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AGES 6-9 
First Place 

 

1. JEM AND ELLIE’S FISHY DAY 
 

Nicholas Koturbash, age 7 

 

Nicholas is a seven-year-old half-Ukranian, half-Canadian 

native Arkansan, enthusiastic numismatist (a collector, 

especially of coins), keen hiker, and whole-hearted writer.   

 

em woke up. Pa was coughing. He had been sick for 

one week. Mama was speaking softly to him. She put 

a cool cloth over his hot forehead. 

Jem was worried. If Pa is still sick, how would they 

have money from gold panning to buy food? he thought. 

Already his tummy was rumbling with hunger. He 

got out of bed. It was cold. He put on his clothes quickly. 

The tent where they lived was not very warm.  

“I’m going to check on Nugget,” Jem whispered to 

Mama. He tried to be quiet and not wake Pa. Nugget 

was the Coulter’s family dog. 

“Be back soon,” Mama said. 

Outside, Jem got his fishing pole and some worms. 

“Come on, Nugget. Let’s catch us a tasty fish to eat!” he 

called to his dog. The dog wagged his tail. 

Jem made his way down to the creek. It was deep in 

some places, with plenty of tree stumps in the water for 

fish to hide. 

J 
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“Let’s fish!” Jem said excitedly as he set up his pole. 

He hoped to catch a big fish. He wanted to catch enough 

to feed his family for breakfast. 

Jem heard a sound. Nugget whimpered. 

What was that? Jem thought. He had to be brave. 

He told his dog, “Don’t worry. It’s all right.” 

Nugget was still nervous. Woof, woof! he barked.  

Jem hoped it was nothing. He hoped it was not Will 

Sterling, the mean rich kid who lived in Goldtown.  

He was surprised to see it was his younger sister, 

Ellie. “Hi,” she said with a huge smile. 

Jem was annoyed. Ellie followed him everywhere. 

“Go away,” he said angrily. “You’ll scare the fish.” He was 

mad at her for coming. 

“I want to fish too,” Ellie said. She looked sad that 

Jem did not want her help. 

“Go catch some bugs,” Jem told her. He hoped to 

keep her busy and away from him. 

“Sure,” she agreed, wanting to be a big help to her 

brother. She left quickly to do what he wanted. She 

loved her brother and wanted him to be happy with her. 

“Argh! She scared the dog,” he said, “and me.” 

Just then, Jem got a bite. “A fish! A fish!” He was so 

excited. When he pulled it out, he saw it was just a small 

American shad. It would not be big enough to feed his 

family for breakfast. What a disappointment!  

“Oh well, it is some food,” 

Jem said. He put it in his 

bucket to take home later. He 

put a new worm on his hook and cast again. 
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Jem heard a sound. Ellie must be back already.  

“I caught a grasshopper,” she said proudly, showing 

him a nice brown one. 

“Fine.” Jem gave her a rod. “Go fish. I want you to go 

and catch the biggest fish in here.” 

Ellie cast her line. It did not land very well. She had 

to try again. Just as the hook landed on the water, a big 

fish bit it.  

“Help, help!” she screamed to Jem. “Help me, big 

brother!” 

Jem ran quickly to help. He pulled and tugged hard.  

“It must be a huge fish!” he said excitedly. 

It seem liked forever before they could get the fish 

out of the water.  

“Wow! It’s a six-and-a half-pound chum salmon!”  

Jem was amazed. The fish was a shiny green color. It 

was beautiful! 

Nugget ran up to the fish as it flopped on the 

ground. He barked loudly at it. 

“Quiet!” Jem told Nugget as he tried to unhook the 

fish. The fish was so strong it was hard to take the hook 

out of his big mouth. 

JEM AND ELLIE’S FISHY DAY 
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“I’ll need your help, Ellie, to carry it home.” Jem 

could barely lift the fish to the bucket. “I hope it fits.” 

Together, Ellie and Jem carried the heavy bucket 

home. Jem was happy to have his sister there to help. He 

could not have done it by himself. 

“We are home,” they said to their surprised parents.  

Pa was awake now. “Oh, what a big fish you caught!” 

said Pa with a smile. “I’m so proud of you, Jem.” 

“No, it was Ellie,” Jem said. “She caught it and asked 

me to help.” 

“Well, I’m proud of you both,” said Pa, putting his 

arms around them. 

Ma went to fillet the fish, and soon they could smell 

the fish cooking. It smelled delicious!  

Sitting down together, they took a bite. “Mmm . . . 

that is tasty,” they all agreed. How wonderful it was to 

have food! 

“Hey, Jem,” said Ellie. “Would you like to go fishing 

with me tomorrow?” 

“Yes,” said Jem. “You are great at fishing. We make 

a good team.”  
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AGES 6-9 

Second Place 

 

2. ANDI’S MYSTERY OF THE  

MISSING CHICKENS 
 

Millicent Paulton, age 8 

Dewey, South Dakota 

 

Millicent lives on a cattle ranch with her four brothers and 

German shepherd, Rosemary. She loves art, writing, and 

horses. Millicent plans to be a cowgirl author and illustrator. 

 

ndi pushed back from the breakfast table and put 

on her boots. She headed out to do her chicken 

chores. Andi thought to herself, The mean rooster is 

going to get me! 

She picked up a stick to use as protection, just in 

case. But to her surprise, when she got to the chicken 

coop, the gate to the coop was wide open.   

Andi went into the coop very cautiously, in case the 

rooster would try to attack her again. Thankfully, he was 

nowhere to be found. She went to the nesting boxes to 

gather the eggs and started to count the hens. 

“One, two, three . . .” She counted all the way up to 

eleven. “Oh my! That’s strange. One of our hens is 

missing. My only brown-colored hen is gone.”   

She looked all over the barnyard for the missing 

hen, but it was nowhere to be found.  

A 
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Andi was glad the rooster was gone, but she was sad 

because the hen was gone. 

She went to find Riley. She said, “Riley, one of the 

hens is missing, and the rooster is gone too. Will you 

help me find the problem?” 

Riley said, “That sounds like a great plan. I can help 

you find the problem.” 

They started to look for clues.  

“Riley, you go look for tracks around the henhouse,” 

Andi said. “I will look for clues outside the henhouse.” 

They saw lots of dog-like tracks, and lots of blood. 

Andi told Riley, “I’m going to go check the dog and see 

if he caught a chicken.” 

“Okay, I’ll keep looking,” Riley said. 

Andi went over to where the dog was, but she saw 

no chicken and no blood. 

“Did you take a chicken?” Andi asked.   

The dog looked at her wonderingly and wagged his 

tail.  

Andi petted him. “You’re a good boy. I bet you 

didn’t do it. No, you would never do such a thing.” 

It must be some dog-like creature, but not the dog, 

Andi thought. “It must be a dog-like creature,” she said 

to Riley. “But it was not the dog.” 

“It well could be,” Riley said, “but I want to find out 

for sure.” 

They went to the house and got a pencil and paper.  

“I wonder.” Andi said. 

“I do too,” Riley said. 
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They wrote down their clues: 

 

 1. It was not the dog, but it was a dog-like creature.  

 2. Lots of blood. 

 3. Dog-like paw print tracks. 

 4. The gate was open. 

 

It was a cool case . . . and a bad case.  

I wonder if it could be the dog, Andi thought, or if it 

could be— 

“I wonder if it could be a coyote,” she said.  

Andi and Riley went back to the chicken pen the 

next morning and saw two more chickens were missing.  

I think that—Andi thought.  

“You should set up something,” Riley said. 

“Like what?’’ Andi said.  

“Maybe like a . . . I don’t know. You could set up a 

tent, or you could watch the coop,” Riley said. 

“Good idea,” Andi said.  “I think I’ll watch the coop.”  

So, Andi set up a comfy spot on top of the roof of 

the coop and got ready to watch the chicken pen for the 

day.   

“What are the rocks for?” Riley asked. 

“If a coyote comes, I’ll throw the rocks at him,” Andi 

said. 

By sundown, Andi and Riley were getting really 

tired of sitting on the roof. They were about to give up, 

when all of a sudden, they heard a loud—  

CRACK! 

ANDI’S MYSTERY OF THE MISSING CHICKENS 
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They looked down. A coyote leaped out of the 

bushes, headed for the open chicken gate!   

They threw the big rocks down at the coyote and 

yelled, “Go away, coyote! No more chickens for you!” 

The coyote backed up a few steps and saw they were 

on the roof. He took off running. 

“I think that was what it was,” Riley said. 

“Me too,” Andi said. “Let’s modify the chicken coop 

latch, so the coyote can’t get in.” 

“Good idea,” Riley said.  “But I would also tie the dog 

up.” They modified the latch, then no more chickens 

were gone! 

The mystery of the missing chickens was solved. 

 
Illustrated by the author 
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AGES 6-9 

Third Place 
 

3. STRIKE TO THE RESCUE 
 

Catalina Kelley, age 9 

 

Catalina is a musician who plays clarinet and piano, and loves 

to sing in choir. She especially loves her rabbit, Koala, her 

siblings, and Jesus.  

 

Strike-it-rich Sam is a popular Goldtown character. 

 

em and Ellie were down by the creek panning for gold. 

The water was cold. It was a sunny, windy summer 

day.  

They were on the creek bank with their feet in the 

water as they panned for gold. Their dog Nugget was 

scaring all the frogs away and jumping and running in 

the water, making it difficult to pan. 

“Do you think we’re going to get any gold today?” 

Ellie asked. 

“Well, so far I don’t think so,” Jem said. 

“Should we go back to Strike’s claim?” Ellie asked. 

“You can take Nugget with you. I’ll stay here,” Jem 

said. 

“Well, I’m going back,” said Ellie. She ran back, 

calling Nugget to follow her.  

Jem sat panning and then thought, I guess I’ll go back 

J 
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too. I’m having no luck. So he walked back to Strike’s 

claim.  

When he got to camp he heard Ellie yelling. “Jem, 

Jem, come quickly! Nugget is missing!” 

“What? Didn’t you bring him back with you?” Jem 

said. 

“I thought he was following me.” Ellie started to cry. 

“It will be okay,” Jem said. “We will find him.” 

Strike came walking up with Canary. “Howdy, kids.” 

“Nugget is missing,” said Jem. 

“What?” Strike said. “Well, there’s no time to waste. 

Let’s start looking.” 

They looked around the campsite for awhile and 

walked up and down the river. They walked into town. 

“Where do you think he would go?” Jem asked. 

“I don’t know,” Strike said. 

“Do you think he would be at the outdoor market?” 

Jem asked. 

“Well, I don’t  know, but let’s look. He probably just 

ran away,” Strike said. 

“But Nugget wouldn’t do that,” Ellie said. 

They went to the market. 

There were lots of people gathered around, buying 

food. They saw people buying horse tack and ropes to 

rope cattle.  

There was no sign of Nugget. 

Ellie started to cry again. “We’ll never find Nugget.” 

“Roasted rattlesnakes, Ellie! Stop that. We will find 

Nugget, no matter what it takes,” Jem said. 

Then suddenly they saw two boys ahead of them.  
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One was Will. The other boy they didn’t recognize. 

The boys were carrying a large grain sack, but it was 

moving.  

Jem pointed out the bag. “What in the world could 

Will Sterling be up to with a moving grain sack?” They 

walked a little closer and then they heard a yelp. 

“Strike, that sounds like Nugget’s yelp,” said Jem. 

“I’ll be right back.” Strike walked up to the boys and 

said, “What’s in that bag? Why’s it moving? Let me see 

inside.” 

Will looked up angrily and said, “Why do you need 

to know?” 

Strike was losing his patience. “Because I said so, 

young’un.” He took the bag out of Will’s hand and 

looked inside. 

“That’s our dog you got in here,” Strike said. 

Jem walked up. “Why would you take my dog?” 

The other boy looked up with fear and said, “I-I 

didn’t know it was your dog.” He took off running.  

Will looked at them angrily and said, “I didn’t want  

your pest of a dog in my way no more.” 

“You better leave this dog alone, or your pa will hear 

all about it and skin you alive,” Strike growled.    

Will ran off real fast, and Ellie and Jem laughed. 

“Great job, Strike,” Jem said. 

Ellie hugged Nugget and said, “I’m so glad you found 

him.” 

       They all headed back home to tell Pa and Mama all 

about their day. 

 

STRIKE TO THE RESCUE 
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“If it wasn't for Strike, Nugget would be sold for 

good,” Jem said. 

“So glad to have you around!’’ Ellie said. 

“Can you stay for dinner?” Pa asked. 

“Sure, why not?” Strike said. 

So they ate dinner happily, knowing Strike had 

rescued  Nugget. 

 

 
Illustration from the Goldtown Beginnings 
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AGES 6-9 

Honorable Mention 
 

4. ANDI’S DAISY DAY 
 

Lilly Shelton, age 9 

Jacksonville, Florida 

 

Lillian is a fourth-grade homeschooler. She has a rabbit, a 

fish, an old hound dog, and backyard chickens. Her dream is 

to own goats one day.  

 

ndi ate her last bite of grits then asked her mother, 

“May I be excused? I want to go riding with Riley.”  

Her mother nodded and pointed to the egg basket 

that was sitting on the kitchen counter. “Yes, you may, 

but first I would like you to collect the eggs.”  

“Yes, ma’am,” said Andi as she walked over to get 

the basket.  

“And try not to pour the eggs all over yourself this 

time.” Her big brother Chad laughed.   

“Don’t tease your sister,” Mother scolded.  

Andi stuck her tongue out at Chad, grabbed the 

basket, and skipped out the door.  

Andi looked back and forth for Henry, their mean 

rooster. Luckily, he was nowhere in sight. She jumped 

off the back porch and ran across the yard to the chicken 

coop. She grabbed the eggs, placed them in the basket, 

and headed back to the house.  

A 
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“Mother, I collected the eggs!” Andi announced as 

she placed the basket full of eggs on the counter. “May I 

go riding with Riley now?”   

“Yes, you may.”  

Andi dashed out the door and ran into the barn.  

“Riley, I’m ready to go riding now!” She spotted Riley 

tacking up his horse, Midnight.  

“I thought you were never going to come. Me and 

Midnight were about to ride off without you,” said Riley.  

Riley was acting too big for his britches again.  

“I had to collect the eggs,” Andi whined as she 

opened Coco’s stall door.  

Coco whinnied happily when he saw her.  

Andi smiled. No matter how pokey Coco was, she 

was still happy to have him around. She led him out of 

his stall, put his bridle on, and slid onto his back.  

Once they arrived at the creek, Andi and Riley slid 

off their horses and led them over to the creek for a 

drink.  

“Look over there!” Riley pointed to a black-and-

brown goat with bulging sides taking a drink from the 

creek. “Did one of your brothers get a goat?” he asked 

Andi.   

“No,” she said.  

Andi and Riley tied their horses to a tree branch and 

walked over to the goat.  

“Here, girl,” Andi called sweetly.  

The goat trotted over.  

“Man, she sure is fat!” Riley yelled.  

Andi bent down and covered the goat’s ears. “Riley, 
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you are going to hurt her feelings.” Then she petted the 

goat. “Don’t worry, girl. You’re just a little chubby.” 

 The goat walked away from Andi and ate a few 

daisies that were by the creek.  

“I can see why she is so fat. All she cares about is 

eating,” said Riley.  

Andi shoved her friend in the shoulder and put her 

hands on her hips. “That’s not nice.”   

Riley crossed his arms and turned away.  

“It’s okay . . . um . . . Daisy! That’s a good name for 

her, right, Riley?”  

Riley turned back to Andi, uncrossed his arms, and 

called Daisy over. The goat trotted over to him.  

“What are we going to do with her?” Andi asked.  

“Hang on. I have an idea,” he said as he walked over 

to Midnight and got his lasso out of his saddlebag. He 

walked back over to Andi and tied the rope around 

Daisy’s neck then tossed the rope to Andi. “Let’s take her 

back to the barn,” he said as he got on Midnight.  

 “Let’s go, Daisy,” Andi said and gave the rope a little 

pull. The goat followed her to her pony. Then Andi slid 

onto Coco’s back and trotted off toward home.  

Every once in a while Daisy would stop to eat.  

“Come on Daisy, it’s not lunchtime, and if we don’t 

get back soon I’ll miss my lunch,” Andi said.  

Then Daisy sat down and let out a scream.  

Riley slowed his horse to a stop. “What happened?” 

he asked.  

“I don’t know. She just keeps eating, and now she 

won’t move,” Andi told her friend.  

ANDI’S DAISY DAY 
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“I bet I can get her to move,” Riley bragged. 

“Okay,” said Andi.  

Riley gave the rope a tug.  

Daisy let out an angry scream and headbutted Riley 

in the stomach.  

Thud! Riley fell backward onto his backside.  

“Are you all right?” Andi asked. 

“I’m fine.” 

Once Andi knew her friend was all right, she burst 

out laughing.  

Riley got back on his horse with a sigh.  

Andi picked up Daisy’s rope, got back on Coco, and 

gave the rope a gentle tug, but she still wouldn’t budge.  

