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            Ella gazed at the small shells carved into the back of the throne. One shell gleamed more brightly than the others and she traced her finger across its fan-like shape.

            Then, the shell moved…
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            In memory of Alf and Dorothy

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter One

            First Day at School
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         Princess Ella gazed out at the trees and hedges flashing past the car window. She linked her fingers together tightly and tried to ignore the fluttering feeling in her tummy. It wouldn’t be long now. Soon they would reach the Royal Academy for Princesses, her new school!

         Ella tucked her dark, wavy hair behind her tiara and smoothed the grey pleats of her new school skirt. She was trying not to think about missing home, especially her puppy, Sesame with his beautiful brown eyes and soft little paws. But thinking about her new school didn’t make her feel better either. Her mum had told her that the school was enormous. What if she got lost trying to find her way around? What if none of the other girls wanted to talk to her? What if—

         “Are you all right, Ella?” Her mum, Queen Jade, leaned towards her. “You look a little pale? Do you feel ill?”

         “No, I’m fine.” Ella tried to smile.

         “Really?” The queen frowned. “You don’t look fine. Perhaps we’d better stop for a moment.” She leaned forward to speak to the royal driver. “Stop at the side of the road, please.”

         The car pulled over next to a hedge. Ella’s dad, King George, gave a quiet snore from the front passenger seat.

         “Your father’s nodded off again,” said the queen, opening the car door. “Out you go! You’ll feel much better after some fresh air.”

         Ella climbed out on to a grassy verge dotted with purple flowers. They were in a narrow lane with tall hedges on both sides. The sun shone brightly and thin wisps of white cloud floated in the sky.

         The queen climbed out of the car, keeping hold of her golden crown. “Ah, there’s something wonderful about the air here!” she said, smiling. “It makes me feel quite energetic! I remember when I used to come to school here, many years ago. One day we all went on a long walk through the fields and…” The queen carried on talking but Ella didn’t listen closely to the rest.

         Her mum had been talking about the old days at school quite a lot. She’d talked about it while making Ella try on her new green and grey uniform. Then she’d talked some more while packing Ella’s suitcase. Ella knew that her mum had loved going to the Royal Academy for Princesses. She just wasn’t sure she was going to like it, too!

         She breathed in deeply. Her mum was right. The air did seem fresher here. She noticed a gap in the hedge a little further along and went to look through it. Sheep were grazing in the field on the other side. Ella stared at the view beyond the field and her heart beat faster. In the distance there was a towering red-stone castle and the sparkling blue sea.

         “Wow! That’s a really big castle.” Ella gazed at its tall square turrets. It looked much more old-fashioned than their palace back home.

         “There it is!” said her mum, joining her. “Harebell Castle – home to the Royal Academy for Princesses.”

         “That’s Harebell Castle? I didn’t know we were so close!” said Ella, surprised.

         “Yes, we’re nearly there.” The queen smiled. “Let’s carry on. We should reach the school in a few minutes.”

         Ella glanced at Harebell Castle one more time before returning to the car. She still felt a little nervous but now she’d seen the castle she wanted to know what it was like inside.
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         They drove through the castle gates ten minutes later. As the car swept along, Ella stared at the large statues beside the driveway that had been clipped from privet hedges. One was a boat with a tall mast next to the shape of a sailor looking through a telescope. Ella’s favourite was a tall starfish standing up on two legs.

         A tall grey-haired lady was waiting for them at the front entrance. She greeted them as they got out of the car and shook their hands.

         “Good afternoon,” she said in a clear and calm voice. “I’m Miss Goldwin, the Headmistress of the Royal Academy for Princesses, and you must be Princess Petronella.”

         Ella winced. Petronella was her full name but her mum and dad only used it when they were telling her off. “Could you call me Ella?” she said hopefully.

         Miss Goldwin nodded. “Very well, Princess Ella! I hope you all had a good journey. Please come in.” She led them through a door with sea creatures carved into the wood. Ella traced a finger along the carving of a long octopus’s tentacle.
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         The red stone walls gave a warm feeling to the inside of the castle. Two long staircases rose upwards at opposite ends of the hallway and met on a wide balcony. In the centre of the balcony was a huge bronze-coloured bell standing on a wooden pedestal.

         Queen Jade looked around, beaming. “It’s just like I remember – the pictures of famous pupils on the walls and the smell of chocolate pudding. I had such a wonderful time here.”

         Miss Goldwin led them into a large hall set out with tables. “This is our dining hall. We have assemblies in here on a Friday and put on concerts and plays at the end of term.” She swept a speck of dust off a nearby table. “Term began two weeks ago. You’ll be sharing a room with three other girls who have also just started here.”

         A girl with short blonde hair came in. “Did you want to see me, Miss Goldwin?” she asked with a curtsy.

         “Yes, I did, Rosalind,” replied the head teacher. “This is Ella, who will be taking the empty bunk bed in your room. Please would you show her where she’ll be sleeping?”

         Rosalind nodded. “Yes, Miss Goldwin, and then maybe I should show her around the rest of the school.”

         “An excellent idea!” Miss Goldwin turned to Ella. “Rosalind will be your guide today and I’ll get someone to bring your suitcase upstairs in a moment.”

         “Goodbye, darling.” Queen Jade hugged Ella. “Have a lovely time. We’ll send you postcards from everywhere we go on our royal tour.”

         “Bye, Mum. Bye, Dad.” Ella hugged them both. “I’ll see you soon!” She felt excitement fizzing inside her as she followed Rosalind out of the hall.

         “Have you had a really long journey?” asked Rosalind.

         “Yes, it took five days to sail here from the Island of Varras. I like being on the ocean though.” Ella stopped, suddenly shy.

         Rosalind smiled. “Come on – I’ll show you where we sleep!”

         Ella hurried after her. She couldn’t wait to see her new bunk bed and look all around the rest of the castle!

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

            Seahorse Tower
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         Ella followed Rosalind across the entrance hall and up the grand staircase. “Are you new here too?”

         Rosalind nodded. “I started two weeks ago, at the beginning of term. So did Lottie and Summer, the other girls in our room. We wondered who would come to take the last bunk bed.”

         “I should have arrived at the start of term like you,” explained Ella. “But my mum and dad couldn’t bring me till now because they’ve been getting ready for their royal tour. They’ll be visiting places for weeks and weeks.”

         The girls reached the balcony and Ella stared at the enormous bronze-coloured bell.

         “They ring the bell three times for each mealtime,” said Rosalind, noticing where Ella was looking.

         “A bell that big must be really loud,” said Ella.

         “It is!” Rosalind turned a corner and led them up another staircase. “The castle has four towers and that’s where we sleep. We’re in Seahorse Tower.”

         Ella noticed three more staircases leading off in different directions. “What are the other towers called?” she asked.

         “As well as Seahorse there’s Coral, Jellyfish and Barnacle,” Rosalind told her. “I wouldn’t want to sleep in Barnacle. Their tower always seems so cold. Anyway, here we are!”

         She pushed open a door that was painted with a gigantic picture of a seahorse and decorated with shells. The corridor beyond was painted bluey-green with wavy shapes along it. Ella almost felt as if she was underwater.

         The bedroom was large with bunk beds at both ends and plenty of cupboards. Two girls were perched together on a top bunk with their legs hanging over the edge. They were both wearing the Academy uniform and pretty tiaras. They looked up as Ella walked in.
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