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  To all the horses that people underestimated.
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“Keep your horses tacked up,” Mrs. Kruger tells Beatrix, Danica, and Ryan as she passes through their end of Barn 1 with the familiar clink of spurs spinning to the rhythm of her footsteps. “We’re going to ride in class today. Meet me in the covered arena.”

Beatrix lets out a relieved sigh. Today’s Performance Horse Project class will give her a chance to ride Harmony instead of handling her from the ground, and that’s always a perk. Sure, Harmony has behaved herself the last week, but Beatrix hasn’t forgotten how her private lesson ended last Wednesday.

Danica hasn’t forgotten either. They haven’t made up yet. They haven’t even spoken. But Beatrix doesn’t feel ready to talk, so she’ll wait until her roommate brings up the subject.

Harmony rubs her head against Beatrix’s shoulder, pulling her away from the worrying thoughts. Beatrix whispers, “You weren’t trying to hurt anyone. It’s not your fault that Thor wanted to play, too. Danica can’t blame us forever.”

The horse snorts in agreement, and Beatrix giggles in response. At least her horse keeps her happy. Her other roommates, Melody and Sarah, have become her closest human friends, but she still wishes that one day, Danica will become her best friend, too. Their introduction was rough, what with Harmony bolting on move-in day. But Beatrix really thought they’d bonded over their mutual love for horses. Is it ignorant to think that could be enough?

Maybe.

Almost every student at Merrick Academy loves horses. Most of them compete, and about half of them have their own horses. Yet Beatrix isn’t friends with most other students.

When the barn aisle clears of the other horses and riders returning to the stalls, the three freshmen enter the covered arena from the door that connects it to their barn aisle. The arena’s four ornate walls and countless, large windows surround Beatrix while she mounts Harmony from the ground. The other two freshmen wait for the mounting block.

Rick, the Junior dressage rider, is already walking the perimeter with his stocky grey warmblood, so Beatrix guides her horse to a clear area on the far end. Danica and Ryan ride their horses side by side, looking more like a couple every day.

Mia jogs her bay Quarter horse into the area from the large side door, cutting off Topaz and Minnie.

“Look where you’re going!” Danica snaps while her gelding lifts his front legs off the ground with a stomp.

“Sorry!” Mia answers with a dismissive wave, not even making eye contact with either rider. Instead, she continues to jog around until she finds her own place along the rail, and then she walks her horse.

“These English riders have really gotten too soft,” the sophomore girl murmurs to her horse, but she notices Beatrix watching her. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Beatrix answers with a giggle. “I ride Western too, you know. Well, I did back at home.”

She doesn’t know much about Mia besides the fact that she’s on the Gymkhana team. But they don’t need to share a class for Beatrix to know that. Mia’s whole look screams “barrel racer” from the practical braiding of her hair to her pink-accented tack coating her horse.

Mia lifts her chin with approval, and then she looks them up and down. “Arizona?”

“Montana.”

“Nice.” The girl trots her horse a few steps to catch up with Beatrix and Harmony. “Why’d you pick jumping for your team, then?”

Beatrix smiles, remembering the countless times her parents and brothers asked her the same thing. “I wanted a challenge. I’ve practically mastered barrel racing, but I need to improve my jumping skills if I’m going to train horses one day.”

Mia snorts. “Master, eh? Why haven’t you come shown us how it’s done, then?”

Mrs. Kruger cuts into their conversation, which she must have heard when she entered the arena. “I asked Beatrix to join the team, but she’s got her heart set on jumping.”

Rick stops his horse between theirs while Danica and Ryan lag behind him. All the riders listen while Mrs. Krueger explains their assignment for today: teaching horses to respond to cues under saddle.

“It’s a lot easier to learn how to do when you’re on a broke horse than a green horse,” Mrs. Krueger points out. That’s why they’re using their own horses today. But they’ll be getting their project horses in ten days’ time.

Beatrix knows a lot already from when she and Mark first got Harmony, but Mrs. Krueger shows the class techniques that Beatrix had never heard of before. By the end of class, she and Harmony are exhausted from thinking so much.

“Nice riding,” Mia says to her at the end of class. “You’ve ridden a few green horses, haven’t you?”

