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It was nearly time for lunch, and Sam J. Butterbiggins was sitting up in his tower bedroom trying to write his diary. There was a smear of ink on his nose, and his fingers were an interesting shade of blue – Sam was not a tidy writer. He sucked the end of his pen, and looked out of the window.





Outside, the sky was blue and the sun was shining, and the forest that surrounded Mothscale Castle on three sides was looking green and cheerful. Usually it was dark and gloomy, and Sam suspected that unpleasant things lurked in the shadows beneath the trees. Cheered on by the sunshine, he turned back to his ink-spattered page.
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I don’t care what Aunt Egg says, I’m sure there are wolves in the woods. I can hear them howling at night. I think the trees move, too. I’m CERTAIN one waved to me when I was looking out of the window yesterday evening. I waved back, just to see what happened, and it waved again from a different place!

I wonder if Mother and Father know how weird Mothscale Castle is?

 

Sam glanced up at the portrait of his parents that hung above his bed. They leered happily into a corner, and Sam shook his head at them. “It’s all very well for you, going away for a whole year. But what about me? Stuck here with Aunt Egg and Uncle Archibald, and only Prune for company—”



[image: images] The doodlebird gave Sam a reproachful look from his perch on top of the door.
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Sam grinned at him. “Sorry, Dandy. And you, of course. And …” he patted an old and grubby parchment scroll lying on the table beside him, “I’ve got this now!”

The doodlebird nodded several times and flew down to Sam’s shoulder.

[image: images] he said, and nibbled his ear.

“It’s all right,” Sam said. “I was just about to write about it.” He dipped his pen in the inkwell, and began again.

 

Guess what – the most AMAZING thing happened! I found an ancient scroll, and it said.

 

  “Greetings to all who wish to be Truly Noble Knights. Herewith we offer you the tasks that should be accomplished, in order as hereby listed, that ye may succeed.”

 

If I can do all the tasks, then maybe I’ll get to be a real knight! But I’ve only just started.

 

Task one: Thou shalt find thyself a true companion.
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I’ve actually done that one. My true companion is Prune, my cousin. She’s a bit annoying, but not all the time. Also she has a pony called Weebles, so when I get my snow-white steed we’ll be able to go on quests together. At first she wanted to be a knight and I got REALLY worried because I thought I’d have to be the True Companion, but then she changed her mind. PHEW!!!!

I don’t know what the other tasks are yet. I’m only allowed to do one a day.

 

Sam put down his pen. The ancient scroll was beside him, but he’d promised Prune that he wouldn’t so much as peep at it until they were alone together.
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So far, the day had been a disaster. Prune’s music teacher had arrived just as they were plotting their escape after breakfast, and Sam had spent most of the morning listening to his cousin trying to play the Mothscale national anthem on the bagpipes. As Prune could only play two notes, the wails and screeches were horrendous. Sam was finally rescued by Uncle Archibald coming out of his office with tufts of cotton wool stuffed in his ears, insisting that the lesson was continued elsewhere. Preferably in Australia, but the garden room would do.
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The sound of wheels on the cobbles made Sam look out of the window.

“I expect that’s the music teacher leaving,” he said to the doodlebird. “Yes … there he goes. He doesn’t look very happy. Still, he’s gone, and now Prune and I can get on with the second task!”
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Tingalinga bang bang bang!!!!!



It was the bell for lunch.

“Hurrah!” Sam jumped up and headed for the door. He leapt down the stairs three at a time and skidded into the dining room, only to find he was the first one there.
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Aunt Eglantine, coming in shortly afterwards, gave him a brisk nod.

“Glad to see that you’re punctual for once, Sam.” She sat herself at the head of the table, and looked round.

“I don’t, however, see Prunella. Do you know where she is?”

“No, Aunt Egg.” Sam shook his head.

His aunt helped herself to several large spoonfuls of fish pie. “Prunella is late. I am ALWAYS on time, despite my MANY responsibilities. If the Duchess of Mothscale can arrive at the dining table on the stroke of one o’clock, I completely fail to see why Prunella cannot do the same.”

“Sorry, Aunt Egg,” Sam apologised. When Aunt Egg was in a bad mood it was best to be as polite as possible.

His aunt heaved a gusty sigh. “I despair of you young things. Kindly pass the carrots.”
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