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			Chapter 1

			Nick tugged at his collar. It was only nine o’clock and the sweat was already dripping down inside his long-sleeved shirt. The new jeans Mum had insisted on buying made his legs feel stiff and strange. Surely, at 15, he could start choosing his own clothes.

			It was hard being the oldest; his parents didn’t seem to think he might have ideas of his own. Kathy had it easier. She was only 12, but they treated her as if she were almost the same age as him.

			Nick tipped his cowboy hat down to cut out the glare, and leaned on the fence. A stocky little kid was in the arena on his shaggy pony, chasing one of the dads dressed in a cow outfit. Safer than chasing a real steer for the under-sevens.

			The crackly voice of the announcer followed every move. ‘Young Spike MacDonald is putting on a show for us today. He has his cow around the first peg, around the second, and now he’s heading for the gate. Keep on him, young Spike!’

			Spike hunched over his pony, chasing the ‘cow’ through the final pair of pegs that was the ‘gate’. The judge cracked his whip. Spike’s 60-second turn was over. The people in the stands cheered and clapped for him.

			Spike grinned at the crowd and took off after his ‘cow’ again, making the dad dodge and climb up on the fence. The cheeky kid then did a lap of the arena, waving his hand to the crowd.

			Three teenage girls were at the exit gate. They were calling and waving for Spike to come over. His big sisters. Two of the MacDonald girls were in the Juvenile section with Nick, the other was in Juniors with Kathy. Their long blond plaits and similar shirts made it hard to tell them apart. Nick noticed the smallest one suddenly gasp and take off to where her horse was tied up under the trees. She was a bit late if she wanted to warm up in time for the Junior section.

			Kathy was in the outer yards, walking Sundancer around in circles. A few of the local helpers were moving some of the quieter young cattle into the ‘camp’—a yard behind the arena—ready for the Junior competition.

			A bunch of little kids shuffled their ponies back into the arena so they could get their prizes. Nick wasn’t surprised when Spike nabbed first place. He had chased his ‘cow’ like a pro.

			Nick saw his mother heading over to him from the canteen. She pulled a creased program from her jeans pocket, and joined him, scanning it.

			‘Kathy’s the third competitor,’ she said, leaning on the fence beside him. ‘What have you been up to?’

			‘Just hanging out here watching the Minis.’

			‘The MacDonald girls are here. And I think I saw Cameron Lochard earlier, practising out the back. Some out-of-towners too.’ Mum’s voice was light, but her meaning was heavy—why wasn’t Nick busy catching up with people his own age?

			‘I saw the girls, and when isn’t Cameron practising? Cam has his family’s reputation to keep up. And those out-of-towners stick together.’ Nick tried to keep his tone respectful, but he was so tired of Mum telling him to be more social.

			‘That’s no reason you can’t make friends with them,’ his mum insisted. ‘Part of the reason we come to campdrafting is so you can socialise. It’s in our homeschool plan. You’re making me a liar if you don’t make an effort. Kathy has swim squad as well, but this is one of the few times you see other people.’

			Nick groaned. ‘If they talk to me, I’ll talk to them. I’m not hanging out with them if they’re not interested.’ Campdrafting was great. It was like being one of the early drovers or stockmen trying to see who was best at handling horses and cattle. But he wished his mum would lay off him about making it a social event.

			‘Cameron’s your age …’ Mum persisted.

			‘And his family own like 10 properties and have fancy stables, swimming pools and tennis courts. We have nothing in common!’

			‘You both like campdrafting—’

			‘Give it a rest, Mum.’

			‘Okay, okay.’ She offered him some gum. A peace offering.

			Nick took it and chewed, looking at where the other young people were gathered. Small groups, talking and laughing. It wasn’t that he didn’t want friends, but he’d never really connected with anyone in particular.

			He wondered if anyone ever felt like that in school too. In books, kids always seemed to have some sort of close friend. Was it weird that his younger sister was the nearest thing he had to a best mate?