“Yeah, my brother taught me a whole lot back on the family ranch,” Beatrix answers with a smile. “My siblings and I train our own horses.”

Mia nods with approval. “You must have done a whole bunch of gymkhanas, too, eh?”

Beatrix flashes a smirk. “Yeah. I was one of the best barrel racers back at home.”

The sophomore lets out a laugh and then gets the attention of Mrs. Krueger. “Hey, Mrs. K, can we invite Beatrix here to one of our practices?”

“I don’t see why not,” the teacher answers with delight. “Beatrix, what class do you have period eight?”

“Intro to Business.”

“I’ll speak to your teacher,” Mrs. Krueger replies. “This Friday, you’ll join our mini gymkhana clinic instead. We’re going to do pole bending.

Harmony pricks her ears forward, recognizing those words. Beatrix lets out a laugh. “We’re in.”

She notices Danica rolling her eyes, but she doesn’t care. For weeks, Beatrix has conformed to the English style, pulling her horse into a frame and developing an eye for distances. Surely, she deserves a night off. Harmony needs a break, too.

* * *

Beatrix hardly sleeps on Wednesday or Thursday nights. All she can think about is how much she’s looking forward to gymkhana on Friday. She works hard at her jumping lessons and her next Project Horse Program class, but her mind is in a totally different world.

As soon as she finishes her lunch on Friday, she sprints down to the barn and greets her horse with a sharp whistle that echoes through the aisles. Harmony responds with a whinny.

For the first time since arriving at school, Beatrix pulls out her Western saddle. It’s plain, as is the western headstall, but she’s owned them for so long that she wouldn’t want any other tack. When she brings them to Harmony’s stall, the chestnut mare sniffs the leather and snorts with satisfaction.

“Can you believe it? We’re really going to have the best day today, aren’t we, girl?” Beatrix coos at the horse while she brushes her.

The barn aisle seems so quiet, as most of the Eventing team participates in a cross country school during period eight. Only Danica’s horses stay in their stalls from that side of the barn aisle. The Gymkhana team keeps their horses in Barn 2, so they’re not around either. But she will join them soon.

Beatrix holds the split reins in her hands as she leads Harmony out of the barn to the mounting block. The mare has never walked with such patience and obedience. It’s as if she knows this is a special occasion.

Horse and rider make their way to the Western arena while Mrs. Krueger sets up the poles. The other five girls trickle into the arena over the next few minutes, and Mia introduces Beatrix to all of them. Only one girl on the team, Taylor, is a freshman. The others are upperclassmen.

“Alright, girls,” Mrs. Krueger calls out from the middle of the arena. “Start warming up.”

Everyone asks their horse to trot- well, jog, technically. Beatrix starts between Mia and Taylor, but soon she breaks away from the line of horses to add in serpentines, circles, and gait changes. Some of the girls work on flexion, others on impulsion.

This is the first time Beatrix has ridden at school in a lesson of only Quarter Horses and Paint Horses. It’s almost like being back home on the ranch, riding with Mark and Jeremy and their dad. She half expects one of them to run up to the fence and tell her to clean up before dinner.

Harmony tosses her head and skitters around, and Beatrix tries to urge her to comply.

“Relax, Beatrix,” Mrs. Krueger says. “Loosen your reins. You’ve got a curb bit in her mouth. Stop overthinking and let Harmony make some decisions.”

Beatrix complies and loosens her reins. She’s been riding English style with a snaffle for the last month, learning to maintain contact and develop strength over fences. If she’s going to do pole bending, she needs to let Harmony open her stride and take control of her own neck.

The riding gets smoother and softer as soon as Beatrix gives Harmony more rein. They walk, jog, and lope around the arena until they are ready to race.

“That’s a real nice horse you got there,” Maddie says. She’s the one senior on the Gymkhana team, and she rides up next to Beatrix on her white and black pinto. “She’s fast, isn’t she?”

“Very,” Beatrix answers.

“I can’t wait to see it.”

Mrs. Krueger calls all the girls to the middle of the arena. “Let’s take turns getting a gallop lap around the arena. Then, we’ll start pole bending.”

