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PART ONE
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THE KNIGHT ACADEMY


CHAPTER ONE

A GATHERING OF RECRUITS
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“Look, Warrior,” said Sam, patting his shire horse on the neck. “We made it!”

Ahead, the walls of the City loomed above him. Crowds of people streamed in and out of the gate, some driving carts laden with vegetables, some carrying baskets of bread. An old woman leading a goat smiled up at Sam. “If you carry on gaping like that, you’ll catch a fly!” she called.

Sam grinned back. He’d never seen anything as big as the City before. It couldn’t be more different from his village of Littleton, near the Grassy Plains. Sam nudged Warrior gently in the ribs, and his horse obediently clip-clopped forward. He patted Warrior’s neck.

“Good boy!” Sam was proud of his steed. Warrior hadn’t hesitated once during the two-day ride, though he was far more used to pulling a plough than carrying a rider across half of Avantia.
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The thud-thud-thud of Warrior’s hooves changed to a loud clatter as the packed dirt of the road gave way to cobblestones. There were people everywhere, selling or buying bread, cheese and fruit from little stalls. Sam looked around for someone to ask for directions. A young red-haired woman selling meat pies smiled at him, so he guided Warrior over to her stall. “Can you direct me to the palace?” he said.


The woman laughed. “Are you looking for work?”

No, I’m going there to become a Knight, Sam wanted to tell her. But he was afraid she wouldn’t believe him. “In a way,” he said.

“Well, you can’t miss it,” the woman replied. “This road will take you right there.”

Sam thanked her. He felt a grin splitting his face. He really was in the City. And he really was going to become a Knight of Avantia!

I wish Lisbeth could see this, he thought. He missed his big sister, who had raised him since he was just a baby, after their parents died from a fever. She had been by his side when a fierce-looking Knight in gilded chainmail arrived in Littleton, bearing an ornate scroll with Sam’s name on it. Sam had read the message on it many times, but he still couldn’t believe it. Nor could anyone in their village.

In the City, each turn revealed a new wonder: a white marble fountain, a rose garden with a fragrance that filled the surrounding streets, a street puppeteer entertaining a group of children. He could still hear their laughter as he turned one last corner – and his mouth dropped open in wonder.
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King Hugo’s palace stood in the middle of an enormous park. Tall towers rose from the roof, from which bright blue pennants fluttered. Sam rode up to the open gate, where two guards stood to attention, their armour gleaming in the sun. They watched Sam approach with expressionless faces.

“Halt,” said one of the guards. “State your business.”

Sam reined in Warrior. Heart pounding, he reached inside his jerkin for Tom’s scroll. What if it’s all a mistake? he thought. What if I’m not really supposed to be here?

He held out the scroll to the guard, who took it and read the text. “Sam of Littleton,” he said, with the ghost of a smile. “Welcome to King Hugo’s Palace! The Master is expecting you. I’ll take you to him.”

Sam slid off Warrior’s back, excitement tingling inside him as they went through the palace gate. A young man came running to take Warrior’s reins.

“He’ll look after your horse,” the guard said.

Sam handed the reins to the youth, before following the guard in the opposite direction.

They crossed the wide courtyard to an archway that led into another, smaller yard. A row of red and white targets hung on a huge stack of hay bales pushed up against the palace wall. At the other end of the courtyard, an archway three times as tall as Sam led deeper into the palace. Carved into the stone were six images – a dragon, a sea serpent, a giant, a man with a horse’s body and legs, a monster covered in shaggy hair, and a giant bird.

The Good Beasts of Avantia, Sam thought. His mother used to tell him stories about how they protected the kingdom.

Other boys and girls stood in small groups around the courtyard. They were talking together, but fell silent when they spotted Sam.

“Wait here,” the guard told him, and headed back to the palace gate.

A girl waved at Sam. “Come and join us!” she called. She had pale blonde hair and bright blue eyes, and fixed Sam with a friendly smile.

Sam walked over to her and the boy she was with.

“You must be Sam,” the girl said, and held out her hand. “I’m Zora.”

Sam shook it.

“And I’m Will,” said the boy. He had dark skin and gleaming brown eyes. “Where are you from? My home’s a fishing village on the Western Ocean.”

“I’m from Littleton,” Sam said. “It’s—”

But then everyone fell silent as a newcomer strode into the courtyard. He looked to be a few years older than Sam. He wore a sword, hung on a belt of red leather. Strapped to his left arm was a shield bearing six tokens: a dragon scale, a serpent’s tooth, an eagle’s feather, a piece of a horseshoe, a golden bell, and a talon.

Sam’s breath caught in his throat. Tom himself! Everyone in the kingdom had heard about Tom’s Quests. The Master of the Beasts was said to have saved Avantia many, many times.

And now he was standing just a few paces away from Sam!

“Welcome to the Knight Academy,” Tom said. His face was stern as he looked around at them. “You are not here to enjoy yourselves. You are here to learn to serve your kingdom. Remember, evil never sleeps. It must be fought at every turn.”
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Sam felt a small fire of determination glow inside him. He knew instinctively that he would do whatever Tom needed him to do.

Tom held his grim look for a moment, glancing from face to face. But then he grinned. “It’s time for you to become heroes of Avantia!”


CHAPTER TWO

SWORD SKILLS
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“Before we start your training,” Tom told the recruits, “there’s somebody else you need to meet.”

He stepped to one side, and a girl came out of the archway behind him. As tall as Tom, she had short, spiky hair and carried a bow. The feathered ends of arrows peeked over her back from a full quiver.

“This is Elenna,” Tom said. “My best friend, who has fought alongside me on all of my Quests.”

“Welcome,” Elenna said, her eyes sweeping over the group of Knights-to-be. “I look forward to teaching you. You will need all the knowledge, skill and bravery you can muster in the Quests that lie ahead.”

Tom nodded in agreement. “I have personally selected each of you to be among the first to study in my new Knight Academy,” he said, “because you have shown enormous bravery in helping or protecting others.”

He stepped into the group, and put a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Sam here,” he said, “defeated a pack of hyenas – all by himself.” Sam felt his face grow hot at being singled out. He couldn’t work out how Tom had heard the story of his battle against a hyena pack that had slipped into Littleton’s market, sending everyone screaming. Even though he had only been armed with a shepherd’s crook and a small blade, Sam had stood his ground against the creatures and driven them out of the market.
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