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        To Dad and Mom, who raised me to work

        for the things I dreamed,

        To my siblings, who listened to all my ideas,

        To all of my grandparents, uncles, aunts,

        and cousins who cheered me on,

        To the friends who challenged me

        to become a better writer,

        To God, who gave me the words,

        This book was not created by my strength alone.
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        “Haven’t I commanded you: be strong and courageous? Do not be afraid or discouraged, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.”

      

        

      
        JOSHUA 1:9
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      I ran like the wind, my feet barely touching the dry crusted ground. My hair caught in the breeze, sweeping over my powerful shoulders. Everything was silent except the thudding of my hooves. The sound resembled a drum. Thump . . . thump . . . thump. . . . Thump . . . thump . . . thump. . . .

      The wind gusted slightly, leaves rustling in the breeze. I followed an old trail made by all the animals who walked its surface. Inhaling through my nose, I breathed in the sweet aromas of nature. My home. It had always been the same—steady and true.

      I could never have imagined the change coming. I could never have prepared myself for what was about to happen next, but I knew I could do anything one hoof at a time. My heart beat rapidly as it sensed life had changed. For good or bad, I did not know. But I did know one thing: I was Skytears, a mustang, wild and free.
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      This summer would not end up like last year. I would make sure of it. It was the last day of school, and freedom had arrived. I had aced all my tests, and my teachers were proud of me. And by teachers, I meant my mom and dad. You see, I was homeschooled, but my parents were not at all easy on me. My mother didn’t believe in me being the type of homeschooler who stayed in her pajamas all day. She believed I had a gifted brain. So that meant if I flew through a subject in school, I would have another one to take its place immediately. Learning, how fun.

      But today, everything changed because summer had arrived. I had just sprinted out the door after the last day of school for a long, sunny ride when my mom called after me.

      “Hope,” she said. “You forgot to muck out the stalls last night, so before you go out gallivanting, you need to clean them.” I tried not to moan. How had I forgotten to clean them? It seemed to me there was always a stall needing work. But it was way better than staying inside all day, and it would only take a few minutes if I hurried. I ran to the barn.

      Only one stall was in use right now because most of the horses stayed in the pastures or in the corral. We had six horses we rode that helped with work on the ranch. There were also a couple dozen other horses we trained and sold or kept for breeding mares. Our horses at Watkins’ Wild Ranch, located on the outskirts of Penshaw, Oklahoma, were prized, strong, work horses, and some of them were even rescued mustangs. About fifty years ago, wild horses roamed free on this land we now called home. We named our ranch for its history and added our last name: Watkins.

      My horse Chance acted like he still lived on the open range, and I guessed it made sense, since his bloodlines were all mustang. His beautiful, buckskin coat and independent personality reminded me daily of where his roots grew—but I loved him anyway.

      His mom was a mustang we’d rescued, and one day, she disappeared. We didn’t see her again until one morning, about three months after she disappeared, I walked into the kitchen and almost yelped. The mare had stuck her head in the window and was eating the sugar plum pie my mom had made the day before. Somehow, she had knocked out the protective screen in the window. The mare’s name was Sugar, which suited her just fine. Several months later, she had a beautiful colt. So I named him Chance because without his mom accidentally getting out, I wouldn’t have him as my wonderful horse.

      While I headed for the barn, I heard a tiny bark and glanced over to see my little Australian Shepherd puppy, Wolf, racing beside me. His blue merle fur didn’t look like a wolf, but I was hoping he would grow into the name. For now, he was all cuddles and no bite. Mom and Dad decided when I turned fourteen this year, I was old enough to have my own puppy. I couldn’t wait to teach him all kinds of tricks and train him to help me with my chores. Right now, though, he just ate and played, which was fine by me. He was undeniably adorable.

      I was almost to the barn by now, and Wolf had given up the race and started waddling back to his tiny doghouse on the far side of our house. He was still really young and got tired quickly. I heard a soft, little neigh and turned my attention back to the barn. The call had come from the only horse that currently resided inside the barn: a cute filly named Butterscotch.

      When I opened the stall door, Butterscotch nuzzled my pockets looking for treats, knowing that I loved bringing them for the horses. My dad didn’t really like it though. He said it spoiled them, but Mom did it too, so there was nothing Dad could do.

      Chance must have seen me head into the barn because I heard him whinny. “I’ll be there in a second,” I called to him. I cleaned the stall out as fast as I could. When I was done, I carefully exited without Butterscotch escaping. The filly was always getting into mischief, so we had to keep a close eye on her. I gave her the carrot I had brought for her and then headed for the fifteen-acre pasture where Chance was.