The girls whoop and cheer, encouraging each other to go faster as they each make their way around the arena at top speed. Then, they take turns pole bending in order of grade level, from senior to freshman.

Maddie’s time is fast- really fast. Her paint horse twists through the poles without effort. Next is Hannah, and then Ashley, and then Mia. One by one, they sprint and swivel through the pattern with the honed skills of lifelong cowgirls.

Taylor and Beatrix look at each other, deciding who should go next.

“You can go,” Taylor tells her. “I don’t mind going last.”

“Alright.” Beatrix sets up Harmony by the arena gate, and the horse begins to prance in place in anticipation of what’s to come.

“When you’re ready,” Mrs. Krueger tells her, stopwatch at the ready.

Beatrix inhales deeply, readying herself for the run. It’s unlike anything she does for the jumping team. There are no trot circles, no studying the course. It’s just Beatrix, Harmony, and twenty seconds of adrenaline. She points her horse toward the pattern, and then she leans forward.

Harmony leaps into a gallop and swerves through the poles so fast that it’s over before Beatrix can count to ten. Not that she could do anything but hold on tight and steer. They canter around the arena until they slow to a trot and then ease into a walk.

“I can’t follow that,” Taylor says with a shake of her head, but she grins. “That was awesome!”

“That was a winning round right there,” Maddie confirms.

Beatrix pats Harmony’s neck. For the remainder of the lesson, the girls talk about the upcoming evaluation show and their excitement to compete for the team year-round. But Beatrix stays quiet.

Today’s ride was a good one. But they had never done that well at home.

Their success with the pole bending must be a result of their show jumping training. Mr. Wilcox teaches the team with a classical approach- adding dressage principles and emphasizing proper technique at the lower levels to prepare for the higher ones.

She’s more certain than ever that she made the right decision. The Show Jumping team will help her prepare for her career as a horse trainer.

“What do you say, B? Are you going to switch teams?” Mia asks, interrupting Beatrix’s thoughts.

“I really appreciate the invitation,” Beatrix answers, “and today was amazing. But I’m not changing teams.”

“Why not?” Maddie interjects. “You could do so well!”

But Beatrix maintains her position. “I want to learn more. It won’t help me to keep doing what I already know.”

The girls all respond with head shakes or disagreeing words. Most students at Merrick Academy opt to compete in the discipline they know best. They don’t understand why Beatrix would contradict that.

“I think you’re crazy, B,” Mia says. “But I respect it. We’ll take you back when you’re ready. Just don’t turn into one of those prissy English riders.”

Beatrix agrees with a laugh. Maybe she won’t be on a team with these girls, but she’s made a few friends, and she got some of her confidence back.
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The weekend arrives just in time for Melody. With all the projects, homework, and team practices, she thought she’d never get a moment to relax. But today, she gets to start the morning with a trail ride on Thor, and then she can spend the rest of the day doing nothing.

Nothing beats these weekend trail rides with the Project Horse Program. She’s grateful that Mrs. Krueger allows her to join them. Melody spends the entire time riding with Danica, Beatrix, Ryan, and Rick. The only way it could be better is if Sarah could join them, too.

“Maybe we can do the Project Horse Program together next year,” Sarah suggests at breakfast in the dining hall, where they sit at one of the round tables designated for students. “Do you think they’d let me in?”

Melody thinks about it. She’s heard stories from Danica and Beatrix about the training techniques they learn. “Maybe. At the rate you’re learning to ride, you’ll be as skilled as the rest of us by sophomore year. But I’m not sure I want to do the program.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t care for the early training stages,” Melody answers matter-of-factly. “I just want to enjoy the ride. Sometimes, the reward comes from a green horse learning a new skill, but most of the time I want to focus on my own skills at a higher level.”

Sarah pouts, but her lips soon twist back into a smile. “Maybe we’ll get other chances to ride together. You should join the jumping team next year.”

Melody lets out a laugh without thinking. “Absolutely not. I hate jumping- you know that.”

“Then I’ll join the Dressage team.”

“No,” Melody says, firmer this time. “You love jumping. You’re exactly where you’re meant to be. Maybe there’s a period eight elective we could do together.”

