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  About This Book


  Princess Ellie is pony-mad! And shes fed up with being a princess! She hates soppy pink dresses and boring waving lessons. Shed much rather be riding one of her four gorgeous ponies, or even mucking out the royal stables.


  But someone is spying on her  a mysterious stranger who doesnt want to be seen. Then disaster strikes, and Ellies sure the girl in the woods must be to blame. Can she solve the mystery and rescue her beloved Sundance before its too late?
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  For Jasmine


  Chapter 1
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  Bother, said the Princess as the book shed been balancing on her head crashed to the floor.


  Miss Stringle picked it up and sighed as she looked at the title. Not again, Princess Aurelia. Perhaps you would find waving lessons easier if you practised more instead of reading these silly pony stories.


  But I like them. And I like to be called Princess Ellie.


  Miss Stringle sighed again. Ive told you before. That is not a suitable name for a princess. She held out the book. Now, stand as tall as you can and try once more.


  Ellie straightened her head, balanced the book carefully on top of it and set out across the room. The skirt of her frothy pink dress swirled around her legs as she walked.


  No, no! shouted Miss Stringle. Dainty steps. Not big strides.


  Ellie slowed down.


  Now wave, said Miss Stringle.


  Ellie raised her right hand slowly and waved at an imaginary crowd.


  And smile!
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  Ellie pulled her lips back and showed her teeth. She didnt feel like smiling. She felt very foolish. No one in her pony books ever had to do anything like this. They had masses of friends, went to ordinary schools and spent all their spare time having fun with their ponies. All the things that Ellie wanted, but couldnt have. Sometimes Ellie hated being a princess.


  She reached the other side of the room with relief and let the book slide off her head. Ive finished, she said, as she caught it neatly. Can I go now?


  Miss Stringle smiled. Of course you can, Your Highness. Have a lovely ride.


  Ellie raced out of the palace classroom and up the spiral staircase to her bedroom. It was probably the pinkest room in the entire world. Her father, the King, had planned the decorations when she was born and he was convinced princesses liked pink.


  Ellie didnt. She had managed to cover the pink walls with pony posters and bookcases full of pony books. But there was nothing she could do about the rose pink carpet, pink striped curtains and pink four-poster bed.


  She threw off her dress and grabbed her pale pink jodhpurs from a cupboard. As she struggled into them, she glanced at the clock. She didnt want to be late. George was always cross when she was late.
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  Then she remembered. George wasnt there any more. After caring for the royal horses for forty years, he had retired to the seaside. Today she would meet the new groom for the first time.


  She pulled on her shiny black leather riding boots, thankful that no one in the kingdom made pink ones her size.It will be strange without George, she thought. I wonder if the new groom will have as many rules. George had hundreds of them, most of which began, Princesses dont
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  Ellie pushed her everyday crown on her head and picked up her hard hat. She paused for a moment to straighten its gold and pink silk cover. Then she ran out of the room and down the back staircase to the stables.


  To her surprise, there was no sign of the new groom. But there was a new horse. A beautiful grey thoroughbred looked out of the stable where Georges horse had lived. She walked over to him and stroked his neck. His coat was as soft as velvet. The horse whickered gently and nuzzled her pockets in search of titbits.


  Hello.


  The cheerful voice made Ellie jump. She turned and saw a tall, slim woman walking towards her carrying a saddle and bridle. She had friendly brown eyes and her long, dark hair was tied back in a ponytail.
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  I see youve met my Gipsy, said the woman as she put the saddle on the stable door. Im Meg. Im the new groom. And you, I imagine, are Princess Aurelia.


  Ellie nodded nervously.


  Thats a real mouthful of a name, continued Meg with a smile. Are you always called that or do your friends shorten it?


  I like to be called Ellie, she replied, bravely. She didnt mention that she hadnt any friends or that everyone else insisted on calling her Aurelia or Your Royal Highness.


  All right then. Ellie it is. Meg grinned and pulled a sheet of royal notepaper from her pocket. This note from your father says you want to ride Sundance today.


  Yes, please, said Ellie, hardly able to believe what shed just heard. Meg was the first person to ever call her Ellie. Maybe everything would be different now. Maybe she could have as much fun with her ponies as the children did in her books.


  Then youd better get him tacked up. Ill see to Gipsy and then we can be off.


  Meg went into Gipsys stable leaving Ellie open-mouthed with shock. George had never let her do anything in the stables. Although she had four ponies of her own, she had never been allowed to look after them. She knew tacking up meant putting on the saddle and bridle. But she had absolutely no idea how to do it.
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  Chapter 2
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  For a moment, Ellie wondered if she should ask for help. But this was the first chance she had ever had to do something in the stables by herself. If Meg realized how little she knew, she might not let her try again. Tacking up cant be that difficult, she thought. Im sure I can work out how to do it.


