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CHAPTER ONE

Amara ran down the path to the gate that led to the meadow, the early morning dew soaking into her trainers. There had been a storm in the night, and branches lay scattered across the grassy track, but the wind had faded now and everything felt fresh and bright.

Reaching the gate, Amara’s gaze flew to the eight beautiful ponies who were grazing at the far end of the meadow – one grey, one palomino, one bay-and-white, two chestnuts, another bay, one grey-and-white and one sleek black with a glossy mane.

“Ember!” she called.

The coal-black pony lifted his head. A whinny burst from him and Amara felt fireworks of happiness exploding inside her as he cantered to meet her, his coat gleaming in the rays of the April sun. She didn’t even stop to open the gate but scrambled over it to get to him.

Ember skidded to a halt and gently thrust his head against her chest. Amara wrapped her arms around his neck, resting her forehead against his and breathing in his sweet smell.

You’re here very early, Amara. Ember’s mouth didn’t move but she could hear his thoughts as clearly as if he had spoken aloud.
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The wind woke me up in the night. I couldn’t get back to sleep so I thought I’d come and see you. She loved living just down the lane from the stables. It made visiting Ember very easy! Let’s do some magic before everyone else gets here.

Ember snorted in delight. Like all the horses in the meadow, he was an elemental horse – a horse with magical powers. His power was fire, while the others could do things like make plants grow, make it rain or conjure sandstorms. There were elemental horses all over the world. They chose boys or girls to be their True Riders, someone who could help them learn how to control their magic, then worked together to do good.

Let’s do some magic now! Ember said.

A thrill ran through Amara as Ember cantered away, reared up and transformed from a beautiful pony into a majestic horse. His soft mane and tail changed into red and orange flames and his eyes glowed with golden fire. She loved seeing him in his magical elemental form! Running over to him, she grabbed his fiery mane and vaulted on to his back. The magic flames tickled her skin but didn’t burn her. She dug her knees into his sides. “Gallop, Ember!” she cried.

Ember raced away around the meadow. Amara shouted out loud with excitement. Only a few weeks ago, she had been scared to ride Ember without a saddle but now she trusted him and she loved the moments when she was able to gallop on him while he was in his true form. Her long brown plaits flew out behind her and she felt her body tingle with the magic that was flowing through him.

Skidding to a halt near a fallen branch which had split from an oak tree in the night, Ember stamped his front hooves. A ball of fire flew at the bough and as it hit it, the wood burst into flames. The fire blazed up, reaching towards the blue sky. The ponies grazing at the other end of the meadow raised their heads to watch.

Hold on tight, Ember told her.

Amara grabbed his mane as he galloped forward and jumped high over the branch before turning and stamping his hooves again, controlling the flames and making them shrink smaller and smaller until they flickered and went out, leaving just a cloud of grey smoke floating in the air.

The other ponies whinnied with excitement. It was very difficult to control an element as strong as fire.

“That was brilliant, Ember!” Amara cried.

Ember changed back into his pony form. He was panting slightly – doing magic used a lot of energy – but Amara could feel happiness coursing through him. You’re so much better at controlling your magic now than you used to be, she told him.
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He turned his head to nuzzle her leg. That’s because I’ve got you to help me.

She patted his neck. I don’t really do anything.

You believe in me and trust me; that makes all the difference.

Leaning forward, Amara put her arms round his neck and buried her face in his silky mane. She was so lucky he’d chosen her to be his True Rider!

She hugged him for a long moment and then dismounted. I’d better see if Jill needs any help clearing up after the storm, she told him. Moonlight Stables, where Ember and the other elemental horses in the meadow lived, was owned by Jill Reed. Jill had been a True Rider when she was younger but her horse, Shula, a fire horse like Ember, had died in a dreadful accident. Jill had made it her life’s work to try and help other elemental horses find their True Riders. Not all of the horses and ponies at Moonlight Stables were magical though. Jill’s own horse, Apollo, was a retired racehorse and the riding school ponies were just regular ponies.

The wind was blowing really hard last night, wasn’t it? Ember said as they walked to the gate. He glanced back at his friends. Sirocco tried to use his wind magic to control it but the storm was too strong. He can’t control the wind when it turns into a storm like that. He has no control over the rain and thunder.

I’m glad it’s stopped now, said Amara. I want today to be perfect – it’s Kalini’s first proper day here.

Kalini’s your friend from school, isn’t she? Ember said.

Amara nodded. She and Kalini sat together in class. Amara had only lived in Eastwall and been going to St Mary’s Primary School for a few months but she and Kalini had quickly become good friends. It helped that they both loved ponies!

Kalini hadn’t had many proper riding lessons but she knew lots about horses because she loved to read books about them. When Amara had told her that Jill ran a riding club at the stables where boys and girls could work on the yard in exchange for lessons, Kalini had begged her parents to join. She’d had a trial session the weekend before but today was her first proper day helping out at the stables, and to celebrate, they were going to have a sleepover at Amara’s house that night.

Forest and Sparks still haven’t chosen their True Riders, said Ember, looking at a slim dark brown pony and a stockier bay-and-white pony. Maybe one of them will choose Kalini.

That would be amazing! Amara said.

She had been longing to tell Kalini about the elemental horses but Jill had told her that the only people who could know the elemental horses’ secret were True Riders or Legacy Riders, whose parents or grandparents had been True Riders.

Reaching the gate, Amara gave Ember a last hug. “I’ll be back to see you soon,” she promised. Climbing the gate, she set off up the path to the yard. Ember whinnied as she left and, looking back, Amara saw the love in his eyes and felt her heart sing. There was nothing better than being a True Rider. She really hoped Kalini would get a chance to discover that too!
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