They agree to that compromise and promise to discuss it later in the year when they request their sophomore class schedules. Since it’s only September of their freshman year, they can’t decide anything yet.

As soon as the girls finish eating, Melody throws away her trash and shuffles back into line to get an apple for Thor. She picks a large red one, and then she makes her way to the stable.

Rick greets her from just inside the entrance where he steps out of the dressage tack room with an armful of tack. “Hey, Hallman.”

“Hey,” she answers as she notices bags under his eyes and slumped shoulders. “You look exhausted. Are you alright?”

“Never better,” he replies. “I was studying late last night in the library with a friend, and we stayed long enough to get kicked out.”

Melody steps closer and catches Marshmallow’s bridle as it slides off the saddle. “Was this an actual study session, or was this like when you and I went to the library?”

His face reddens, but he chuckles and lowers his voice so only she can hear. “Aw, Mel, you’re not jealous, are you?”

“Of course not,” she retorts in defense.

“Ouch.” Rick feigns injury with a sudden limp for the remaining distance to his horse’s stall. “Your words wound me. I was with Nathan, my roommate, and we were working on physics homework. You’re the only girl I need.”

Feeling hot suddenly, Melody places the black bridle on top of its matching saddle. She’s aware of how close she and Rick stand together. Too close.

“I’ve got to go get Thor ready,” she musters out, and then she turns on her heels and aims for the opposite end of the stable.

The teenage boy’s flirting drives her crazy. But what she truly can’t understand is why she’s not receptive to it. After all, Rick is cute, kind, and intelligent. They’ve shared secrets and supported each other.

But… he’s just not her type.

She’ll have to tell him eventually. But that’s a conversation she hasn’t had out loud before; it has only existed in a multitude of scenarios in her head.

“Ready to go?”

Melody turns to find Danica staring at her. Her roommate has Topaz beside her, fully geared up for the trail ride. Once again, she let her thoughts take over, and her body is in autopilot. Fortunately for Melody, that means Thor is ready to go besides a final girth check.

“Ready.”

The girls exit the barn and mount the two warmbloods. Beatrix and Ryan are talking while walking their own horses down the road that cuts between the arenas. Melody doesn’t see Rick, but he’s probably about to pop out of nowhere.

Mrs. Krueger comes from around the corner riding Shadow, a black Percheron gelding. Melody knows little about the horse except that he was one of the project horses from last year.

The students and teacher begin the trail ride as soon as the final riders gather. Beatrix asks, “So, what happens to the project horses after the program ends each year?”

“That’s a good question,” Mrs. Krueger answers as she turns onto a trail that leads west, away from the heart of the school. “We make sure horses and riders alike get chances to succeed at Merrick Academy. After the horses complete their first school year, some of the upperclassmen who stay on campus for summer will work with them. Then, the horses spend half their time with the lesson-only Project Horse Program students, and half their time as lesson horses with some of our more advanced riders. If they have a successful second school year, then they join one of the teams as a specialized lesson horse, or they get put in a generic lesson program.”

“Has a horse ever failed out of the program?” One of the other girls asks.

“No, not yet,” Mrs. Krueger says, but her voice falters. “We have one horse who is still finding his place at the school, but Principal Terry says that he’s doing really well with the Dressage team.”

Melody and Rick exchange looks. She figures the only horse that could be is Cassidy. Based on Rick’s expression, she guesses that he knew that about him.

They continue following the trail in pairs as the path narrows through the trees. For some sections they trot, and for others the horses get a chance to stretch out for a canter. But halfway through the ride, they get to a point where walking is the only safe option, so they slow down.

Rick halts Marshmallow and allows some of the other students to pass him until Melody catches up. “How’s Thor?”

“Fantastic,” she answers, but she glances at Danica to make sure she’s not listening. However, her roommate is engaged in conversation with Ryan near the front of the group. “He’s an easy ride. I never have to ask more than once for anything.”

“But he’s not Cassidy,” he says, voicing her true thoughts.

She offers a solemn nod. “It’s strange. In the past, I would have done anything to ride a horse like Thor. I still would. I’m so grateful for the opportunity. But Cassidy has potential, too. I feel it. He lacks polish, but he’s worth the time.”

