real? Could he really become a horse for Christy?

Grim looked intently at Alfred. The voice in Alfred’s
head was deep and dark, almost seeming to echo. “Would
you like it to be real? Are you willing to pay the price?”

10
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Alfred took a deep breath, summoning all his
courage. He thought hard, hoping they were hearing his
thoughts. I'd do anything for Christy. But how? There’s
no place for a horse here in the city.

Tabitha answered. “That’s not a problem. I have a
horse ranch out in the country, where my assistants and I
run a therapeutic riding program for people with special
needs, like Christy. You can stay with me and my other
horses, and I’ll invite Christy’s family to visit. But you
haven’t heard the price.”

The price. He was just a mouse. He owned nothing.
What could they ask him to pay? Alfred tensed, almost
afraid to listen, as Tabitha continued. “If I take you away
today, Christy and her family will forget you existed.
She’ll never know what you’ve done for her.”

Alfred gazed around the room that had been his home
for most of his short life. He would be sad to leave it,
especially if Christy wouldn’t even remember they had
been friends. He took one last look at Christy’s face,
certain she was still enjoying her dream of riding. For
Christy, then. Yes, I'll do it. He hoped it wouldn’t hurt too
much.

Tabitha reached into Alfred’s cage, scooped him out,
and dropped him into her large purse. The purse must
have been magical, because he could see out. The area by
his cage exploded in a brilliant but soundless cloud of
sparkles, like the glitter Christy liked to glue on pictures.
When the light dimmed again, the cage was gone.

Christy yawned and stretched. “I had such a
wonderful dream. I was riding a horse...” Her face turned
pink. “Oh, Aunt Tabitha, I didn’t mean to be rude. I fell
asleep while you were talking to me.”

11
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“That’s all right, dear. I was just telling you about my
horse ranch, and you drifted into a dream. Perhaps we can
make your dream come true when you and your parents
visit me this summer.”

Christy’s mother came in with glasses of iced tea on a
tray. She furrowed her brow as she looked at the table
where Alfred’s cage had been, shook her head, and then
seemed to relax as she set the tray of drinks on the empty
spot.

Alfred felt a glow of happiness as he watched
Christy’s smiling face and heard the excitement in her
voice.

“Mom, Aunt Tabitha says she has a horse ranch and
we get to visit this summer and I can really ride a horse,
and...”

Her mom looked confused for a moment. A small
glitter cloud, like the one that had taken Alfred’s cage,
appeared at the snap of Tabitha’s fingers. As it
disappeared, Mom smiled. “Yes, dear, that’s right. They
have a special program for people who need a little extra
help. You’ll have a whole week of riding lessons.”

ok

That summer, Alfred shivered with excitement, his
tail swishing, as Tabitha wheeled Christy into the stable.
He had worked hard at learning how to be a horse—a
gentle, careful ride for the many children who came to
Tabitha’s ranch. He and Christy might never relive their
dream of running like the wind across the prairie, but he
knew they could safely walk around the corral, and maybe
even explore one of the riding trails.

12
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Tabitha introduced them. “This is Alfred. He’s one of
our gentlest horses, and I'm sure he looks forward to
giving you a ride. Alfred, meet my friend, Christy.”

Christy reached up to pet Alfred. “I'm so happy to
meet you, Alfred. You seem so familiar somehow, almost
like the horse I dreamed about. I’'m sure we’re going to
be good friends.”

13
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Take me Home
By Jane Finch

week at school and the only thing that kept me

going was the thought of today. No time for

breakfast, Mum, I need to get Tess ready. Tell
Daddy not to worry. It’s going to be a brilliant day. The
sun is sparkling and I can see my breath like clouds of
mist in the crisp air. I’ll put on my thickest coat and wear
my gloves, just in case the weather changes, but I know
everything is going to be perfect. Well, if you insist I'll
take that piece of toast and eat it as I go to the stable.

I Vinally the weekend is here. It’s been an endless

There you are, my beautiful girl. I love the way your
eyes light up when you see me coming. The way you
prick your ears and shake your mane and your lips quiver
as you make that little noise in your throat. It’s your way
of greeting me. You brighten every morning for me, Tess,
do you know that? Even on school days when I only have
time to give you a hug and then the dreaded school bus
hoots outside, I carry the smell of you on my hands and
my clothes. It gets me through every day, and the journey
home is full of anticipation because I know you’ll be
waiting for me.

But now we have the weekend, and can spend the
whole day together. This is our adventure day, Tess. The

14
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trip I’ve been telling you about for ages. Usually Daddy
comes with us, driving the car behind us, sitting at the
beach and watching. But today it will be just the two of
us. He has finally agreed to let us go alone. I don’t think
he’s very happy about it, but I’'m old enough now, aren’t
I, and you will look after me, won’t you, Tess? Daddy
says I’m still his little girl, but ’'m fourteen. I don’t think
he wants me to grow up, but I suppose he worries. He
says the sea can be dangerous and the weather can change
quickly. We’ve been there so many times, though, I know
what to look for. We’ll be fine.

Stand still while I tighten your girth. I know you’re
excited, but we can’t get going until I’ve tacked you up.
Stop swishing your tail, silly girl. Take the bit, that’s it.
Why are you nuzzling my pocket, can you smell that
toast? I can’t keep any secrets from you, can I? I suppose
you can have it. 'm too excited to eat, anyway. Here, take
it, but don’t tell Mum.

Now stop that snorting and stamping, I’'m going as
quick as I can. I suppose you’re full of your warm
breakfast and need to work off all that energy, hey? Keep
your feet still while I check your hooves, I need to make
sure there are no stones stuck in your shoes.

Well, you look wonderful, Tess. All that grooming
last night was worth it. I’'m so proud of you.

Here we go, we’re ready. Now take it slowly, Tess,
we’ve got plenty of time. I want to savour every minute of
this day. Save your dancing for the beach, you need to be
on your best behaviour until we get there. There’s Daddy
at the window. I’ll just wave to him, let him know I’'m
alright. He does worry, but we’ll be fine.

15
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The road seems fairly quiet, just a few cars. [ haven’t
seen anyone I know yet. I hope some of my friends go by,
they love to see you, Tess. Oh, a huge lorry is coming,
just nice and easy. Good girl, Tess, nothing worries you,
does it? Even when silly drivers toot their horns at us, you
just flick your tail at them.

Oh, this is so lovely. Just the clip clop of your hooves
on the road, the swaying grasses in the fields bending in
the breeze. Here’s our turning, Tess, down the lane and
we will soon see the dunes up ahead. Wow, did you see
that fox, there? Slinking across the path in front of us as
bold as you like. I wonder what he’s doing around the
sand dunes, there’s not much food for him here. Perhaps
he has a girlfriend somewhere.

The air is tingling my nose and making me sneeze.
Can you feel it, Tess? Can you hear the ocean? That thud
and hiss as the waves break? You’re excited too, aren’t
you? I can feel the muscles rippling in your neck. Your
bridle jangling as we trot. I can sense you quivering. I
know you want to get going. Let’s just enjoy the
anticipation.

Over this dune, and then steady as we go down on to
the hard sand. Not even a footprint to be seen.

We’ve got the beach to ourselves, Tess. I just love it
at this time of year when no-one is around. Little things
like that seaweed at the tide line, and can you see that
frayed rope over there? Probably from a fisherman’s lost
crab pot. The good thing about winter is there are no
deckchairs or beach balls to watch out for. No wailing
children struggling in the cloying sand.

16
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Listen to the noises. The pebbles brushing the sand,
the suck of the sea, the call of the gulls. The wind
hovering, whispering in my ears.

I can smell the sea. Is that why you’re flaring your
nostrils? Do you get that sharp taste on the back of your
tongue? I don’t care about the sand in my hair, or the
grains stinging my eyes. It’s all part of the fun, don’t you
think?

I’'m glad I put my gloves on, my fingers are tingling.
We’ll soon warm up, won’t we Tess? Once we start
galloping.

Oh, you’re straining, do you want to get going? You
want me to let you have your head so you can race across
the sand, the wind blowing your mane and your tail
streaking out behind? Soon, Tess, soon. Let’s just do our
checks, hey? Like I promised Daddy.

The tide is out, so we’ve got a couple of hours before
it starts to turn. I can see the horizon, so there’s no fog. I
think it’s alright, Tess. Just watch for the shifting sands,
but we know where they are, don’t we, girl? Poor Daddy,
how many times did he remind me last night? Tide. Wind.
Fog. Sand.

It’s alright, Daddy, everything is fine. There’s
nothing to worry about.

This is it, then, Tess. Are you ready? Have your
head, girl. Let’s go. Not too fast to start with, just ease
into it. Canter first, gently, gently. Round the rock pools,
keep away from the quick sand. We know this beach
well, don’t we, Tess? You can go faster, now, away you
go, girl.

17
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Oh, Tess, I love it. Love it. Just to feel your warmth
and strength under me, to race across the beach leaving
our trail behind us. Hoof prints in the sand. I feel like I'm
flying. On, Tess, on. Look at that seagull, Tess, trying to
catch us up. Screaming at us. Beat it, Tess. Go on, girl,
you can do it. Hah! It’s given up. Go, Tess, go.

The wind is hitting me like a punch ball, grabbing at
my breath and hurling it away. Just look at your neck
stretched out, flecks of foam on your shoulders. My face
is numb, my lips solid, my hands tingling. My heart is
hammering in my chest with the thrill of racing through
time. I think you’ve got wings, Tess, and we might take
off soon, fly through the air like Pegasus. Do you know
about Pegasus? He was a horse with wings and used to fly
through the sky. If I close my eyes tight I can pretend we
are up in the air, soaring through the clouds and up to the
stars.

The sound of your hoof beats, the feel of your power
beneath me, the wind whizzing in my ears. This is the
moment [ dream of every day as I sit in class with all
those boring books, words scratched on the board, teacher
droning on about distant wars. All I want is to be with
you, Tess. To be free.

Flying across the sand, the land around me just a blur.
Hold on, Tess. Why is it a blur. Slow down, girl. Whoa
there. I know you’re excited. But just let me check on
something. Steady, now. Steady. I got carried away, Tess.
We’ve come too far. Something is wrong.

Daddy was right. Fog. Coming from the land. [
didn’t expect that, it always comes from the sea. It’s
moving quickly, too. Making my hair damp. Your mane
is wet already. I’ve got that thick, damp smell in my
nostrils, like wet washing. We’d better turn around.

18
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Fog behind us, where did that come from? 1 don’t
like this. Tess, let’s go back. Why are you pulling that
way? I’'m sure it’s this way. Come on, do as I say, Tess.
This way.

Surely the tide is not coming in already? Why is the
water up to your knees? Are we going in the wrong
direction? I should have let you lead the way. You knew I
was wrong, didn’t you, Tess, but you let me have control.
I’m sorry. I should have listened to you. Go on now, Tess.
Which way? Which way?

Are you sure, Tess? Stupid fog. I can’t see where the
land is. Is the water getting deeper? Oh, here comes a
wave. That can’t be right. We’ll turn round again, Tess.

I hate this fog. It’s suffocating me, wrapping around
me. Now I can’t see the horizon, and the water is all
around. What’s that? My legs are getting wet. Oh, Tess,
what have I done? Are we going out to sea? I’m scared.
Take me home, Tess. Take me home.

Oh, another big wave. And another. The waves are
trying to knock me off the saddle. I'm trying to hold on
but my legs are so cold. I can’t feel anything. The sea is
getting rough. And so deep. I'm going to have to swim
beside you, Tess. I can’t hold on any longer. I’ll wrap the
reins around my hand, so we don’t get parted. Come on,
Tess, you can swim. Take me home.

Stay close to me, Tess. I can hear you choking. Keep
your head high, girl, and swim for your life. Smell the
land, girl, push through the water. I know you can do it.
Find the way and take me home.

The waves are tugging at me, trying to pull me away
from you. Salt is in my eyes, water down my throat. My
clothes feel so heavy, dragging me under the water.

19
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I’'m so cold. Are you cold, Tess? 1 can hear you
snorting. Hold on, Tess. Don’t give up. Up to my neck,
now. Making me cough. Your lovely silky body is so
cold, too. I can’t feel the reins any more.

Stay with me, Tess. Don’t leave me. Let’s think of all
the great times we are going to have together. We’ll soon
be home. You’ll get me home, won’t you girl.

I can’t hear you any more. Tess, where have you
gone? Tess? Tess?

Oh, Daddy, I should have listened to you. Why did 1
have to be in such a hurry to grow up? I wish you were
sitting in your car now, watching us. Then you would
have seen the fog and warned us. You would know what
to do. You would have called and Tess would have heard
you. Now I don’t know where she is. Everything has
gone quiet. I can’t even hear the sea any more. There
must be water in my ears. My eyes are open but I can’t
see anything.

Daddy, come and get me. Come and find Tess. Come
and take us home.

20



Unicorn Coloring Picture

By Melanie Jeyakkumar

Amethyst Fairy, from her coloring book Crystal Fairies

21
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They Were Here

By Vivek Kumar

Spirited, racing with the winds;
Talking to the gods
With the rhythm of their hooves
And neighing in constant awareness of their
Majesty over the earth they ruled.

They danced with every step
And refused to be overawed
By any distance, any steppe, any tempest.

Gentle but untamed;
Powerful but non-violent.
Let’s call them:

They will hear; they were here.

22



Various Authors

Coloring picture
by Fifi Lavender
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Lotty
by A. Lawati

s a young boy living in Karachi, I used to often
Ahear the same story about Lotty the chestnut
mare regarded as the pride of my great
grandfather’s stable in Hyderabad Deccan, India. If I were

to say that I heard this story nine out of ten times it
wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

My grandmother, God rest her soul, was and is dearer
to me than anyone but every time she told the story, Lotty
seemed to grow in size, change color and speak a different
language.

Talk about engagement.

Let’s say for the sake of this narration we keep Lotty
as a chestnut mare since after the ninth version, Lotty
pretty much ended up being this color and frankly, I
remember this version better.

Lotty was the main reason, but Black Beauty also had
a part to play in me falling in love with Horses. Lotty was
bought as a foal and raised by Munshi and under his care
she turned out to be one that turned heads of men and
stallions, wherever she went.

24
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My great grandmother was an accomplished
horsewoman. For some strange reason and perhaps
unrelated but I used to think she was a great rider because
she was marvelous at the foxtrot!

My GGM (great grandmother) loved to go for a nice
ride early as the morning darkness was about to surrender
its domain to the glistening light as it had since the dawn
of time. Dressed in a long black skirt and low-heeled
black boots, wearing an English bonnet and a matching
black coat over a white blouse subtly visible around the
white necktie, she was met with a greeting neigh from
Lotty. This was the part where Lotty apparently neighed
in different languages.

The steed, normally calm, at the time seemed worked
up, evident by her prancing and being slightly lathered
between the quarters as Munshi led her to the main door.

The morning air brought out the best in rider and
horse. GGM, sporting a whip for style rather than use,
mounted, keeping a masterful grip on the double reins
enabling the sixteen hundred pounds of animal beneath
her to play with the bit between her teeth but not to give in
to her. Soon the duo galloped off, mane flowing and tail
flagging. Tacot tacot came the sound as thundering
hooves drinking up the wind met with the pebbled path
exiting the estate, the sound ricocheting off the distant
hills.

GGF (Great Grandfather) attended to the children,
unable to accompany his sweetheart due to a chronic
injury.

Slowing to a canter, the duo rounded a sharp corner,
the rider saw it as the filly sensed it, but it was too late. A

25
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reaction from both and down they went head over a
twisted torso. A piercing shrill rang out across the wooded
pathway as rider and steed crashed to the ground only a
few feet away from the obstruction.

Munshi turned to look into the distance at the flock of
birds taking off to the skies from the riding path.
“Unusual,” he muttered, making his way back to the
stables to muck out the stall before Memsaab returned.

Lotty lay still, afraid to move, as the rider seemingly
pinned beneath lay motionless. So did the doe about to
give birth in the middle of the path.

GGM stirred and was greeted by a welcome whinny
from Lotty.

“Oh dear.” Those seemed to be the first words and the
ones most repeated. Although, like I said, as the story was
retold “Oh dear,” was replaced by “Oh Maa,” and “Amma
meri.”

But since my GGM was Scottish, I find the latter hard
to believe.

My GGM was lucky she was riding sidesaddle as
ladies did then and had escaped hurting herself but on
closer inspection it was Lotty who seemed to have taken
the brunt of the fall.

Soon the doe delivered and in a matter of minutes the
new fawn and his mother moved off into the deeper part
of the woods away from attention.

After much deliberation, a gentle nudge from GGM
signaled Lotty to rise up and stand still, while GGM gave

26
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her a thorough look over, ignoring her own flesh wound.
Lotty touched her soft muzzle to GGM’s outstretched
hand bringing a much-needed smile to GGM’s lips and
the assurance that Lotty was bruised but she certainly
wasn’t broken.

Soon after, the duo made their way back slowly. The
Clop Clop sound of the walking animal alerted Munshi
and the residents of the Estate to their aid.

The End

27
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Three Haiku
By Cynthia MacGregor

Wind brushes my face
As we gallop down the path,
Fleeing life’s sameness.

The bumpy cradle
Of horse’s saddle rocks me,
Soothing jangled nerves.

The horse’s deep eyes
Seem to convey that he knows
A world of secrets.

28
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Skydogs
By MJT Meijer

entrance. Sooner or later someone would notice it.

The Australian outback got incredibly dark and the
residents here kept a close eye on their mines. Maybe she
should make some noise, too. Not too much, nothing over
the top, just a little.

Nah. She’d wait a while before doing that.

Pauline waved the flashlight across the mine

She settled in a corner across from the entrance and
its vertical ladder. No way would she be strong enough to
climb up. Coming down had taken it out of her already.
Gosh, she remembered first arriving here, how vibrant she
still was back then. Hard to believe that was only two
months ago. Pauli took a deep breath, and smiled. She
made such great memories in such a short time, too. She’d
done what she came here to do. To go out with a bang
instead of fizzling out. Yes, if she could do parts of her
life again, she’d do Scrap Yard again. All of it, but
especially the first day. That promising feeling that day
provided, a knowing that sat deep in her abdomen that
she’d come to the right place. Here, she’d not just fizzle
out. Pauline closed her eyes and smiled. That was the
great thing about memories. You could relive them

29



Equine Adventures

anytime, anywhere, and now was as good a time and place
as any.

The Wicked campervan took an absolute beating on
the corrugated dirt road, and for a third time Petal fell off
her perch. Pauline pulled over to give the parakeet another
chance to hop back on, but she didn’t. For the better,
probably, they had at least another fifty Ks to go. Gosh,
they must be a sight. A seventy-year-old woman and a
tiny bird in an old Volkswagen that sported Shaggy and
Scooby Doo, driving around outback Australia. It had
been either the Mystery Machine or one that had sets of
boobs painted all across the sides announcing it was an
RBT van. She hadn’t asked what the acronym stood for,
but Pauline doubted it had anything to do with the breath
testing the police conducted on the roads. Anyway, it
wouldn’t have done a better job on this type of road, her
kidneys would have still bounced up to her shoulders
before dropping all the way down into her boots.

“You alright, love?” she asked Petal. The bird didn’t
give the happy chirp she normally would have. Pauli
whistled as, at a slower speed, they continued down the
dirt track. Sooner or later the parakeet would regain her
usual good mood.

Almost an hour later, Pauline stopped the van in front
of a bunch of car doors that sat propped against a dry tree
in the middle of the road. In white painted, hand written
letters, the green one announced Scrap Yard was off to the
left, while the orange door warned civilization had now
been left behind, the freak asylum started here. A crafty
made tin man sat on a branch higher up in the tree, and a
large metal plate hung from another branch over his head.
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‘Pledge to the Tin Man. We live by our own rules and
answer to no one. We look after our own. Women and
kids will not be touched. Ratters %&#* off. What happens
in Scrap Yard, stays in Scrap Yard.’

Ratters.

What on earth were ratters? Not welcome, that was
for sure.

Pauli put the van into gear again and took the left
turn. Her stomach tumbled over and her heart skipped a
beat. From excitement, of course, nothing to do with the
cancer. She felt quite okay, lately. As if on cue, Petal
chirped and finally hopped back on her perch, and Pauline
smiled. Coming to Scrap Yard had been the best decision
ever, she just knew it, and they hadn’t even really arrived
yet. Gosh, imagine what the kids would have said if they
knew. Good thing they didn’t. They’d start nagging again.

Not about treatments that could potentially lengthen
her life. Not to tell her how devastated they were that
she’d never get better, or how much they’d miss her once
she was gone. No. About the inheritance. Who would get
what. And how much each.

Pauli grinned as she followed the car door signs.

So she’d finally given in to a fifty year old dream of
going backpacking in Australia. Flying into Brisbane had
been the easy part, as had the decision as to which of the
two campervans to choose. And everyone knew Byron
Bay was the first place to visit if you were a hippie at
heart. It had taken all of two weeks to find out where to
buy pot. Clearly the cancer was a great excuse and it’d
keep the pain at bay, but to be honest she’d always wanted
to try it.
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Then the kids had somehow managed to get a hold of
the caravan park she stayed at and instead of coming
home like they insisted, Pauli had decided to go off the
grid, and when she’d overheard a bunch of women talk
about Scrap Yard and fossicking for opals, well, decision
made. By the looks of things, especially the pledge in the
tree, no one would ever find her here if she didn’t want to
be found. And she didn’t.

Honestly, look at this place. The name Scrap Yard
was awfully appropriate. There were camps every so
many hundred meters, tin sheds that had been added onto,
old caravans pressed up against the sides, some had a
generator set up but most didn’t. Oh, and look at this one
here. A hand painted sign in multi colors stated Unicorn
Starchild offered palm readings and took donations.
Someone had, rather badly, admittedly, painted a unicorn
on the side of the house with a rainbow over it. Maybe she
wouldn’t look that odd after all, with Shaggy and Scooby.

And there, that one, Beer Can House? Pauli slowed
down. Amazing. Someone had gone through the effort of
sticking beer cans all over the outside of his house.

Yikes, another tree in the middle of the road, what did
that sign say?

Cars with brakes give way.

Pauli giggled. She did have brakes but this must be
someone’s idea of a joke. Going around the tree, the first
car she’d come across in the last two hours approached
the small makeshift roundabout as well. Seeing as she had
right of way, Pauli kept going even though the other car
came closer at an alarming speed. As a matter of fact, he
was definitely speeding and oh dear Lord, why did he not
stop? Yikes! Pauline hit the brakes and gasped, and at the
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last minute, the driver threw his wheel and smashed into
the tree instead of her.

For a long moment, she just sat there, then she rushed
to take the seatbelt off and scramble out of the van. “Are
you okay?” she yelled as soon as she set foot on the dirt
and hurried over to the car.

The rather beefy and bulky looking driver squeezed
himself out the open window, took his hat off and
scratched his head as he stared at the heap of junk that sat
too snug against the tree. Amazing that thing had been
driving in the first place, but the smoke emanating from
under the hood indicated it had now officially died.

“Didn’t you see the sign?” the driver grunted and
turned around to face her.

“Err, yes, I did,” Pauli admitted and craned her neck
to be able to stare back at him. “I just thought it was a
joke.” That man had some seriously lovely eyes. Brown,
but not a deep brown, more like a coffee with cream type
of brown. The rest of him was, well, grubby. A bushy
grey beard and long, tied back, salt and pepper hair, dirty
hands, very big and very dirty hands, and the hat, gosh,
the hat, if it smelled anything like it looked it should be
illegal to wear in public. She couldn’t even begin to guess
his age, but probably somewhere between forty and
eighty.

“A joke?” he shook his head and grinned, revealing
surprisingly white and even teeth, not the brown stumps
she expected. “Mate,” he shook his head and after another
glance at the car wreck, he turned, walked past her and
opened the passenger door.

