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			“Competitions are not that important to me. I am all about the riding and the horse.” 

			Steph Lloyd, a rider at the Conquest Centre for Disabled Riders.
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			Viking
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			This place is like a completely different country, Katy thought. 

			When they’d left Exmoor that morning, streaks of snow had been lingering on the high moors, but here in the Cotswolds it was definitely springtime. The mellow landscape changed constantly: newborn lambs gambolling in meadows, soil the colour of rich chocolate, crops emerging in neat green rows, towering trees, a manor house surrounded by parkland, paddocks grazed by horses and ponies, a pretty village . . . The sandy-coloured limestone of the houses and stone walls blended perfectly with the countryside.

			“Great Turville Farm. We’ve arrived,” Melanie said, turning the Stonyford lorry onto a lane flanked by post and rail fencing. Clumps of daffodils created splashes of bright yellow along the neatly trimmed verges.

			Horses swathed in rugs trotted up to the fence as the lorry passed by. 

			Katy turned to her friend, Alice, who was sitting next to her in the lorry cab. “This is so exciting, isn’t it?”

			“Mm, very,” Alice replied. She didn’t seem very excited, though, which was odd considering she was about to collect Viking, the fabulous pony her dad had bought for her.

			They drove past a large house and into a beautiful stable yard. Several elegant equines watched the visitors with interest from the comfort of their loose boxes.

			“Wow!” Katy exclaimed. So this was where people came to buy top-class competition ponies.

			“See? I wasn’t exaggerating, was I?” Alice said. 

			Melanie parked the lorry, and they jumped down. 

			A tall man wearing riding boots, creamy breeches and a fleece jacket walked over to greet them. “Did you have a good trip?” he asked as he shook Melanie’s hand.

			“Yes, thanks. A slight hold-up on the motorway, but nothing major,” Melanie replied. She put her arm around Alice’s shoulder. “You remember my daughter, Alice?”

			“Of course!”

			“And this is her friend, Katy, who often helps out at our riding stables.”

			“Nice to meet you,” he said politely before turning to Alice and grinning. “Excited?”

			“Yes,” she replied, giving him a dazzling smile that faded too quickly. 

			“Come on, then. Let’s go and tell Viking you’re his new owner, shall we?”

			 

			 

			Viking was even better in real life than in the photos Alice had shown Katy. Although his body and legs were hidden from view by a royal blue rug and matching travel boots plus tail guard, the quality shone through from his intelligent head to the tip of his tangle-free tail. His recently clipped grey coat shone like silver. Katy couldn’t help comparing him with her muddy, hairy ponies back home on Exmoor. She wouldn’t have swapped Jacko, Trifle and Tinkerbell for anything, but Viking was proof – if proof were needed – that Alice was racing ahead of her in almost every way. 

			The two girls had been neighbours and best friends at primary school, and they’d had a lot of fun riding together. In fact, it was Alice who’d encouraged Katy to start riding in the first place. But now Alice was away at boarding school for most of the year, and in the holidays she often went on exotic trips with her dad or travelled miles to compete in horse shows. She’d be travelling even further now and competing against the best in the country.

			The man handed Melanie a large envelope. “Here’s all the paperwork,” he said. “Passport, five stage vetting, height measurement certificate – fourteen-two exactly, you’ll be glad to know – and a few other bits and pieces, including a photo of him jumping at the Horse of the Year Show, which I thought you might like.”

			“Thanks.” Melanie opened the envelope and glanced inside, discreetly checking everything.

			“I wish I’d had a father like yours when I was a teenager,” the man said to Alice. “Viking is quite some birthday present.” He untied the pony’s lead rope from a ring on the stable wall. “Well, my lad, we’d better get you loaded before I change my mind about selling you. Time to go and see what Exmoor’s like, eh?”

			“Rather bleak at the moment, I’m afraid,” Melanie said. “It’s like the tropics here in comparison. He’ll definitely need an extra rug or two with us.”

			As they walked across the yard, a couple of grooms called out farewells and good luck messages.

			Viking walked up the lorry ramp without a moment’s hesitation, like a true professional.

			Horses are amazingly trusting, Katy thought. It can’t be much fun being trapped in a box on wheels, wondering where you’re going to end up. Perhaps he thinks he’s off to a competition somewhere. I bet he doesn’t realise he’s off to a new home. 