“Hey, I have an idea,” Andi announced. She hopped 

off Coco and grabbed a handful of flowers, then she got 

back on her pony. She called to the goat. “Daisy, want 

some food?”  

She made Coco trot, and this time Daisy followed. 

Soon, they made it back to the yard. Then she saw 

Chad. “Oh no!” Andi said. She turned Coco toward the 

barn and made him go as fast as he could.  

But Chad had already seen them. “Andi, what is 

that?” he asked as he walked across the yard to Andi and 

Riley.  

Andi tried to hide Daisy behind Coco, but the goat 

sat down and let out a loud scream. Andi tried to yell 

over the goat’s loud scream, but Daisy was louder then 

she was.  

Chad was standing right next to Andi. “Why do you 

have a goat?” he asked.  
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“We found her at the creek all by herself. Her name 

is Daisy.”  

Chad sighed. “It doesn’t matter where you found 

her. We better take this pregnant goat into the barn and 

then find her owner.”  

“Daisy’s pregnant? No wonder she is so chubby,” 

Andi said happily and handed the lasso to her brother.  

Chad smiled and led Daisy into the barn.  

They put her in an empty stall next to Taffy’s. Taffy 

popped her head over the side of the stall and let out a 

happy whinny.  

“Sorry, girl, I don’t have a snack,” Andi told her baby 

horse. She kissed her on the nose then turned to look at 

Daisy, who was lying comfortably in a pile of hay, eating 

like always.  

The next morning, Andi ate her breakfast quickly 

and did her chores as fast as she could. Then she raced 

out to the barn to check on Daisy. When she looked into 

the stall there wasn’t one goat, but four.  

“Daisy, you had your babies!” Andi said happily.  

The three little baby goats were nursing.  

Andi popped her head out of the barn and called 

Riley. “Riley! Daisy had her babies!”  

Riley came running over. “Yay!”  

“Come see them,” Andi said. 

Soon, the whole family came to see the babies.  

“Andi, I forgot to tell you yesterday. I saw somebody 

passing out missing-goat flyers. I told the lady we found 

her goat. She should be here soon to pick up Daisy and 

the babies,” Chad told her.  

ANDI’S DAISY DAY 
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Andi was happy that the goats got to go home, but 

she was sad at the same time. She would miss them.  

Soon, a horse and wagon pulled up with a lady 

driving it. She was happy that Andi and Riley found 

Daisy and told them they could keep two of the babies. 

Riley named one of the babies Pistol, and Andi 

named the other baby Flower.  

It was a fun, adventurous day! 

 

 
 

  



BEYOND THE RISING SUN  

AGES 10-13 

First Place 

 

5. A GOLDEN ADVENTURE 
Scotia Lentz, age 13 

 

Scotia lives in North Carolina with her parents and four 

brothers. She loves to read, write, draw, and play with her two 

kittens, Calvin and Hobbes.  

 

 

hoa! What is that?” 

Ten-year-old Andi Carter pulled to a stop in 

front of a large boulder. Her alert gaze was riveted on a 

small, shiny, sparkling object resting a few feet beside 

the boulder.  

Dismounting her palomino, Andi hurried over to the 

object of her interest and picked it up. “Gold,” she 

whispered, then whirled around. “Gold, Taffy!” 

Hmm, it must have been dislodged from the big 

storm yesterday, she thought. But dislodged from what? 

Andi walked around and around the boulder, 

studying it from different angles. “Ah-ha!” Stooping 

down, she stuck her arm through a skinny opening. The 

reason she hadn’t seen it before was because it was 

hidden under a large overhang and couldn’t be seen 

unless specifically looked for. 

I bet I can fit through that, she thought, and I bet it’s 

a gold mine! 

W 
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Taffy whinnied loudly, snapping Andi out of her 

wild fantasies. “You’re right, Taffy,” she said. “I need to 

tell someone.” Though she didn’t want to share her 

golden discovery, she knew that her big brother Chad 

would blow his top if he realized she’d been hiding 

something this big from him. 

It was his ranch, after all. 

Andi galloped toward the yard, sweating in the 

blazing July sun. “Chad!  Mitch!  Mother!” she shouted 

excitedly, waving the gold chunk in her fist. “Come look 

what I found!” 

Ranch hands came running—but no Chad. Or 

Mitch. Or Mother. 

Stabling Taffy, Andi wandered into the house, 

clutching her gold. “Mother?” she shouted.  

“In here, Andi,” Mitch called. “We’re eating lunch.”  

Andi grinned slyly as she hurried over to the dining 

room. Just wait till they see my discovery! 

“What’s that you’ve got hiding behind your back?” 

Chad asked suspiciously, setting down his sandwich.  

“Come sit down, Andrea,” Mother exclaimed gently. 

“And remember, next time you must remember to 

attend meals on time.” 

“Yes, Mother,” Andi replied eagerly. “And Chad, you 

won’t believe what I’ve got.” Slowly, she produced her 

treasure and held it in front of her proudly. “Gold!” she 

announced, cracking up at her brothers’ confused faces.  

Mother was scarcely less puzzled.  

“There’s a gold mine under a boulder close by. I’m 

sure of it,” Andi hurried on, bursting to explain her 
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remarkable discovery. “And the storm brought out a 

chunk of it.” 

“Hmm,” Chad said skeptically, snatching the gold 

out of her hands and studying it. “Hmm.” 

“It’s true!” Andi protested. “Come and see it for 

yourself if you don’t believe me.” 

“Wow, Andi,” Melinda enthused, clasping her 

hands. “Real gold!” 

“I know,” Andi agreed, her smile a mile wide. 

“Wait just a minute before you get too excited,” 

Mitch warned, holding up a hand. “First of all, are you 

sure that the boulder is on our property?” 

“Positive,” Andi exclaimed. “Over the next hill I saw 

some of our own cattle.”  She hopped impatiently from 

foot to foot, anxious to get back to her “gold claim.” 

Chad bit down on the chunk then nodded. “It’s 

gold, all right.” 

“Are you sure it’s just not—” Mitch hinted impishly, 

and the two brothers exchanged amused glances.  

Andi knew they were thinking about the adventure 

they’d went on up in the mountains as kids, when they’d 

found fool’s gold and thought it was real. They’d told 

her that story thousands of times. 

Andi was very glad that it was not fool’s gold. 

“Can you come with me to see?” Andi asked 

hopefully. “It’s so cool! And I thought that I could—that 

we could—go inside the gold mine. I saw an opening, 

and it’s big enough for me to fit through, but I didn’t go 

in. I wanted to, though,” she added. 

Mother smiled her permission. “Very responsible, 

A GOLDEN ADVENTURE 
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Andrea. Of course you may go again, anytime you want 

to—only if you are accompanied by one of your 

brothers.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Andi quickly responded. She turned 

with a pleading face to her brothers. “Please?” 

Mitch blew out a disappointed breath. “I can’t go. I 

promised Chad I’d round up the cattle all day.”   

Chad looked torn. “Well—” 

“Please, Chad?” Andi begged, clutching her gold 

chunk tightly. God, please let Chad say yes! 

“Fine,” Chad agreed finally. “I guess it is my 

responsibility to check out my own gold mine—if there 

is one,” he added sharply, glancing at Andi suspiciously.  

“Of course there is!” she protested, hurt. “Where 

else would this come from?” she pressed, holding up the 

fist-sized glittering proof. 

“Can I go too?” Melinda asked hopefully.  

Andi glanced at her older sister in surprise. Since 

when did fancy big sister in her frilly dresses and sewing 

circles want to go on a dirty gold-mine adventure?   

“Help me round up the supplies then,” was her 

brother’s only reply, and eagerly the sisters ran off to 

obey.  

Andi hopped impatiently from foot to foot as she 

eyed her brother. She couldn’t wait to see her older 

siblings’ faces when they saw her gold mine. 

**** 

“Huh.” Chad was walking around and around the 

large boulder, studying it from all angles, much like 

Andi had done at first.  
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He looked mighty suspicious. “Huh.” 

Andi blew out a big breath. Was that the only word 

he could say?  

What about, “This is a great gold mine that holds 

great potential.” Or “This is a remarkable discovery.”  

Or even . . . “Congratulations, Andi, for discovering 

your own gold mine.” 

Finally, Chad turned to the girls. “Well, Andi, this 

does seem worth investigating, to say the least. I’m glad 

we brought tools. It’s pretty shallow, which will make 

for easy digging but not much gold. If there is any.” 

“There will be,” Andi assured him. “If chunks of it 

flew out because of an ol’ storm, it must be pretty close 

to the surface.” She could hardly refrain from dancing 

with excitement. Just think what she would tell her 

town friends!  

“We’ll probably have to blast the opening with 

dynamite,” Chad said. “Gold mines are almost never 

easy to dig through if you don’t have dynamite.” He 

poked at the opening with a shovel and then started 

digging in earnest. Andi and Melinda pitched in with 

great enthusiasm. 

Half an hour later, the opening was wide and they 

could see a large tunnel protruding down into the dark 

underground. Chad whistled in surprise and pushed 

back his Stetson hat, impressed. “Looks like we don’t 

need dynamite, after all. This is a surprise.” 

Andi was glad. If they had needed dynamite they 

would have to go to town to get it. She didn’t want to go 

to town when there was something much more 
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important going on at the ranch. “Let’s go in,” she said 

eagerly and started toward the entrance, but her brother 

stopped her. 

“Hold your horses,” he warned. “Aren’t you 

forgetting something?” Chad held up a lantern. 

Heat crept up into Andi’s cheeks. “Right.” She and 

Melinda grabbed lanterns. So did Chad, who went first, 

armed with a few shovels.  

“We won’t be in here long,” he told them. “I just 

want to see the size of this thing. If it proves promising, 

I’ll grab a few ranch hands and Mitch, and we’ll check it 

out more in depth.”  

He glanced warily up at the dirt ceiling above them. 

“Who knows when this thing will collapse.” 

“It looks sturdy enough,” Melinda remarked from a 

few feet ahead of Andi. She poked at the ceiling with her 

lantern. Nothing happened. 

“Yeah, well,” Chad replied. “I’ve had a few instances 

in my life when mines do not act like they are supposed 

to.”   

Andi frowned. This sounded like an exciting 

backstory to when Chad was her age, but she sensed this 

was not the time or place for storytelling. Maybe she’d 

drag it out of him at supper. 

Two hours dragged by. The tunnel went on and on, 

and Chad’s shovels were not needed. No gold was found, 

either. At least, not any chunks bigger than a speck or a 

crumb.  

Andi was very disappointed. She had wanted to 

impress her brother, but although she had sparked his 
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interest with her discovery, she had definitely not 

impressed him the way she had wanted. Chad seemed 

mildly interested in investigating the tunnel at a later 

date, but he did not clap his hands and caper about like 

Andi had hoped.  

She frowned. Now that she looked back, she could 

not picture Chad clapping his hands and capering 

about.  

“All right,” Chad shouted ahead of them, “let’s head 

back. This tunnel is just meandering about along the 

surface. It’s not really going anywhere.” 

Andi sighed, but knew there was no use arguing. 

Besides, she knew Chad was right. They weren’t going 

anywhere. And they definitely wouldn’t get any gold 

anytime soon.  

Reluctantly, she turned around, shuffling her feet.  

Rumble!  Rumble!   

Andi’s ears pricked. What was that sound? And why 

was it coming from right above her? 

RUMBLE! 

“Come here, both of you!” Chad hollered from 

around the corner. “Quickly! Some of this ceiling is 

collapsing!” 

Andi and Melinda scurried toward him in fright. 

Andi’s heart pounded wildly. They weren’t going to be 

trapped, were they?  Were they going to be caved in? 

That would be terrible!   

CR-R-R-RACK! 

Andi screamed and flung herself down onto the 

ground, shielding her head just as a large shower of 
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dislodged rocks and dirt came falling down. Just as soon 

as it started, it stopped. Echoes of the cave-in repeated 

itself eerily, until finally silence reigned acutely 

throughout the whole place.  

“Andi!”  

She slowly stood up, trembling from head to toe.  

Chad was there, his face very pale. “Oh, Andi,” he 

whispered. “I thought—” He didn’t continue as he 

hugged his sister—hard. 

“Where’s Melinda?” Andi whispered through 

cracked lips. “Where is she?” 

Chad was already moving toward a pile of stones, 

carefully sifting through them.  

Andi watched in horror, her legs weak with the 

thought of Melinda buried under feet and feet of 

rubble—unreachable. Stop! she told herself. Chad will 

find her. She will be fine. Please, God. Let her be fine. 

Melinda had been steps behind her. Still, only steps 

would land her in a much more difficult position since 

the rock shower had happened literally right above her. 

If she hadn’t managed to get out in time, she was either 

on the other side of all these rocks or— 

“Found her.”  Chad’s voice was weak with relief.  

Andi’s grimy face broke into a wide grin. He had 

found Melinda. Everything was going to be all right 

now. They could leave this tunnel, go home, and 

recount their exciting tale at supper. 

Except . . . Melinda didn’t look so good.  

She lolled unconscious in Chad’s arms, white as 

death. Her arm hung at a crooked angle. Her beautiful 
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golden hair was matted with what looked like blood.  

Andi caught her breath. Please, God, let my sister be 

all right! 

Chad set her down carefully on the rocky ground. 

Andi threw herself down beside her, ignoring her own 

aching bones and bruised skin. “Oh, Melinda,” she 

croaked. “Chad, please tell me she’s gonna be all right.” 

“I’m no doctor,” Chad said tiredly, tearing off some 

of his shirtsleeve and adjusting it under Melinda’s head 

as a pillow, “but I don’t think she’s in any danger. She’ll 

come out of it soon, hopefully.” 

As if on cue, Melinda’s eyes flew open. She groaned. 

“Where . . . where am I?” she whispered, her blue eyes 

bewildered as they took in the rubble and destruction 

around her. “Why does my arm hurt so bad?  And my 

head?” 

Chad grimaced. “We had a bit of an accident.” 

“Everything fell down,” Andi jumped in helpfully, 

“And you got hurt. Now, everything’s blocked up and we 

can’t go back.” 

Melinda groaned again and closed her eyes. 

“We either have to wait for somebody to rescue us,” 

Chad said grimly, “or we dig ourselves out.” He held up 

the two shovels that both of them had forgotten about.  

“Andi,” he said, crouching down beside her, his blue 

eyes boring into her seriously, “Can you help me dig? 

Are you feeling well enough for that?” 

Andi nodded. 

Her eyes were wide with the importance of her 

mission. “Yes, sir.” 

A GOLDEN ADVENTURE 



BEYOND THE RISING SUN 

But it was no use. Their shovels proved no match 

against the hard, heavy boulders and muck that 

separated them from the rest of the world. Andi 

slumped to the ground, trying not to panic.  

The hours passed in a messy, scared blur. When the 

shovels didn’t work, Chad remained somewhat 

confident that ranch hands would locate them and 

rescue them in “just a few more minutes,” but in a few 

minutes they still hadn’t come.  

Finally, he fell silent. Melinda woke up several 

times, and each time she had no idea where she was. 

Andi hurt. It was hot in this small, confined space. 

And there were spiders everywhere. The lanterns were 

still burning, but their flames were dying. 

What seemed like ten hours later, Andi broke the 

still, heavy silence. “Chad? I’m scared. What if they don’t 

find us?” 

“They will,” came his soft answer from a few feet 

away. The flickering lanterns now enabled Andi to 

barely make out his tall, hunched form leaning against 

the wall. 

“But what if they don’t?” she persisted. “What if 

we’re stuck in here forever?” Her voice caught and her 

eyes stung with tears.  

Chad was beside her in an instant. “Hey now,” he 

said gently, “don’t talk like that. They will come, little 

sister. And they’ll come soon.”  

Andi didn’t answer. 

“Do you want to hear a story?” Chad asked after a 

moment or two of silence.  
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Andi sniffed and nodded. “Yes,” she said in a small 

voice. 

So Chad spun one of his infamous childhood tales, 

except this one didn’t take place on the Circle C. When 

he was twelve, a few years older than Andi, he’d visited 

Goldtown with his father and found a friend named 

Jeremiah Coulter.  

A mean boy named Will Sterling had followed them 

into a gold mine and set dynamite that exploded the 

mine and blocked them so they couldn’t get out. Chad 

even had his shoulder dislocated. 

“You had your arm broke just like Melinda,” Andi 

said softly. 

“Kind of,” Chad said, cracking a smile. “And do you 

know what happened next?” 

Andi caught her breath. “What? Did they dig you 

out?” 

“’Course they did, silly goose, else I wouldn’t be 

here.” Chad laughed. Then he grew serious. “Yes, they 

dug us out. Andi, I learned an important lesson that day 

from my friend Jem. He taught me that God is in control 

no matter what happens in any situation. He taught all 

of us. The verses he shared were so reassuring. I 

remember feeling so calm afterwards.”  

His voice had gone quiet, solemn, and vacant, as if 

he were remembering things of the past. 

“Do you—do you remember any of them?” Andi 

whispered into the dark silence.  

The lanterns had almost completely gone out. She 

was very thirsty. 

