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  About This Book


  Princess Ellie is pony-mad! She even has Christmas stockings for all her ponies!


  Ellie wants Christmas to be wonderful, but things arent going to plan The present for her best friend, Kate, hasnt arrived. And everyone in the palace is in a fluster because of the rehearsals for the Kings TV Christmas broadcast. Can Ellie and her ponies still make this the best Christmas ever?
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  Chapter 1
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  Ouch, said Princess Ellie, as she stabbed herself with the needle. She sucked her sore finger and stared pleadingly at her governess. Please can I stop sewing now? I want to go to the stables.


  You always do, replied Miss Stringle. But your ponies will have to wait. You need to finish your mothers present. Its Christmas Eve tomorrow.


  Ellie didnt need reminding. Shed been looking forward to Christmas for weeks. She felt as if shed been sewing for almost as long. But it was better than lessons, especially as she could do it in the ruby sitting room instead of the classroom.


  She leaned back in the red velvet armchair and looked at her work. The cross-stitched crown looked lopsided. Are you sure Mum wants an embroidered handkerchief? she asked. I could have ordered her something much nicer from the catalogue. She knew there was no point in suggesting she bought something in a shop. Princesses dont go shopping, even at Christmas.
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  Ive told you before! declared Miss Stringle. The Queen can buy anything she wants whenever she wants it. So buying her a present isnt special. Its much better to make her one.


  I always used to make my mothers presents when I was a girl, said Great Aunt Edwina, who was sitting nearby on a red velvet settee. Christmas has always been my favourite time of the year.


  Its mine too, said Ellie, as she started to sew again. I want this to be the best Christmas ever. Thats why I want it to snow.


  It would be wonderful if it did, said the old lady, clapping her hands together in delight. There has never been a white Christmas at the palace for as long as I can remember.
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  Of course there hasnt, said Miss Stringle. Please remember your geography lessons, Princess Aurelia. We never have snow here.


  We might this year, argued Ellie. Kates gran told me to make a wish when I stirred her Christmas pudding mixture. So I wished for snow on Christmas Day  just like there is on all the cards.


  Miss Stringle shook her head and sighed. Im afraid no amount of wishing will make it snow. No matter what the palace cook believes, there is nothing in a Christmas pudding that can change the weather.


  Ellie didnt want to believe her. Surely a wish could work sometimes. She glanced hopefully out of the window. But the sky was clear and blue. There were no clouds in sight.


  Great Aunt Edwina didnt seem to notice Ellies disappointment. She was busy remembering past Christmases. We always had beautiful decorations when I was a girl.


  We still do, said Ellie, pointing proudly at the Christmas tree in the corner. It was her own special tree and she had decorated it herself. Its branches dripped with silver icicles, golden horseshoes and tiny glass ponies. Sparkly gold tinsel twisted in between them, glinting in the sunlight from the window.


  The old lady glanced at the tree. Then she went back to her memories. We always had wonderful presents when I was a girl.


  That hasnt changed either, said Ellie. There are heaps of presents under the tree in the ballroom. She sewed the last stitch on the handkerchief and handed it to Miss Stringle. Ive finished now. Please say I can go?


  But to Ellies dismay, her governess produced another handkerchief. I thought you could do one for Kate as well. It could have a horseshoe instead of a crown.
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  Ellie stared at her in horror. Kates my best friend so I want to give her something shell be really, really pleased with. And that isnt a hankie  she only uses paper tissues. Just then, she spotted the postmans van through the window and added, Anyway, Ive already ordered her the perfect present. That must be it arriving now.


  She raced out of the room and reached the front door at the same time as the postman. Higginbottom, the butler, took the bulging sack from him and tipped the contents onto a table. There were masses of cards, several boring-looking brown envelopes and two parcels.


  Which ones mine? squealed Ellie, hopping up and down with excitement.


  Neither of them, said Higginbottom. Theyre both for His Majesty.