			 

			 

			The return journey took ages. To Katy’s amazement, Alice fell asleep almost immediately. She was sure she wouldn’t have been able to sleep a wink if it was her new pony in the lorry. 

			Melanie seemed taken aback by her daughter’s lack of enthusiasm as well. She kept making excuses for her, emphasising that Alice was always exhausted when she came back from boarding school.

			As they crawled along in a traffic jam, Katy remembered all the times when it had been her ponies in the Stonyford lorry: Trifle’s first show at Exford – where she’d bolted out of the Exmoor pony ring and created chaos in the hunter class – travelling to Pony Club competitions and rallies with Jacko and, of course, taking Trifle to Dunster Show . . . 

			It didn’t seem very long ago that Katy had found Trifle on the Common on a freezing cold day at the beginning of April, struggling for survival. Yet the sturdy little mare had a baby of her own now. 

			Exmoor pony foals were usually born in early spring, but Tinkerbell had done things differently – she’d been born just before Christmas, which had taken everyone by surprise. 

			Tinks had led a charmed life so far, free from hunger, fear or discomfort of any kind. Her upbringing and outlook on the world were certainly very different from her mother’s.

			“How are those ponies of yours?” Melanie asked, as if reading her mind.

			“Fine, thanks,” Katy replied.

			“I expect Tinkerbell’s grown since I last saw her.”

			“Yes, Granfer thinks she’s going to be taller than Trifle. He says Exmoor foals born on farms are often bigger because they have better food than the ones that grow up on open moorland.”

			“What your grandfather doesn’t know about Exmoor ponies isn’t worth knowing, so I’m sure he’s right.”

			“Hm, I hope he’s not right about Trifle.”

			“Oh?”

			“He says she’s too fat. He says it’s always a danger when ponies are taken off the moor because they get too much food and not enough exercise. The trouble is that she seems to get fat on nothing, even though she’s feeding a foal.”

			“Perhaps the moor would be the best place for her, then?”

			“No, she hated it when I tried to set her free before.” 

			“Hm, I’d forgotten that.”

			Katy took a deep breath. Now would be a good time to ask. “Actually, I was wondering whether you’d like to borrow her. Tinks can be weaned in July, so you could have Trifle for the summer holidays when it’s really busy at Stonyford.” 

			Melanie’s smile was apologetic. “That’s a really kind thought, Katy. I love Trifle dearly, but she’s too quick-witted to be a riding school pony. She needs a one-to-one relationship with somebody rather than lots of different people coming and going. As you know only too well, we get visitors who haven’t a clue about horses, and they can do the silliest things. Riding school ponies need to be phlegmatic.”

			“Oh, okay, not to worry,” Katy said.

			But she couldn’t help worrying about Trifle for the rest of the journey home.
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			A Moorland Ride
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			“You need to be phlegmatic,” Katy told Trifle as she leaned over the stable door and stroked the warm fur on her pony’s neck. “No, I didn’t know what it meant either, so I looked it up last night. It means thoughtful, reasonable, calm, patient and tolerant. D’you think you can manage to be all those things at once?”

			Trifle shook her long forelock away from her eyes and nudged her owner hopefully.

			Katy rummaged around in her coat pocket. “One more piece, okay? Even apples can make you fat if you have too many.”

			A tiny mealy muzzle appeared, whiffling around, straining to get as high as the door.

			Katy giggled. “You want some too, do you, Tinks? Cheeky monkey!” She held a thin slice of apple just out of reach. “Hup, then! Hup!”

			The little foal reared momentarily onto her hind feet and snatched the treat from Katy’s hand.

			“What a clever girl!” Katy gave another piece to Trifle so she didn’t feel left out. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced at the screen and smiled. “Hi, Alice!”

			“Hi, are you doing anything today?”

			“Nope, not really,” Katy replied. “I’ve got some school stuff to do sometime during half term, but it can wait. Actually, I was going to take Jacko out. I haven’t ridden him for days. It’s so difficult during the winter, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, I suppose it is,” Alice said. She didn’t have that problem because there were stables on site at her boarding school and riding lessons were built in to the timetable. “Mum thinks Viking should have the day off to settle in,” she continued, “but I could bring Max over so we can go for a ride together, if you like.” There was a pause. “Unless you’ve got anything else planned, of course, in which case I don’t mind.”  

