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URGENT MESSAGE TO ALL HIGHTOWER LEGION OUTPOSTS, FROM THE MAYOR OF ASHDALE

 

CINDERFALL FOREST IS ALIGHT. SCATTERED SMOKE APPEARED OVERNIGHT AND NOW A MENACING PLUME IS GROWING OVER THE FOREST.

 

WE GLIMPSE SCATTERED FIRES THROUGH HAZE, COMING CLOSER. TWO PATROLS SENT TO FOREST TO INVESTIGATE. NOT RETURNED. SMOKE SPREADING THIS WAY, TERRIBLE SOUNDS WITHIN.

 

FEAR WORSE TO COME. TOWN BEGINNING TO PANIC. ROADS BLOCKED. MUST EVACUATE. PLEASE SEND HELP. PS: PLEASE TAKE CARE OF THE POCKET GRIFFIN CARRYING THIS MESSAGE. HER NAME IS GRISTINA.
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JACK PEERED through one of the Archive’s narrow windows. Outside, the Summer Sea sparkled beneath jagged, snow-capped mountain peaks. Steam wafted up from the clear water.

Jack rubbed his shoulder, as his friend Ruby appeared at his side. “Still sore?” she asked.

Jack grimaced. “Raina almost dislocated it while we were jousting.”

Danny looked up from under his fringe of black hair. “You gave as good as you got,” he said. “Raina will need time to recover.”

“I wonder where she holed up for the night,” Jack murmured. He, Ruby and Danny had rested here at Fort Stonetree, after fighting Raina the Vile, an evil shape-shifter. The battle hadn’t been easy, but they’d revealed her disguise as Captain Jana, the much-respected Hightower Legion combat instructor at Mount Razor School. And while they hadn’t been able to stop Raina from regaining control of her steed, Porphus, the ghost stallion, at least they’d prevented her from causing a volcanic eruption over the town of Bernshoff. They’d defeated her.

For now …

In the cold light of morning, as Jack stared out at the still-smouldering mountains near Bernshoff, the victory seemed bittersweet. Reunited with her smoke steed, Raina was more powerful than ever.

Ruby picked up Jack’s thought. “She could be anywhere.”

Jack felt a wave of determination. “Wherever she is, we’ll find her. We’ve got to stop her before she destroys the Legion and torches the whole world!”

“We’ve got to rescue Porphus, too,” added Danny. “That stallion wouldn’t have hurt a fly before Raina turned him into a fire-breathing demon!”

Ruby gestured to the archive’s rows of bookshelves. Countless scrolls were squeezed into every available space. “These parchments might hold the key to finding them both.”

Suddenly, Ruby gasped. Jack whirled round to follow her gaze.

The face of a snake, almost as big as a man’s head, was hovering over Danny’s shoulder. Before Jack could shout a warning to his friend, its forked tongue flicked over Danny’s bat-like ear.

Danny recoiled with a screech, startling the serpent. It gave a frightened hiss and lurched backwards. Crest feathers on its head and neck snapped up into its alarm display – a glossy black rosette above two pointed red fans.

Jack bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself laughing. Poor Danny doesn’t think it’s funny!

“Oh, my goodness!” A thin young man dressed in Legion robes hurried towards them, almost dropping the bundle of scrolls cradled in both arms. “Seth! You’re meant to be helping me fetch manuscripts, not tormenting Danny!”
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“Don’t be cross with Seth, Fronn,” Jack said to the young sage. “I think he’s just worried about Danny. With those ears …”

Ruby laughed and finished for him. “With his pointed ears, Danny does look a bit like a startled feathered serpent!”

Danny gave a wry grin. “Ha ha, very funny! When the Legionaries told us they were here to protect feathered serpents, I really wanted to see them. I didn’t know they’d all want to lick my ears!”

“At least they seem to like you!” chuckled Ruby. “Not like some other beasts I could mention.”

“He’s a fairly good archive assistant when he’s not distracted by ears,” Fronn said, turning to the feathered serpent. “Seth, please fetch the scrolls I left by aisle ten.”

The serpent smoothed down his feathers and slithered away.

Fronn dropped the manuscripts on the bench. “These are all the histories of Raina I’ve found so far.”

“Shouldn’t there be more?” Jack said.

The sage nodded, running his fingers through his thick hair. It stood up on end as if he’d touched an electric eel. “There should be many more manuscripts, spanning centuries.”

Jack nodded. “Raina could have destroyed the records while she was in disguise as Captain Jana. No one would have suspected her!”

“Well,” Fronn said, “if there’s something to be found, we will find it here. The archives are as vast and ancient as the fort itself.”

“How old is Fort Stonetree?” Ruby asked. “It’s awesome.”

That was true. Jack had never seen a building like this Legion outpost. It was built of rough slabs of rock, like a colossal house of cards, or a prehistoric stone temple.

The sage puffed himself up. “It is a thousand years old. Legend has it that Wulfstan Hightower built it himself, hefting the slabs of rock with his bare hands.”
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