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STORY ONE
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Avantia is finally at peace.

 

Thanks to Tom, no Beasts attack our borders and our enemies are kept at bay. With no dangers to assail us, I intend to travel the kingdom, touring the beautiful landscape and greeting my subjects.

 

But my old friend, Aduro, looks serious. Of course, since his magic was taken away, he’s been a different man. At least, I hope that is the only cause for his worry. Even without his powers, he is still wise. I think he senses things that others do not. And on the road, danger is never far off…

 

So away we go, first to the south and to Spindrel. It has been many years since I visited that city. May good fortune favour us, and Evil remain a distant memory.

 

King Hugo
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CHAPTER ONE

LET THE
TOURNAMENT
COMMENCE
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Tom stood in a field outside the walls of Spindrel, among the tents of the royal camp. He watched the flags flutter in the breeze and courtiers mill about. The air was alive with chatter about the upcoming jousting tournament, organised in the king’s honour. Tom was as excited as anyone – the ride from Avantia’s capital had taken several days, and the tournament was just what the royal party needed.

He was tightening the saddle of his stallion, Storm, by the water trough, letting his eyes travel past the huge walls of the city. Spindrel has completely changed since the last time I was here, he thought. Back then, its drab grey walls had almost blended in with the slabs of mountain rock behind them. But those were the days when the spider Beast, Arachnid, had been plaguing the city and the people were cowering in their homes.

Tom grinned. This time the town was showing its visitors a warm welcome, with bunting hanging from the windows and feasts laid out on trestle tables in the streets.

He left his stallion drinking at the trough and went to find Elenna. As he crossed the tournament ground, he saw King Hugo standing by the makeshift seating platform the townsfolk had erected. He was laughing with Aduro, his former wizard. It was good to see the king looking relaxed after so many recent threats to Avantia. This tour of the kingdom had been Aduro’s idea, and Tom thought it an excellent one – there was no better way to make the people feel safe and protected than for their king to visit them in person.
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Elenna was crouching beside her wolf, Silver, near the end of the jousting yard, brushing brambles and dirt from his grey coat. Behind her almost all the seating was filled already – young and old, rich and poor had received the heralds’ summons and travelled from neighbouring villages to watch the tournament laid on for King Hugo.

“Looks like a full house,” Tom said.

Elenna grinned. “Everyone loves jousting. Don’t you wish you were taking part?”

“It wouldn’t be fair,” Tom said with a sigh. “I have the Golden Armour, remember?”

Though his suit of armour was actually back at King Hugo’s castle, its powers never left Tom – he doubted any warrior stood a chance against his magical abilities.

“I suppose you’re right,” said Elenna, and nodded at something beyond Tom. “Captain Harkman will put forward the king’s champion today.”

Tom turned sideways and saw the captain of the King’s Guard talking to his top knight, Oliver, who wore full silver armour. As he tested out different lances, his eye caught Tom’s through his open visor. Oliver raised a lance in greeting and Captain Harkman waved.

“Good luck!” Tom called to Oliver.

“He’ll need it,” muttered a low voice from the stands. Tom saw it was a man drinking from a flagon. “Spindrel boasts the finest jousters in the kingdom!”

“Care to wager on that?” shouted another voice – one of Hugo’s courtiers.

“Indeed I will!” replied the first man.

Tom laughed at their good-natured banter. A high-pitched whinny caught his attention and he recognised it at once. Glancing over to Storm, Tom saw another knight, a huge man in full armour, at the horse’s side, clutching his reins and stroking his nose with a gauntleted hand. Strangely, the armoured man’s helmet was completely closed, even though soldiers didn’t normally shut their visors until just before the joust. Storm bucked a little, as if uneasy.
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“It’s all right, boy!” said Tom, rushing over before the man got a nasty kick. “He’s only a jouster.”

The knight had moved away by the time Tom reached the stallion’s side. Tom watched him go with a shudder.

No wonder Storm is jittery, he thought. That man was enormous!

The horse’s nostrils flared as Tom patted his neck. “Nothing to worry about,” Tom soothed.

Elenna had followed him. “Who was that?” she said. “Storm didn’t seem to like him very much.”

Tom shrugged. “Another competitor, I suppose. The tournament is open to all.”

Elenna took her bow off her shoulder and tested the tension of its string. Beside her, Silver growled. “Not you as well!” she said. “I’m just getting ready for the archery contest.”

Tom looked around for the knight again, but then a horn blew a long note and the crowd cheered.

“Let the tournament begin!” shouted King Hugo.

 

First came the duels. The finest of King Hugo’s knights squared off against one another in exhibition fights, their weapons gleaming in the sunlight and clanging against each other until one knight yielded or fell.

Next was the archery contest. Targets were lined up at twenty paces for beginners, and fifty paces for the advanced competitors. Straight away it was clear there were two frontrunners – Elenna was one, of course. She scored bullseye after bullseye in the furthest target. But there was a blond boy too, perhaps a year or two older than Tom, who showed amazing skills. He too hit the centre of the targets, sometimes loosing a second arrow before the first had even found its mark. Sometimes his hands were a blur as he drew the next shaft from his quiver while the bowstring was still vibrating from the previous shot. Each time he hit the bullseye he would turn to the cheering crowd with a bow.
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“He’s quite something, isn’t he?” said Dorina, an old woman at Tom’s side. She’d helped Tom and Elenna on a previous Quest, and he had chosen to watch the contest with her, rather than at the king’s bench as was his right as Master of the Beasts.

“He’s a show-off!” said Tom.

Elenna obviously thought so too. Tom could see her glowering at the boy.

“I don’t remember him from last time we visited,” Tom went on.

“He’s not from Spindrel,” said Dorina. “All I know is his name – Shawn.”

“A final test to decide the winner!” said Shawn, playing up to the crowd. He walked across to a boy with a fruit cart, and whispered something in his ear. The boy nodded, took a handful of apples from his cart and sprinted off, past both targets. He laid the apples in a row on a tree stump, then backed well away.

“Do you think you can hit one?” Shawn asked Elenna.

For a moment, she looked unsure, squinting at the fruit. But she nodded. “You go first,” she said.

Shawn grinned, drew an arrow, placed it against his bowstring and drew it back. After a deep breath, he fired. His arrow darted through the air, skimming the middle apple and toppling it from its perch.

“Incredible shot, if I say so myself,” said Shawn, stepping back. “Your turn, girl.”

Elenna looked like she was about to snap at him, but instead she stepped briskly forward, plucking two arrows from her quiver. In less than a heartbeat she let them fly.

Thud-thud!

Tom heard the sounds in quick succession and the crowd was silent.

“Well?” whispered Dorina in his ear. “Did she do it?”

The fruit-seller rushed back to the tree stump and bent to the ground. When he rose he was holding two arrows, each one threaded right through the centre of an apple. Elenna had hit two targets at once! The crowd roared and Elenna gave a small satisfied smile.

“Of course she did!” said Tom to Dorina.

Shawn’s mouth was gaping, his face turning crimson.

“Not bad for a girl, huh?” said Elenna, looping her bow back over her shoulder.

Tom couldn’t help the laugh that escaped his lips, earning a glare of pure hatred from Shawn.

“Elenna wins the archery contest!” said King Hugo. “Now, it’s time for the joust! Daltec – the prize, please!”
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