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It was like Christmas. No, better than that – it was like every single Christmas ever all at once! Olivia had hardly been able to sleep last night, after her mother had said they could have riding lessons. Now, as the car turned down the lane and the stables lay up ahead, she gave a strangled squeak.

‘Ha ha!’ Ella piped up from the back seat. ‘Livvy sounds like a meerkat!’

‘Ella, don’t be horrid to your little sister,’ said Mrs Campbell.

Ella snorted. ‘You’ve already moved us to the middle of nowhere and taken away my mobile phone. How much more can you punish me?’

‘You’ll grow horns if you use your phone too much,’ Mrs Campbell replied. ‘I read it in the paper. Children are sprouting them on the back of their heads from spending all day on their devices. And that, Ella, is exactly why we moved here. There’s no need to be glued to your screen when you have all this countryside to play in and such lovely fresh air!’

Mrs Campbell said the word devices as if they were poison and fresh air as if she was about to burst into song.

‘I don’t know why I had to come today.’ Ella continued her grumbling from the back seat. ‘I don’t even like horses!’ But up front Olivia wasn’t paying her big sister the slightest bit of attention. She was utterly transfixed by the stone buildings covered in ivy up ahead and the sign above them that read:
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‘Do you think we should have phoned ahead back when we were in Pemberley village? What if all the horses are busy?’ she asked.

‘I tried the stables’ number, but there was no answer,’ her mum replied. ‘If they’re too booked up to give you a lesson right now, we can always make arrangements to come back.’

It seemed miraculous to Olivia that the stables were just down the lane from their new house. After the divorce, when Mrs Campbell had announced to her daughters that they were leaving London and moving to the country, Olivia’s first thought had been, PONIES! And now here she was, about to have her first-ever riding lesson. It was a dream come true!

‘This is my worst nightmare,’ Ella groaned as Mrs Campbell pulled up in front of the stable block. ‘I’m staying in the car.’

‘Don’t you want to meet the ponies?’ Mrs Campbell asked.

‘No,’ Ella sighed. ‘I want to play games on my phone. Can I have it back, please?’

‘Do you want to grow horns, Ella?’ Mrs Campbell tutted. ‘Come on. You can have a lesson too if you want. Otherwise you’ll be bored sitting here doing nothing.’
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Ella got out reluctantly and dragged her feet as she walked, scuffing them on the pebbles on the driveway as Olivia bounded ahead like an excited Labrador.

The doors at the entrance of the stable block were shut.

‘Hello?’ Mrs Campbell called out. ‘Anyone here?’ She gave a hearty rap on the doors, but there was no reply.

‘It’s closed,’ Ella said with obvious satisfaction. ‘Oh well, never mind!’

‘But, Mum!’ Olivia begged. ‘Please!’

Mrs Campbell tried pulling on the heavy wooden doors, but they refused to budge even slightly. ‘I’m sorry, Livvy,’ Mrs Campbell said with a sigh, ‘but the place is locked up.’ And she turned and followed Ella, who was already marching back to the car.

Olivia, on the verge of tears, was about to go after them when she heard the whinny of a pony. The whinny sounded so very sad that Olivia couldn’t just ignore it and walk away. She went back to the stable doors and tried them once more and, to her surprise, they flew open in her hands. Olivia looked around. Her mum and Ella had already reached the car and so she slipped inside.

In the darkness Olivia blinked as her eyes became accustomed to the gloom.

‘Wow!’ she gasped as she took in the sight before her. Even covered with dust and cobwebs, the place looked amazing. The stables must once have been very elegant with cobbled floors and looseboxes on either side of the central corridor. Olivia walked down the row and looked inside each box. Where had the whinny come from? She had hoped there might be a pony in here somewhere, but the stables were clearly long abandoned. Each stall had mounds of dusty straw on the floor. From the rafters above her came the fluttering sound of bats.

