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  About This Book


  Princess Ellie is pony-mad! She has four perfect ponies and the entire palace grounds to ride in.


  But Ellies in trouble when the King finds hoofprints all over his perfect lawn. He thinks shes been riding in the royal garden. To prove her innocence, Ellie decides she must catch the real culprit. But the only way to do this is to set out on a scary, starlight adventure
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  For Rachel


  Chapter 1
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  Princess Aurelia! The shout echoed down the palace corridor.


  Princess Ellie groaned. She was on her way to the stables and didnt want to stop. She didnt want to be called by her real name either. She much preferred Ellie.


  The owner of the voice rushed up. It was a maid, who looked very flustered and out of breath. Youd better come quickly, Your Highness. The King and Queen are very cross.


  Ellie followed the maid back along the corridor, wondering what shed done wrong this time. For once, she couldnt think of anything. She had been very polite for the last few days, and it was ages since shed last turned up for dinner in her jodhpurs, or muddy boots.
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  The King and Queen were waiting impatiently for her in their favourite part of the royal garden. Their arms were crossed, and their faces looked even angrier than Ellie had expected.


  Look at the mess youve made, Aurelia, roared the King, as he pointed at the grass. The normally smooth, green surface of the lawn was pockmarked with hoofprints.


  How dare you ride in my garden, wailed the Queen. She sniffed angrily and dabbed away a tear with a handkerchief embroidered with silver crowns.
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  It wasnt me, said Ellie, indignantly.


  Dont tell lies, snapped the King.


  Ellie resisted the temptation to snap back. She knew from experience that it would only make matters worse. I am telling the truth, she insisted, as calmly as possible. Ive got all the palace grounds to ride in. I dont need to use the lawn.


  Hmm, said the Queen, thoughtfully. Aurelia does have a point, my dear.


  The King was less convinced. He stared suspiciously at Ellie and asked, How do you explain the hoofprints then?


  Ellie bent down and ran her fingers round one of the holes in the grass while she tried to think of an explanation. Meg, the royal groom, had a horse of her own, but she was far too sensible to ride Gipsy in the garden. Ellies four ponies were the only other suspects. There werent any others at the palace.


  If you havent ridden here, who has? asked the Queen. It certainly wasnt Kate.


  Ellie didnt need reminding about that. She had been lonely since her best friend had gone to visit her parents, who were working in some distant desert. Life was much more exciting and fun when Kate was staying with her gran, the palace cook. They spent all their time together, riding Ellies ponies, or helping out at the stables. Once, they had even saved Sundances life after he got out of his stable in a storm.


  That memory gave Ellie a flash of inspiration. One of the ponies must have escaped, she announced.


  Thats a possibility, admitted the Queen. But we cant have ponies running all over the place doing whatever they please.


  Definitely not, said the King, firmly. Tell Meg to make sure it doesnt happen again.


  Ellie promised that she would. Then she ran to the yard to check which of her ponies was missing. To her surprise, none of them were. Moonbeam, Rainbow, Sundance and Shadow were all in their stables, happily munching hay. So was Gipsy.


  Thats really strange, said Meg, when she heard what had happened.


  Perhaps one of them escaped and then came back, suggested Ellie. Sundance knows how to undo bolts.


  He must have learned how to do them up as well, replied Meg. His door was definitely fastened this morning. She looked at Ellies anxious face and smiled. Dont worry. Ill double-check everything tonight before I go to bed and Ill put a special clip on Sundances door so he cant undo it.


  That should stop it happening again, said Ellie, confidently. If there was no way her ponies could escape, there was no way they could do any damage. By the morning, her parents would probably have forgotten all about the mysterious hoofprints.


  Unfortunately, Ellie was wrong. Before shed had time for breakfast, she was summoned to the garden again, and so was Meg. Ellies parents were even angrier than before. The Kings face was nearly as red as the ruby in his everyday crown.


  Look at this. There are even more hoofprints than yesterday, said the King, as he stared at them both accusingly.


  And my prize petunias are ruined, added the Queen, holding up the mangled plants. Your wretched ponies have been eating my flowers.
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  They cant have, said Ellie.


  They must have, snapped the King.


  Excuse me, Your Majesties, said Meg, politely. The ponies were all shut securely in their stables when I went to bed last night, and they were still there this morning.


