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    Summoning a new pony was always a magical moment at Spellbound Stables. Olivia had woken early that morning, ready to meet her friend, Eliza, at the yard. Except …

    ‘Muuuummm!’ Olivia wailed. ‘I can’t find my jodhpurs! Where are they?’

    Mrs Campbell stuck her head round the corner of the door. ‘Livvy! How on earth do you expect to find anything in here? Clean your room! I’ve been asking you to do it for weeks.’

    ‘I’m going to do it later!’ Olivia insisted. ‘But I need to get to the stables first!’

    ‘What could possibly be going on at an old abandoned stables that suddenly requires such immediate attention?’ Mrs Campbell snapped. ‘Really, Olivia! Stop endlessly wiggling out of it – stay at home and CLEAN. YOUR. ROOM!’
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    Mrs Campbell left Olivia to it, shutting the bedroom door firmly behind her.

    ‘She’s such a grump!’ Olivia muttered and then began flitting madly about the room, grabbing grubby laundry off the floor. She tried to shove the dirty clothes under her bed – only to find that it was crammed tight under there already!

    ‘Rats! No room!’ Olivia lugged the pile over to the wardrobe but when she opened the doors an avalanche of unwashed socks and gym gear tumbled out.
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    Olivia groaned. Now the mess looked even worse than before! And the clock on the wall had just struck nine. Olivia looked around at the utter chaos and knew she had no choice. There was no way she’d get the room clean in time; the only way out without her mum seeing was via the window.

    A moment later, she clambered out and dropped down to the garden path, slinking alongside the house. In the kitchen she could hear her mum rattling pans and she scuttled like a beetle all the way to the garden gate and then out and along behind the hedge until she reached the lane.

    Running to the end of her cul-de-sac, she turned down a pebbled lane, and there at the end were the grand old ivy-covered stone buildings of Pemberley Stables.

    The stables were very ancient and the front doors had been locked tight, forbidding entry to all who tried to get in. For Olivia, though, they slid apart easily upon her touch, and she slipped hastily inside.

    ‘Eliza?’ Olivia hissed into the gloom. ‘It’s me! Where are you …?’

    At the sound of Olivia’s voice there was an urgent stamp of hooves on straw and two ponies appeared, thrusting their magnificent heads over the doors of the first two looseboxes.

    Olivia felt her heart skip at the sight of them. ‘Darling Bess!’ she said, hugging the first pony, a beautiful jet-black mare, who nickered with joy as they embraced. ‘And my handsome Prince!’ Olivia turned to stroke the dapple-grey gelding in the next stall as he shook his mane and snorted, his deep liquid-brown eyes trained on the dark-haired girl.
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    ‘Hello, my lovelies,’ Olivia cooed. ‘Have you seen Eliza anywhere?’

    ‘I’m here!’ said Eliza.
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    ‘Yikes!’ Olivia shrieked. From out of nowhere a girl had appeared in the dark corridor behind her. She wore an antique nightgown, pale white against her ivory skin. She had bright green eyes and long curly red hair piled up in a messy bun. She looked about the same age as Olivia, which was nine. But Eliza was quite a bit older than that. Two hundred and nine, in fact!

    ‘How many times have I asked you not to do that?’ Olivia said.

    Eliza giggled. ‘Sorry – I didn’t mean to spook you.’

    Olivia smiled. ‘It’s okay. I guess it’s to be expected when you’re best friends with a ghost.’

    ‘You’re awfully late!’ Eliza pointed out. ‘I was getting worried you weren’t going to come today.’

    ‘Sorry! It was Mum’s fault! But I’m here now. Are you ready to go on another adventure?’

    Olivia definitely was. After all, it was up to them to break the spell cast over the stables two hundred years ago by the Pemberley Witch. It was this spell that had once cursed Bess and Prince to each be naughty in their own way – Bad Bess the highway horse had been a thief and Prince had been greedy.

    For the other ponies the spell remained binding until the girls could set them free.

    The words of the curse were written in the stone of the stable walls beneath the overgrown ivy by the front door:

    
      [image: The deepest magic binds these stables. Unless two brave girls can turn the tables. The curse on each horse must be found, then break their spell to be unbound.]
    

    ‘Umm, about the summoning, Livvy … I have something to tell you …’ Eliza said nervously.

