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CHAPTER ONE

Amara cantered along the narrow lane. The sun was shining and the yellow daffodils in the hedgerow were nodding their heads in the spring breeze. Amara slowed to a trot as she rounded the bend. She straightened her back, remembering what she had read about good riding, and set off once more. Amara wasn’t riding a real horse, she was on her own two feet, but in her imagination she was mounted on a beautiful black pony with a white star called Midnight. She leapt over a puddle, imagining they were soaring over a jump. With her two long brown plaits bouncing on her shoulders, she cantered around a bend in the lane and then stopped.

On the left-hand side there was a riding stables. A driveway led up a slope, past a bungalow with a pretty front garden, to a metal gate. Beyond the gate, Amara could see a stable block with each of the doors painted a different colour. A sign read Moonlight Stables, and underneath were the words Proprietor: Jill Reed.

The Easter holidays had just started and Amara’s parents had said it was OK for her to ask if the riding school needed any help, but now she was actually there, she could feel her tummy twisting into nervous knots. Maybe she wouldn’t go in after all. She could go for a walk instead and pat the friendly ponies over the fence, just like she had done every day since her family had moved into the cottage up the lane six weeks ago. But I want to do more than that, she thought longingly. I want to help look after the ponies.

She hugged the riding hat she was carrying to her chest. Her parents had given it to her for her ninth birthday almost two years ago and it was her most precious possession.

I can do this, she thought firmly. The worst that can happen is they’ll say no, and fingers crossed they won’t!

Just then, there was the sound of clattering hooves and two riders came around the corner – a woman and a girl.

“Get out of the way!” snapped the woman, who had black hair held back in a hairnet under her riding hat. She rode her horse straight towards Amara, who had to jump back quickly to avoid being trampled. The girl gave Amara a snooty look as she trotted past. For a moment, Amara wondered if she wanted to help at a riding school where the people were so rude. But the two riders rode on past the driveway and then Amara caught sight of a name in gold printed on the back of the girl’s burgundy polo shirt: Storm Stables.

They’re from a different stables, Amara realised in relief as the riders headed into the woods at the end of the lane.

Taking a deep breath, she walked up the driveway. There was no one around, just a wheelbarrow piled with straw. Two horses looked out over their stable doors. Amara started to walk over to them but then she heard the stamp of a hoof and glancing to the right, she saw a beautiful black pony tied to a hitching rail. Her breath caught in her throat. He was just like her imaginary pony, Midnight, apart from not having a white star. His mane and tail were thick and silky and his dark eyes were large and curious.

Amara had never seen the pony before but for some reason she felt like she recognised him and, even more strangely, he pricked his ears and whickered as if he recognised her. She walked over and he started to nuzzle her hands, his lips velvet-soft.

“What are you doing?” a voice rapped out.

Amara swung round. A slim woman was coming out of a wooden building with a sign above the door that said Tack Room and Office. She had chin-length dark blonde hair and green eyes, and looked about the same age as Amara’s mum.



[image: images]



“I … I’m sorry. I … um … just came to … well …” All the things she wanted to say about helping just seemed to disappear from Amara’s head as she met the woman’s sharp gaze.

“Hat on, please,” the woman interrupted, pointing at Amara’s riding hat. “I’m Jill Reed and no one under fourteen is allowed on my yard without a riding hat. Put your hat on, get your words together and tell me why you’re here.”

Feeling horribly embarrassed, Amara did as she was told. “My name’s Amara. I live down the lane. I came to see if you needed any help with the ponies,” she gabbled. The black pony nuzzled her arm and it made her feel better.

Jill gave her an assessing look. “Can you ride? Have you had much experience?”

Amara wished she could say yes, she could ride brilliantly and she’d had loads of experience helping in a stables, but reluctantly she told the truth. “I used to ride my friend’s pony. Her mum gave me some lessons, which is why I’ve got a riding hat, but I’ve never been to a riding school. My mum and dad couldn’t afford that, but now Mum’s got a new job she’s said I can start having some lessons in the summer once we’ve settled in. The thing is, I don’t want to wait that long.” She was aware her words were starting to rush out. “Could I help here? I just want to be with ponies.”

Jill studied her for a moment and then, to Amara’s amazement, she gave a brief nod. “All right, I’ll give you a trial this morning – provided that’s OK with your parents. I run a riding club here where people help out in exchange for lessons. You might be able to join that.”

Delight rushed through Amara. “That would be amazing! Thank you!”

“I haven’t said you definitely can,” Jill warned her. “Let’s see how you get on. But first I need to speak to your parents. Let’s call them.”

Once Jill had phoned Amara’s mum and checked she was happy for her to help for the morning, she showed Amara round and set her to work.

First, there were nets to stuff with sweet-smelling hay, then buckets to fill with water and stables to muck out. Amara carried bucket after bucket of fresh water from the trough to the stables. The buckets were heavy and she spilled quite a lot of water down her wellies, but she ignored her squelchy socks and she even felt a smile on her face when she was forking dirty straw into a wheelbarrow. She was just so happy to be with the horses and ponies!

The stable block that she had seen from the lane had three horses – Logan, Sylka and Apollo – and five cute ponies – Pippin, Pepper, Bella, Blue and Zak. There was also another block of nine stables tucked away in a quieter spot in the yard, with a track that led down to a grassy meadow that was bordered by high hedges. Jill called that block the Meadow Stables. The black pony Amara had seen when she first arrived had a stable there. His name was Ember.

All the ponies in the Meadow Stables were beautiful, but Amara felt her eyes constantly being drawn to Ember. Halfway through the morning, she stopped to give him some fuss and let herself imagine riding him, picturing them soaring over jumps together and cantering across sunlit fields.
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As she stroked him, Ember breathed gently on her face. Knowing it was the way ponies made friends, she blew very gently back into his nostrils. He blew back and she giggled, only moving away from him when she heard a splash from the stable next door.




She went to the door and looked over it. The stable door had Tide written across it and inside a pretty grey pony was staring at a puddle beside her water bucket.

“Oh, Tide, you’ve spilled your water!” said Amara, opening the door – but then she stopped in surprise. Tide’s bucket was still full to the brim. “Weird,” she muttered. “Where did the water come from?”

Getting a yard brush from the rack outside, Amara swept the water out of the stable.

Rose, a stocky chestnut Welsh pony who had the stable next to Tide, came to her door and Amara saw she had pink cherry blossom caught in her creamy mane. Amara grinned “Hey, Rose. You must have rolled in blossom when you were in the meadow this morning.” Leaning the broom against the stable wall, she used her fingers to comb out the pink flower heads. “There, that’s much better,” she said when all the blossom was out.

“Amara!” Jill called her. “Can you help me?”

“Coming!” Amara put the broom away in the equipment rack and took a last look at the ponies. She blinked. There was more pink blossom in Rose’s mane. But she was sure she had removed it all. As she watched, another flower seemed to appear out of nowhere. She stared. That couldn’t have just happened, could it?

“Amara!” Jill called again.

Shooting one last wondering look at Rose, Amara hurried away.
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CHAPTER TWO

The rest of the morning flew by. Amara had just finished grooming Pippin when Jill came to find her. “So, Amara, have you enjoyed this morning?” she asked.
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