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STORY ONE
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Greetings, Avantians,

 

You think you’re so safe, don’t you? You believe that Tom and the King’s soldiers can protect the kingdom from any threat.

 

 Well, you’re wrong. I’ve been watching Captain Harkman and his cadets. All he teaches them is to polish their boots and march in time. He doesn’t realise what great warriors those boys and girls could be, with the right leader! Fortunately, I know just who can lead them – a Beast!

 

 I’m sick of living in the shadows. Tom thinks he’s invincible with the Golden Armour in his possession, but who’s to say a witch can’t wear it? The Armour will be mine!

 

To war!

Petra the Witch


CHAPTER ONE

A NEW NIGHTMARE
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Tom’s eyes snapped open. Fire! The bedroom was filled with black smoke. Flames licked through the broken windows. He threw off the covers and heard Storm’s panicked whinnying outside. The stables must be ablaze too! Tom pulled his tunic over his mouth and crawled across the bare floorboards, coughing in the smoke. As he reached out to seize the door handle, the door shook from the other side, splintering down the middle. Tom backed away. Where are my sword and shield? The door thundered again and was smashed off its hinges. Tom stared as a huge hand reached into the room – a hand made of boiling fire. The fingers, molten-red, grasped at him. There was no escape. His life was over…

 Tom sat up with a gasp. His eyes adjusted slowly to the darkness of the room. There was no fire, no smoke. The door was intact and through the windows he could see the pale light of Avantia’s moon bathing the stables. Elenna lay on a mattress on the floor, with Silver curled up beside her. She was spending a night in Errinel, breaking up her journey to visit her Uncle Leo.

 “Just a nightmare,” Tom muttered, as the sweat cooled on his skin.

 I’ve been fighting Beasts for too long, he thought. Now I’m fighting them in my sleep as well!

 He swung his legs out of bed, careful not to disturb Elenna. Padding across to the window, he realised there was an orange glow from across the stable yard – the fire in his Uncle Henry’s forge.

 It was still the middle of the night. A strange time to be at work, Tom thought.

 “What’s the matter?” asked Elenna sleepily.

 Tom turned to see her leaning on one elbow, rubbing her eyes.

 “Uncle Henry’s working.”

 “Now?” asked Elenna.

 Tom nodded. “It seems strange. I’m going to investigate.”

 Elenna scrambled up. “Not without me, you’re not.”

 Silver shifted, lifting his head. His eyes opened lazily, then he settled his chin back down on his front paws.

 “I guess Silver’s going to stay put,” Tom said, smiling.

 As they crept across the yard, the ting-tang of hammer blows carried through the air. At the open forge doors, Tom saw Uncle Henry silhouetted against the fire. He lifted his arm and brought it down again on the anvil, showering sparks around his feet. As he worked, beads of sweat dripped from his head onto the molten metal.

 Tom knocked on the door as he entered. “What are you making at this hour?” he asked.

 Uncle Henry half-turned, his eyes wide in alarm. “Oh, it’s you,” he said, relaxing. “You’ll see in a moment.”

 He plunged the metal into a trough, using tongs. With a hiss, a great cloud of steam rose from the water. When he drew the tongs back out, they gripped the steel blade of a sword.

 “Who needs a weapon made at night?” asked Elenna.

 Someone cleared his throat. Tom spun around. There, in the shadows of the forge, stood a man with a helmet under his arm.

 “Captain Harkman!” Tom said.

 The commander of King Hugo’s soldiers stepped forwards. “Greetings Tom and Elenna,” he said. He took the blade from Uncle Henry with a nod of thanks and began to wrap twine around the hilt. “I’ve been leading a group of cadets on a survival training mission,” he continued. “We met a pack of hyenas crossing the Winding River.”
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 “Was anyone hurt?” asked Tom.

 “I’m pleased to say not,” said Captain Harkman. “The cadets formed a ring, as they’ve been trained to do, to protect themselves. We beat off the pack, but I lost my sword in the river.”

