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    [image: ]organa Le Fay looked out across the rough sea. Her long coal-black hair tossed around her in the wind as she threw her hands up and grinned slyly. A huge wave crashed into white chalk cliffs below each time she flicked her wrist. She turned her gaze upwards. ‘Come, my beauty!’ she cried into the air.




    A raven swooped down from the skies and landed on one of Morgana’s outstretched arms. She stroked his feathers. ‘We must guard this place,’ she told him. ‘Those interfering human girls may have managed to free Sophia, Lily, Isabella and Amelia, but they will not be allowed to rescue any more of my sisters! I shall claim the island of Avalon as my own.’ The raven cawed in agreement. Morgana’s eyes glittered. ‘You must help me, my dark one. If those girls come here and attempt to free Grace, you must stop them for me. Will you do that?’




    The raven screamed loudly.




    A cruel smile played at the corners of Morgana’s mouth. ‘I shall help you with my magic.’




    She pointed at the raven and a bolt of black fire shot from her fingertips. It hit the bird, exploding into a cloud of sparks and making him screech in surprise. He flew into the sky and suddenly his wings began to grow. His beak became longer, his claws changed into knife-sharp talons and within seconds the raven was as big as Morgana herself.




    ‘Now you are ready to deal with those two girls if they find their way here!’ cried Morgana. ‘Show them no mercy, my beauty!’




    The raven screeched and Morgana laughed wildly, their voices merging together in the wind . . .
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    [image: ]wen pushed her dark red hair behind her ears and frowned as she looked from the pear on the wooden table to the picture she was painting. No matter how hard she tried, her picture just looked like a green and yellow blob. She groaned. ‘Oh, Flora, this is silly. Why does Aunt Matilda feel we need to learn how to paint?’




    ‘Because all young ladies should be able to show off their artistic skills,’ her cousin Flora answered with a smile. ‘Just like we should be able to embroider beautifully, play a musical instrument and, of course, run a household wonderfully well! You know that’s what Mother always says.’




    Gwen rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, Flora, you know I’d rather be able to ride brilliantly and shoot a bow and arrow accurately. This is really very dull indeed. When I am Lady of a manor I shall never ever paint a picture!’ she declared, putting her paintbrush down. ‘I shall just go out riding and have adventures!’




    ‘Well, I won’t be coming with you then. You’ll need another companion,’ Flora laughed, then grinned at her cousin slyly. ‘Maybe Arthur?’




    Gwen’s cheeks went pink. ‘Arthur and I are just friends!’ she said hotly. Arthur was one of the pages at her uncle’s castle. Like Gwen he had come to live at the Halston Castle a few years ago. It was normal for young boys to stay away from home at another noble household to learn how to be a knight, just as it was usual for young girls to do the same and learn how to be a young lady.




    Flora’s blue eyes twinkled. ‘Just friends? I saw you going into the woods yesterday to shoot your bows and arrows together. I think he likes you, Gwen!’ Flora began to twirl in front of her picture, clutching her hands together and swooning romantically. ‘I think it’s wonderful – you shouldn’t be embarrassed. Besides. . . oh bother!’ she exclaimed, as she knocked over her pot of water. ‘Goodness, I really must try to be less clumsy!’
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    Gwen hurried over, relieved the mess had distracted Flora from teasing her about Arthur. ‘Here, I’ll help,’ she said, picking up an old rag and mopping the water. ‘I like your painting though, Flora,’ Gwen said catching sight of her cousin’s picture. ‘Those ones are good too,’ she said pointing to four others nearby that Flora had also painted. She sighed. ‘I don’t paint as well as you do. I’m not cut out for it!’




    ‘You just need to practise more,’ said Flora.




    ‘But practising is so boring,’ said Gwen. ‘I just want to go outside!’ She went to the window and looked out longingly. They were up on the second floor of the castle and had fine views of the surrounding countryside. The sky was bright blue with white clouds travelling gently across. Gwen’s eyes scanned over the grassy keep, drawbridge and gatehouse. Beyond the castle walls were the archery butts, stable yard, orchard and the cottages where the villagers lived. Gwen’s gaze reached the thick forest to the south. She pictured the Lake that was hidden there among the trees.




    ‘I’ve been thinking, Flora – Nineve’s not been in contact with us for days,’ she said, her hand reaching for the silver necklace around her neck. A large pendant hung from it, with a stone as blue as the ocean on a sunny summer’s day. Four smaller gems nestled next to the pendant – a white fire agate stone with a heart of bronze, a glowing green emerald, a golden piece of amber and a glittering purple amethyst. ‘I think we should go and see if there is any news on the four sisters who are still trapped. I want another adventure!’
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    ‘Sssh!’ said Flora hastily. ‘Mother might come in at any moment.’




    Gwen quietened down, but her thoughts tumbled over each other like water in a fast-flowing stream. A little while ago she and Flora had gone to the Lake in the forest together and found the necklace with the blue pendant trapped in a rock. Flora hadn’t been able to free it, but when Gwen had touched it, it had come out of the rock easily.




    Gwen thought back to that moment she had freed the necklace, remembering the beautiful woman who had risen up through the waters – Nineve, the Lady of the Lake. She had told the girls that the enchanted island of Avalon, in the centre of the Lake, was in desperate trouble. The evil sorceress, Morgana Le Fay, had trapped her eight younger sisters who lived on Avalon throughout the kingdom. If the sisters were not rescued and returned to the island by the next lunar eclipse, Morgana would claim Avalon for herself and disaster would fall on the kingdom. The stars had foretold that a mortal girl who could pull the pendant from the rock would be able to help save the sisters. Gwen was that girl. She and Flora had promised Nineve to do all they could to help, and so far they had rescued four sisters but four were still trapped.
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