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         Princess Isabella frowned. What were the men doing? She hurried towards the sound, looking for any glimpse of movement. At last she saw something through the trees. Creeping forward, she hid behind a tree trunk, her heart beating faster and faster …
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            Chapter One

            The Blue Butterfly
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         Princess Isabella crept through the rainforest with a small monkey riding on her shoulder. Parrots squawked to each other in the treetops and water drops from the last rain shower glinted on the broad leaves.

         Isabella’s curly brown hair was loosely tied up with a ribbon and her dark eyes were determined. The butterfly that she was following had landed on a leaf and was flexing its beautiful wings. She held her breath and lifted up her camera slowly. It looked so perfect. The shiny wings were sky-blue with velvety black edges. She’d been trying to take a photo of a Blue Morpho butterfly for weeks and this was her chance!

         “Stay really still, Petro,” she whispered to the monkey. “This will make a great picture!”

         She peered through the viewfinder, holding her finger just above the button. The butterfly looked quite small. If only she could get a little closer. She took a tiny step towards it, but her foot caught on a tree root and she stumbled. She grabbed at a branch to save herself but it snapped. Petro leapt off her shoulder, chattering crossly, and Isabella landed on the ground on her hands and knees.

         Disturbed by the noise, the blue butterfly flew away into the treetops, its wings shimmering in the dappled sunlight.

         “Oh, no!” Isabella watched it go before searching the ground for the camera she’d dropped. She found it and stood up, brushing the earth from her cherry-red dress. Petro ran along a branch, still chattering.

         “I’m sorry, Petro!” Isabella checked the camera for scratches. “I thought I was getting better. I’ve been practising ninja moves every day, but it’s no good!” She sighed heavily. “I still walk into things and trip over just as much as before.”

         Petro leapt gracefully down to her shoulder and nuzzled her ear. His soft tail curled lovingly round her neck.

         “Thanks! You always cheer me up.” Isabella smiled at the little brown monkey. She thought for a moment about her three new princess friends and how they had all promised to work on their ninja moves and other rescue skills. Well, she would just have to keep on practising!

         She had met Princesses Lottie, Amina and Rosalind a few weeks ago at a royal dance festival. They’d decided to call themselves the Rescue Princesses and help any animals in danger, just like Lottie’s older sister and her friends used to do.

         They’d had an amazing adventure at the festival, saving some horses and a beautiful foal from being stolen. They had all become good friends, too. Now that Isabella was back home in the Kingdom of Belatina, she missed the other princesses a lot.

         She smiled at Petro. “Maybe another butterfly will come past before we have to go back for lunch.”

         She cast a look at the tall towers of the palace behind her and then stepped deeper into the rainforest. Petro leapt off her shoulder and swung from tree to tree behind her. They often took walks here together. Isabella had found Petro alone in the forest when he was only a baby, and she had taken him back home and cared for him, saving fruit from her meals to feed him. When he was older, she’d thought that he would want to live in the wild again but he had refused to go and they had been best friends ever since.

         Isabella stopped to look at a toucan with a huge golden beak, perching on a branch above her. This would make a good photo. She rested one hand on the thick tree trunk while she reached for her camera.

         Suddenly, she froze. A sharp banging shattered the peace of the forest and the tree trunk trembled under her fingers.

         “What’s that, Petro?” she said. “I haven’t heard that noise before.”

         Petro’s quick eyes darted all around and he ran back and forth along his branch.

         After a few moments the banging happened again. It was louder this time and was followed by a high-pitched grinding sound that made Isabella shudder. Petro leapt back on to her shoulder and put his hands over his ears.

         “Poor Petro!” said Isabella, stroking his soft, furry head. “I know you hate loud noises, but we have to find out what it is.”

         She hurried towards the sound, searching for what it could be. At last she saw something through the trees. Creeping forward, she hid behind a tree trunk, her heart beating faster and faster. There were a group of men standing in the middle of a clearing.

