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  About the Book


  “Everything’s changed since Lauren arrived!”


  Amber and Jess have been best friends for ages, but their friendship is put to the test when Jess’s school friend, Lauren, joins the stables. Lauren is loud and bossy, and she’s taking Jess away from Amber. But why can’t Jess see that?


  There’s a sponsored ride being organized and all the yard girls are excited about it. But when Lauren says she’s coming too there’s going to be trouble.


  Will all the girls get to take part? And will Amber and Jess ever make friends again?
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  HOLDING A NEWSPAPER in one hand and her lunch box in the other, Amber ran up the drive to Vicki’s Riding School with an excited grin on her face. There were tons of golden leaves piled up along the drive. Amber kicked some high up into the air, then laughed as they swirled down and landed in her long, jet-black hair. She couldn’t wait to tell her friends about the sponsored ride her mum had spotted in the paper the day before.
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  It was so cool when the girls could do special events together. It meant they got to spend even more time with each other, and with their ponies too! The pony club weekend in the summer holidays had been wicked and the treasure hunt they’d done in the spring had been brilliant too. Amber and her friend Jess had won the event and raised loads of money for charity.


  Amber spotted Sam at the top of the drive. She was messing around in the leaves too and had a few stuck in her spiky ginger hair.


  “Hiya!” Sam called out, smiling as usual.


  Amber legged it up the drive to catch up with her.


  Sam pointed at the newspaper under her arm and grinned. “Have you got a part-time job as a paper girl now?” she joked.


  “No, stupid!” Amber replied. “But there’s something in here I want you all to look at,” and she smiled mysteriously at her friend.


  Sam tried to grab the paper but Amber shook her head.


  “No! I’ll show you when we’re all together,” she said firmly. “I haven’t even told Jess yet.”
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  Jess was Amber’s best friend at the stables. They did everything together. They usually walked to the stables together too, but Jess hadn’t been at home when Amber had called for her this morning.


  Sam looked excited. “You haven’t told Jess yet? Wicked! I love surprises. I hope everyone else gets a move on so we can hear what it is.”


  *


  Amber and her friends at the stables were a close group of girls. They were all totally different, but Amber thought that was probably why they got on so well. Even this early in the morning, freckly Sam bubbled with jokes and confidence. Their friend Cara, with her long blonde hair, was the total opposite though; she was shy, quiet and very nervous of new things and people. Skinny Mel had dark curly hair, soft brown skin and big dark eyes, she was the best rider and jumper of all the girls. Then, of course, there was Jess. She was really pretty, with stunning green eyes and thick brown hair. The girls often looked to Jess to tell them what to do, and she and clever, sensitive Amber made a great team.
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  Even though they were all so different, the girls had one big thing in common: they were mad about ponies.


  Amber, Jess, Mel, Sam and Cara loved helping with all the jobs that needed doing round the yard. Grooming the ponies, mucking out the stables, cleaning the tack, hosing down the yard, even tidying the muck heap  it was all fun when you loved ponies as much as they did! In return for their hard work Vicki gave them a free riding lesson every week as well as the one their parents managed to scrape the money together for. When they’d proved how reliable they all were, she’d given each girl a pony to look after as if it was her own. Vicki had told all the girls that their new responsibility would mean a lot of hard work. But it was the sort of hard work they couldn’t get enough of!


  The girls idolized Vicki. She was a brilliant rider and still won loads of competitions with Jelly, her fabulous Irish-cross thoroughbred. With her slim figure, thick dark hair and tanned skin, she was also proof that you could still look gorgeous and be a brilliant horsewoman.


  When Vicki had told Amber that she could look after Stella, the lovely black Highland pony, she had nearly fainted with happiness! She’d fallen in love with Stella the moment she set eyes on her. They suited each other perfectly. They were both steady and calm and always seemed to know what the other one was thinking. Amber loved grooming Stella’s black coat until it shone, and Sam always teased her when she saw her cuddling her pony.


  “You two are like twins!” she joked.
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  Sam looked after frisky Beanz, a skewbald New Forest cross with a mind of his own. Sam and Beanz were made for each other too. Both of them were high-spirited and had bags of energy.


  Mel was a tough and fearless jumper: she needed to be to handle the pony she was in charge of  Candice, a lively Arab who everybody called Candy. She was a beautiful chestnut mare who could gallop like the wind, and even that wasn’t fast enough for Mel, who always loved a challenge!


  Cara, the smallest of the girls, rode Taffy, a little palomino Welsh who wouldn’t hurt a fly. Getting to know laid-back Taffy had changed Cara’s life: he had given her the confidence to learn to ride, and now she was even jumping!


  Jess was responsible for Rose, a graceful and good-natured grey Connemara pony. Rose and Stella had stables next door to each other, which is how Jess and Amber had become best friends. When Amber couldn’t get to the stables to muck out Stella, Jess would do it for her, and vice versa. Both girls knew they could totally trust the other to help out with their pony if need be.


