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      “Feld has a knack for capturing the special relationship between a young rider and her horse, and her books are always full of adventure and the occasional tornado!”

      —Lesley Ward, Editor, Young Rider Magazine

      “This is a lovely series in which mid-grade readers are taught a sense of responsibility and appropriate risk-taking. The characters are loveable, and their struggles to do the right thing are truly charming. It is obvious…that the author possesses deep knowledge of what she writes about.” 

      —Readers’ Favorite 

      “Blackjack: The Champion Morgan Horse has excitement, suspense, and a surprise ending, all coming together with a satisfying understanding of horses. It is another blue-ribbon winner from a talented author.”

      —Nancy Norton, Editor, Horse & Academy Magazine

      “This series is so pleasant to read that you instantly become engrossed with Blackjack, who is friend, hero, and the coolest sidekick a girl could ever have.” 

      —Amy Lignor, Feathered Quill Book Reviews

      “Ellen Feld hits another home run by taking us all on a quest for World Championships in her latest in the Blackjack series, Blackjack: The Champion Morgan Horse.” 

      —Tami Johnson, United States Equestrian Federation Morgan Judge

      “I love this book so much! It is amazing, awesome, and a fun book to read.”

      —Madeline McElroy (age 11), Reader Views Kids 
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        To Blackjack⁠—

        For all the blue-ribbon victory passes,

        for all the wondrous trail rides,

        for bringing me home safely after each outing,

        for making me laugh every day.

        And most importantly, for being my best friend.
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            AND THE WINNER IS…

          

        

      

    

    
      She nervously shifted her weight in the saddle while her gorgeous black stallion stood perfectly still. Other horse-and-rider teams quietly trotted past them, too busy concentrating on instructions from their trainers to notice the girl and her black horse. Trainers, standing outside the warm-up ring, constantly shouted commands to and fro. The girl looked around and pushed down on her left stirrup. She flipped the long tails of her show jacket from underneath her saddle, where they had come to rest. Her horse twitched a shoulder muscle and flicked an ear back in his rider’s direction. It was his signal that he wanted to go. “All set?”

      The horse snorted his eagerness to get moving. The girl gathered up her reins and clucked to the stallion. He immediately picked up a trot and joined the other horses going around the warm-up ring.

      As she darted in and out among the crowd, she heard cheers coming from the enormous arena adjacent to the warm-up ring. “They must be pinning the hunter class,” she told her mount. “It’s our turn next.”

      The girl suddenly felt queasy, as if hundreds of butterflies were pushing against the inside of her stomach, trying to get out. “It’s nerves, just nerves,” she told herself. “Get over it,” she demanded as she turned her attention back to her stallion. The rider asked the horse to walk for a few moments and then, just as she was about to ask for one last practice canter, horses dressed in hunter tack started coming into the warm-up ring from the arena. These were the horses who had just competed in the World Champion Open Hunter Pleasure class. “Wow, they’re beautiful,” she whispered to herself.

      Several of the horses had long flowing ribbons—yellow, white, pink, green, brown, or purple—hanging from their bridles, although most of the bridles had no ribbon. Over 20 horses trotted up the ramp into the warm-up ring and then dispersed through the various gate openings as she watched in silence.

      Suddenly, loud cheers again rose up from the arena. A moment later, a stunning Morgan hunter trotted into the warm-up ring with a tricolored ribbon, longer than all the others, hanging from his bridle. The ribbon was really three ribbons in one: red, yellow, and white held together by a lavish silver rosette at the top. A garland of beautiful roses hung from the bay gelding’s neck while the smartly dressed man riding the horse smiled.

      The girl jumped slightly as several high-pitched voices screamed in delight. Looking off to the side of the building, she saw three teenage girls running toward the horse. They slipped through the fence and ran toward the animal, who seemed completely unfazed by the commotion. “Hughie! Hughie!” they shouted in unison. Other horses scrambled out of the way as Hughie’s fan club charged forward. Arriving at the horse’s side, the three girls hugged the handsome Morgan’s chest and legs as best they could. “You did it! You did it!” the youngest girl exclaimed.

      “Reserve world champion...” the girl on the black horse mumbled as she observed the happy, cheering fan club. “That’s so cool.”