“Excuse me,” Pauli hurried after him. Surely he
didn’t plan to take her car now that his—
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“I’ll point you, don’t worry,” he unbuckled Petal’s
cage and put her in the back, then settled in the passenger
seat. “It’s the least you can do,” he added before
slamming the door shut.

He was right, of course. She’d drop him off at the
nearest car towing place, there must be one around, even
here. It might be another hour’s drive or so but who cared,
she had all the time in the world. Pauli climbed on board.
Well, not quite, not really, but this was the most
excitement she’d had in all her life. The worst thing would
be for her life to finish as mundanely as the rest of her
seventy years while she still yearned for the not so
ordinary. Extraordinary would be fantastic, but she’d
settle for not so ordinary.

Pauline started her van and shifted it into gear.

“Rug,” the man beside her stated rather randomly,
“left here.”

She obediently took the turn, then sent him a
questioning sideways glance. “Rug?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Just follow the track for a while.
You?”

Pauli shook her head. The man spoke in riddles.
“Maybe if you used a couple more words here and there
I’d actually understand you?”

He chuckled and folded his arms before his chest.
“Fair point. Name’s Rug.”

Pauline smiled. “What an unusual name.” Having a
very common name herself, she’d been tempted to pick
rare names for her own children but of course John
wouldn’t have it.

“Rugby,” Rug said. “It’s cause I used to play rugby.”
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Ah. A nickname. They did say that people here didn’t
often go by their actual name. It made sense, most had
their reasons for going off the grid, whether they ran from
the law or family, it didn’t matter. She should have
thought of one for herself. Who could she be? It had to be
a cool one, though, not just Pauli.

Beside her, Rug bounced and shook along with the
van, clearly unfazed about her lack of response.

“Take a right at that tree right there, and then it’s the
third camp,” Rug said. The third camp? The towing place
was a camp as well? Pauline slowed down to be able to
read another car door sign propped up against the tree.

‘Watch out for potholes, sinkholes, assholes.’

“As much truth to that as the one about the brakes,”
Rug smiled. “You’ll be safe here, though, Scrap Yard’s
about the safest place in all Australia, especially for
women and children. There’s all sorts of people here,
murderers, rapists—"

Pauli swallowed to get rid of the sudden lump in her
throat and gazed at him. How did that even make sense?
The safest place in Australia, riddled with killers and
rapists?

“—accountants, doctors. The only ones that aren’t
here are the cops. We deal with things ourselves.”

Right, so the tin man pledge wasn’t a joke, either. Her
stomach whirled with sudden excitement and as much as
she wanted to ask how things were dealt with, she didn’t.
She didn’t want to know, didn’t want to be disappointed.
Imagine if he said they’d simply chase that person out of
town? Or drive to the nearest town to turn him in? Nah.
Too ordinary.
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“So what are ratters?” Pauline remembered the rest of
the tin man pledge.

“Huh,” Rug stiffened and his energy went from gentle
giant to intimidating. “Ratters. Bloody thieves, is what
they are. Scum of the earth. They sneak into the mines at
night and take every bit of opal they can find. Fu—" he bit
back the word and looked at her. “Like I said, we deal
with things ourselves.”

Oh my, that sounded exciting. Like the Wild West,
shoot first, ask questions later.

“I heard this story about Scrap Yard,” Pauli made a
mental note of passing the second camp, the next one
must be Rug’s, “that someone found human bones in their
mine and they took them over to the nearest town, to the
police station. Apparently they looked at it, then handed it
over again and said to put them back where they found
them.”

Rug let out a chuckle. “Yeah, that’d be right. Like I
said, the cops don’t come here. They know we wouldn’t
talk anyway.”

Pauli frowned. “But someone died down there. Surely
they’d want to know how they died, or why, or if there
was any foul play?”

Rug shook his head and shrugged. “You end up dead
in a mine, you must have done something to deserve it.
Just pull over here,” he pointed at the side of the dirt track
and a much smaller one led to a tin shed with a caravan
added at either side. About ten meters away from it, over
to the right, was a small, one-by-one square meter timber
shed. An outhouse, Pauli guessed. She sort of got the hang
of this place now.
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You end up dead in a mine, you must have done
something to deserve it. Rug’s words echoed in her head,
emphasizing the tin man pledge.

She pulled up in front of the camp he’d indicated and
gazed around. “I can’t see a towing truck anywhere?”

Rug burst out in deep and rumbly belly laugh. “This
isn’t a garage. It’s my camp,” he said, and he jumped out
of the van, then stuck his head back in, “You noticed
Unicorn’s place on the way in?”

Pauli nodded. Yeah, no one would miss that one.

“She left a couple of weeks ago, she won’t be back.
You sound like you’d want a more permanent set up than
the one you’ve got. She won’t mind if you move in.” He
shrugged, then shut the door and she watched him take
large strides over to the side of his home, only to reappear
moments later.

On a horse.

Tapping his hat as he rode past, Rug took off in the
direction where they came from. A giggle escaped her,
then she let the happy whirl in her stomach take over and
she laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks. What a
great place. She had no idea about that horse’s name, but
in her mind, Pancho would do quite fine. And how
exciting to move into Unicorn’s place.

“Unicorn Starchild,” Pauline said out loud to taste the
name. Good. It felt good. She turned the van around and
drove back to Unicorn’s place near the tin man pledge.

The absence of locks on the shed made her feel kind
of welcome, as if Rug was right when he said Unicorn
wouldn’t mind. It was only small, a tiny kitchen with
three cupboards, no fridge but the presence of a tap and
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sink suggested running water, and a two-seater dining set-
up. Behind it, an armchair and a tiny television with rabbit
ears. Out of curiosity, Pauli switched it on and like she
anticipated, nothing happened. A random curtain
indicated another room, and she pulled it aside. A double
bed. No windows, not in the living area nor in the
bedroom. Gazing up, she noted the roof consisted of tin
plates and the gaps between them and the walls would
make this a very cold home in the winter and an
uncomfortably hot one in the summer. She needn’t worry
about either. Six months, tops, the doctors had said, and
three and a half of them had passed already.

“Hello!” a voice yelled from outside. “Scrappy?”’
“Hello?” Pauli answered with a frown. Scrappy?

A woman, Pauline guessed her to be in her mid-
forties, darkened the doorway. “Hi there, darl, Ruggerz
sent me out here, you must be Scrappy,” she extended a
hand. “I’'m Donna.”

“Hi Donna,” Pauli shook her hand. Scrappy.
Measuring only five foot four and skinnier than ever, she
could see how he’d come up with the name. She looked
past Donna at her van. Wasn’t Scooby’s nephew named
Scrappy? Pauline grinned. Scrappy. It suited her.

“The sign says you take donations for the readings?”

Holy cow—she’d barely arrived, not even moved in,
and she didn’t do readings! Palm or cards! Unicorn
Starchild did, Scrappy didn’t.

“When Rug said someone moved into Unicorn’s
house I came over straightaway,” Donna continued. “I just
couldn’t wait any longer, sorry, here, let me help you
unpack,” she went over to the van and returned a moment
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later with Petal and a backpack. “I’ll just take everything
out, shall I?”

Pauli, too confused and overwhelmed to protest,
decided to go with it. She wanted excitement and
adventure, to go out with a bang rather than fizzle out, and
it certainly looked like that was in the cards. Pun intended.

It didn’t take long to unpack the van and, clearly
keen, Donna sat down at the kitchen table. “Candles are in
the cupboard under the TV,” she told Pauline.

Right. Candles. Yes, they always did light a candle,
didn’t they, and incense, she should burn incense, too. It
turned out the cupboard contained both, and before she
knew it, both were on the table, lit, and she’d sat down
opposite Donna.

Unsure, Pauli stared at her. “Listen, Donna, I don’t
actually—I mean, I’ve never—”

“No, no, no, no, no,” Donna took her hands. “You do.
It’s easy,” she turned her own hands palms up. “Go on
then,” she nodded and smiled encouragingly.

“Well,” Pauline hesitated. What on earth was she
meant to even look at? She’d never even had a palm
reading herself, she didn’t have a clue. The only time
she’d ever dared do something out of the norm had been
to go have that tarot card reading. Admittedly, that lady
had said it was remarkably easy. You took symbols from
the cards and said the first thing that entered your mind.
Or your gut. Wait a second, she had that packet of playing
cards somewhere, maybe that would work better than a
hand palm.

“Just a second,” Pauli smiled, stood up, and
rummaged through one of her bags until she found them.
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“I might use this instead,” she shuffled them, feeling more
confident by the second. She played solitaire all the time,
she knew her cards.

An hour later, Donna left, more than content with
how her reading had turned out, and Pauline leaned back
in her chair, surprised with herself. Where had all that
come from? She gazed around her new home. Maybe it
was this place. Or something in the air. Or maybe she’d
always been able to do it, she just hadn’t known. That was
the trouble with never trying anything new. You never
fully knew your abilities and potential. Yes, coming to
Scrap Yard had been the best thing ever.

A rhythmic cataclop-ing came from outside, and
Pauli smiled. Rug. Quickly, she stood up and went
outside. As much as she felt sorry for having unwittingly
helped wreck his car, she was so not sorry for having met
him and she owed him a big thank you. Other campers,
maybe even tourists, might come and see her for a card
reading. Donna was happy with it, she’d said she’d spread
the word and she did run the Inn, she met a lot of people
to tell it to. She’d come here to die, basically, and now
because of Rug, her life had a purpose. For however long
that would be. But at least she’d not fizzle out.

“Hi,” she yelled and waved at Rug, who steered his
horse in her direction. Did you say that about horses?
Steer them? “Come on in, Rug, it’s about dinner time, I’ll
cook you up something nice,” she bit her lip. Was that too
forward? He might well be married. “It’s just, I want to
say thank you.”

“Oh, well, don’t mind if I take you up on that, then,”
he jumped off his horse and winked at her. “But it’s what
we do here. We might not talk much but we see plenty.
You just gotta do the right thing by people.”
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Rug had a way of observing people and taking care of
them, Pauline mused. Funny, how safe it felt down here,
all by herself in a dark mine shaft. Was that Pancho she
heard overhead? Pauline tilted her head and listened
intently. The native American Indians used to call horses
skydogs. *Cause like dogs, they made great companions
but were larger and could help carry a load plus, you
could ride them and get places fast. They must have been
sent by the Great Spirit. Skydogs. Maybe when she died
she’d be sent one to pick her up and fly her to heaven.

Overhead, a horse neighed and heavy footsteps
landed on the ground. Obviously his name wasn’t Pancho,
but seriously, who named their horse Dave? Pauli giggled.
Rug’s sense of humor.

Aw, Rug. She’d miss him. No one could ever ask for
a better friend.

For a while, Pauline dared not even breathe for fear of
giving herself away. She didn’t want it to be Rug. Anyone
else, anyone, just not Rug. He loved her. He’d be
devastated when he realized it had been her, down here.

And how good had it been to have all that pot? Most
of it was gone, now, obviously, but Rug knew where she
kept her stash. He’d enjoy it. Gosh, she’d smoked so
much last night, she’d lost all sense of time. Had she
passed out at all, since coming down here? Maybe.

She’d met so many nice people here. Much nicer than
her own children. At least they’d have her money, they’d
be happy to finally find out she hadn’t donated it all to
charity, after all.
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Were those footsteps again, overhead? Yes, yes they
were. Had Rug and Dave left yet? Probably. Listening
carefully, Pauli couldn’t detect the shuffling of horse’s
hooves or any neighing. Good. So this must be whoever
owned the mine she sat in. Pauline bit her lip. Was she
really doing this?

Yes.
Yes, she was.

It was time. She didn’t want to waste away, she
hadn’t come here for that.

She flicked on the flashlight and briefly shone it on
the ladder.

We deal with things ourselves.
Ratters #%*+ off.

A couple of Ibuprofens and a load of pot should take
the edge off. The kids would never find her here, they
wouldn’t be able to fight over her dead body and where
she should be buried, how much it should all cost. She’d
be happier here, at peace, buried and surrounded by opals
while the locals remembered her as Scrappy who did
readings at Unicorn’s place and came here to go out with
a bang.

Again, she shone the light across the mine entrance
and braced herself. Any moment now.

The sudden burst of immensely loud explosions hurt
her ears far more than the brief pain in her chest, but then
out of nowhere, a rainbow appeared inside the mineshaft,
lighting up the dirt in the most beautiful colors and Pauli
smiled. You never knew, a unicorn might appear out of
nowhere as well, and take her home to meet the angels.
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So hard to breathe, but gosh it felt good. Then the
rainbow of colors went completely white, like the
brightest fog, its prettiness overwhelming and almost
intimidating but it radiated such peace, such tranquility,
and Pauli couldn’t not stand up and walk over. Gingerly
touching the light, afraid it’d burn her, then more
confidently when it didn’t, she immersed herself in it.
She’d not felt this, this relieved, no, free, in, well, had she
ever?

Two boots came down the ladder and Pauli looked up
to see Rug’s bulky frame enter the mine. Standing beside
her in the small space, he ignored her as he stared at
something opposite the entrance, shook his head and when
she followed his gaze, she gasped when confronted with
her lifeless body, bleeding from two small holes in the
chest.

Looking down at herself, bathed in light, Pauline
could hardly believe what she saw. She’d waited for this
day for months. Months. Finally, it had happened. She
was dead. Turned out dying wasn’t all that bad. In fact, it
felt pretty great. A heck of a lot better than yesterday.

Rug seemed unaware of her, he only saw the shell
she’d left behind. Carefully cradling her body, he lifted
her up and walked further into the mine.

Then it dawned on her.

He’d known.

He’d known what she had planned.
She hadn’t thought him this perceptive.

When he came back without her body, a wet streak
through the dirt on his left cheek and wiping the other
with his hand, he stopped a moment before going up the
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ladder. “Sorry, Scrap,” he said looking up, which was odd
since she stood right beside him. “I didn’t think it was
right for you to get taken out by an angry miner. I told you
we deal with things in our own way,” he shrugged.
“Anyway, I think you got the exit you wanted.”

Pauli nodded. “Thank you,” she said, but he didn’t
hear her.

Setting a foot on the lowest rung of the ladder, Rug
made to leave but not before adding a last comment, “By
the way, I’ll take your van. Dave’s getting too old to run
me around and it’s only fair, seeing as you took him out of
retirement.” He made his way up the ladder and, from
halfway, added in a raised voice, “Oh and the pot. I’ll
have that, too. In fact, just assume I’ll take whatever you
have. But I'll look after the bird for you.” Then, in a
quieter tone, “I’ll just have to rename that bloody bird. No
one named Rug owns a parakeet named Petal.”

Pauli grinned at the disgust that seeped through in his
voice.

“Steve. It’ll be Steve from here on in,” his mutterings
echoed down the shaft, then there was the sound of the
iron frame work being lowered over the hole.

“See ya, Scrap!” Rug shouted down from above.

“See ya, Rug!” Pauline yelled back even though she
knew he’d not hear her. Then, more to herself than to him,
“Nice knowing you, Rug. Very nice.”

Everyone should have a Rug in their life.
And a Dave or a Pancho.
And a Unicorn Starchild’s residence.

And a bird named Steve.
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Pauline grinned and turned toward the light again.

She never thought she’d be able to say this, but what
a ride. All her life she’d played the good wife, the great
mother, the grieving widow, the best friend, and not once
had she set a foot wrong. All it got her, were spoilt
children who wanted what they wanted when they wanted
it with little or no respect for her, and friends who always
put themselves first before her.

Now here she was, shot to death by the best friend
she ever had, finally skidding into her grave sideways.

Life wasn’t so bad after all.
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Wordsearch Puzzle and Grayscale
Coloring Picture
By Lynne North
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11 the words below can be found in the wordsearch
grid shown. They might be written forwards,
backwards, up, down or diagonally. Can you find

them all?

ADVENTURES
AGILE
BAREBACK
CANTER
CLEVER
COWBOYS
DRESSAGE
EQUINE
FAST
GALLOP
HOOF
HORSE
JUMP

MANE
MARE
MUSCLED
PALOMINO
PET

PONY
POWERFUL
REINS
RIDE
SADDLE
THOROUGHBRED
TROT
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Coloring picture for Grayscale enthusiasts:
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The Silver Foal
by Esma Race

loud to myself: “Today I am forty years old.” Then
added, just for good measure, “Not good, where did
my thirties go?”

I remembered as soon as I opened my eyes. I said it out

Then I heard my husband laughing as he pushed the
bedroom door open. “Talking to yourself,” he said, “is a
sure sign you’re getting old.”

I pushed myself upright on the pillows. “Shut up,
Paul,” I replied. But he continued to chuckle to himself, as
he placed a cup of tea on the bedside table, kissed the top
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of my head, wished me a happy birthday and then left me
to get ready.

Once up, showered and dressed in my customary
jodhpurs and sweater, I hurried down the stairs and into
the kitchen.

Unusually all my family were there. I looked around
at each one in turn as they sang happy birthday to me. /
am so lucky, 1 thought to myself. Out loud I said “Thanks,
everybody,” and sat down at the head of the huge
farmhouse kitchen table.

“Time for presents,” said six year old Molly. She was
my youngest child, and suffered from Down’s Syndrome.
I lifted her up on my knee, giving her a big hug as I did
SO.

“You can help me to open them,” I told her, much to
her delight. As the gifts were passed up the table to me I
in turn passed them to Molly who ripped off the wrapping
paper with great enthusiasm.

“You’re not going to know who gave you which
one,” my son Ben said.

“Never mind,” I laughed. “You will have to tell me.”

Ben was my eldest, my mother Monica used to call
him ‘Alma’s Folly’ and so it had seemed at the time,
because he was conceived when I was sixteen years old
and born just after I reached my seventeenth birthday.

When I had told my Mother that I was pregnant she
was her usual tower of strength. “It will be alright,” she
said. “It is not what I wanted for you, but I’1l get it sorted.
First we shall have to tell your father, and then get you an
appointment with Doctor Armstrong so he can give you a
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check-up.” T had listened in silence feeling relieved that
she had taken my news so well.

I spoke up quietly. “I’'m keeping the baby, Mum,” I
said. She held me close then, and reassured me.

“This is my grandchild we are talking about, of
course we’re going to keep it. There’s lots of room in this
house and even more love in our hearts. Now all we have
to do is tell your father.”

He was not pleased, but more disappointed than
angry. Mother soon talked him round. The continuation of
our family, she told him, and we are young enough to
enjoy getting to know the little boy or girl. “Well I hope
it’s a boy,” said Father. “I’m already outnumbered by you
two, and Tilly is more trouble than both of you.” He was
talking about my little sister Matilda, who was known to
everyone as Tilly; she was always in trouble of one sort or
another.

My parents did not ask me who was the father of my
as yet unborn child. They just took it for granted that it
was Benjamin Thatcher, and they were right.

I had been close to Benjamin all through my
childhood, but I only saw him for two weeks each year
because his family were fairground people. They arrived
in our village for the August bank holiday and stayed for
two weeks before moving on to the next venue.

He was, and has remained, the most charismatic and
handsome man I have ever met. We played together as
children, and became lovers in our teens. Every year I
waited impatiently for the fair to arrive, and when it did I
walked into the village, crossed the green where the
fairground rides were being assembled, and met
Benjamin.
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The year of my son’s birth I did the same as always,
but this time I carried him in my arms to meet his father
for the first time.

Benjamin was shocked beyond belief, but he held his
arms out for his baby son and bent his head to kiss him.
Little Ben was three months old and had his father’s curly
black hair. “I can’t believe this is happening,” said
Benjamin turning to me with tears in his eyes. “What
name does he have?”

I smiled at him as I replied, “He has your name, of
course; he is called Benjamin Thatcher Burton.”

We never married, although we spoke about it, and
discussed it with our families. However we all
acknowledged that Benjamin could never settle in one
place and his family needed him to help run the
fairground. Whilst I myself belonged to a wealthy family
and would one day inherit Burton Grange Stables, a well-
known training and breeding establishment for top class
race horses. My parents assured Benjamin’s family that
little Ben would always know about his Romany roots,
and that every year when the Fair came to the village they
would be able to see him, and as he got older he would be
able to stay with them.

The arrangement worked very well, and Ben grew up
well balanced and incredibly proud of his heritage from
both sides of his family. Once he was at high school he
spent his school holidays alternately working in our
stables or travelling with his Dad and his Romany
relatives. As for myself, I still walk across the fields to
spend time with Benjamin when the fair arrives in August.
It continues to this day and neither my husband Paul or
Benjamin’s wife Ruby ever question it.
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Now as I look across the kitchen table at my twenty-
three year old son all these memories come flooding back.
Ben was now my manager, he had inherited a love and
understanding of horses from both sides of his family, and
was a huge asset to the business.

My father, who had passed away five years ago, used
to call him a horse whisperer. “He’s the real deal,” he was
fond of saying.

I was snapped out of my thoughts by my mother.
“Penny for them,” she asked. Then: “Are you alright,
Alma?’

“I'm fine Mum, thanks. I was just wondering where
all the years have gone.”

“How do you think I feel, having a forty-year-old
daughter?” she laughed.

Tilly, my sister, who had been eating breakfast, stood
up and answered for me. “You still look as young as ever,
Mother,” she told her, then grinning at me she said, “but
you, Alma, definitely look forty.”

With that cheeky remark my sister ran from the
kitchen. I shouted after her, “Get to work.”

Tilly was my head stable girl working alongside my
son Ben to make sure the busy yard ran like clockwork.

She was also a very accomplished jockey, riding not
only our own horses to victory, but doing some freelance
riding for other trainers.

My little sister was completely committed to riding
and the care of our horses. She was out riding on the
gallops at dawn every morning. Not today though, she had
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obviously given her ride to one of the other grooms to
have breakfast with me and the rest of the family to help
celebrate my birthday.

With Tilly making her quick exit and Ben following
her, other than Molly, only my mother Monica, and Paul
my lovely husband, were still sitting at the table.

Monica was Molly’s main carer and now she lifted
her from my knee saying gently, “Time to get you ready
for school now, give your Mum and Dad a kiss.”

Molly went to a mainstream school, which did have a
class for children with learning difficulties, and she loved
it.

After a quick kiss for myself and Paul Molly went off
happily with her Grandma and left us both to plan the day.

“Take some time off this afternoon, Alma,” Paul said,
“and we can go out and have a meal somewhere posh.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied. “I’ve got some calls
to make, so I’ll get started.” I drank the remains of my
coffee and got to my feet.

“See you later.” 1 gave him a hug and a kiss, and
made my way towards the back door, stepping outside to
cross the stable yard, which was a hive of activity at this
time of the morning, and entered my office, next to the
tack room. [ settled down at my desk and began the work
of the day.

I was looking forward to spending some time with
Paul. I felt that I neglected him sometimes, he wasn’t
from my world of racing. I had met him when I went to
London on a business management course. I fell in love
with him almost at first sight, he was extremely attractive
and sexy.
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Paul appealed to me most of all because of his
kindness, he was gentle and calm. He was just the
opposite of Benjamin, my son’s father, and my first love.

I told Paul about Ben soon after we met, what I didn’t
tell him was how wealthy my parents were, and how
successful our stables were, that we trained horses from
all over Europe. One of our horses had recently won the
Epsom Derby. His name was Eye of the Storm and he was
now going to be in great demand for breeding purposes.
We would be able to ask for substantial stud fees.

Paul and I were married by special licence before I
returned home. I had once again shocked my parents by
my behaviour.

Dad felt that he had missed out by not being able to
walk me down the aisle and Mum kept mumbling
something about enjoying wearing a hat.

The good news was that they all liked him very much,
and so to make everyone happy we held a blessing in the
Parish Church and invited all our family and friends and
had a massive party afterwards.

