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CHAPTER ONE


Amara could feel excitement quiver through Ember as they watched Imogen and her pony, Tide, completing the mug race in their training session. Leaning out of the saddle, Imogen effortlessly grabbed the metal mug that was upside down on top of a pole in the ground, and without Tide slowing she placed it on top of the next pole before galloping over the finish line.


Alex whooped and set off on his stocky chestnut pony, Rose, riding even faster than Imogen. Grabbing the mugs, he banged them down on the empty poles one after the other without a second’s hesitation. Amara longed to be as good as Alex and Imogen, who were both so fast and accurate. They had been in the Moonlight Stables mounted games team for three years now.


Ember fidgeted impatiently as Bea, the youngest team member by two years, set off at a slow, steady canter on Sandy, a pretty palomino pony. Amara patted Ember soothingly. Setting off before the rider in front of her had finished would mean elimination in a competition and Jill, their trainer, was very strict about it, particularly now that the most important competition of the year was coming up in a few days’ time – the mounted games championships.


Steady, Ember, she thought.


I want it to be our turn! Ember replied.


I know, but we have to wait.


Although he looked like an ordinary – if very beautiful – coal-black pony, Ember was an elemental horse, just like all the other ponies in the Moonlight Stables games team. His magic allowed him and Amara to talk to each other with their minds.


There were elemental horses all over the world and each had a power linked to one of the four elements – earth, air, fire and water. Every elemental horse found a True Rider to bond with, someone who could help harness their power and control their magic. Most of the time the horses hid their magic from the world, only transforming into their true elemental form when they needed to practise their magic or help someone in need. The only people who knew about elemental horses were True Riders or Legacy Riders – someone whose parent or grandparent had been a True Rider. They kept the elemental horses’ secret safe.


Ember had chosen Amara to be his True Rider very soon after meeting her. She was so glad he had! Not only did she get to do amazing magic with him, but she had lots of non-magical fun with her friends on the mounted games team and their elemental horses. Together they hacked out in the woods, helped at the stables and took part in mounted games competitions, and in the summer they’d all gone to pony camp.


It’s our turn! said Ember as Bea and Sandy finished. He leapt eagerly towards the poles. Amara’s long brown plaits flew out behind her as her hand closed on the first mug. Pulling it off the pole, she placed it on the next pole along. One down!


Ears pricked, Ember lengthened his stride like a racehorse – but now he was going too fast. Amara grabbed for the next mug but missed. “Whoa!” she gasped. “Ember, stop!”
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Ember spun round and cantered back to the pole so Amara could get the mug. She placed it on to the final pole and they raced over the finish line in good time, but Amara was cross with herself. “I can’t believe I messed that up!” she groaned as Ember halted beside Tide.


“Don’t worry, everyone makes mistakes and you corrected it quickly,” said Imogen. She was the team captain and was always very encouraging.


“At least you were trying to go fast,” said Alex, “not like Kalini.” He looked at Amara’s best friend, Kalini, who’d just set off. She was stopping Thunder beside each pole, very carefully picking up the mug before trotting slowly to the next pole. “You can go faster than that, Kalini!” Alex shouted impatiently.


“Alex, ssh!” said Imogen.


“But we’ll never win the championships if she goes that slowly!”


“We won’t win if you make her go faster and she misses every mug,” Imogen said as Kalini crossed the line. “Good job, Kalini!”


“Yes, well done!” said Amara, knowing Kalini sometimes worried she wasn’t good enough to be on the team. “You put both mugs on perfectly. Not like me.”


“I was really slow though,” said Kalini, pulling a face.


“You’ll get faster,” Imogen reassured her. She pushed her glasses up her nose. “Now let’s practise handovers until Jill gets back.” Jill had gone down to the yard to talk to a new client who wanted to book some riding lessons. As well as training the mounted games team and giving the elemental horses a home, Jill ran a riding school with eight non-magical ponies. All the members of the games team helped her out at the weekends and in the holidays.


Now the five of them took it in turns to canter up the school and back again, before handing over a baton to the next rider. Alex, Imogen and Bea had no problem at all, but Ember kept jumping forward before Amara had a proper hold of the baton, making her drop it. Kalini’s nerves also kept getting the better of her and she fumbled the baton every time. Alex quickly grew impatient. “Get with it, you two! You can do better than this!”