Rick pauses for a moment, thinking carefully. “You’re right. He’d make a fantastic show horse with a rider like you.

“Do you think Principal Terry would let me compete with him this year?” Melody’s heart races now that she’s asked the question out loud.

“It’s worth a shot,” the boy answers with the same hope. “If she were to agree to let him compete, you’d be the only rider worth considering.”

Melody blushes. His compliments never end.

As they trek through woods and stream water, Melody plans everything out. She has three weeks to get Cassidy ready for the evaluation show. They practice their tests every Tuesday. If he does well on the next three Tuesdays, she can ask her coach to let her ride her favorite horse.

Once they compete together, everyone will see what an awesome horse he is, and she might even be able to compete with him off campus. All they have to do is survive the next three weeks.
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After another busy weekend, Danica welcomes the new week by waking at dawn. Team practice starts at seven thirty, but if she does her run now, then she can do homework after school. Melody will ride Thor three times this week, and Danica doesn’t have a private lesson today or tomorrow. She would almost think of the start of the week as a lazy one if she didn’t have to cram all her homework into a few short evenings.

Still, she ties the laces of her sneakers and slips out of the dorm with the determination to make this day a great one. But that has more to do with who she is running with than where they are going.

Ryan meets her just outside her dorm building. He swings his right leg side to side, and then his left one, in anticipation of the planned two-mile jog.

Danica smiles at her crush. “How long have you been waiting?”

“Not long. Do you need to stretch?”

“Nah, I stretched in my room,” she answers as she bounces up and down through her heels. “Let’s get started.”

Danica takes off in the direction of the front parking lot. The cold wind snaps against her face and startles her nervous system. The feeling wakes her up better than coffee, especially now that she runs in Massachusetts Autumn instead of Southern California Summer.

She runs most days, but this is the first time that Ryan joins her. When they planned the early morning meetup, they agreed on a two-mile jog along the main roads around campus. It will take them past every major site of the school- the gymnasium, the stables, the cross country course, the veterinary clinic, and the polo grounds.

It’s her favorite jogging route. She loves seeing the horses out in the turnout fields, and nothing beats the fiery sunrise over the Main Academic Building.

They fall into a rhythm with Danica stretching out her stride with her short yet strong legs, and Ryan maintaining smaller steps than would feel normal for his long, gangly legs. Both kids stay quiet for a while, only focusing on their breathing and the path.

Halfway through their route, just as they’re running through the stable areas, Ryan asks, “Hey, can we walk for a minute?”

Danica obliges, and she notices that Ryan’s breathing is much heavier than hers. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” he answers through quick, shallow breaths. “Never better.”

She watches him shake out his limbs and run his long fingers through his dirty blonde hair. Then, he wipes his glasses, and then he stretches his arms behind his back.

If she didn’t know better, she’d think that he wasn’t much of a runner at all. But maybe he’s more of a sprinter than a long-distance runner.

“Ready to go again?”

He nods, and they manage a whopping tenth of a mile before he asks to stop again. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“That’s okay,” she answers as she slows to a walk. “When’s the last time you went for a run?”

If Ryan’s face wasn’t already red from exercise, she guesses that he would turn red now. He looks down at the ground. “Last year in PE class.”

She gasps. “I thought you said you’ve been jogging every day!”

“I did say that,” he confirms between short breaths. “But I lied.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to spend time with you,” he confesses, “and I didn’t think you’d let me join you if you knew how much I hate running.”

Danica stares at him in disbelief. “You didn’t have to lie. You could have still joined me.”

“Really?”

“Sure,” she answers with a smile. “I like spending time with you.”

He smiles back at her, grinning from ear to ear. “I like spending time with you, too.”

They agree to walk the rest of the way, and he takes her hand in his. They’re both warm and sweaty, but it feels right anyway.

“How’s the situation with Beatrix?” Ryan asks when both their breathing becomes normal.

Danica makes a face. “We still haven’t talked.”

“Are you going to?”

“No.”

He frowns. “I know you guys are different, but-”

“But nothing,” she answers, colder this time. “We’re too different, and it’s better if we don’t try to force a friendship. I’m going to request a room change.”

