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  About This Book


  Princess Ellie is pony-mad! Shed much rather ride one of her four fabulous ponies, or even muck out the stables, than take tea with the Prime Minister or entertain dull royal visitors.


  One day, when Ellie is riding through the woods, her brave Welsh pony suddenly whirls around and refuses to go any further. Has Rainbow seen a ghost? Its a real puzzle and Princess Ellie is determined to solve it.
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  Chapter 1
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  Lets explore, said Princess Ellie, as she stopped Rainbow at the entrance to the wood. The path through it was like a long, dark tunnel. On one side was a high brick wall. On the other were trees growing so close together that their branches arched overhead and shut out the sun.


  Are you sure? said her best friend, Kate. The palomino she was riding fidgeted from foot to foot, her golden coat gleaming in the sunshine. Moonbeam was the most nervous of Ellies four ponies.


  Yes, said Ellie, firmly. She wasnt ready to go back to the palace yet. When she was there, she had to be Aurelia, not Ellie. She had to follow rules and behave like a proper princess. Out here she was free to do as she liked.


  Ellie squeezed with her legs and Rainbow stepped forward obediently with her ears pricked. Kate followed close behind on Moonbeam.
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  Its spooky in here, said Kate nervously, as they rode into the shade of the trees.


  Dont be silly, laughed Ellie. Surely you dont believe in ghosts. Riding Rainbow gave her confidence. The grey pony was so brave and reliable.
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  It was very quiet in the wood. There were no birds singing, and the path was covered with a thick, springy layer of rotting leaves that deadened the sound of the ponies hooves.


  As they rode deeper and deeper into the wood, Ellie looked round at the moss-covered wall and the damp tree trunks. Kates right, she thought. It is a bit spooky in here. She pushed the grey pony into a trot, eager to reach the sunshine on the other side as quickly as possible.


  Rainbow seemed uneasy too. She tucked in her head and blew down her nose nervously.


  Suddenly, Rainbow stopped. Ellie was taken completely by surprise and shot forward out of the saddle. Rainbow didnt give Ellie time to recover her balance. Instead, the grey pony whirled around on the spot, trying to head back the way they had come.


  Ellie swung sideways. She felt herself falling and tried to grab hold of the saddle. But she had already gone too far. With a sickening thud, she landed flat on her back on the ground, clutching the reins tightly in one hand.


  Are you all right? asked Kate, anxiously.


  Ellie wasnt sure. She lay motionless for a moment, shocked by the force of her landing. Then, she warily moved her arms and legs a little. To her relief, there was no pain. Nothing was broken. Only her pride was damaged. I think so, Ellie finally replied, as she climbed slowly to her feet. She brushed the dirt from her pale pink jodhpurs and straightened the pink and gold silk cover on her hard hat.
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  Kate looked relieved. I think Rainbow would be back at the stables by now if you hadnt kept hold of the reins.


  Steady, girl, soothed Ellie, as she walked up to the tense, uneasy pony and stroked her neck. Theres nothing to be scared of.


  Rainbow relaxed at the sound of her voice and rubbed her head gently on Ellies shoulder.


  Shall we go back? said Kate. We dont want another accident.


  No, said Ellie. I think shes all right now, and all my books say you should never let a pony win. She put her foot in the stirrup and mounted quickly. As soon as Rainbow felt her weight in the saddle, she started edging back the way they had come.


  Its not time to go home yet, said Ellie, firmly. She turned the pony to face the spot where she had fallen off. This time she was ready for trouble.


  Rainbow walked forward reluctantly, glancing from side to side and snorting through her nose. Then, at exactly the same place as before, she suddenly stopped again.


  This time Ellie didnt lose her balance. But she was still shaken. What on earth was wrong with Rainbow? She had never acted like this before. Go on, girl, Ellie called encouragingly, as she pushed the pony on with her legs. Her voice sounded extra loud in the stillness of the wood.


  Rainbow didnt go on. Instead, she whirled around to the left. Ellie wasnt quick enough to stop her so she made Rainbow keep turning until she was back where she had started. Then she tried to make her walk on again.


  But Rainbow took a step backwards and then whirled suddenly to the right. Ellies heart was pounding as she struggled to stay in the saddle.