Paul was able to get to know everyone, and very soon
after our marriage, because he was an accountant he took
over the running of the financial side of the business,
helping and supporting my father who was starting to find
it too much for him to cope with.

Two years later Molly was born. We were told during
my pregnancy that she would be a Down’s Syndrome
baby. We chose to keep her just as I had chosen to keep
Ben years before.
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It was a decision that we never regretted, for she was
the loveliest little girl you could ever wish to meet, her
sunny smile and sense of fun gave us so much pleasure.

Life fell into a happy interesting routine in the years
that followed Molly’s birth. I trained the horses, our own
and other people’s. My mother looked after Molly. Ben
and Tilly ran the yard on a day to day basis, and Paul took
care of our finances. He had claimed one of the empty
bedrooms as his office, and had it fitted out to his liking.
The death of my father was the saddest event of these
years.

After my father’s death we made some changes. We
had an extension built for Molly: it was one storey and
overlooked the stables on one side and across the
paddocks on the other. We had large windows and patio
doors installed. She had her own sitting room, bedroom
and wet room. There was an adjoining room where my
mother slept, so as to be close to her little charge.

Now that Molly had started school she had more time
to follow her own pursuits and see her friends etc.

Without my mother’s help we would have had to get
outside help, and that wasn’t really what I wanted to do.

Everything was to change, the night of my birthday

I woke up with a start at the sound of a loud clap of
thunder, followed closely by a flash of forked lightning.

Paul continued sleeping soundly beside me as I crept
out of bed to investigate the sound of hooves in the yard
followed by a frightened whinny. I knew that all the
horses should have been safely in their loose boxes, so
what was one of them doing in the yard?
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I looked through the window and saw immediately
that it was not one of our racehorses. As the lightning
flashed again I got a clear view of the horse. It was light
coloured, possibly a grey, but looking very wet and
panicked by the storm.

I dragged on my trousers and went as quickly as I
could down the landing to Ben’s room.

After knocking I went in. “Get up Ben, we have a
stray horse in the yard.” I shook his shoulder, he opened
his eyes.

“What are you talking about Mum? It’s the middle of
the night.”

“Just get up,” I said and put the light on. He blinked
his eyes, ran his fingers through his black tousled hair and
reached for his jeans.

“Alright, alright, I'm coming, but this had better be
good.”

We reached the yard just in time for another clap of
thunder and to see the now terrified horse starting to rear

up.

Ben, now fully awake, leapt into action talking gently
to the horse.

I left Ben to take care of the horse and opened up an
empty loose box, luckily there were two bales of straw
inside which I opened and spread across the floor. The
horse had not been wearing a halter so reaching up to a
hook in the tack room I took one down before crossing the
yard to where Ben was standing close to the horse, one of
his hands round its neck and the other across its nose. |
passed him the halter, and once it was in place we both
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walked over to the loose box and led the horse, which I
could now see was a mare, inside.

“Well, she is about ready to give birth,” Ben said.
“The best thing we can do for her is to get her warm and
dry.” With that he reached down for a handful of straw
and after twisting it in his hand started to rub her down.

“I’ll go and fill her a hay net,” I said and hurried out
to the barn to fill one up.

When she was munching away on the hay, Ben and I
had a good look at her. She was a dappled grey, about 15
hands high, with a pure white mane and tail. She was well
built like a native breed and had a lovely face with liquid
brown eyes. Also it was very obvious that she was not
very far away from giving birth.

“You go back to bed, Mum. I’ll stay with her,” Ben
said adding with a laugh, “After all you’re a lady of
forty.”

“Get lost, Ben. I can still give you a run for your
money,” | answered him, but I was still pleased to crawl
back into bed and cuddle up to my husband to try and get
warm. However it didn’t work very well, because he just
grunted in his sleep and moved away from my freezing
body. I found it difficult to go back to sleep, my mind on
the dapple-grey mare who had appeared from nowhere in
the middle of a thunderstorm.

My mission the next morning was to solve the
mystery of where our equine guest had come from.

My first call was to Mr Watts, the local vet. | wanted
to be certain that the mare wasn’t carrying any diseases.
Until I knew that she was healthy I would have to keep
her in isolation.
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As word of the pregnant mare spread amongst the
staff, people came to see her, and speculated on where she
could have come from. This was my main concern, and
after Mr Watts had given her a clean bill of health Paul
and I began to contact everyone we could think of
including the police and the RSPCA. We rang all our
contacts in the racing world, all the farmers and riding
stables in the area and posted on social media as well as
the local press. To add to the mystery was the fact that
none of the CCTV cameras in the area, including our own,
had picked up her image.

However it was all to no avail, nobody came forward
to claim her and after a week we decided that she must
have a name, so after a family discussion we called her
Chance, because it was just by chance that she had arrived
in our stable yard.

During the second week after her arrival, Chance
gave birth to a colt foal, he was quite perfect and the birth
was straightforward, she had managed without any help
although Ben had been close by just in case he was
needed.

The little colt was a fantastic colour, completely
silver from the tip of his tail to his soft velvet nose.

Molly was mesmerised by him, constantly asking to
go and visit him in the loose box.

He did attract a lot of attention and when he was old
enough to graze outside in the meadow with his mother he
attracted even more.

The main reason for all attention was the fantastic hue
of his coat. Not only was it the colour of pure silver, but it
had an extraordinary metallic look to it, and it gleamed in
the sunshine.
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“We have to find out where they came from,” I said
to Ben one morning as we checked on all the mares and
foals. The silver foal stood out from all the rest of the
youngsters even though their breeding and blood lines
were impeccable.

“Well, we do know where the little fellow came from,
he was born right here,” Ben answered.

“That, Ben,” I said crossly, “is nothing to do with it.
We have absolutely no claim on the foal at all. We can’t
register him or anything else for that matter.”

“Mother, calm down.” Ben was laughing at me, and |
had to smile back. “Mother,” he said again, “I was only
teasing you.”

“I am sorry, it just frustrates me that we can’t trace
where his mother came from; it’s as though she just
appeared from outer space.”

“Well I think we can discount that theory,” Ben said,
“but Tilly has a theory which makes more sense, go and
ask her what she thinks.”

“Okay,” I told him “I’ll go and find her this very
minute.”

I gave him a quick hug and went off in search of my
sister. She was sitting at the bench in the tack room
polishing a bridle when I finally caught up with her. 1
came right to the point. “Ben tells me that you have an
idea where Chance and her foal came from,” I said to her.

She smiled up at me. “It’s not so much where they
came from, it’s more what his breeding is.”

“Go on,” I said “I’m all ears.”
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13

“I think...” said Tilly, with a dramatic pause, “our
Silver Foal is an Akhal-Teke.”

“And I think you are absolutely right!” was my
excited reply.

“The main give-away is his metallic looking coat,”
Tilly continued. “I’ve never seen any of the breed myself,
but I have seen photos of them, they are said to be one of
the most beautiful creatures on the planet. They originate
from Turkey I think, and are known for their endurance
over long distances as well as their beauty.”

When she paused for breath I said, “He isn’t full
blooded though, because his mother certainly isn’t an
Akhal-Teke.”

Tilly was quick to agree with me. “I’ve been on the
internet, the nearest Akhal-Teke stallion is down South.
And these horses cost an absolute fortune,” she added.

“It doesn’t solve the mystery, though,” I said.

We discussed Tilly’s ideas at length, and after more
research into the Akhal-Teke breed of horses the
conclusion we came to was that it was the only
explanation that made any sense. Although how it had
happened was to remain a mystery.

We called him Silver; we didn’t choose the name, it
was the only one that truly suited him.

As the months passed, Silver thrived but concerns
were raised by Ben that our perfect silver yearling had
deformed ribs on either side of his rib cage.

Mr Watts our vet was called, and tests were carried
out. The results were conclusive, Silver would never be
able to wear a saddle.
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“Nothing we can do, I’'m afraid, Alma,” Mr Watts
told me when he called me with the news. “He isn’t in any
pain, and it doesn’t seem to give him any trouble at all.”

So Silver continued to live happily at Burton Grange.
Molly adored him and when she wasn’t at school she
spent as much time as she could with him. Ben and my
mother both encouraged the friendship between my little
Down’s Syndrome daughter and the young horse with
deformed ribs.

“It’s good for them both,” Ben said to me when I
voiced my concern.

“She loves him and he loves her,” he added. “Also it
makes Molly happy, and that can only be a good thing
surely?”

By the time Silver was two years old he was
accustomed to wearing a bridle and to having Tilly’s
weight on his back. She sat on him and Ben lunged him
around the small paddock.

He was very easy to teach, and very good tempered,
with none of the usual young male horse’s traits of
nipping and rearing up.

He did however have a mind of his own. He could
open his loose box, which none of the other horses had
ever done, and after he had tried various bolts and catches
Ben gave up and let him come and go as he pleased. “He
just doesn’t like to be closed in anywhere,” Ben said when
Silver started to jump out of the field. “His jumping is
unbelievable.”

Tilly was quick to agree. “He really is amazing,” she
said to me one morning as we had our mid-morning
coffee.
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Tilly was one of only two people to ever sit on
Silver’s back, she rode out on him every day. She rode
bareback with the perfect balance that had helped to make
her a top jockey. “He runs like the wind,” she was fond of
saying to anyone who listen when she returned from one
of their gallops.

However she didn’t jump him, he did that himself,
soaring over the fences, and if he found himself in an
empty meadow he raced around it kicking up his heels
and tossing his beautiful head from side to side then
throwing it up into the air whinnying loudly, and
thoroughly enjoying himself.

“He never attempts to leave our property though,”
Tilly said one afternoon as we walked across the yard just
as Silver was returning from one of his jaunts, trotting into
the yard without a care in the world.

“He won’t leave,” I answered her “because he knows
when he’s on to a good thing.”

“That’s not very fair, Alma,” said Tilly. “After all, he
was born here.”

“Yes, [ know; I do love him, but you must admit he is
a law unto himself,” I said.

“Molly loves him as well,” Tilly said, “probably more
than she loves anything or anyone else.”

I remained silent because I had no answer to that,
Molly’s attachment to Silver, was, I thought, cause for
concern. Mainly because I worried about how she would
react if his real owners ever claimed him and his mother
back. I was very fond of Chance, Silver’s mother, myself
and had started to ride her some time ago. I had gone as
far as to re-train her to respond to the Western American
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way of riding, that is with long stirrups and neck reining
to give commands.

I had come to enjoy riding that way since I had
experienced it in Arizona on my honeymoon. So when I
told the family what I was planning with Chance, Paul
found a saddle on e-bay with the correct measurements
and bought it for her, and me as well of course.

Ben meanwhile presented me with a stetson, which
delighted me.

In fact I was so delighted, that when the fair arrived
that August, instead of walking to the village as I usually
did to see Benjamin I rode over on Chance to show off my
new saddle, style of riding, and last but by no means least,
my stetson.

Benjamin reached up and lifted me from the horse’s
back. He gave me a big hug. “You look very happy,
Alma,” he said.

“I am; everything is going well,” I told him, and we
chatted over a cup of tea and exchanged all our news since
we had last met.

“How’s your mystery foal?” he asked at one point. “I
hear from our Ben that he can jump like a bird.”

“Yes, that’s true,” I answered, “but we don’t train
steeplechasers and even if we did he will never be able to
wear a saddle.”

“Shame, though,” Benjamin said. “Never mind, tell
me how your Molly is getting on.”

“She is the only person besides Tilly to get on
Silver’s back,” I told him.
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He stared at me in surprise. “Not on her own
though?” he asked.

“Well not to begin with; Ben started by lifting her on
Silver’s back and walking with them round and round the
yard or up and down the lane. Then one day when Ben
wasn’t there Silver just lay down right there on the
cobbles and let Molly scramble up on his back, then when
she was sitting still he stood up very slowly and walked
around the yard just like he did when Ben was there. I
don’t mind telling you, Benjamin,” I continued, “I was
absolutely terrified when I first saw it happen, then, and I
don’t know if Silver got tired of it or he somehow knew
that Molly wanted to get down but he lay back down and
stayed very still whilst she scrambled her way from his
back to the ground.”

When 1 had finally finished speaking telling
Benjamin all my fears concerning Molly, he looked
thoughtful and said slowly, “The Romany people believe
that sometimes there can be a spiritual connection
between horses and damaged children, from what you
have told me I think that must be the case between Silver
and Molly.”

“Yes, I think you’re right,” I replied. “They do
seem to have a close bond.”

We remained together for the whole of the day just as
we always had, and when it was time for me to leave,
Benjamin helped me to mount Chance. “See you next
year,” he said, smiling up at me.

“I’ll be here. Take care of yourself,” I replied and
with that I turned Chance towards home.

However, an awful lot was to happen before I was to
see Benjamin again.
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Before Christmas Molly became ill and was admitted
to hospital. She was there for several days whilst they did
tests.

Paul and I spent as much time as possible with her,
and when we couldn’t be there my mother, Tilly and Ben
took turns to visit her.

The test results were devastating, we had always
known that Molly had a heart condition, and now we
learnt that she had gone into heart failure.

“It was only a matter of time,” the consultant told us.
So we took her home. I felt unbearably sad to think that I
would lose my little girl, but Paul and I were determined
to make whatever time Molly had left the happiest it could
possibly be.

We had a lovely Christmas. Molly had her friends
from school come to visit her, and although she tired
easily she had a wonderful time.

Silver was now in his fifth year and a fully-grown
stallion, even though he didn’t act like one, taking little or
no notice of the mares, and tolerated by our resident
stallion Eye of the Storm.

Whilst Molly was confined to her room both by her
failing health and the cold weather, Silver spent most of
his day outside the large window of her room where they
could see each other.

She waved to him and he tossed his head in return.

When the doctor made his regular visit to Molly he
asked why the horse couldn’t be confined in his loose box,
because he found it quite disturbing to have him staring
through the window at him.
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I had to explain that he could easily open any bolt or
other fastening that was put on the door, and the insurance
would not accept locks on individual loose boxes because
of the fire risk.

At Easter time it became clear to us that Molly did
not have much time left. As she became weaker Paul and |
spent every possible moment by her side, and when the
final moment came we were all there at her bedside to say
goodbye.

As 1 finally turned away and moved towards the
window I realised that Silver was standing silently outside
as still as a statue.

I reached out to open the window, as was the
traditional way when a soul had passed, and what I
witnessed then would remain with me for the rest of my
life. The spirit of my lovely little dead daughter was plain
to see sitting on the back of the silver horse, and as
shocked as I was, an even greater shock was the sight of
the two great wings which were gradually emerging from
each side of his body where his ribs had appeared to us to
have been deformed.

I was transfixed as 1 watched the powerful wings
beating and lifting the horse upwards towards the evening
sky.

I watched Molly’s face for as long as possible as both
she and Silver disappeared from my line of vision. It
radiated pure happiness, and I knew that I was very
privileged to witness such a spiritual moment.

I must have fainted then, because my next conscious
memory was of Paul’s anxious face leaning over me.
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At first I wondered if I had dreamt of Molly seated
upon a winged horse as her spirit left her earthly body, but
the fact that Silver had vanished into thin air was proof
enough for me that I hadn’t been dreaming. I’'m not sure
if I would have shared my story but for the fact that Silver
was missing. So I told Paul, Tilly, Ben and my mother.
All of whom believed me.

In August when the fair arrived I crossed the fields to
visit Benjamin.

He was waiting for me as always. Even though we
didn’t communicate with each other during the time
between our annual meetings I knew that our son Ben
kept him up to date, and that he would have been told
about Molly. He held his arms out to me and held me
close as I sobbed.

Later when I was calm again he said, “I have a gift
for you,” and handed me a small box. Inside was a silver
chain and pendant. I took it out of the box and held it in
the palm of my hand. Looking down at it I saw that the
pendant was engraved with the image of a winged horse.

“Thank you,” I said.
“It’s Pegasus,” he replied.
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Gray Riders
By Rick Stepp-Bolling

attention because I didn’t think anything could rot

in this frozen wasteland. The carcass swung in the
downdraft of Mount St Baal’s icy breath, the ropes that
bound it creaking against the gibbet’s yew wood. I took in
two nostrils’-worth of the putrid air and whinnied my
displeasure.

F I \he odor of decaying flesh first attracted my

“It’s okay, boy,” Taz said stroking my neck. “Looks
like Garrett’s been busy with the purge.”

I struck the frozen ground twice with my front hoof
as my eyes flared crimson. The purge was Garrett’s
method of reducing opposition to his usurpation of the
throne. That meant gray rider and horse. I hit the ground a
third time drawing sparks from the gelid earth. He broke
the bond.

“I know.” Taz patted my neck with his glove.
It was not his to break.
“No, it wasn’t. But this isn’t our fight.”

He twisted my reins away from the lapping waters of
Loch Orin, but I refused to turn. Somewhere in the barren
plains above Castle Rogue a riderless horse galloped
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frantically, never slowing to eat or rest, his sacred bond
shattered along with his sanity. Then whose fight is it?

Taz sighed, and his breath like smoky wisps floated
before him. “I’m going to regret this,” he whispered in my
right ear.

He gave me a gentle nudge toward Castle Rogue, but
I stood my ground. The rider. He needs a proper burial.

“I don’t suppose you’ve noticed the ground is
frozen?”

I kicked a rock in the direction of the body.

“Fine! I’ll bury the rider. You go get a drink of water
or something.”

Taz was not good with sarcasm. I had always
understood this, but we were bonded, and I put up with his
language deficiencies. He dismounted and went to work
gathering rocks for the task.

I rolled several larger rocks to him hoping he would
remember it when suppertime came around. Then I heard
it . . . The angry, high-pitched whinny of a riderless horse
racing untethered through the highlands. It nearly broke
my heart but hardened my resolve. Garrett would pay.

seokoskokosk

Although the iron gates to Castle Rogue lay open,
two leather-clad guards with crossbows strapped over
their backs stood watch on the barbican above the
entrance while a third guard below questioned travellers
as they entered.
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“They’re not gray riders,” Taz pointed out. “Garret’s
new thugs, probably.”

Then they won'’t recognize you. Tug your hood down
anyway.

Taz pulled his cloak’s hood over his eyes so that only
the shadow of his face could be seen.

The third guard stepped in front of me, his hand on
the hilt of his broadsword. “State your business,” he said
firmly.

“Not business, just pleasure,” Taz said. “I’ve an
interest in old castles.”

The guard lifted his hand off the sword and motioned
to Taz. “Well, find your pleasure elsewhere. No strangers
allowed without business with King Garrett.”

I snorted and stomped my hoof dangerously close to
the guard’s foot.

“Better teach your nag some manners,” the guard
said.

“As it just so happens, I do have business with Gar . .
.uh ... King Garrett. He’s an old acquaintance.”

The guard reached for the hilt of his broadsword.
“The King didn’t mention any acquaintances dropping
in.”

“It’s a surprise visit.” Taz smiled as genuinely as
someone with murder on his mind could.

“I’ll tell you what,” the guard said, “I won’t use this
sword on you or your bloody horse if you turn around
now and find another castle to visit.”
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It was time. My hoof exploded into the ground to get
his attention. The guard turned to look at me, and as he
did, I let the crimson in my eye explode into his. His
mouth opened as though he wanted to scream.

“Close your mouth, you look ridiculous,” Taz said.
The guard shut his mouth and straightened himself.
“Now step aside and wave us in.”

The guard stepped out of my way and motioned for
us to pass.

“Have a nice day,” Taz said over his shoulder.

The guard smiled.

skokoskokosk

“You know I had the situation under control,” Taz
said.

If you say so.

Taz pulled on my reins a little harder than was
necessary. “Did you hear that?”

My hearing is much better than yours, so which ‘that’
are you referring to? There’s a young boy stealing an
apple from the vendor’s cart up ahead. There are two
women washing clothes by the public fountain and
complaining about how they are treated by their
husbands. There’s a guard on the wall overhead who is
yawning. There’s a meeting in the keep to your left with
quite a bit of yelling going on.

“That one. The last, I mean.”
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I trotted up to a spot where Taz could hear the voices
without being seen.

“Hang ’em all, I says,” a voice from inside yelled.
“Goes against the law of nature that kind of bonding.
Shouldn’t ever ’ave been allowed in the first place.”

“The grays . . . they’re the ones to blame,” a second
voice cried. “Not the riders. Ya can’t go hanging men who
put their lives on the line.”

“Much as everyone here did. I don’t see a man or a
woman who didn’t stand up against the horde. The riders .
.. They’re no better or worse than any of us.”

That remark was followed by a good deal of yelling,
most of which supported the notion. I was getting antsy.
These people had no idea what went into the bonding of
horse and rider. If Taz had been anyone else, I would have
never let him ride me. He had come during the calling, so
I knew he had been properly prepared. Still, if he hadn’t
found the stone lodged in my hoof and combed the
tangled hair of my mane, I wouldn’t have let him near me.
But that was long ago. We were one now and bonded for
life.

Taz leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Looks like not
everyone’s happy with Garrett’s new rule.”

He’s ridding Castle Rogue of all grays and their
riders. He must be stopped. 1 didn’t want Taz to get
sidetracked from our mission.

“I know, I know. But Garrett’s just one man. He must
have had plenty of support for what he’s doing.”

He’s already poisoned the minds of these people with
lies. Tell a lie enough times, and soon it will be believed.
That was the trouble with humans. They were susceptible
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to the voice of power and less to the voice of reason. Tel/
the truth enough times, and maybe some will change their
minds.

“Great. Let’s have a philosophical debate with a mob
of angry citizens. I’'m sure we can reason with them.”

I snorted and tossed my mane. I¢’s time for action, not
talk. Every fiber in my body screamed revenge, but what
we really needed was justice. I broke into a trot; my mind
made up.

“Where are we going?” Taz asked.
Stables.

Taz took over the lead and headed me toward the east
bailey to where the castle’s horses and cattle were kept.
Not all horses were grays. Work horses, drafts largely,
were housed in a large area fenced off from the castle’s
courtyard. Behind them were the stables. Locked and
guarded. Hold on. 1 leaped over the outer fence, my back
hoof shattering the upper wooden plank. The guards, two
pike soldiers, rushed out to meet us.

Taz waited until I was almost upon them before he
drew his sword. When the first guard raised his pike, I
kicked it out of his hand. 1 whirled toward the second
guard and Taz swung his sword, cutting the man’s pike in
two. Taz leaped to the ground. He lifted the bar from the
stable door and heaved it open. The guards unsheathed
their short swords, pointing them in my direction. I reared
and came down with both hooves. Now that I had their
attention, I let my crimson eyes flash. They stopped,
letting their swords fall to the ground, their mouths gaping
in wordless terror. If I had wanted revenge, I would have
crushed their skulls. I walked past them and entered the
stable.
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“I need some help over here,” Taz cried.

Inside the stable, each of the grays had been
manacled to a post. They could not move more than a few
feet. They had to sleep in their own manure. Their rib
bones were clearly exposed, a result of starvation. My
anger exploded. I walked to the first post and struck it
with my rear hoof. The metal shackle splintered and the
gray nodded his thanks. Taz followed my example and
went from post to post striking the chains with his sword
until we freed all of the grays. We would have to deal
with manacles still shackled to their legs later. For now,
they needed their riders.

Are you strong enough to ride? 1 asked the grays.
They shook their manes in agreement. They were true
grays and wouldn’t stop until they were reunited with
their riders.

I lowered one leg, and Taz jumped upon my back.
“Come on, boy. We need to find the oubliette.”

The western bailey. We galloped out of the stable and
into a legion of Garrett’s thugs assembled in the
courtyard.

“Going someplace?”

The voice came from the rampart overhead. I turned
and saw Garrett surrounded by a dozen archers.

“Hello, Garrett,” Taz said.

