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The Vultures’ Surprise
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TUB-ARP TUB-ARP!


It was early morning in the Lost Desert, and high up in the yellow sky, two ragged vultures were looking down to see what was making all the noise. They were hovering above a wide stone plain known as Golgarth Stretch. A wooden stage had been set up in the middle and standing on it was a fat blue slave with a two-headed trumpet. He gave it another mighty blast …


TUB-ARP TUB-ARP!
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The sound echoed across the desert and slipped into the cave where Borgon the Axeboy was having his breakfast. Borgon was a barbarian, so he always ate his breakfast the barbarian way. This meant chopping lumps from a fat elephant tongue with his axe, and shoving them into his mouth as quickly and as messily and as noisily as he could.


CHOP CHOMP SLURP!


CHOP CHOMP SLURP!


The elephant tongue was exactly how Borgon liked them. It was burnt on the outside and juicy in the middle, but most importantly it was a BIG elephant tongue. If Borgon was going to eat something, he didn’t really care how hot it was or even how dead it was, just so long as it was big.


TUB-ARP TUB-ARP! came the noise again. 
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Borgon’s mum came hurrying out from the back of the cave. Fulma was a tall slim savage with long fingers, mad spiky hair and dark narrow eyes.


‘Did you hear that?’ she asked. ‘I wonder what it is?’


‘Whatever it is, it’s very bad manners,’ said Borgon, doing a BURP. ‘I can hardly hear myself eat.’


TUB-ARP TUB-ARP!


Borgon’s dad came out of the back of the cave to join them. Fulgut was a very big sleepy old savage.


‘I know that noise,’ he said. ‘It’s the fanfare for the Shadow Trials.’


‘The what?’ asked Borgon.


‘It’s a competition that the palace organise,’ explained Fulgut. ‘They do it whenever they need a new bodyguard for the prince. The winner has to stay with him day and night, so they call him the Prince’s Shadow.’


‘Why does the prince need a bodyguard?’ asked Borgon. ‘The whole palace is built like a castle. Nobody can get inside.’


‘That’s not the problem!’ chuckled Fulma. ‘The danger’s already there.’


‘I thought the palace people were all harmless,’ said Borgon. ‘You told me they just lie around all day inventing laws that everybody ignores.’


‘Yes, but some of them can’t be trusted,’ said Fulma. ‘They’ll be nice to you in the daytime, but then they’ll murder you in your sleep.’
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‘What, without having a good fight first?’ said Borgon. ‘That’s cheating!’


‘Dead right,’ said Fulgut. ‘But that’s what posh people are like. All cheats and liars.’


‘Why don’t they get one of the palace guards to be the Shadow?’ asked Borgon.


‘Are you kidding?’ said Fulgut. ‘They’re too soft and lazy. The palace need a savage for the job.’


‘Then you should have a go, Dad,’ said Borgon.


‘Me?’ laughed Fulgut. ‘We’re barbarians, son. We’re far too rough and smelly for the palace. They’d never want the likes of us in there.’
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‘That’s their problem, not ours,’ said Borgon. ‘If they want the best bodyguard, then that’s you. You’ve always been the fiercest, toughest and scariest savage in the desert. Come on, Dad, where’s your pride? Get out there and show them what a real barbarian can do!’


‘They won’t be interested,’ said Fulgut. ‘The only savages the palace like are those flashy Raggahoos.’


‘The Raggahoos are hardly savages,’ giggled Fulma. ‘They use soap!’


‘Soap?’ asked Borgon. ‘What’s that?’
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‘It’s something you rub on your skin,’ said Fulma. ‘It’s like having a flower be sick on you.’


‘YUK!’ said Borgon. ‘That settles it. Dad, you’re going to compete in the trials, and you’re going to win.’
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‘I’m too busy,’ said Fulgut, with a big lazy yawn. ‘It’s turned a bit chilly this morning. I need to find my thick socks.’ ‘Thick socks?’ moaned Borgon. ‘Dad, you’re a BARBARIAN! You should be fighting six-headed bulls, you should be walking through fire, you should be attacking whole armies on your own. You should NEVER be looking for a pair of thick socks. Tell him, Mum!’
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But Fulma was staring in the cracked old mirror hanging on their wall. She was pulling a bone comb through her hair, which suddenly snapped. Her mad hair immediately knotted itself up to look like an old bird’s nest.


‘Oh rattlesnakes!’ she sighed. ‘That was my last good comb. I’ll never control my hair now.’


‘Mum!’ wailed Borgon. ‘You’re a barbarian too, so your hair doesn’t matter. Tell her, Dad!’


‘They’re blue,’ said Fulgut, still looking for his socks. ‘You know the ones I mean? I knitted them myself.’
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Borgon almost choked. It was bad enough that his mum was worried about her hair, and now his dad was knitting his own socks! It was a really depressing start to the day. And it was just about to get worse.


‘Hello!’ came a voice from the cave entrance. ‘Can I come in?’


‘No!’ said Borgon.


‘But it’s your friend Grizzy,’ said Fulma.


‘She’s NOT my friend,’ said Borgon.


Grizzy was a savage girl who lived in one of the other caves nearby. She had a bad habit of skipping and being irritating and generally sticking her nose in where it wasn’t wanted. And Borgon definitely didn’t want her nose sticking into his breakfast. He might accidentally chop it off and chomp it, and then she’d moan at him for EVER.


‘Hey, Borgon,’ said Grizzy excitedly. ‘Are you going to watch the Shadow Trials? If you are, can I come too?’


‘No I’m not,’ said Borgon. ‘So no you can’t. Goodbye.’


‘Aw!’ said Grizzy, sounding disappointed. ‘But look here …’
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She reached into her bag and pulled out the little book she always carried. It was called the Book of All Things. The three barbarians watched as she flicked through to find the right page. None of them could read, so they had no idea how the strange little flappy thing could put words in Grizzy’s head. In fact, they thought it was all a bit spooky. Oo-er!


‘The Shadow Trials,’ read Grizzy. ‘Contestants will face extreme challenges of endurance, speed and courage.’ She shut the book and looked at Borgon. ‘I can’t believe you’re not going.’


‘He doesn’t have to go if he doesn’t want to,’ said Fulma. ‘It’ll just be a lot of silly people with swords and blood and fighting and screaming and dying.’


‘WHAT?’ said Borgon. He immediately tucked his axe into one side of his belt, and the rest of the elephant tongue into the other side for later. ‘That sounds brilliant. Come on, everybody, let’s go!’


By now Fulgut had found one big blue sock, but was still looking for the other one.


‘Not me,’ said the big old savage. ‘I’ve got a sock to find.’


‘How about you, Mum?’ asked Borgon.


‘Me?’ said Fulma. ‘I can’t go out with my hair like this!’


‘Honestly!’ said Borgon crossly. ‘Call yourselves barbarians? You two are USELESS and EMBARRASSING. I’ll just have to go on my own, then.’


Borgon stomped off out of the cave.




[image: ]





‘Wait for me!’ said Grizzy, running after him. 
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‘I’m going on my own!’


‘But with me coming too,’ said Grizzy.


‘No, I’m going all alone, by myself.’


‘I know,’ said Grizzy. ‘And you will be all alone, by yourself, but with me.’


‘ON MY VERY OWN.’


‘With me.’


And so it was that Borgon the Axeboy went marching out towards the stone plains of Golgarth Stretch all alone, on his very own, by himself.


With Grizzy.
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