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At the breakfast table in Pemberley Cottage, Olivia’s big sister Ella was in a very grumpy mood.

‘It’s a Saturday and I’m so bored! I wish we’d never moved to this stupid, tiny village in the middle of nowhere,’ Ella grizzled. ‘There’s never anything to do.’

‘Someone got out of bed on the wrong side this morning!’ Mrs Campbell arched an eyebrow.

‘I got up from the same side I always do!’ Ella snapped. ‘There’s a wall on the other side.’

‘Look, why don’t you spend the day down at Pemberley Stables with Olivia?’ Mrs Campbell suggested. ‘That might cheer you up, and you two never play together these days.’

‘No! Ella can’t come with me!’ Olivia blurted out before she could stop herself. 
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Olivia could have sworn she saw a look of hurt flash across Ella’s face, and that made her feel bad, but she didn’t want her sister going to the stables – not when there was another Spellbound pony about to be rescued. 

‘Bah!’ Ella grouched. ‘As if I’d want to play imaginary games with you at your stupid old spooky stables anyway! I’m going to hang out in my room.’

Mrs Campbell sighed as she watched her eldest daughter stomp off. ‘Is it just me or is she extra grumpy today?’

‘Definitely extra!’ Olivia agreed.
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Olivia, on the other hand, was in an especially cheery mood as she raced out of the door and headed for the stables. It was always a good day when a new Spellbound pony was about to arrive and an adventure lay ahead. There was a skip in Olivia’s step as she made her way down the country lanes and along the pebbled driveway to the entrance of the long-abandoned stables. 

‘Eliza?’ she whispered as she slid open the front door. ‘Are you here? It’s me!’

It was impossible to see anything in the gloom. And then out of the darkness Olivia spied two amber eyes blinking back at her.

‘Eliza? Why aren’t you speaking? Hey, wait! You’re not—’ 

Suddenly, there was a fearsome flutter of feathers and beating of wings, and the next thing Olivia knew the glowing amber eyes were coming straight at her!

‘Yikes!’ Olivia shrieked, shutting her eyes tightly as the hoot owl swooped above her. When she opened them again, the owl had flown outside to perch on top of the ivy above the stable door.

‘You’ve got your feathers in a flap today, haven’t you?’ Olivia growled at the bird. The owl blinked back at her as if to say, Well, it’s your fault for waking me up!

It was a strange coincidence, Olivia thought, that the owl had chosen to perch on that exact spot. Ignoring his bad-tempered glare, she reached up to the ivy and pushed the leaves aside so that she could read the words that lay hidden underneath, carved into the stone of the wall.
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Olivia remembered the first time she had read the words on the wall. She had asked Eliza if it was a poem but Eliza had explained that it was more like a witch’s spell – and rather a good one – that had put a curse on the stables and trapped the ponies in time. 

Olivia and Eliza had become best friends as they attempted one by one to break the spells that were making the ponies naughty. Together they had already set four of the Spellbound ponies free. And today Olivia had arrived to help Eliza summon pony number five. 

‘Don’t worry about the owl. He’s in a frightful grump today.’

Another pair of eyes, these ones as brilliant green as emeralds, glowed from inside the darkened stables. Then, a moment later, Eliza appeared in the sunshine. She wore her tousled red curls tied up in a messy ponytail and she was dressed in her white Georgian nightgown. Eliza looked to be about the same age as Olivia, which was nine, but in fact she was actually two hundred and nine due to being a ghost!

[image: Image Missing]

Olivia, who’d been fooled before, had to resist the urge to give her bestie a big hug, knowing that her arms would swish right through Eliza as if she were made of mist.

‘We’ve got a visitor,’ Eliza said brightly.

‘I know,’ Olivia groaned. ‘He nearly hit me in the head flying out of the doorway!’

‘No, no,’ Eliza said, ‘not the owl. Look – on the plaque on the stall door. I can see the letters of a pony’s name beginning to glow. All we need to do is say the name out loud as we step across the threshold of the stall, and the pony will appear!’

‘Oh, you’re right!’ Olivia was excited to see the brass plaque on the door glowing with the name shimmering upon it. ‘A new pony is here!’

‘Time for us to get summoning, then,’ Eliza said. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Absolutely!’ Olivia took a deep breath and as the girls stepped over the threshold together she invoked the witch’s spell by speaking the Spellbound pony’s name out loud.

‘Gus!’

The very second the Spellbound pony’s name was spoken, the stall began to fill with mystical mist. It rose up through the straw on the floor in tendrils, drifting up and up, until soon it had filled the whole stall.

‘I can’t see a thing!’ Olivia said.

‘Me neither!’ Eliza replied. 

‘You think you’ve got problems?’ another voice moaned through the fog. ‘It’s much worse for me! Enchanted mist plays havoc with my asthma, you know! Oh, and it feels all clammy against my fetlocks! Just my rotten luck!’

‘Oh, hello!’ Olivia said. ‘There’s a pony in here!’

The mist cleared and the girls could see the summoning had indeed worked. Standing in the stall beside Olivia and Eliza was a very handsome pony with a wonderful, lush black mane and tail and a rich, russet-brown coat.

‘Oooh, hooray, he’s a bay! My very favourite colour for a horse,’ Olivia exclaimed.
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‘Humph!’ The pony pulled a face. ‘I doubt that very much! Now, if you had said your favourite colour was grey or even palomino, I might believe you. Those are stylish colours for a pony. Bay is boring! Just my rotten luck to be a bay, I say.’

