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  About the Book


  If you love ponies like Katie does, then these books are Perfect for you!


  “She rode over in this snowstorm? Alone?”


  When sweet little Dumpling, the oldest pony in Vicki’s stables, dies, Darcy and her friends want to cheer Vicki up and help her raise the money for a new pony. So they decide to go carol singing on Christmas Eve! It’s perfect  there’s snow, mince pies and twinkling lights …


  But on the way home, the girls find themselves in the middle of an emergency and Darcy has to make a speedy late-night ride through the snow to the vet. Will everybody get back safely?


  Illustration by Dynamo Design
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  DARCY SMILED AS she fixed the glittering golden star to the top of the Christmas tree. It nearly touched their sitting-room ceiling!


  “OK, Dad, you can put the lights on now,” she called.


  Her dad grinned as he flicked the switch. “One, two, three … blast off!” he said with a laugh.


  Darcy and her mum gasped happily as the lights twinkled all over the huge tree.
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  Darcy’s little sister, Annabelle, ran into the room carrying a present wrapped in pink and silver wrapping paper. “For me?” she shouted excitedly.


  “No! Give it here, Belle,” Darcy laughed, quickly running over to snatch the present from her sister’s dirty hands.
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  “What’s the panic, sweetheart?” asked her dad. “Don’t worry  it’s still wrapped perfectly so the surprise isn’t spoiled!”


  Darcy put the shiny present carefully under the Christmas tree. “No, no. It’s not for any of you anyway,” she told him. “It’s Duke’s Christmas present. I’ve got him a new saddle rug.”


  Her dad shook his head. “You think about that pony more than anybody else in the world,” he teased.


  Darcy ran over and gave him a hug, then put her arm round Annabelle and sat on the sofa, pulling her sister onto her knee. “I love you, Mum and Belle nearly as much as I love Duke,” she giggled, and gave Annabelle a kiss.


  It was true. She totally adored Duke, her gorgeous dark bay pony. She’d got him for her birthday just over a year ago, and not only was he gentle, he was also brave. When it came to jumping, nothing seemed to bother him, and he loved it even more than Darcy did. They made a great team. Getting Duke had been a dream come true and Darcy now spent every single spare moment with him.


  “So where are our Christmas presents, darling?” her mum asked.
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  Darcy put Annabelle back on her feet and grinned cheekily. “Ummm … I haven’t bought them all yet,” she said.


  “You’d better be quick about it  Christmas is only five days away,” her dad told her with a laugh.


  Darcy clapped her hands together excitedly and spun round in a circle, making her long brown plait fly out behind her.


  “I know. I can’t wait!” she said happily.


  *


  As Darcy’s mum drove her to the stables the next morning, Darcy thought how lucky she was. She had her own gorgeous pony and a brilliant bunch of friends at Vicki’s Riding School, where she kept Duke at livery. Darcy would’ve really liked to look after him herself all the time but there was no way her parents would let her do that. She had a long journey to school every day, and she and her parents didn’t have time to feed, groom and turn Duke out in the mornings, so they paid Vicki to do it for them instead.


  Darcy sometimes felt a bit guilty that she was lucky enough to have her own pony. Her friends Jess, Amber, Sam, Mel and Cara didn’t have their own, even though they loved ponies just as much as she did. They’d all worked hard round the stables to prove to Vicki how dedicated they were and so she had given them each one of her ponies to look after as if it was their own.


  Jess, who was the leader of the group, now looked after Rose, a stunning grey Connemara with a long silver mane and tail. Jess’s best friend, Amber, the cleverest of the girls, rode gentle Stella, a black Highland pony with a striking white blaze. Mel, who was small and tough, rode the liveliest pony in the yard, a fabulous little chestnut Arab mare called Candice  Candy for short. Ginger-haired, freckly Sam, who was the joker of the gang, perfectly matched crazy Beanz, a skittish skewbald New Forest cross, and blonde-haired Cara, the shyest of all the girls, looked after Taffy, a steady palomino Welsh with a creamy-coloured mane and tail.


