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STORY ONE


THE DRAGON KING
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Dear King Hugo,





I write to you as a loyal subject with a grave concern. I am the Chieftain of Merival. I am sure Your Majesty is aware that we are a small, unassuming harbour town. We have no quarrel with anybody…





But now, sire, we find ourselves under constant attack from our island neighbours, the villains of Thalassi. Daily, they harass our fishermen, and launch merciless raids on our defenceless villages. They think that they can do so without consequence, because they believe Avantia no longer cares for its distant, north-easterly regions.





I beg Your Majesty, prove them wrong! Please, send help at once!





Rutger





Chieftain of Merival
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A DIPLOMATIC MISSION
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A thin crescent moon hung in the twilit sky above the rocky heathland. Elenna’s muscles ached from riding all day with Tom, Daltec, Captain Harkman and King Hugo. Even her chestnut mare’s steady trot had begun to flag. They were heading to Merival, a small harbour town in the far north of Hugo’s kingdom. The town had been repeatedly plundered by warriors from the neighbouring island of Thalassi, and Hugo intended to restore peace – by diplomatic means, if possible. Elenna straightened her back, unkinking her tired muscles, and took a deep breath of the cool evening air. Her heart lifted as she caught the first salty tang of seaweed on the breeze.


“I can smell the sea,” she told the others. “We must be almost there.”


“Not far to go now,” Captain Harkman said. His burly warhorse pricked its ears and quickened its step, as if it understood, but Harkman’s expression was grim as he gazed towards the horizon. “I just wish we knew what we are likely to find when we reach Thalassi.”


“Something to eat, if we’re lucky,” Tom said. He was riding at Elenna’s side on Storm, his black stallion. “I’ve heard that Thalassians are well known for their feasting. I hope those rumours are true!”


Elenna laughed. “You’re always hungry.” But actually, her own stomach growled. They had left Hugo’s palace before dawn, and had ridden all day with only short breaks to water their horses.


“I’m afraid the Thalassians are as famous for their fighting as they are for feasting,” King Hugo said. “We’re just as likely to be greeted with swords as we are with food. In recent years, it seems they have become decidedly unfriendly towards visitors.”


“Secretive, too,” Daltec said. “I couldn’t even find out who their current ruler is.” The young wizard had passed much of his time on the journey perfecting his magical juggling tricks. Four apples now spun in the air before him.


“You do know that using magic to juggle is cheating!” Captain Harkman said. He shot out a hand, snatching one of the fruits, then sank his teeth into it with a crunch.


“Hey!” Daltec said. “I was saving that!”


“It’s quite possible,” Hugo said, “those apples will be our only dinner tonight. How I would love a hot meal and a long bath back at the palace!”


“Which is where you should be,” Tom said. “It would have been far safer to let us investigate without you.”


“Nonsense!” Hugo snorted. “It’s been too long since I travelled to this part of my kingdom, and it’s my duty to resolve any conflict. Also, I’m intrigued. My father used to speak quite highly of the old ruler, King Hafor. He was once known as the Dragon King, and was said to rule with a magnificent Beast at his side.”
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Elenna inhaled sharply. She noticed Tom’s body tense too.


“This is the first I’ve heard of Beasts,” Tom said. “I thought this mission was supposed to be diplomatic. If you’d spoken of a dragon before, I would have strongly advised you to stay at home, sire!”


Hugo smiled and shrugged. “It was long ago,” he said. “If there was a dragon on the island of Thalassi now, I think we’d know of it.”


They had reached a craggy plateau. The rough heathland dropped away ahead, revealing a horseshoe of rocky coastline cradling an inky stretch of sea. The hunched shapes of buildings hugged the shore, but with only a few scattered lights visible, the dwellings looked dark and uninviting.


As they drew closer to the harbour town, Elenna noticed that several of the buildings were little more than skeletons, the tips of blackened timbers jutting up like broken bones. Her skin prickled with dread. Ships bobbed in the harbour, but many of these, too, were charred shells with tattered sails.


