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To those on Team Canterwood
who share Lauren’s Halloween birthday!
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MEET MY NEW BFF—JUDGE NELSON!

A SHINY, SILKY BLUE RIBBON GLEAMED FROM Whisper’s bridle. The judge who’d pinned it there extended her hand to me. I shifted Whisper’s reins to one hand and read the judge’s name badge. MS. NELSON. I leaned down and shook her hand. This did not feel real.

“Congratulations, Miss Towers,” Ms. Nelson said, smiling. The brunette in a navy suit had appeared so intimidating when I’d ridden for her a short while ago. But now, I kind of wanted to crown her as my new BFF! She had given me a blue ribbon, after all.

“Thank you, Ms. Nelson,” I said.

My head felt as though it was going to float away from my body and into the cloudless sky. I truly hadn’t focused on a ribbon during my first class with Whisper. My goal had been to do our best. Cliché, but true.

That was New Lauren—a competitor who thought of riding well first and placing later. Old Lauren, pre-Canterwood Lauren, would have accepted the ribbon, added it to her collection, and started focusing on the next show. The next chance to win.

But today . . .

My first show since my almost career-ending accident at Red Oak Horse Trials.

My first competition as a Canterwood Crest Academy student.

My first time riding in front of judges on my own horse.

Whisper and I had tried our hardest and had given everything we had in the arena—that had been enough for me to be happy. The win was icing on a très yummy carrot I planned to give Whisper later. A snort from a horse around me pulled me out of my thoughts.

“Blue looks good on you guys,” Lexa Reed said. Next to me, she had a red ribbon on Honor’s bridle. Lexa, a close friend, was also on Canterwood’s intermediate riding team with her strawberry roan mare.

“Thanks, Lex,” I said. “And congrats! We’re so celebrating tonight!”

“Um, yeah.” Lexa smiled, doing a quick dance in the saddle. She glanced around as if looking to see if anyone saw. I tried to hold back a giggle, but it escaped from my lips. Lexa couldn’t stop herself from dancing, and I felt as if I’d had a little too much green tea.

The judges motioned for us to exit the arena. Lexa and I followed a girl on a black gelding who’d come in third. Honor and Whisper had each set a hoof on the grass outside the arena when Lexa and I couldn’t hold it in for another second.

“Number one and two!” Lexa said. “So awesome!” Her smile was bright against her mocha-colored skin. A quick surge of relief pumped through me. My mind had shifted back to Old Lauren’s for a moment, and I’d worried that Lexa would be jealous of my win or mad that I’d beaten her. But that wasn’t Lexa. She was a true friend, and Lex was genuinely happy about our placements.

“We showed everyone how Canterwood riders compete,” I added. “To win!”

“Yeah, we did.” Lexa’s happiness radiated to Honor, and the mare picked up on it. Her neck arched and she half pranced. Whisper, watching Honor, copied her. Her delicate gray head went high into the air as she lifted each hoof a little higher than necessary.

We walked the horses away from the arena and back to a quiet spot under a shady tree. The campus was swarming with riders from four area schools, but Lexa and I had been lucky enough to stake out a place to relax before our next class. Khloe, my other BFF and roomie, had been cheering us on from here, but she was gone.

“Did Khloe have a class?” I asked.

“Don’t think so. She’ll prob be right back. Or maybe she’s off practicing, oh, a mean girl, or a competitive girl, or some other persona she might need in her acting repertoire.”

Giggling, we dismounted and high-fived.

“Having an actor for a BFF keeps things interesting,” I said.

Lexa nodded. “Life in Khloe Kinsella’s circle is never boring.”

We turned our attention to the horses. I petted Whisper’s neck. “You were the superstar, girl. I want to hug you like crazy, but we have trail class left. I don’t want to mess up your braids or get covered in Whisper hair and lose points for appearance.”

Lexa kissed Honor’s muzzle. The beautiful strawberry roan mare squeezed her eyes shut, clearly enjoying the affection.

We loosened the horses’ girths and gave them tiny sips of water from a shared yellow bucket. Mike and Doug, two of the stable grooms, were doling out water buckets to the competing horses.