			It was the same whenever Alice came back from boarding school. They had to ease back into their old friendship tentatively, like trying on favourite clothes to see if they were still comfortable. A few years ago they would have visited each other’s houses without even asking. 

			“Don’t be silly, I’d love you to come for a ride with me!” Katy said. “But we’ll have to go steady because Jacko won’t be as fit as Max and he hasn’t been clipped since November.”

			“No probs. I feel like having a walkie-talkie ride.”

			“Great! See you soon – not too soon, though. It’ll take me a while to groom my hairy monster.”

			 

			 

			Jacko took his morning treat politely, his lips barely touching Katy’s outstretched hand. 

			 She wrapped her arms around his neck and laid her head against his cheek. His hair, roughened with dried mud, smelled of horse and earth, and the rhythmic sound of his jaws munching travelled as a hollow echo to Katy’s ear. Dear, kind Jacko. In the five years they’d been together he’d taught her how to ride, taken her on adventures over the moor and competed successfully at local shows and Pony Club events. In fact, he’d done everything she’d asked with unfailing generosity.  They enjoyed the same things: long hacks over the moor, fun rides with friends, inviting-looking jumps lower than a metre, occasional local shows and as little schooling as possible. At fourteen hands high, Jacko was on the small side for a Welsh cob but he was sturdy and well up to weight. Katy hoped she’d never grow out of him. 

			“I’d better smarten you up a bit,” she said, and started rummaging around in the grooming kit bucket that was strategically placed between the two stables. A body brush would be no use at all, and Jacko didn’t like the prickly dandy brush, so she chose a rubber currycomb, put a hoof pick in her pocket and entered his stable. 

			He was, quite literally, plastered from head to hoof. She imagined the smart grooms at Viking’s former residence fainting at the sight of him.

			Where to begin? She’d start with the places that mattered most, which were where the saddle and bridle would be, and see how far she got . . . 

			Not as far as she’d hoped. In no time at all, the sound of shod hooves on tarmac announced the arrival of Alice.

			Katy kept brushing manically, like a contestant on one of those TV cookery programmes frantically trying to get everything finished in the countdown to stop. 

			It was hopeless. All she’d succeeded in doing was to convert most of the mud into powder. She could taste the gritty particles in her mouth and feel them up her nostrils. The finer dust hung in the air like fog while the rest settled deeper into Jacko’s thick winter coat. He was supposed to be liver chestnut but he looked more like iron grey.

			Jacko pushed against the stable door, eager to see who was coming, and then gave a rumbly whinny – the sort he saved for good friends.

			Glancing up, Katy saw why. “Yes, we’re going for a ride with Max. That’ll be fun, eh?” she said. The two horses had known each other ever since Jacko had arrived at Stonyford, before Katy’s Granfer had bought him as a birthday present for her. 

			In his prime, Max had been Melanie’s top-class show hunter, so he had perfect manners and looked fantastic.

			“Katy? Are you okay?” Alice called out, her voice high with alarm.

			Katy looked over the stable door. “Yes, fine. Why?”

			“There’s smoke coming out of Jacko’s stable!”

			Katy looked behind her at the dense cloud of dust, and started to giggle. “Oh, I see! Don’t worry, it’s only dust from grooming him.”

			“Oh, Katy!” Alice exclaimed. “Only you could have a pony that muddy!”

			Jacko and Max greeted each other with staccato grunts and a couple of high-pitched squeals. Trifle craned her neck over her door, eager to join in.

			Alice moved over to the other stable, but Trifle wasn’t at all friendly. She flattened her ears and tried to lunge at Max, teeth bared. Alice made him back away. “Don’t be daft, you two! You’ve met each other loads of times.”

			“I expect she’s trying to protect her foal,” Katy said. “I’ll bring Jacko out and tie him up to the ring in the wall so you can put Max out of harm’s way in here. Then I’ll be able to show you Tinks.” 

			Alice did as Katy suggested before entering Trifle’s stable. “Oh, Katy! Tinkerbell’s gorgeous! How old is she now?”

			“Almost exactly two months,” Katy said, joining her. “She’s really bright. I’m teaching her tricks already. Want to see some?”

			“Ooh, yes please!”

			“Okay, wait here a sec, I’ll just go and get more apples from the kitchen.”