‘Er …’ Olivia was taken aback. ‘No, truly, it is my very fave colour! And it really is lovely to meet you. You must be Gus?’

‘Yes. Not much of a name, is it?’ The bay pony sighed. ‘Why, oh, why couldn’t they have named me something dashing like Prancer? Or a swashbuckling kind of name like Pegasus or Jet?’

‘Would you like me to call you Jet?’ Olivia offered. ‘I could, if that’s what you want?’

‘Oh, don’t try to humour me!’ Gus grizzled. ‘It’s far too late for that. I’m already in a very bad mood.’

And to prove it, he did what ponies always do when they are moody and put his ears flat back against his head. 

‘Gosh!’ Eliza pulled away in shock. ‘He really is grumpy, isn’t he?’

‘He certainly is,’ Olivia agreed. ‘Eliza, I think we might just have found out what mischief the witch’s spell has caused this time. Poor Gus! It looks like he’s been cursed to be grumpy!’
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‘Humph! Don’t think you can just stand there and talk about me like I’m not even here!’ Gus said grouchily. ‘I can hear everything you say, you know! Which is typical. Just my rotten luck. Here I am, a talking pony, and no one even wants to speak to me!’

‘Dear me!’ Eliza shook her head. ‘He really is very grumpy, isn’t he? How do you go about un-grumping a pony?’

‘We’ll have to try to cheer him up somehow,’ Olivia said. ‘How about it, Gus? What would improve your mood? Do you like food?’

‘Humph! What kind of food?’ Gus grumbled.

‘An ice cream, perhaps?’ Olivia suggested.
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‘Ick! No! Too cold on my tongue!’ Gus griped.

‘Fair enough,’ Olivia said. ‘Perhaps a slice of pizza, then?’

‘Holding the crust makes my hooves greasy,’ Gus sniffed.

‘Lollies?’ Eliza suggested. ‘Or perhaps a sugar cube? Ponies always love sugar.’

‘Oh, how can you even suggest such a thing?’ Gus groaned. ‘My poor teeth are aching at the very thought of it!’

‘Right.’ Olivia gritted her own teeth now. ‘So food is off the menu. How about fun and games?’

‘Oh, how I loathe fun,’ Gus sighed. ‘And games? Even worse!’

‘No more fun and games, then,’ Olivia said. ‘Gotcha.’

‘What else can we do?’ Eliza wondered. ‘There must be something that makes a pony happy.’

‘Oooh, I know!’ Olivia clapped her hands in delight. ‘How about we go for a ride, Gus? Why don’t I take you for a lovely hack?’

Gus sighed even more heavily. ‘All right, then,’ he said, ‘but I won’t like it.’

‘That’s the spirit!’ Olivia said, putting on the biggest smile she could muster as she hastily grabbed Gus’s saddle and bridle and threw them on before he could change his mind.

‘Where shall we go?’ she asked.

‘Somewhere ghastly, I expect,’ Gus muttered.

‘I know just the place!’ Eliza said. 

And at that moment the stall began to fill with enchanted mist once more.

‘Oh no!’ Gus groaned. ‘Here we go again! I’ll be needing my inhaler if this keeps up …’
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When the mist cleared this time, they were in a very pretty forest. Dappled light filtered through the leaves of the trees on to an elegant lake where swans were gliding between bulrushes. The lake was bordered by wild flowers, and running like a ribbon through this pleasant scene was a bridle path. 

‘Oh, it’s so beautiful!’ Olivia gasped.

‘Yes, and this bridle path winds all the way round the Pemberley lake,’ Eliza said. ‘I came here often with Chessie before I became a ghost.’

‘It’s all right, I suppose, if you like that sort of thing,’ Gus sniffed, ‘although the wild flowers will give me hay fever, I expect. Just my rotten luck.’

‘All the same,’ Olivia said, ‘let’s press on and try to make the best of it, shall we, Gus?’

She mounted up on to Gus’s back. ‘Off we go, then!’ she clucked.
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Oww!’ Gus squawked.

‘What’s wrong?’ Olivia asked.

‘I trod on a stone,’ Gus grumped. ‘Argh!’

‘And what now?’ Olivia asked.

‘There’s a gnat in my ear,’ Gus said.

‘There – it’s gone. Better now?’ Eliza asked.

‘No. I can still hear buzzing,’ Gus complained. ‘Probably the honeybees on the wild flowers. They’re so annoying with their smug bzzz bzzz … and the birds too! They’re almost worse than the bees with their ridiculous tweeting. Why does all this … nature … have to be here? Just my rotten luck!’

‘I think we should give up and go home now,’ Olivia sighed.

‘I think you’re right,’ Eliza agreed. ‘He’s hopeless. Oh, wait a moment! Who is that riding towards us on the bridle path?’

Up ahead of the girls, sitting astride an elegant grey mare, was a woman in a silver gown with a diamond tiara on her head. 

‘It’s the Duchess of Derryshire!’ Olivia said. ‘Hello, Duchess.’
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‘Oh, what a coincidence,’ the duchess trilled. ‘You two are just the girls I was looking for!’

‘We are?’ Olivia said.

‘Yes, indeed,’ the duchess replied. ‘Did you know it is the twins’ birthday in just three days? The girls are turning eight and I’m planning an enormous surprise party. That’s when I thought of you two. You see, a Spellbound pony is just what I need! The twins are desperately keen to have pony rides and what could be more special
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