“Well, if it isn’t my little brother, Taz.” The archers
nocked their arrows and drew their bows, but Garrett held
up his hand. “I thought you and your demon steed left us
for good. But now you’re home again. To what do I owe
this sweet family reunion?”
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“You took King Erik’s throne. You broke the bond
between rider and gray. You starved the grays and
imprisoned the riders.”

I snorted my approval at Taz’s accusations.

“Guilty on all charges. But little brother, you’re just
missing the why.”

“Maybe you could clarify that for me because I'm
thinking you don’t have a reasonable justification.”

“You’re a bonded rider, Taz. You don’t understand
what that means. It goes against the sanctity of everything
holy. Man and animal so intimately connected? It’s
perverse. Only a demonic power could forge such a
yoke.”

Taz sighed and crossed his arms. “I expected more
from you, Garrett. That’s just so lame. First of all, a god
had nothing to do with this, and neither did a demon. And
secondly, a yoke? Really? Bonded means both rider and
gray agree to a connection. The gray riders were the
mainstay of this castle’s protection. Without them you
wouldn’t be able to fend off the horde. On the other hand,
with them you wouldn’t be a king, would you?”

Garrett dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand.
“My kingdom will be ruled under divine grace. Those
commandments are the foundation for any monarchy.”

“I see. That includes murder, of course. Killing Erik
and his sons, that falls under one of your divine
commandments?”

Garrett gave Taz a half smile. “Erik allowed the
perversity of the gray riders to continue. All those who
were born with the demon seed, including you, little
brother, have evil planted in your souls.”
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“Actually, we consider it a gift.”

“A demon gift. I will not allow such transgressions in
my kingdom.”

“Fine. Then free the riders and let us leave your
kingdom.”

I saw the fingers on Garrett’s hand twitch. Although
he didn’t have the calling, he had the blood, and the man
was clearly jealous of Taz. End this now! You're talking
to a stone wall.

“I should have killed you when you first linked with
this demon,” Garrett said.

The archers pulled back on their bowstrings once
more. It was time. Our friend from the main gate stood
behind the archers, his broadsword at the ready. I focused
and flashed crimson. He stepped behind the king and put
his sword against the man’s throat.

Garrett’s eyes went wide. “Ulav, what’s the meaning
of this?”

The archers hesitated, not knowing where to aim their
arrows.

“Let’s just call it an incentive,” Taz said. “You
release the riders and the grays. We all leave. You don’t
get your throat cut. Everybody’s happy.”

“Never!”

I pushed against the guard’s softened resistance. He
sliced Garrett’s skin ever so delicately until a thin sliver of
red flowed down his neck.

“You have time to reconsider,” Taz said, “before you
get blood stains all over your fur coat. By the way, did I
mention you have fine tastes in clothing?”
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I gave my body a shake. Focus on the task at hand.

Taz leaned down to my ear. “You catch more flies
with honey than with vinegar,” he whispered.

When it looked like Garrett’s eyes would pop out of
his head, he mumbled something.

“Sorry, couldn’t hear that,” Taz said. “Could you
speak up?”
I let the guard’s sword arm relax slightly.

“Release the riders,” Garrett said. “Get them and their
filthy beasts out of my sight.”

Guards raced to obey the king’s orders, undoubtedly
relieved they didn’t have to kill one of their own.

“There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? You don’t mind if
we just stay here until all the gray riders are accounted
for?” Taz said.

Garrett ground his teeth so loudly I was sure even Taz
could hear it.

“No? Good.” Taz looked at his nails in the dim light
of fading day. “I’ve been meaning to do them. Just
haven’t had the opportunity.” From his belt, he took out a
small dagger and began filing.

By the time he had finished, the first of the gray
riders had come up behind us.

“I see the guards have been kind enough to unshackle
the manacles. Kudos to them.”

Four more riders pulled up behind us.

“Let’s see, by my count there were ten grays in the
stalls. That’s not counting the one gray in the highlands
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who has probably thrown himself off a cliff by now. So
that just leaves . . .”

Five more grays and their riders trotted up to join us.

“Gentlemen,” Taz said addressing the riders, “your
good king has decided your services are no longer
required. You are free to leave Castle Rogue. We’ll hang
around here until you make it through the main gates.”

The lead rider nodded and urged his gray forward. As
they passed, each rider and horse bowed his head at Taz
and me. When all had ridden out the gate, Taz smiled.
“Looks like you did the right thing, big brother.”

Garrett struggled to say something, but I had the
guard tighten his hold.

“Well, it’s been fun. We have to get together again
sometime soon.” Taz gave me a quick nudge, and we took
off.

My control over the guard diminished with distance,
and before we were out the gate, I heard Garrett yelling
for his archers. We needed to get out of range of those
arrows.

The gray riders waited for us at the edge of Loch
Orin, its frigid waters lapping at the grays’ feet. The first
volley of arrows whistled into the pale light, but went
wide.

“We can’t go the way we came. We’d be within range
of their next volley,” Taz reasoned. “Any suggestions?”

I heard the next volley sizzling through the evening
sky. Forward! 1 lowered my head to the level of the water
and blew. Ice began forming in front of us, crackling as it
spread across the loch. Each of the grays followed my
lead, lowered his head and exhaled icy breaths onto the
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water, creating a frozen path before them. Another volley
of arrows skidded against the newly formed ice. I walked
out, testing the strength of the ice when an arrow hit my
rump.

“Ow!” Taz yelled rubbing his behind.

One of the disadvantages to a bonding, but I didn’t
have time to think about it now. We had to get farther out
on the ice. I broke into a canter, my head bent to the
waters, breathing ice into its depths. I heard another flight
of arrows whizzing overhead. This time they fell
harmlessly into the ice, well back.

“Looks like we’re out of trouble,” Taz said.

I wasn’t so sure. On the opposite side of the loch,
stood an army of riders watching as we made our way
across the ice bridge. We have company.

“The horde?” Taz asked.

I don’t think so. They’re on drafts. The horde ride
highlands. We had almost finished crossing the loch when
one of the riders approached.

“Gray riders?” he asked.
“Yes,” Taz replied. “And who might you be?”

“Larson, King Erik’s brother from Castle Mawn.”
Larson’s horse pranced on the perimeter of the ice. “Are
you Castle Rogue’s defenders?”

Taz looked over his shoulder at the gray riders lined
up behind him. “Not anymore. Castle Rogue is all yours.”

Larson nodded and motioned his men to stand back.
One by one the grays walked ashore and rode by Larson’s
army. Once they had passed, Taz turned to Larson. “Don’t
bother going over the ice. It’1l return to water shortly.”
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We left Larson and his army on the shores of Loch
Orin, knowing full well what would happen to Castle
Rogue. As with all men who bully their way to the top,
the fall would be steep.

Now can we get this arrow out of my rump?

“Oh, I don’t know. You could keep it as a memento
of our travels.”

I gave him a quick buck so he could share my pain.
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The Trail
By Wesley Tallant

F I Yhe man sat on his horse, on a ridge above a small
Texas panhandle town with no name. He counted
fourteen buildings of various sizes. All but two had

a chimney spitting out smoke into the cold, snow filled

air. His horse shook his head and the snow that had

accumulated on his mane flew into the air. Snow also lay
on the man’s big bushy mustache, he reached up and
wiped it off.

The horse tracks on the ground before him were
starting to fill with snow and disappear—the tracks made
by the killer that he had followed for the last year and a
half. This was the closest he had been to the outlaw since
catching up to him in Beaumont eight months earlier. But
he had enlisted the help of an over-anxious deputy sheriff
and a shoot-out cost the deputy his life.

He was detained in Beaumont for almost two weeks
until he was cleared of the deputy’s death and allowed to
leave. The trail had grown cold after that but became hot
once more in Waco. The outlaw had struck again and
killed a man for three dollars and a bottle of whiskey. The
killer eluded the posse that chased him out of Waco, but
not the man.

The trail led north through several small towns to
Dallas. Then west to Fort Worth. A turn to the north led
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through Oklahoma Territory, then due west to Lubbock.
With each stop the killer made, someone was robbed or
shot and a saloon damaged. With each stop the killer
made, the man just got that much closer to him. At
Amarillo, the killer robbed a dry goods store just hours
before the man arrived. Talking to witnesses gave him the
direction the killer went.

Now, three days later, he sat on a ridge looking down
on this town with no name. But he knew of the town’s
reputation. It was a refuge for anybody with a price on his
head. It was said that the occupants of this town were so
mean that even the Texas Rangers were afraid to come
here.

He sat on the ridge watching as the snow fell and the
tracks became even more hidden. For a year and a half he
had trailed the killer. The bitter hatred that was in his
heart grew with each day that the killer remained free. A
hatred that no man should have to carry.

His quarry was now within his grasp.

The horse again shook his head and looked back at
the man as if to ask, “Let’s go. What are we waiting for?”

The snowtflakes were beginning to sting the man’s
face as he sat there and stared at the town. The wind
began to pick up and made the cold air feel even colder.
The thick sheepskin coat the man wore was beginning to
let the cold seep through. A slight chill crept up his back.

A gunshot reached his ears. His horse heard it also
and leaned his ears in the direction of the town. From one
of the buildings in the town below, a man emerged and
staggered into the snow-covered street. Two more men
followed, each with a pistol in his hand. They fired at the
helpless man as he staggered and then fell into the snow.
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The snow turned crimson around the dead man. The two
gunmen laughed and returned to the warmth of the
building from which they came.

The man shook off another chill that ran down his
back, but this chill was not from the cold, it was from the
cold-blooded killing he had just witnessed.

The man reaches down and removes the Winchester
rifle from the scabbard on the side of his saddle. He works
the lever to put a shell in the chamber of the deadly
weapon. He reaches into his gun belt and removes a shell,
placing it into the magazine of the rifle to replace the one
that is now in the chamber. He then puts the rifle back in
the scabbard. He reaches over to the other side of the
saddle and goes through the same procedure with a sawn-
off Winchester ten-gauge pump shotgun. He pulls the Colt
pistol from his holster and fills the sixth chamber of the
revolver with another shell from his belt. The two-shot
Derringer in his boot top is already loaded, but he checks
it just the same. From his saddle bag he pulls a blood-
stained woman’s scarf and wraps it around his neck.
Satisfied he is ready, he lifts the reins and urges his horse
forward. He knows he may not live to see the light of
another day, but he is determined that one man will die.

He pulls the shotgun and lays it across his lap as he
slowly rides through the center of town. He stops for a
moment and looks down at the dead man, the body is still
warm and steam rises from the bloodstains in the back of
the man’s shirt. The man suppresses the urge to retch out
his guts and urges his horse onward.

The killer’s trail is just barely visible in the snow. The
tracks lead into a livery stable and only one set of human
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tracks emerge. The man rides into the covered stable. He
lays the shotgun down on a trough and tends to his horse.
Not knowing whether he will die this day or not, he
removes the bridle and unsaddles his horse. He puts a bite
of oats in the trough along with a few handfuls of hay for
the horse to munch on. He removes the Winchester rifle,
attaches a leather sling to it and swings it over his
shoulder, barrel down. He picks up the shotgun and walks
toward his destiny.

At the entrance to the stable he pauses to look over
the town. The far end of the town is now just barely
visible through the falling snow. He follows what is left of
the tracks back to the building from which the murdered
man emerged. An old man is beside the body in the street
now with a small cart. He stops long enough to help the
old man put the body on the cart.

“Did he have a name?” he asks the old man.

“Blake Williams, I believe,” the old man answers.
“Did you know him?”

“No, but remember the name Mason Barlow. That’s
what I want put on my grave if I don’t make it out of here
alive.”

The old man looks at Mason. “Gotcha.” The old man
has heard the name before. “Anybody in particular you’re
looking for?”

“Not anymore.”

Mason turns and walks the few steps to the saloon
door. He pauses and draws in a deep breath before
reaching down and turning the knob that opens the door.
He raises the shotgun up so that it rests on his shoulder
and pushes open the door.
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Mason steps into the saloon. The door swings on its
own behind him and clicks shut. The inside of the
building is warmer but not by much. He looks around at
the two dozen or so people drinking and gambling at the
tables that fill the room. More men stand at the bar. All of
them look to be hard cases. One by one they stop what
they are doing and look at Mason.

The two men at the far end of the bar are the two that
gunned down the man in the street, Mason makes a mental
note of their location.

The man closest to him is the first to speak. “You a
law man?” His face is covered with about a four-week old
growth of beard. A patch covers his left eye and a scar
runs from the top of his forehead to the bottom of his jaw,
passing under the patch.

Mason sees several men reach down and place their
hands near the pistols on their hips.

“I asked you a question.” The one-eyed man speaks
as he steps towards Mason.

“NO 2

The one-eyed man sniffs at the air. “You sure smell
like a lawman. How about I see if there’s a badge pinned
to your shirt under that coat?”

Mason slowly lowers the shotgun to hip level and
points it at the one-eyed man. “Take one step closer and
I’'m going to piss off the two men behind you when I
splatter your guts all over them.”

“Hey, Harley,” comes a laughing voice from the back
of the room. “Can I have them fancy boots of yours after
he blows you to smithereens?” But nobody else in the
saloon is laughing.
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Mason recognizes the name as belonging to Clay
Harley, the man who built and started the town.

“You know who I am, boy?”
“Yeah, I do.”

“You pull that trigger and you’ll be dead before you
hit the floor.”

“But you’ll be dead before me.”

A smile slowly crawls across the face of Clay Harley.
“I like you. You’ve got rocks in your gullet. But you still
smell like a law man.”

Mason reaches up with his left hand while still
pointing the deadly shotgun with his right hand and
undoes the buttons on his coat, pulling the lapel back to
show that there is no badge pinned to his shirt.

“Maybe you put it in your pocket.”
“Why don’t you come and find out?”

A slow chuckle begins to grow in Harley’s gut and
soon bursts into a full belly laugh. “He’s okay, boys.
Drink up.”

Harley steps closer to Mason, this time a little less
threatening. “What’s your name?”

“I’d rather not say at this time.” Mason is still leery of
Harley and doesn’t want to get caught off guard.

The smile slowly leaves Harley’s face. “A man that
won’t give his name has something to hide.”

“I’ll tell you my name after I’ve killed the man I
came in here for.”

“And who would that be?”
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Mason looks over the saloon patrons but doesn’t see
the face of the man he has been trailing for the last year
and a half. “I know he’s here. His trail leads to this place.”
But look as he might, the face he needs to see is not
among the crowd. Disappointment shows on Mason’s face
and the shotgun begins to slowly lower.

“Step over to the bar and I’ll get you a drink.”

Harley’s words fill Mason’s ears, but he doesn’t hear
them. His eyes see movement at the far end of the bar. A
moment, though fast, seems to drift by slowly to Mason.
The face he has been looking for pops up and brings with
it a hand holding a gun pointed at him.

The gun fires as Mason dives to one side. The bullet
singes the air as it passes by his head. He rolls once on the
floor and is back up with the shotgun at his shoulder. He
squeezes the trigger before he has his shot lined up and
blows a hole in the bar in front of his target. He quickly
works the slide on the shotgun and fires at the same time
as the killer.

It feels like a mule has kicked him in the shoulder and
he staggers back. But his eyes are fixed on the killer and
he is rewarded with seeing his quarry’s face disappear in a
spray of red mist. Mason staggers back and falls at the
base of the wall behind him. He still holds the shotgun
and works the slide once more.

Harley steps over in front of him. “Like I said, boy,
you got rocks in your gullet.” Darkness fills Mason’s
eyes.

A bright sun shone through a window and into
Mason’s eyes, causing him to try and raise his right arm
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up to shield them. But it wouldn’t move, and even if it
did, the pain would have been too much to bear. So he
raised his left arm instead. He looked around the room.
Sitting in a rocking chair in the corner was an old woman,
knitting.

She looked up when she heard the bed springs creak.
“So you’re awake,” she said in an old gravelly voice.

“Where am [ and who are you?”
“Clay’s room and Clay’s mom. Call me Gretta.”

Mason then began remembering what had happened.
“How long have I been here?”

“Two days. You sure made one heck of an impression
on Clay. It ain’t everyday someone of your caliber comes
in here.” Gretta slowly stood and walked over to the side
of the bed. “How old are you, boy?”

“Twenty six.”

She held up some papers that had been taken from his
saddlebags. “This ain’t no life for you. Quit now while
you still can. Find a girl and settle down. Raise a fine
family.”

“I did once.” Mason felt a tear fall from his eye.
“The man you killed...”

“Killed Laura and my baby girl.”

“Who was he?”

Another tear welled up and fell from Mason’s eye.
“My brother.”

Gretta had heard many stories of death in her years in
the outlaw town, and this one was no different.
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“He had a drinking problem,” Mason continued. “One
day he came by to get some money so he could get
another bottle. Laura refused to give him any. He got mad.
Laura was holding little Traci in her arms. He pushed her
and she tripped and fell. Traci’s head hit on the bricks of
the fireplace and split open. Laura screamed when Traci
didn’t wake up and attacked Jarrod.”

Mason paused for a moment and then continued,
“Jarrod fought her off time after time. He finally hit her
over the head with his gun. She woke up three days later
and told us what had happened. Then she went back to
sleep and never woke up again.” Mason fought back a
sob. “We buried them together beside her Momma.”

Mason wiped away another tear from his eye. “I’ve
been on his trail for well over a year. I almost got hung in
his place in Beaumont. I finally convinced the sheriff
there to send a telegraph to the sheriff in San Antonio to
check out my story. That’s when I grew the mustache.”

“Clay pulled this wanted poster out of your coat
pocket.” The old woman held up the poster for Mason to
see. “He does look a lot like you. Must have been awful
hard to read ‘Wanted Dead or Alive’ with a picture of
yourself on it.”

Mason looked at the poster again. “We were twins.
The birthmark on my back was what freed me in
Beaumont. I grew the mustache to help distinguish us
apart.” He then rested his head back down on the pillow
and closed his eyes.

“And this blood-stained scarf you were wearing must
have been hers.”

Mason reached up and took the scarf from Gretta. He
held it in his hand as if to examine it. “I gave that to her
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on the day we were married. The only time she took it off
was to take a bath.”

“Well, you rest now. I’ll go tell Clay you’re going to
be alright.”

A month would pass before Mason was strong
enough to ride again. In that month he got to know Clay
and Gretta Harley. He found out that Harley himself was
not a wanted man but Gretta was wanted for a murder in
Mississippi she didn’t commit. But the man’s family had a
lot of influence in town. Harley was forced to leave a
thriving gambling house business in Jackson to come out
here and build this town to protect his mother.

As the month wore on, Mason’s wound began to heal.
His strength returned to his right arm and he told Harley it
was time for him to go. But before he could leave, there
was one thing he needed to do. He told Harley his plan
and Harley agreed that no one in town would interfere.

Judd Malone and Ace Nichols were still in the saloon
when he was ready to leave. Mason stepped through the
doors of the saloon with no weapon but the Colt on his
hip. “Judd, Ace,” he called out.

The two men looked up to see Mason staring at them.
They then looked at Harley.

“Everybody here listen to me,” Harley said. “This is
between them three, so keep your pieces in their holsters.
If you don’t, you’ll answer to me.”

“The night I rode into town,” Mason said. “You two
gunned down a man in cold blood. Shot him in the back
like a rabid dog. Let’s see how you do when facing a
man.”
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Judd, the bigger of the two, looked at Ace, then at
Harley, and then at Mason. “Boy, you got a death wish or
something? Gretta done patched you up once.”

“Yeah, this time there won’t be no patching to do,”
Ace said while stepping away from the bar. He made sure
to put several steps between himself and Judd before
turning towards Mason. People that had been sitting at
tables behind Ace quickly moved out of the line of fire.

“Harley, after all you done for him, you just gonna
stand by and let him get himself killed?”” Judd asked.

“Says he feels he has to do it,” Harley said and then
stepped further away from Mason.

“Your call, boy,” Ace said, a sinister grin showing his
yellow teeth.

Judd made the first move. Before he cleared leather, a
bullet from Mason’s Colt exploded his heart. A split
second later, Ace got off a shot that hit the floor at
Mason’s feet. Mason’s second shot went through Ace’s
neck, severing his spinal column. The rest of the men in
the saloon were surprised at the speed of Mason’s draw.

Mason then pulled two wanted posters from inside his
coat. Judd and Ace were both wanted dead or alive in
Arkansas.

Harley stepped up beside Mason. “You told Ma you
had a wife and kid in San Antonio once. What was your
job back then?”

“Same as now. Bounty hunter.”
“And your brother?”
“Was once my partner.”

“You’ll not be welcome back here after this.”
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“I have no papers on anybody else here. I won’t be
back.”

“Then watch your back. After you leave here, I can’t
stop these men from coming after you. Judd and Ace had
friends here.” Harley then handed Mason a piece of paper.
It was his testimony as to how Judd Malone and Ace
Nichols met their fate. “I don’t know if any lawman
around here will take my word on this.”

“The sheriff in San Antonio knows me, he’ll take it.”
“And here’s one for your brother.”

Mason opened the second letter and read it. He then
tore it into several pieces and laid them on the bar. “T’1l
not be collecting on him. I just wanted to get to him
before someone else did.”

Gretta appeared at the saloon door as Mason was
turning to leave. “Remember what I said, boy. This is no
life for you. Find a girl, settle down, and raise a family.”

“I’ll think about it, ma’am. My thanks to you and
Harley for what you’ve done for me.” Mason stepped out
the door, climbed onto his waiting horse, and rode out of
the no name town in the same direction he came in. The
hole in his coat had a freshly knitted patch over it and the
blood stains had been removed.

When he had gone, two men stood and headed for the
door. Harley stepped over to block their way. “You’ll give
him two hours or an eternity. Your choice.” Several other
men stood to back Harley’s words.

The two men looked around and then looked at
Harley. “Judd and Ace weren’t very good friends of ours
anyway,” muttered one of them, and they returned to their
seats.
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The Auction
By Gary Winstead

Chapter One
The Con

¢ ‘Well alright sir, what are we gonna give for

her! Open the gates and bring her on in,

boys! Lot forty-six, boys! She’s a beauty,
boys. I’ve got five thousand, six. Now gimme seven, I got
eight, who will give me....” The auctioneer was rolling
his words at a speed unintelligible to the untrained ear:
that sweet melodic sound which could easily hypnotize
the unsuspecting and lull him or her into buying
something they really didn’t want.

The object of the sale today was a fifteen-year-old
mare, unbred, but with outstanding bloodlines going back
to Poco Bueno. She was a big bay, standing almost
sixteen hands, with a solid rump, square chest and
muscular legs. According to documentation, she had
produced three previous National Champion Cutting
horses, making each one worth at least $100,000 and her
perhaps, due to age, and the fact she had not “taken” at
her last stand, around $10,000.
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Not knowing how fast the horses would move, Cutter
the Lonesome Cowboy and his bride Baby Girl had driven
all night to the dusty, windswept plains of middle
California in hope of picking her up at a bargain price.
Turlock was home to the best horse auction in the country
and the happy couple were hoping to score on this one
horse in particular, Poco Lady Bug.

The night had been fraught with wind and rain, as it
was the rainy season in California, and the blowing rain
made for difficult driving conditions. The old, beat up one
ton, rusted from age, but kept in perfect driving condition,
was almost blown off the road twice as Cutter cleared the
Grapevine and let the truck settle on Interstate 5. The only
thing that kept the truck on the pavement was Cutter’s
trained hands and the gooseneck trailer locked on behind.

With the bad weather, and ensuing traffic problems,
Cutter and Baby Girl had arrived at the auction barn just
as the first horse was let in. As luck would have it, both
good and bad, Poco Lady Bug was lot forty-six. Good
because she had not already been sold, bad because it
would be a long wait in the non-heated, aluminum sided
auction barn with only football type bench seats to relax
on.