			Katy dashed back to the farmhouse. She could hear her mum vacuuming upstairs. As it was half term, the farmhouse was fully booked with bed and breakfast guests. Katy scuttled into the kitchen, scooped two apples from the fruit bowl, chopped them into thin slices on the draining board, stuffed them into a plastic bag and scuttled out again. 

			Back in Trifle’s stable, Katy found Alice brushing Tinks, who stood motionless with a blissful look on her face. 

			“You’ve found a friend, by the looks of it,” Katy said. Why didn’t Tinks behave like that with her?

			“Mum always says the best way to make friends with a horse is to groom it,” Alice said quietly, as if afraid to wake the little foal from her trance. “Seems to be working, doesn’t it?”

			“Hm, yes.” Not to be outdone, Katy said, “She loves having her bottom scratched. It’s so sweet, she backs up to me and asks me to do it.” She pulled the bag out of her coat pocket. “I got the apples.” 

			Alerted by the familiar rustle, Tinks raised her head, opened her eyes and hurried to the stable door. 

			Katy had no trouble getting her to perform the rearing-for-apple trick. Then, as Tinks reared up, she took hold of the little foal’s hooves and moved around with her for a few steps, as if they were dancing.

			“She’s like a mini circus pony,” Alice said, but she didn’t seem to be particularly impressed. 

			“Wait, there’s more.” Katy went out of the stable, emptied most of the apple pieces into a bucket but kept a couple in the pocket of her coat, and then went back into the stable again. Holding her hands in the air, she said, “Find it, Tinks!”

			The foal homed in on Katy’s jacket, snuffling around and then nudging the pocket where the bits of apple were.

			“Clever girl!” Katy exclaimed, and gave one piece to her and the other to Trifle.

			“Um, do you think it’s a good idea to train her with so many titbits?” Alice asked.

			Typical Alice – always has to know best, Katy thought. “Apples are okay,” she replied. “They’re natural and good for her. I never feed her mints or anything – I’m not stupid.”

			Alice shrugged and said no more.

			Anxious to show she knew what she was doing, Katy demonstrated some other tricks they’d been mastering.

			Soon Tinks became rather silly and nippy, like an overexcited child, so the girls decided to go for their ride and leave her to calm down. 

			 

			 

			They took their favourite route through the fields to the Common above Barton Farm. Once on the open moorland, they were free to go wherever they wanted.

			They headed for the hills, riding higher and higher until a vast, glorious landscape spread out before them, with the Bristol Channel and Wales in the distance.

			Crystals of crunchy snow lingered among the gnarled, charred heather. A moorland fire had blazed over the Common the previous summer, increasing in intensity as it progressed up the ridge. It was amazing how quickly everything had recovered, though. Within a few weeks, new shoots had pushed up through the wreckage, and the commoners had built a brand-new boundary fence to replace the one taken by the flames. In a year or two it would be hard to tell there’d been a fire at all.

			At the top of the ridge they stopped to let Jacko get his breath back. Sweat had turned his dusty winter coat into slick, feathery curls, and he stood steaming in the ice-cool breeze. He’d kept up with Max valiantly, but Max was much larger, hunting fit and clipped out, so he definitely had an unfair advantage.

			Alice took a few photos with her phone. “I love this place,” she said. “It makes everything else in life seem unimportant, somehow.”

			“Are you okay?”

			Alice looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yes, fine.” She flashed Katy an unconvincing smile.

			“Sure?”

			“Positive.”

			Katy scanned the moorland below and spotted a cluster of dark dots – the Barton herd of Exmoor ponies. “Oh good, there they are! I was wondering where they’d got to,” she said, pointing. “Barton Farm looks perfect from far away, doesn’t it? Like a model.”

			“And there’s Stonyford, in the next valley. Our homes seem much closer from up here. You can’t see how many gates there are, for a start. Max is so tall that I had to get off for every single one when I rode over to you this morning. I began to wish I was riding Trifle, the best gate-opener in the world.”

			Katy smiled as she remembered how she’d trained Trifle to stand close to the gate so the latch could be undone, push the gate open with her chest and then turn in a tight circle and stand so the latch could be done up again. Thinking about Trifle made her happy and sad at the same time. They’d grown up together and taught each other so much. It seemed so cruel that Katy had trained her from scratch and, just when they could be having a lot of fun together, she’d grown out of her. “I’ve been thinking—”
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