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  [image: ] strangely beautiful woman stood in the middle of a clearing in front of a hollowed-out oak tree. Her long hair was as black as the feathers of the

  raven that was perched on her shoulder and her jet eyes glittered in her pale face. All around her, the forest was decorated with the russets and yellows of autumn.




  Lifting one hand, Morgana Le Fay pointed at the horse chestnut trees in front of her. Instantly the red and gold leaves started to turn brown and wither. One by one they dropped from the trees

  to the ground, leaving the branches bare. Morgana smiled cruelly and then clenched her fist, whispering a sinister-sounding spell. The trees’ bark slowly blackened, their branches creaking in

  protest as they twisted into unnatural shapes.




  The raven cackled in delight and Morgana laughed with him as she watched the devastation she had caused with her magic.




  ‘The power over all living plants is mine to use as I will,’ she hissed. ‘It is magic I have taken from Lily, Spell Sister of Avalon. Seven of the eight sisters still remain in

  their prisons, trapped by my magic. Soon the island of Avalon shall become mine, and mine alone. Those wretched mortal girls may have freed one of my sisters and taken away my control over fire,

  but they will not beat me again.’




  The raven cawed in agreement.




  Morgana stroked his feathers. ‘The spell cast by Nineve, the Lady of the Lake, is keeping me from claiming Avalon, but that will only last until the next lunar eclipse. After that, nothing

  will be able to stop me, as long as the Spell Sisters remain trapped. And they shall!’ Her cold laugh rang out. ‘I will make absolutely sure of it. Nothing and no one shall stop

  me!’ She clapped her hands and then she and the raven vanished, leaving only the blackened trees and undergrowth behind. . .
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  [image: ]wen edged closer to the crackling fire in the enormous fireplace in the Great Hall of her uncle’s castle and stretched out her hands towards

  the flames. The warmth was very welcome. Now that it was autumn, the air always felt slightly damp and cold, even indoors. Nearby, on the window seat in the parlour, her Aunt Matilda was talking to

  Gwen’s cousin, Flora.




  ‘I am very pleased with your attitude towards your studies, Flora. I have a reward for you. I am going to give you this headband, which belonged to my own mother, your

  grandmother.’




  Gwen fidgeted with her dress as her aunt showed Flora a delicate gold band, studded with pearls.




  Flora’s pretty face lit up. ‘Oh, thank you, Mother!’




  Aunt Matilda smiled. ‘Why don’t you try it on?’ She carefully fixed the hairband in place on Flora’s head, rearranging Flora’s two long blonde braids that were

  trimmed with red cord.




  Gwen felt happy for her cousin. The two girls were best friends, and Gwen knew how much Flora liked to please her mother. Gwen certainly wasn’t jealous about Flora’s new gift. She

  didn’t care for things like that. Her deep red hair hung loose on her shoulders. If Gwen had been given a present she’d have wanted a new bow or a quiver full of arrows!




  ‘It looks very elegant, Flora,’ Aunt Matilda said, smoothing down a few stray strands of her daughter’s hair. ‘You will be careful with it though, won’t you, my

  dear?’




  ‘Of course, Mother,’ Flora replied.




  ‘Maybe you should take it off before you go outside,’ Aunt Matilda went on, looking worried. ‘We all know you can be a little clumsy at times.’




  ‘I won’t lose it, Mother. I’ll be careful,’ Flora said. ‘I promise.’




  ‘Very well. Now, you know what you’re supposed to be doing this morning?’




  Flora nodded. ‘Gwen and I are to go and gather some fresh herbs to spread around the upstairs chambers.’




  Her mother nodded. ‘That’s right. And no stopping to play with the pages on the way.’ She looked over and fixed Gwen with a warning look. ‘Do you understand,

  Guinevere?’




  Gwen hastily pulled herself to attention. ‘Yes, Aunt Matilda,’ she murmured, giving a little curtsey. She was trying her best to be lady-like, but inside her heart sank. Her aunt was

  so strict! She only ever wanted Gwen and Flora to do things that she considered suitable for young ladies, which meant learning all the boring duties involved with managing a large household. Gwen

  found it so frustrating. She longed to be like the pages and be able to learn exciting things like how to fight properly with a sword and a lance. That would be much more fun!




  ‘Now, Guinevere can you tell me which herbs you will pick?’




  Gwen didn’t have any idea. ‘Um. . . well. . .’




  ‘Come on, child,’ Aunt Matilda said impatiently. ‘A noble lady should know this. Which herbs will be best at this time of year?’




  Flora rescued Gwen. ‘Tansy, thyme and rosemary, Mother,’ she said quickly. ‘Rosemary for health, thyme for its sweet scent and tansy because it brings good fortune.’




  Her mother gave her an approving smile. ‘Correct, Flora. Guinevere, you would do well to learn from your cousin and spend less time with a bow and arrow in your hands. Your parents sent

  you here to learn how to perform the duties expected of a young noblewoman, not how to run around outdoors with the boys. I think you sometimes forget that.’




  ‘Yes, Aunt Matilda,’ Gwen said meekly, although inside she was already itching with impatience to be out and away. She was glad her parents had decided to send her to live with Aunt

  Matilda and Uncle Richard at Halston Castle because it meant she had Flora for company, but her aunt had so many rules it was hard to always be well behaved.




  ‘Off you go then,’ Aunt Matilda told them.




  As soon as the big wooden door was shut behind them and they were on the staircase, Gwen grabbed Flora’s arm. ‘Quick come on, let’s get going!’




  Flora turned to Gwen in surprise. ‘You never want to go to the herb garden, Gwen! Why are you so keen?’




  Gwen grinned. ‘Ah, but you see I happen to know that Evans, the fletcher who makes arrows for the king, delivered some new arrows to Uncle Richard this morning, and they’re in the

  upstairs chambers.’
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  ‘So?’ Flora frowned.




  ‘So, I really want to see them!’ Gwen replied. ‘Evans’s arrows have flights made from swan feathers, peacock feathers. . . even kingfisher feathers! And he carves the

  metal point of the arrows into the most wonderful patterns too! So the faster we gather the herbs, the quicker we’ll get to the chambers so I can catch a glimpse of the arrows!’




  Flora shook her head and laughed. ‘I should have known it would be something to do with archery. Oh well, I don’t mind. I like gathering herbs.’




  ‘You like everything to do with running a household. You’re going to be such a good lady of the manor when you’re older,’ Gwen teased her.




  ‘And what’s wrong with that?’ protested Flora. ‘I think it’s really interesting learning about household things.’




  Gwen pulled a face. ‘Learning how to store fruit, and what food to eat, and what things bring good luck, and what herbs to use? How can you say that’s interesting, Flora? Riding,

  shooting, being out in the forest – they’re interesting things . . . exciting things!’ She sighed and pushed a hand through her tangle of red hair. ‘Oh, I wish we could have

  another adventure!’




  Flora’s eyes caught hers. ‘Well, maybe we will soon.’ They shared a secret smile.




  A week ago, the two girls had the most amazing adventure together. It had all started when they had decided to visit the beautiful Lake hidden in the forest near the castle. In the centre of the

  Lake was a mysterious island called Avalon that was always shrouded in a purple mist. On the day they had gone there, Flora and Gwen had found a silver necklace with a blue pendant caught in a rock

  by the water’s edge. Flora hadn’t been able to pull it free, but Gwen had, and when she’d released it from the rock, it had magically floated into the air and fastened round her

  neck!




  Gwen looked down at the pendant, which was still round her neck, hanging on a silver chain. ‘I don’t think anything more magical has ever happened to me than when I pulled the

  necklace out of the rock!’
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