Amara saw that Kalini was close to tears. “Alex, yelling at us isn’t going to help.”


“Well, what is?” Alex said hotly. “Because if you carry on like this, we’re going to come last at the championships.”


“Alex, stop shouting!” Imogen exclaimed.


“Whoa, what’s going on here?” Amara looked round and saw two older riders, Jasmine and Ollie, riding up to the gate on their ponies, Cloud and Sirocco. Jasmine and Ollie had been on the team until recently. They were in their fifth year of secondary school and had to focus on their exams so had given their places up to Amara and Kalini. “We could hear you from the yard,” Jasmine went on.


“Alex is being really annoying,” said Amara. “He keeps yelling at us and—”


“Because Amara and Kalini’s handovers are rubbish!” Alex interrupted loudly.


“Cool it, both of you,” said Jasmine. “If Jill catches you shouting at each other, she’ll be furious.”


They both simmered down. Jasmine was right. Jill wouldn’t tolerate arguing in the team.


“OK, so you want to improve your handovers?” Jasmine said to Amara and Kalini, who nodded. “Well, you need to trust your ponies and you need to make eye contact with the rider you’re handing over to.”


Ollie nodded. “Your ponies have been trained to gallop until they’re over the finish line, so try not to worry where they’re going – look at the person you’re doing the handover with. If you focus on their face, you’ll be able to judge when to take and release the baton.”


“We found combining magic together outside of games practice helped us learn to be in sync,” said Jasmine.


“What do you mean?” asked Kalini, puzzled.


Jasmine raised an eyebrow at Ollie. “Should we show them?”


“Sure. Snow?” he said.


Jasmine nodded. They seemed to be able to read each other’s thoughts almost as easily as an elemental horse and their True Rider.


Jasmine touched Cloud’s neck. Cloud stamped a front hoof on the ground and a small cloud formed above her as she channelled her water magic. Rain started to fall, and Ollie’s dark chestnut pony, Sirocco, stamped one of his hooves. A freezing wind swirled past them and wrapped around the cloud. The cold air froze the rain, turning the droplets to snow. Flakes began to float down.
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“Oh, wow!” breathed Amara.


“Ah, combining your magic. Great idea, you two!” Amara saw Jill walking back to the school. She looked at the five younger riders. “Uniting your horses’ powers is a really good way to practise working as a team. Maybe the rest of you should try it some time.”


“What about me?” asked Bea. “I’m not a True Rider yet, so I can’t do that.”


“I’m afraid you’ll just have to keep practising in a non-magical way for now,” said Jill.


Bea looked upset. “I’ve been riding Sandy for ages. Why hasn’t she chosen me?”


“Ponies choose when they’re ready,” said Jill. “These things can’t be rushed.”


“It took Sirocco more than a year to ask me,” Ollie put in.


“It will happen, Bea,” said Jasmine. “I’m sure of it.”


Jill looked at the younger girl’s downcast face. “Tell you what, how about I teach you some groundwork exercises you can do with Sandy? They’re an excellent way of helping a pony and rider bond and build up trust. We can set up a course in the meadow and you can use it whenever you want.”


“OK,” said Bea, looking more hopeful.


“We’ve got some time now; we could help you set it up,” said Ollie, looking at Jasmine, who nodded.


“Great – thanks,” said Jill, opening the gate. “The rest of you can go for a ride in the woods to cool the ponies off. They’ve worked hard, so go and have some fun.”


As they rode out of the school, an exciting thought popped into Amara’s head. When they were out in the woods maybe they could try uniting their horses’ powers. Jill had said to have fun – well, what could be more fun than doing magic?!
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CHAPTER TWO


Leaving Jasmine, Ollie, Bea and Jill carrying poles and equipment down to the meadow where the elemental horses grazed, Amara and the others rode out of the yard. Moonlight Stables was near the end of a narrow, pot-holed lane. Turning to the right from the entrance gate led to the cottages where Amara and her parents lived and the main road that ran through the small town of Eastwall. Turning left led past the Moonlight Stables paddocks to a wooded hill and an open ridgeway which was perfect for galloping on.


The air was frosty and the ponies’ hooves clattered on the stony lane. Although it was still only the middle of the afternoon, the temperature was dropping and Amara was glad she had her winter coat and gloves on. She and Kalini rode side by side.
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