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Maddie Phillips and her little sister, Evie, had a problem. It wasn’t a small one. In fact, the problem was quite large. Horse-size, to be exact.

Maddie and Evie’s problem was the enormous horse that had suddenly—magically—appeared in their family’s barn. All because of a mixed-up wish.

The horse was a handsome black Shire with a white blaze on his forehead. His mane and tail were thick and shaggy. Tufts of white hair grew on his fetlocks. They made him look like he was wearing furry boots.

But the most striking thing about the horse was his size. Maddie was nine years old and tall for her age. Her head didn’t even come up to the horse’s withers.

“Easy, boy.” Maddie inched closer to the strange horse. She didn’t want to frighten him.

But the horse didn’t seem frightened. He gazed down at her with shining black eyes. Then he swished his tail and nickered as if to say, Well? Now what?

Evie tipped her head back to look up at him. “Hiya, Angus!” she said with a dimpled smile.

“How do you know his name?” Maddie asked in surprise.

“Because he’s Angus,” Evie said.

Maddie looked at her blankly.

Evie rolled her eyes and sighed. “Princess Merida’s horse! Don’t you know anything about princesses, Maddie?”

“No,” Maddie said. Evie was the princess expert. She knew every fairy tale forward and backward. Maddie had never paid much attention to fairy tales. At least, not until the horses started showing up.

That summer, Maddie, Evie, and their parents had moved to a farm called Horsetail Hollow. On the farm was an old well, and the well was magic! When Maddie and Evie accidentally wished on the same penny, both of their wishes had come halfway true. Maddie had wished for a horse of her own. Evie had wished for a fairy-tale princess for a friend. And the wishing well had brought them . . . a fairy-tale horse.
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The horse’s name was Maximus, and he had arrived in Horsetail Hollow straight from the pages of “Rapunzel” in Evie’s beloved book of fairy tales. At first, Maddie was overjoyed. But then she and Evie realized that Rapunzel’s story had changed—there was no more happy ending! So the sisters had to return Maximus to his story so Rapunzel could reach her happily-ever-after.

Now, it seemed, they had another fairy-tale visitor.

“But we only made one wish,” Maddie said to Evie. “Why did we get another horse?”

“I don’t know. But he’s the best horse.” Evie looked at Maddie. “Aren’t you gonna pet him?”

Maddie held her hand out to the horse. Angus put his soft nose against it and breathed in. Maddie felt the warm air whoosh out against her fingers. Then he lowered his head trustingly, as if to say, You’re all right.

Maddie ran a hand down his warm, strong neck. His glossy black fur was soft and smooth. “What are we going to do with you, Angus?” she said softly.

“I thought you wanted a horse,” Evie said.

“I did,” Maddie said. “I do!”

“Then why don’t you look happy?” Evie asked.

Before Maddie could answer, they heard a voice outside. “Maddie? Evie? Are you in there?” It was Mom!

“That’s why!” Maddie hissed. “What are we going to tell Mom and Dad? They don’t even know Maximus is gone. How are we going to explain a new horse? Quick! Cut her off before she comes in!”

Maddie and Evie scrambled for the door. Maddie turned and pointed a finger at the big horse. “You stay there. Don’t make a sound.”

Angus snorted.

Maddie and Evie got outside just as Mom reached the door. She was wearing dusty work clothes and her curly hair was tied back.
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“There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you two.” Mom folded her arms and raised one eyebrow. “Girls, what is going on?”

“Um . . .” said Maddie.

“Uh . . .” said Evie.

“It’s almost noon, and you haven’t even started your chores,” Mom said.

“Oh, chores!” Maddie almost shouted with relief. “Sorry, Mom. We’ll get right to it.”

“The dishwasher still needs to be unloaded. The porch needs to be swept. And I need you both to help weed the garden.” She looked from one sister to the other. “What have you been doing all morning?”

Maddie and Evie exchanged a look. They had spent the morning helping Maximus get back to his fairy tale. They’d galloped through fantastic forests to find the thief who would save Princess Rapunzel from her tower prison. But that seemed like a lot to explain.

“We were reading,” Maddie said.

“In the hayloft,” Evie added.

Mom’s face softened. “It’s nice to see you two getting along. But from now on, no reading until chores are done. Got it?”

“Got it,” said Maddie.

“Got it,” said Evie.