Whisper’s gray coat was dry under her saddle pad, and she didn’t show any signs of nerves from all of the action. She also didn’t exhibit symptoms of fatigue—either from stress or our class.

“I couldn’t love you more,” I told Whisper. “You treated that class like any old lesson. Wait till we’re done for the day.”

Whisper flicked an ear in my direction and lowered her trimmed, velvety muzzle into my hand. I kissed it and scratched under her forelock.

“Laur! Lex!”

We looked up and a blonde bounced up to us, leading a bay mare.

“Ahhh! Congratulations again!” Khloe said. She ground tied Ever, who reached out her muzzle to say hello to Honor and Whisper. “I’m so glad that I got to watch you both get your ribbons.”

“Thanks, KK,” I said. “It feels like . . . I don’t even know!”

“Awww,” Khloe said, winking at Lexa. “Our LT is in shock. Should we pour cold water on her?”

“Let’s not pour cold water on her,” I said, playing along. “Lauren would have to retaliate in the middle of the night. Something involving glitter and glue, perhaps.”

Lexa took off her helmet, full-out laughing. “I kind of want this to happen so I can see whatever glitter idea you have!” She ran a hand over her curly black hair. It was in a chic low bun—not loose and down like Lex usually wore it. Natural reddish highlights made her dark skin look even prettier, and a single coat of mascara made her deep brown eyes look bigger.

Khloe shot Lex a pretend I’m going to hurt you look. “I’d like to remain glitter and glue free, thank you very much. So I’ll skip the cold water.”

Khloe’s brown eyes had a playful look when they landed on me. She certainly didn’t look like she’d been up since four this morning. Her tan, freckle-free skin was sans makeup except for clear gloss. We’d both woken instantly when the alarms had gone off hours ago. Adrenaline during show day wasn’t something I could sleep through. If only it was that easy to wake up on school mornings!

“Truce?” I asked, tilting my head.

“Truce.” Khloe shook my hand, looking serious.

I unsnapped my black velvet-covered helmet and clipped it to Whisper’s saddle.

“Here comes someone for Lauren,” Lexa said in a singsong voice.

“What? Who?”

I turned. He headed our way. Drew Adams. An insta-smile came to my face. Drew and his blood bay gelding, Polo, hadn’t competed in the intermediate dressage class. When I’d entered the ring, I wished Drew had been able to see my ride. See me in my element. But when my name had been called for a ribbon, I’d spotted Drew cheering for me. He’d been in the stands the whole time.

“Hey,” he said, smiling at all of us before his gaze settled on me.

“Hi,” I said.

“Awesome ride, Lauren.” Drew stretched a hand to rub Whisper’s neck. “You and Whisper deserved first.”

I felt my fair cheeks start to flush. I tried to think of something—anything else but the cute guy standing in front of me—but my mind blanked.

“Thank you,” I said. “I came out of the arena feeling like we’d done our best, but I had serious competition. Like Lexa.” I tipped my head in my friend’s direction.

“Sorry, Lex,” Drew said. “I saw your ride too. It’s too bad there couldn’t have been a tie. Honor executed those turns beautifully.”

Lexa waved her hand. “Second place is what we deserve. Lauren and Whisper blew us away. I’m so happy for her! Plus, it’s going to make Honor and me raise our game.”

Lexa was such a great friend. Gracious, positive, but still competitive. She was the best kind of teammate I could hope for—someone who was there for her fellow teammates even when it came down to individual ribbons.

“How does it feel?” Drew asked. He stepped closer and patted Whisper’s shoulder. His sea-blue eyes were soft. I could stare into them forever. They stood out against his black hair and looked like gemstones against his pale skin.

He wasn’t asking how it felt to win. “I feel like I can finally close the door on Red Oak,” I said. “I needed this—a show—to be able to move a thousand percent past what happened.”

Drew smiled, and I couldn’t help but do the same. “That’s great. I’m happy for you.”

“How’re you doing?” I asked. “You had cross-country, right?”

Drew shook his head. “Yeah, but we’re talking about you. About your win.”

“Drew! I asked you! How’d it go? Tell me!” I lightly pushed his arm.

