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  About This Book


  Princess Ellie is pony-mad! She loves learning about pony care from Meg, the palace groom.


  When Meg has to go to hospital, Ellie is sure that she and Kate can run the stables. But they soon discover that looking after six ponies is more difficult than they expected. Can Ellie save the day when disaster strikes and Moonbeam is in danger?
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  Chapter 1
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  Eighteen to me  seventeen to you, announced Princess Ellie, as she wrote the scores on the blackboard in the tack room. Im winning.


  Only for a bit, said her best friend, Kate. I havent had my turn yet.


  Heres your question, said Meg, the palace groom. Whats the name of the soft part on the bottom of a horses foot?


  Kate grinned. Thats easy. Its the frog.


  Ellie changed the score. Eighteen all. Were level now.
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  Meg peered out of the window. The rains stopped and its getting late. Wed better make this the last round of the quiz.


  Make it a hard one, said Ellie.


  Ill have to, Meg replied. Youve both got all the questions right so far. She paused thoughtfully for a moment. Then she asked, Suppose you found a pony kicking at his stomach and looking round at his sides with a worried expression. What would be the matter?


  Colic, cried Ellie.


  Meg nodded. And for an extra mark, what should you do? she asked.


  Ellie hesitated. Shed never seen a pony with colic and she hoped she never would. If she did, she knew shed ask Meg for help, but that obviously wasnt the answer to the question. I think Id call the vet, she suggested.


  Thats very sensible, replied Meg. Colic can be serious  you dont want to take any chances.


  This time Kate updated the score. Youve got twenty now. If I get both parts of my question right, itll be a draw.


  Meg handed her a few small pieces of something grey. Do you know what this is?


  Kate stared at the pieces carefully. She rolled them between her fingers and held them up to her nose to smell them. Is it sugar beet? she asked.
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  Thats right, said Meg. Now for that extra mark, can you tell me what you must always do to sugar beet before you feed it to a pony.


  I know, I know, squealed Ellie. She could hardly resist blurting out the answer.


  Dont tell me! ordered Kate. She tapped thoughtfully on her teeth with a fingernail. She stared at her feet and then at the ceiling. She stared at the blackboard, as if she was hoping the answer would miraculously appear on it. Eventually she admitted, Its on the tip of my tongue, but I cant remember.


  Dont worry, said Meg. Lets see if Ellie really knows.


  Ellie felt very pleased with herself. The sugar beets been dried, so you have to soak it for a long time before you feed it to ponies.


  Of course, cried Kate. How could I forget that! If you dont soak sugar beet, it might swell up inside a ponys throat and choke it.


  Well done, both of you, said Meg. Youre the winner, Ellie, and Im really impressed by how much youve both learned since I came to the stables.
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  Thats because youve taught us loads of stuff about pony care, laughed Ellie. George never did that. George was the palace groom before Meg and Kate came. He had lots of rules, most of which began Princesses dont… and he never allowed Ellie to help around the stables.


  Im glad youre here now, Meg, said Kate. It cant have been much fun when George was around.


  And it wont be much fun if Im told off for making you both late, added Meg. Have you got time to check the ponies water before you go?


  Of course we have, said Kate. Gran wont have my tea ready yet. Kates gran was the palace cook.


  The yard was still wet from the rain that had sent the three of them scurrying into the tack room earlier. Ellie was glad of her wellington boots as she splashed through the puddles to the tap.
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  She filled a bucket and used it to top up the water container in Sundances stable. The chestnut pony nuzzled her shoulder as she worked. Ellie paused and stroked his glossy neck, delighting in the warm smell of horse mingled with the scent of fresh straw.
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  Rainbow looked out of her stable to see what was happening. Ellie ran her fingers through the ponys grey mane as she peeped over the door to check the water. Rainbow hadnt touched it yet. The container was still full to the brim.


  Moonbeams wasnt. It was half empty. Ellie had to fetch another bucket to fill it up. As soon as shed finished, the palomino pony plunged her creamy coloured nose into the water and blew bubbles. Ellie laughed and Moonbeam shook her head, tossing her snow-white mane in all directions.