She assumes that he will agree with her, but he doesn’t. Instead, he looks at her like she’s crazy. “That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?”

Danica shrugs. “I don’t know what else to do. She and her horse are both too unpredictable for me.”

Ryan picks up a wildflower along the edge of the road and gives it to her. “You know, my mom always says that the best relationships- platonic, romantic, familial even- they’re between people who are really different. She says that when two people are like fire and ice, they can bring out the best in each other.”

“You and I don’t seem so different,” she remarks.

“Well, I don’t think I’d request a dorm change if I was fighting with any of my roommates.” Ryan keeps his voice slow and steady. “But I also don’t have as much to worry about here. The Eventing team is just fun for me. It’s not my whole life. I’ll never go to the Olympics, but you will. So, if you need to request to change rooms to focus better on your goals, then you should.”

She studies his expression. “But you think I’m wrong for doing it.”

He nods. “Yeah, I do. I think you and Beatrix could help each other become better riders.”

Danica scoffs, but she remembers their first day on campus. Beatrix and Danica had promised to help each other. They’ve strayed so far from that promise.

“I’m still going to make the request,” she says.

“I know,” Ryan answers, and he squeezes her hand. “You’re stubborn sometimes.”

“Does that make you like me less?”

“No.”

They walk the rest of the way back to the dorms in silence, except to change their minds and stop in the dining hall for breakfast on the way. But the conversation lingers in Danica’s mind.

There’s still a small part of her that wants to make up with Beatrix. She just doesn’t know how. The way she sees it, they’re likely to be better friends if they don’t have to live together. But for the rest of the day, even when she fills out the request forms, she wonders if she’s right.
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Sarah’s boots meet the mud with a squish as she dismounts from her lesson horse du jour. Cicero, a medium-sized palomino pony with a star, two front socks, and a thick forelock, reaches for the nearest blades of grass while pushing against his rider in the process.

“Hey!” She answers as she pulls the reins upward as leverage against the pony. But Cicero continues to ignore her.

Beatrix and Kent walk around her with their own horses and make their way into the stables. Other riders pass by, too, leaving her outside alone in the cold.

“Come oooon,” Sarah whines. She tugs the reins again, and Cicero lifts his head just in time to sneeze all over her polo shirt. “Ewwww.”

They walk into the barn together and drag their feet into the pony’s messy stall. He seems to have a methodical approach to breakfast because there is hay scattered around the stall, mixing into the bedding, the manure, and the water buckets.

Sarah unlatches the noseband and the throatlatch, and then she pulls the bridle off the pony’s head.

Cicero rubs his head against her stomach, pushing her backwards until her elbow touches the cold, green water.

With a frustrated groan, Sarah tosses the bridle on top of the stall door and reaches for the halter. Then, she unlatches Cicero’s girth and removes the saddle, exposing the sweaty midsection of the thick-haired pony.

“I’ll be right back,” she warns with a tone like a parent chastising a child. “Don’t get yourself into any more trouble, alright?”

Sarah sweeps the tack into her arms and makes her way to the tack room. As she puts down the saddle, she notices her phone’s screen light up with a phone call from her mom.

“Hi, mom,” she says as she presses her ear into her shoulder to steady the phone. “What’s up?”

“Oh, hello, darling,” her mother replies as if she already forgot that she initiated the call. “How’s boarding school treating you?”

Sarah picks up the grooming box and pulls out a clean cloth to wipe her shirt. “Great. Never better.”

Her mom sighs in relief. “I’m so glad to hear that. Everybody’s been talking about you and how jealous they are that we could send you to such a prestigious academy. I’ve been boasting to the club about your academic programs and the horseback riding and the spacious dorms.”

“Mhm.”

“It’s all so glamorous,” her mother continues. “Only the best for my daughter.”

Sarah opens the compact makeup mirror from her backpack- she’d brought her things with her since she has her lesson right after team practice (but fortunately she’ll ride a different horse for the next ride instead of Cicero).

She stares at her reflection in the mirror. Her red hair spills out of her helmet from all sides, there’s mud on her cheek, and her sweat makes her freckled skin glisten- but
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