Baby filled out the prerequisite paperwork for the
auction and was handed a program and a paddle with a
number. She was to raise the paddle when there was to be
a bid offered by her. But she was a cautious girl, and
would only flick a finger at the right time in an effort to
keep any rival from seeing who was bidding and perhaps
bidding up the price.

She had seen that technique while watching a James
Bond movie in her homeland. The ever-watchful eyes of
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the spotters would holler acknowledgment, keeping track
of who was ahead, without ever giving away the bidder.

The bleachers were hard on the old cowboy’s back
and from time to time he would stand and stretch, and
now he wondered off for some hot coffee and a biscuit.
“Some homemade giblet gravy would sure top off this
biscuit, ma’am,” Cutter drawled as he inhaled the sweet
aroma of the made-from-scratch, just like his Ma used to
make, biscuit.

“Ask and ye shall receive.” With that the older
cowgirl behind the table reached into an oversized cooler
and handed Cutter a small Styrofoam cup. “Now quit your
crying, old man and savor it. Made it at four this morning
and was saving it for someone who could appreciate the
taste.” She did, indeed, remind Cutter of his ma. They
both were almost six feet tall and rail thin with hair the
color of spun gold. Blue eyed, Indians, both of them.

Cutter’s mind drifted off to his early days as he
dipped the biscuit and slowly chewed to prolong the
experience. He thought of the smells of breakfast back
home and the struggles they had. They were so poor they
were not even considered trash: Cutter once joked they
used to go visit trash on Sundays which earned him a
severe rebuke from his ma, along with a solid right hand
to the side of his head, but there was always lots of
homemade food on the table at sunrise.

Once the well had gone dry, and he had, at age eight,
ridden the old farm mule five miles to get a couple pails
of water from a neighbor until Pappy and Dial, his older
brother, could finish digging the new one.

But this was now, sixty years later and all was right
with the world. They were here to buy a nice brood mare
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and nothing was going to stop him taking home a Poco
Bueno descendant.

The loud banging of a horse kicking a trailer brought
him out of his day dream and it occurred to him he best
get back inside: who knows what Baby Girl might have
done.

skoksk

A mischievous grin spread across Baby’s face as
Cutter left the auction barn. “What if I practice bid a little.
Never done this before, so maybe just see how this
happens.” She was speaking softly to herself to strengthen
her courage. “Now he said to just raise the paddle, but I
saw some people just making small gestures, hum? May
be a wiggle of my little finger? Like Bond, James Bond.”

“Well alright now, bring her on in boys, lot number
six.... I got one thousand, who’ll give me...” his words
rolled like soft distant thunder, and Baby completely
missed the first number the auctioneer had called, and
only heard six. From her vantage point she could not see
the hip tag and turned to the man on her right. Was this
the horse Cutter wanted?

“Is that the Poco horse? My husband said we were
going to bid on a Poco horse, is that the one?”

“Yes ma’am,” said a polite young man of about
twenty, sitting next to her, also holding a paddle. “That is
a Poco Bueno mare alright.”

“I got a thousand, now who’ll give me two, now
three? This is a Poco Bueno mare, she is a little worse for
wear but very well bred. What cha gonna give for her?”

97



Equine Adventures

All Baby heard was Poco Bueno, and she playfully
flicked a finger, not knowing if anyone would notice. A
tall, muscular man in a Turquoise Bola and brand-new
Stetson, nodded at her and hollered without showing it
was she, “Here boss!” Then Bola Man looked up to the
top of the bleachers at a greasy man sitting on the end at
the very top.

The auctioneer rolled the number off his tongue, “I
got four, who’ll give me five.”

High up on the bleachers, in the corner farthest from
all the bidders sat a fat man in a dirty coat. His hair he had
left, was slicked back under a heavily worn Stetson hat.
Dirty fingers, yellow with tobacco stain, stroked his
greying beard. At other auctions throughout the
Southland, each time someone placed a bid on one of his
horses, he would nod at one of the watchers who was on
his payroll, and the price would go up.

He saw the look the man in the Bola and matching
Stetson hat gave him and knew he might have a sucker.
Billy John smiled, his teeth crooked from neglect, at the
thought of putting one over on another novice, which was
his trademark. He would frequent auctions with bad horse
flesh, sell what he could by running up the price, then
move on the next town before one or more irate cowboys
decided a beat down was in order. When he saw the little
Filipina make the slightest of gestures he knew he had a
rube he could put one over on.

He would bid up the price, then high tail it out of
town before that big old cowboy husband of hers saw
what she had done. He nodded once and the price was
now five thousand, a bargain for a well-bred Bueno horse.
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The man in the Bola looked at Baby and smiled, and
waited, then tilted his head to one side as if to ask, “You
gonna bid or let this fine specimen get away?” The eyes
of the auctioneer and his people swept the room, wanting
to see if there might be another bid. Baby sat quietly,
wondering, “Should I do this?” She hesitated only a
moment and wiggled her finger.

The well-dressed auctioneer kept up his patter, the
rhythm designed to elicit bids. “I got six, who’ll give me
seven?” Bola Man, working the top rails, looked for the
fat man in the dirty coat, but he was gone. Deceitful Billy,
as he was known around Southern California, had slipped
off after making the five thousand dollars bid and was
already in the parking lot. He listened. “I got six, do I hear
seven? Going once, going twice, sold to the little lady in
the big Larry Mahan hat.” Fat Man grinned and gunned
the engine, then slowly, so as not to draw attention, pulled
out of the lot and headed north on Interstate 5.

Baby flashed a smile so big it lit up the room. She just
knew Cutter would be so proud of her. She did it all by
herself, bought a nice broodmare for them. This could turn
out to be a fun evening. Within seconds, the tall spotter
with the Bola appeared with a clipboard to gather the final
signature and make it official.

Cutter noticed a fat man walking hurriedly to a car
strategically placed near the barn door. It was a casual
glance, but years of experience made the lonesome
cowboy stop and look harder, memorizing everything he
could about the dirty little man. There was something
vaguely familiar about him, but the lanky cowboy could
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not pin it down. Why did he hurry to his car, then sit and
wait. Doesn’t make sense. Now he is leaving with nothing
to show, no papers, no horse, hum. Oh well, better get
back to Baby Girl, she probably needs my guidance.

Cutter caught the first four letters of the fat man’s
license plate, there was something compelled him to do
this, then walked into the barn, just as Baby handed the
clipboard back to Bola Man. The mare had long since
been taken out to a holding pen and the auctioneer was
working the crowd when Cutter sat down next to his
pretty wife.

Baby was trembling with excitement, “I did it, |
bought the horse you wanted, and for less than you
thought it might cost. We have four thousand left over.
Isn’t that exciting? Are you proud of me? Not bad for a
city girl!” She handed her husband the papers Bola Man
had given her and smiled.

Cutter looked at the name on the papers, and the Lot
number, and in an instant the face of the fat man came
into focus, that was Billy John, the notorious semi-
criminal, albeit perfectly legal, horse trader: and he knew
his pretty wife had been taken.

What horses Billy could not pass off at auctions he
sold to the kill houses. The animal was either turned into
steaks for European delights or rendered into fertilizer.
Either way it was no way for perfectly good horse flesh to
end and it angered many in the horse community,
including Cutter.

Baby tugged at Cutter’s sleeve and looked hopefully
into his eyes. The tall cowboy stifled a groan, smiled his
best fake smile and held her closely. She didn’t know and
it would do no good to get angry. He took her hand and

100



Various Authors

they both stepped off the bench and headed to the holding
area to pick up their new horse.

A man, as old as time, and the perfect stereotype of
the cowboy, was standing by the corral slowly rolling
himself a quirly when Cutter spoke up. “Excuse me sir,
could you pull out this mare for me?” He handed the old
man the buy slip with hip number and looked out at the
remuda.

Gabby, the wrangler, continued to roll his smoke,
licked the paper, twirled one end and stuck it in his mouth.
With one smooth, experienced motion, a match lit with
flame appeared in his right hand and touched the end of
the self-rolled cigarette. He sucked the smoke in deep,
exhaled and looked the tall cowboy up and down.
Mumbling to himself, Gabby walked to the corral gate
and slide the latch. “Hum, bet he ain’t even seventy yet,
and look at that young thing he got on his arm. Dang
young whipper snapper, why, if 1 was twenty years
younger...” Gabby then kind of drifted off and searched
for the horse.

A few minutes later horses parted as Gabby brought
up the new purchase. Cutter’s eyes went wide with shock
and sadness as he saw what his hopelessly romantic, yet
inexperienced wife had paid six thousand hard earned
dollars for.

The bay mare did, indeed, fit the description on the
papers, Mare, Bay, Star, Stripe and Snip. The age on the
Quarter Horse Association said nine. The pedigree
showed blood lines back to Poco Bueno alright. All good,
right? But papers have been known to be not legit.

Cutter thought back to Billy John waiting in his car
and his face turned crimson with anger and the thought of
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sweet revenge. The lonesome cowboy’s breathing started
to race, then he caught himself and settled down. Last
thing he wanted was to upset his pretty wife.

Gabby walked away and mumbled to himself, “Six
thousand dollars, what a dumb-ass.”

Standing in front of the new owners was a scraggly
looking, worn out, beat up mare. She was sunken in at the
hips, there were hollows around her eyes and she was
scarred and scruffy from lack of care. Her right leg
showed a bowed tendon and her left hind hoof had a
quarter crack up to the coronet band, and she looked
closer to twenty-nine than nine. “Good God, what have
you done?” Cutter thought to himself. “Oh, baby, oh,
baby.”

Baby Girl, sensing something amiss, slipped her arms
around her hubby’s waist, that was as high as she could
reach, and hugged him tightly. “Did I do good?”

“She is a fine-looking specimen, we just need to get
her home, have the vet check her out and we need to put
about three hundred pounds of muscle on her. Let’s get
her in the trailer and head for home while it’s still light.”

“I shall call her June, she looks like a summer
adventure to me.”

The lonesome cowboy, his wife and the mare walked
slowly towards the gooseneck. Cutter handed the lead
rope to Baby and swung open the double wide door. To
his surprise the old mare walked in like it was her forever
home.

He quietly closed the door behind her and went to the
front to tie her in. “Well, that was easy, now onward my
love, let’s get the four hundred horses under the hood of
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my truck fired up and get down the road. I think with luck
we can beat the LA traffic and be home before dark.”

The two lovers hugged in the chill of the morning and
each settled down for the six-hour ride. Cutter seethed
inside and Baby Girl smiled thinking what a good job she
had done. He wasn’t angry with his wife, oh, no. he was
mad at Billy, and at the moment he thought of all kinds of
revenge. Little did he know; his revenge would be more
than sweet. It would be very painful for Billy John, the
spotter who suckered Cutter’s wife, and very lucrative for
the Wilson family.

Cutter maneuvered the old truck and trailer skillfully
onto Interstate 5 and began the long journey home. A
smile crossed his sunburned face and a giggle slipped
from his lips, because, well heck, how could he be angry
with such a fine beauty beside him. Baby Girl must have
felt his thoughts and she snuggled up under his arm and
lay back in the seat.

Exactly six hours and thirty-two minutes later Cutter
pulled the goose neck to a stop just outside the gate of the
corral he had set up for the new horse. Both he and Baby
slipped out of the cab and walked to the rear of the trailer.
Cutter opened the breeze door and untied the Poco Mare
as Baby swung open the rear gate. The tall cowboy
clucked twice and pulled at the lead rope as the bay mare
stepped easily out of the trailer. “Go in and call Doc
Roberts for me will ya babe? I want to get a vet check on
her as soon as possible. Tell him anytime he can make it.”
There was just a hint of urgency in his voice that made his
wife a wee bit apprehensive.

Cutter tied the mare to the fence and grabbed his
grooming tools. He spent the next few minutes cleaning
her feet and brushing her coat as his thoughts worked out
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a possible revenge scenario. A smile that was both evil
and heartwarming appeared for a brief instant and then
was gone. “Nope, can’t do that to no man. No matter how
bad he is. But, good things happen to good people, so
something will come up.”

His thoughts were interrupted by Baby Girl standing
at his side. She was a slick one, and moved so quietly
sometimes it scared the old cowboy. She grabbed a comb
and started on the mare’s mane which was heavily
knotted. “Doc Roberts will be here first thing in the
morning.” To Cutter that meant six as the Doc was always
punctual and liked to get an early start on the day.

“Well alright then. Let’s hope my instincts are
correct.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Just wait, I don’t want to mention what I am
thinking. Might jinx it. Now. How about we go in, get
ready for bed, wink, wink and get some rest. It has been a
big day and I am tired.” They both smiled a knowing
smile, clear as to what was about to happen. The loving
couple held hands as they walked up the steps to the
double wide. Cutter raised her chin and planted a soft kiss
on her lips, grabbed her hand and hurried towards the
bedroom door.
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Chapter Two
Best Luck Ever

as Doc. R, arrived at exactly six a.m. and found

Cutter already with the mare in hand. They
exchanged the usual pleasantries and the doc set about his
work. Doctor Roberts, graduate cum laude from
University California, Davis, was appalled at the
condition of the old mare. “How could any decent person
allow an animal to get in this condition? Horse whipping
would be too good for them. How did you happen to come
by her?”

“Short version, wife wanted a new horse, I stepped
out, she was set up. But a deal is a deal, anyway, that is
my thinking. I know it was Billy John what done it, but
time will deal with him.”

“Well, she is foundered, about 300 pounds
underweight, and, wait a minute?” The Doc practically
yelled the wait a minute. He had been doing an in-depth
exam on the skinny mare and was at this time holding a
stethoscope to the bay’s belly. “Quiet a moment!” He took
the scope away and moved it around as if checking more
deeply.

r I Yhe portly vet, affectionately known by all he served

“Did you say this mare is papered?”
“Yes, but who knows if they are real.”

“Good for you, go with that. You would have done
nothing illegal having purchased her in good faith. Guess
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what? She is in foal. Sounds like might be twins. Too
soon to tell but I would stake my reputation on it. Now
here is what we should do.”

Doc R. quickly laid out the plan for Cutter and Baby
Girl to follow, then collected his several hundred dollars
and bade the old cowboy adieu. He maneuvered his vet
truck up the slight incline and onto the asphalt and
thought to himself. “If I am right, they are gonna be very
rich in about two years.”

skeskosk

“Baby Girl, we need to talk. Got a lot to tell you what
ole Doc said. Come on now. No more sweeping the
kitchen floor. It’s just gonna get dirty again.” Cutter
grinned as he said it because he knew the typical Filipina
housewife was a cleaner and was always making sure
even the corners were swept.

“What’s up? What did the vet have to say?” She slid
up beside him and put her arms around his tall frame,
looked up and planted a soft kiss on his lips.

“Twins, he said the mare may be having twins. Oh,
would that be sweet revenge on Billy John. Papered twins.
That is of course if we can find out the sire. Get him to
sign off on the papers. But first we have to bring her back
to good health. He gave me lengthy instruction on how to
get her back and not damage the fetuses.” Cutter went on
to explain what the process was. “He thought a worming
would be first so we did that already.”

“What did he recommend? We don’t want to hurt the
babies.”

“He thinks we are after the sixty-day point, you
know, when the organs are being formed so it would be
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okay to administer Fenbendazole as it is definitely safe for
pregnant mares. But he gave her a half dose and
recommended a redo in about a seven day if she does
okay with it.”

“What about feeding? How do we get her back safely
as quickly as possible?”’

“He was very specific about how to handle this. Very
delicate as we may have three mouths instead of one to
deal with.”

According to ole Doc, the abrupt refeeding of the
starved horse can lead to death as a result of cardiac and
respiratory failure in 3-5 days. During starvation, the body
begins to use the tissues of the body as energy sources.
The first is stored fat, followed by muscle tissue and
eventually leads to a total body depletion of fat, protein,
and electrolytes. The refeeding syndrome described in
emaciated humans and thought to occur also in horses, is
associated with the introduction of concentrated calories,
primarily glucose, which stimulates the release of insulin
and subsequently the influx of glucose and selected
electrolytes into the cells. The result is severe
hypophosphatemia, hypokalemia, and depletion of other
phosphorylated metabolites, especially ADP and 2,3-
diphosphoglycerate. The result is cell dysfunction. In
horses, this may be exhibited as increased susceptibility to
infection including salmonella, cardiac dysfunction,
nervous system dysfunction, and colic including a twisted
bowel.

“He also suggested a very strict feeding regime. The
Doc said best is to begin with a 50/50 mixture of good to
excellent grass hay and alfalfa divided into six meals a
day...”
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To keep the calculations simple let’s use the following
definitions and guidelines. A normal ration is about 2.5%
of the healthy body weight of the horse of good quality
mixed hay. Do not use the emaciated weight for your
calculations, instead estimate what the horse should
weigh and do your calculations from that figure. Let's do
the calculations for a horse expected to weigh 1000 [bs.
(450 kg) when healthy.

1000 x .025 (2.5 percent of bodyweight) = 25 Ibs. of hay
daily.

251bs. x 0.5 (recommended starting amount) = 12.5 Ibs. of
hay daily to begin, 12.5 /2 = 6.25 Ibs. alfalfa and 6.25
lbs. grass daily.

6.25 / 6 feedings a day = a few ounces over 1 Ib. grass
and 1 1b. alfalfa given 6 times daily.

This should be fed for five days and if the horse is
doing well increase the amount to 75% normal feed
rations. You can go through all the calculations and
substitute 0.75 for the 0.50 in the calculations above.
Much easier however is just do the proportionality
calculation on the amount of each hay per feeding.

“I think from there we can begin normal feedings
once the horse attains a thin condition. We can go to three
feedings daily but the total daily amount must be
maintained. If the horse’s hay feedings are brought up to
2.5% of bodyweight but an ideal weight has not been
attained concentrate can be added back to the diet
slowly.” Cutter finished reading the copious note left by
Dr. R.

“That should get her back to normal in about a month
or two and we can get a better idea of what we have here.
So as soon as we get her feet trimmed and padded, if
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needed for the founder, I should look into the papers on
her.”

Two days later, after a grueling workout in the round
pen with a new young Mustang from the Nevada herd,
Cutter settled into his easy chair and dialed the American
Quarter Horse Association. “I would like to inquire into
the ownership of a mare I just recently purchased at an
auction. More specifically who is the registered owner on
the papers now and is the horse listed as stolen?”” He read
off the number to the clerk on the phone and was asked to
wait a couple moments while she checked.

“Is there a signature of transfer on the back of the
papers?” Suzy the redhead, fifty pounds overweight but a
gentle soul, asked Cutter.

He fumbled a little then responded, “Yes ma’am.
Something is scribbled on the right line.”

“Okay, well we have no record of the horse being
stolen so if it has a signature then the proper transfer was
made.”

“Is the prior owner close to my location? I need to ask
some questions regarding the horse.”

The red head paused a moment and affirmed his
question. “All I can give you is his name, perhaps he can
be found using the Google.” She smiled at the quiet
reference to a figure from the past.

“Thank you, ma’am.” He swiped his finger over the
phone and walked to Baby Girl sitting at her computer.
“Let me know when you are finished, I need to try and
locate the previous owner.”

Fifteen minutes later, and a twenty-five-dollar charge
on his already overused credit card, and Cutter was
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talking to Wendel Johnson. Formerly of Chino, now
living in Colorado. The old cowboy explained the
situation and then asked the $100,000 question. “Did you
know your mare was in foal when you sold her?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. We sold her to a nice old
lady named Donna, from Orange County there in
California and at that time she had just been vet checked
and was in foal all of a month. Didn’t know it was twins.
Sounds like you made out.”

“Thank you for the information sir, have a good day.”
Cutter swiped the phone, then scratched his head, “Hum,
how the heck...” His thoughts drifted off as Baby Girl
came in with a cup of coffee and a sweet roll. They
embraced and Cutter sat back in his rocker.

Baby saw the expression on his face and asked,
“What is it, cowboy? You look confused.”

“The horse was sold six months ago to a lady here in
the OC. What we don’t know is how Billy John came to
get her. Guess I will do some more checking.” Not
wanting to let the fat and balding horse trader know of his
activities, Cutter called another old friend who was well
versed in the underworld of horse trading. It took only
five minutes to ascertain how Billy John came by the
horse.

It had taken most of the day, first the Mustang, then
several calls to several helpful people, but he finally had
the answers he needed. Most importantly, the man who
sold the horse had agreed to sign the papers making the
forthcoming twins legally papered in the Quarter Horse
Association. Cutter grinned as a plan developed in his
mind. Revenge would be more than sweet, it would be
golden.
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True to his word, Ole’ Doc. R. made weekly visits to
the ranch and three months later proclaimed the big bay
mare sound. Her feet had been as much a challenge as the
weight but the good Farrier Cutter used really knew his
business, mostly because he had been trained and
apprenticed under the Lonesome Cowboy a few years
before Cutter hung up his apron.

The Wilson family, both Baby and Cutter and the
granddaughters, Heather and Kayla took turns working
the Poco Bueno offspring on a regular basis making sure
she was sound and the twins were in good stead as well.

Sunday morning, time for coffee, eggs, grits and
homemade butter, started in the usual manner as Kayla
pulled into the drive, bounded out of her F150 and walked
quickly to the pens. The youngest granddaughter was a
whiz at handling life stock. She had won most every
trophy, ribbon and award the state offered to members of
the show teams in the FFA.

Cutter grinned when he saw her flash by the window
and was just sipping his second cup when an obviously
excited granddaughter appeared at the portal. “Pappy!”
she hollered through the screen door of the double wide.
“Pappy, Poco Sweet Thing is bagged and ready. I think
she will foal anytime now. Better come look.”

The creaky old cowboy slammed his cup down,
grabbed Baby Girl by the wrist and hurried to the door.
Outside the three eager horse people hurried to the mare
motel. Sure enough, wax had formed on the two small
teats under a very distended belly. Poco Sweet Thing, the
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registered name of the mare, looked as uncomfortable as a
priest at a bar mitzvah.

As if on cue Sweet Thing moved to the center of the
mare motel and did a slow-motion move to the ground.
Kayla exclaimed. “Holy cow, it’s gonna happen right
now. Pappy, call the vet.” Cutter grabbed his cell and
punched some numbers in.

Kayla had walked to the mare and knelt down beside
her. The bay grunted a couple times, rolled from side to
side once and laid her head on the ground. Now her whole
body was stretched out and the three could see the
contractions on her ample belly.

Heather could be heard running towards them as the
mare grunted and groaned. “Wait, wait for me. Don’t let
her birth yet.” As if that would stop the action.

The sisters were experts when it came to animals and
birthing a foal was as common for them as ticks on a coon
hound. Kayla was waiting, watching as Heather
approached, nodded at Pappy and Baby Girl and plopped
down beside her younger sister. “Ha, made it. What
now?”

“Now we wait, look for two tiny little feet and a
nose.” The mare must have heard her for she did what
would have been expected. She struggled to her feet and
started walking around the pen. Ten minutes and four laps
later she was back down, this time for the duration.

“There they are.” Beamed Kayla, “Two perfect little
feet.” Two hours later Heather and Kayla had rubbed
down the most perfect set of twins ever seen on the ranch.
They were identical right down to the stripe and snip on
their foreheads.
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The granddaughters hugged each other, smiled at
Grandpa, better known as Pappy and headed out. Heather
called over her shoulder as they sauntered away, “Let us
know when we can come and work them. I get the bay
filly.” The older sister slapped the younger one playfully
on the shoulder and grinned, both fillies were identical
bays, but what would Kayla know anyway. With the twist
of a wrist in the ignition, the girls were gone, leaving
Cutter and Baby Girl to ponder the future just as the vet
truck pulled in.
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Chapter Three

Revenge Is Sweet

pon Doc’s exit from his truck the twins were
Ualready at full speed. The rambunctiousness of the

young fillies filled Cutter and Baby Girl with
pride and made Ole’ Doc wonder at the sight. He felt
pride in knowing it was his knowledge that helped
produce such a fine pair of babies. Cutter and Baby had
been leaning against the pipe rails. “Grab um for me
please.”