“Okay, okay!” He laughed, holding up a hand in a conceding gesture. He reached under his helmet, which was hanging on Polo’s saddle. There was a flash of blue, and he produced a winning ribbon.

“Omigod! Congratulations!” I said, shaking my head. “I wish I could have seen your ride. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Yeah,” Lexa chimed in. “Drew, that’s great.”

“I really didn’t want to take away from your moment,” Drew said. “I was going to tell you guys later.”

It was official—Drew was the sweetest guy e-v-e-r.

“You wouldn’t have ‘taken away from’ my moment,” I said.

“She’s Lauren Towers,” Khloe said. She waved her hand at me in a look-at-this-girl gesture. “Canterwood Crest Academy student and winner of her first class of the season.”

Her words took a second to sink in. I glanced around at each of my friends.

Nothing was going to take away my new title. And I wasn’t talking about my win.
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UNSTOPPABLE FORCE

KHLOE’S DRESSAGE CLASS WAS UP NEXT. The schedule worked out so that Lexa and I could watch Khlo’s class before we had trail riding. Lex and I stood next to Honor and Wisp on the sidelines of the dressage arena. A cross-country class had just started, and off in the distance, I saw a group of riders waiting for their turn to begin.

“I’m so excited to watch KK,” I said to Lexa. “I feel bad that we’re not there for Cole, though.”

“I know. I wish he’d been in our dressage class, but there were too many entrants.”

“It wasn’t awful that we didn’t have to compete against him, too. It was hard enough to go up against you!”

Lexa leaned into Honor, and the mare closed her eyes. “I hate that part too. I wish we didn’t have to compete against each other.”

“Any news on Clare?” I asked.

“Oh! We passed each other, and she said she’d snagged fourth in her show-jumping class.”

“That’s awesome. She has a pleasure class left, right?” I couldn’t keep everyone’s schedules straight.

“I think it’s happening now. Or maybe the next round.”

“I’m excited to watch Khloe. I’m sure I’m going to pick up a bunch of tips.”

She nodded. “Me too. I always learn something from watching her ride.”

Khloe, looking relaxed as she chatted with a girl that I didn’t know, waited with a group of riders while a guy on a compact Morgan worked through his test.

“It’s nice to watch someone else before we compete again.”

“I can’t wait to catch up with everyone once today’s over and see where we all placed,” Lexa said. “I have a feeling, though, that Canterwood is kicking butt.”

“For sure! We’re—”

“Khloe Kinsella, please enter the arena,” a man’s voice crackled on a microphone. “Again, Khloe Kinsella of Canterwood Crest Academy, please enter the arena for advanced dressage.”

“Good luck, Khlo,” I whispered.

“Go, Khloe,” Lexa said, her voice soft.

Ever and Khloe paused at the arena’s entrance and started forward at a working trot. They looked like they belonged at the Rolex Kentucky. Khloe had added a black jacket to her outfit, and she appeared professional from helmet to shiny boots.

Ever, her Hanoverian mare, took smooth steps to the arena’s center. The tall bay’s coat shone from the sunlight, and her button braids were tight and perfect. The only white spot on Ever’s body, a white star on her forehead, looked as if Khloe had just washed it.

Khloe halted Ever at X, dipped her head, and saluted the judges. I caught myself holding my breath. I wanted to yell out “Good luck” to Khloe, but instead I repeated it in my head.

Khloe and Ever proceeded at a working trot to C, where they tracked right and made a flawless twenty-meter circle to B.

“Gorge,” Lexa whispered.

“Completely,” I said.

With invisible cues from Khloe, Ever sailed through the test, completing a working canter on both left and right leads, more circles, a medium walk. I lost myself in her ride. I watched the moves she made—squinting to see everything. Khloe was one of the best dressage riders I’d ever seen. I was glad that we weren’t competing against each other—I wasn’t ready to go up against someone like Khloe. A couple of years ago, I would have been. But not now. Khloe and Ever were an unstoppable force—nothing like the riders I’d just seen before them.

The horse and rider were beautifully in sync. It was a rarity to have that kind of match. Somehow, the universe had paired Khloe and Ever, and their hard work was clear.