      Closest to the fence was my black Shetland pony, Dash, and sadly, he didn’t live up to his name. I had gotten him as a birthday present on my sixth birthday, and he seemed proud of the fact that he was the first horse I’d ever had for my own. He loved to eat and never, ever ran. He walked, and at best, trotted. But every little kid loved to name their horse something like Lightning or Flash, so I named him Dash.

      I rode Dash until I was eight, and by then, I had really outgrown him. We ended up keeping Dash because he was too cute to give away. Now, eight years after I’d gotten him, he was still no bigger or faster, and he was just as fat. He came up to the fence and started rubbing his nose against my hand, probably looking for food.

      The other five horses in the pasture had come closer to Dash and me to see what was happening, including the two my parents rode: a chocolate-brown mare and a dun gelding. Chance walked up to the fence and nipped the other horses like a bad boy as if to tell them, “Hey, back off. She’s come to see me.”

      “Well, aren’t you a hot shot,” I said with a giggle. I wasn’t worried. Chance hadn’t really hurt the other horses. I opened the gate, and he trotted through, not needing a halter because he followed me like a dog. This was probably because I was almost always carrying food. Today was not one of those days. Butterscotch had cleaned me out.

      I walked into the barn and grabbed the tack for Chance. I also got a brush. After, I put his halter on and tied him loosely to a post. I gave him a good brushing and massage. He moaned contentedly as I groomed him. When I was done, I started to tack him up. As I was putting the saddle pad on him, he snorted.

      “Why did you stop brushing me?” he seemed to ask.

      “Stop acting lazy,” I reprimanded him. Once I had saddled him, I walked Chance to the bridge that crossed the river and ran to the south of the house. He crossed it with ease. Once I had him all the way across, I swung up on him easily and kissed him on the neck. “Good boy,” I told him. “Now, let’s ride.”

      We trotted down a path leading to my best friend, Katherine Foster’s, house that stretched beyond, branching out in several different directions. I felt at ease here on the trail only Kat and I knew about. The Oklahoma morning was warm, but not scorching, and a slight breeze rustled the grass: a perfect day. The trail was a single-horse dirt path with green trees hanging over it like a tunnel, starting just to the left of the bridge at my house. In the late spring and early summer, the trail was outstandingly gorgeous with green leaves, cool brown soil, and soft short grass. The view gave me hope for what was to come. It was like a sign that this summer would be everything I had dreamed over the last year: three months of adventure, warmth, friendship, and laughter. I clucked to Chance, asking him to trot. He complied, and I began to think on where Kat and I would ride today.

      I had brought my saddle bags with two sandwiches and two apples in one bag, and in the other, I had pencils and a sketchbook in case we stopped for a break. I could see an opening in the trail now. Beyond the exit, a seemingly empty pasture sprawled across the open field. I loped Chance around the pasture and past the barn.

      Up ahead stood a beautiful wooden house with two stories. I slowed Chance to a smooth walk and glanced around, looking for Kat. I spotted her holding the gate of a big, round pen open. Her dad, John Foster, her brother, Austin, and some of the ranch hands herded about twenty young cattle from the grazing land on the far side of the house into the pasture.

      A gust of wind caught Kat’s chocolate-colored hair and blew it into her face. When she brought her hand up to push back the strand, I saw the concentration in her ocean-blue eyes. Her usual smile colored her face, the energetic way about her the same as always. When I had talked to Kat on the phone the night before, she had said her family would be moving their stock from the grazing land into a big pen so they could be fattened for the auctions. I guessed it was happening now.

      I walked Chance toward the wooden gate—being careful not to scare or get in the way of the cattle—and was about to ask Kat “What’s up?” when I heard something. The rattling sound was so terrible it chilled my bones. I glanced down and saw a long grayish-brown creature. My eyes got as big as saucers. I pulled back on the reins, but it was too late. Chance reared and let out a high-pitched cry of alarm. I flew backward, and for a moment, I floated. Then I landed smack down on my back. The air whooshed out of me. There was a pounding sound in my ears.

      “Hope,” Kat yelled, her voice sounding garbled and weird to my ears. I looked to my left and detected the snake slithering off into the tall grass. Good, I thought. By the time Kat got to my side, I had caught my breath and was sitting up. My head was still pounding, but the noise was subsiding.

      “Are you okay?” she asked in a panic.