  There were other girls at the stables too, but they owned their ponies, which they kept at livery there. Amber and the other yard girls had made friends with one of the livery girls, Darcy. Darcy was a nice girl with a long dark plait that dangled down her back and ended just below her bottom. She was loads of fun and she loved the ponies as much as Amber and her friends did. She owned Duke, a beautiful dark bay show-jumper who had a stable full of rosettes from competitions they’d won together.


  Darcy wasn’t like the other snooty livery girls. She went to a posh school like they did, and the girls could tell that her, parents were quite well off, but she was different. Darcy enjoyed having a laugh with the yard girls, and when she had time, she always looked after Duke herself  mucking out his stable, mixing his feeds, filling his hay-net  because she loved him so much.


  Henrietta Reece-Thomas and Camilla Worthington, two of the other livery girls, couldn’t have been more different. They would never bother to muck out their pony’s stable or pick out its feet! Their parents paid Vicki to do that, and if there was anything at all they weren’t happy with, they complained immediately. Amber and the other yard girls had a weekly livery rota, which meant that two of them were always responsible for feeding, grooming and mucking out the livery ponies.


  Henrietta’s pony was President, a stunning spotty grey Appaloosa. Amber passed President’s stable on her way to say good morning to Stella. “Hi, handsome,” she called softly to the lovely pony.


  [image: image]


  At the sound of her voice, he whinnied and moved towards her. Henrietta’s wealthy parents had bought President as a surprise present for their only daughter. For all the money that was thrown at him though, Amber always felt sorry for him. She’d never seen Henrietta cuddle or talk to him. Amber did it all the time when Henrietta wasn’t around because she knew how much he wanted somebody to love him.


  Henrietta’s best friend, Camilla Worthington, owned Cleopatra, a scary Arab pony from racehorse stock with a very bad temper. Everybody except Vicki was a little bit scared of Cleo, even Camilla!


  Sam’s voice calling from across the yard brought Amber out of her thoughts.


  “Come on, Amber!” she yelled impatiently. “Everyone’s here. We want our surprise!”


  Amber patted President’s soft silky neck. “Mel and Cara’ll be back soon to muck you out, sweetheart,” she said as she turned and, still holding the newspaper, ran across the yard to find her friends.


  She followed Sam over to the tack room and smiled to herself. She could hear the girls chatting even from quite for away! At first they were talking so loudly that they didn’t notice Amber and Sam come in.


  “So then, after the sleepover, Lauren’s mum dropped me here this morning,” Jess was saying. “Lauren loved the ponies. She’s so cool, you know.”


  Amber felt a funny feeling in her belly, and all of a sudden she wasn’t in such a good mood. For about a month now Lauren, a girl Jess knew from school, had been mentioned more and more. From the way Jess described her she sounded gorgeous  popular and really cool. Amber had started to worry a little bit that Jess might not want to hang around with her any more when she could have Lauren.


  “Right,” Sam shouted, interrupting the conversation. “Amber’s here now. Time for her surprise.”


  Amber didn’t feel like telling them now, and she noticed that Jess didn’t even look that interested. She forced herself to smile though, and opened the paper to the page she wanted before spreading it out on the tack-room table. All the girls gathered round to read a big advert in bold black type.
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  “A sponsored ride!” Mel yelled excitedly.


  Amber nodded. “It’s a fundraising event for that same special needs school that we did the treasure hunt for,” she said. “They’re trying to make enough money to get a little farm for the school.”


  As if they’d heard their names, two frisky puppies came scampering into the tack room, barking excitedly. Cara smiled and bent to pick them up. “Treasure and Hunt!” she cried.
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  The cute little puppies belonged to Vicki, who had named them after the treasure hunt the girls had done in the spring. Halfway round the course Cara and Mel had found the puppies drowning in a millpond. They’d rescued them and brought them back to the stables, where Vicki fell in love with them straight away.


  “Cool!” said Jess, looking interested now. “What do we have to do?”


  Amber smiled and read from the paper: “You get sponsors to give you money for every jump you do, so if you got sponsored for a pound a jump and you did twenty jumps you’d make twenty pounds for the school.”


  Cara, who had stopped cuddling Treasure and Hunt, looked at Jess and Amber in horror. “Twenty jumps!” she squeaked.


  Sam ruffled her long blonde hair. “Don’t stress, Car. You don’t have to jump the ones you don’t like the look of,” she said. Then she grinned. “So we’re up for it then?”


  Even Cara couldn’t help getting excited when enthusiastic Sam was around! “OK, I’m in!” she said.


  “Yay! Good one, Car,” said Mel. “Let’s ask Vicki if it’s OK this afternoon when the lessons are done.”


  Amber looked at her watch. “Hey, guys,” she said, holding it out for them to see. “We need to get a move on  lessons will be starting soon and we haven’t done anything yet.”


  They all jumped up quickly and ran to start tacking up their ponies.


  “Is that a new watch, Amber?” Jess asked as they approached Rose and Stella’s stables. “Lauren’s got one just like it. It’s well nice.”


  The funny feeling in Amber’s belly came back and she felt a bit
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