Got it, the horse nickered from inside the barn.

“That reminds me, Maddie,” Mom added, glancing at the door. “Don’t forget to feed Maximus. He sounds hungry.”

“You mean Angus,” said Evie, without thinking.

Maddie elbowed her.

“Who’s Angus?” Mom asked.

“That’s, uh, Maximus’s nickname,” Maddie said quickly.

Mom looked at her strangely. “Chores,” she repeated. Then she walked away.

“Phew!” Maddie said when she was gone. “That was close.”

“Hurry! Let’s get Angus back to his fairy tale before Mom comes back,” Evie whispered.

“Already?” Maddie’s heart dropped. “But he just got here.”

Evie put her hands on her hips. “Maddie, we have to take Angus back to his story. Princess Merida needs him!”

“I know.” Maddie looked at the beautiful horse longingly. “I just thought maybe I’d have a chance to ride him first. And feed him an apple. And maybe braid his hair.”

“But the fairy tale—” Evie began.

“The fairy tale won’t disappear in an hour, right? Let’s just keep him for the afternoon. If we do our chores quickly, we’ll have plenty of time to play with him. Then we can take him home before dinner.” Maddie petted Angus’s mane, already imagining the fun they could have.

“I guess so,” Evie said uncertainly.

At that moment, Mom walked back into the barn. “Oh, girls, one more thing—”

When she saw Angus, she stopped in her tracks. “What on earth . . . ?”

Angus shook his forelock out of his eyes and snorted. Busted, he seemed to say.

Mom’s eyes traveled from the strange horse to the two girls standing next to him. Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?”
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Maddie looked at Evie. Evie looked at Maddie. Their eyes said the same thing.

There was only one thing they could tell her. The truth.
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“So that’s why Maximus had to go back to Rapunzel’s kingdom. Without him, Rapunzel would have been stuck in her tower forever!” Evie explained.

Maddie, Evie, Mom, and Dad sat on hay bales inside the barn. They had moved Angus into Maximus’s old stall, where he was happily eating oats.
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“And just when we got Maximus home, Angus turned up. All because of our wish!” Evie went on. “But don’t worry. We were just about to take him back to his fairy tale. So everything is going to be okay.”

Mom and Dad stared at Evie. They both looked a little dazed. Evie gave Maddie a thumbs-up as if to say, This is going great!

Maddie knew better. From the looks on her parents’ faces she could guess what was coming next.

At last, Dad cleared his throat. “Girls, it is truly amazing…”

Evie beamed.

“. . . that you would sneak a strange horse into the barn, and then make up some wild story about it,” Dad finished. “What were the two of you thinking?”

Evie’s face fell. “But it’s true!” she protested.

“Let’s try this again.” Mom looked at Maddie. “Where did you find this horse?”

“He just showed up in the barn,” Maddie said. “Like Evie said.”

Mom frowned. “Maddie, I’m surprised. This isn’t like you.”

“Me?” Maddie exclaimed. “What about Evie?”

“Evie is six,” Mom said. “You are almost ten. I expect you to know better.”

Maddie scowled in frustration. Her parents had asked for the truth. But they didn’t believe her when she told them. It wasn’t fair!

“Girls, this horse belongs to someone,” Dad said. “Don’t you want to help him get home?”

“That’s what I told you!” Evie cried. “We are trying to help him get home. He belongs to Princess Merida. And we can prove it!”

Dad raised his eyebrows. “You can?”

“We can?” Maddie echoed.

Evie stood up. Her cheeks were pink, and she looked like she might cry. But her jaw was set. “We’ll make a wish at the wishing well. Then you’ll see. It is magic.”

“Evie . . .” Mom began.

Evie folded her arms.

“Oh, all right,” Mom said with a sigh. “Let’s go see this magic wishing well.”

The old well stood a little ways from the barn near a grove of trees. It looked just like a well in a fairy tale. It had a round stone wall and a metal bucket hanging from a little shingled roof.

As Maddie led Angus toward the well, her stomach flip-flopped. What would Mom and Dad say if the wish didn’t work? she wondered. And what would they say it if did?

At least Angus was no trouble. The horse walked calmly on his lead. At the well he stood patiently, watching everything with bright, curious eyes. Maddie could already tell he was a lot more easygoing than Maximus.

And I never even got to ride him
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