  You must be wrong, cried Ellie. Kates present is supposed to come today. She picked up the sack and turned it inside out. But there was no sign of the missing parcel. What am I going to do? she groaned.


  Dont panic! said Higginbottom. Theres another delivery tomorrow morning. Thats the last one before Christmas.


  His words made Ellie feel slightly better. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, so if the parcel arrived then she would be able to give Kate the perfect present. But if it didnt come, shed have nothing to give her at all.
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  Chapter 2
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  Ellie burst out laughing when she arrived at the stables and found Meg, the palace groom, wearing a pair of red felt antlers. Im just getting in the Christmas mood, Meg explained.


  Look at me! cried Kate, as she came out of Angels stable. Megs got us some too. The antlers sticking out of her long, straight hair waggled about as she walked.


  Here are yours, said Meg, holding out an identical pair attached to a hairband.
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  Thanks, said Ellie. Theyre great. She took off her everyday crown and put on the antlers. Then she tried to balance the crown back in its usual place. But it wouldnt fit. The antlers took up so much space that there wasnt room for the crown as well. Bother, said Ellie.


  Could you leave your crown off just this once? said Meg.


  Ellie shook her head. Ill get into trouble if Im caught. Im only allowed to take it off when I put on my riding hat or my tiara. Wearing a crown all the time was one of the annoying parts of being a princess. The best part was having five ponies of her own.


  Ive got an idea, laughed Kate. She ran over and took the crown. Then she stuffed it on Ellies head with one antler poking through the middle of it.
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  Ellie ran into the tack room and stared at herself in the mirror. That looks really silly, she giggled, as she pulled off the crown. Reluctantly, she took off the antlers and put them on the table. Then she put on her riding hat and said, Lets go for a ride.


  Can I take Rainbow? asked Kate. Although Angel was Kates pony, she was only a foal and much too young to be ridden.


  Of course you can, said Ellie. She knew immediately which pony she wanted to ride. Shadow the Shetland was too small for her and shed ridden Moonbeam yesterday. Starlight was Angels mum and needed to stay at home with her foal. So it was obviously Sundances turn.


  The chestnut pony seemed as pleased to be going out as Ellie was. He whickered a welcome as she went into the stable. Then he lowered his head to make it easy for her to put on his bridle, opening his mouth to let her gently slide the bit between his teeth.


  As soon as he was ready, Ellie led him outside, tightened his girth and swung herself onto his saddle. She waited until Kate was settled on Rainbow. Then they rode together out of the yard and up a lane that took them deep into the palace grounds.


  I wonder if the ponies know its nearly Christmas? said Ellie, as she turned Sundance through an open gate into the deer park. The chestnut pony tossed his head and started to trot as soon as he felt the grass beneath his feet.


  Theyre very excited, cried Kate, as she struggled to keep Rainbow under control. The grey pony was pulling on the reins, trying to go faster.


  Theyve got too much energy, laughed Ellie. Lets use some of it up. She urged Sundance into a canter and then into a gallop. Faster and faster they went until Ellie felt she was almost flying. The wind whistled through her hair as she leaned forward over his neck.


  Sundance raced across the deer park with Rainbow close behind. As they neared the wood on the other side, Ellie felt the chestnut pony start to tire. She slowed him to a walk and turned in among the trees onto a path that sloped gently uphill. It was just wide enough for her and Kate to ride side by side.
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  Rainbow and Sundance didnt try to trot now. They were happy to walk slowly through the dappled sunlight that filtered through the branches. Their hooves scrunched on the soft ground and their ears flicked back and forth as they listened to the sounds of the wood.


  Ellie leaned forward and patted Sundances neck. Theyre both calmer now, she said. But Im still as excited as I was before.


  So am I, agreed Kate. I can hardly wait until tomorrow. Mum and Dad should be here by ten. Im not going to bed until theyve arrived. Kate didnt see her parents very often because they worked abroad. While they travelled round the world, she stayed with her gran and grandad at the palace so she could go to school.
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