A GOLDEN ADVENTURE 
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“I don’t remember the exact ones,” Chad replied 

after a moment’s thought. “But I do remember my 

favorite verse from Jeremiah. ‘You will seek me and find 

me when you seek me with all your heart.’” 

“What’s that one?” 

“Jeremiah 29:13. It means that whenever you want 

to tell or ask God something, He will come to you no 

matter what. He will never forsake you or leave you. You 

just need to seek Him and trust that He will come to 

you.” 

“That’s a good one,” Andi said softly. “Thank you, 

Chad.” 

“You’re welcome, little sister.” He put an arm 

around her. “Try to go to sleep. It’ll make the time speed 

by.” 

Andi closed her eyes and snuggled up against him, 

thinking about Jeremiah 29:13 and thinking about God.  

Please let them come soon, she prayed silently. 

Please let us be rescued, God. Amen.  

*** 

Andi woke up to voices—lots of them. Lots of noise. 

Lots of light. She squeezed her eyes shut tighter and 

tried not to wake up. Was it morning already?  Why 

couldn’t whoever was in her room go away and let her— 

Her eyes flew open. She wasn’t in her room.  

Andi sat up. Chad was no longer at her side. 

Melinda was no longer lying down with the wadded-up 

piece of cloth under her head. A great shaft of light was 

shining through a clear opening in the rocks. Lots of 

men were standing around talking in hushed tones. 
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Andi smiled. Hooray! Justin and Mitch and the 

ranch hands had come to their rescue, just like she’d 

prayed to God.  

She stood up, her legs wobbly, and stumbled toward 

the entrance. In the dim morning light everything 

looked much clearer now. She saw Chad and Justin and 

Mitch clustered in a tight circle, talking. Justin was 

carrying Melinda. 

Andi could not keep from grinning a mile wide as 

she hurried over to her brothers and hugged them one 

by one. Then she turned back to Chad. “He answered 

my prayer,” she exclaimed. Then she repeated, “He 

answered my prayer, Chad!” 

Chad smiled softly and passed a hand over her dark 

tangles. “He sure did.” 
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A story from Andi’s Mexican friend Rosa’s perspective. 

 

osa Garduño chuckled as she watched her friend 

Andi Carter race up the stairs to her room. 

Andi's oldest brother, Justin, shook his head and 

said, “You won’t be laughing when you’re late for school.” 

Rosa stopped laughing and followed Señor Justin 

outside. No, she wouldn't be laughing when Mr. Foster, 

the schoolteacher, was assigning lines for Andi and Rosa 

to copy. But it was kind of funny to see Andi frantically 

searching for her schoolbooks.  

Rosa sat on the porch steps while Señor Justin 

hitched up the buggy. He drove it up by the house and 

Rosa climbed in. 

A few minutes later, Andi raced out of the house and 

jumped into the buggy. Señor Justin picked up the reins 

and chirruped to the horses. 

R 

 



BEYOND THE RISING SUN  

“Next time, Andi, get your schoolbooks before you 

take a mud bath.” 

Rosa giggled.  

Andi scowled at her brother's words and glared at 

Rosa. Rosa stopped laughing. 

Earlier, when the girls were doing chores in the barn, 

Andi had convinced Rosa to race to the house. 

Unfortunately, as Andi rounded the corner she ran into 

Mitch, another of her older brothers, and fell flat on her 

face in the mud.  

Andi probably wouldn't want to race to the house 

again for a while, which was fine with Rosa. She’d only 

raced because Andi had asked her to. 

When they got to school, the bell had already been 

rung, so the girls hurried inside. Mr. Foster greeted them 

with a frown. “The bell has already rung. What is your 

excuse for being late?” 

Rosa gulped at Mr. Foster's words and sat down in 

her seat to let Andi do the talking. 

Andi scowled at Rosa and then spoke. “Well we, well 

you see—” 

“I’m waiting, Miss Carter.” 

Some of the kids laughed. Andi's face was turning 

red. Rosa was sure hers was too. 

“I . . . uh . . . I couldn't find my schoolbooks,” Andi 

stuttered. 

“Well, in the future you need to keep track of your 

schoolbooks. You will both stay after school and clean 

the chalkboard.” 

Andi nodded and sat down beside Rosa.  

A LESSON 
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Rosa sighed with relief. At least they didn't have to 

write sentences. 

Mr. Foster read a Psalm, and the class sang 

“America.” The school day had begun. 

Rosa liked coming to school, but it would have been 

more fun if most of the class didn’t tease her and make 

fun of her because she was different. Rosa was glad that 

Andi’s friends never made fun of her. They accepted her 

for who she was. 

Rosa worked hard on her schoolwork, until Mr. 

Foster rang the bell for lunch. Rosa smiled. She’d been 

hungry for awhile already and could almost taste Mamá’s 

tamales.   

She quickly grabbed her lunch pail and followed 

Andi outside. Andi sat down on the steps with Cory, Jack, 

Maggie, and Rachel. Rosa sat down next to Andi. Rosa 

prayed and began eating her lunch. 

Cory turned to her and said, “Do you want me to give 

Johnny a bloody nose for yanking your hair and throwing 

spit wads at you, and for calling you mean names?” 

Rosa put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, no! You would 

get in a lot of trouble for that.” 

“Yeah, we would, but Johnny deserves it. Anyone 

who is mean to you deserves it,” Cory said, looking as if 

he was ready to go over and give Johnny a bloody nose 

right now.  

Rosa frowned. “We all do things we shouldn’t.” She 

didn’t think it was right to get so worked up about Johnny 

Wilson, the school bully.  

She certainly wished he would be nicer to her 
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though. She really didn’t like it when the kids teased her. 

Maggie nodded and said, “You’re right. But don’t you 

wish the other kids would stop teasing you?” 

Rosa nodded. “Yes, but there isn't anything I can do.” 

“Hmm,” Andi said thoughtfully. “Maybe there is.” 

Rosa quickly turned to look Andi in the eye. “Oh, 

Andi, don’t do something you’re going to regret. I don’t 

want you to get in trouble.” 

Andi could be very hotheaded sometimes. Rosa 

didn’t want Andi to get in trouble on account of her.  

Just last week, Andi had punched Virginia Foster in 

the face because Virginia had snickered when Rosa got a 

math problem wrong. 

Then there was the time Virginia said Rosa was a 

servant, incapable of learning. Andi had shoved Virginia 

to the ground and probably would’ve given her a bloody 

nose and two black eyes if Mr. Foster hadn’t intervened.  

Andi had gotten in a lot of trouble. 

There had been other times too, like when Joey 

Parker had told Rosa she wasn’t good for anything but 

being a servant. Andi and Cory had both lit into him. 

No, Rosa didn’t want her friends to do something 

foolish. All these things had embarrassed Rosa, but she 

figured if it got too bad she would just stay home instead 

of going to school.  

In fact, Rosa was going to tell Andi tonight that she 

didn't want to go to school anymore.  She was tired of 

getting teased. Really, the teasing hurt her a lot more 

than she cared to admit. 

Andi’s voice pulled Rosa from her thoughts.  

A LESSON 
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“Wait here. I’ve got an idea.” Her eyes twinkled as she 

went back into the schoolhouse. At least Andi was 

headed inside. The kids were outside, and the boys 

already had the baseball bat, so Andi couldn’t hit anyone 

on the head with that. 

Rosa chuckled to herself. The thought of Andi 

hitting Johnny on the head with a baseball bat was kind 

of funny. The scary thought was that Andi might actually 

do it. 

Rosa finished her lunch, hoping that Andi wasn’t 

doing something she shouldn’t be doing. When Rosa had 

finished, one of the younger girls asked her to turn the 

jump rope. Rosa happily agreed. 

Andi didn’t come back outside. When everyone went 

back in, Rosa saw Andi sitting at her desk, grinning like 

she’d just won a spelling bee.  

As Rosa made her way to her desk, she tripped over 

something and landed on her face. She groaned and sat 

up. She was sure her face was turning as red as a tomato. 

She quickly stood up and went to her seat.  

Andi had lost her smile. “Are you all right, Rosa?” she 

asked. 

Rosa nodded. She was pretty sure Johnny had stuck 

his foot out on purpose so she would trip. It didn't matter, 

though. This was her last day of school. She was sick of 

getting made fun of. 

Later that day, as Rosa was finishing the supper 

dishes, Andi came in and grinned at her. Rosa grinned 

back halfheartedly. She was still upset about what had 

happened at school. 
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“Tomorrow there is going to be a surprise at school,” 

Andi said excitedly, “You’re really going to like it.” 

Rosa sighed. Andi was so happy.  It would be hard to 

tell Andi she was going to quit school. She wasn't exactly 

sure how to say it, so she just blurted it out. “I’m not 

going to school anymore!” 

Andi looked very surprised. Her mouth dropped 

open. “Why not?” she asked, sounding confused. 

“Because I’m different, and I don’t like getting 

teased. I'm sick of it.” By now, Rosa was close to tears. She 

wiped at her eyes vigorously, trying not to cry. 

The look on Andi's face turned from confusion to 

concern. “I didn’t know it bothered you so much, Rosa. 

I’m sorry. It’s just that you always act like it doesn’t bother 

you that much.” 

Rosa sniffed. “I-It’s not your f-fault. “You d-didn’t 

know. Th-there is nothing good about being d-different.” 

Andi put her arm around Rosa.  

“Yes there is,” someone said. 

Both girls turned around, surprised.  

Andi’s mother, Señora Carter, stood in the doorway. 

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, girls. I was walking past the 

kitchen and heard crying, so I wanted to see if you were 

all right.” 

Señora Carter came to stand next to Rosa. “Being 

different isn’t anything to be ashamed of. God made us 

all different. It would be boring if everybody was alike. 

We would all look the same and do everything the same. 

There would be nothing interesting. The other kids 

might be afraid of you too, Rosa.” 

A LESSON 
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Rosa frowned, puzzled. “Afraid? Why would they be 

afraid of me?” 

Señora Carter spoke again. “Because you’re different 

from them, they might be afraid that you won't like 

them. They could be jealous because they want to be 

different.” 

“But why do they tease me then?” Rosa asked, still 

confused. 

“I’m not necessarily sure why. Do you remember the 

story of Noah in the Bible?” 

Rosa nodded. Of course she did, but what did that 

have to do with being teased? 

“Noah must have gotten made fun of a lot. Building 

a giant boat when there aren’t any big bodies of water 

around is pretty strange. Throughout the Bible there are 

stories of people getting teased. But God worked it out 

for good. The point is—everybody gets made fun of. 

“Just remember that God loves these people as much 

as He loves you. There is usually a reason people make 

fun of others, but that doesn’t make it right. Sometimes 

you have to put yourself in the place of the person who is 

teasing to understand why they do what they do. You can 

always go to an adult for help if you need it. Does that 

make sense, Rosa?” 

Rosa nodded. It did make sense, kind of. Maybe she 

would keep going to school. “Thanks, Señora Carter.” 

 Señora Carter smiled and left the room. 

Rosa turned to Andi. “What are you going to do 

tomorrow?” She hoped it wasn't something that would 

get Andi in trouble. 
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Andi smiled at her. “Oh, nothing. It sounds like 

you’ve got it figured out.” 

Rosa wasn’t sure about that, but it would be a little 

easier to endure the teasing. Maybe the kids would 

eventually quit teasing her so much.  

Rosa smiled at the thought. For now she’d just take 

Señora Carter’s advice and try to keep Andi from hurting 

someone. 

Rosa did keep going to school. In the end she was 

glad she did. A lot of the kids quit teasing her. It ended 

up being fun sometimes too! 

Andi’s surprise was something she had cooked up 

with Mr. Foster. At least that’s what she told Rosa. Mr. 

Foster called it “Ancestry Week.” Each kid in the class 

asked their parents what countries they were from and a 

story about one of their ancestors. 

It was a lot of fun. Rosa was glad Andi had such a 

great idea. The whole class had fun. Most importantly, 

they all learned that no matter where you are from or 

who you are, God loves you.  

It was a very important lesson, one that everyone 

should learn. 

Rosa smiled. Things were looking up. 
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Levi Swanson, Andi’s feisty young nephew from Family 

Secret, is back with his own surprising story.   

 

ama, I can’t sleep.”   

I had just entered my mother’s room from my 

room. 

“I know, Levi. I can’t either.” 

“He’s never been gone this late. It’s two AM.” 

Mama didn’t answer. I felt bad for her. She had been 

through a lot, with Pa being an outlaw and everything.  

He had finally cleared his name and come home, but 

now he had taken to gambling. It was only a matter of 

time before we would be out of money.   

I dreaded that moment.   

“I wonder where he is right now.” Mama’s voice 

broke into my thoughts.   

“Yeah.”   

*** 

 

M 
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“Kate? Levi? Betsy? Hannah? Where are you?”   

I groaned and rolled over. Pa was home, and that 

always meant trouble. Slowly, I opened my eyes. Bright 

sunlight streamed through the window. I had crawled 

into Mama’s bed last night and we had finally dozed off.   

Now, I slipped out of bed and headed for the room 

Betsy, Hannah, and I shared. I was twelve, Betsy was 

nine, and Hannah was six. As I crossed the hallway, I felt 

someone grab my arm.   

“Pa?” I looked up at him, frightened. 

“Don’t worry, Son. I won’t hurt you.”   

Uh-oh. That meant Pa had some trick up his sleeve, 

and he would try to be nice so he could convince us to 

“lend” him money or go along with some scheme he 

planned.   

But I determined not to go along with it. Not this 

time.   

“We have to talk,” Pa said. 

I frowned. 

“Levi, I’ve changed. Let’s talk at the kitchen table.” 

“No.” 

“Levi, please. Give me a chance. I met someone in 

the street who talked to me about Jesus, and I 

surrendered my life to Him.”   

As much as I hoped it was true, I knew it wasn’t.   

“Pa, I’ve given you too many chances. I’ll never 

make that mistake again. I’ll never trust you. Never. Or 

believe any of your lies.”   

I flew down the hall and locked myself in the closet. 

Someone pounded on the door. Probably Pa. I didn’t 
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care. I just buried my head in my knees and cried. 

*** 

Pa pounded on the closet door. When there was no 

answer, he moaned. He had hurt his family so much. 

There might be no healing.   

“Oh God, please show me how—That’s it! Show! 

Show Levi I love him. Thank you, God.” 

*** 

An hour later, I slowly opened the door of the closet. 

There was no one in sight, but I could hear laughter 

coming from the main room. I choked.  

They had given in. How could they believe Pa just 

like that? Girls. I snorted. Was I the only sane one in my 

family?   

I walked down the hall and stopped. I saw my family 

talking in the living room. They were all sitting together 

on the couch. I wouldn’t have let Pa even touch me.  

Mama caught me looking at them and rose from her 

position next to Pa. She said a few words to him and he 

nodded.   

I ran back down the hall, but Mama caught up to 

me and grabbed me. “Levi, calm down,” she pleaded.  

“Please.” 

I reluctantly let her lead me into her and Pa’s room. 

I sat on the bed next to her.  

“Levi, what’s wrong?” 

“He’s lying.” 

“No, he isn’t. Did you see him with the girls? He was 

so loving. He’s never been like this before.” 

“He’s only acting. Y’all are sissies for believing him.” 
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“Don’t talk to me like that, Son. It’s difficult to trust 

him, but please give Pa a chance.” 

“No way! Mama, we’ve given Pa too many chances.  

I won’t do it again.” 

“Levi, you don’t understand. It’s different this time.  

Please listen to me.” 

“It’s you who doesn’t understand! Remember what 

has happened whenever we trusted Pa? I can’t, and I 

won’t believe him. Not again. Ever! You can just trust 

him and get in trouble again, but not me,” I spat out.   

“Levi—” Her voice cracked.   

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I whispered.   

The truth was, I wasn’t sorry about not believing Pa. 

I was sorry that Mama was crying. I didn’t like it when 

she was sad, usually the work of Pa.  

I fumed. The very thought of him made me double 

my fists. If only he knew how much hurt he had caused 

my family. If only I could get back at him for all he did.  

I sighed. My family could believe Pa all they wanted, 

but I sure didn’t want to be here when they found out 

how Pa had tricked them.   

How can I escape him? I wondered. A plan wormed 

its way into my whirling mind.  

*** 

  I avoided Pa the best I could the rest of that day.  

Whenever my gaze accidentally met his, I quickly 

looked away. His pleading eyes brought a subtle pang in 

my heart, which I quickly pushed away with a Don’t 

trust him.   

Now it was midnight, and I had sat up in my small 
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cot for the last three hours, not even bothering to 

change clothes. The time had come.   

I thought about waking Betsy and Hannah to say 

goodbye, but it was too risky.  They would immediately 

go running to Mama. I crept out of my bed and over to 

the girls. Yep, they were sleeping. I sighed with relief.   

I went over to our desk. Grabbing my knife in its 

sheath, I tucked it into my belt. I hoped I wouldn’t have 

to use it. Picking up my bundle of an extra set of clothes 

and a warm blanket, I quietly opened the window of our 

first-story apartment and dropped the bundle outside.   

