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[image: Sam prepares to pass a football while Tony runs toward him across a grassy field during a game.]


[image: Sam running across a grassy field near a large tree, while Tony stands nearby beside a village of small houses in the background.]



Chapter One There’s a horse in the tree.

We lost my new football at the park. I did the biggest kick anyone has ever seen, and now we can’t find it. It’s probably in the big gum tree in the centre of the park. Lots of stuff gets stuck in the big gum tree. It’s not even a very good gum tree. It’s full of termites and it drops branches all the time. The parents in the neighbourhood have been trying to get it chopped down for ages.



[image: Tony stands with a shocked expression while Sam runs across a grassy park area beside a large tree and houses in the background.]


Tony has been looking up at it for a while. He squints his eyes.

‘Sam,’ he says.

‘Yes, Tony?’ I say.

[image: Tony is shown from the chest up with messy hair, closed eyes, and a mouth wide open, wearing a short-sleeved shirt with a small chest patch.]
‘I think… I think there’s a horse in the tree.’

[image: Sam is shown from the chest up with spiky hair, eyes closed, and mouth open as if shouting, wearing a striped short-sleeved shirt.]
I narrow my eyes at him. ‘A what?’

‘A horse!’ He stabs his finger up, pointing through the branches.

I look at where he’s pointing.

It certainly isn’t my missing football.

‘Huh,’ I say. ‘There is a horse in the tree.’

I squint up at the horse.

[image: A dappled horse with a striped mane and tail stands awkwardly among the branches of a tall tree, surrounded by dense leaves in a monochrome sketch illustration.]
Its head and front legs are poking through a fork in the branches. It’s white with brown splotches. Its mane is tangled. It looks down at me with big brown eyes.

‘I think it’s a brumby,’ I say.

‘What’s a brumby?’ Tony asks.

‘A wild horse. No one owns it. It’s just… running around. Free.’

Tony raises an eyebrow.

[image: Tony and Sam stand on patchy grass in a monochrome sketch illustration, with Tony looking calm while Sam stands with his hands near his hips, with a shocked expression.]
‘Wild horses can climb trees?’

I shrug. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. They’re wild.’


[image: Tony picks up a gum nut and throws it towards the brumby while Sam reacts with surprise beneath the branches of a tree in a monochrome sketch illustration.]


The brumby neighs at me. It wiggles. The leaves and branches shake, but the brumby doesn’t move.

‘I think it’s stuck!’ I say. ‘We’ve got to help it.’

Tony picks up a gumnut and throws it towards the brumby.

‘Oi! Quit it!’ I say.

Luckily, Tony isn’t very good at throwing. The gumnut misses the tree entirely.

[image: Sam climbs a large tree with arms stretched upward and one foot on a branch, surrounded by dark leafy foliage in a monochrome sketch illustration.]
I have a better idea. I wrap my arms around the trunk and shimmy up with my legs. I’m going to set that brumby free.


[image: Sam climbs the rough branches of a large tree with one arm raised, while Tony stands below looking up through the dense leaves.]




Chapter Two Hello, brumby. I’m here to save you.

I make it to the first few branches, and the climbing gets easier. The tree is like a giant twisted ladder. I look down. The ground is very far away. I grip the tree tighter.

‘You’re almost there!’ Tony yells up at me.

I’m not almost there. I’m only halfway. I look up. The horse is still peering down at me. It neighs again. I take a deep breath. I can do this.

[image: Sam climbs the tree with arms outstretched and one foot on a branch, while the brumby peeks through the leaves from a higher branch above him.]
I keep going up and up the tree. Hand by hand, branch by branch. Finally, I make it to the brumby. The horse is stuck between two thick branches that make a fork in the tree. Its front legs dangle in the air and its back legs are balanced on the branch below it.

It looks a bit like Tony’s cat Mittens when he picks her up around the tummy. The shadows from the leaves make it look like the brumby has extra leaf-shaped splotches.

[image: Sam smiles while sitting on a swing hanging from a large tree, as Brumby the giraffe bends its long neck down beside him among dense foliage.]
‘Hello, brumby,’ I say. ‘I’m here to save you.’