That was all he had to say, now the fun would begin.
A seventy-year-old cowboy, bent at the waist from years
of hard labor, and a vibrant fifty something Baby Girl set
upon the task of cornering and gathering the two
dynamos. Cutter managed to box one into a corner and
slip a soft halter on her head, not without a great deal of
effort however. Hours old and never handled and now
this: needless to say, the young bay filly was not a happy
camper.

Cutter pushed her gently up against the wall of the
mare motel and Doc did a cursory exam. After fifteen
minutes, most of it spent fighting a frightened newborn,
he declared, “If she were a human I would give her a nine
on the Apgar scale.”

Cutter stroked the baby’s neck as Poco Sweet Thing
whinnied, as if to say, “Okay, you are done with her,
come to Mama.” The old cowboy pulled the soft rope off
her neck and baby bay bolted to her mamma. Her head
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immediately went for nourishment and Poco sniffed her to
make sure the cowboy or the strange smelling man had
not hurt her baby.

Baby Bay suckled for a moment then squealed and
started in a circle around the pen. Meanwhile Baby Girl
was not having quite the same success as her husband.
Both she and the filly were covered in sweat and none too
happy with each other.

The diminutive Baby had tried and failed several
times to pin the filly so as to harness her. Each time Baby
got close enough, the day-old filly would turn her rump
and pump both feet into the air, each time just missing her
adversary’s head, then dash to the other side of the pen.

Poco Sweet Thing was confused as to what was
happening and snorting to the young one in horse talk,
which could have been interpreted as, “Relax, she ain’t
gonna hurt you,” or “Having fun there are ya, little one.
Don’t make it too easy for her.”

Now there was a stare down contest happening. Baby
looked at the little twin with a mix of anguish and anger in
her eyes and the filly stared right back with just a hint of
defiance and fear, and the two old men just giggled and
leaned against the pipe stall fencing.

Filly number two was pinched into a corner now and
BG moved in one more time. The filly raised her head,
bared a mouth full of gum and came right at her. Baby
Girl refused to relent, stepped aside as the filly bolted by
and grabbed around her neck.

With feet planted like a steer wrestler, the old
cowboy’s wife muscled the evil twin to a stop at which
time Cutter and Doc stepped in and slipped the halter on.
All Cutter had to do was give his lovely wife a big grin
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and she relaxed. “Great job kid, glad you held your
ground. Always knew you was a cowgirl. You handled
her like a real pro.”

BG sat under the big oak and watched as the vet and
husband examined trouble number two. “Hey, when you
are done, you owe me a big ole breakfast of pancakes,
eggs and grits, you hear me!” Baby Girl hollered between
gasps of air. Cutter just nodded and continued to fight
with the baby.

It took Doc twice the time to check out this one and
he wondered if she had been the first born. “Same as the
other, 9 out of 10. Looks as if you will have your hands
full, but they both look great.”

“Thanks for getting here so soon, appreciate it. Check
will be in the mail.” The latter was a joke as Cutter always
paid cash but it helped to lighten the moment as the two
men caught their collective breaths.

Ten minutes later Cutter stood arm in arm with BG
and waved as Doc R. headed out the gate and up the drive.
“Time for some eats, what say you, Baby Girl?”

“I got a better idea first, let’s go have some morning
fun first.”

The fully exhausted lovers bolted up the steps and
into the double wide. Breakfast would just have to wait.

skoksk

Kayla and Heather were diligent in their care and
training on the fillies. Every day, when possible, one or
both would show up and work the babies. Just acclimation
at first, then halter work, then getting them used to being
touched all over.
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Weeks passed and the bay fillies started to grow on a
prescribed regimen of mother’s milk, and supplements
when they were old enough.

At six months, they were fully halter broke, could
easily be trimmed by the farrier and would jump in and
out of the trailer like it was a second womb. Cutter and
Baby were standing by the pen, each with halter in hand.
“Time to do it, yep. This should be fun.” Cutter said with
a sarcastic grin. “Weaning time.”

The now strapping fillies stood quietly as the
Lonesome Cowboy and his pretty wife slipped on the
halters and led them out of the pen. Poco looked on with a
mixture of relief and concern. Relief the babies were not
bothering her and concern as to what was happening.

Thirty minutes later the babies were running up and
down the twenty-four by twenty-four pen wondering why
they had not been taken back to Momma. Much squealing
and panting and foaming at the mouth ensued over the
course of the next few days, until all three animals had
come to realize, they were now on their own.

Eventually Poco got her pre-birth body back into
shape and became a super trail horse for BG and her
friends. The babies grew into highly muscled athletes and
were learning how to be quality cutting horses.

The papers had been signed as agreed upon and the
fillies had started out being shown in halter classes at the
local arenas. Both Kayla and Heather had gained a
reputation so that when the sisters showed up with the
sisters, everyone knew they were competing for third
place.

Each in turn would earn first or second and their
bedroom wall filled with blue ribbons and belt buckles
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filled a drawer. Soon they had moved up in the points and
were now contenders for a national ranking.

Two years stretched to three and the horses were now
under saddle. Cutter had already turned down offers of
$30,000 each and was marveling at the success from such
a dubious start, and that is when the idea struck him. It
was as if he had been trampled by wild mustangs.

It had been over three years since Billy John had
conned his wife into buying a pathetic excuse of a horse.
That very mare had become a family favorite and every
kid from miles around came for riding lessons on her.

And the babies, oh, the babies. Winning cutting
shows all over the country. Cutter and Baby Girl were
now proud owners of a new F-350 with bucket seats and a
brand-new bed. Being the frugal cowboy to the end, the
rest of the money earned had gone into improvements on
the ranch. Sponsors from all over the country wanted
Cutter and BG to wear their brand, and life was good.

“Hello, Sheriff Riffy, I think we need to talk. I know
of a man selling horses for food and it is time we put a
stop to it.” Cutter filled in the local law in the area about
the illegal activity of selling horse meat. Everyone one in
the cowboy community knew of Billy John but to date
nothing could be done. He was just too shifty to catch.

Sheriff Riffy was a small fat man of humble means.
His heart was in the right place even if his appearance was
lacking. He would be the perfect fit to lasso in the evil
man. Cutter and Riffy were sitting quietly over coffee and
discussing the plan.

Cutter spoke first. “I need you to find me an older
woman, who looks like she needs money desperately.
Then we get her a marginal horse to sell to the killer, you
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have one of your men trail him and when the sale goes
down we follow him south. Once we see him pass into
Mexico, which is the only place horses can be slaughtered
for food, we will have him on federal charges. You
interested?”

Riffy and Wilson were once adversaries. Many years
ago, the competitiveness between the two became
legendary and often resulted in rolling in the dust. The
years had mellowed both men and while they had chosen
different paths, they remained close. “Works for me.”
Said Rifty. “I will set it up.”

Six weeks later with the help of PETA they had a
lovely older looking lady acting as a decoy for the sting.
With a meek, weak voice she dialed the numbers Cutter
gave her and talked to the voice on the other end. “I
understand you buy horses, well I am a little short this
month and have one here that I hate to part with, but I
need the money. Can you help me?”

She filled him in on the where and when and the
greedy little man suspected nothing. He was such a
despicable man that the thought of cheating an old woman
and having a horse sold for people food was not even in
his top one hundred of evil things to do on a weekend.

Billy John pulled his rig onto the dirt road next to the
ring. The older woman, nicely made up to look frail and
poor sat in an old Ranchero and greeted the fat, smelly
man as he approached her car. “Hope you can help me,
are you Billy John?”

The horse ring next to Laguna Lake was a product of
many years of horsemanship in Fullerton, California. It
just seemed like the perfect place to start a sting. “Yep,
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that is me,” Billy John said between bites of a cheese
sandwich. “Let’s have a look.”

Ladorna Spray opened up the one-horse trailer and
backed out what looked like a quality Arab gelding.
Ladorna was sixty-five and looked much older from her
time in the sun. Tall and thin with red hair bleached by
years in the sun, she was a breeder of Arabs and detested
anyone doing them harm. With a hidden smile, she
handed the lead rope off to the fat man and asked, “How
much.”

“Wow, well, from the looks of this animal, no one is
going to want it. Best I can do is $200. Take it or leave it.”

This was the turning point. If she accepted too soon,
Billy John might suspect something was amiss and change
his mind. Hold out too long and he might simply just back
out.

“Three hundred works better for me.” She affected a
tremor in her voice and a sad expression on her face.

They haggled for another minute and settled on $235.
Cash changed hands and the old woman slid back into her
old Ford Ranchero, cranked it up and slowly drove away.
While all this was happening, an undercover agent from
the federal government, at the request of the Fullerton PD
was filming all that had transpired.

Satisfied he had enough, the agent turned off the
camera just as Billy John pulled out onto Euclid and
headed south towards the 91 freeway. A team of
surveillance cars and trucks followed until all parties were
sure he was heading south on the 5 freeway straight to the
checkpoint in Tijuana, Mexico.
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South of the wealthy suburb of La Jolla the last car of
feds pulled in behind the truck and trailer and kept a safe,
un-noticeable distance all the way to the border. Once it
was confirmed he had crossed with the horse and was
nearing the rendering plant, Federal police from the
county of Mexico, with an understanding from California
and the US waited at the site.

One hour and forty minutes passed and Billy John
was face down in the red dirt of south Tijuana. Drug
agents took his truck apart and look at that, a strategically
placed bag of wacky weed was found in a wheel well.

Six months later, having been turned over to San
Diego Police, then transferred to Fullerton, a trial began.
The next two weeks Billy John would see either Cutter,
Baby Girl or the granddaughters sitting in the audience.
The jury deliberated and two short hours later a verdict
was handed down for illegal horse trafficking and drug
possession for sale.

Cutter and Baby Girl sat in the crowd and waited
anxiously as the foreman of the jury declared guilty on all
counts. Billy John faced twenty years in prison and was
none too pleased.

As he was led out of court in handcuffs, Cutter held
up a large photo of an emaciated horse. “Hey, Billy John,
remember her, just sold one of her babies for $100,000:
thanks for the help. Now enjoy.” Cutter and Baby Girl
waved bye bye, and smiled from ear to ear.
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EPILOGUE

years they would stare at the picture of the

depressing looking horse and would look at each
other and laugh out loud, a real belly laugh at what had
happened. The dirty little man was still in prison feasting
on that great prison food and getting fatter and weaker
every day.

Cutter and Baby Girl returned home and for many

His side kick and partner in crime who had suckered
Baby Girl into buying the mare was now in jail on
possession and trafficking in narcotics charges as well.
Once again thanks to the help of some fellow cow hands
who disapproved of what he was doing.

The granddaughters had married and a new
generation of Wilsons was working mustangs in the round
pen. Cutter and Baby Girl would sit in their rockers and
watch the little ones playing in the dirt as a very watchful
German Shepherd protected them from rattle snakes, and
at the highest point on the ranch sits an old wooden cross.
A tribute to a skinny, beat up, maggot infested mare who
changed the life of two decent working folks. All the cross
says is, “Here lies Poco Sweet Thing, how sweet it was.”
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Black Star

A Story of Survival and Leadership
By Gary R. Winstead

area, raised a proud head and surveyed his

domain, looking for any danger to his harem. Ten
years of living in the rugged lands of southeastern Oregon
had helped Black Star develop his sixth sense, allowing
him to protect his herd. It wasn’t really a sixth sense as
seen in humans, but rather the uncanny ability to read the
signs of nature or feel his most deadly enemy, man.

He tilted his head left then right and pricked his ears
forward, then spreading them out to the left and right
listening for danger. Blacky raised his nose to the sky and
sniffed. Not just once but three times, whinnied and shook
his fourteen-two muscular frame.

B lacky, as he was called by the Paiutes living in the

Something was out there; the scent was familiar and
strong. They were close and that signaled the urgency to
gather his women and move them as quickly as possible
to safer ground. He snorted, thrashed his head and
bellowed. Queeny, the barely fourteen hands tall dominant
mare, raised the alarm as well and they, almost in unison,
started to move off the bluff and west at top speed.
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Blacky, so named because of his jet-black body
highlighted by a perfectly formed star on his forehead, led
the pack down as quickly as their very sturdy legs would
allow. He knew of just the place. It had fooled the smelly
ones before and he just knew it would fool them again.

A thick grove of pine, fir and juniper lay just ahead,
and with expert ease the black stallion guided his ladies to
a place he had been many times before. The last of five
mares disappeared into the thick growth just as the first
human on an ATV crested the hill where moments before
Blacky had stood. The four-wheeled monster roared once
as the man throttled up and switched off the ignition.

A burly man with a long beard and thick greasy hair
stepped off and looked around. Shaking his head, he
looked back from where he came and waved to others
who were trailing him. He shouted to the first of four that
pulled up, “Ain’t nothin’ here, might as well go back to
the camp and try another direction tomorrow. Told ya it
was a waste of time.”

A tall, skinny man who looked like a living corpse
hurried up to the burly man. “I think you is wrong. I know
dang good and well they is some horses ’round here
somewhere. We got another hour of light so we should
keep looking.”

“Nope, ain’t gonna happen. Getting’ dark and 1 is
responsible for yawl. So said the bossman with the
helicopter, so we goin’ back. Get another look the other
way tomorrow and first light.”
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Blacky was observing all this from the safety of the
tree line and relaxed his magnificent form as the smelly
men disappeared over the crest. He waited what to a
human would be thirty minutes, knowing they would be
out of hearing by then. Time to take his girls to the stream
for their nightly drink and face the ever-present danger of
wolves and coyotes and the occasional bear.

Feeling confident from years of leading, he headed
farther west to the only water source in the area. Twenty
yards from water he stopped the herd and eyed the area all
around. Head high, ears and eyes and nose working the
environment he sniffed and sniffed. With a guttural sound
he trotted forward and was followed by five very thirsty
mares.

Queeny held back as the big black stud horse filled
his belly with water and changed places with his prize
mare. His job now was to be ever alert for danger until the
ladies were satiated. Satisfied and sluggish from drink
they headed as one up the hill and into a small secluded
canyon where they knew they would be safe for the night.

The sun slowly dipped below the horizon and a cool
breeze rippled through the canyon, rustling the juniper and
spruce. Darkness, as black as ink, and filled with danger
descended on the floor of their hiding place as one by one
they grabbed a few winks.

While horses can and do sleep standing up, they can’t
get REM sleep so on occasion they will lie down for up to
forty-five minutes to relax and refresh themselves. Being
prey animals, nature has given the horse the unique ability
to sleep standing up so as to effect a better chance of
escape from a hungry wolf. The normal horse will only
sleep about two and one-half hours a day while the baby
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of course, will sleep much more and lie down to sleep
because their legs have not gained the strength to stand.

Blacky and Queeny stood guard, always smelling and
listening for danger. Queeny lay down, wiggled her body,
stood and stretched and shook off the dirt, then lay back
down. Confident now, she dozed while Black Star moved
constantly around his harem. As if they punched a clock,
Queeny relieved Blacky just as a light rain began to fall. It
would be a few hours until sunup, until then, the small
proud band of Mustangs would be safe.

ok

The ancestors of today's horses evolved in North
America around 3.5 million years ago;, but after
spreading to Asia, Africa, and Europe across the Bering
Land Bridge, horses became extinct in the Americas
between 13,000 and 11,000 years ago. The reasons for
their extinction are unknown but changing climate and the
impact of newly arrived human hunters are probable
factors.

Thousands of years later, Spanish explorers and
missionaries re-introduced horses into the American
West. Within a century, wild horses covered the plains
and dominated the landscape in many areas, changing the
way of life of countless Native Americans.

During the 1950s and 1960s, Velma B. Johnston, who
became known as “Wild Horse Annie” for her dedication
to wild horse welfare, led a grassroots campaign in
Nevada that led to the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and
Burros Act of 1971. The law directs the Bureau of Land
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Management (BLM) to carry out a program that includes
protection, management, research, and adoption of wild
horses and burros in a humane manner.

In southeastern Oregon, the BLM manages seventeen
Herd Management Areas (HMAs) and co-manages one
Wild Horse Territory with the U.S. Forest Service.
Oregon's wild horses are known for their quality and
color and are popular with those who adopt wild horses
in the United States. In 2009, the BLM estimated
that approximately 2,600 wild horses were roaming on
Oregon’s HMAs and the Wild Horse Territory. There is a
constant fight to protect the American Mustang as
opposition from ranchers and farmers causes congress to
debate their fate.

The mustang population is under strain. There are a
recorded 67,000 wild horses on some 27 million acres of
federally managed land, while millions of privately-owned
cattle graze across some 155 million acres of public
lands, including those acres designated for wild horses.
(Note: This and all numbers below are based on 2014
figures).

Wild horses and burros can be found mainly on
government-designated Herd Management Areas (HMA)
in 10 western states: Arizona, California, Colorado,
Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah and
Wyoming.

BLM has reduced designated wild horse habitat by
more than 15 million acres since 1971. The American
mustang is outnumbered 35 to 1 by the privately-owned
livestock allowed to graze on public lands. Livestock
grazing on public lands costs taxpayers in excess of 8122
million annually. The cattle grazed on public lands
provide a mere 3 percent of the U.S. beef supply.
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Cattle are more damaging to fragile riparian habitats
than horses. Studies have shown wild horses roam much
farther from water sources than cattle, which tend to
graze within one mile of water sources, causing erosion,
overgrazing, and contamination. However, public land
fencing often prevents horses from accessing natural
water sources and disrupts their natural widespread
grazing patterns.

Mustangs are restricted to just 17 percent of BLM
lands. Still, the BLM allocates the majority of forage
resources in HMAs to private livestock instead of
mustangs and burros.

Ak sk

Black Star was a direct descent of these fine Spanish
horses that had escaped into the wild. His genotype was a
pure as could be expected considering the domesticated
horses that had escaped from their corrals and mingled
with the original Mustangs. His small but loyal harem
consisted of one Paint, three Sorrels and Queeny the short,
muscular Palomino. Together many babies with almost
pure genes were roaming the hills to the southeast and
with good fortune they too would produce more
magnificent offspring.

Black Star was rounding up the mares when he first
heard it, a sound he had not heard before and it frightened
him so much he pranced in place and made loud whinny
sounds. He was alternatively scraping the ground with
first one hoof then the other. This attracted the rest of the
herd and off they went at a full gallop, out of the piney
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woods, across the stream and onto a large meadow
covered in wildflowers.

The giant bug with the whooping sound crested the
hill to the East and dropped down to treetop level, gunned
the engine and roared just over the collective heads of the
small herd. Confused and agitated Blackie reared and
struck out at the helicopter, more in desperation than in
defense. “Look how fantastic that stud horse is. He will
bring a lot of money for us if we can get all of them into
the compound.”

The pilot was small, dirty and smelled like he had not
bathed in a week. The man beside him was also
diminutive in stature and carried the baggage such a size
has with it. He was known locally as the “killer” because
his job was to bring in horses for slaughter and he did not
care from where they came. “Get closer, get closer!” His
eyes flashed and his lips curled in a wicked grin. “Soon
you, black beauty, you will bring top dollar. Gonna get me
that new pick-up truck.”

By now the small band of Mustangs was running at
full gallop trying to get out of the reach of the giant bug,
to no avail. As they charged across the plain the chopper
stayed right with them while the killer pretended to shoot
them, one at a time.

Black Star saw his opening, he was running full
speed, leading the band when he spotted an opening in a
thicket of brush and piney trees. The trees were high
enough the giant bug would have to fly over them and
thick enough they might be able to hide. The gap was only
wide enough for one at a time causing him to slide to a
stop and turn to his first mare.
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Queeny was in the rear encouraging them on. One by
one the group of six disappeared into the thick trees and
shrubs on the mountain, circled, sniffed and settled down.
They could hear the helicopter but not see it so to them all
was good, and they were safe, for now.

All the animals had turned white in spots from the
sweat dripping off their muscular frames. Blackie moved
frantically around his harem and tried to find a place they
could be safe from the odd insect. His head rocked to and
fro, back and forth as he pawed the ground and snorted
commands.

“Where the heck did they go? That is one smart
horse. Took us to the one place we can’t fly into and roust
them out. Well they will have to come out for water later
and we will be here waiting.” The pilot nodded at the
words from the “killer” and swooped off from where they
had come. Over the hill, two minutes’ flying and the
Sikorski two-seater settled down in a clearing not far from
the evil men’s camp.

There were four other men sitting around a small fire,
drinking beer and telling lies when they heard the chopper
flying back. “Hope they found something good. Ain’t got
much money now so I could use a quick kill.” The man
speaking looked to be of Italian stock, dark skin, coal
black hair and small, beady black eyes that never seemed
to blink. His hands were tiny and his feet looked like they
would support a man fifty pounds heavier.

He slugged down the beer, looked at his watch and
thought, Ten o ’clock and they are back already, this better
be good. Blinky, as he was called in direct opposition to
what he did, tossed the empty beer can on the ground and
waddled towards the aircraft. “What cha find?”
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The Captain shouted over the diminishing whoop of
the blades, “We got six, one stallion and five mares over
in a stand of trees and undergrowth about six klicks to the
west. [ thinks we can set up a catch pen just this side of
the stream and when they come out to water we can use
the chopper to chase them into the fence.”

“We’ll roll that out at dusk and should be able to
chase them into the net come sunup.” The “killer” ran a
greasy hand over his bald head and grinned. “Break out
the Scotch boys, time to celebrate.”

Hoksk

Ranger Dennis and Ranger Kayla had mounted their
steeds and, riding all night, were only two hills and about
three miles from the very strand of trees in which Blackie
and Queeny were standing guard over the group. They
had received word of poachers trying to steal the
Mustangs and were determined to not allow that to
happen.

They intentionally rode so long during the night so
they would come in upwind from the herd. As fate would
have it, the pair of rangers cleared the hilltop to the north
when a strong gust swirled around them and their scent
floated down the hill to the stand of trees.

Blacky caught their scent first, lifted his beautiful
head high and grunted. They had to move and move now
or the smelly ones would get them. But wait, the stallion
detected something different on the air. Not the smell of
oil and grease, but something strange.
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Blacky had been caught once before, by an odd
smelling human, and had stored the scent in his olfactory
reservoir. The aroma was familiar now. Could it be the
same human, the woman who had treated him so well he
had been almost ashamed to escape?

Ranger Kayla liked to wear White Diamonds by
Elizabeth Taylor and the pure scent of a woman had made
a permanent impression on the black stallion, so much so
that for a moment he hesitated, realized his harem came
first and as a group they bolted out of the ten acre clump
of trees and headed towards the river and safety.

At the precise time of the horse’s stampede, the
helicopter was dangling the long catch fence about ten
feet above the ground, directly in the path of the charging
horses. Queeny was in the rear nipping at the slower
mares and Blacky was running full speed, intent on
crossing the river, thinking they would all be safe.

The Rangers heard the chopper and nudged their
quarter horses into a lope so that they exited the piney
woods just as Blacky and his mares neared the river. The
helicopter pilot was so intent on setting down the net he
failed to see the stallion charging the water. The pilot was
attempting to lower the net when the winch jammed and
he was forced to get the Sikorsky closer to the ground
than he had deemed would be safe.

Ranger Dennis would say later it looked like
something out of a Stephen King movie and the star of the
flick was a horse named Black Star. Blacky was now
overcome with fear and anger thinking his harem and his
first love, Queeny were in severe danger.

While the equine herd was charging the river, five
men were under the helicopter trying to get a good hold
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on the fence and drop it in the prescribed spot. To date,
they had not even noticed the seven thousand pounds of
fury headed directly towards them. It looked like out-of-
control chaos. Wind was whipping the ground and
blotting out any sound save the whirring of the blades.
The greasy little bald-headed man was looking up and
waving the chopper lower when Black Star struck.