      “Yeah,” I assured her, getting up and dusting off my pants and shirt. “Where’s Chance?” I asked.

      “He’s fine,” Kat told me, pointing to a cowboy who now held Chance’s reins. “One of the ranch hands grabbed him when he spooked.”

      “That was close,” I told Kat.

      “Hardly,” Kat whispered in a panic. An uneasiness showed in her eyes that couldn’t have just come from the snake and my rough dismount. “Where did all the cattle go?”
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      I glanced around in a panic. Sure enough, all the cattle had disappeared. “Uh . . . oh,” I said.

      “You can say that again,” Kat replied. “We better go see if we can help find them.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed.

      As we were walking up to the men, I heard one of them say, “The cattle spooked after the little lady fell.”

      “They went everywhere, but most of them headed toward the thicket over there,” another cowboy said, gesturing across the ranch at a big thick mesh of blackberry vines, flowers, and trees. I had reached the crowd now, and Kat stood right next to me. Someone else had joined the crowd too. Mrs. Elizabeth Foster, who everyone called Liz, was Kat’s mom. She was in her late thirties with long blonde hair pulled into a ponytail. Her brown eyes were inviting, like hot chocolate during a winter storm. She was fit to work, but she had a gentle heart.

      “I’m sorry I scared the cattle,” I told her.

      “It wasn’t your fault, dear,” she said sweetly. “The snake just spooked your horse who spooked the cattle.” I felt better after that, but not much. Brushing my own dirty blonde hair out of my face, I looked around at the people. They were all talking amongst themselves, planning what to do next. They weren’t focused on Kat and me, which I was relieved to see. None of them seemed mad at me, but they probably weren’t happy they now had another thing to deal with. I sighed. This day just took a turn for the worst.

      A nagging feeling began in the pit of my stomach. Was this the beginning of a terrible list of events that would lead to everything falling apart? Would I end up grounded for most of the summer like last year?

      I remembered the betrayal I had felt when Amy Turner, the daughter of my mom’s best friend growing up, had deceived me and gotten me a one-way ticket to the worst summer I had ever known. She was supposed to just stay a week, learn about all the wonderful things you could do as a cowgirl. But she wormed her way into the adults’ hearts, and when her mother left for home, she somehow managed to convince everyone she should stay for the rest of the summer. Everyone but me, anyway. I’d figured her out almost instantly. She was a chameleon, changing into whatever she needed to get her way.

      “Hope,” Kat said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You know it’s rude to ignore your best friend when she’s talking to you.”

      “Sorry. I was lost in thought. What did you say?”

      Kat gave me a “what am I going to do with you” face. She repeated herself, “I was just wondering if you were going to need any pain meds. That was a bit of a tumble.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured her.

      “You were thinking about Amy, weren’t you?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I still can’t believe Mom thought she could be my ‘summer sister.’”

      “She did have almost everyone fooled. But she’s not here this year.”

      I smiled. “And that’s why this summer is going to be better. I have a lot of adventure to catch up on.”

      “I’m right there with ya,” Kat said, giving me a hi five.

      “You know you weren’t grounded, right?”

      “But you were grounded from me, which is kind of the same thing.”

      “True,” I said. “Let’s not let that happen again.”
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      Mr. Foster decided we would split up into groups, each covering a certain stretch of land to find the cattle. The people in my group were Mrs. Liz, Kat, myself, and one other ranch hand who looked to be about seventeen.

      “Okay, everyone. Try to be back by dusk,” said the Foster’s foreman, a sturdy man in his late forties. “Good luck.” With that, we split off to get our horses. Once I got to where Chance had been tied, I patted him on the head and unwrapped the reins.

      “We’re going to go find us some cattle,” I told him while I swung into the saddle. I looked over my shoulder and saw Kat coming toward me. She was on a feisty coal-black mare named Calypso.

      “You ready?” Kat asked as she came up beside me.

      “I’m not very good at herding cattle, but yes, I’m ready,” I said.

      “Come on, my mom is waiting for us over there.” She pointed across the ranch yard, closer to the barn. We trotted over to where Kat’s mom stood with the other ranch hand.

      “This is Joe, Sundancer, and Banjo,” Mrs. Liz said, gesturing to the ranch hand and two horses in turn when we approached. Joe, the red-haired ranch hand, swung up onto Sundancer, a fiery mare with hair as bright as his. Mrs. Liz climbed up onto the big bay she had introduced as Banjo. “Okay, everyone, let’s go,” Mrs. Liz declared, and we headed off into the trees.