Then I jumped out the window and stepped out into 

the quiet city of San Francisco. Tall buildings loomed 

overhead. Only a few people walked the streets, when in 

the daytime it would have been packed.  

I took one look at the tiny apartment we were 

renting before hurrying off to Aunt Rebecca’s. That was 

my first stop. Come to think about it, I didn’t really have 

any other plans. I didn’t know where I would go after 

my aunt’s. I needed to stop there for food, because I 

didn’t want to chance going down to the kitchen for 

some.   

Plus, I wanted to save it for my family, when Pa 

cheated them out of their money. I cringed and started 

off. It seemed so lonely. But there was no turning back.   

Aunt Rebecca would be sympathetic to my cause.  

She disliked Pa as much as I did. After all, we had been 

living with her until Pa came back a few months ago.   

I clearly remembered her words: “I can’t and won’t 

have that scoundrel living in my home. I’m sorry, Kate. 



BEYOND THE RISING SUN  

You’ve got to go.” 

Now, I shortcutted down a dark alley. I looked 

around warily, for I had some idea of who or what lurked 

around in San Francisco at night The thought wasn’t 

very nice.  So I hurried through most of the alley before 

a shadow moved in front of me.   

I stopped short. My heart pounded. Was it just my 

imagination? Or did it really move? I stared hard at the 

shadow for several long seconds. It didn’t move again. I 

sighed with relief and kept going.   

Suddenly, a rough hand shot out and grabbed my 

arm, twisting it behind my back. Crying out in fright and 

pain, I struggled to get away, dropping my bundle in the 

process.   

“Stop it!” a masculine voice growled.   

I trembled and stood still. What could I do? How 

could I escape this evil man? I was so frightened that I 

couldn’t think clearly.  

His voice broke into my whirling mind. “You’re just 

what I need, boy.” He released my arm, but before I 

could even think of running away, he yanked me to him.   

I could smell the sweat and dust through his shirt 

and tried hard not to gag.   

“Now, listen. You had better obey me or it will not 

go well for you,” he hissed.  

He emphasized the word not, and I shivered. I 

didn’t want to get on the bad side of this man.   

“We have a big job for ya.”   

We? How many comrades did he have?  

As if in answer to my question, two men came out 
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of the shadows. One was a skinny young man. The other 

was an older guy probably in his forties, who was short 

and round. The man that was holding me was tall and 

muscular, with broad shoulders.   

 “Good. Now, we’ll get down to business. Let’s see 

what’s in this package that he dropped.” They opened 

my bundle and checked for weapons.   

I felt thankful that I had put my knife in my belt 

under my shirt. Hopefully they wouldn’t check me for 

weapons.   

They didn’t.   

“Now git goin’,” the fat man ordered. A wagon was 

hidden out of sight. They forced me to sit on the driver’s 

bench between their stinking bodies as we traveled to 

our destination. I didn’t know where I would end up.  

Inside the bed of the wagon were bottles of whiskey 

and bags of stuff—some labeled, some not. The labeled 

ones had different names of banks around the area. So, 

they were not just kidnappers but thieves too.   

And before, the man who had grabbed me had 

mentioned something about a big job. Did they want me 

to help them with their dirty work?  

Rescue me, God! 

*** 

I shifted uncomfortably. The tight ropes tying me to 

the tree in a sitting position (with my arms in front of 

me) dug into my arms and chest. It didn’t help that I had 

been squished between thieves for hours, finally setting 

up camp behind a small rise, and I had little time to 

stretch my cramped muscles before being tied up.   
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I sighed. When was the youngest thief going to go 

to sleep? The others were conked out, sprawled out 

under the starry sky. But I needed everyone to be asleep 

for my plan to work.   

I yawned. I was so tired. Determined not to close my 

eyes for fear of dozing off, I watched the man finally toss 

his bottle aside and lie down.   

I waited twenty more minutes, just to be sure he was 

asleep, and then I wriggled my hand to my belt. My 

captors had conveniently tied my hand close to my 

knife, so it was no problem getting to it.  

Pulling it out, though, was a different story. I inched 

my other hand to my knife sheath, and with a lot of 

pushing, pulling, and groaning in frustration, I pulled 

the knife out.   

Twisting the blade (and my hands) just so, I 

managed to saw through the ropes holding my arms 

tight to my stomach.   

I sighed with relief and shook my hands to get 

circulation back, noticing the thin red lines of blood on 

both my wrists.  

Quickly cutting my other bonds, I attempted to 

stand up . . . but collapsed right down again. My 

cramped legs wouldn’t support my weight. I slowly 

stretched them out then stood up successfully.   

Thank you, Lord!   

I hurried to the horses tethered behind the tree and 

swung myself onto one. She sidestepped uneasily and 

neighed. I froze. Looking over at the bandits, I could see 

that no one had stirred.   
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Whew. I prayed a silent, quick prayer then turned my 

mount around and cantered into the darkness. 

*** 

I stumbled into San Francisco late the next day, 

weak with hunger and faint from exhaustion. Earlier, I 

had sent the horse on a different path, so its footprints 

would mislead the robbers.   

Meanwhile, I had taken the same path we had 

traveled the night before with my kidnappers, staying 

beside the trail so as not to make tracks myself.  

Standing in the middle of the street, I felt like I 

would collapse. Suddenly, a familiar voice broke into my 

thoughts. “Levi!” Pa screamed.   

I looked up. Pa, the very last person I wanted to see, 

was racing toward me. But no look of surprise or anger 

or perhaps even joy was on his face. Instead, a look of 

alarm was clearly written across his features.   

What had happened? Did someone die?   

He pointed behind me. Whirling around, I saw two 

black horses pulling a wagon of flour flying right toward 

me. They were only a few yards away and coming fast.  

Someone shouted, “Runaway horses!”   

I didn’t listen. I felt as if I were in a dream. Every 

fiber in me shouted run! But my legs felt like soggy 

noodles. My mind couldn’t think straight.   

People screamed. I stared at the horses bearing 

down on me. Getting closer, closer— 

Suddenly, a strong arm yanked me from the horses’ 

path. I fell to the dusty ground, gasping. I couldn’t 

believe I was alive. But when I heard a crack and a cry 
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from next to me, I quickly sat up. What I saw made me 

gasp in horror.   

Pa lay next to me on the pavement, unconscious. 

His leg had snapped a few inches below his knee. I 

started to cry. When the realization hit me, I sobbed 

harder. Pa was my rescuer! He had put his life in danger 

to save mine. As a result, he had broken his leg terribly. 

When he tackled me out of the horses’ path, his leg must 

have stuck out in front of the wagon wheel, causing the 

heavy wagon and its cargo to roll over his leg.   

“Oh, Pa, Pa! I believe you now. You have changed. 

I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Forgive me. Please wake up. Please! 

I love you, Pa. Please wake up!” I cried desperately.   

A minute later, he moaned and opened his eyes. His 

face contorted with pain. “Get—get a doctor, Son,” he 

said. His breath came in short gasps. 

“Someone is already getting one,” I reassured. “I 

won’t leave you.”   

Pa closed his eyes again.   

I began to pray. Earnestly, I buried my face in my 

hands. There was a tap on my shoulder and I looked up. 

The doctor was here. Good.   

Now, hopefully everything would be all right.   

*** 

“Oh, Pa, if I had believed you, none of this would 

have happened.” I sobbed into my father’s shoulder the 

next day. “I wouldn’t have run away, and you wouldn’t 

have been looking for me. It was all my fault.”  

“Shh, shh. You had a right not to trust me. I 

deserved that. As for this”—he patted his splinted leg 
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and made a face—“I would have gladly gone through 

that one hundred times more in order for our family to 

be a real family, one that trusts each other.” 

“Oh, Pa!” I hugged him again, a giant bear hug.  

It felt good.   
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AGES 10-13  
Honorable Mention 

 

8. ANDI’S LONELY LITTLE FOAL: 

TAFFY’S STORY 
 

Elizabeth Tompkins, age 13 

 

Elizabeth Tompkins is homeschooled and lives in rural Virginia, 

where she spends her time reading, competing in archery, and 

playing with horses, goats, and chickens.  

 

Taffy, Andi’s lonely little palomino foal, tells her story. 

 

very morning always began the same for me. I 

would groggily stumble to my feet and take a nice, 

long stretch while the sun shined down on my face 

through the stall window. Then I would go and nurse 

from my mama, whom the humans called Snowflake. 

After I had my fill, a stablehand would take Mama and 

me out to the field, where I would have a good romp. 

But this morning was different. I woke up as usual 

and ate my breakfast, but instead of the stablehand 

coming to let me out, it was my mistress, Andi, and her 

brother Chad. There was another boy there, whom I 

have seen around, but I do not know his name. 

“Make sure you keep that foal away from Snowflake, 

ya hear?” Chad told Mistress Andi with a stern voice. 

E 
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“All right, Chad, we will.” 

With that, Chad took Snowflake away. The boy left 

too but soon came back with my friend Coco. Then the 

boy left again. 

Coco is a very old pony, but he is delightful and 

wouldn’t hurt a fly on a fence post. Since I am too young 

to be ridden, Mistress Andi rides Coco. Right now he 

was saddled, which meant we must be going for a ride. 

As Coco was led up, I greeted him with a whinny. 

We touched noses as Mistress Andi got on his back. 

“Hello, Coco! Splendid day for a ride,” I nickered. 

“Hello, Taffy (that is the name my mistress gave 

me), the weather is indeed well today,” he snorted back. 

I gazed out at the clear blue sky as Mistress Andi 

slipped my halter on. The boy, whose name I learned is 

Riley, rode his big black horse inside the barn. The horse 

was named Midnight because he was as black as night. 

I nickered a greeting to him as Riley and Mistress Andi 

started talking. 

“I bet I can lasso a cow while I am on Midnight’s 

back,” Riley boasted. 

“No, you can’t. I can't even lasso the dog while I am 

on the ground, so how can you lasso a cow while on a 

horse?” 

“Just watch me,” Riley said. 

As we left the barn, the human’s three dogs, Duke, 

King, and Prince, came bounding from around the side 

of the barn, yipping, barking, and jumping. I stamped 

my hoof. I do not like those dogs very much. They are 

too rowdy for me. 
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Duke jumped and nipped at Coco’s hocks, but Coco 

just sighed and looked at Duke. 

At once, Mistress Andi kicked Coco into a trot, and 

we started across the field toward the back pasture, 

where the milk cows graze. Once we got there, Riley 

opened the gate and we all filed in except for the dogs, 

who weren't allowed inside. 

Coco and Midnight rode off toward the cows, but I 

decided not to follow. I had seen something of way more 

interest than a bunch of stinky cows. As I galloped to 

the other end of the field, I kept my eyes glued to the 

spot where the pasture I was in ended and another range 

began. And what was in the other pasture made me 

squeal with joy. 

“Mama,” I whinnied. “Mama, come over here with 

me.” 

To my delight, Mama was galloping straight toward 

me. All that stood in her way was the pasture fence, but 

that didn't stop her. With one leap, she was up and over 

the wall and with me.  

We nuzzled each other, then I started drinking her 

warm milk. 

I could hear people running toward me from the 

other end of the field, but I didn't care. By the time they 

got to me, I was already filled, and I didn't protest being 

led away by Mistress Andi. She took me straight to my 

stall, but I didn't want to be in the barn. I wanted to be 

outside in the sunshine playing. But I was kept in my 

stall anyway.  

Even the apple my mistress brought out for me 
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didn’t help me get out of my mood. 

Nightfall came quickly, but Mama didn't come 

back. I whinnied and whinnied for her, but she did not 

come. I whinnied for what seemed like ages until the 

middle of the night, when Mistress Andi came out to 

sleep with me.  

I nickered a greeting then almost immediately fell 

asleep with her at my side. 

*** 

As the sun shone through the stall door, I got to my 

feet and hoped yesterday had been a dream. But no, 

Mama still wasn’t here, and Mistress Andi was still 

asleep on the stall floor.  

The rooster crowed the beginning of the morning, 

and Mistress Andi sat up with a start and jumped to her 

feet. She kissed my nose and said a quick goodbye, 

telling me that she had to go somewhere called church. 

Then she was gone.  

Even with Coco in the stall next to mine, I was still 

really lonely. A stablehand came by and gave me some 

bran mush, but I wasn’t hungry. All I wanted was 

Mama’s warm milk. I whinnied all afternoon long until 

my throat became sore, but I still whinnied on.  

I banged against my stall door until my knee bleed, 

but I continued to bang against the door. My head and 

tail were hanging low now, and I felt as if my spirit had 

been crushed. 

Coco told me that this was called being weaned, 

when all the little foals and ponies reached a point in 

their lives when they are taken from their mothers for a 
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little while. He told me that he went through this too, 

and that it would be over soon. 

His words didn’t help. I kept on whinnying until 

Mistress Andi finally returned. She led me outside and 

Chad cleaned up my leg. Then Coco and I were led to a 

pasture where my mistress stayed with me the rest of 

the afternoon. 

Nighttime came soon again. My whinnies sounded 

like pitiful little squeaks, although I didn't have to 

whinny for long before Mistress Andi came out to sleep 

with me like she did yesterday. I was very grateful. 

The rooster crowed in the morning, but Mistress 

Andi did not wake up until Chad came out to get her. 

He did not seem happy that she had spent the night 

with me. 

“Go let Taffy and Coco out in the pasture, then get 

ready for school,” he told her. 

My mistress put our halters on and led us out into 

the sunshine. 

“You deserve to be with your mama,” Mistress Andi 

quietly spoke to me. “I'll put you with Snowflake, and 

when I get back from school, I will just put you back in 

your stall. Chad will never know.”  

That sounded like a good plan to me. 

When no one was looking, Mistress Andi led us into 

Mama’s pasture. I giddily whinnied and galloped over to 

where Mama was standing under the shade of a birch 

tree. Coco slowly trotted behind me. 

“Mama,” I cried. “Mama! I have missed you so much! 

They took you away from me, and I knew it must have 
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been a misunderstanding.” 

Mama looked down on me and nuzzled my mane as 

I drank her milk. Once I was full, I plopped down in the 

shade and dozed off with Mama right beside me. 

I woke to the sound of angry voices.  

Coming toward me like a storm on the horizon was 

a very furious Chad. By the time he got to me, though, 

he seemed to have calmed down some. He took me by 

the halter and started leading me away from Mama.  

I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay with her, but 

Chad was too strong. He firmly took me to the barn, 

where I waited as he saddled up his horse, Sky.  

Then we were off. 

*** 

The ranch where we arrived was smaller than my 

home, but it felt welcoming. There was a large red barn, 

with horses poking their heads over some of the stall 

doors, and I could see four pastures.  

Chickens wandered the property, scratching and 

pecking at the dirt. A small, white house stood just to 

the left of the barn, and out of that house came a short, 

stocky man.  

“Well, hello, Chad,” the man said. “What brings you 

over to our little ranch?” 

“Weaning trouble.” Chad brought Sky to a stop, and 

I stopped a few paces behind them. 

“Is ’at so? What can I do to help?” 

“I was hoping that you would let me board my 

sister’s filly here until it is weaned. We just keep having 

trouble over at our ranch.” 
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“’Course I will. When will I expect you to come and 

pick her back up?”  

“How about the end of the week? That should be 

enough time for her to be fully weaned.” Chad handed 

my lead rope to the man then turned Sky around. 

“Thank you, Mr. Backley. You are a good man.” 

“Any time, Chad. Any time.” 

With that, Chad and Sky galloped off to the east.  

“All right now, lil filly, let's get you settled in.”  

The man named Mr. Backley led me toward the 

barn. On the way there, we passed one of the fields, 

which was filled with horses. Some were grazing, and 

some were running and playing.  

I let out a tiny nicker when we were close enough 

for them to hear me. Most of them ignored me, but a 

few of the foals ran up and whinnied back at me. 

Mr. Backley led me into the barn and to a stall near 

the middle that had a window that overlooked the 

pasture with the horses in it. As soon as he left me, 

though, I started to whinny. After about an hour of 

whinnying, I realized there was no point in crying for 

my mama if she couldn't hear me, so I decided not to 

call for her anymore.  

I spent the rest of the afternoon in my stall, 

watching the other horses play. That night, I fell asleep 

with twinkling stars in the night sky and thoughts of 

home in my mind. 

The rest of the week went by quickly. I spent my 

days there grazing and playing with the other horses 

and foals, and the occasional napping in the sun. I had 
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come to realize that I didn't need Mama as much as I 

thought I did. 

I finished eating my breakfast just as I heard hoof 

beats and looked up to see Sky riding toward me, with 

Chad and my mistress on his back.  

As soon as Sky halted, Mistress Andi leaped off Sky 

and ran over to me and threw her arms around my neck. 

“I missed you so much, Taffy!” she cried. “But now you 

can come back home with me!” 

I nickered in agreement. 

Mistress Andi picked up my lead rope and led me to 

Chad and Sky, where she climbed up onto the big horse. 

Chad shouted his thanks to Mr. Backley and waved 

farewell. 

