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“Psssssst!”

Sam jumped, and the doodlebird fell off his shoulder with a squawk as Prune came rushing into the room.
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“Quick!” she said. “Pa’s dozing in his study, and Ma’s snoring in the drawing room, so we can get to the stable without them seeing us. I tiptoed right past Ma and she never even twitched!”





Sam looked anxious. Aunt Egg was Prune’s mother, and Prune wasn’t afraid of her … but Sam found his aunt extremely scary, especially when she was in a rage. “What if she finds out we’re not here?” he asked.
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“Bah to that.” Prune made a face. “She’ll never come looking for you, because the stairs make her puff too much. Besides, she’ll be going back to the kitchen to concoct some disgusting mess for supper as soon as she wakes up. She was using a cookery book as a blanket.”

“Oh dear,” Sam said, and Prune giggled.

“I know! She’s HOPELESS at cooking!” She fished in her pocket and pulled out an elderly currant bun. “Here. I brought this for you – Pa has a secret stash tucked behind the chest in the hall. I’ve eaten three. I was STARVING!”

Sam ate the bun gratefully. “Thanks.”
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Prune looked pleased with herself. “I’m your True Companion, so I have to look after you, Mr Knight-in-training.” She headed for the door. “Let’s go – and don’t make a sound!”

 

The knight-in-training and his True Companion tiptoed down the tower stairs, the doodlebird flying silently above them. The sound of steady snoring greeted them as they reached the wide hallway and, through the open drawing-room door, Sam saw his aunt slumped in an armchair clasping a large cookery book to her skinny chest.
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“Careful!” Prune warned. Sam nodded, and they crept past, hardly daring to breathe. Once they were on the other side of the doorway they began to run, heading down the long marble corridor towards the kitchen.

“We’ll go out the back door!” Prune pointed to the left, and Sam gave her a silent thumbs-up. They rounded the corner at speed and—CLANG! BANG! CLATTER!

Prune, Sam, Uncle Archibald and a rusty helmet collapsed in a heap.
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Sam was the first to get back on his feet, closely followed by Prune.
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“Pa!” she said. “Are you OK?”

Uncle Archibald sat up, clutched the helmet to his chest, and looked guiltily from left to right. “Sh!” he whispered. “Mustn’t wake your mother!”

“It’s all right, Pa,” Prune promised. “She couldn’t possibly hear anything. She’s snoring too loudly.”

Sam was gazing at the helmet with undisguised admiration.

“Is that a real knight’s helmet, Uncle Archibald?”
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His uncle nodded. “Mine, my boy, mine – but it comes from a long time ago, what what what. Silly to keep it. Sentimental, and your aunt doesn’t approve. Not at all.”

“But what were you doing with it?” Prune wanted to know.

Her father looked even more guilty. “Wear it from time to time. Memories, you know. Memories.”

“So have you got a whole suit of armour?” Sam asked, his eyes shining. “And a lance? And a shield?”

“Goodness me, no.” Uncle Archibald was shocked by the suggestion. “Gave all that to the cousins. Couldn’t keep it here.” He gave the helmet a wistful stroke. “Should get rid of this as well. Send it to Puddlewink Castle. LOADS of this stuff at Puddlewink. Helmets, swords, shields, lances. Loads and loads of it.”

Sam looked hopeful. A castle full of knightly armour sounded like his very best dream come true. “Would you like us to take it there for you, Uncle Archibald?”

Uncle Archibald sighed heavily. “Kind of you, dear boy, but it wouldn’t do. Can’t have you upsetting your aunt.”

“Why would it upset Aunt Egg?” Sam was mystified.
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Prune stuck an elbow in his side. “Silly – you know what Ma’s like about knights and armour and Noble Deeds! She hates all that kind of thing. She says we ought to look to the future. And she really really REALLY hates Cousin Dolly, because Dolly was rescued from being eaten by a dragon by a Very Noble Knight, and Dolly’s still talking about it, even though it was about a hundred years ago. And the dragon’s probably talking about it too, because he’d have got TERRIBLE indigestion if he’d eaten her. She’s all bones and whiskers.”
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There was such a loud rumble from Uncle Archibald that Sam looked at him in alarm before realising his uncle was laughing. “Ho ho ho!” he bellowed. “Ho ho ha! Ho ho hah ha—”

“ARCHIE? Archibald – where are you? And why are you laughing like that?”
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There was no doubt that the voice echoing down the corridor belonged to Aunt Eglantine. Uncle Archibald’s laugh cut off mid HAH, and Sam gasped.

Prune dived forward, grabbed the helmet with one hand, and Sam’s arm with the other. “RUN!” she hissed.
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