  Ill try going in front, said Kate. Maybe Rainbow will follow us. But Moonbeam refused to go past the grey mare. She just stood still and wouldnt move.


  Whats wrong with them? said Ellie. Theres nothing there.


  Nothing we can see anyway, said Kate.


  Ellie felt a thrill of excitement mixed with fear. I just remembered something, she said. Some people believe horses can see ghosts.


  Kate looked around nervously. I told you it was spooky.


  Ellie peered along the shadowy path ahead. Was there really something there  something only Rainbow could see?
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  Chapter 2
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  Are you going to try again? asked Kate.


  I dont know, said Ellie. Suppose there is something there… Her voice trailed away. Was she being silly? Was she worrying about nothing?


  Kate glanced at her watch. We should be getting back, she said, hopefully. Gran will be cross if Im late.


  No, she wont, laughed Ellie. Kates gran was the palace cook and she was never cross. But my parents will be. For once Ellie was pleased that the King and Queen were so strict about mealtimes. It gave her and Kate an excuse to leave this spooky wood.


  The two girls turned their ponies back the way they had come. It was a relief to canter out into the sunshine. After one last glance at the dark woods, they headed home to the palace.


  By the time they were back at the stables, Ellie felt much calmer. From that safe distance, the idea of a haunted wood seemed more exciting than frightening. Do you think it really was a ghost? she asked Kate, as they filled the water buckets.
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  It must have been, Kate replied. Its the only possible explanation.


  Ellie bit her lip thoughtfully as she moved the hose from a full bucket to an empty one. But I thought ghosts prowled corridors and slid through walls. Whats one doing in a wood?


  Kate laughed. Maybe one of your ancestors liked growing trees. She waved her hands above her head and said in a spooky voice, Ooooh! Im Archduke Edgar, the ghostly gardener. And Im coming to get you.


  As Kate ran towards her, Ellie sprayed her with the hose. Kate squealed, grabbed the hose and sprayed her back.
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  The water fight lasted until it was broken up by Meg, the palace groom. By then, both girls were dripping wet and giggling.


  I dont know whats got into you two today, said Meg. Youd better go home and get dry.


  As Ellie ran up the stairs to her very pink bedroom, she couldnt stop thinking about the mystery in the wood. Was it really a ghostly gardener, or could it be something more menacing? It was a real puzzle and Ellie was determined to solve it. She decided to start by asking her governess. Miss Stringle had a passion for royal history. She was sure to know if anything weird had ever happened in that wood.


  With her plan in mind, Ellie bounced into the schoolroom the next morning full of enthusiasm. Her heart sank as she saw the selection of strange-shaped spoons laid out on Miss Stringles desk. It was a test on table manners and she had completely forgotten to do her revision.
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  The soup spoon was easy to identify. So was the extra long one for ice-cream sundaes because she used one so often. The others had her completely stumped.


  No, no, no, said Miss Stringle in exasperation, as Ellie made yet another wild guess. Please concentrate, Princess Aurelia.


  Ellie cringed. She hated her real name almost as much as she hated this test.


  Miss Stringle waved the source of Ellies latest mistake. This spoon is not for pickled onions. It is only for eating caviar from coddled eggs.


  Ellie felt tears fill her eyes. Concentrating wouldnt make any difference. She just didnt know the answers. She wished all the spoons would disappear in a puff of smoke.


  They didnt. Instead, the schoolroom door burst open and in swept the King and Queen. They both looked a little flustered.


  Miss Stringle curtseyed deeply. Is there anything wrong, Your Majesties?


  The Emperor and Empress of Andirovia are arriving this afternoon on a state visit, said the Queen.


  I know that already, said Ellie. The whole palace had been in turmoil for days, as an army of servants scrubbed and cleaned in preparation for the great event.


  But weve only just found out that theyre bringing their son, continued the Queen.


  Prince Johns the same age as you, said the King. And hes sure to be bored while we conduct our official business with his parents. So weve decided you must entertain him for the whole week.


  It will be fun for you to have a friend, added the Queen.


  I have a friend already, said Ellie, firmly. She wasnt sure she wanted another one, especially a boy.


  But Kates not a princess, said Miss Stringle. It would be so much better to have a royal friend.


  Ellie glowered at her. She hated to hear Kate criticized
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