      As we were riding, I began to feel nervous. It wasn’t really a sound or a glance of something. It was a feeling, a feeling as if someone or something was watching me. Stop that, I scolded myself. You’re just imagining it. I looked around, searching for the cattle and trying to get the weird feeling out of my brain.

      Snap.

      I glanced around, wildly trying to find the source of the sound.

      “Is something wrong, Hope?” Mrs. Liz asked me, concern written in the wrinkles on her forehead.

      “Nothing,” I replied quickly. I looked to the right. There, behind a bush, I spotted a red-and-white tail. “Look over there,” I said, indicating the bush where the steer hid.

      “I see him,” Joe said as he went around to the other side of the bush.

      “Circle him. Make him think he can’t run away,” Mrs. Liz directed us. We spread out, Kat and me going to the left, Mrs. Liz following Joe around to the right. It turned out that Chance was a natural at herding because he seemed to know exactly how to do something before I did. We circled the steer easily. Since he wasn’t scared anymore, he calmly walked in the middle, knowing we were taking him back to where he belonged.

      We had ridden a minute or two when Mrs. Liz said, “We can take him the rest of the way back. You girls go and see if you can find any more of the cattle.” She turned to her daughter. “Kat, check over in the meadow with the blueberries.”

      “Okay, Mom,” Kat replied.

      “Make sure not to separate,” Mrs. Liz instructed us.

      “We won’t,” Kat and I said in unison.

      “Here, take my phone just in case. Joe’s number is programmed in there,” she said, handing the phone to Kat. “Be careful.” With that, they rode off.

      “Okay,” Kat declared. “Follow me. The meadow is this way.”

      As we were riding, Kat began talking about how she had been riding one day out in the grazing land and stumbled across a baby mountain lion. She had been scared, not because of the baby cougar, but because the mother could have been anywhere. She could have been stalking Kat at that moment. Thankfully, the little energetic cougar hadn’t spotted her, so she’d carefully backed Calypso up and eased back up the trail. Arriving home, she’d told her dad, and he’d said if the cougars caused any trouble, he would call the wildlife department to come and move the cats to a different area. For now, though, they were fine where they were.

      Kat brought up another topic, but I wasn’t listening. I had lost myself in thought, reliving the fear I had felt when I’d woken up late one night in the middle of summer to find Chance missing.

      “And I’ve lost her again,” Kat said.

      “Who in their right mind would take another girl’s horse?” I asked aloud, bringing Kat into my train of thought. This wasn’t the first time we had discussed the incident, so Kat jumped in with no problem.

      “A crazy person,” she said. “Though I admit, I’ve dreamed of riding around with wild mustangs at night myself, too.”

      “I still can’t believe I got in trouble for trying to help Chance escape from a madwoman.” I crossed my arms. I could still feel the embarrassment of being chewed out by both my parents. They had been livid.

      “You knew the rule. No riding after dark by yourself. But you ignored it and chased after Amy in the middle of night on one of the mares your family had just gotten tamed. She was a skittish wreck for four months after that.”

      “But it was to save Chance,” I said, patting his neck.

      “You should have gotten your parents first,” Kat said, repeating the line I had heard nearly a hundred times last summer.

      “Whose side are you on?”

      “Yours,” Kat said. “I don’t want you to have to take summer school again—or do more chores.”

      “Or lose Chance again too,” I agreed. Kat stared me down for a solid eight seconds before I amended, “I couldn’t stand another summer without you, either.”

      “Well, I’m glad I was missed.” We both laughed.

      “At least Amy got sent home after that,” I said. “Imagine getting grounded with her for the summer.”

      “Your parents wouldn’t have done that to you, would they?” Kat asked.

      “It was entirely possible. They are really creative with punishments. They say it helps with character development.”

      We settled into a relaxed quiet. But it only lasted a few minutes. The creepy feeling was back again. At one point, I thought I caught a glimpse of white out of the corner of my eye. But then it was gone. Another time, all was quiet then. . . .

      Crunch.

      I swiftly glanced around, looking for the cause of the sound. Nothing.

      “You okay?” Kat asked.

      “Fine,” I replied, somewhat shaky.

      “Are you sure?” Kat asked me, concern creeping into her voice. I took a deep, slow breath.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” I replied more firmly.

      “Well, we’re almost there anyway,” Kat said. We had come to a flat stretch of land by now. “Race you to the woods over on the other side,” she yelled. And with that, she kicked Calypso, and they sped off.