      More cheers from the arena, this time accompanied by stomping feet and organ music. The voice over the intercom proclaimed, “Your new World Champion Open Hunter Pleasure horse is Whimsical Ryan, owned by Kendra Newton of Wooster, Ohio, and trained and shown by Nicole Sutter of Ocala, Florida!” More cheers, more stomping feet.

      It took longer for the world champion to exit the arena; perhaps the horse was being ridden around the ring an additional time so the trainer and owner could savor every moment of their victory.

      The cheers briefly subsided and then grew again as the horse finally left the show arena. A large, beautiful chestnut mare, with braided mane and tail, a bit that glistened in the dim light of the warm-up ring, and a very happy rider came into view. Like the reserve champion, this horse wore a garland neck collar and long tricolored championship ribbon. A groom ran alongside the horse, carrying a cooler, the decorative, lightweight blanket given to each winner. The girl watched as the rider slowed the mare to a walk, gave the horse a good pat on the neck, loosened the reins, and guided the animal out of the ring. This time, there was no screaming fan club to greet the winners, although the rider of the black horse suspected a big, gleeful group of admirers would meet horse and rider back at their barn.

      As the new world champions disappeared from sight, the girl realized that the riders around her had vanished. A burst of panic spread through her body. She turned to see the tail end of a horse disappear down the ramp into the arena. “No!” she blurted, startling her animal.

      The black stallion jumped slightly, just enough to move his rider’s position upon his back. The rider readjusted her position, nervously tightened the reins, and clucked to the horse. Guiding the animal to the wide ramp that led down into the show ring, the girl felt her horse puff out his chest as his neck rose. His ears shot forward, and he released an ‘I’m ready-to-go!’ snort.

      Trotting down the ramp and into the ring, the stallion joined the crowd of horses along the rail. “World Champion Open English Pleasure is complete. Class is complete. All trot, please. All trot,” boomed the instructions over the speakers.

      “We’re here! We did it! We did it!” the girl said as her beautiful Morgan trotted down the rail. The stands were full of cheering people screaming for their favorite horse-and-rider team.

      The reins were light in her hands while her horse tucked his head perfectly, never dropping an ear. As they trotted past one of the three judges, the noise from the crowd grew to a thunderous roar. “They’re cheering for us, boy!”

      “Walk, please. All walk.”

      The black Morgan easily slowed, but as his rider relaxed slightly, the horse tossed his head. He was feeling good! But did one of the judges see it? Would they mark the pair down for the horse’s exuberance? In a world championship class, there was no room for error, even one as seemingly insignificant as a head toss. “Easy, boy,” the rider whispered.

      “Canter, please. All canter.”

      The stallion took off briskly without waiting for his owner’s command. He had shown so many times that he had become accustomed to the announcer’s series of orders. The girl smiled as her horse made a brilliant pass down the rail. With no other competitors to block her from center ring, two of the three judges got a good long look at her. They were mesmerized by the horse’s beauty and talent.

      The black stallion and his rider continued their amazing ride through the rest of the class. That was until the last canter was called. As the horse was about to pick up his right lead, another horse came crashing into him. The girl shot a nasty glance at the rider and used her legs to move her horse away from the unruly bay horse. Jim Spencer! She should have known! Had the cruel trainer from her past just ruined her chance of a world championship win? Maybe the judges didn’t see her mistake. But it wasn’t a mistake! It was Jim Spencer’s fault! Her horse had corrected himself and now they were cantering down the rail. What would the judges think?

      The horses were asked to come back to a walk and then line up in center ring. The girl was careful to stay away from Jim Spencer and his horse. She knew that his horses frequently had problems; they couldn’t stand still and would fuss and back into other horses as they waited for the judges to inspect them.

      Standing in a perfect stretch, the black stallion breathed heavily. He had worked up a sweat and was tired, but he was still bright-eyed, glancing around, eager for more action. The girl once again adjusted the tails of her show coat as she waited for the three judges to walk the line. When they came to her, she smiled as they silently inspected her horse. Her stallion, meanwhile, flicked his shoulder muscle at an imaginary fly but otherwise stood perfectly still. One of the judges smiled as the three made their way to the next horse.