He had sensed the danger and steered the mares to the
left so that they would be clear of the net, then turned to
unleash his anger on the strange machine and awful men.
Like an award-winning reining horse, he slid to a stop
directly in front of the net, reared and struck the net with
such violence the pilot lost control of the Sikorsky.

The net, weighing more than a ton, swung like a
pendulum and took out greasy, two fingers and the skinny
man. Seeing what was happening so frightened the other
two they ran towards the woods only to be stopped by the
rangers, whose 9mm pistols were aimed squarely at their
chests. “On the ground, belly down!” hollered Ranger
Dennis. “Go Kayla, round ’em up, get those guys before
they can recover, but avoid the chopper.”

The pilot had been unable to control the two-seater
after Blacky had struck the net and it started to rotate out
of control. He briefly managed to stabilize the aircraft
only to discover the net had acted like a lead weight and
was pulling him down.

The helicopter flipped sideways, then back in the
other direction and hit the ground so hard it sounded like
an explosion of metal and gas. Dazed, the pilot was just
able to run away as the two-million-dollar insect caught
fire. These bad men would not be poaching horses ever
again.
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As the Rangers cleaned up the mess, three slightly
hurt, two in handcuffs and one pilot running for his
freedom, Black Star and Queeny guided their brood across
the shallow river and stood to face the action. Blacky ran
back and forth up and down the river making noises that
only a stallion can make. Slowly they all realized they
were safe and the herd, save for the black horse standing
guard, began to nibble the grass.

Two hours later, all the bad guys hog tied and lying
on the ground, Ranger Kayla finally looked across the
river and smiled. There he was, the beautiful black stallion
she had tried to befriend a year earlier. Black Star had
been caught in a Ranger roundup and would have by now
been domesticated and living with a human family except
for the storm.

The night he escaped, after three months in a large
holding pen, a storm the like of which had never been
seen in Eastern Oregon blew down a large pine, which in
turn took down the fence. Blacky hit the ground running
and disappeared into the mountains.

Ranger Kayla was happy to see he was safe and with
his family. She looked down at the bad men, all of whom
would be put away for several criminal violations, and
mounted her palomino quarter. As she settled in she swore
she heard something that made her look up.

As she peered across the river Blacky, one by one,
paraded his mares back and forth along the river bank.
Each time he would cut one out and bring in another one.
Last of all was the gorgeous Queeny. Together they
stopped and faced directly across the water.

“Dennis, is that black stud staring at me? Sure looks
like it.” Blacky and Kayla made eye contact and for a
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moment it was as if they were one. Ranger Kayla felt
something she had never experienced in all her years
protecting the Mustangs. She was one of them, and Black
Star so acknowledged that fact. A shiver went down her
spine and a smile crossed her lips.

They made eye contact what seemed a long minute,
then Blacky and Queeny roared, reared and pawed the air.
When their feet hit the ground, Blacky again looked at
Ranger Kayla, nodded his head as if to say thank you for
saving me and my family, turned and collectively they all
headed up the hill. In just seconds they were gone, but
Kayla knew they were safe for now.

Four hours later a caravan of Ranger wagons loaded
the horse thieves into trucks and took them down the
mountain and into a holding cell. They would remain
there for thirty-six hours while a judge was summoned.

“Three years each, no early release.” Scowled the
judge, himself a horse person. “This will teach you to
leave my beloved Mustangs alone.”

To this day, the blood lines of the majestic Spanish
horses run freely over the hills and valleys of Eastern
Oregon. Thanks to Blacky and to Queeny and of course to
all the dedicated rangers who devote their life to
protecting the icon of the American West, the Mustang.

135



Equine Adventures

By Veronica Castle

) o [

=
"?

¥

Tangle Picture to color

3

)
(@@

A Porry Me-one Could Ride, by Gary Winslead, Bbor siery ia volume 1 of @ Crisnon Cioak ehatity Anhalegies. ™3ledwyn's Teedsune Chesl™. Rl

136



Various Authors

Mystery at the Heights
By Andy Wood

Marke was in a particularly good mood as he climbed

the steps up to the police station. He had enjoyed a

rather good concert of some of his favourite classical
music and his head was still full of the beautiful orchestral
sounds from the evening before.

It was a bright summer’s morning and Chief Inspector

“Morning, sergeant.” The friendly good-natured tone
caused a surprised look from the uniformed man behind
the desk whose mumbled reply caused Marke to stop for a
moment. “Something bothering you?” he enquired,
somewhat disappointed at being greeted in such a sombre
fashion.

“Sorry, sir,” said the sergeant, trying to sound a little
more cheerful and polite; after all it was he who very
often faced Marke’s indifferent and sometimes rather
harsh and unforgiving mood.

The sergeant regained his composure as Marke turned
to face him with raised eyebrows, prompting an
explanation. “It’s just one of these complaints we get from
time to time and when we try to investigate further we
find there is nothing we can do, and I just have not got the
man power to waste on such things.” Marke nodded
sympathetically and was about to go on his way when the
sergeant continued, “Well, this time two guys were
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attacked, but with the description we’ve been given it
could be any number of young people in the area.”

“Best keep it on file, sergeant,” said Marke, trying to
offer some encouragement. He knew from his own long
experience that the most unlikely jigsaw pieces of
information sometimes fit the missing spaces in
previously unsolved cases, bringing them to a successful
conclusion, and often years later. However, this seemed to
be a case for the uniform division and it would be all too
easy to be drawn into something which might just turn out
to be a trivial argument and not a real criminal matter.
Marke could feel his cheerful mood of only moments
earlier begin to ebb away as he turned and walked slowly
along the corridor to his office.

Marke was generally a tidy person but to the casual
onlooker the state of his desk and the piles of paper, some
hanging out of over-filled trays, would give an entirely
opposite impression. However, Marke was a successful
detective, persistent, refusing to give in to the most
difficult of cases, a good study of character and alternative
ways of looking at situations when others had long given
up hope. Not an easy person to live with as the record of
his personal life would show, and very often not an easy
person to work with either. Though for some reason he
had a particularly good working relationship with his
detective sergeant, who at times displayed remarkable
patience in encouraging Marke to enter the 21% century
with modern methods of communication.

Marke, pencil in hand, was reading through the case
notes of a recent and particularly difficult investigation
and trying in his own inimitable fashion to shed some new
light on the proceedings.
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The telephone rang. Marke without lifting his eyes
from the paper in front of him reached out, lifting the
receiver. A barrage of information exploded in his ear. He
hurriedly pushed the papers aside and grabbed his notepad
and began scribbling furiously.

“Slow down, sergeant, yes I’ve got that, is this the
place you mentioned this morning? Right, we’re on our
way. Buriss! Buriss! Buriss!” There was a tone of
exasperation from Chief Inspector Marke creeping in at
this third demand.

Just then a young bespectacled face appeared at the
door panting slightly at the exertion of running up a flight
of stairs in response to the stern summoning.

“Come on, Buriss, we’ve been called to investigate
what appears to be a suspicious death, let’s get a move on.
I’ll fill you in with the details on the way.”

Detective Sergeant Buriss had to step aside smartly to
avoid being pushed out of the way. Marke was striding
down the stairs spitting out the details with Buriss doing
his best to keep pace and take in the instructions.

As they reached the ground floor Buriss took
advantage of the slight pause in the flow of instructions.
“Suspicious death, you mean a murder, er, where are we
off to then, sir?”

“A piece of woodland near Farningham; it’s on the
map, [ have one in the car,” said Marke.

“Don’t worry sir,” Buriss replied, “I’ll take my
tablet.”

Marke stopped for a moment, looking puzzled.
“Tablet? Why, what’s wrong with you?”
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“Computer, sir,” said Buriss, waving a small case in
the air. Marke said nothing but just raised his eyes and
shook his head.

With Marke behind the wheel Sergeant Buriss,
peering intently at the little screen, guided them expertly
out of the traffic and into the pleasant north Kent
countryside: “Not far now sir, about two hundred metres
on the right.” Buriss could hardly conceal his excitement,
inwardly congratulating himself on his expert navigational
skills, “Just here, sir,” and they entered a narrow winding
lane. They passed some large houses and were then out in
open country and eventually arrived in a small car park
surrounded by woodland.

The familiar blue and white tape marked a gateway
where they were greeted at the gate by a uniformed
policeman, who in somewhat excited tones explained,
“It’s up in the woodland, sir,” pointing with outstretched
arm. “Can’t drive any further sir, just walk round the edge
of the field and follow one of the pathways, about one
hundred yards, sir.”

They followed the instruction and shortly a familiar
bright yellow jacket came into view on the edge of a
densely wooded area. The jacket had been used as a
marker for a path and Marke, stepping aside, murmured,
“Right, lead the way Buriss, it shouldn’t be too far.”

Buriss did as he was told and set off along the path
and into the wood. “Looks as though this path is used by
some sort of vehicle or vehicles sir,” he said, slowing
slightly with the steepness of the path. The observation
didn’t need an answer, Inspector Marke just inwardly
noted the comment thinking perhaps the narrow-patterned
imprint in the dry earth would eventually provide some
sort of clue.
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The pathway twisted through the woodland and
within a short while they could see the blue and white tape
defining the crime scene.

“This way, sir.” The polite request came from a
uniformed sergeant. “You can see it all from up here.”

What they could see was a man, grey hair, dressed in
casual outdoor clothes, lying on his side in the shallow
undergrowth. “Discovered this morning sir, about 11.30
by a local woman walking her dog, she’s up at the station
now, sir.”

Marke nodded, quickly adding, “Well Buriss, we’ll
have a quick look around here and then go and see what
she has to say. Are forensics on their way sergeant?”

“Yes sir, we called them straight away,” said the
sergeant trying to inject a sound of efficiency in his voice.

“Good, good,” Marke muttered.

Marke turned his attention to the corpse, a man, clean
shaven, mid-sixties, possibly early seventies, short well-
kept grey hair, well dressed with a jumper and light
coloured slacks leading down to clean good quality heavy
walking boots. In his mind he was already asking himself
a number of questions which had to have an answer if the
case was to be solved. What was he doing here, out for a
walk? Was he with someone, was he out with a dog, what
was he doing here? He crouched down, studied the face,
no visible signs of an attack, no obvious marks on the
clothing; heart attack maybe, though he looked fit enough.

He turned to the sergeant. “This man, not someone
you know?”

“No sir, the lady who found him doesn’t know him
either.”
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Marke acknowledged his remark with a nod. His
thoughts were interrupted when Buriss exclaimed, “Look
at this, sir,” and in his hand he held what looked like some
small squares of coloured plastic. Marke examined the
small squares of flimsy material, one blue the other red,
taking care to avoid pricking his fingers on the small
silver coloured staples poking through them. “I’ll look
after these, Buriss, you get along to the station and talk to
the lady, we might learn a little bit more about this case
then.”

Marke made the most of the pleasant sunshine by
taking a leisurely stroll around to see if his senses could
tell him a little more about this location. He turned to
leave, retracing the path he and Sergeant Buriss had used
earlier on, this time carefully avoiding the patterned
imprint in the earth Buriss had noted earlier.

He paused a moment staring at a distant tree, in the
sunlight something had caught his eye, what was it?
Carefully negotiating the undergrowth he found himself at
the edge of a deep hole. On the other side of this hole he
saw a pair of trees and on one he was able to identify a
small yellow coloured piece of material pinned to it, the
same size as those Buriss had found. A marker, yes a
marker for some sort of trail perhaps. Nodding, he smiled
to himself; he had seen this before, but where?

Returning to the pathway he observed a white
suited figure carefully making his way up the dusty path,
the figure looked up and with a cheery “Good morning; or
is it afternoon?” paused slightly out of breath then
continued, “What have we got here then?”

Marke introduced himself, and gave details of what
had been discovered. The man nodded and then said
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“Sorry sir, I forgot to mention, I’'m new to this patch, the
name is Adderley, Brian Adderley.”

Marke nodded, saying “I’ve had a brief look, see
what you can find, we need to get him identified. I’ll be
back at the station later.”

Reaching the edge of the woodland Marke found
himself on the large grassy area he and Buriss had walked
round the edge of earlier. This isn’t a field he thought to
himself, it’s not just a patch of waste land either, it’s
regularly maintained, neatly cut up to the lower hedgerow
and right up to the wooded area as well. Perhaps in some
way this piece of land might provide some clue to the
corpse in the woodland.

He walked round the edge of the woodland, the land
beginning to rise once more until in the distance he could
just make out a neat row of fencing. His eyes followed
this as it curved out towards some trees where just at that
moment two horse riders appeared taking a gentle amble
along the pathway. Marke moved swiftly towards them
with his arm raised indicating them to stop and at the
same time trying to avoid startling the animals. The riders,
two experienced ladies, quickly recognised his gesture
and the horses were stationary as he approached them.

“I’m afraid you can’t go any further.” Their puzzled
look prompted him to explain who he was and that this
area was considered a crime scene. Marke asked if they
had been there earlier that day, to which they replied they
only came out during the afternoon just for a gentle gallop
up and down the field. They had come up the previous
afternoon but when they got to the edge of the field they
could see a couple of lads riding motorcycles which might
frighten the horses so they turned and went back again.
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Marke made a few notes on his pad, including their
names and contact details should they be needed, and with
a cheery wave the riders turned back the way they came.
They had only taken a few steps when one of the ladies
turned calling, “Sir, sir,” and this prompted Marke to face
them once more.

“I forgot to mention,” she continued, “When we saw
the lads on the motorcycles, there was a man in the
distance shouting and waving his arms as if he was telling
them to get off the land.”

Marke scribbled a few more notes. “Can you describe
him?”

The lady shook her head. “Too far away to see to
describe.”

Useful information possibly, but Marke knew from
his years of experience it would be easy to get distracted,
and turned once more to concentrate on the crime scene to
see if there were any more clues to be found.

Forensics appeared to have done all they could and
arrangements were now in hand to have the body taken
away. Marke was now anxious to find out what Buriss
might have discovered from the lady dog walker and so he
retraced his steps to the small car park. Just as he reached
the area he observed a police car making its way up the
narrow lane.

As the car drew up smartly in a small cloud of dust
the passenger door opened and Buriss stepped out.

“Well Buriss, what did you find out?”

The response from Buriss in somewhat excited tones
was, “It’s all here, sir,” and he waved his Ipad in the air.
“I thought I would use this to take notes, sir.”
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Marke raising his eyes skyward with a short sigh.
“Well, what does this thing tell us then?”

“Well, it seems that she regularly walks her dog here
and she is sure that she has seen this man before on
several occasions, usually on Mondays. It seems there is
quite a bit of land here and she thinks she’s seen this man
with a group of other people over the other side,” Buriss
continued, pointing in the direction that Marke had
walked to earlier.

“Well, we can take a look at that later,” said Marke.
“We’ll need to get the results of the autopsy first before
we do anything else: we may know something by
tomorrow.”

*kk

“Morning, sir.”

Marke looked up sharply from the papers lying on his
desk: there was more than a note of excitement in the
usual greeting. Buriss continued without waiting for an
acknowledgement, “I’ve been doing a bit of research sir,
about the place where the body was discovered, it’s part
of quite a few acres of land owned by a motorcycle club.”

The excited tones of Buriss were interrupted by the
ringing of the telephone; Marke held up his hand to signal
a halt to the flow of words and grabbed the receiver. “Yes,
this is inspector Marke. Right, good, we’ll be over straight
away. Come on Buriss, no time to waste here, the autopsy
report is ready.”
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Marke and Buriss stood silently round the corpse
covered in a white sheet. A member of the forensics team
stood with clipboard in hand ready to read out the findings
of the examination.

“Nothing outstanding really, male, late sixties in good
health, no marks on the body to indicate cause of death,
died about an hour before he was discovered, only just
one small thing.” Lifting the sheet, he pointed to the head.
“See, just a little mark at the top of the temple.”

Marke and Buriss peered in the direction of the
pointed finger, noting a slight discolouration of the flesh.
“Possible cause of death?” commented Marke.

“Oh, most certainly,” was the reply.

Back at the office, Marke leaned back in his chair.
“Well Buriss, we now know what killed him, but why,
and who by is what we have to find out. What sort of
character was he, was he liked or disliked, could he have
upset someone enough to ...”

Marke shuffled the papers on his desk, muttering
“Someone left me a note,” then waving a small piece of
paper in the air he exclaimed, “Aahh, we now know who
he is and where he came from: and,” there was a slight
pause, “he played golf.”

There were a few moments’ silence while the
information was digested, then Marke issued a stream of
instructions and Buriss was sent on his way to the golf
club to see what he could find out.

In the following silence Marke turned over in his
mind what had been learned about the case so far. Right
he thought, when Buriss returns we’ll pay another visit to
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that piece of land. He looked at the piece of paper again.
Colin Larkin, played golf and was found on a piece of
land owned by a motorcycle club ... doing what? Killed
by a blow to the temple. He turned his attention once
more to the papers on his desk. Admin was taking a lot of
his time these days.

“Sorry to interrupt, sir.”

Marke looked up rather surprised. “That didn’t take
long, Buriss, what did you manage to find out?”

“Well, it seems he was a popular chap, played
regularly, seemed to get on well with nearly everybody.”

“But not everybody,” said Marke, emphasising the
word.

Buriss paused. “It seems not everyone shared his
sense of humour at times, tended to cause arguments.”

Marke nodded. “Did you find out anything else?”

“Yes, he was also a member of a motorcycle club,
probably the same club that owns the land where we
found him.”

“Right,” said Marke, “I think we’ll pay another visit
and see what we can find.”

Marke, guided by a good memory, soon found his
way to the small car park on the edge of the woodland. It
was a warm and pleasant day, giving a good view of the
surrounding area.

“Look at that, Buriss, where would you get a view
like that, right?” After spending a few moments admiring
the view, they quickly walked round the edge of the field
and followed the path into the woodland to the area where
the body had been found.
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“What are we looking for, sir?”

“Anything, Buriss, anything that will give us a clue, a
lead.” Marke bent down, looking closely at the ground
where the body had lain. Could he have tripped, fallen and
maybe hit his head on one of these? “Buriss, look at this,
the soil here is full of these round pebbles, could he have
fallen on one of these?”

“He could have been pushed, sir.”

Marke picked up a small round shaped pebble.
“Come on, Buriss, take care of this, let’s have another
word with forensics.”

Little was said on the journey, Marke wanted an
answer and quickly.

“Inspector Marke, I'd like a word with Brian
Adderley.”

Marke and Buriss were shown into a small office by a
pleasant receptionist. “I’ll tell him you’re here.”

Shortly afterwards they were greeted by “Good
morning, how can I help?”

Buriss handed over the pebble Marke had picked up
earlier. “Could this be a cause of death if it were fallen
on? Or perhaps thrown.”

Adderley nodded, “Oh, yes it could, either way,
although he may not have died straight away. It might
well have taken time to have full effect.”

Marke thought for a moment then added, “You mean
it could have happened somewhere else and he just
collapsed where he was found?”

“Well, yes, that’s certainly a possibility,” was the
reply.
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“Come on, Buriss, we’ve got some more investigating
to do.”

*kk

Marke knew from his long experience some cases
needed the unexpected to help them on their way.
Nevertheless, he was still surprised when they entered the
station. They had barely got through the door when they
were greeted by the voice of the desk sergeant.

“Had a call from the golf club sir, apparently, some
guys who were on holiday when you last called had been
talking about an accident on the golf course, involving the
victim in the case you are dealing with.”

“An accident?” said Marke in a puzzled tone. “You
better get down there, Buriss, and try and find out what
this is all about, I’ve some things to do here.”

Marke wanted some time to think, time to put matters
in some kind of order, and headed for his office. Alone
with his thoughts drifting over what they had found out so
far, he leaned back in his chair. An accident, a murder? /
wonder; time to go home, some good music and a glass or
maybe two.

The following day Marke, still in his reflective
mood, had barely climbed the steps leading into the
station when from behind came, “Sir, sir.”

He turned to see Buriss running toward him waving a
small case in the air. Marke guessed these would be notes
taken from the visit to the golf club the previous day.
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“Right, Buriss, take your time, my office in five
minutes.”

“Now Buriss, take a seat, let’s hear what you found
out this time.”

Buriss peered down at the little screen and after a
short pause began.

“It seems it all began over glasses, not the drinking
kind, the ones you wear. This group including our chap
were on the course for their usual game, and he was
having a successful day it seems, which he put down to
some new glasses he was wearing. Well, one guy wasn’t
having any luck at all and the others who were playing
said Larkin kept taking the mickey out of this chap, saying
he ought to get some glasses like his. This went on for
several holes and was initially taken in good spirit, but
they could see after a while he was getting fed up with all
this. Anyway this chap was lining up to take a delicate
shot for a hole and unfortunately miss-hit the ball. It went
in Larkin’s direction, who then made a bit of a fuss saying
it had hit him and pointing to the side of his head. Well,
they were naturally concerned at first but he appeared all
right, turning away all their attentions, and they thought it
was one of his usual jokes and all had a bit of a laugh and
carried on. The incident wasn’t even mentioned during the
rest of the game. Although they didn’t mention it at the
time, some thought it might have been miss-hit on
purpose but Larkin was in his usual good spirits when
they returned to the clubhouse so nobody thought any
more about it and went their separate ways.”

There was a long pause, Marke was leaning on the
desk, his head in his hands, “Murder by golf ball?”” he said
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quietly. “Possible? I suppose but that could be impossible
to prove.”

“What are we going to do, sir?” said Buriss.

There was a silence and this meant Marke was
assessing the case. Buriss, from previous experience of
these occasions was preparing himself either for a long list
of instructions, or a return to the murder scene to explore
more avenues of possibilities.

Buriss inwardly congratulated himself as Marke after
a pause announced, “I think, Buriss, we need to find out
more about this place where the body was found. I have a
feeling ...” his words tailed off as they climbed into the
car once more and drove out into the pleasant Kent
countryside.

No sooner had they stopped in the small car park than
Marke was out of the car and striding towards the patch of
woodland where the body was found. Buriss had to hurry
to keep up, and to his surprise Marke did not take the path
into the trees this time but continued round the edge of the
field.

“Where are we going?” said Buriss, now slightly out
of breath trying to keep pace.

“I want to take a good look at this place, there’s more
here than meets the eye.” Marke slowed as the grass now
turned into a stony track and began to rise: instead of
following this as it led out of the field Marke took to the
grass once more, and cresting a slight rise stopped. He
raised his arm pointing his finger straight ahead. “There,
see that?”
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Buriss, slightly puzzled, wondering what he was
meant to see said, “What?”

“Fencing,” was the reply, and Marke, taking several
steps forward said, “Now can you see?”

“I can see a row of fencing.”
“Exactly,” was the reply.

Marke slowed to a stroll and before them were neat
rows of wooden fencing encompassing a track snaking its
way in and out of the trees. They strode to the fence and
peering over observed the brown earth somewhat uneven
with ruts, some deep in places, snaking through it.
Scattered on the surface of the loose mounds of soil were
stones, lots and lots of them. Their gaze followed the line
of the fence as it wound its way round the trees and then
rose over a tunnel then down once more winding its way
round the trees.

“Looks sort of man made,” said Buriss.

“Yes, it’s a racing circuit,” observed Marke, stopping
and peering over the fence at intervals.

“Looks like someone is working here, sir,” said
Buriss, pointing; and Marke looking up could see a farm
building and a tractor standing outside it on a patch of
grass.

“Right then, let’s get down there and see if there is
someone we can talk to,” said Marke, striding forward
once more.

“Quite some place, this,” said Buriss as they walked
along the sandy track, a line of trees to their right through
which could be seen row upon row of poly tunnels. The
fencing now gave way to an open grass area with a
roadway running off to the left and in front of them was a

152



Various Authors

large grey building. There was a small patch of concrete
in front of a large open doorway, through which could be
heard the sound of voices as they quietly approached it.
Walking through the doorway Marke raised his voice
slightly. “Hello, hello.”

