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STORY ONE
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The jolting of the cart makes my bones rattle, but that’s not the worst thing. I can’t stop the shivers that run up and down my spine each time I think of the cargo behind me. A huge monster, terrifying and deadly, teeth thicker than my arm.


As our cart rounds a corner, the morning sun glints off tall spires and towers in the distance – here at last is the City, and King Hugo’s palace. The sight makes me think of all the tales Mother told me of the brave Masters of the Beasts that have lived there through the ages. But I can’t feel excited today – I am cold and sick. I’ve always wanted to visit the palace – but not like this, not to bring death and destruction to innocent people. I want to go home! I’d give anything just to sit by the fire, or even help with the chores. But it’s too late to turn back now.


 


Jamil, of Hartsbridge
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BIRTHDAY PARTY
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A fresh breeze cooled Elenna’s face as she and Tom carried yet another section of fencing across the tournament field. Her muscles ached from the hard work, but her heart felt light as they passed people setting out tiered benches, and others hanging pennants for Prince Thomas’s first birthday party the next day. Nearby, Daltec, Aduro and King Hugo were overseeing the construction of the royal seating area. The workers chatted happily, their voices mingled with the sound of hammering and sawing.


“How about giving us a hand with your magic?” Tom called as they passed Daltec.


The young wizard shrugged, then waved a hand towards them. Elenna grinned as the wooden panel in her hands became weightless then rose into the air. She watched as Daltec manoeuvred it into place as if he were conducting a band, setting it down at the end of a long fence that separated two grass runs.


“Thanks!” Tom said. “That’s the jousting ground finished!”
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“Have you decided if you’re going to enter the jousting competition?” Elenna asked as they joined the others near the half-finished platform.


“Not this time,” Tom said. “The knights will put on a great show. I’m more interested in the feasting!”


Elenna spotted Queen Aroha striding towards them across the field, smiling as she took in the preparations, her long hair blowing in the breeze. King Hugo came across to join her as she approached.


Elenna turned to bow. “Your Majesties.”


“How’s everything going?” Aroha asked as she reached them.


“The archery targets are up,” Tom said. “And, thanks to Daltec, the jousting list is finished. We’ve only really got the seating still to work on. And the royal dais.”


“You know, I’ve never actually jousted before,” Queen Aroha said, gazing at the long fence separating the runs. “I’d quite like to try it. We have a similar tradition in Tangala, where we throw spears from horseback into targets.”


“Isn’t that rather difficult?” Hugo asked.


“I suppose, if you’re not used to it,” Aroha said. Shaking back her hair, she turned and picked a blue-and-gold lance from the nearby stand. Then she lifted it to shoulder height, narrowed her eyes, and hurled it straight across the field. It thudded into the centre of an archery target. A servant nearby looked up in shock, and Aroha gave a friendly wave.
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“Wow!” Elenna said. She knew the kind of strength and skill needed to fire an arrow that distance – the queen must have muscles of iron.


“Amazing!” Hugo told his wife. “Maybe we should include that sport at the tournament for Thomas’s next birthday.”


“Hmm, maybe,” Aroha said distractedly, frowning as she scanned the field. “Speaking of Thomas, where is he? I thought you were watching him.”


Hugo’s eyes widened, and he stared around as if expecting to see the toddler right in front of him. “He was just here a moment ago!” the king said.


Elenna’s chest tightened with worry as she glanced about, taking in lances, hammers and heavy wooden stakes…


“Thomas!” Hugo called. “Where are you? Come to Papa!”


“Thomas!” Aroha cried. “Thomas!”


Hearing a note of panic in the queen’s voice, Elenna was about to set off in search of the child. But then she spotted Captain Harkman striding towards them, a red-faced baby prince struggling in his arms.


“Thank goodness!” Aroha said.


“I found him over by the horses,” Harkman told her as he drew close.


“He’s always disappearing off at the moment,” said King Hugo. “We need eyes in the backs of our heads!”


“Down!” Thomas squealed, still twisting and wriggling. As the captain shifted his grip, Thomas took the chance to sink his teeth into Harkman’s hand.


“Ow!” Captain Harkman thrust the toddler into Aroha’s outstretched arms and rubbed his hand. “Seems like there’s a new fearsome Beast in Avantia!” he said, wincing.


“Thomas, that’s not kind!” the queen told the child, though she was doing a poor job of hiding her smile.


Elenna heard a clatter of racing hooves and turned in alarm, just as a loud voice cut through the sounds of construction. “Stop! I order you to stop at once!” Two guards were racing towards a cart drawn by a stocky draught horse. A broad, dark-haired man with a neatly clipped beard sat in the driver’s seat, a small, pale boy at his side. As the guards reached the cart, one jumped in front of it while the other reached for the horse’s bridle.


“Mind out of my way!” shouted the dark-haired man. “I’m here to see the king!” He lifted his whip and lashed the horse, making it leap forward. The two guards dived aside, narrowly avoiding the animal’s hooves.


“Stop at once, on pain of death!” Captain Harkman cried, storming across the field, sword drawn. Elenna took her bow from her back and hurried after Harkman with Tom at her side. Scowling, the man on the cart tugged at the reins, drawing his horse to a halt.


“What is the meaning of this?” Captain Harkman demanded.


The man got to his feet. “I’ve got something very special to show His Majesty,” he said. Elenna fitted an arrow to her bow and Tom drew his sword as the man turned to the bulky load in the cart and started untying the rope holding its cover in place. “I bring a Beast!”


Elenna gasped as a massive, claw-like foot slid from under the cover – its single sharp talon as long as Elenna’s arm. She aimed an arrow at the man’s chest as Tom leapt towards the deadly cargo, sword raised.
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“Don’t move a muscle!” she said.
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AN UNLIKELY STORY
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Tom’s grip was firm on the sword hilt, but the dark-haired man on the cart grinned.


“No need to be afraid!” said the stranger, pulling the cover back from his cart. Beneath, Tom saw a hollow eye socket and the long teeth of some kind of Beast. He stepped back, letting his sword fall to his side as Elenna lowered her arrow. There were no eyes in the sockets, and no flesh on the blackened skull. It’s just a skeleton!


“I, Sanek, have already slain this Beast,” the man went on. “That’s why I’m here – to claim my reward!”


Tom sheathed his sword as Sanek tugged the white sheet from the rest of his load, uncovering a jumble of huge, charred bones. Many of the workers in the field had downed their tools to watch. They let out a chorus of oohs and ahhs. Daltec and Aduro quickly joined Tom and Elenna by the cart, along with Hugo and the queen. In Aroha’s arms, baby Thomas stared at the skeleton, his eyes as round as marbles.


“Jamil!” Sanek said, making the pale child at his side flinch. “Go and find water and lodging for our horse. I have important business to discuss with the king.” Without a word, the lad hopped down and began unhitching their animal.
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“So, tell me,” Harkman demanded, addressing Sanek, as the boy led the horse away. “How did you come by your unusual…cargo?”


“It would be my honour,” Sanek said loudly. More people had gathered, and standing above them on the seat of his cart, Sanek spread his arms wide. He looked like a performer, or a shopkeeper displaying his wares. “I disturbed the Beast by accident while mining in the Northern Mountains near my home village of Hartsbridge,” he said. “It attacked, and I was forced to fight for my life. It was terrifying, and I was almost killed – but thankfully, I managed to chop off one of its legs using a pickaxe. Then I knocked it out with a club, before setting fire to its remains.”
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