      A few minutes later, the announcer instructed, “Please retire your horses,” and twenty-three well-groomed, gorgeous Morgans walked to the far end of the ring to wait for the placing of the class.

      After several minutes of uncomfortable silence, the announcement came, “We have the results of Class 258, World Champion Open English Pleasure. Our world champion this year, by unanimous decision of the judges, is number 678, Gallant Image, owned and ridden by Heather Richardson!”

      The audience erupted in cheers and shouts. Heather screamed too. “We did it, Blackjack! We did it!”

      Heather rode her horse to the other end of the ring, where several people waited. One held a garland of roses; another, a cooler; and a third, a huge trophy and a long, flowing, tricolored ribbon. Each person congratulated Heather as she approached. The gentleman holding the garland carefully placed it around Blackjack’s neck while the ribbon was attached to his bridle. Then Heather asked her horse to stretch and pose for a picture. The woman holding the cooler and the trophy walked to the front of the horse, and they all smiled as a photographer took several pictures.

      While the other ribbon winners were announced, Heather walked Blackjack in a small circle, stroking his neck and telling him what a wonderful horse he was. At one point, she looked up and saw Chauncy standing along the rail, an enormous smile on his face. Chauncy, Blackjack’s original owner, was enormously proud of Blackjack and Heather. He had traveled with the pair, in their little two-horse trailer, all the way from New England to Oklahoma for this show. Heather was thrilled that Chauncy had seen a horse he had raised win a World Championship.

      “And now, ladies and gentlemen, please give your hearty congratulations to Gallant Image and Heather Richardson as they make their victory pass!”

      People stood up, clapped, and stomped their feet in approval. “Go, Heather! Yay, Heather! Whoo-hoo!” the young rider’s fans cheered.

      Heather and Blackjack started trotting down the rail, enjoying the cheers of approval from the whole coliseum. What an amazing feeling it was to be riding the new world champion. And Blackjack was incredible. The beautiful black Morgan never dropped an ear as he trotted along, his legs reaching higher and higher with each step.

      “Go, Heather! Go, Heather! Go, Heather...”

      “Heather! When are you getting out of bed? You said you wanted to be at the barn an hour ago, before it got too hot. Now look at the time! It’s ten o’clock and already 85 degrees outside. With the humidity, your horse is...”

      “Huh?”

      “Heather! Wake up!” her mother shouted.

      “What? Oh, no,” Heather groaned. Another wonderful dream about winning a world championship with her beloved Blackjack had come to an abrupt end. Now it was back to reality. The August heat was in full swing, and if she wanted to work her horse before it got too hot to ride, she’d have to hustle. It was the only way to get ready for the last show of the season, and if she did well, maybe even earn a trip to Oklahoma in October for the Grand National and World Championship Morgan Horse Show!
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            PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Heather got to the barn an hour later, the temperature had crawled up to 90 degrees, but it wasn’t just the high temperature that was the problem; it was the intense humidity. New England was in the midst of an early August heat wave.

      “You’re late,” Chauncy scolded as Heather walked into the barn. He had a pitchfork in his hand and was leaning against the wall. “It’s awfully hot today,” he continued, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead.

      “Sorry, I overslept...again.” Heather knew Chauncy wasn’t angry but was just teasing her about her sleeping habits. Champ, her playful dachshund, dashed into the barn ahead of her. Finding his favorite chew toy at the far end of the aisle, he grabbed it, shook his head several times, and bounded back past Heather and into the relatively cool tack room. Heather smiled as she watched her dog display so much energy. She knew Champ would be exhausted by the time they’d head home.

      Interrupting Heather’s thoughts, Chauncy explained, “Blackjack was begging to go out early this morning. I turned him out in the ring, but by nine, the bugs were driving him nuts, so I had to bring him in. Make sure you put a lot of fly spray on him today.”

      “Okay, Chauncy,” Heather acknowledged as she walked to her stallion’s stall.

      Blackjack was standing at the front of the stall, not waiting for his owner but instead, enjoying the breeze from the fan attached to the stall door. His mane blew slightly in the wind, and he looked quite content.