Then we headed home. 
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AGES 14-17 
First Place 

 
9. BROKEN TO BE HEALED  

 

Ree Deemed 

 

Ree (her pen name) is a homeschooled girl who belongs to 

Jesus Christ. Ree enjoys reading, writing, and riding horses. 

She stayed up until 3:00 AM to finish this story. 

 
CHAPTER ONE: THE CIRCLE C 

    

hat’s the bank robber’s daughter.”  

The loud whisper burned in my ears as I stared 

across the street.  

“I sure hope she doesn’t turn out like her father. But 

the apple never falls far from the tree,” the gossip 

continued.  

If only I could give you a piece of my mind, I mentally 

declared.  

Shooting a sidelong glance at Sheriff Tate, who had 

arrested my father, I decided against that idea. Not that 

I was afraid of him, but I didn’t want him to add one 

more line to the list of reasons people looked down on 

me.   

Ma dead. Da in jail. Having to stay with rich folks 

until some family looking for a servant ‘adopts’ me. Why 

did all this have to happen? 

T 
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My eyes stung with tears that threatened to leak out, 

but I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to be strong. I have 

to not feel anything, I reasoned. It’s the only way to 

survive. If I didn’t feel, than I wouldn’t be hurt by the 

loss, or the shame, or the rejection, or the loneliness, or 

the fear.  

The creak of carriage wheels interrupted my 

thoughts. I glanced up to see a stunning cherry bay 

horse trotting down the street toward me, carriage in 

tow.   

“Whoa,” the driver crooned. 

The horse stopped neatly in front of me. A small 

smile escaped me as the mare nuzzled my arm.  

“Hi, there,” the driver greeted. “I’m Mitch. This here 

is Sierra. You must be Aideen.” A friendly grin 

accompanied his words, instead of the condescending 

scowl I had expected. 

“Howdy, Sheriff Tate!” a girl who had just leapt from 

the carriage exclaimed. She turned to me, saying, “I’m 

Andi Carter. I’m so glad you can stay with us. Do you 

like horses? We have lots. I can’t wait for you to get back 

to the ranch so we can ride together.”  

Does she ever stop talking? I wondered.  

Mitch seemed to have the same thought, for he 

rolled his eyes good-naturedly at her small speech.  

“Aye, I like horses,” I responded. That was an 

understatement. Horses were the only ones I felt really 

understood me, the real me, the hurting me. Horses and 

I were similar. We had little say in what happened to us, 

and we combatted hurt by drawing inside of ourselves.  
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Andi kept chattering, and my head was spinning as 

I gathered my bag and followed her back to the carriage.  

“Just wait till we get home! You’ll love it. We have horses 

and cattle everywhere. Our property is near enough to 

the mountains that you can ride into the foothills and 

be back in time for dinner,” she informed me as the 

carriage started to move down the street.  

It sounded so pleasant, like a lush oasis for a lost 

traveler. Too bad I can’t stay long, but freedom is more 

important.  

 

CHAPTER TWO: MEMORIES 

 

hudders wracked my body as I crouched on the floor, 

holding in sobs so I wouldn’t wake Ma. If only I could 

cry. If only I didn’t have to be strong. If only Ma could get 

up, wrap her arms around me, and hold me until I was 

happy again.  

I glanced at her pale face. She couldn’t get up. She was 

at death’s door, and it would all be over soon.  

No! I thought, No! I can fight for her! I won’t just let 

her die! Sobs ripped through me again. I felt helpless like 

I never had before. There was nothing I could do.  

Pa came into the room, held me tight, and then 

walked over to Ma. I saw the look in his eyes before the 

words came out of his mouth. “She’s gone, Aideen. She’s 

gone.”  

I couldn’t think. I couldn’t speak. Only the agonized 

cry that came out of my mouth expressed what I was 

thinking. I ran until I collapsed, but I couldn’t outrun the 
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truth—I was too weak to save her. I had killed her. 

I woke gasping for breath. If only it had actually 

been a nightmare! If only I didn’t have to feel that 

excruciating stab of guilt and pain as I realized it had 

happened.  

I rolled over and buried my face in the pillow, 

simultaneously muffling my sobs and willing myself to 

become strong again. Being strong was the only way to 

escape pain. If I never loved, I would never be hurt.  

However, with each passing hour, it was becoming 

harder and harder not to love the Circle C and the 

people who lived there. Just another reason to get out of 

here as soon as I can, I reminded myself.  

Andi had been right during the carriage ride two 

days before. Her ranch was a paradise to me. The dusty 

plain was perfect for thrilling gallops, and the lush 

foothills of the mountains provided a delightful escape 

from the heat and chores. Fishing, exploring, and 

reading filled my time.  

But my favorite spot was the barn. No matter how 

much I enjoyed spending time with Andi and her family, 

I knew I didn’t—couldn’t—belong with them.  

They were too good, and I was too broken.  

The horses, however, accepted my presence and 

acted like I was one of their own. I could stand outside 

of the stalls and talk with them for hours. I told them 

my deepest secrets, my longings, and brokenness, but 

they still nickered to me every time I walked into the 

barn. The Carters were kind, but they didn’t know all 

the things I’d done helping Da. 
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Or how I’d been too weak to save Ma. 

I shivered and pulled the blanket closer around me. 

If I stayed here for more than a month, I might never be 

able to make myself leave. It wasn’t time yet.  

Before I made a run for it, I needed to gather 

supplies, specifically food, water, and a good horse. I 

rolled over and went back to sleep, planning my escape.  

Soon, I promised myself. Very soon. 

 

CHAPTER THREE: STORMCLOUD 

 

itch, shut the gate!”  

Chad’s frantic yell cut through the early noonday 

silence.  

I dug my fingernails into the fence, eyes widening 

with alarm. Chad clung to a rope that attached to a 

panicked horse’s halter, but I knew that at any minute 

it could be ripped from his grasp. If that happened— 

My eyes flicked back to the barnyard gate Mitch was 

hurrying to close. The mare would streak out like a 

bullet, and catching her would be quite hard in her 

frenzied state.  

“Got it!”  

Mitch’s yell sent a relieved sigh whooshing out of 

my mouth. I leaned back to watch them release the 

mare into a corral. 

Mitch had barely undone the halter when she 

wheeled and began cantering around the corral with her 

head high, staring toward the freedom of the open 

range.  
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Her light-grey coat shone like soft silver in the light, 

complemented by the darker spots dappling her coat. A 

matching dark-grey mane and tail flew like banners in 

the breeze as she moved. She slowed to a trot, legs 

flashing like sunlight on steel.  

I sighed. The image would have been beautiful if it 

weren’t for the fact that she was terrified.  

My gaze drifted toward the reason for her terror. 

Small streaks marred her coat on her hindquarters, 

back, and chest, evidence of the many whippings she 

had endured before Chad and Mitch rescued her.  

My grip on the fence tightened. “Who did this to 

her?” I asked through clenched jaws. Anger, one of the 

few emotions I could still feel, burned inside me. This 

time it felt right, not like it was poisoning me.  

Andi sent me a sympathetic glance. “Some low-

down snake of a cart driver in town,” she replied.  

I nodded in agreement, eyes not leaving the mare. 

“What’s her name?” I asked after a moment of silence.  

“She doesn’t have one yet. The cart driver just called 

her nag and worthless beast, but that obviously won’t 

do,” Andi answered as Mitch walked up.  

“Maybe not for her,” I muttered, “but I could see 

worthless beast fitting him pretty well.”  

Mitch chuckled. “I agree,” he said with a slight roll 

of his eyes, “but the new horse really does need a name. 

Would you like to choose one, Aideen?”  

My jaw dropped slightly, and my eyes must have 

widened by at least an inch, because Mitch chuckled 

and said, “It’s so hard to tell whether Aideen’s excited or 
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not, Andi. She’s so subtle.”  

I watched the horse as she cantered around the 

corral. It hurt me to see her panicked expression. She 

was so broken, so hurting, and so afraid that she 

reminded me of myself. She was graceful and terrified at 

the same time.  

Hurting and hoping. Strong and suffering.  

“Stormcloud,” I decided. “I’d like to name her 

Stormcloud.” It summed up not only her appearance but 

also her inner strength and wild grace.  

“I like it,” Andi agreed. “Mitch, when are you going 

to start training her?”  

I glanced over to see Mitch watching me as I stood 

on the fence. “I don’t know,” he replied. “There’s 

something I have to discuss with Chad first.”  

 

CHAPTER FOUR: NEW CHANCES 
   

ideen, how would you like to help with training 

Stormcloud?” 

 I froze with my fork halfway to my mouth and 

replayed Mitch’s words in my mind.  

Yep, he said what I thought he said. I set my fork 

down and sputtered, “Yes, of course! Do you really mean 

it?”  

Perhaps he was joking. One never could tell when 

it was early morning if you were being teased or not.  

Mitch smiled. “Of course. You and Andi can come 

out after you do your chores, and we’ll start.”  

Andi’s excited squeal woke me up more than the sip 
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of coffee I’d just taken. “Oh, Mitch! I get to help too? 

You’re the best brother ever!” 

Justin scowled playfully at Andi and protested, “I 

thought I was your favorite brother.”  

Andi grinned back at him. “You usually are, but”—

she shrugged—“you didn’t just offer to train a horse 

with me.”  

Justin smirked. “If I taught you to read from my law 

books, would that make me your favorite brother?”  

Andi scowled at him and smiled all at once. “You’re 

certainly my wittiest brother,” she remarked.  

I found myself giggling. What would it be like to 

allow myself to be friends with someone? I quickly 

pressed my lips together and frowned. No. What if I 

grow close to the Carters and someone dies? I need to go 

soon . . . but not before I help Stormcloud. 

*** 

“Horses are naturally afraid of humans,” Mitch 

explained. “Some horses show their fear by running, 

while others are aggressive. Others just try to hide 

inside of themselves. We aren’t going to allow 

aggression, but we have to understand that she’s simply 

scared. Punishing her for aggression will only make it 

worse.”  

I turned toward Stormcloud, who stood on the far 

side of the corral watching us. “How are we supposed to 

correct her without punishing her?” I asked.  

“You’ll have to respond calmly but firmly. Horses 

naturally respect leaders because when a threat—say a 

mountain lion—attacks the herd, a firm leader will be 
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able to protect the herd. Whoever gets the horse to 

move is respected. But a leader looks out for both herself 

and her horse.” 

Mitch shot me a stern gaze, the first I’d ever seen 

from him. “Here on the Circle C, we treat our horses the 

same way we treat young children. We don’t allow bad 

behavior, but we most definitely do not strike or scare 

the horses to make them behave. Is that clear?”  

I met his gaze evenly and responded, “Yes, sir. I 

wouldn’t want to hurt Stormcloud for the world.”  

Mitch resumed the grin I was so used to seeing him 

wear and we walked over to the round pen. Andi and I 

watched as Mitch strolled into the center of the arena.  

Stormcloud whirled and ran along the fence. 

Mitch simply watched her.  

Suddenly Stormcloud darted toward Mitch with a 

nasty look on her face, but at the same time she seemed 

petrified.    

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: HEARTBREAK 

 

ook out!” I cried, but Mitch was already swinging his 

rope toward her.  

Stormcloud turned sharply and continued to  gallop 

along the fence line.  

“Fear,” Mitch commented, never taking his eyes 

from the frightened mare circling him.  

After her racing hoofbeats had filled the air for 

fifteen minutes, Stormcloud began licking her lips.  
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“That’s what we’re looking for,” Mitch explained. “It 

means she’s ready to figure things out with me. I need 

to not ask too much, or I’ll break her trust at this point.”  

Suddenly, Stormcloud dropped her head low to the 

ground while she trotted, and I could see both fear and 

submission in her warm, brown eyes. Mitch asked her 

to come to the middle of the corral. He stayed relaxed 

and didn’t move as she came up to him slowly.  

I held my breath as I watched the beautiful scene 

unfolding before me. Stormcloud stretched her neck out 

to sniff Mitch cautiously. He remained still until she had 

sniffed him thoroughly. Then he carefully lifted his 

hand and let her sniff that.  

As Stormcloud lowered her head and relaxed into 

Mitch’s gentle stroking, I realized that she had been 

transformed into a totally different horse.  

“She has a long way to go,” Mitch stated, “but she’s 

made tremendous progress today.”  

*** 

Be quiet! I mentally shrieked as the huge front door 

creaked. In the late night silence, the sound seemed 

loud enough to wake the whole household. I listened 

intently but only heard the pounding of my heart. While 

I eased the door open, I glanced around the shadowed 

room. This is the last time I’ll see this room, I realized. 

This foyer, where I had first met Andi’s kind family, was 

the room where would I hurt them by running.  

But I couldn’t stay. It hurt me too much.  

Coward, my thoughts accused me. They’ve been so 

kind to you, and this is how you repay them?  
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I shook my head desperately. No! Even Andi agrees 

that love hurts. That Jesus she’s always talking about had 

to be tortured for those He loved. Yearning filled my 

heart. I wish I could be loved like that. But I’m not good 

enough to be loved or strong enough to love. 

I entered the barn on silent feet, quickly found 

Stormcloud’s saddlepad, saddle, and bridle, and 

clambered onto her back. “Let’s go, girl,” I told 

Stormcloud and took one last look at the ranch house.  

There’s Andi’s room, and mine . . .  

Several stray drops of water stained my cheek. No! 

Not rain! I protested before the choking feeling in my 

throat and the burning in my eyes told me what they 

really were. It felt like I was leaving a part of my heart 

behind. How it could ever heal was beyond me, but I 

knew one thing—the farther I ran, the less deep the 

gashes in my heart would be.  

“C’mon girl,” I urged with a trembling voice and 

asked for a canter. Every stride seemed to pound out the 

message run! I looked up above the horizon toward the 

usually clear, pure stars.  

Tonight they seemed clouded and cold. 

    

 

CHAPTER SIX: FLEEING 

    

hoa girl,” I quietly commanded Stormcloud as 

we neared Andi’s special spot thirty minutes 

later. I knew I had until seven-thirty before I didn’t 

appear at breakfast, and it would probably be thirty 
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minutes after that before a search party was off. Still, I 

wanted as big of a lead on the searchers as possible.  

I let Stormcloud drink from the creek while I dug 

some jerky out of my bag. Two months had not only 

filled the contents of my bag with supplies but also 

turned Stormcloud into a well-behaved but nervous 

mare. I patted her steel-colored neck and guided her 

into the creek.  

“This way they won’t be able to track us so easily,” I 

explained to Stormcloud.  

I glanced toward the horizon, trying to see how 

much time I had before dawn. Clouds smeared the face 

of the moon, but I could tell that I had several hours 

until a search was underway. 

The first lights painted the eastern sky, barely 

perceptible through curtains of cold rain. I hugged my 

coat tighter around myself and peered through the grey 

drizzle.  

The downpour matched the tears I hadn’t allowed 

outside of myself. Grey rain, grey mare, grey sky, grey 

mountains growing closer, and grey, wet trees. The 

whole world seemed grey. I let Stormcloud pick her own 

path through the creek until another glance at the 

horizon reminded me that I only had a few more hours 

before I would be looked for.  

Get out of the creek and leave hoofprints, or stay in 

the creek and lose time? I really need to get going.  

I guided Stormcloud out of the creek and urged her 

into a speedy canter. 

*** 
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   “This looks like a good place to stop,” I muttered, 

trying to fill the silence of the early-morning air. “We’ve 

reached the foothills, girl.”  

I sighed as I slid off of Stormcloud’s back. A sudden 

wave of dizziness washed over me, and I leaned against 

Stormcloud for support. I splashed some water from the 

creek across my face, and the dizziness slowly cleared 

away.  

“We have to get up to those mountains before noon, 

Stormcloud,” I remarked. “It’ll be much easier to hide 

there than here.” We were in the foothills of the 

mountains, but finding a suitable place to camp would 

be difficult. “We’ll hide by day and run by night, girl.” 

As I stood up, another wave of dizziness washed 

over me.  

“I’ll be fine,” I assured myself before Stormcloud 

and I resumed our trek toward the mountains. 

*** 

“Ugh.” My head felt like it had been run over by a 

carriage. No, change that to a herd of wild horses, I 

thought as I slowly awoke. I rolled over and rested my 

head against the cold floor of the cave.  

Finding a hiding place had been easier than I’d 

expected when I found a cave up in the mountains. I’d 

taken off Stormcloud’s tack and piled it in a corner 

before taking a much-needed rest. I looked around for 

Stormcloud, but she was nowhere in sight.  

“What was I thinking?”  

Never mind, just get food and water. I crawled 

toward my bag but couldn’t force myself to eat. Shivers 
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raced up and down my arms, but my head felt as if it was 

being cooked in an oven. I slipped off to sleep, hoping 

that maybe I could find relief there. 

Drifting in and out of feverish dreams, I barely 

heard the sound of hoofbeats. “Aideen?” a voice called.  

“Ma . . . Ma?” I muttered.  

A hand shook me. “Aideen, wake up.” 

A strange dream of being buried in snow melded 

with the feeling of being picked up. Suddenly, I was 

being jostled in a strange rhythm . . . a man was 

whispering something . . . he called out. 