  When Ellie went back outside, she saw Kate coming out of the large stable shared by Starlight and her foal, Angel. The other ponies were all Ellies, but Angel wasnt  she belonged to Kate. Have you checked Shadow yet? Ellie asked.


  Kate nodded. The silly old thing had knocked his water over. But Ive filled it up again.


  Thanks, both of you, said Meg, as she stepped out of Gipsys stable. She patted her grey thoroughbred on the neck and added, Youve saved me some work. Do you fancy a jumping lesson tomorrow?


  That would be brilliant! cried Ellie.


  Ill be waiting for you in the yard after school, Meg promised.


  But when Ellie and Kate ran down to the stables for their lesson the next day, there was no sign of Meg at all. She had completely disappeared.
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  Chapter 2
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  Where are you? called Ellie. But there was no reply. Meg was nowhere to be found and all the stables were empty, too.


  Thats strange, said Kate. The ponies must still be out in the field. Megs usually brought them in by now, especially if were going to have a lesson.


  Ellie felt a nagging fear in the pit of her stomach. Meg had promised to be here and she always kept her promises. What could have happened to make her change her plans?


  Perhaps shes left us a message, suggested Kate. Gran always does if shes not going to be there when I get home from school. The girls ran over to the tack room and peered inside. To their disappointment, there was no letter on the table and no message written on the board. Then Ellie noticed that those werent the only things that werent there. Gipsys saddle wasnt on its rack and neither was his bridle.


  She breathed a sigh of relief. Its all right, she explained. Megs just gone for a ride. I expect shell be back soon.


  I hope so, said Kate. Lets get ready for our lesson while were waiting.


  They fetched two headcollars from the tack room and set off for the paddock.
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  Five of the six ponies watched them walk up to the gate. Only Shadow the Shetland took no notice. The greedy little pony was too busy eating.


  They caught Moonbeam and Sundance and led them back to the yard. Then they tied the ponies up and started to groom them. As Ellie brushed the mud from Moonbeams legs, she listened hopefully for the sound of Gipsys hooves on the palace drive. But it didnt come.
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  Half an hour later, both ponies were spotlessly clean. Kate finished painting hoof oil on Sundances feet and stood up. Im worried, she admitted. Megs never been this late before. Something must have happened.


  Ellie nodded in agreement. I think we should go and look for her, she suggested.


  They put on the ponies saddles and bridles as quickly as they could. Then Ellie swung herself onto Moonbeams back while Kate mounted Sundance. As soon as they were ready, they clattered out of the yard.


  It was only when they got outside that Ellie realized how difficult their search would be. Weve no idea which way Meg went, she groaned. She could be anywhere in the palace grounds and theyre huge.


  Lets start by going up the lane, said Kate. She nearly always goes that way and we may spot a clue or something to help us.


  They rode slowly, looking carefully for any hint of Megs whereabouts. But they didnt find one. Even if she had ridden along here, there was no way to tell if she had gone on into the deer park or turned through one of the gates.


  Its hopeless, sighed Ellie, when they reached the end of the lane. We might as well go back. Were not doing any good out here. She tried to turn Moonbeam round to face the way they had come. But the palomino pony refused to move. Instead, she raised her head and whinnied loudly.


  As the noise died away, Ellie heard another, much fainter call. Somewhere in the distance, a horse was answering. Its Gipsy, she yelled, pointing in the direction the sound had come from. Hes over there.


  Thats the end of the cross-country course, said Kate. Lets go!


  The two girls pushed their ponies into a gallop and raced across the open grass towards the trees that hid the wooden jumps. Normally Ellie loved riding fast, but today she was too worried to enjoy it. She leaned low over Moonbeams neck, trying to spot Gipsy.


  They found the grey thoroughbred standing all alone beside the last jump. He couldnt come to meet them  his reins were tangled in a thorn bush. That explains why he didnt run home, said Kate. I wonder how long hes been here.
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  And I wonder whats happened to Meg, added Ellie, her mouth dry with fear.


  She jumped down from Moonbeams back, passed the reins to Kate and walked slowly round to the other side of the jump. Skidmarks in the grass showed where Gipsy must have lost his footing as he approached the wooden poles.


  At the base of the fence lay a crumpled figure. It was Meg, and she wasnt moving.
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