I climb up next to it, holding one of the thick branches so I don’t fall. I reach out with my other hand to pat it. Its fur is soft and warm. It lets out a snort. I think it likes me. It presses its head into my hand like Mittens does when I give her head a rub. Not like Socks, Tony’s other cat. He always tries to claw me. The brumby must be a girl.



[image: Sam sits in the branches of a tree with one hand raised, while Brumby lowers its head beside him with a gentle expression.]


‘She likes me!’ I yell down to Tony. He waves at me. He seems small from up here. Very, very small. It’s a long way down.

I look back at the brumby. I push lightly on her shoulder. She doesn’t budge. I push again. She’s really jammed in there. I need something to pry the horse out.

[image: Sam sits on a tree branch, reaching out to touch Brumby as Brumby lowers its head among the branches and leaves.]

[image: Sam climbs down from a large tree while Tony watches from the ground with a worried expression beside scattered leaves and distant houses.]




Chapter Three Wow, it’s high up here.

‘She’s really wedged in there!’ I yell to Tony. ‘I’m going to come down and get a screwdriver or something!’

‘Alright!’ yells Tony.

I let go of the branch.

A sudden gust of wind makes the tree sway, and I grab the branch again so I don’t fall.

[image: Sam sits curled up in the crook of a thick tree branch, hugging his legs as leaves drift around the branches above him.]
That was close. The ground is a long way away. Tony looks like a little Lego person from up here. I wrap both arms around the branch and hug it.

‘Are you coming down or not?’ Tony yells.

I will not be coming down, actually. I’m never letting go of this branch. This tree is my home now. Mum will have to send up food for me by koala.

[image: Sam climbs down from a tree branch with his back turned and one leg extended, while Tony stands below watching from the shaded ground with a worried expression.]
‘I’m staying up here, Tony!’ I yell down.

‘What? Are you stuck?’ Tony stares up at me. ‘Are you scared of heights?’

‘No, I love heights,’ I lie, hugging my branch. If Tony finds out I’m scared, he will never let me live it down. I should not have climbed up this tree.

‘Should I go get your mum?’ he asks.

‘No!’ Mum would ground me for a week for climbing this tree. ‘I just like it up here!’

I squeeze the trunk tighter. There is a soft snuffle next to me, and I look over at the brumby.

She’s looking at me with those big brown eyes. I pat her again.

[image: Sam scrambles up a tree with a frightened expression and one arm raised, while Brumby lowers its long neck through the dense branches beside him.]
‘Is this how you got stuck?’ I ask, running my fingers across her soft head. ‘You must be a good climber, just like me.’ She whinnies at me.

I look out from our perch in the tree. I’m the highest I’ve ever been. I can see the roofs of all the houses that surround the park. This must be what being a bird feels like. I spy our missing football on the roof of a big red house.

[image: Sam sits on a tree branch with one hand raised, while Brumby’s head appears beside him above a winding village road and small houses.]
‘Tony! I can see our football!’ I yell.

I hear a twig snap below me.

‘Wow, it’s high up here,’ Tony says as he reaches us. He sits on a thin branch next to me, hand on another branch for support. ‘Hey! Yeah, I see it!’

‘What are you doing, Tony?’ I ask.

‘You made it sound like it was cool up here,’ he says. ‘I didn’t want to miss out. Oh, hello, horse!’

[image: Tony smiles with arms outstretched beneath the tree branches, while Sam sits on a branch beside Brumby, peeking through the leaves above him.]
The brumby neighs at him.

‘Did you bring a screwdriver or a big stick?’ I ask.



[image: Sam sits on a tree branch with a surprised expression, while Tony climbs below him with arms and legs stretched across the branches.]


‘No, I forgot,’ he says.

‘Amazing,’ I say, rolling my eyes. ‘Can you go down and bring one back up?’

‘Sure.’

I wait for him to go down, but he doesn’t move.

‘Are you going down or not?’ I ask him.

‘Uhh… I can’t,’ he says. ‘I think I’m scared of heights.’
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