Then all was blackness. 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: LOVE AT LAST 

 

hy’d you run, Aideen?” Mrs. Carter’s gentle 

question jerked my gaze to her.  

“I . . . well, I was afraid that if I stayed I’d grow 

attached to you and”—I stared at the floor—“I knew I’d 

be too weak to not lose you, and I couldn’t bear to lose 

you too.” I left my sentence there, hoping they would 

understand. Of course they won’t. You stole their horse 

and ran, my thoughts scoffed.  

“Oh, honey,” Mrs. Carter responded. “You don’t 

have to be strong enough. Jesus is in control.”  

My hands curled into fists. “Then why did He let my 

ma die? Why did he let Da get arrested?”  

“Sometimes God has to teach us about him through 

hard things, Aideen. Perhaps He was using the hard 
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things in your life to help you surrender to His love. You 

don’t need to be strong enough to keep us, Aideen, 

because Jesus has us in His grasp.” 

My shoulders slumped as I admitted sweet defeat. 

“I’m still not sure about becoming a Christian,” I 

responded, “but I’ll think about this.” 

Perhaps God really had used my suffering and even 

my recent sickness for Himself. If so, I would be so glad 

to rest in His love, as well as the Carters’. 
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10. GERTRUDE  
 

Sienna Escobar, age 14 

 

Sienna is a California homeschooler who loves reading, 

writing, and playing cello. Her most recent interest is 

learning German, and horses are her oldest passion. 

 

Levi, Andi’s feisty nephew, is up to something. 

 

evi!”   

Sid’s bellow seemed to shake the earth beneath 

twelve-year-old Levi’s feet. He jumped, nearly dropping 

the jar clamped between his ice-cold hands.  

“What do you think you’re doing?” Levi hissed at 

himself. One slip of the hands and an entire afternoon 

of work would be slithering out of sight before he could 

say “lickety split.”  

Even faster, maybe.  

Levi glanced around the barnyard for Sid. Certain 

the ranch foreman was out of sight, he pussyfooted past 

the door of the tack room and darted around the corner 

of the stable. “There,” he muttered gleefully, leaning his 

back against the peeling paint of the barn’s panels.  

Levi Swanson didn’t always talk to himself out loud, 

but today he was too excited to care if he sounded like a 

baby. 

L 
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“I’d like to see that ol’ Gary Thompson brag about 

catching his sissy garter snake now.” Levi held the jar at 

arm’s length, but he smiled at its occupant as tenderly 

as a proud new mother.  

Coiled delicately in the center of Grandmother 

Elizabeth Carter’s biggest quart jar was a baby 

bullsnake, no bigger around than Levi’s pinky finger.  

He smirked when he thought of precisely how 

Grandmother would react if the slippery creature were 

to find its way into the sprawling ranch house to Levi’s 

left.  

Not today, he mused, tapping the tin lid of the jar 

with his index finger. Levi had big plans for this snake. 

Plans that did not involve getting into trouble with 

Grandmother and spending his free time mucking stalls 

for months. 

The barn’s shadow deepened, reminding Levi the 

day wouldn’t stretch on forever. The jar and its contents 

needed to be squirreled away before Sid finished 

whatever he was doing and came looking for Levi.  

Sid McCoy did not like to be kept waiting. Levi had 

learned very quickly since coming to the ranch that the 

aging foreman never called twice, and he was a great 

deal more spry than he looked. More spry than Levi, 

whose lungs wheezed and rattled after so much as 

taking the stairs two steps at a time.  

Still, Levi had improved by leaps and bounds ever 

since moving to the sweeping Carter ranch from the 

suffocating streets of San Francisco.  

Levi’s mother, Elizabeth Carter’s oldest daughter, 
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had taken him to three different doctors to find the 

cause of his ongoing sickliness. The last doctor 

suggested trying the effects of a fresh valley climate and 

plenty of exercise, so Levi found himself bundled off to 

Fresno on the first available train. Who knew how long 

he would stay?  

Although he missed his mother and sisters, Levi 

hoped it would be a long time. Where else could he 

learn to be a real rancher alongside an expert like Uncle 

Chad? Not to mention honing his snake-catching skills. 

Levi kicked a broken crate next to the barn to test it 

for soundness. The motheaten wood didn’t pulverize 

immediately, which he took to be a good sign. Trying to 

hurry without hurting the snake, he eased the jar under 

the crate and propped it up with a rock.  

Then he slipped on his most innocent face and 

jogged around the corner to meet Sid. 

*** 

Levi glanced sidelong at his Aunt Andi during 

supper. Most days, Levi paid rapt attention to the 

conversation, hanging on to Chad’s and Mitch’s every 

word about ranching. For this particular meal, however, 

he was occupied by wondering what Andi would say 

when she found out how cleverly he had caught his 

snake.  

Chad, Justin, Sid, and various ranch hands had all 

lectured Levi on how to tell a bullsnake from a rattler. 

None of them, though, had specified how to go about 

catching one.  

Strange, Levi thought, since all of them knew that 
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was the first thing he would try to do. He’d had to rely 

on his own ingenuity to hunt down his prize, waiting 

until the heat of the day to sneak up on it and pin down 

its head with a forked branch.  

Wary of the snake’s powerful backlash, Levi had 

plunked a giant burlap sack down over it, branch and 

all. Then he’d slid a flat board underneath the snake’s 

writhing body, flipped the whole contraption upside-

down, and tied up the bag with an expert flick of his 

wrist. Or at least, the whole enterprise seemed to have 

been expertly done in Levi’s mind. 

Moving the baby snake to the jar had not gone quite 

as well, and Levi squirmed in his supper seat at the 

memory. Using the mouth of the sack as a funnel, he 

had unceremoniously dumped the snake head first into 

the glass.  

In hindsight, he felt he should have treated it more 

cordially. That little bullsnake was madder than a 

hornet, hissing and baring its fangs. Its tail stuck up over 

the rim of the jar, keeping Levi from clamping down the 

special lid he had made out of tin with holes poked in it.  

Taking advantage of his hesitation, the snake had 

wriggled backward at the same time as flinging its head 

up against his hand. Only its midsection remained in 

the jar. Levi had panicked, waving the lid in the air and 

hopping in circles like he’d lost his head. For a few 

seconds he feared he had. 

Not for long, though.  

No sirree! Levi Swanson never lost his head for long.  

He’d snatched up the burlap sack from the ground, 
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used it as a glove, and stuffed both head and tail within 

the confines of the snake’s new home. Once the lid was 

firmly secured, he’d snuck the jar through the barnyard 

to its hiding place under the crate. 

After dinner, Levi waved Andi over to join him in 

going outside. Arms folded across his chest, he gloated 

while she inspected the snake admiringly. 

“Sure is a beaut, Levi,” Andi said. “What are you 

planning to do with it? Mother won’t hear of you 

keeping it.” 

“I’ve got plans,” he answered mysteriously. Inside he 

pouted. Gary Thompson’s mother would let her son 

keep a pet snake. 

Andi frowned suspiciously. “Don’t even think of 

playing a practical joke with it around here. Rattlers are 

serious business on a ranch, and your lookalike is liable 

to get killed in nothing flat.” 

Levi grinned. “Don’t worry. Gertrude won’t stay on 

the ranch for long. She strikes me as more of a city 

snake.” He thought with satisfaction of the school in 

town where he’d show off his conquest come Monday. 

Andi didn’t seem to hear him. She was peering 

closely at the rounded knob 

on the baby snake’s tail. Next, 

she examined its slitted eyes 

and triangular head.  

“Levi,” she said slowly, 

“I’m not so sure you’re right 

about this snake.” 

“You mean, you don't think it’s a girl?” Levi asked. 
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“I reckon even a boy snake wouldn’t mind being named 

‘Gertrude.’” 

The snake disagreed. It lifted its head as high as the 

lid would allow and struck the glass with nearly enough 

force to knock over the jar.  

Andi jumped back like she’d been bitten. Before 

Levi could steady the rocking jar and tell her to be more 

careful, she grabbed his wrist and yanked him away. 

“That’s no bullsnake you’ve got!” she cried. “It's a 

bona fide baby rattler!”  

*** 

Gary Thompson was always bragging.  

Bragging about his father’s important government 

position. Bragging about his uncle the inventor. Even 

bragging about having been to the big city.  

Gary had never liked Levi.  

When Levi had come along, fresh out of San 

Francisco, the “big city” itself, he’d laughed at Gary’s 

highfalutin claims of meeting the president and other 

bigwigs there. “The president doesn’t even live in 

California,” Levi scoffed. “He lives clear across the 

country, in Washington, D.C.” 

Within days, Gary and Levi were practically sworn 

enemies, competing in everything from exotic stories to 

snake catching. 

Levi had hoped to end the latter conversation once 

and for all this Monday. Gary lived in a fancy house in 

downtown Fresno. There was no way he could know the 

difference between a rattlesnake and a bullsnake. And 

Levi didn’t intend to set Gary straight until he’d gained 
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a healthy respect for ranch living.  

Gary always made Levi think a little guiltily about 

how Grandmother Carter liked to remind him about the 

Bible verse on “love your enemies.”  

Not that it mattered now. He sighed. With Andi’s 

discovery, he had bigger problems on his hands. Much 

bigger problems. 

“How am I supposed to get rid of Gertrude without 

Grandmother finding out?” he wondered aloud. “Or 

Chad, or Mitch, or Melinda, or any of the ranch hands, 

for that matter. Or worse, Sid.” Levi shuddered at the 

thought. Sid just might find Gertrude was a good excuse 

for packing Levi back to the city.  

And that was what Levi feared most of all. 

He looked speculatively down at the jar from a safe 

distance. Gertrude had laid down her head and loosened 

her coil. The snake looked the picture of innocence, but 

Levi knew better. Baby rattlers had an even more potent 

venom than their fully grown relatives.  

Although he hated to admit it, he would have to end 

Gertrude’s life before she escaped and injured someone. 

He couldn’t bring himself to cut her head off with a hoe 

the way Diego had killed another rattler weeks ago.  

“We’ll have to shoot her,” he decided. 

Andi was wide-eyed. “How are you going to do 

that?” she asked. 

“Aunt Melinda and your mother are at a Ladies’ Aid 

meeting. Justin’s in town. Mitch went with him to buy 

some supplies, and Chad took all the hands out on the 

range to get a head start on the spring roundup.  
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“Nila went out with Rosa to start her hope chest. 

We’re the only ones still at the ranch. I’ll run and borrow 

the six-shooter from the barn, and you’ll shoot 

Gertrude.” 

“I shoot Gertrude?” 

“Sure. I never learned how to fire a gun. They don’t 

exactly have mountain lions prowling around San 

Francisco, you know. Besides, somehow Chad doesn’t 

think I’m ready to carry a shotgun.” 

“I wonder why not,” Andi retorted. 

Levi ignored her. He gave the jar a sorrowful look 

and jogged over to the tack room to get the spare gun. 

When he placed the cold metal gun in her hands, 

Andi pulled back and nearly let it fall. Even while she 

pointed the barrel at the sky it shook slightly.  

Levi was surprised. He’d never seen Andi frightened 

or uncomfortable with something as necessary to a 

ranch as a gun. Misgivings began to churn in his 

stomach as he crept cautiously up to the jar.  

Maybe this wasn’t such a grand idea.  

Maybe none of this snake business had been a very 

good idea. 

Too late now. There was no going back.  

Levi gathered his courage, picked up the jar 

gingerly, and began to unscrew the lid. Gertrude hissed 

ominously and knocked her tail against the glass.  

In one smooth motion, of which Gary Thompson 

himself would have been proud, Levi whipped off the lid 

and launched the snake out into the open. The baby 

rattler landed with a spurt of dust on the ground six feet 

GERTRUDE 
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from Andi’s high-topped boots.  

Andi froze.  

Gertrude sprang from a fully stretched out position 

directly into her power coil. She spun her head in circles, 

seeming to face all directions at once. Andi’s eyes were 

transfixed on the twisting form. Her trigger finger didn’t 

even twitch. 

About then, Gertrude made her move. At some 

invisible sign she flattened full out to the ground, 

bolting toward the barn for her life and liberty. 

Levi lost his head again. He flailed his arms and 

jumped in place, squawking like an angry seagull at the 

docks back home in San Francisco. Finally, he forced out 

a few words, his face nearly blue from the effort. “Shoot! 

Shoot, for goodness sake!” 

The sharp retort of the gun cleared his head enough 

for him to stand still. The blast was followed by another 

equally terrifying sound. Glass shattered. 

Andi Carter was known for being many levels worse 

than a lousy shot. Levi realized all too quickly that even 

such a short range as six feet could prove too hard for 

his aunt.  

But how had she managed to miss the snake and hit 

a glass target when there wasn’t anything but the 

wooden siding of the barn within sight?  

Looking down, he answered his own question. Not 

four inches from the ground, a perfectly round hole was 

seared through the barn wall. The dirt in front of it was 

littered with the remains of the glass jar.  

Gertrude was nowhere in sight. 
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*** 

Levi could remember the night his father had left. It 

had been so warm the birds never stopped chirping. It 

was like a morning that lasted all through the dark, Levi 

had thought. Then morning really did break and Papa 

didn’t come back.  

For months afterward, Levi had watched his mother 

fade away from sheer exhaustion. Suddenly, it seemed 

like morning never came anymore. They went from a 

morning that lasted all night to a night that never gave 

way to dawn. Katherine, Levi’s mother, would spend  

hours at the window, crying and murmuring a prayer 

that her children would have food to last the day.  

Levi stopped believing in God. 

That had been years ago. Now, ever since Katherine 

had been reunited with her family and found a fresh 

start, Levi had begun to see how God worked in his life. 

He liked reading stories of the patriarchs and their 

struggles with God from the gilt-edged family Bible in 

the parlor.  

Right now he prayed as fervently as he’d ever prayed 

before. “Please, God, don’t let Gertrude hurt someone.” 

He opened his eyes and saw Andi had bent her head too.  

“Dear God,” he continued, “just let somebody find 

her quick. Even if it isn’t who I’d choose to deal with it,” 

he added desperately. Levi thought he very distinctly 

felt God chuckle. 

BUGAWK! Around the corner of the barn a frantic 

scuffling was going on. High-pitched squeaks issued 

from a cloud of feathers drifting in their direction.  

GERTRUDE 
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Andi and Levi sprinted for the barnyard, hopping 

over the pile of glass and shoving aside the toppled 

crate. Three ranch hens surrounded Gertrude, stamping 

their feet and taking turns swooping close enough to nip 

at the coiled rattler.  

While a large, red chicken distracted the snake from 

the front, another hen crept up behind him. The hen 

was small, speckled with black and white, and wily as a 

fox. She waited until Gertrude was facing away and dove 

down with a condemning shriek.  

Gertrude whipped around, staring down the brave 

little chicken’s throat. Both collided in an event worthy 

of one of Mitch’s dime novels. 

Andi was sure they had lost a chicken.  

Levi mourned for poor, unwanted Gertrude. In the 

end, only Andi was comforted. The little speckled hen 

emerged from the confusion and strutted across the 

yard, stopping to preen herself in front of the henhouse 

and casting proud looks at the limp form of the 

rattlesnake.  

Andi shooed away the other chickens and squatted 

down by Gertrude. “I reckon you won’t try that again.” 

Levi didn’t hear her. He was busy thinking about 

Gary Thompson. “Where do you think I could find a real 

bullsnake?” he asked. “I think Gary would like a new 

pet.” 
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A story about Chad and Ellie Carter’s daughter, Susie. 

 

llie Carter stole softly toward the library. Supper 

had already been called, but she had a feeling the 

men hadn’t heard the summons. As she neared the 

doorway, she could hear loud, hearty laughter coming 

through the cracked-open door. 

“She wrapped her tiny fingers around your heart the 

minute you laid eyes on her face.” Mitch’s voice was high 

with mirth. “You fell in love for the first time when she 

opened those wide blue eyes at you and screamed.  

You’d do anything for her, and you know it.” 

“I would not . . .” Chad’s face was red from the 

teasing as his voice trailed off. 

“Yes, you would.” Mitch chortled. “You would give 

her the world if you could. ‘Chad, can I ride with you?’ 

“‘Sure, Andi, we’ll go as fast as you like.’   

E 
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“‘Chad, can I have a horse of my own, one the color 

of a shiny new coin?’   

“‘Sure, Andi, here’s a foal for your birthday.’   

“‘Chad, can I learn to trick ride?’   

“‘Sure, Andi, just be careful.’” 

“All joking aside,” Justin broke in. “I do have one 

piece of advice for you, and then we’ll leave it alone.  You 

have a little girl, and we all know Susie has your heart 

held fast in her tight little fist. You can deny it all you 

want”—he grinned at the sight of Chad’s beet-colored 

face—“but it’s true. Don’t give her everything she wants.  

I know it’s hard, especially when they turn those big, 

wide eyes on you and plead with all their might, but tell 

her no.   

“Father couldn’t bear to tell Kate no, and ultimately 

it brought a lot of harm and heartache to this family.  