“Things look worse than I had feared,” Harkman muttered.


Elenna’s worry deepened as they rode on through fields empty of livestock, and across plots of charred stubble that must once have been crops. She spotted a burned-out barn, then a farmhouse with dark windows. Apart from the occasional bark of a dog, the place was eerily quiet.


They soon reached the outskirts of the harbour town. A muscular figure with shaggy hair and beard stepped from the doorway of a watchtower. Elenna reached for her bow, but the man raised a hand in greeting, and she let her weapon be.


Hugo pulled his horse to a stop. As she followed suit, Elenna saw the man was middle-aged with the tanned, lined skin of a fisherman. But his broad frame was stooped, and his eyes hollow and weary beneath their thick dark brows. He bowed before Hugo.
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“Thank you for coming, Your Majesty,” the man said. “I am Rutger. Welcome to Merival…” His lips twisted into a wry smile. “Or what is left of it, anyway.”


Hugo frowned as he took in the still smoking remains of a nearby house.


“The Thalassians did all this?” he asked.


Rutger nodded. “They used to keep to themselves, but now barely a week goes by without a raid. They rule the sea, too. I am one of the few left who will venture on to the water. I am afraid we can’t offer you the hospitality we would like, but we have soup and ale, and can give you a warm bed for the night.”


Hugo shook his head. “No, we won’t take what little you have. And I mean to get the bottom of this at once. Please, escort us to Thalassi.”


“Very well,” Rutger said. He led them through dim, deserted streets and down to the harbour, where the burned hulls of vessels littered a narrow shingle beach.


By the time their horses were fed, and they had all climbed aboard Rutger’s rowing boat, the sky was almost completely dark. A pale, cold mist rose from the water.


Elenna strained her eyes to see through the swirling whiteness as Rutger rowed with strong, steady strokes. Silence enveloped them. Even the slap of the water against the hull was muffled. At Elenna’s side, Tom sat tense and alert, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Eventually, through a break in the mist, she caught a glimpse of high, dark cliffs, as jagged as broken teeth.


Thalassi…


“I don’t know how much closer I can take you without fear of running aground,” Rutger said.


“Let me help,” Daltec replied. He muttered a short incantation, then waved a hand. The fog billowed away, revealing a clear stretch of calm, black water.


And something else! A huge dark shape reared towards them through the mist. Elenna snatched her bow from her back, heart hammering. A longship! And it was right on top of them!
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HAFOR’S HALL
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“Stop where you are!” a curt female voice barked. A sudden flare of torchlight on board the longship revealed a small woman dressed in studded leather, glaring down at them from the prow. Behind her, broad-shouldered warriors with round shields and longswords manned the boat.


Tom drew his sword and Elenna fitted an arrow to her bow.


“Put down your weapons and turn back!” the woman shouted. She was slender, and no taller than Elenna, but her eyes were fierce. She brandished her torch like a club.


“I am King Hugo of Avantia!” Hugo replied. “This is my kingdom. Let us pass!”


“I don’t care who you are!” the woman called back. “I am Venga, daughter of Chief Hafor. If you come any closer, I will set your boat alight!” She thrust her flaming torch towards them.


I don’t think so… Elenna let her arrow fly. It hit the torch with a satisfying thud, knocking it from the woman’s grip and into the fjord. Furious roars erupted from the men on the longship. Many leapt to their feet, waving swords and axes. Venga drew her own blade from a scabbard at her hip.


“Turn back, or die!” she cried.
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“I am your king,” Hugo said calmly. “And I come in peace. Unless you want me to return with the full Avantian fleet, you will take me to your commander.”
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WELCOME TO

Collect the special coins in this book.
You will earn one gold coin for
every chapter you read.

Once you have finished all the chapters,
find out what to do with your gold coins at
the back of the book.
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