         Isabella frowned. What were they doing? She hardly ever saw people in this part of the forest and never so many at once. And where had the clearing come from? She was sure there had been thick forest here before.

         One of the men began to use a metal saw to cut a tree. The grinding noise grew louder as the saw bit into the trunk. The tree started to sway and, very slowly, it toppled over and crashed to the ground.

         Isabella gasped. That was what the sounds were. They were cutting down the trees! She noticed several more fallen trees stacked to one side. This was terrible! The trees provided shelter and food for so many rainforest creatures.

         These men had to be stopped. Should she go and tell them what they were doing was wrong? Just then, a small brown shape sprang out of a nearby tree and scampered across the clearing. It was a wild forest monkey and it looked very frightened. A bunch of yellow fruit fell to the ground. Isabella knew why the monkey had been up the tree. Those fruits were their favourite food.
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         “Hey!” yelled one of the men. “Get out of here!” And he ran towards the monkey, chasing it away.

         Petro gave a squeak of fright and his little hands dug into Isabella’s shoulders. Isabella felt so cross with the man she thought she might burst.

         “Don’t worry, Petro,” she whispered. “We’ll go back to the palace right now. Once my mum and dad find out what’s going on, they’ll tell these horrid men to leave the forest alone.” She took one last look. One of the men was staring curiously in their direction.

         Isabella stayed completely still until he’d turned away again. “Keep to the shadows,” she told Petro. “And let’s run!”

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

            The Legend of the Lost Gold

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         Isabella raced back through the rainforest as quietly as she could. Petro moved from branch to branch, swinging through the treetops so he reached the palace grounds first. Hanging by his tail from the top of the silver gate, he waited for Isabella to catch up.

         “I’m here, Petro,” gasped Isabella, sprinting through the gateway and up the path. Her cherry-red dress swirled out behind her while the ribbon escaped from her curly brown hair and blew away in the breeze. Petro jumped down and galloped after her.

         The palace of Belatina was made of gleaming white stone. At the front, a row of towering pillars reached up to a triangular shaped roof. Isabella ran past the long flowerbeds and up the broad stone steps to the front entrance. Ignoring the surprised looks of the guards at the front door, she dashed through the hallway and into the dining room to find her parents.

         She skidded to a halt in front of them. Petro ran in behind her and jumped on to her shoulder.

         “Mum! Dad!” she said breathlessly. “Something awful has happened! Some men are cutting down trees in the rainforest. Please come and stop them!”

         Isabella stopped to draw breath and realised that her parents didn’t look half as alarmed as she’d expected.

         “Slow down, Isabella, and tell us calmly what the matter is.” Her mum, Queen Neva, poured herself a glass of pineapple juice. With her long brown hair and brown eyes, she looked just like her daughter.

         Isabella took another breath. She noticed that her dad was staring at a piece of paper and hadn’t even looked up. “Please, Dad! I need you to stop these men before they cut down too many trees.”

         “What’s that?” Her dad finally looked at her. “Did you see some men working in the forest?”

         Isabella nodded. She glanced at the piece of paper in her dad’s hand. It was flecked with brown and crinkled at the edges.

         “They’re a group of treasure hunters, Isabella.” King Victor rolled up the paper and fastened it with an elastic band. “You must keep out of their way. They have important work to do.”

         Isabella stared at him in astonishment. “But, Dad …” she began.

         “You’ve heard of the legend of the lost gold, haven’t you?” The king reached up to straighten his heavy crown. “It’s such a famous story, after all.”

         “You know, dear. I used to tell you that story at bedtime when you were little,” said Queen Neva.

         “Oh! Yes, the lost gold. It’s a good story,” said Isabella. “But …”

         “But it’s NOT just a story!” said the king triumphantly. “The gold belonged to people that lived in our rainforest over a hundred years ago. So many people tried to steal it that they hid the treasure away. Time went by and the gold was lost, but now we have a chance to find it again!”
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