She was so used to getting her way, she threw quite a fit 

when she didn’t get what she wanted. Susie and Kate 

have very similar personalities. They’re both a little too 

stubborn for their own good.  

“Don’t make the same mistakes with Susie that 

Father made with Kate. You know the strife didn’t just 

affect Father and Mother. It touched everyone in this 

family. Choose now to tell Susie no.” 

Silence filled the room for a moment before Justin 

addressed Ellie, who stood motionless in the doorway.  

“Is supper ready?” 

“Yes, it’s time to eat.” She nodded, snapping out of 

her trance-like state. 

All of the menfolk filed out of the doorway toward 
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the dining room as Ellie stepped to the side.  

Chad lingered a moment, a thoughtful look on his 

face. 

“Don’t worry,” Ellie encouraged softly. “You’re a 

great father.” 

“I just—” His voice cracked. “I just want to do right 

by her,” he finished in a whisper. 

“I know.” Ellie tilted her head to look into his eyes, 

“I know.” 

*** 

Thirteen years later . . . 

 

“But I want to go!” Fourteen-year-old Susianna 

Carter stamped her foot and glanced defiantly at her 

father. He met her gaze with an icy-blue glare, his 

features immovable.   

“I already said no, Susianna.  Now, you just have to 

accept my answer.” 

Susie had turned to go, but she whirled around to 

face him once more. “Gracie is going, and so is Jared. 

Why can’t I g—” 

“Gracie is older than you, and Jared’s a boy. Besides, 

I’m not their parent, I’m yours.” Chad’s voice snapped 

through the air before Susie even finished speaking. 

“I hate you! You’re the worst father alive. You never 

let me do anything!” Susie screamed before she turned 

on her heel and stormed upstairs. A moment later, the 

door slammed shut. 

“Don’t slam the door!” Chad bellowed after her. 

“That went well,” Ellie observed quietly. 

SUSIE 
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Chad snorted. “You’d think Susie would be used to 

no by now.” 

Ellie shook her head, tipping her chin up to meet 

her husband’s gaze. “Oh, I think she’s used to it. She just 

doesn’t like it. Honestly, Chad, you could have been a 

little more—” 

“I did the right thing,” Chad broke in tersely. “Now, 

if you’ll excuse me, dear, I have a couple of things to take 

care of.” 

“Don’t spook the horses with your anger.” Ellie 

smiled half-heartedly as Chad headed for the door. A 

moment later, the front door slammed shut.  

Shaking her head at the similarities between father 

and daughter, Ellie turned toward the kitchen, only to 

run into Aaron and Jessie, who had been watching the 

entire exchange.   

“Mama, I guess now wouldn’t be a good time to ask 

Dad about helping me with Comanche, would it?” 

Her son’s disappointed request merited a hearty 

laugh from Ellie. “No, Aaron, I would think not.” 

*** 

After slamming the door to her room, Susie threw 

herself on the bed, fighting back tears. She stretched 

across the bed toward the board by the wall and sank 

her teeth into the wood. After biting it a couple of times, 

she sat up, swiping at the telltale drops on her cheeks.   

Mama had long ago recommended biting her bed as 

opposed to biting her siblings when she was furious. By 

now, the board facing the wall had several years’ worth 

of frustrations taken out on its poor surface.  
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Jumping up from the bed, Susie stumbled over to 

the bureau and sat down, staring at her reflection in the 

mirror. She wasn’t much to look at, she decided. Green 

eyes and a smattering of freckles peered out from a 

tanned face and dark hair tinged red. She looked like 

someone had drawn random traits from her parents and 

compiled them into one face.   

She wasn’t a beauty like her cousin Gracie, or 

ladylike like Hannah. She was just Susie—freckled, 

short-tempered, and a little rough around the edges.  

She sighed and swiveled away from the mirror. 

Couldn’t Dad see that the only way she would get people 

to like her is if she could do things? Couldn’t he see that 

the only friends she had were people who were 

obligated to be friendly because of who her family was?  

It was frustrating.   

Then, like a bolt of lightning, Susie had an idea.  She 

was fourteen years old, old enough to be making her 

own decisions. She didn’t need Dad’s permission to go.  

She could go herself.   

Susie jumped up from the bureau and hurried over 

to her wardrobe. She flung open the oak doors and 

studied the dresses hanging in a row.   

Hmm, how about the blue one? 

She made up her mind and pulled it from the 

hanger. Digging around under her bed, she found an old 

carpetbag then stuffed the dress inside. Finally, she 

tossed in her nice shoes and pushed the bag back under 

the bed.   

They’ll never know. 

SUSIE 
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*** 

“Hey, Susie . . .” Gracie Carter’s voice sounded like 

silvery bells. It always made Susie smile.  “Are you going 

to the party at Lillian’s house tonight?” 

“Of course I’m going. Do you think I would miss it?” 

Gracie paused mid-step and turned to face her 

cousin. “I didn’t think that you would want to miss it. I 

just thought Uncle Chad would make you miss it.” 

“Well . . .” Susie brushed away the misgivings of her 

conscience. “I’m going.” 

“That’s great!” Gracie squealed. “And if you want to 

come over early, Mama can fix our hair like fashionable 

ladies. Oh, and Jared and Sammy are going to escort us, 

even though Sammy can’t go because he’s too old.  

They’re going to drive us in the buggy.” 

“Would Aunt Lucy really fix my hair?” Susie asked 

longingly. 

“Of course she would.” 

“What time do you want me to come over?” 

Gracie considered. “How about you be at our house 

at seven-thirty, since the party starts at eight-thirty.” 

“Seven-thirty sounds great. See you then.” 

“Oh, and Susie?” 

“Yes?” 

“I think you should wear your green dress. It makes 

your eyes look lovely.” 

Susie beamed at her cousin’s compliment. “Thanks, 

Gracie, I will.” 

*** 
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“Mama, I want to read in my room tonight. Can I be 

excused?” Susie’s inquiry caught her parents’ attention. 

“May I,” the schoolteacher in Ellie corrected her. 

“May I be excused then?” 

Ellie glanced at her husband then nodded. “I don’t 

see why not. Are you sure you want to miss out on 

dessert?” 

“Yes, ma’am, thank you. Goodnight, Mama. 

Goodnight, Daddy.” Susie pushed back her chair from 

the table and kissed her parents on her way upstairs.   

“Aaron, Jessie, you may clear your plates and head 

into the sitting room. I think we’ll have our coffee and 

dessert in there tonight.”   

Ellie waited until all of her children had left the 

room before turning to Chad. “I think Susie is handling 

herself very well. She wanted to go so badly.” 

Chad grunted and stood up. “She’s handling herself 

the way I would expect, with quiet obedience.” 

“You know, Chad, you weren’t the perfect model of 

respectful submission yourself. You can’t expect her to 

do something her father can’t even do perfectly. You’re 

so much alike. How can you expect it of her when you 

can’t do it yourself?” 

“I want her to be much better than me.” 

“I know.” Ellie smiled. “But pressuring her nonstop 

isn’t the best way to help her do that. She needs patience 

more than nagging.” 

Wrapping an arm around his wife, Chad left the 

dining room. “She’ll just have to wait. I haven’t perfected 

the patience part yet.” 

SUSIE 
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*** 

As soon as the door swung shut behind her, Susie 

began setting her plan in motion. She pulled out the 

carpet bag from under her bed and removed the blue 

dress. Taking great pains to fold it neatly, she placed the 

green dress in the bottom, followed by the correct 

number of petticoats and thick, black stockings.   

She checked to make sure her Sunday shoes were 

still in her satchel and closed the top. A moment later, 

she flung open the top again to toss in her hairbrush, 

pins, and the locket Dad had given her for her twelveth 

birthday. 

After checking the hallway for any signs of her 

parents, she opened the window and made her escape.  

The second her feet touched ground, she took off 

running for the barn. Within a few minutes, she and 

Silver were well on their way to town. 

*** 

“Susie, are you feeling all right?”  

Lillian’s kind inquiry was rewarded with a forced 

smile. It was only half an hour into the party, and Susie 

was feeling miserable. She had an awful headache, and 

her stomach would not settle down.  

“No, I think I might just head for home. Thanks 

anyway, Lillian.” 

Her friend nodded sympathetically. “All right. Do 

you want me to get Gracie and Jared? I know you came 

with them. I’m sure they’d be happy to—” 

“That’s okay.” Susie cut her off. “I left my horse at 

Uncle Justin and Aunt Lucy’s. It’s not that far. I’ll walk.”   
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“I’m sorry that you aren’t feeling well, Susie. I hope 

you feel better soon.” 

“Thanks, Lillian. See you on Monday.”   

With that, Susie turned and practically ran out of 

the crowded room. She stepped outside and gulped in 

the crisp night air. Gradually, her queasy stomach began 

to settle, and she began the long walk back to Justin and 

Lucy’s house. 

*** 

“Chad.” Ellie’s soft voice came from the corner of 

the library, where she sat sewing on Jessie’s new dress. 

He mumbled an acknowledgment. “Mmm.” 

“I think it would be nice if you went up to Susie’s 

room and played checkers with her for a little while. 

She’s been handling this disappointment very well. She 

really wanted to go to that party tonight.” 

Chad threw down the newspaper he was reading 

and stood up, stretching out his long legs. “You’re right. 

I probably better go up there and spend a little time with 

her.” 

“Just don’t be harsh or rough. Show her a little love 

and attention.” Ellie smiled knowingly. 

“Will do, General.” Her husband laughed as he 

picked up the checkers board and headed for the stairs.  

Tiptoeing down the hall to his eldest daughter’s 

room, he knocked softly on her door. Frowning at the 

lack of response, he opened the door.   

The room was empty. A lamp sat on a corner table, 

casting a dim light over the abandoned space. He strode 

over to it and flicked it up.   

SUSIE 
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Light flooded the room, revealing a rumpled 

bedspread, wide-open wardrobe doors, and a messy 

floor. Chad’s eyes narrowed suspiciously as he picked up 

one of the dresses strewn about the carpet.   

“Susie?” he called.   

When there was no response, he closed his fist 

around the piece of fabric and headed back toward the 

library, his long legs rapidly eating up ground.   

“Ellie, she’s not there.” 

His wife looked up at the sound of his voice. “What 

do you mean she’s not there? Are you sure she didn’t 

just step out for a moment, maybe to use the outhouse?”  

Fear clouded her eyes as she quickly rose, casting aside 

Jessie’s dress. 

“She’s not there. She left. She’s gone. And”—Chad’s 

features hardened as he glanced toward the front 

door—“I think I know where.” 

*** 

Susie’s knees gripped Silver’s sides as they raced 

down the road that led toward home. Her queasy 

stomach had finally stilled, and the brisk night air was 

rapidly easing her headache.  

It had been wrong to sneak behind Dad’s back like 

that, she acknowledged. But the excitement of the 

approaching party had dulled her conscience to a small 

whisper.   

Now, however, she was hearing her conscience loud 

and clear. She only hoped she would be able to get home 

and slip back into her room before her parents noticed 

she was gone.  She couldn’t use the front door. Dad was 
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known for his keen sense of hearing. He would know if 

she came in the front or even the kitchen door.   

She could try the back door, she reasoned, but 

Mama locked that one when the sun went down. Her 

only option would be to try to reenter the way she left, 

through the tree next to her balcony.  

That was doable. She was an excellent tree climber.   

Susie slowed Silver to a walk as they passed under 

the large iron sign emblazoned with CIRCLE C. They 

reached the barn and she dismounted, leading Silver 

inside. Before they reached her horse’s stall, they passed 

the stalls belonging to Magic and Sky, her parents’ 

horses. Magic whinnied a greeting, but Sky’s stall was 

empty.   

“They’ve figured out I’ve gone,”  Susie whispered in 

horror. In a sudden decision, she led Silver back out of 

the barn and remounted. She turned her horse’s head 

toward the dirt path that wound its way up to Memory 

Creek ranch.  Aunt Andi and Uncle Riley wouldn’t mind 

if she stayed the night. They always said she was 

welcome anytime.   

Maybe by tomorrow, Dad’s anger would have 

cooled off a little bit. Yes, going to Memory Creek is the 

best decision all the way around, she mused as Silver 

trotted onto the hard-packed dirt.   

It would make everybody happy. 

*** 

Chad jerked Sky to a stop outside his brother’s 

house. Dakota, Riley’s appaloosa, was already tethered 

to the porch rail next to Jared’s horse, Apache.  He slung 

SUSIE 
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Sky’s reins around a white column and stomped up the 

stairs.   

Ignoring all consideration for Justin’s younger 

children, who were in all likelihood asleep, he flung 

open the door and stormed inside.   

Justin’s eyebrows raised as he glanced up from his 

conversation with Riley. “Howdy, Chad. You’ve come for 

Susie?” 

“Yes,” Chad snapped. 

“Well, the party’s not over just yet. They won’t be 

home for another quarter of an hour. Care to join the 

conversation? We were discussing the long-term effects 

of this year’s phenomenal breeding season on the horse 

trade.” 

“Would you like some coffee, Chad?” Lucy offered, 

entering with a silver coffee service and a plate laden 

with sugar cookies. 

“No!” 

Justin frowned at his younger brother. “Lower your 

voice, Chad. The littles are asleep, and this house isn’t 

as big as the Circle C house.” 

“Sorry,” Chad apologized grudgingly, lowering his 

voice a trifle. “Have you seen Susie?” 

“Yes, she went to the party with the others. They left 

about eight-fifteen. Is something wrong?” Lucy asked 

with concern. 

“Is something wrong? Yes, something’s wrong.  

Susie didn’t have permission to go tonight. That’s what’s 

wrong! She asked to go to bed early then snuck out of 

the house behind our backs.   
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“I need to get her, because we need to go home and 

have a serious talk about her choices tonight. I can’t 

believe she would do this, not after all these years. It’s 

just like . . . it’s just like Kate and Andi. Taking off 

without so much as a by-your-leave, in direct defiance of 

authority.” 

“Chad,”Justin said quietly, “let’s not blow everything 

out of proportion here. Susie is not eloping like Kate did 

at her age. Nor is she running away from home for an 

indefinite period of time like Andi did. I doubt it will 

take three weeks of chasing small leads, or months of 

searching county marriage records before you find her.   

“Likely she’ll be here in a few minutes, and you can 

take her home and talk to her all you want. I’m sure 

that—”  

He was cut off by Sammy bursting in the door, 

alarm on his face. “Father, Susie’s not there!” 

*** 

Susie drew Silver to a stop for the second time that 

evening, this time outside the Memory Creek barn.  

Smaller than the Circle C barn, it nevertheless housed 

horses whose bloodlines were equal to Circle C stock.  

Uncle Riley had done a good job building a name for 

himself in horses.   

After stabling Silver, she hurried up to the kitchen 

door. A soft glow slid from the crack under the door as 

she opened it quietly.   

The warmth of Aunt Andi’s kitchen enveloped Susie 

as she closed the door softly behind her. Her aunt sat at 

the table, engrossed in her Jules Verne novel. With her 

SUSIE 
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waist-length hair trailing over her shoulders and her 

girlish figure cloaked in a housecoat, she looked much 

younger than her thirty-two years.   

“Aunt Andi?” 

Andi looked up with a start, dropping her book on 

the floor. “Howdy, Susie. I didn’t hear you come in.”   

“I just got here,” Susie apologized, picking up her 

aunt’s volume. “Journey to the Centre of the Earth? I 

thought you had already read this one.” 

A sheepish grin covered Andi’s face. “I have. I’m just 

rereading it. So, what brings you to Memory Creek this 

time of night?” 

Susie sighed. “Dad’s mad at me. I snuck out of the 

house to go to Lillian’s party, and he told me not to. I 

just can’t make him understand that this is the only way 

I’ll get any friends.” 

Andi looked surprised. “I thought you had friends. 

Did something change?” 

“Well, I have some friends, but they’re only my 

friends because I’m Susie Carter. Or”—she gave a half-

smile—“they’re my cousins.” 

“I don’t believe you,” Andi said softly, reaching out 

to grasp her niece’s hands. “I believe that you do have 

friends, real friends. Friends who are your friends 

because of you, and not your family.”   

Andi sighed, and a faraway look crept into her eyes 

as she continued. “It’s not easy being a Carter. Everyone 

expects certain things of you just because of who your 

family is.  Sometimes they don’t love you for you, but for 

what you can give them.   
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“It’s like an apple orchard, though. In every bushel 

you get, you might find a bad apple or two, but that 

doesn’t mean all of the apples from that orchard are bad.  

Just because there are a few people who want to be your 

friend because you’re a Carter, it doesn’t mean that 

there aren’t people who want to be your friend because 

you’re Susie.   

“I had both growing up, and you just have to learn 

to be polite to everyone and to value your true friends.  

It’s definitely hard, but it’s worth it. You can have 

lifelong friendships that are formed by picking your 

friends carefully. One thing I did was to introduce 

myself as Andi, instead of as Andi Carter. Then I could 

see if they wanted to be friends with me, or friends with 

my family. It worked most of the time, but I ultimately 

had to trust God with my friends.” 