      “Hey, buddy, what’s up?” Heather asked as she opened the horse’s stall door and stepped inside. Blackjack nuzzled Heather, looking for treats. “Sorry, boy, not until you’ve finished working.” But the horse didn’t understand her rules, and he wanted his treat now! He continued poking around her pants pockets, hopeful something tasty would come his way.

      Heather ran her hands along the stallion’s neck, feeling the warmth of his body. Burying her head in his thick mane, she took a deep breath. “Why do horses smell so good?” she asked herself. Moving her left hand down to Blackjack’s chest, Heather gave the gorgeous horse a good scratch and hugged him. In return, the stallion lowered his head and wrapped his neck around her body. For a brief moment, all was still, the only sound coming from the low rumble of the fan.

      Heather could hear herself breathing and felt completely relaxed. Then, ever so slowly, she felt the tip of Blackjack’s nose rummaging around her backside, searching for treats hidden in her pockets.

      “Persistent, aren’t you?” she quietly asked the horse.

      In reply, Heather heard a loud, high-pitched squeal. Turning toward the noise, she saw Chauncy leading Rerun, a little gray and white Miniature Horse, into the barn.

      “Little bugger got out again,” the old man grumbled as he led the plucky little horse into her stall.

      “How does she get out?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to catch her escaping,” Chauncy admitted. “But if she keeps it up, she won’t be going out with the girls anymore.”

      “Where’s Robin?” Heather asked. Robin was Karen Greene’s Morgan mare, and without her ever-present sidekick, Rerun, Robin would be quite upset.

      “She’s standing at the back gate, waiting to come in. No doubt she’s rather anxious now that Rerun is out of sight,” Chauncy noted. “I wanted to leave the mares out longer, but with this humidity and the relentless attacks by all those darn biting bugs, the horses do not want to be out. They’d rather be in their stalls, standing near the fans and away from all those flies.” Once Chauncy had Rerun safely tucked back into her stall, he asked Heather to help bring in the other horses.

      Heather followed Chauncy out to the back pasture where the mares were waiting, pushing up against the gate in an effort to be the first one out. The two friends slipped through the fence, halters in hand. While Chauncy haltered Annie and Robin, Heather slipped a halter over Frosty’s head. As Heather turned her attention to Shadow, the young, impatient mare stomped her left front foot to rid it of a biting insect. “Hey, watch out!” Heather scolded, noting that her own foot was perilously close to that stomping hoof. Shadow ignored the warning and again stomped her foot; the flies wouldn’t leave her alone. Pressing up against her owner, Shadow rubbed her head on Heather’s shoulder to rid herself of the flies that had surrounded her eyes. “Geeze, Shadow, would you cut it out? You’re a pain in the butt,” Heather scolded. She was still trying to get the horse’s halter on.
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      “Ready?” Chauncy asked.

      “Not quite. Shadow isn’t cooperating.”

      While Heather continued to struggle with Shadow, Frosty stood patiently. That was until the flies that Shadow had shooed away made their way to Frosty. Shaking her head repeatedly, Frosty quickly became frustrated with the annoying creatures and moved in closer so she, too, could rub her face on the girl. “Hey, come on! Frosty! Stop!” Heather pleaded in a good-natured way, but the horse was insistent; Frosty had to get the flies off her face, and the only way she knew to do that was by rubbing on her owner. “Argh!” Heather grunted as she continued to struggle with Shadow’s halter. The young horse refused to keep her head still and made it almost impossible for Heather to slip the halter over her head. “Shadow! Halt!” Heather demanded in an unexpectedly loud voice. Shadow, distracted by the command, momentarily stopped moving. Heather took advantage of the brief pause and got the halter on Shadow. “Got it!” she exclaimed to the world, proud that she’d finally gotten a halter on her rambunctious filly.

      With a smile on his face as he watched Heather’s struggle, Chauncy asked, “All set?” The two mares he held waited patiently, in sharp contrast to Frosty and Shadow.

      “Where’s Rusty and Rocket?” Heather wondered, suddenly realizing that her favorite jumping horse, Rusty, was not hovering near the gate like the mares, and neither was his best friend, Rocket, the old Morgan they had recently rescued.

