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“Here it comes!” gasped Sam Baxter.

Amelia Haywood caught her breath. A chestnut-coloured horse broke into a canter a few metres in front of her. The rider crouched low in the saddle as the horse dashed towards a pyramid of logs lying across the muddy ground. Its muscles flexed under its gleaming coat. Then it sailed over the jump.

“Hooray!” cheered Amelia. She and Sam were sheltering in a marquee next to the muddy race course. It was Amelia’s first ever cross-country event, and it was pouring with rain. But even so, excitement buzzed through the crowd.

The next horse and rider trotted on to the course. Sam glanced at his watch. “There are two-minute gaps between each horse,” he explained, raising his voice over the chattering crowd and the rain spattering on the marquee’s plastic roof. “It’s so they don’t get traffic-jams at the jumps.”


 


[image: images]



 


Amelia grinned. At least someone knows the rules! She had seen horse races on TV before, so she’d thought that all the horses would set off together. But in a cross-country race, there was no starting line. Instead, a timer was started when each horse took the first jump and stopped when they reached the end of the course. The horse that did it the fastest won!

The chestnut horse was galloping towards the next jump, made out of a picnic table. Amelia cheered again as the horse leapt over and galloped on into a copse of trees. Then a grey horse streaked up to the first jump, its rider leaning forward, cheeks flushed.

“I wish I knew how to ride!” Amelia said, sighing wistfully.

Sam nodded. “Me too! Hey, shall we see if Mr and Mrs Hope need any help?”

They pulled up the hoods of their raincoats and hurried to the next marquee, their wellies squelching in the mud. The marquee was filled with stalls, and the Hopes were sitting by a trestle table loaded with medical equipment.

“How’s it going?” asked Amelia, hurrying over to the two vets.

Mrs Hope smiled and raised a polystyrene cup of tea. “No emergencies, thank goodness!”

“We can all take it easy for now,” said Mr Hope.
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Amelia felt a rush of pride at the way Mr Hope said “we”. She and Sam were official helpers at Animal Ark, the surgery run by the Hopes.

Sam nudged her. “Look at that tiny pony!”

Amelia turned round. A man was leading a golden pony into the marquee. It was small and sturdy, with a long, shaggy mane. Its tail almost swept the ground!

“Oh!” Amelia squealed in delight. “It’s so cute!”

The man led the pony to a stall with a banner that read “Speedwell Pony Homes”.

Amelia and Sam glanced at each other, grinned, and hurried over.

“Hello!” said the man, as he took off his wet rain jacket. “I’m Joe. Have you come to meet Ginger?”

Amelia nodded. “Please could we stroke him?”
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“Go right ahead,” said Joe. “Ginger loves being petted!”

Ginger was almost the same height as Amelia. A forelock of mane fell over his face, and when Amelia brushed the fringe aside, big, gentle, long-lashed eyes stared back at her. The pony’s wide nostrils flared as he nuzzled her jacket. Amelia felt her heart melt.

“What kind of pony is he?” asked Sam, patting Ginger’s thick mane.

“He’s a Shetland,” explained Joe. “He used to be a companion to a racehorse. He and the horse were special friends, and Ginger helped keep him calm before races. But now his owner’s moved abroad, so we’re trying to find him a new home.”

He handed Amelia and Sam a leaflet each. “Speedwell Pony Rehoming,” Amelia read out loud. “Matching Ponies with Forever Homes.” Underneath was a photo of Ginger and a phone number.

“Poor Ginger,” Sam said.

“Can we help give out the leaflets?” asked Amelia.

Joe beamed. “That’s very kind of you! Here, take a pile of them.”

As more children gathered to meet Ginger, Amelia and Sam went back to the course, the leaflets in their jacket pockets. The rain had almost stopped, but the ground was slippery under Amelia’s wellies.

They walked past the log jump and along the edge of the field, towards a copse of trees. As they passed a jump made of planks of wood fixed between two tree trunks, they heard approaching hoofbeats.

Turning, Amelia saw a big, brown horse with a white stripe on his face thundering down the track, with a young woman on his back. They were getting closer and closer to the jump.

Too close! thought Amelia. Her heart lurched with alarm. They’re going to run straight through it!

At the last moment the horse threw up his head and jumped. His front legs cleared the plank, but his left back hoof clattered against the fence. CLUNK! The horse landed on the other side and stumbled.
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“Oh no!” cried Sam.

The rider slid from his back as the horse jerked his head and tottered on three legs. She hung on to the horse’s reins, her face creased with worry under her black riding helmet. “Whoa, Walnut!” she said.

“The horse is limping,” said Sam. “He needs help!”
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