 Tom looked to Elenna, who was frowning. Something didn’t add up here. Why would Captain Harkman need to get a new sword made, when there were hundreds in the Castle armoury?

 Captain Harkman’s eyes darted to Uncle Henry.

 He’s hiding something, Tom thought.

 “Well,” said Uncle Henry, wiping his hands. “I’m going back to my bed. Leave payment on the anvil.”

 Captain Harkman waited for him to leave, then shut the door. “Truth is,” he said in a low voice, “the survival training has been called off. Aduro contacted me and asked me to fetch you both.”

 “Us?” said Tom. “Is there some threat to the kingdom?”

 Captain Harkman nodded. “Aduro has sensed evil within our borders. He couldn’t be sure where, but he wants us to be on our guard.”

 “So that’s why you came here,” said Tom. “We need to get to the palace at once.”

 Elenna rushed to the door. “I’ll saddle Storm,” she called back.

 Captain Harkman reached inside his jerkin and pulled out a scroll. “Aduro asked me to give you this,” he said.

 Tom took the scroll, broke the red wax seal and unfurled it. The paper was blank.

 “I don’t understand…” he began.

 A blue mist rose off the parchment, gathering into a column like swirling dust. Slowly, the shape of a miniature figure appeared, hovering just a finger’s breath above the paper.

 “Aduro!” said Tom.

 “Ah!” said the Wizard. “Well done Captain Harkman for delivering this message. Tom, I couldn’t leave the Palace myself. Avantia needs your help.”
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 “I’ll do anything you need me to,” said Tom, feeling a rush of pride.

 “Good,” said Aduro. “Go with Captain Harkman and his troop of cadets. I have soldiers patrolling the south, east and west of the kingdom. I want you to check the north, because I sense the evil is concentrated there. If you come across any trouble, get word to me.”

 “What sort of trouble?” Tom asked.

 Aduro bobbed over the parchment. “Portals,” he said. “Watch the sky for them. I sense our enemy is at hand.”

 “Malvel?” Tom asked.

 Aduro shook his head gravely. “Not this time,” said the Wizard. “A new foe. Be careful, Tom.”

 His image faded away, leaving the parchment blank once more. Tom rolled it up and handed it to the Captain. “Whatever evil has come to Avantia,” he said, “we won’t rest until it’s vanquished!”


CHAPTER TWO

EMERGENCY PATROL
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Elenna appeared in the doorway, leading Storm by the reins. She had her quiver hooked over her shoulders. Silver stood close by, his eyes bright and ears pricked.

 “If we ride fast and hard,” she said, “we can reach the Palace by mid-morning.”

 “There’s been a change of plan,” said Tom. “Aduro’s sent word we’re to patrol the north with Captain Harkman and his cadets.”

 “Where are they?” asked Elenna.

 “Follow me,” said Captain Harkman.

 They walked across the yard to the end of the stable block. Under the moonlit orchard, Tom saw a group of two dozen boys sleeping amongst the trees. Horses, one for each pair of cadets, munched quietly at the grass.

 “They’re not much of a fighting band yet,” said Captain Harkman, “but they’ve got plenty of spirit.”

 A light breeze blew through the orchard, and an apple dropped off one of the trees. It bounced off a brown-haired boy’s head.

 “Ouch!” he said, sitting up quickly.

 Elenna giggled and Tom couldn’t stop a smile spreading over his lips.

 “They’re more quick-witted than they look,” muttered Captain Harkman. “Samuel! Show some respect to your new comrades.”
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 The boy’s eyes widened as he took in Tom and his companions. He leapt to his feet and gave a clumsy salute. “Yes, sir!”

 “They look like a fine force,” said Tom. “Tell them to be ready at once.”

 Captain Harkman leant close to Tom’s ear and said, “Samuel’s father is King Hugo’s Master of Arms. He’s only been with us for ten days. Couldn’t win a swordfight against a scarecrow, to be honest with you.”
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