      “Hey, you had a head start,” I yelled after her and laughed. I kicked Chance and gave him his lead, and then we were chasing after them. “Chance was always faster,” I called as we pulled up beside them. Calypso squealed in defiance.

      “You’re right, girl,” Kat told her horse. “Let’s show them.” They dashed ahead.

      In the end, Chance and I won, but Kat declared, “You two had an unfair head start.” She laughed.

      “Yeah, right,” I exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. We arrived at the valley about five minutes later. As we came out of the forest we had been traveling in, my eyes swept the valley below: no cattle.

      “I don’t see any cattle,” Kat said, reading my mind. “But they might be behind something where we can’t see them. Let’s go look.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “I’ll go to the right. You go to the left.”

      She agreed, and we started down the hill into the valley.

      The valley was warm and bright. Everything was in full bloom, green and luscious. Flowers of all shapes, colors, and sizes were vibrant and healthy. The May weather was perfect. When I got down to the bottom, everything was quiet; no birds chirped, no frogs croaked in the pond on the other side of the valley.

      Then it happened. Chance quivered beneath me, or at least, I thought it was him at first. But the shuddering became much too violent for a horse to make. I noticed pebbles cascading down a short cliff off to the far side of the valley. The flowers began to shake fervently, and I heard Chance let out a short grunt of surprise, and maybe a little panic. My brain was in slow-mo. What is going on? An alarmed whinny broke my haze. No horse I knew made that same sound. It sounded sharp and high-pitched, like the sound a fiddle makes when the musician let the bow slip and an extra note rang out off-key. I glanced around, trying to pinpoint where the sound had come from.

      Crack.

      There was a loud rumbling sound, then a squeal of alarm from the mysterious creature. I started to panic. I had to help the poor animal.

      “Come on, Chance. We have to hurry,” I told him as I urged him toward the place where I heard the sounds. We rounded the corner of a gigantic boulder, and I gasped. What I saw in front of me was terrible.

      About twenty feet ahead, a gorgeous, dappled-gray mare lay on her side. Her leg was wedged between an old log and a massive rock. She tried her best to struggle free but had no leverage. The mare’s eyes were the worst part. They were white with terror and confusion. She squealed again sadly, desperately trying to get up but falling again. Soon the mare might get hurt even worse. I had to get her free.
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      The mare was calming down a bit, but I knew she could be going into shock, hopefully not. Taking several deep breaths to calm myself, I prayed to God for wisdom. Nothing immediately came to me, but I did feel a little less overwhelmed.

      “Easy,” I whispered to Chance as I gently tugged back on the reins for him to stop. Once he halted, I quietly slid to the ground. I led him to the nearest small tree and tied him to it. He could ground tie, but I didn’t want him to spook if the mare tried to bolt. “Be a good boy and stay quiet,” I whispered to him. I began moving toward the frightened and injured mare.

      She nickered questioningly as if to ask, “Who are you? Please don’t hurt me.”

      Wanting to soothe her, I answered in a soft voice, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m a friend.” I was six yards away now, and the mare hadn’t moved yet. She was watching me carefully, but she seemed to understand I wasn’t a threat, at least I hoped so. As I reached the mare, I crouched down slowly, trying to figure out how to help her.

      One of the mare’s delicate legs was wedged between a large rock and an old tree trunk. As I got a better look, I could see the leg being smashed was the left back. I looked around for something to pry the mare’s leg out from between the log and the massive rock. The only thing around was a tree branch that must have fallen down when the last storm blew in a couple of days ago. It was light and strong. Perfect, I thought.

      “Okay, this will probably hurt for just a second, and then it will be all better,” I whispered to the mare. I wedged the branch in between the rock and the log, beside the mare’s leg. “Okay, on three. One . . . two . . . three. . . .” I shoved down on the branch. For a moment, nothing happened. I pressed down with all my might, but neither the rock nor the log moved. When my arms were about to give out, there was a crack, and the log toppled off the mare’s leg.

      I backed away as the mare stumbled to her feet. She took a few waddling paces away using three legs, and I turned back to Chance and started walking toward him. I always carried my saddlebags when trail riding. Please be in there. Please be in there. I reached Chance and patted him on the neck.

      “Good boy.” I lifted the flap of the saddlebag. I noticed nothing useful, just my sketchpad and pencils. I went around to the right side and opened it. There, below my snacks, was a small emergency kit. I reached in the bag and brought out the kit. I grabbed my canteen as well. I started back to
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