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PART ONE
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SAVING AVANTIA




CHAPTER ONE

A SURPRISE MESSAGE
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Evan stooped to peer at the moist jungle floor. She traced the trail of hoof prints in the undergrowth with her finger. With the village boys, she had followed the wild hog all morning through thick foliage and beneath the soaring trees. Now she straightened in time to spot a bunch of scarlet butterflies rising into the air as though something had disturbed them. Evan smiled.

“Get ready, we’ve almost caught our prey,” she whispered.
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The boys crowded closer, clenching their spears. Evan flapped one hand, warning them to remain quiet. She never had to do that with her twin, Owen, who knew to stay silent while hunting. They made an unbeatable team – she was the best tracker in their village and Owen was the best shot.

“Place your feet where I do,” Evan instructed the boys. She glided silently ahead, confident that the mixture of soot and mud that she’d applied to her skin would keep her hidden within the shadows.

Then she saw it. The hog was snuffling at some tree roots. Evan raised her spear to shoulder-height. She had woven a band of grass around the shaft to give her a firm grip. With the full strength of her arm, she hurled the spear.

The tip of polished bone just missed the hog’s head. Startled, the animal squealed away through the ferns. Evan groaned in frustration.

“It was a clear shot!” whispered Gale, the healer’s son. “How could she miss?”

“Because she’s a girl, that’s why!” Dalton, one of Owen’s friends, muttered. He lowered his bow with a scowl.

“She’s good at tracking, but what’s the point if she can’t hit the target?” Micah, Dalton’s cousin, added.

Evan couldn’t help hearing the boys with her sharp hunter’s ears. “If I hadn’t led you after the hog, you’d never have seen it!” she snapped. “You lot couldn’t find the noses on your own faces!”

Evan strode to pick up her spear. The boys began competing to make the loudest hog grunts and Evan slipped away into the trees. She felt disappointed with herself.

The boys are right, she thought. Without Owen’s shooting, my tracking skills are pointless.

Evan followed a path along the bank of a broad river. Although the current was gentle today, it could become wild in the rainy season. Years ago, it had swept Evan’s parents to their deaths.

Reaching a curve in the bank, Evan angled away to climb a knoll. From here, she could glimpse Canopia’s huts high in the tree branches. The huts’ walls were woven from vines and decorated with flowers, and their roofs were thatched with overlapping leaves.

Evan felt her gloom fading. Maybe Grandmother’s baked a fruitcake, she hoped. As she hurried home, a brilliant flash winked from between the trees leading to the centre of the village. Evan paused. What could it be?

She flitted through shadows until she had a clear view of the village centre – and gasped in amazement. It was a man! And unlike those who usually travelled through Canopia, this man was no trader! He was covered in plates of bright armour and sat astride a tall, strange animal with four legs and a flowing tail. The animal was larger than any creature Evan had ever seen.

Her mind raced. She remembered the stories that Grandmother loved to tell about the glorious kingdom of Avantia, which lay all around the Dark Jungle.

“A real knight?” Evan wondered aloud. “And a horse?” This was like a story coming to life! She slipped forward as the knight looked around. The horse stamped its hooves and tossed its long mane. Evan wished she could ride on the back of such a strong and beautiful animal.
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“Are you lost?” Evan asked the knight.

He started in surprise, then his eyes brightened.

“I think I’ve been riding in circles,” he confessed. “I’ve never seen so many trees!”

“Where have you come from?” Evan asked.

The knight unfurled a flag and let it hang over the horse’s neck. The blue fabric was decorated with embroidered symbols. He pointed at each one in turn.

“A dragon’s scale,” the knight said, “a serpent’s tooth, an eagle’s feather, a piece of horseshoe, a golden bell, and a talon. This is the banner of Tom, Avantia’s Master of the Beasts. I am in his service.”

“In Tom’s service!” Evan said. Excitement tingled through her. Most of Grandmother’s stories had been about Tom and his dangerous Quests. Evan knew that he was a hero throughout the kingdom.

“But what is a knight of Tom’s doing here in the jungle?” Evan asked.

“I’m looking for the village of Canopia. I bring a message for a boy named Owen,” the knight said. “Do you know him?”

“He’s my twin!” Evan gasped. “And the village is just over there!” She pointed up through the dense leaves.

The knight peered upwards. “Oh, up there in the treetops!” he said. “I was looking for huts on the ground. And then I lost the path.”

He pulled a scroll from his saddlebag. “Perhaps you could deliver this to Owen while I wait here?” he asked. “I’m on a good horse, but he doesn’t have wings!”

Evan grinned and clasped the scroll. “I’ll take it to Owen right away!”

Whirling around, she ran to the base of a giant tree. Her spear clattered as she leant it against the trunk, then she gripped a rope ladder and shimmied upwards. At the top, swaying rope bridges snaked in every direction.

What is in the scroll? she wondered, as she sprinted along a walkway. What message does Tom have for Owen?

Her heart pounded. When she ducked through the door of their hut, Owen looked up from where he lolled in a hammock. His broken leg, encased in a splint of branches, rested on a cushion. “A knight has brought you something – from Tom of Avantia!” Evan said.

“Tom?” A look of shock replaced the boredom on Owen’s face. “Why would Tom send a message to me?”
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“Read it!” Evan begged. She eagerly handed him the scroll.

“Yes, read it,” Grandmother agreed, bustling in from another room. Her eyes shone as she watched Owen unfurl the parchment. They bent over the fancy script.

 

Greetings, Owen of Canopia!

 

Word has reached me of your bravery. Are you ready to become a hero?

I am Tom, Master of the Beasts. It is my duty to protect Avantia. But evil never sleeps, and I travel from east to west, north to south, keeping our enemies at bay. So, to help me, I have decided to create a new band of Knights. I want you to be one of them!

Ride swiftly to King Hugo’s Palace. There, you will join my Knight Academy, where you will learn the art of combat – and the secrets of the Beasts.

Avantia is counting on you!

 

Tom

 

“Imagine that!” Grandmother said. “I’ve told you tales of Tom and his Quests to protect Avantia’s Good Beasts.”

“But why has he chosen me?” asked Owen. His face shone with excitement.

“That’s easy,” Evan said. “He’s heard how you saved Grandmother’s life by carrying her from the burning jungle.”

Just weeks before, Grandmother had been cooking for a sick villager when a spark from the fire landed on a pile of dried leaves, quickly erupting into flames. Owen, hearing Grandmother’s cries, had reacted swiftly and bravely, saving both Grandmother and the sick villager. But sadly, he had fallen on the way down, breaking his leg.

“Yes, the story of your bravery must have reached Tom,” agreed Grandmother.

“But Owen, your leg …” Evan’s heart sank. How could Owen train to be a Knight when he was injured?

For a long moment, disappointment clouded Owens’s eyes, followed by a gleam of hope. “You could go in my place.”
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