In front of him sat a group of clearly older people
who turned to face him. A man with short grey hair, not
dissimilar to Marke, rose to his feet and walking towards
them asked if he could help them. Marke quietly
introduced himself and Buriss and explained their reason
for being there.

“Would you like a cup of tea?”” The voice was that of
a pleasant lady standing behind the man they had been
speaking to and they were invited to join the group sitting
round the table, where it was clearly lunchtime.

Marke and Buriss left over an hour later during which
time they had been given a very clear picture of the land
and the club who owned it. Also explained was the nature
of the events that were taking place on it, the people
involved and some of the problems encountered with
illegal riders on the site. As well as all this and most
importantly, they were able to pass on some really useful
information about the unfortunate victim. Most of the
information had come from the man and the lady who had
been involved for some time and clearly had known the
victim very well. He was a member of the group who
regularly met every Monday to carry out various
maintenance and repair tasks around the place as well as
assisting at the many events that were held there.

They had been given lots of information, both he and
Buriss had heard, seen and observed. Could they come to
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any conclusions? They knew a little more about the
victim, they now knew more about the area in which he
was found and his involvement there and they had met
and talked with people who knew and worked with him.
Marke was sure they knew without a doubt how he died
but why, what for and by whose hand? Could he have had
an argument? He recalled the problem mentioned that
afternoon with illegal riders on the land. Were they
perhaps those seen by the two horse riders he had spoken
to and perhaps one of the many stones lying around
provided a handy weapon if they had been confronted by
the unfortunate victim?

Amid all of this there was still the possibility it was a
pure unfortunate accident as a result of a fall, the victim
wasn’t a young person, he could have easily stumbled on
the uneven ground.

Some of the group who were unable to provide any
useful information earlier had quietly left taking with
them various tools and items of grass cutting equipment.
As they retraced their journey back to the car the sounds
of engines could be heard in the distance. Suddenly Marke
stopped.

Buriss enquired, puzzled, “Sir?”
“Hear that?”” Marke replied.

Buriss thought for a moment, “I can hear a mower

2

Sir.

Marke shook his head slightly. “Sometimes Buriss ...
I don’t mean this rudely, but what else can you hear?”

Buriss stopped for a moment, then said, “Oh, you
mean that rattling noise.” Looking down at the grass at his
feet he could see a number of round pebbles. Then turning
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to Marke he noticed he was rubbing his chin thoughtfully.
“Aahh, could it have been one of these pebbles thrown up
from a mower?”

Marke did not answer but just raised his eyes
skyward....
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Anthology Contributors

Veronica Castle

‘ ’eronica Castle lives in the High Pennines of
northern England. She does the free downloadable
children's tangle coloring pictures for Crimson
Cloak Publishing (also available as a book) and is the
illustrator of The Magic World of Bracken Lea by Esma
Race, Little Bear’s Trial by Roger Bone, and Amazing
Adventures in Shelby’s Shoes, by Melissa Harker-
Ridenour.

http://raceesma. wix. com/esma-race#!veronica-
castle/cltpe
https://www. facebook. com/esmarace

y  Th Magic World B
of Bracken Lea
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Janice Clark

'S

morning fog drifting over the coastal hills could easily

conceal dragons or any number of magical creatures. She

and her brother share a home on partially wooded acreage,
frequented by a variety of birds, deer, squirrels, rabbits,
raccoons, the neighbor’s free-range chickens, and several cats
who hunt the area. She does not currently own (or is not owned
by) a cat or any other four-footed being. Frequently-resident
grandchildren and a large garden are sufficient to occupy any
time not taken up by writing. Her short stories “The Dragon
Said Moo, “A Slip In Time”, “The Courtship of Gladys
Pierson”, “The Apple Witch” and “The Carousel Unicorn”
appeared respectively in Volumes 1, 2, 3 and 4 of the Crimson
Cloak Anthologies, Glodwyn’s Treasure Chest, Steps In Time,
Love Matters, Consuming Tales and Santa’s Little Helpers.
Her stories also feature in volumes 6, 7 and 9 of the
Anthologies.

Look for Stepping out of the Holocube, short story in

Crimson Tales anthology no. 1, CRIMSON TIMELINES.

Janice Clark lives in the Pacific Northwest, where the

http://www. janiceclark. net
http://www. teawiththeblackdragon. blogspot. com/
https://www. facebook. com/PrincessButtermilkBiscuit
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Other publications include:

Fairy Gold (novelet prequel to Apprentice Healer series)

Molly the Beekeeper's Daughter and other stories (short story
collection)

A Different Kind of Hero and other stories (short story
collection)

A Brave Doll (picture book—free on website)

A Home Where God Lives: Discovering His Blessings [with
Anita Donihue] (Christian /inspirational collection of prayers, poems,
stories and essays exploring different types and aspects of "home")

The Hall of Doors series:

Book one, The Mountains of the Moon: Sammy’s worried. Her
cat has disappeared again. No one knows where Princess Buttermilk
Biscuit goes on full-moon nights. Will she come back this time?

When Sammy follows her cat up a moonbeam to a world of mist
and moonlight, she meets Selena, who lives in a beautiful fairy-tale
castle. Sammy is fascinated by the Hall of Doors with its magical
portals to other worlds. But the dreamlike adventure turns into a
nightmare when Sammy is faced with the hardest decision of her life.
Will she have the courage to make the right choice?

Book two, The Door in the Sky

Book three, The Mirror Door

Book four, The Secret Door

Book five, The Water Door

Fairy Gold This is a “prequel” to the story of Teeka, Angelina’s
daughter, in the Apprentice Healer series. The first chapter of To
Heal a Broken Planet is included. Publication of that novel, and its
sequel, Into the Unknown, is pending.

A Brave Doll

Other free materials on the website include “extra scenes” for
the first three Hall of Doors books and an assortment of short
material.
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Jane Finch

My T — ——
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is the author of fourteen books and online editor for
two American publishers. She is a proofreader and
reviewer of adult and children's books.
Her short stories 4 Man with a Hat, and Christmas
Calling appear in Volume 2 of the Crimson Cloak
Anthologies Steps in Time.

Jane Finch has been writing since she was a child. She

http://www.finchlark.webs.com
https://www.facebook.com/jane.finch.14
https://www.facebook.com/TheBlackWidowsNovel
www.bookchoice4u.com
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Jane-Finch/e/B003402FA2/
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Sandcastles in the Air

Synopsis: After a painful and acrimonious divorce Kate
Osborne decides to have a new start with a new job in the
Seychelles. She knew it would be a wonderful new life for
her and her son, but Kate’s life is put in turmoil when the
Court awards care to her former husband until she is able
to make firm arrangements for her son’s accommodation
and schooling. Fearful of leaving her son with Alec, her
former husband, she has no choice, and whilst she is away
he takes the child, Davie, intent of depriving Kate of ever
seeing her son again. The trauma of the divorce has
affected Alec’s mind and his paranoia grows as he
attempts to put his plan into action, but he has not
anticipated how hard it would be to keep a mother from
her child. Alec tries everything in his power to thwart
Kate’s plans and when she returns to England for her son
she realises that he has kidnapped his own child.
Unwilling to wait for the police to act, Kate goes off in
search of her troubled ex-husband and child, only to
experience the full extent of his unstable mind and
paranoia with devastating consequences.

The Chickens Laugh out Loud series,
illustrated by Jack Foster

CHICKENS
Laugh Out Loud

a;.ﬁ% m'ihf.fi'; %
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Melanie Jeyakkumar

el is a self-taught artist with an unlimited
Mimagination and more ideas than she can count.
She loves bright vibrant colors and has a
passion for fantasy art. She is currently doing coloring

books and her own series of children’s stories, while
creating book covers for Crimson Cloak Publishing.

Look for her coloring book Crystal Fairies, from
which the Unicorn coloring picture featured in this book is
taken, and her picture book Kosmic and Raven about two
little winged kittens, in which a unicorn features.
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www.melanieelizabethdyer.com
www.facebook.com/melanieelizabethdyer
www.facebook.com/kosmicandraven
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Her art is available as cross-stitch with Geckorouge:
http://www.geckorouge.co.uk/angel-kitten-art-140-c.asp
Book covers by Mel:
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Vivek Kumar

E\ 2

‘ ’ ivek Kumar is a freelance writer and poet from
Punjab, India, where he currently lives with his
family. He studied Mechanical Engineering but

his love for poetry took him on a journey of writing. He

feels inspired by music, travel and daily life-events for the

prose poetry he writes. He works as a web content writer

on various projects to earn his livelihood, and has self-
published three poetry books so far.

https://www.facebook.com/vivekkumarsinghal
Blog: https://www.2indya.com
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Fifi Lavender

and they are soon to be collected into volumes
of coloring books. She lives in the UK. Look
for Rainbow Doodles, the first in her range of children's
and adult coloring books, from Crimson Cloak Publishing

¢ CFiﬁ" has been creating her "doodles" for years,

T,

FIFT LACENDET

https://www.facebook.com/Fifi-Lavender-Drawings-
471501139711231/
https://www.instagram.com/fifi_lavender/
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A. Lawati

ADubai. Ali writes as A. Lawati. He works as a
transport consultant by day and is an author by night.

Ali is a natural storyteller and has been creating stories
since the age of ten, incorporating in them the hybrid life he’s
led. His literary work has appeared in magazines, blogs and
newspapers. He has also developed a financial literacy story for
The Pace Credit Union Bank, Toronto. Before moving to
Dubai, he worked for the Toronto Transit Commission as a
train operator, which inspired the upcoming children’s series on
public transportation and safety. He has studied history and
music at California State University, Fullerton and
Transportation Management at Humber College, Toronto and
all of this and more informs his writing. He has written three
children’s books so far. His first was about a monkey, inspired
by his own pet Macaca he had as a kid. The Greatest Race is
his first children’s novel to be published. He is presently
writing a middle grade novel. When not writing, Ali teaches
creative business communication.

http://www.alawati.com/
http://authorlawati.authorsxpress.com
https://www.facebook.com/ali.lawati.94

168



Various Authors

https://www.facebook.com/StoryLawati/
https://twitter.com/authorlawati

His book The
Greatest Race was
published in 2017
Gul is a young
Afghan Tortoise in
Yosemite Park, who
impulsively accepts a
challenge to race
from the Cottontail
Clan of rabbits. The
rabbits, who are
distant cousins of the
hares, have been
twitching  for a
rematch ever since
the legendary race
where the tortoise
outsmarted the hare.
Set in the harsh yet
rich landscape of Yosemite, this fun to read adventure
story teaches children about collaboration and fostering
relationships while raising awareness about illegal
poaching.

With Quotable Quotes, poetry and lyrical
prose providing food for thought, this
little volume of memorable lines from
Canadian author A. Lawati will make
you want to carry it with you to dip into
again and again.
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Cynthia MacGregor

She is a writer, editor, TV host and speaker and

has written over 100 books: general nonfiction,
parenting books, cookbooks/books about cooking, kids'
books, and fiction. Children’s crafts from one of her
upcoming books can be found in Volume 5 of the
Crimson Cloak Anthologies, Santa’s Little Helpers.

Cynthia MacGregor lives in Palm Springs, Florida.

http://www.cynthiamacgregor.com
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Books by Cynthia Macgregor, from Crimson Cloak
Publishing:

Affirmations ... Plus Action
Don’t Quit While You’re Ahead
Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Santa
Claus, The Tooth Fairy and The Easter Bunny.
Who's There? (New and Favorite Knock-Knock Jokes)
Predator-Proof Your Child

FREPATOR- FROOF

CHILE
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M.J.T. Meijer

J.T. Meijer was born in 1970 in rural Holland.
Although her parents named her Maria, they’ve
always called her “Tam” or “Tammie”.

Having lived in different countries she speaks several
languages and currently resides in Brisbane, Australia,
with her husband and son. While living in Dubai and
practicing as a hypnotherapist and guest writer for a local
wellbeing magazine, Tam formed the inspiration to write
her first novel, Misguided.

Writing the sequel, Misjudged, seemed a logical next
step. Tammie believes she has successfully managed to
further develop the characters whilst creating a new story
line with as much suspense as Misguided, ensuring both
novels make for a riveting read on their own.

Once she finished her third novel, Disbelief, Tam
decided it should be the first in a series and keenly started
work on Disregard. Once that manuscript was polished
and finetuned, she took six months out to sidestep the
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genre for a moment and focus on something a little more
light-hearted, which resulted in A Spade and a Bottle of
Port, a humorous crime with a touch of romance. Tam is
currently working on Disorder, her fifth suspense novel
and third in the series featuring psychic Ben Smit and
homicide detective Dave Johnson.

Tam’s work is themed on the balance of light and
dark, of twisted minds and loving souls, of murder and
chaos and karmic consequences creeping into people’s
lives, forcing them to change and adapt.

Initially, it was Tam’s ambition to write the novel she
herself would love to read, and that continues to be her
main driving force.

In November 2016, she
submitted her short
story Perception, to an online
literary = magazine’s  annual
competition open to writers from
all Commonwealth countries.
After the judges reviewed the
thousands of entries, her work
was shortlisted for inclusion in
the anthology.

A passionate writer, she plans on
writing for many more years to
come.

MJTMeijer.com
https://www.facebook.com/MJITMeijer/
https://www.instagram.com/mjtmeijer/
LinkedIn
https://www.facebook.com/ben.smit.900
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Lynne North

north west of England. As Marketing Director for

Crimson Cloak, she produces the wordsearch
puzzles and grayscale coloring pages based on each book.
A lifelong reader, she has written several award-winning
children's novels and magazine articles. Her novel "Be
Careful What You Wish For" is published by Crimson
Cloak Publishing.

I ynne North is a children’s author who lives in the

FOR SOMLE

http: //www facebook com/#!/Lynne. North Author
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http://www.lynnenorth.co.uk/

Books by Lynne North:

Caution: Witch in Progress

Zac’s Destiny

Emily and the Enchanted Wood

Unlucky For Some

The Chalice of Jupiter

Short stories The Fiery Sneeze, and Gordon’s Great
Adventure, in volume 5 of the Crimson Cloak Anthologies
Santa’s Little Helpers

Be Careful What you Wish For:

Finn is a bored young leprechaun. He lives with his
mum and dad in a small village named Duntappin, and
goes to the local school there. He spends most of his free
time with his best friend Dallan, but craves some
excitement in his life. Unfortunately, Finn missed out on
being blessed by the Good Luck Fairy and soon gets far
more than he bargained for. He finds himself a long way
from home in the hands of a travelling circus where he is
little more than a ﬁejak’ to amuse the customers.
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Esma Race

sma Race was born and raised in the small
ECheshire village of Weaverham. She has a great

love for the natural world, and has always been

able to sense the nature spirits which feature in her
Bracken Lea stories. She is very interested in natural
healing, and is a practising reflexologist in the North of
England, where she now lives with Geoft, her husband of
45 years. She is a mother, grandmother and great-
grandmother and enjoys reading, walking, travelling,
gardening, and English history.

Her short story “Horrid Rex Bites the Dust” appeared
in Volume 1 of the Crimson Cloak Anthologies
Glodwyn’s Treasure Chest; “The Eternal City” was in
Volume 2, Steps In Time, “The Search” appeared in
Volume 3, Love Matters. Volume 4, Consuming Tales,
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featured her story 4 Trio of Friends, and Horrid Rex at
the North Pole was in Volume 5, Santa’s Little Helpers.

She is the author of:
The Traveller, and Flames (Crimson Short stories), and
The Magic World of Bracken Lea, from Crimson Cloak
Publishing.

P

The lfa_gn ’It’wfﬁ
f Bracken Lea

"Discovering the Magic World of Bracken Lea was a treat"
--Long and Short Reviewer
.. adorable ... After two stories I was hooked.”
--OnlineBookClub Reviewer

"

http://www. esmarace. co. uk
https://www. facebook. com/esmarace
https://www. linkedin. com/in/esmarace
https://twitter. com/Esma_Race
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https://www. goodreads. com/author/show/8020628.
Esma_Race
https://www. smashwords. com/profile/view/esmarace

Synopsis of The Magic World of Bracken Lea:

A series of short stories featuring the Fairy Folk of
Bracken Lea Wood: a tale of Nature Spirits for humans of
all ages.

Welcome to the magic world of GLODWYN the
Gnome. His friends include other gnomes, flower fairies,
a Twisted Tree, Astrid the Fairy Queen, and the birds and
animals who also live in the wood.

Glodwyn the gnome is a bit of a rebel. He lives and
works in the ancient woodland. He is unusual amongst
the Fairy Folk in enjoying the company of humans. His
good-natured interest in their world seen through the eyes
of his unknowing "friend", Walter the Stacker Truck
Driver at the local factory, leads him to interfere in their
affairs, with interesting results both for the Fairy Folk
and humans. With his help, the Fairy Folk rescue a little
boy from drowning, save the life of an injured cat and
later that of a confused old lady who collapses in the
Wood.

The Fairy Folk raise the alarm when a baby’s mother
is taken ill, and later prevent disaster at the baby’s
Christening, when a bad fairy threatens the child’s
happiness. They help a Leprechaun find his way home,
and get a lost engagement ring back to its owner. Both
unwitting humans and Fairy Folk work together to save
nearby woodland from development. From arranging a
litter-pick in the woods to finding a new wand for the
Fairy Queen, it is a busy life for the Fairy Folk.
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ick Stepp-Bolling is a retired professor of writing
Rfrom Mt San Antonio College. Currently, he is the
Education Director of the Coffee House Writers
Group, a golfer and a full time writer. He has several books

published: SMOKE AND
MIRRORS (a book of poetry) and
AUTOCIDE (a collection of short
stories). He has finished a fantasy
trilogy, PATCH MAN. Rick lives in
San Dimas, California with his wife,
Francie, and their family of over a
hundred rescue animals.

His Patchman fantasy series
is published by Crimson Cloak
Publishing.

https://www.facebook.com/RickSteppBolling/
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/8424607. Rick Ste

pp_Bolling

https://www.linkedin.com/in/rick-stepp-bolling-82796347

Also by Rick:

Autocide: Tales From The Unknown Fork In The Road

Smoke and Mirrors
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Wesley Tallant

Tallant is himself an ex-Navy veteran of the Viet

Nam era. A widower with three grown boys, he
lives in Blossom, Texas. After 24 years with the Paris
Texas Fire Department, he is now retired and writes full
time.

r I Yhe son of a WW II disabled veteran, Wesley

http://wttallant.wix.com/wesleytallant
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Wesley-Tallants-
Author-Page/484791544922209
https://www.linkedin.com/pub/wesley-tallant/55/2a8/704

He is the author of Mr Sparks, the Firehouse Dog,
a children’s short story in Volume 1 of the Crimson Cloak
Anthologies, The Road, in Volume 2, the poem
“Crackers” in Volume 3, The Dead Man's Revenge, and
The Prophecy and the Inheritance, in Volume 4, and The
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Day of the Fast Gun in Volume 6, as well as the following

books from Crimson Cloak Publishing.

The Wishing EIf (children’s)
Little Big Toe (children’s)
Jake Hardy
Whip Dodge: Man Hunter
The Yellow Rose
Jake Hardy
Jake Hardy Barnes

Jake Hardy Barnes and the Comancheros

Jake is on his way home from
Santa Fe when he finds the
smoldering remains of a

covered wagon. The bodies of |

a man and two small boys lie
near it. In a nearby cave, he
finds a young girl. She tells
him that her mother and sister
were taken by the men who
killed her father and brothers.
Once the girl is safe, Jake
organizes a band of the
toughest men in the New
Mexico Territory. Their
mission: bring back the women
at all costs.

i ,-1':';1_.*'.“"':'"';'- il
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Loraine Van Tonder

I oraine is a talented graphic design and cover artist
who has created many book covers for Crimson
Cloak Publishing.

http://www.crimsoncloakpublishing.com/loraine-van-
tonder.html
http://lorainelotter.wixsite.com/rynkatryn
http://www.lorainevantonder.portfoliobox.io/
https://www.facebook.com/LorainevanTonderDigital Art/
https://twitter.com/Raiinel7
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https://facebook.com/LorainevanTonderDigitalArt/
https://facebook.com/LorainevanTonderDigitalArt/
https://twitter.com/Raiine17

Gary Winstead

Various Authors

ary Winstead, the youngest of eleven children,
Gwas born in 1948 and grew up in Pontiac, Illinois,
an obscure farm town in the middle of the Illinois
Farm Belt. At the age of eighteen, he joined the United

States Marine Corps and served
for four years, rising to the
rank of Corporal (E-4), before
earning his honourable
discharge. He went on to
receive a bachelor's degree in
physical education, a Master's
in educational administration
from California State
University, Fullerton, and a
PhD in Veterinary Science. He
lives in California.
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http://savingliteracy.blogspot.com
https://www.facebook.com/winsteadgary

By Gary Winstead:
So You Want to be a Marine? (autobiography)
Murder in Auburn
420 High School (graphic novel)
A Cowboy’s Tall Tales
A Dream Come True
The Chukar Fiasco, and Kippy
Short stories in Volumes 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, and 9 of The
Crimson Cloak Anthologies, and in CRIMSON
ENDINGS

Gary is the award-winning director of a short film
adapted from his story The Pony No-one Could Ride
which appeared in Volume 1 of the Crimson Cloak
Anthologies, Glodwyn’s Treasure Chest, and Frogmore
International, based on his story of that name in Volume
4, Consuming Tales.

S

- - \
# ?‘l’hr
o ¥ Chikar

S Fiaice

.....

" Wasdeny bt

184



Various Authors
Andy Wood

s I was a printer I was asked to produce the club
Anewsletter when 1 first joined a motorcycle club

during the 1960s. That eventually led to the
development of the business started with my late wife
over thirty-five years ago. This also brought me into
editing and producing magazines and the people involved
with the world of motorcycling. This and the love of
reading detective stories led to a minor ambition to write a
story featuring some of the characters I know from my
world of motorcycling, and finally to Mystery at The
Heights.

http://crimsoncloakpublishing.com/andy-wood.html
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The Salt River Wild Horse
Management Group
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MANAGEMENT GROUP

(SRWHMG) is an Arizona non-profit organization

501(c)3, dedicated to monitor, study and protect
the Salt River wild horses, who reside in the Tonto
National Forest, Arizona. Once very close to being gone
forever, thanks to campaigning by the group the Salt
River wild horses are now protected pursuant to Arizona
Revised Statute 3-1491. The Group is currently under
contract to manage them humanely under the AZ
Department of Agriculture.

F I Yhe Salt River Wild Horse Management Group

They have a daily presence in the Tonto National
Forest where the Salt River wild horses live, monitoring
their health and keeping records on each horse, facilitating
a scientific perspective on herd behavior, birth- and death
rates as well as migrating patterns. They deal with any and
all situations that involve a wild horse.
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Here is their programme for the conservation of these
beautiful wild horses

= A humane birth control program to stabilize and
reduce population growth in the Salt River wild horse
herd.

= Emergency programs such as the Feed protocol
and diversionary watering.

= Maintenance of fences and gates to keep wild
horses off roadways.

= Work to implement safety features to reduce the
chances of horse-vehicle collisions;

= Monitor the health of the herd and each individual
in it.

= Capture and rescue of fatally injured wild horses
to prevent needless suffering.

= Give care and sanctuary to rescued Salt River wild
horses.

https://saltriverwildhorsemanagementgroup.org/

https://www.facebook.com/saltriverwildhorsemanagement
group/
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The Crimson Cloak Anthologies:

http://crimsoncloakpublishing.com

Check out our Children’s Corner, where you will find free
downloadable children’s coloring pages and crafts.
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