Khloe signaled Ever to move into a free trot down the center. My roomie halted Ever, who stopped perfectly square, and she saluted the judges.

Cheers erupted from the stands. Even competitors from other schools clapped or whistled for Khloe. It had been a ride that deserved recognition from all schools.

“Go, Khloe!” Lexa yelled, clapping.

“Yay, Khlo!” I cheered. “Woo!”

Khloe and Ever left the arena, and the clapping didn’t stop until one of the judges called the next competitor.

Khloe rode Ever up to Lexa and me, her cheeks pink.

“Um, Khloe Kinsella,” I said. “You are a dressage queen. Oh, my God.”

“Oh, please,” Khloe said. She shook her head, smiling and rolling her eyes. “You’re my BFFL and you have to say that. We did our best—that’s all that matters.”

Lexa took Ever’s reins, holding them under her chin, so Khloe could dismount. “Stop, Miss Modesty! That test was, as Laur would say, très parfait—and the judges would be crazy not to give you the blue.”

Khloe hopped lightly to the ground, smiling her thanks at Lexa as she took Ever’s reins. “Well, thank you both, but we’ll see how everyone else does.” She turned to me. “I’ve got this weird superstition where I don’t watch people after me or listen to their scores.”

“I get that,” I said. “What about hearing your own score? It’s going to be announced in a minute.”

Khloe took off her helmet. “Nope. I don’t want to know until the end. Then I’ll take the score and learn where I was marked up and need to improve. Ever and I did all we could, and this round is over.” She shrugged. “Nothing I can change about it.”

We all had our own show-related rituals. Lexa and I kept Khloe occupied while the rest of the competitors completed their tests. My mind kept slipping in and out of the convo and back to Khloe’s ride. She was a Canterwood rider—it was in her blood.

And it showed.

It was my goal that one day, Whisper and I would be a pair like Khloe and Ever. Whisper, eager to learn and trying hard, wasn’t as seasoned as Khloe’s older mare. It didn’t feel like a disadvantage to me, though, because I got to train Whisper. We were going to grow together. I hoped to prevent Whisper from learning any bad habits that she could have picked up if she’d been competing with lots of other riders before me. Every rider had a different style, and I wanted Wisp to know only mine.

As for Khloe versus me—that was a little different. I used to ride like that on the A circuit. I had been off the show circuit long enough to have lost my edge—the razor-sharp edge needed to go up against a rider at Khloe’s level. A level that I was determined to reach again.

Together, Whisper and I were a new pair. We would both require much more training before we’d be an even match for my roomie and her horse. And that was perfectly fine with me.

I shook myself out of my thoughts, reaching out to stroke Ever’s neck. The bay was so sweet.

“Did you see that girl from Saint Agnes?” Khloe asked us.

“The one on the black gelding that’s almost big enough to be a draft horse?” Lexa asked, rolling her eyes.

“I didn’t—oh, wait! I did see her! She bumped her horse into Whisper during warm-ups,” I said.

Khloe shook her head. “That’s Peyton. I know somebody who knows somebody at Saint Agnes who said Peyton went to Europe for a while to train, and she just got back for the year. She’s in this class too.”

Lexa groaned, stepping closer to Khloe and me. The three of us were sandwiched close together with our horses beside us. “That means we’re going to see her at every single show.”

That named sounded so familiar. But neither the girl who’d glared at me nor her horse had registered.

“I’m staying far away from her,” I said. “She’s a com—”

“And now,” the microphone boomed. Someone had turned the volume a little too loud.

Whisper tossed her head and shook her neck. “It’s okay,” I said. “Easy.” I ran a hand down Whisper’s neck, feeling her tight muscles shiver.

“Please direct your attention to the dressage arena for results of the advanced dressage class.” Ms. Nelson had the microphone now.

“Eeeek! Guys! Ahhh! Nervous!” Khloe said, spitting out the words. Her face flushed, and she clasped her hands together. “I hate this part!”

“You won,” Lexa said. “I know it!”

“LEX!” Khloe half yelled. Her voice broke the quiet that surrounded us. Horses and riders turned their heads toward the scream. Lexa and I ducked our heads. I eyed Khloe, who had her head up and glanced around, pretending she was looking for the noisy culprit too. My eyes met Lexa’s, and I could tell she was giggling on the inside too.

