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STORY ONE

DARK SECRETS
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By the light of a single candle I pack what I need. An extra cloak for the journey; some bread and cheese to sustain me. This may be a one-way trip.

 

I once took an oath, to serve my king without question. To treat him honestly, always.

 

To my shame, I broke that oath some years ago. My loyalty torn, I chose to lie.

 

And now the past that I thought was buried in darkness has found its way into the light. I blow out the candle, and its trail of grey smoke twists away.

 

I must leave the palace, under cover of night. If I never see these walls again – if this journey is the end of me – so be it. It is little more than I deserve…

 

Aduro,

former wizard to King Hugo
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RETURNING HOME
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“I can’t wait to get back and see Uncle Henry and Aunt Maria,” Tom said, turning to Elenna as they headed down the corridor. Tapestries of ancient battles hung from the walls, showing armies of knights in armour clashing with one another. “It seems a long time since I last made it home.”

Elenna raised an eyebrow, grinning. “Maybe we actually will make it there this time without something terrible— Whoa!” Daltec barrelled out of a side passage, almost ploughing into them. He stepped back, looking pale.

“Are you all right?” Elenna asked.

“I’m searching for Aduro,” Daltec said breathlessly. “I can’t find him anywhere and I’ve checked his chambers, the library, the Gallery of Tombs…”
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“Maybe he’s in the garden gathering herbs,” Elenna said. “It’s just the weather for it.”

Daltec’s expression brightened. “Good thinking!” he said, then turned and dashed away. Tom and Elenna exchanged puzzled shrugs then continued towards the throne room.

As they neared the door, Tom heard fierce, throaty growls coming from inside. Adrenaline fizzed through his veins. He froze, his hand on the hilt of his sword. A Beast in the palace! Elenna shot Tom a worried glance and tugged her bow from her back as the growling rose to a hideous, slavering snarl. They charged through the door, weapons raised…

…only to find King Hugo bent over Prince Thomas’s crib, his hands curled into claws. A high-pitched giggle erupted from the cot. Tom and Elenna tucked their weapons away, grinning with relief. Queen Aroha, seated on her throne beside the cot, covered her mouth with a hand, trying to smother a laugh.

The king straightened, blushing fiercely. “Er… Hello, Tom…Elenna. I’m glad to see you are always ready to defend your prince.” He brushed down his robes and took his seat beside Aroha. She wiped away a tear, still chuckling.

“And I’m glad you arrived when you did,” Aroha said. “Thomas has been giggling so hard I feared he might lose his lunch. Would you like to hold him?”

Tom heard a squelchy hiccup from the baby’s cot and put up his hands, “Er… No, thank you. We actually came to ask if we could take a few days’ leave to visit Errinel.”

King Hugo frowned gravely, shaking his head, and Tom’s spirits sank. What is it now? A Beast…or maybe pirates?

“I can only spare you on one condition,” the king said, and Tom noticed a twinkle in his eye. “You must bring back a piece of your aunt’s cherry pie for Queen Aroha. She insists that Tangalan cuisine is far superior to Avantian – but I’m confident one bite of Maria’s speciality will change her mind.”

Tom grinned. “Of course,” he said. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll—”A grizzly cry erupted from the prince’s crib, drowning out Tom’s words.

“Hush, hush,” Aroha said, rocking the cot, but the grizzles quickly escalated to full-blown wails.

“Time someone went down for a nap, I think,” Aroha said. “Ursula!” At the queen’s call, an embroidered curtain on the far side of the room rustled. A small, plumpish woman with glinting eyes and rosy cheeks stepped from behind it. Silver hair curled from around the edge of her dark headscarf, and she wore a neat black dress and a white apron. She smiled as she gazed down into the prince’s cot, then bent to lift him in her arms. As soon as Thomas’s head rested against the woman’s shoulder, his cries softened, then fell silent. He let out a delighted giggle, and grabbed at a roughly carved red stone hanging from a gold chain about her throat. Ursula laughed and gently unfastened the prince’s pudgy fingers.
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“It wouldn’t do for you to cut your little handsies now, would it?” she said. “Have this instead.” Ursula pulled a small, button-eyed rabbit from her pocket and pressed it into the prince’s hand. The prince shoved the toy’s ear into his mouth.

“Ursula has such a way with babies,” King Hugo said. “Ursula, please meet Tom, our Master of Beasts, and his companion, Elenna.”

“I have heard so much about you,” Ursula said, fixing Tom with keen grey eyes. Tom shifted uncomfortably, suddenly uneasy under the woman’s gaze. “May I say, you are the very image of your father,” she went on.

“You knew Taladon?” Tom asked Ursula, surprised.

“I wouldn’t say I knew him,” Ursula said. “He visited my hometown in Rion when he was not that much older than you are now. Everyone thought he was so very dashing.” Tom looked sharply at Ursula, thinking her tone sounded slightly mocking. But she smiled back at him, her eyes clear and bright.

“You’re from Rion?” Elenna asked. “I wouldn’t have guessed from your accent. You hardly have one at all.”

Ursula stiffened, and a flicker of a frown crossed her face. But then she blinked, and her warm smile returned. Now it was coupled with a sad, wistful look in her eyes. “No? Well, as a nanny I have lived most of my life away from home.”

Ursula lifted Prince Thomas from her shoulder and chuckled merrily, wrinkling her nose as she gazed into his round face. “I think you might need a change!” she said. Then she turned to the queen and king and bobbed a half curtsy. “If you will excuse me, I’ll take our little prince up to get ready for his nap now.” Aroha nodded, and Ursula left them, her long skirt swishing as it brushed the flagstones behind her.

“Well, I suppose we had better take our leave too,” Tom said, bowing to first the king, then the queen. “After all, we have been charged with a very important Quest – to fetch a cherry pie! Elenna, let’s collect our things, and I’ll meet you at the stables.”

As Tom crossed the courtyard, the morning air felt crisp and fresh, but bright sunlight warmed his skin. Perfect weather for riding, he thought. I can’t wait to get back home! Something red glinted in the corner of his eye. Tom glanced up towards it, then stopped to look closer. A window on the third floor of the west tower glowed red. Fire? But the light seemed too steady, and too deep a colour. Tom called on the enhanced eyesight of his golden helmet, just one of the powers granted to him by the magical suit of armour stored safely in the palace armoury. Gazing through the window with sharpened vision, he could see Ursula holding baby Thomas out at arm’s length. But something was wrong and Tom’s stomach squirmed. A scarlet smoke poured from her open mouth and snaked around the baby. The hideous, red-tinged tableau filled Tom with horror. Witchcraft! He spun, his heart pounding, and dashed back into the courtyard to find Daltec striding towards him.
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