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CHAPTER ONE


Amara brushed a final layer of hoof oil on to Ember’s hooves and then stepped back to admire him. His coal-black coat shone and his long mane and tail were silky-soft. She smiled happily, thinking he looked almost as beautiful as when he was in his true, magical form. Ember had a secret – he was an elemental horse. Most of the time he looked like an ordinary pony but he could transform into a majestic black horse with a mane and tail of swirling golden flames and he could control fire.


He turned to Amara, his ears pricked, his dark eyes soft.


What are you thinking? She heard his voice in his head although his mouth didn’t move. It was part of his magic.


She smiled and thought back: How lucky I am.


Ember whickered. I’m the lucky one, Amara, having you as my True Rider.


Amara’s heart swelled with love. When an elemental horse found someone they felt a special connection with, they asked them to be their True Rider – someone who could help them learn to control their powers and use them for good. A year ago, Ember had told Amara about his magic and asked her to be his True Rider, and since then, they’d had some amazing adventures together.


Wrapping her arms round his neck, she felt his warm breath against the side of her head. For a moment, the sounds of the stable yard – her friends chattering, their ponies snorting, the water spraying from the hosepipe – faded away and the world shrank to just her and Ember.


“SPIDER!” Alex shouted, startling Amara.


“Alex, be careful!” shrieked Kalini.


Amara swung round to see Alex waving the hose wildly as he backed away from a large spider that was scuttling across the concrete towards him.


For a moment, Amara thought that the water arching from the hosepipe was going to soak Kalini, but her horse, Thunder, quickly stamped a hoof. A gust of wind swept across the yard and blew the water towards the roof of the stable block behind them.
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Imogen ran to the tap and turned it off. “Honestly, Alex,” she said, pushing her glasses up her nose. “It was just a little spider.”


“That is not a little spider, it’s ginormous!” said Alex, watching as the spider disappeared under the fence.


“You almost drenched Thunder and Kalini,” said Amara.


“Sorry!” Alex called sheepishly.


“It’s OK,” Kalini said. “Thunder sorted it with his air magic.”


The dapple-grey horse whickered happily as she fed him a treat from the pocket of her dark pink jodhpurs. All five of the ponies being groomed by Amara’s friends were elemental horses. There were nine of them altogether at Moonlight Stables – Ember, Thunder, Tide, Rose, Sandy, Forest, Sparks, Sirocco and Cloud – and they all had powers connected with earth, air, water or fire.


“I’ll tidy up.” Alex started to sweep the water energetically down the drain.


“I’ll help,” said Bea, fetching another yard brush. She was two years younger than the rest of them but every bit as good a rider, and she worked just as hard on the stable chores. “Then we’d better put the ponies away,” she went on. “My dad will be here to collect us soon.”


It had been Bea’s tenth birthday yesterday, and for a birthday treat, her dad had bought tickets for the five of them to go and see a riding display by a woman who rode her horses without saddles or bridles. Bea had also invited their other close friend from the stables, Malia, but she was away at a dressage competition.


“The ponies are all looking lovely, aren’t they?” said Imogen as she walked back to her horse, Tide – a water horse, whose coat was now as spotless as fresh snow. “Let’s put rugs on them tonight so they don’t get dirty.”


Amara felt a sharp tingle of excitement. “I can’t wait till tomorrow!”


Her friends grinned. The next day, they were all travelling to the coast with the ponies for a week-long pony camp. It was aimed at riders aged ten to sixteen who wanted to find out more about endurance riding. None of the Moonlight Stables riders had ever done an endurance ride – a long-distance ride where riders had to use a map to find their way across country and get back within a certain time limit. However, when they heard about the camp from their friend Willow, they thought it sounded like great fun. To their delight, their parents and Jill, the owner of Moonlight Stables and their instructor, had all agreed they could go.


“It’ll be brilliant,” said Kalini. “The information pack says there will be sessions on map reading, pony massage, riding Pilates and—”


“We can stay up late every night in our tent,” interrupted Alex.


“And ride every day,” said Imogen happily. “Lessons in the mornings and beach rides!”


Bea grinned. “I bet Sandy will love it!” Sandy, the pretty palomino pony who she rode, was an earth horse who could conjure sand. She didn’t have full control over her powers yet because she hadn’t chosen a True Rider, but everyone was hoping it would be Bea.


“Maybe Sandy will ask you to be her True Rider while we’re away,” said Amara hopefully.


Bea gave a longing sigh. “That would be amazing! I’ve been working so hard this winter doing all the ground exercises Jill showed me to help build up a bond with her.” She stroked Sandy’s neck. “It’s been going really well, but I’ll wait as long as it takes. I definitely don’t want any pony but Sandy.”


“Is your dad still worried about you riding her?” Imogen asked.


Bea pulled a face. “Yep, he’s still fussing.” A few weeks ago, Bea had been hacking Sandy out and a dog had jumped out of the trees. Sandy had shied in surprise and Bea had fallen off. Ever since then, Bea’s dad had been concerned about whether Sandy was safe for her to ride. “It was my own stupid fault I fell off,” Bea continued. “I wasn’t paying attention and Sandy took me by surprise. She wasn’t to blame.” She patted the pony. “I hope that if Dad comes to watch the competition on the last day of camp, he’ll see how good she is.”


“We’ll have to make absolutely sure Zara, Daniela and Shannon don’t try and sabotage us in the competition,” said Imogen.