			

			Chapter 2

			Nick inhaled the scent of dust mixed with manure as he watched the cattle milling in the camp behind the arena. It looked like the Junior competition was ready to get underway.

			The announcer’s voice began a running commentary through echoing loudspeakers. The first competitor entered on her horse.

			‘And Penny has picked her steer,’ the announcer called. ‘Oh, dear. It’s headed back to the herd. It’s all good, Penny, there’s time for another go.’ The girl rode at the cattle again and got her steer to move away from the mob, but it slipped past her a second time.

			She looked up at the judge, who lifted his whip and cracked it. She was only allowed two tries. ‘Bad luck, young Penny. Maybe next time,’ the announcer called as she trotted back to the gate where the next competitor was waiting.

			‘And it’s Steve Shepherd from Oakey on Dreamer. He’s looking determined. Oh, well done, young man.’ The rider separated his beast and moved it down to the gate that opened onto the arena. He held it there, moving Dreamer back and forth behind the steer, then called out ‘Gate’ and two men swung them open. One of them was Nick and Kathy’s dad.

			‘Here’s Steve, heading his steer around the first peg. But no. That steer has other ideas today. Good effort, though, Steve. Everyone give him a clap.’ A few people clapped. Volunteers chased out the steer from the arena and Steve exited.

			That meant Kathy was up next. Dad was in a good place to see her run, in his spot on the gate.

			‘And here is our local girl, Kathy Stevens, on Sundancer. Let’s see what Kathy can do today.’ Sundancer pranced in, ears pricked, ready for work. Kathy had been so good about preparing her horse for this competition. She was dedicated for a 12-year-old. Every afternoon she was out in the round yard lunging Sundancer and practicing quick turns and stops. Nick knew some people thought the horses moved in the right ways by instinct, but it didn’t happen without lots of practice.

			Kathy’s hands were relaxed on the reins. Her eyes looked over the small mob, trying to choose a beast that was steady but not asleep. Nick spotted a young black steer that might fit the bill.

			Kathy had the same idea, driving at the black steer, separating him from the mob and directing him towards the front of the camp. She and Sundancer held him there, lunging back and forth so he could not break back to the herd.

			Nick’s heart picked up. He willed his sister to hold the steer in place. She needed to get the best camp score she could before entering the arena. Competitors earned 26% of their total score in the camp.

			

			‘Gate,’ Kathy called. Their dad and another bloke moved back, swinging the gates wide for her to enter the arena. The beast bolted for freedom, but Kathy nudged Sundancer into a canter. They flew alongside him. Turning the beast just beyond the first marker, they headed him back. He needed to run a wide figure eight by going around the next peg.

			The steer sped ahead of Kathy. He pushed past Sundancer’s nose and headed for the far end of the arena. The judge raised his whip, ready to crack it.

			But Kathy was racing alongside the beast. She turned him and they headed back up and around the second peg. She reached it dead on the 40-second buzzer.

			A crack of the whip meant her turn was ended. Light applause followed. Their mum gave a huge whistle and cheer, making Nick jump and flinch. Mum was full on.

			‘Didn’t she do well?’ Her face beamed with pride. ‘What a great run. Sundancer’s in good form today.’

			His mum hurried to the outer yards to see Kathy. Nick wondered if he should walk over or stay and check out Kathy’s competition. He would stay for the next competitor, at least.

			The MacDonalds were back, leaning on the arena fence. Nick pulled his hat down over his eyes, hoping they wouldn’t wave. He never knew what to say to girls.

			He shouldn’t have worried. They were busy keeping Spike under control as he tried to climb the fence with a can of lemonade. They got him down just in time for their little sister’s entrance into the camp.

			What was her name again? He knew all the MacDonald girls began with an S. He listened to the crackly voice of the announcer—Stella, that was it. She sat well on her horse. He watched her cut away her steer cleanly, then hold it steady. Her horse, Champion, was living up to its name.