Tears rolled down Susie’s face. “You’re right. I 

haven’t been asking God for help with my friends at all.” 

“He loves you, Susie,” Andi whispered. “He wants 

the best for you, even if it’s hard.” 

They sat there for a moment, looking at each other. 

“Do you want a hug?” Andi finally asked. 

Susie nodded. “Yes.” 

They wrapped their arms around each other and 

stayed like that for awhile.   

Their silent companionship was interrupted by the 

kitchen door abruptly swinging open.   

“Andi, I’m going to leave Jared here and then help 

Chad look for Susie. She wasn’t at the party when he 

came to get her, and he asked for my—”   

SUSIE 
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Riley broke off as he saw who Andi was holding. 

Chad pushed past his brother-in-law then called, 

“Susie!” 

Susie whirled around and flew into him, hugging 

him tightly. “I’m sorry, Daddy. I should have listened to 

what you said. Can you forgive me?” 

“Of course I can,” he whispered. “That doesn’t mean 

you’re not in trouble, but we can talk about that on the 

way home. Are you ready to go?” 

“Yes, Dad. Let’s go home.” 
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CHAPTER ONE  

 

ndrea Carter stood atop Shasta, the cool wind 

blowing the strands of hair that escaped her thick, 

brown braid.  

This is the life, Andi thought as the sun shone down 

on her face. The weather had taken a chilly turn, but 

that wouldn’t deter her from taking her trick-riding 

lesson with Riley. 

She’d always loved trick riding, but getting to spend 

extra time with her beau ensured that she would never 

miss. She was especially excited for this lesson because 

he was going to teach her a new trick—the Apache 

hideaway. It was an Indian war trick, and Andi could 

hardly wait to try it out.  

A 
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She imagined hanging lengthwise off the side of 

Shasta, being hidden from sight, and then popping back 

up again. It would be a funny trick to play on her 

brothers, but she thought better of that. Chad would 

probably think it was too dangerous. She was just 

thankful he was letting Riley teach her these relatively 

safe stunts on Saturdays.  

Andi glanced up at the bright blue sky as Shasta 

loped across a field lined by brush on one side and a 

large creek on the other. She didn’t see until too late the 

little rabbit that leapt out in front of her horse.  

Shasta swerved and bolted like a charging bull. It 

was a miracle that Andi kept her balance.  

Then her eyes grew wide when she realized they 

were headed straight for the creek. She tried to stop, but 

it was too late. Shasta leapt over the creek, sending Andi 

flying off his back. Her head smashed into the creek 

bank and she tumbled face first into the water.  

*** 

 Andi’s mind felt foggy. She slowly pushed one eye 

open. She was in her bedroom. What’s going on? She 

tried to speak, but instead started coughing.  

Mother rushed over to her. “Oh, Andrea, you’re 

awake.” She sighed in relief.  

“What happened?” Andi sputtered.  

“Don’t you remember?” Mother asked, her relief 

short lived.  

Andi squinted, trying to remember. Her head felt 

stuffed, and she couldn’t think straight. “Did I fall?”  

“Yes.” Mother’s calm demeanor returned. “But we’ll 
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talk about it later.” She picked up a bottle and poured 

some medicine onto a spoon. “Here. Take this.”  

Andi opened her mouth as Mother poured in the 

liquid. She scrunched up her nose at the awful taste. “Go 

back to sleep now.”  

Andi had no trouble complying as a wave of 

weariness washed over her. She quickly drifted off to 

sleep.   

 

  

CHAPTER TWO 

 

ver the next few days, Andi slowly began to 

recover. Mother was an excellent nurse, and 

(when Mother allowed) Mitch would come and tell her 

about what was happening on the ranch. He also filled 

her in on how she got so sick and how Riley saved her 

life.   

“It was quite a sight to see him galloping in here, 

holding you in his arms like a limp rag doll,” Mitch had 

told her. “He told us how you fell and almost drowned 

in the creek. It was a good thing he was there.” That’s all 

he’d been able to tell her before Mother shooed him out. 

Andi smiled as she sat in bed, propped up by her 

pillows. “What are you thinking about,” Mother asked 

as she walked in and perched on Andi’s bed.  

“Oh, just how thankful I am to have Riley.”  

Mother nodded. “Yes. He is a very good man. He’s 

been asking about you.”  

Andi was going to respond but sneezed instead.  

O 
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“Need a handkerchief?” Chad said, peeking into the 

room.  

Andi threw up her hands. “How do you manage to 

keep one, and I still can’t?” 

Chad walked in and dropped the handkerchief in 

Andi’s lap with a flourish. “What are you ladies talking 

about?”  

“Just how glad I am that Riley’s my trick-riding 

teacher.” Andi turned to Mother. “When do you think I 

can get back in the saddle?”  

“Not anytime soon,” Chad answered.  

“I wasn’t asking you,” Andi shot back.  

“Well, I run the ranch, and I’m glad you brought it 

up. I was planning to talk to Mother about it, anyway. 

After this incident, I don’t think you should do any more 

trick riding.”  

Andi was sorry she’d mentioned it. But there was no 

going back now.  

Chad continued, “When I was in town for the 

cattlemen’s meeting, one of the other ranchers gave me 

this.” He dropped a book down on the bed.  

“The Dangers of Trick Riding,” Mother read. She 

looked up at him. “Have you read this book, Chad?”  

“Well . . . no.”   

Andi scowled. She was angry that he would tell her 

she couldn’t do stunt riding, when he didn’t know a 

thing about it. That he would be swayed by a book some 

rancher gave him.  

She wanted to give Chad a piece of her mind, but 

that wouldn’t help her one bit. So instead of losing her 
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temper, she thought of a way to convince both Chad and 

Mother the importance of trick riding. “It’s true that 

there is some danger to trick riding. But it’s also very 

useful.”  

“I don’t see how,” Chad replied skeptically.  

Andi held up her hand. “When Lucy, Sammy, and I 

were kidnapped by Procopio in June, Riley rescued us.”  

Chad nodded. He knew that part of the story.  

“Lucy and Sammy rode off on Thunder, and Riley 

was on the other horse on the other side of camp. But 

by that time the outlaws found out about the escape and 

started shooting at him. There was no way he could stop 

so I could mount. I was stuck.”  

Andi paused for dramatic effect. “Earlier, he taught 

me this stunt called the pickup trick. And he called out 

for us to do it then. He rode toward me at top speed, we 

grabbed hands, I jumped, and he pulled me up on the 

horse’s back. Then we rode away. I probably wouldn’t be 

here if it weren’t for trick riding.”  

Chad stared at her. He didn’t know what to say.  

 After a pause, which seemed an eternity to Andi, 

Mother said, “I think Andrea is right. As much as I don’t 

like her doing anything dangerous, it saved her life. I 

trust Riley to take care of her and not have her do 

anything unnecessarily risky.”  

Then turning to Andi, she added, “But as your 

mother and nurse, you won’t be riding until you are fully 

recovered. I don’t think that will be anytime soon.”  

“But I feel—” Andi’s sentence was interrupted by a 

coughing fit.  
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Mother gave a knowing smile. “Not another peep 

about it till I say you’re ready.” Andi nodded. “Come, 

Chad, let’s go. Andrea needs her rest.” 

After they left, Andi tried to sleep, but she wasn’t 

tired. It’s so boring lying around all day. I wish I had 

something to do. She squirmed around, trying to find a 

comfortable way to lay. But her stuffy nose and the large 

bump on the side of her head made sure she was 

continually annoyed.  

Her foot hit something hard and she looked down 

to see a book at the end of her bed—the book Chad 

brought. She reached down and picked it up.  

Who would write a whole book devoted to the 

dangers of trick riding? She flipped it open to the first 

page. She was curious, and she didn’t have anything 

better to do. So, she began to read.   

*** 

Andi woke with a start. Light streamed through the 

window across her bed. She breathed a sigh of relief. It 

was just a dream. She’d had quite a few nightmares 

during her recovery. All consisted of her falling off a 

horse. It seemed that each dream was worse than the 

one before.  

She got out of bed. No sense lying around thinking 

about it. As she looked around for something to wear, 

her eyes landed on the book. During the weeks she’d 

been shut up inside, she had read the whole thing.  

Now, she wished she hadn’t. The book was full of 

stories of young people who had been injured or killed 

while doing stunts. It described the incidents in vivid 
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detail. The man who wrote it seemed to have a hatred 

for trick riding, and Andi realized the reason. One of the 

stories was about his daughter, and she didn’t survive.  

Andi walked over and hid the book under her 

pillow. If the man’s intent had been to scare folks into 

not doing any sort of trick riding, he sure was doing a 

good job of it.  

Andi finished getting ready and walked down the 

stairs to breakfast. She was as healthy as a horse but 

hadn’t said a word about going riding. I’m just obeying 

Mother, she thought, but deep in her heart she knew it 

was more than that.  

Chad and his new wife, Ellie, were already eating 

breakfast when Andi sat down. Ellie’s cheery voice 

broke into Andi’s thoughts. “Good morning, Andi. How 

are you feeling this morning?”  

“Right as rain,” Andi replied.  

“I’m glad to hear it,” Mother said as she took her 

seat.  

“It’s a beautiful day today. Warm and sunny,” Ellie 

observed.  

“Yes. A perfect day for Andrea to go riding.” Mother 

warmly smiled at Andi. 

Andi was so surprised she didn’t know what to say.  

Chad stopped eating long enough to say, “Riley said 

Shasta’s been pining away for you.”  

“I think they both have,” Mitch teased as he walked 

in.  

Andi blushed a little. “I missed him too.”  

“Which one?” Chad asked, joining in on the fun.  
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Andi couldn’t help laughing with the others. “Both, 

I guess.”  

“Well,” Chad added in a generous mood, “in that 

case, I’ll give him the afternoon off so you can go 

practice your trick riding.”  

“Which one?” Andi asked saucily, bringing another 

round of laughter. “Thank you, Chad. And thank you, 

Mother.”  

Andi smiled, pushing away the little nagging feeling 

of dread.    

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

ndi breathed in deeply. She’d missed being outside. 

Sunshine, fresh air, and the smell of horses. Her 

day was perfect, except for the little knot in her stomach 

that kept growing bigger the closer she got to the barn.  

This is silly. I’ve never been afraid of riding before.  

Then she remembered the summer before. After a 

serious riding accident she had been scared to get back 

in the saddle. But once she started riding again, she 

wasn’t the least bit afraid.  

Maybe that’s it. Once I start riding again, I’ll be fine. 

With that in mind she walked into the barn to find Riley 

and Shasta.   

*** 

Andi had been right and wrong. When she and Riley 

headed out, her fears seemed to go. It felt so good to be 

riding again, although she was a little more cautious.  

But as they started getting closer to their trick-
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riding spot, the fear she thought had disappeared 

popped back up again. By the time they reached the 

middle of the field, the little knot of fear had turned into 

a roll of barbed wire in her stomach. She had to figure 

out a way to get out of this.  

“Are you ready to start?” Riley pulled Dakota to a 

stop.  

“Um . . .” Andi gently tugged on the reins. “I was 

thinking. Do you remember last year when you took me 

riding for the first time after my injury?”  

“How could I forget?”  

“You told me not to ride too much my first day back 

on a horse. Otherwise, I would be sore. Well, you were 

right, and I was really sore afterwards. I don’t want to 

make the same mistake twice, so I was thinking that 

maybe I should wait on doing any stunts until after I’ve 

ridden a few more times.”  

Surprise was written clear as day on Riley’s face. “I 

think being shut up in the house for a few weeks because 

you’re sick and being bedridden and confined to a 

wheelchair because of broken bones is a little different.” 

He cocked his head and studied Andi, making her 

squirm. “But if you think it’s best not to do any stunts, 

we can head back now.”  

“I think so.” Andi turned and started back before he 

had a chance to ask any questions. She had escaped the 

danger, but instead of feeling relived, she just felt sort of 

sad.                                                         
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

t was a beautiful Saturday afternoon. Andi’s heart was 

filled with dread because she and Riley were headed 

out to do the trick riding she’d been dodging.  

It had been over a week since she had started riding 

again and she had run out of believable reasons not to 

go. She was afraid her family was becoming suspicious 

of all of her excuses. Actually, she was afraid a lot now.  

Whenever she thought about trick riding, instead of 

seeing herself flying, she saw herself falling—over and 

over again. She wanted to talk to Mother about it. In 

fact, she almost had several times. But she was afraid 

that if she told her, Mother wouldn’t let her go trick 

riding anymore.  

Despite all her fears, Andi still loved trick riding. 

She loved the feeling of freedom, like she was flying. She 

loved the rush of excitement when she pulled off a new 

trick. And she loved spending time with Riley.  

So, she kept pushing down her fears, ignoring them 

and moving on. Until now. Now she couldn’t just think 

about something else. Now she had to face what she was 

afraid of. But the problem was, she wasn’t exactly sure 

what it was she feared. 

“We’re here. Are you ready to start?”  

Andi swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. 

She could do this.  

“All right, why don’t you do the standup trick? You 

can start slow till you get back into the groove of things, 

okay?”  

I 
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She lengthened the reins with a shaky hand. This is 

silly. This is a simple trick. She took a deep breath and 

stood up. 

“All right, you can go ahead.”  

But she couldn’t. It felt like a claw was squeezing 

her heart.  

“Andi?”  

She didn’t respond.  

“Andi, are you okay?” Worry etched Riley’s voice. 

He dismounted Dakota and walked over to her.  

“I can’t do it,” she said in a shaky breath.  

“Can’t do what?”  

“I can’t trick ride.”  

“Why not?”  

“I’m too afraid.” At that point, she broke. She began 

to cry as Riley helped her down. He hugged her and let 

her cry.  

Soon the whole story was tumbling out—about the 

book, the nightmares, and her uncontrollable fear. He 

listened to her as she talked and comforted her.  

When she was finished, he chuckled. “This is kind 

of like when we read that dime novel. You were so afraid 

of Indians after that.”  

“Except that I’m seventeen instead of six.” She 

couldn’t help smile a little, despite her tears. “I feel so 

silly for being afraid. It’s so irrational. Yet, every time I 

close my eyes, it seems like all I can see is pain. I’m not 

afraid to die. At least I thought I wasn’t.  

“Now I don’t know whom I can trust. What if you 

weren’t there that day to save me? What then? I don’t 
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know what to do!” Andi let out a breath. It felt good to 

get all that off her chest.  

Riley thought for a minute before answering. “Andi, 

when was the last time you read the Bible?”  

“I . . . well . . . I don’t remember. It’s been a while,” 

she admitted sheepishly.  

“Well, I think we have the answer to your problem 

then.”  

Andi looked up at him, still confused.  

“When did you first feel afraid?”  

“When I was reading that book.”  

“What happened when you kept thinking about it?”  

“I got more afraid.”  

“What do you feel when you read your Bible?”  

Her face lit up as it dawned on her. “Peace.”  

“Think of all the times you were in danger and God 

saved you. All the troubles He’s brought you through. 

And don’t forget about all those angels He gave you,” 

Riley said with a wink. 

“And He gave me you.” She gave him a sweet grin.  

“You’re right. I might not always be there to save 

you, but He will be. Actually, I have a verse for you.” He 

pulled a slip of paper from his back pocket. “I read it this 

morning and thought you might need it.” He handed 

her the paper.  

She swiped her sleeve across her eyes and unfolded 

the paper.  

And the Lord, he it is that doth go before thee; he will 

be with thee, he will not fail thee, nether forsake thee: fear 

not, neither be dismayed. Deuteronomy 31:8        
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Tears started flowing down Andi’s checks, but this 

time from thankfulness instead of fear. She squeezed 

Riley tight.  

“I’m here to help you, Andi. If you want to keep trick 

riding, we can take it one step at a time.” 

 She looked straight into his eyes. “I’d like that very 

much.”  

“It won’t be easy,” he warned.  

“That’s okay. As long as I have God and you, I’ll be 

all right.” 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

ndi looked over the beautiful landscape. The clouds 

floated overhead, pushed by a soft breeze. She 

buttoned up her light jacket. Several weeks had passed 

since Andi admitted her fears to Riley. True to his word, 

he helped her every step of the way.  

He was also right about it not being easy. He told 

her to read her verse every time she felt afraid. By the 

end of the first day she knew it by heart.  

That wasn’t all she had to do. She had to admit her 

fears to Mother. When she did, instead of Mother 

forbidding her from trick riding, she encouraged her to 

keep riding and gave her more Bible verses to read.  

Andi finally had to face her fears. It was hard at first, 

but Riley was always right beside her. At first he rode on 

Shasta with her, holding her around the waist as she got 

her balance.  
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But eventually, she had to stand on her own. Yet, 

she wasn’t really alone. She knew God was always right 

there with her. 

“Are you ready?” Riley called out.  

“Yes, I’m ready!” Andi pulled her feet from the 

stirrups and positioned them on the saddle. She stood 

up and signaled for Shasta to go. He broke into a steady 

lope and a grin broke across Andi’s face.  

This is the life. This is how it really, truly feels to be 

free.                                    
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