Amara nodded. “It would be just the kind of mean thing they’d do,” she said darkly. Zara, Daniela and Shannon rode at Storm Stables, a smart yard run by Ivy Thornton. Ivy was a Night Rider – a True Rider who had turned bad. When Ivy and Jill were younger, they had been friends, until Ivy’s misuse of power had caused the death of Jill’s elemental horse, Shula. Ivy loved power and tried to gather elemental horses at her yard so she could use their magic for her own selfish gain. She also liked to make things as difficult for Jill and her riders as possible, and over the last year, she had encouraged Zara, Daniela and Shannon to do the same.


“Well, if they try to cause trouble, we’ll stop them,” declared Alex hotly. “There’s no way they’re going to spoil our fun. I’ll tell them that as soon as I see them!”


“No, don’t,” Imogen said quickly. She was his best friend and much calmer than he was. “Let’s just ignore them unless they do anything mean, and then we can stop them.”


They all agreed and then began settling the ponies for the night. Amara put Ember in his stable and stroked the centre of his forehead. Camp’s going to be so much fun. But remember, you mustn’t use your magic when we’re around other people. Elemental horses kept their magic secret. The only people who knew about them were True Riders or Legacy Riders like Bea – people whose parents or grandparents had been True Riders. Bea had learnt about the secret from her grandmother.


I’ll be very careful, Ember promised.


A thought struck Amara. Will Sandy be able to control her magic while we’re at camp? You found it hard before I became your True Rider.


Sandy should be OK. She’s very different from me, said Ember.


Amara nodded. Ember was far more impulsive than patient, gentle Sandy.


“Amara!” Alex shouted from further down the yard.


“Coming!” She hugged Ember goodbye and let herself out of the stable. Jill had finished her last riding lesson of the day and had come to find them.


“I’ll see you all at six tomorrow morning,” she was saying to the others. “You’ll have an hour to get the ponies ready, then we’ll set off at seven. It’s a couple of hours’ drive. Have you got everything sorted?”


Imogen ticked things off on her fingers. “Ponies washed, tack cleaned, horsebox loaded.”


Jill smiled. “Excellent.”


Bea’s phone pinged. “Dad’s here. We’d better go.”


“Enjoy the display!” Jill said.


Calling goodbye, Amara glanced back at the yard with its baskets of spring flowers and pastel-painted stable doors. She remembered the day, a year ago, when she had walked nervously down to Moonlight Stables for the first time and asked Jill if she could help with her horses. She was so glad she had. Being Ember’s True Rider and getting to have fun and do magic with all her friends at Moonlight Stables was the best thing in the world!


The horsemanship display was fascinating. Mina, the woman giving the display, explained how she developed relationships with her horses based on trust and using body language. She had a team of five horses ranging from a tiny Shetland to a large Shire horse, and none of them had saddles, bridles or headcollars on. First, she worked with four of the horses from the ground, using hand signals to direct them, and then she performed a dressage test on a beautiful grey stallion, bareback and bridleless. It was wonderful to watch how willingly the stallion did as she asked and to see the obvious bond between them. Amara watched, enthralled. True Riders could ride their elemental horses without saddles and bridles because they had such a special connection, but it was incredible to see a rider doing that with a non-magical horse.


“That was awesome!” said Alex at the end.


“It just makes me want to work with Sandy even more,” said Bea, her eyes shining. “Some of the things Mina does with her horses are just like the things Jill taught me to do with Sandy.”


They headed towards the exit.


“Look, it’s Daniela!” Amara said, pointing to a tall girl on the front row with auburn hair who was talking to her dad.
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Daniela and her cousin, Zara, had been riders at Moonlight Stables when Amara first started there. Zara had been riding Ember, but after he chose Amara to be his True Rider, she had been so furious she’d made Daniela move with her to Storm Stables. Amara hadn’t been sorry to see them go. They were really unkind, particularly Zara.


“I wonder what she’s doing here,” said Imogen.


As they reached Daniela and her dad, Bea’s father stopped. Amara remembered that Bea had told her the two families were friends. Trying to avoid having to have an awkward conversation, they all hurried past to Bea’s dad’s car.


Bea’s dad emerged a little while later. “Sorry,” he said. “I haven’t seen David for a while. He was telling me Ivy’s got a new jumping pony at Storm Stables and she’s looking for someone to loan it. Would you like to try it out, Bea?”


Bea looked horrified. “No! I don’t want to ride at Storm Stables! I don’t want any pony apart from Sandy.”


“But sweetheart, I’ve asked Jill several times about you having Sandy on loan and she keeps saying you’ll have to wait a bit longer.”


Amara and the others swapped looks. Jill wouldn’t let the ponies be taken on loan until they had chosen their True Rider, but Bea couldn’t exactly explain that to her dad. Bea’s grandma had known about the horses’ magical secret, but her dad was in the dark.


“I’ll wait until Jill says it’s OK,” said Bea. “I really don’t mind.”


Her dad sighed. “Are you sure Sandy’s the right pony? After all, you fell off her the other week.”


“That was my fault,” said Bea, getting into the car. “I wasn’t concentrating.”


“Hmm.” Her dad looked doubtful.


“Dad, why won’t you listen?” Bea said, frustrated. “I keep telling you Sandy’s completely safe!”


Amara climbed into the car next to Bea. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “When your dad comes to watch on the last day of camp, he’ll see how perfect Sandy is for you.”


Bea met her eyes. “I hope you’re right,” she whispered back anxiously. “Just imagine if I had to move to Storm Stables!”
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