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On Target


“Bet you can’t hit these targets!” Prince Lucas shouted gleefully.

It was the first time his best friend, Clara, was trying out the newest archery course.

The prince pulled on a wooden level, and hidden archery boards popped in and out of sight in the courtyard.

The course had been a challenge for Lucas to build. He hoped it would be a challenge for the archer too.

Clara chose three arrows and raised her bow.

“Three… two… one… FIRE!” the prince shouted.

Clara aimed at a few spinning targets hanging from a tree branch. Then she released all three arrows at the same time. They whistled through the air before piercing each bull’s-eye.
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Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

Lucas hooted and clapped. The palace guards also gave an impressed cheer.
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“A perfect shot for each one!” Lucas exclaimed. “Incredible!”

Clara twirled her bow with ease. She was becoming one of the best archers in Wrenly.

“This new bow isn’t half bad,” she said.

Lucas held up his shabby, not-so-new bow. “Beats this scuffed-up one. You’d think I’d have something fancier!”

Clara laughed. “Let’s see what that rickety old thing can do.”

The kids were resetting the targets when a knight rushed into the courtyard.

He bowed before them and said, “The king requires your presence in the throne room at once.”

Lucas and Clara shared a look before following the knight inside the castle. When they reached the throne room, guards pushed open the heavy wooden doors.

King Caleb and Queen Tasha sat upon their golden thrones. Their crowns glittered in the afternoon sunlight. Lucas bowed and Clara curtsied before them.

“What’s going on, Father?” Prince Lucas asked.
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The king leaned forward with a glint in his eyes. “We’ve received a most unusual gift from a Nameless Messenger.”

“A gift,” Queen Tasha added, “which requires you both be here to open it.”

Unusual gifts weren’t new in the castle. From magical flowers to orbs bursting with prophecies from the Hobsgrove wizards, the royal family had seen it all.
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What was strange, however, was that Lucas and Clara needed to be there to receive it.

The king snapped his fingers. “Come forth, Nameless Messenger, and deliver our gift.”
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The Fire Bird


A dark, shadowy figure swirled from the corner of the room and approached the thrones.

Whoa… so that’s what a Nameless Messenger looks like, Lucas thought in awe.

Not much was known about Nameless Messengers, except for three things.

First, they often delivered strange packages.

Second, they were beings of few words and bowed to no one.

And lastly, it was unknown whether a visit from one brought a gift… or a curse.

This Nameless Messenger wore a dark uniform and a faceless mask. Moving soundlessly in a billow of smoke, he carried a large package covered in black cloth. Something rustled from within.

[image: Image]

The Nameless Messenger handed King Caleb a scroll, stepped back, and removed the black cloth from the gift. A grand, gilded cage was revealed, holding a very magical being.
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Clara gasped. “It’s a phoenix!”

A halo of fire crowned the beautiful bird. Its scarlet and gold feathers glimmered in the sunlight.

“Wow, these are very rare,” said Lucas. “I never expected to see one… much less be given one!”

King Caleb waved his hand. “Thank you, Nameless Messenger. That will be all.”

The Nameless Messenger disappeared in a spiral of smoke.
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Lucas and Clara kneeled before the cage. They both wanted to touch the beautiful bird, but phoenixes were birds of fire.

“Who would send us such a gift?” Lucas asked. “Does it say?”
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