      “Oh, they’re down at the back corner. It’s their new favorite spot. The grass is tall, and there’s enough overgrowth to cover most of their bodies and shelter them from the biting insects. Hold on...” Chauncy let out a loud whistle, and in an instant, the sound of thundering hooves filled the air.

      Chauncy opened the gate and led Annie and Robin out and toward the barn. Heather had her hands full trying to keep Frosty and her daughter, Shadow, under control. They didn’t seem to care that their owner was asking them to walk calmly. There was no way she could also take Rusty or Rocket, but she knew that wasn’t necessary. Rusty was ‘Mr. Reliable,’ and when he saw the mares leave the pasture, he’d simply follow them into the barn. And Rocket? Heather knew that he’d never leave Rusty’s side; he’d follow his friend into the barn and wait patiently to be put in a stall.

      True to expectations, as Heather approached the barn with her rowdy mares, Rusty and Rocket trotted past them. Rusty went right into his stall and buried his head in a flake of hay that Chauncy had put in the stall earlier in the day. Rocket, meanwhile, stopped just outside Rusty’s stall, peered inside at the hay, and quietly waited to be led into his stall. He never seemed to find his stall on his own, perhaps because he didn’t want to leave Rusty.

      “Why can’t you two be that well-behaved?” Heather asked as she watched Rusty tear into his hay. Frosty sneezed a reply, getting wet nasal discharge all over Heather. “Ew! Frosty! That’s gross,” Heather gagged, unable to shake the gooey mess from her arm as she held the horses’ halters.

      Heather put Shadow in her stall first and then walked Frosty to hers, patting the mare on the rump as the horse walked passed her. Entering the stall, Heather removed the halter, shut the door, and turned the fan on. Soon, the whole barn hummed with the soft rumble of fan blades.

      The young horse lover went over to Rerun’s stall to tease the mischievous horse, who had started the exodus from the pasture. “You naughty little pony,” she admonished as she glanced into the stall. Rerun, with head hanging down, was half asleep, enjoying the breeze from the fan. She didn’t even look up at Heather.

      “It’s going to be a short ride today,” Chauncy guessed, knowing that the heat would get to Blackjack and Heather before they were finished riding. “You’ll have to get here a lot earlier tomorrow.”

      “I know. I know,” Heather agreed. “I promise, tomorrow I’ll be here first thing in the morning.”

      “Um, what do you consider first thing in the morning?” Chauncy teased. “Noon?”

      “Very funny,” Heather muttered as she headed to Blackjack’s stall.
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        * * *

      

      The sweat dripped from Heather’s face as she walked her stallion in the ring. They hadn’t even trotted once, but already the humid, hot weather was taking its toll.

      The rider wiped her right cheek on her T-shirt and asked her horse to trot. Blackjack obeyed, although his gait transition was a bit slow, his neck was lower than usual, and his nose was too far out. The stallion’s lack of enthusiasm was obvious.

      Heather played with her snaffle rein to get Blackjack in a more collected frame, one in which he would work from behind and push his front end up and into the bridle. A show horse had to exhibit this posture, but Blackjack was being low and sloppy, his legs barely rising above the ground. He hated the extreme heat and humidity and never did well when the temperature soared.

      “Come on, boy, put a little oomph in your trot,” Heather encouraged as she squeezed her upper leg muscles. Blackjack reluctantly picked up his pace, but he still refused to collect himself. He looked like an untrained three-year-old out for his first ride.

      Heather slowed her horse to a walk, wiped more sweat off her brow, and noticed that Blackjack, too, was breaking into a sweat. It was too hot! “Do we have to canter?” she asked herself. In response, Blackjack turned his head and grabbed at a deer fly that had landed on his flank, right near Heather’s foot. Instead of getting the fly, he smacked the shank of the bit into Heather’s riding boot. “Hey! Watch it!”

      Blackjack ambled along, waiting for the next command. When it came, he obediently broke into a canter, but again lacked any enthusiasm. The rest of the workout went the same way; Blackjack didn’t do anything wrong, but he certainly didn’t look like a stunning show horse ready to take on the world.

      Heather didn’t spend a lot of time in the ring. With the sun still climbing and the temperature still rising, it seemed as if every biting insect, drawn by the smell of a sweating horse, was swarming around them. “Time to go in,” she announced, after having walked her Morgan around the ring several times. Heather dismounted, slipped the reins over Blackjack’s head, and led the horse back into the relative coolness of the barn.