‘I bet it would have been super amazing back in the olden days,’ Olivia whispered. ‘Imagine! Beautiful horses in every stall …’

‘Oh yes, it was glorious! Truly glorious!’ a voice behind her agreed.

Olivia spun round. There was a girl standing there. She looked about nine years old, the same age as Olivia. Later, Olivia would think that her clothes were very curious, all things considered.

Olivia had tried to dress the part that day, wearing stretchy jeans and boots, and tying her thick brown hair back in what she hoped was a smart ponytail with a tweedy headband.

This girl, on the other hand, looked like she was almost ready for bed. She was wearing a white nightgown that was very old-fashioned and flouncy, with enormous puffy sleeves and lace. She had green eyes, flaming red hair in a tumble of spiral curls that she had tied back in a messy bun, and freckles on her pale cheeks. She seemed surprised that Olivia had turned round and even more shocked that Olivia was now speaking to her.
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‘Hello!’ Olivia said. ‘I thought this place was empty. Sorry for just letting myself in! Do you work here?’

‘You can see me?’ the girl said.

Olivia thought this was an odd thing to say. ‘Well, yes. Of course!’

‘And you opened the doors? All by yourself?’ The girl frowned.

‘Um, yes, I did.’

The girl’s eyes widened. ‘Nobody has ever been able to come inside before,’ she said, staring very hard at Olivia. ‘What’s your name?’

‘I’m Olivia.’

‘Well, Olivia,’ the girl said, ‘I’ll wager that you must be especially brave.’

It was another strange thing to say, but even stranger was the fact that the girl was right. It was well known that Olivia was quite fearless. From the day she was born Mrs Campbell had been driven to despair by Olivia’s heroic nature. She only had to turn her back for a second and Olivia would be climbing a tree to rescue a kitten or clambering down a drainpipe to help an injured water vole. She was a whizz on roller-skates and a demon on her bicycle, but, despite all kinds of risky adventures, she had never once broken a bone or ever so much as a fingernail. So, yes, Olivia was brave. But she had no idea what this had to do with opening doors!

‘I suppose I might be,’ she admitted.

‘Ooooh!’ The red-haired girl clapped with glee. ‘I knew it!’

Then, with great seriousness, she looked at Olivia and said, ‘Go now. Your mother is waiting and I expect she’s getting cross about it. If I’ve learned anything in the past two hundred years, it’s that you should never make your mama angry. So leave now, but please promise me that you’ll come back?’

Two hundred years? What does she mean by that? Olivia thought to herself, but at that moment there was the honk of a car horn outside. Olivia turned, startled by the noise, and, when she turned back again, to her surprise the girl with the red hair had gone.

‘I’ll come back,’ she whispered into the darkness. ‘Pinkie promise.’
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Olivia spent the rest of the afternoon thinking about the girl with the red hair and the promise she had made. That night she went to bed early, telling her mum that the fresh country air had exhausted her, but in her room she prepared her escape. She stuffed what she hoped was a convincingly Olivia-shaped pillow under her duvet to make it look like she was tucked in and fast asleep. Then she pulled on a thick woollen jumper, grabbed the torch from her bedside table and promptly climbed out of the window.

Her heart was racing as she ran in the dark down the lane to Pemberley Stables. Her shoes crunched on the gravel of the driveway until at last she reached the heavy wooden doors. Once again, when she pushed them, they opened for her, just as they’d done before.

Olivia stepped inside. The light from her torch illuminated the darkened stables. She followed the beam and gave a gasp when she saw a pair of glowing eyes staring straight back at her!
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There was a ghostly sound, then the flapping of wings as the barn owl that she had just startled flew up to hide in the rafters.

‘Oh crumbs!’ Olivia clasped her hand to her chest. ‘You gave me a fright! I thought you were—’

‘Hello there!’

Olivia shrieked and almost dropped her torch! Glowing in the light of the beam was the red-haired girl.

‘You came back!’ the girl said with a smile
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