  Then they must have been out in between, said the Queen. Its the only possible explanation. They are the only ponies at the palace.


  The King glared at Meg. This is your fault. Go back to the stables and make sure it doesnt happen again. If it does, we may have to consider your position.
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  Ellie gasped with horror as Meg walked away. You cant sack her. She hasnt done anything wrong.


  Are you admitting that you have, then? said her father, seriously. Were you lying about not riding here?


  No, said Ellie. But…


  There are no buts about it, said the King, before she had time to finish. Its Megs job to keep the ponies under control. If she cant do that, Im afraid she must go.


  Ellie stood defiantly on the damaged lawn as she watched her parents walk indoors. Meg had allowed her more freedom with her ponies than she had ever had before. Ellie didnt want to lose her, and she didnt want a new groom who might take that freedom away.


  Somehow she had to find out who was making the mysterious hoofprints.
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  Chapter 2
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  By dinner time that evening, Ellie had decided that there was only one way she could solve the mystery. She would have to watch all night to see what happened in the royal garden. If more hoofprints appeared, she would know exactly where they came from. Her parents would have to believe her then.


  Halfway through her lemon meringue pie, she had an awful thought. Suppose her parents still didnt believe her? Suppose they thought she was making up the story to save Meg? For a moment, she felt too miserable to eat. Then she realized that there was a way to prove she was telling the truth. She would have to catch the pony that was wrecking the garden!


  As soon as she had finished eating, Ellie went to the stables to fetch everything she needed. She didnt want to worry Meg by telling her the plan, so she pretended she had come to help check the ponies. Moonbeam, the palomino, saw her arrive and whinnied a welcome. Rainbow immediately popped her grey head over her stable door to see what was happening. Ellie stroked each of them and made a big show of checking that their doors were securely fastened.


  Meg came over, clutching a handful of brass clips. Well put these on all the doors tonight, not just Sundances. He might have been teaching the others his trick.


  Ellie took one and walked over to the end stable. Shadow, the black Shetland, was busy eating hay, but when she called his name he walked over in search of peppermints.


  Ellie gave him one and he crunched it happily while she put the clip on the bolt.
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  She waited beside him until Meg was busy in Gipsys stable. Then she slipped into the feed room and stuffed her pockets with carrots.


  Her next stop was the tack room. She quickly grabbed a spare headcollar and pushed it under her fleece. Then she crossed her arms to hide the bulge and went back to the yard.


  Meg shut Gipsys door, slid the bolt into position and fastened it there with the clip. Theyre all shut in so firmly that they cant possibly get out. She paused for a moment with a worried expression on her face and added, But thats what I thought last night. I wish I knew what was going on.


  So do I, said Ellie, as Gipsy reached out his elegant nose towards her. The grey thoroughbred had smelled the carrots and was determined to grab one.
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  Without thinking, Ellie unfolded her arms to gently push him away. But she quickly folded them again when she felt the headcollar start to slide out from under her fleece. She didnt want any awkward questions.


  Gipsy was undeterred. He sniffed Ellies pocket and pulled gently at the edge of it with his teeth. Ellie edged backwards out of reach and called, Bye. Im going in now.


  See you tomorrow, Meg called back. Lets hope there are no hoofprints in the morning.


  Ellie smiled as she ran back to the palace. If there were more hoofprints, she would know who was making them.


  It was hard to stay calm for the rest of the evening. But Ellie was determined not to arouse suspicion by doing anything unusual. So she watched TV in her very pink bedroom for an hour or so. Then she ordered hot chocolate and cake and was already in her pink four-poster bed when the maid carried it in on a silver tray.
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  Just as she finished eating, the Queen came in to kiss her goodnight. Ellie lay down obediently, snuggled her head into the pink satin pillow and pretended to be going to sleep. But as soon as her mother had gone, she leaped out of bed and got dressed. No one else was likely to come to her room now, and the deep, soft mattress was much too comfortable. She couldnt risk falling asleep.


  Suddenly, she heard footsteps coming up the spiral staircase. She dived back under the covers just in time, pulling them up to her chin to hide the fact that she was fully dressed. There was a gentle tap on the door. Then it swung open and Miss Stringle came in. Ive just come to say goodnight, she said.


  Ellie looked at her in surprise. Her governess hardly ever did that.


  Your parents said you were very quiet at dinner. I thought I should check youre not ill.


  Im fine,
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