    ‘What is it? Is there a …?’ Olivia began, but before she could say anything more she was interrupted by some very strange sounds coming from behind the third door along the corridor.

    ‘Oh, darling prince! Mwah-mwah! Ooooh, nuptials is near!’

    ‘What on earth was that?’ asked Olivia.

    ‘Ah, see, that’s what I need to tell you.’ Eliza shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. ‘Because, you know, you were running late, and I was only fooling around but—’

    ‘Whinny, whinny, babes! Ding-dong! Wedding bells!’

    ‘Oh my sweet potatoes!’ said Olivia. ‘What is that?’

    ‘That,’ said Eliza with a sigh, ‘is Sparkle.’

    ‘Sparkle?’ Olivia was baffled now. ‘What’s a Sparkle?’

    ‘Sparkle is our next Spellbound pony,’ Eliza said. ‘While I was waiting for you to arrive I saw her name materialise on the door and I must have spoken it out loud as I stumbled over the threshold and triggered the summoning by mistake, and now she’s in already in there … and, well, she’s not at all what I expected!’

    ‘What do you mean?’ Olivia said.

    ‘You’ll see,’ Eliza said. ‘But be prepared! That witch’s curse has done its worst and Sparkle is the most Spellbound pony we’ve encountered yet. I don’t know if we can fix this one.’

    ‘There’s only one way to find out,’ Olivia replied.

    Eliza grinned. ‘Are you ready to step inside the stall and meet our newest Spellbound pony?’
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    Olivia blinked in the darkness. ‘Ooh, I’m blind as a bat! Where are the lights?’ She flicked on the switch and gasped. ‘Eliza? Where on earth is the pony? She’s gone!’

    The stall was completely empty … except for a giant heap of muck that had been dumped right in the middle of the room on top of the straw.

    Eliza groaned. ‘She’s not gone at all. You’re looking straight at her!’

    And then Olivia saw that the mud heap was wobbling a little. Not just wobbling, but kind of jiggling and then … it spoke!

    ‘Hello, babes!’ the mud heap trilled.

    ‘Eek!’ Olivia shrieked. ‘The mud just spoke to me!’

    The mud heap began jiggling even harder at this and a cloud of dust rose up as it gave a tinkling laugh.

    ‘Oh, babes! Me a mud ’eap? You must be joking! Whatever are you on about?’ The mud heap moved closer to Olivia and out of the gloom of the stall and now she could see that it had legs! And eyes, and a muzzle!

    ‘Livvy,’ said Eliza with a sigh, ‘this is Sparkle.’

    ‘You mean underneath all that mud is a pony?’ Olivia gasped.

    ‘She never used to be like this,’ Eliza said. ‘I can remember her well.’
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    Olivia nodded. Of course Eliza would know what the pony had been like. They had once been her very own ponies – until the day she’d had a fateful fall from her beloved pony, Chessie. Heartbroken, her mother, Lady Luella, called upon the Pemberley Witch to put a curse on the ponies to punish them and they had been trapped in time.

    ‘When Sparkle was a real-life pony she was brilliant white, well groomed and with a silken mane and a lustrous tail that were the envy of all,’ Eliza went on.

    ‘Poor Sparkle!’ Olivia said. ‘The Pemberley Witch has turned her into a mud-caked mess!’

    ‘Oooh, babes, don’t worry.’ Sparkle shook her dusty mane. ‘You took Sparkle by surprise is all. Give me a quick minute to fix myself up a bit …’

    The mud heap shambled off to the other side of the stall and dug about in the hay, and when she returned there was a tiara stuck sideways in her forelock and she had drawn all over her grubby muzzle with bright pink lipstick.

    ‘There!’ Sparkle said. ‘Sparkle’s all gorgey-porgey now! What do you reckon?’
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    ‘Uhhh, much better?’ Olivia still couldn’t quite believe her eyes.

    ‘Come in, come in, and make yourself comfy!’ Sparkle swished the muddy thicket that passed for her tail and gestured for Olivia and Eliza to join her.

    ‘Sit down! Sit down!’ Sparkle beckoned, and Olivia noticed now that the stall was more like a teenager’s bedroom than a stable. There was a bed with a duvet with hearts and crowns all over it and the walls were smothered in pictures torn from magazines.

    ‘This looks exactly like my sister Ella’s bedroom!’ Olivia said.
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