			Her light voice piped ‘Gate’ and her steer shot out. Stella was after it like lightning. She turned the beast within steps of the first peg, then had it flying around the second. She was the first Junior competitor to direct her steer through the twin pegs that marked the ‘gate’ at the end of the course. He didn’t want to be disloyal to his sister, but she would have a hard time beating Stella.

			He saw Kathy congratulating her after she rode out of the arena. He envied Kathy; she made it look easy to make friends on the campdraft circuit. His mum used to say Kathy was outgoing and Nick was shy. But he didn’t feel shy. He just never knew what to say. He wished he had friends he could hang out with; he wanted to feel comfortable around other people.

			The smell of frying onions wafted over to him, reminding him how long it had been since breakfast. On his way to the canteen, he passed the paddock of steers that had finished their turn. It was nice and shady there, with clean water and some grass. He was glad they were well looked after; there was a fresh beast for each rider so they didn’t get stressed.

			Mum was helping behind the canteen counter, digging for cold drinks in a big esky and juggling change.

			‘Jan, your eldest is here.’ Mrs Kingston nodded at Nick as she lifted snags and onion from the barbeque onto a metal tray.

			‘Hi, Mum. Looks like you got yourself a job again.’

			She nodded. ‘It was a bit busy when I came over to grab a snack so I thought I’d help out until the Junior prizegiving. How are they going out there?’

			‘OK. At least five runs to go. Thought I’d grab a snag and a can of Coke while I had a chance.’ He said this hopefully, knowing his mum’s attitude to soft drinks.

			‘You can have a water and grab a sausage on bread. Could you take Kathy a water too? I don’t suppose she’ll eat until after the prizegiving.’

			She handed him two bottles. Mrs Kingston dropped some onion onto Nick’s blackened sausage in a folded slice of white bread. His mum pulled a 10-dollar note from her back pocket. The Kingstons were not exactly up with the technology of Eftpos.

			He put the water bottles on the counter and added a long line of sauce to his sausage. Then Nick headed to where his sister was seated on Sundancer. She was still talking to Stella under the shade of a large tree.

			‘Mum said to give you this,’ he said, handing up the water bottle.

			‘Thanks. I was so dry.’ She cracked it open and took a long swig.

			‘Good run,’ he said, then remembered Stella was there too. ‘Both of you,’ he added, avoiding catching Stella’s eye. Even 12-year-old kid sisters had him feeling uncomfortable. He took a bite of his sausage, crunching on the burnt bits.

			‘Thanks, but Stella beat me hollow, I reckon.’ Kathy nodded at her friend. ‘I’ve only ever made it through the final pegs once. Today was the closest I’ve been to doing it a second time.’

			‘Yeah, but the pegs aren’t the only thing. I reckon you’ll get extra marks for the way you turned that steer around when it was heading off,’ Stella said.

			‘Yeah, the pegs are only four points, and 70 is horsemanship,’ Nick said. ‘Although, you had good horsemanship too,’ he told Stella, nodding at her but still not looking her in the eye.

			Kathy agreed. ‘Better than me. Those tight turns you did. You’re bound to win.’

			‘I guess it’s up to the judge. Have all the others been through yet? We should get ready for the prizegiving.’ Stella stood up in her stirrups, her saddle leather creaking as she strained to see what was happening in the arena.

			‘Yeah, you should probably head over.’ Nick held up his hand to take Kathy’s half-empty water bottle. The two girls nudged their horses away.

			

			Chapter 3

			At the arena, the last competitor was near finishing. Nick decided to climb to the top of the stands and get out of the sun for a bit. He picked a section free of other people. Minutes later, there was young Spike, pointing up at him.

			‘Please, Sophie. Pleeease, Steffie.’ Spike’s voice carried to Nick on his perch up high. ‘Can’t we sit up there with Nick?’

			Nick stared at the empty arena, pretending he hadn’t heard.

			‘No, Spike.’ He heard Stephanie’s voice, patient but firm. ‘Nick likes to be on his own.’

			Did they really think that? Nick stared
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