      Once the Morgan was put on the cross-ties and untacked, Heather grabbed the wash bucket and brought it close to the horse. She squeezed a little of the excess water from the sponge and rubbed it up and down Blackjack’s chest a few times. The stallion loved his daily bucket wash and pushed gently into the sponge. Heather swore he was smiling. The water-and-liniment mix cooled and soothed the horse, and he stood patiently while his owner lightly soaked his entire body, from his legs to his neck.

      Once Blackjack was sponged, Heather took a sweat blade and ran it along his chest, sides, back, and flank to remove excess water. Then she put Blackjack back into his stall, which Chauncy had cleaned and bedded with fresh sawdust during their absence. The beautiful black stallion immediately put his head down to sniff the bedding, circled twice, and, folding his front legs, grunted and fell carefully to the ground. Grunting again, he rolled once, twice, three times, clicking his hooves on the wall as he tumbled back and forth. Then the horse got up, grunting yet again, and shook his whole body, sending much of the sawdust that had clung to his wet body flying.

      “Blackjack, you’re so predictable,” Heather laughed. She had been watching the whole episode from the safety of the barn aisle.

      “He sure is,” Chauncy agreed as he walked down the aisle toward Heather. “You’d think he’d like to stay clean once in a while, but no, he’s got to roll, every time.”

      “Hey, Chauncy,” came a voice from the front of the barn.

      Heather and Chauncy turned at the same time to see Karen, owner of Robin and Rerun. Champ scurried out of the tack room to bark a playful greeting at Karen and beg for a scratch.

      “Hi, Karen,” Heather and Chauncy said at the same moment.

      “Are you riding, Heather?” Karen asked as she bent down and scratched Champ behind his ear.

      “Already did.”

      “Blackjack?”

      “Yup.”

      “How was he?”

      “Pretty good, but he didn’t have much pizzazz. I think the heat was too much for him,” Heather explained.

      “And I think Heather needs to get here much earlier in the morning to beat the heat,” Chauncy added.

      “Um, Chauncy? Aren’t you going to pick on Karen? She just got here.”

      Karen gave Champ a friendly tap on his rump, and the dog scurried back into the tack room. Standing up, she smiled, realizing she was the object of an ongoing joke between Chauncy and Heather.

      “But she’s not planning on riding today,” Chauncy argued. And then, looking at Karen, he asked, “You weren’t planning on riding today, were you?”

      “No,” Karen answered. “It’s too hot. I’m just going to brush Robin and Rerun.” Turning to Heather, Karen asked, “Are you going to Mass Morgan?”

      The Massachusetts Morgan Horse Show, or as most Morgan folks called it, Mass Morgan, was one of the last New England Morgan shows of the season. The very last show was the Grand National and World Championship Morgan Horse Show, held each year in October in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.

      “Yup, we’re going. Just hope it isn’t as hot as it is now. Blackjack will just melt if it is.”

      “What’s the theme this year?”

      “Theme? Oh, I don’t know. Chauncy, do you?”

      Massachusetts Morgan had the reputation of being a really fun show. Exhibitors loved the annual themes; some of the participants even decorated stalls, outfits, and their horses too. The judges would also get into the fun by dressing up in appropriate costumes for the last evening of classes. In return, the show committee would build a fun or funny center-ring decoration. From pirates to famous movies and musical genres, the show had seen it all. “I heard they’re doing the Middle Ages this year,” Chauncy responded.

      “You mean like knights, dragons, and damsels-in-distress? Cool!” Karen exclaimed. “That will be so much fun! I can’t wait. I’m going to dress up and dress up Robin, too.”

      “You’re taking Robin? What are you showing her in?” Heather questioned. While Robin was an adorable, sweet, loving Morgan, she really wasn’t conditioned for showing.

      “Oh, I’m not showing her in any real classes, but maybe I’ll take her in the costume class. That way, I’ll also be there to see you show Blackjack and win your championship. Then you can go to Oklahoma in October.”

      “Yeah, that’d be awesome,” Heather agreed. What a dream it would be to ride her beloved stallion in the World Championship show!
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