  All the girls helped out at the yard, and they had lots of fun doing it! Darcy had never heard any of her friends complain. Whether they had to tidy the muck heap, sweep the yard, wash out feed bins, clean tack or stack hay bales, they did it with a smile  they just couldn’t get enough of it!


  They were totally different from the two snotty livery girls that Darcy shared a stable block with. Henrietta Reece-Thomas and Camilla Worthington didn’t do anything to help. Darcy couldn’t stand either of them; she definitely preferred to hang out with Jess, Amber, Sam, Mel and Cara.


  As Darcy got out of the car at Vicki’s stables, she was surprised to see Mel cycling out of the yard. “Hey! Where you going?” she called.
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  Mel sneezed loudly before she could answer. “I’m going home. I feel terrible,” she said in a croaky voice. Her face was hot and flushed and her eyes were streaming.


  “You look terrible,” Darcy said, feeling really sorry for her friend.


  Mel sneezed again and pulled a tissue out so she could blow her nose. “Thanks, mate!” she said, trying to laugh. “I feel well bad letting Vicki down on a Saturday morning though.”


  Darcy nodded. She knew exactly what Mel meant. Saturday mornings were always mad at Vicki’s Riding School: children from four to twelve years old arrived every hour all through the morning for their weekly riding lessons.


  Darcy gave Mel a hug. “Don’t worry  I can help out instead of you this morning,” she offered.


  Mel smiled weakly. “Thanks, Darcy, you’re wicked,” she said gratefully.


  Darcy ran towards the stables, where Jess, Amber, Sam and Cara were grooming their ponies in the winter sunshine. When they heard that Darcy was going to help out, they all looked relieved.
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  “Phew! Thanks a lot, Darcy,” said Jess. “We were getting a bit stressed out here!”


  “No problem.” Darcy smiled at them. “But first I’ve got to feed Duke! I’ll be as quick as I can,” and she ran across the yard to Duke’s stable.


  Duke was already on the lookout for Darcy! His handsome dark head was stuck over his half-open stable door and he was snorting impatiently. When he saw her, he neighed loudly.
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  “Hello, babe,” Darcy called as she opened his door.


  Duke pushed his soft warm muzzle into Darcy’s tummy and nudged her affectionately. “Who’s the most beautiful pony in the world?” she whispered in his ear. Duke looked up and blew in her face, then he neighed loudly as if to say, Well … me of course!


  While Duke stuffed his face with a bucket of pony nuts, Darcy quickly brushed him down and picked out his feet. When he’d finished his breakfast, she untied his lead rope, which she’d bought with the pocket money she’d saved up last year, then led him across the yard to the field. Darcy knew Duke would be happy to spend the morning there while she helped out with the riding lessons.


  Back at the yard, the young riders were already arriving for their lessons. Some were so little they had to be lifted onto their ponies; some were shy or nervous and some were really noisy and over-enthusiastic. But they all had one thing in common  they wanted to learn to ride, and this hour was the highlight of their week.


  Vicki watched them all carefully. She was firm and sometimes strict but she was kind too, and she always tried to make lessons fun. Everybody loved Vicki. She was slim, with lovely dark hair and tanned skin, and she was an amazing rider. The girls often wondered if there was anything she couldn’t do! Vicki adored all her horses and ponies, but she had a special soft spot for her two oldest ponies. She’d had them since she was a little girl.


  Dumpling, a dark bay Shetland pony  who, at twenty-four, was nearly as old as Vicki  and fifteen-year-old Flora, a light bay Dartmoor, were Vicki’s babies! Nothing would ever persuade her to get rid of either of them, and the young riders loved them almost as much as she did. Though Dumpling was old and a bit chubby now, she was still a good jumper when she could be bothered. But these days she preferred grazing in the pony meadow and rolling on her back in the muddy patch by the stream. Every Saturday morning the youngest riders argued about who was going to ride which pony, and Dumpling was always one of the favourites.
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  It was Ben’s turn on Dumpling this week and Darcy helped him into the saddle. Bill and Ben were a pair of naughty little twins who loved nothing better than showing off all through their riding lessons. Even Dumpling looked
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