“I was just trying to say,” Khloe said in a fast and furious whisper, “that I’m superstitious about other people saying I’ve won or done a good job before the results are announced.”

“Since when?” Lexa whispered back.

“Five minutes ago,” Khloe said. She gave Lex a sweet smile, put on her helmet, and mounted.

Lexa shook her head, but didn’t say anything as the judges took turns announcing the lower-ranked ribbon holders.

Fourth place—not Khloe.

Third place—not Khloe.

Second place—not Khloe.

“In first, please congratulate . . .”

I bit the inside of my cheek. Please say Khloe!

“ . . . Khloe Kinsella, riding Ever from Canterwood Crest Academy!”

“Yay!” I looked up at a beaming Khloe.

“Told you so!” Lexa said. She grinned, then stuck up a hand for Khloe to high-five.

Khloe trotted Ever away from us and through the arena entrance. She halted the mare next to Peyton, who had claimed second place. I compared Peyton’s score to Khloe’s—only a point and a half had separated them. Khloe, smiling, didn’t seem to notice Peyton’s stony stare. Khloe and Ever accepted their blue ribbon. Another win for Canterwood—check!

I cheered for my roomie until my throat was sore and my hands stung from clapping.
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OUT OF (SHOW) SHAPE

EXCITEMENT HIT ME WHEN I APPROACHED the big arena for my trail class. Before Canterwood, I’d always forced myself to take the toughest classes when anything fun had been offered. Or I’d been too high up on the show circuit for anything like this to be an option for me.

Lexa and Honor had ridden before me and were watching me on the sidelines. Honor had a great round, except she’d gotten scared of the wooden bridge and had tried to refuse crossing. Lexa, like a pro, had gotten Honor over the obstacle after a second try.

Before my class, I’d had time to grab a prepacked lunch that was offered to riders. Cole, Lexa, Clare, Drew, Khloe, and I all had gathered on the bleachers and enjoyed bottles of lemonade, chips, and PB&J sandwiches. Then we’d scattered to our classes.

Now I focused on what was ahead. I walked Whisper up to the gate—the first obstacle. I had to open and close it without dismounting. Angling Whisper with one hand and maneuvering the gate wasn’t easy, but Whisper cooperated, and I latched it behind us before starting to the next challenge. Trail class was so fun!

We weaved through six bright orange traffic cones at a trot and Whisper didn’t blink. I slowed her to a walk as we approached a red metal mailbox. It was covered with flowers and ivy. I opened it, the metal hinges squeaking. Whisper shuddered, pricking her ears forward. I tightened my legs around her sides and kept her still. I shut the mailbox and we continued. Whisper didn’t balk at stepping over cavalletti or trotting over a log.

We approached a section of the arena that was littered with debris. I kept my hands light and guided Whisper around plastic milk jugs, Tide bottles, various soda cans, and a crumpled neon jacket. I let out a tiny breath of relief when we left that part of the arena. The “debris field” had been one of the challenges I’d been worrying about. Once I’d signed up for trail, I’d made a point to introduce Whisper to new and different objects, but I had no way of knowing what we’d find on the course.

We approached the bridge that had spooked Honor. It was a solid wooden bridge that started flat and gradually rose less than a foot into the air and was long enough for a couple of strides.

You’ve got this, I thought, trying to reach Whisper. Her head rose, and she eyed the bridge. I put pressure on her sides, letting Wisp know we were going over. She started to weave to the left. Nope. Not going to happen. I added more pressure with my left leg and pulled slightly on the right rein. Whisper followed my instruction and straightened her body as she stepped up to the bridge.

I kept up Whisper’s momentum, not wanting to give her more time to think about what she was doing. She placed a hoof on the plywood, and her metal shoes clunked against the wood. Whisper’s ears flicked in every direction, and she wanted to step back onto the arena dirt. I pushed her forward, tapping her hip with my crop. Another hoof was on the bridge, and soon she stood willingly on the bridge—not one attempt to step off. Now that Whisper was on the obstacle, it seemed to make her calmer to see the end of the bridge.
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