  Ellie walked over to the tack room and hesitated. This had been Georges special place. She could almost hear him saying, Princesses dont go in there. But George wasnt around any more and Meg had told her to fetch Sundances saddle. It must be all right to go in.


  Ellie stepped inside and breathed in the lovely smell of leather. The saddles were on racks along one wall with the bridles hanging underneath. She stared at them nervously.
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  They all looked the same. How could she tell which was Sundances? Then she realized that above each one was a nameplate decorated with a golden crown.


  Sundances rack was so high that she had to stand on tiptoe to reach it. The saddle was heavier than she expected. The bridle wasnt, but it was hard to carry them both at the same time. The reins dragged on the ground as she walked across the yard.
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  Hello, Sundance, she said as she went into the stable. The chestnut pony pricked his ears forward in a friendly way and walked towards her. His feet rustled the thick layer of straw on the floor.


  Im tacking you up today, she told the pony. Her voice sounded more confident than she felt. She carefully put the saddle on the door just as Meg had done with Gipsys. Then she looked at the bridle. She could recognize the reins and the metal bit which went in Sundances mouth. But there seemed to be so many other straps and buckles. She wasnt sure which ones she had to undo.


  Ill just have to guess, she decided. She chose one of the buckles and unfastened it. The bit swung down and dangled by one strap. She had no idea if that was supposed to happen. So she picked another buckle and undid that one. The bit fell off completely and landed in the straw. She was sure that was wrong.


  Sundance seemed to think so too. He put his head down and nuzzled the bit curiously.


  Suddenly the door swung open and Meg came in. How are you getting on? she asked. Then she saw the pieces of the bridle and laughed.
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  Ellie felt so stupid that she nearly burst into tears. But she didnt want Meg to see her cry so she did the only other thing she could think of. She thrust the tangle of straps into Megs hands, put on her most royal expression and stormed out of the stable saying, Princesses dont tack up.
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  Chapter 3
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  As soon as Ellie was outside she felt even more stupid. She had always wanted to look after her ponies herself, like the children in her books. Now she had spoiled the only chance she ever had to do it.


  She sniffed loudly and wiped away a tear with the back of her hand. Then she walked miserably along the yard to Rainbows stable. The grey Welsh pony was standing quietly with her head over the door. Ellie gave Rainbow a peppermint and stroked her neck. The warm smell of horse made Ellie feel calmer.
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  She moved along to the next stable and saw Moonbeam, the palomino, quietly eating hay. Her mane and tail were snow white and the rest of her was a beautiful creamy gold. She came over when she saw Ellie and politely took a peppermint from her hand. Then she nuzzled Ellies pockets looking for more.


  Suddenly there was a loud noise from the end stable. Shadow, the black Shetland, had smelled the peppermints and was banging the wall to make sure he wasnt forgotten. Ellie ran along the yard to see him. He was too small to put his head over the door so she had to reach down to give him his sweet. She ruffled his mane and sighed as he crunched it. Ive ruined everything, she said.


  Then she heard a clatter of hooves behind her. She turned around and saw Meg leading Sundance.


  Ive tacked him up for you, she said, gently. Do you still want to ride?


  Yes, please, said Ellie, her voice unsteady from the nearness of her tears. And Im sorry I was rude.


  Thats all right, said Meg. It was wrong of me to laugh. I should have checked you knew what to do. She pulled down the stirrups and held Sundances reins. Now jump on and well have a lovely ride to cheer you up.


  Ellie felt better once she was on Sundances back. She leaned forward and patted the chestnut ponys neck while she watched Meg mount Gipsy. Then she followed her out of the yard and into the palace grounds.


  As they rode side by side, Meg asked, Did you mean what you said in the stable? You dont have to tack up if you dont want to.
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  But I do, said Ellie, quickly. I want to tack up and groom and muck out and make feeds and clean saddles and everything. Then she stopped and added quietly, But I dont know how. George never let me.


  Then Id better teach you, said Meg. But first of all, lets have a gallop across this field. Unless princesses dont gallop.


  Ellie laughed, happily. This one does, she said.


  Follow me then, said Meg, and raced away on Gipsy.


  Ellie squeezed her legs against Sundances sides. The pony leaped forward willingly and galloped after the grey thoroughbred. Ellie leaned forward in the saddle and felt the wind whistle past her face. She could hear Sundances
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