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  [image: ]eep in the forest, the magical Lake glittered in the early morning sun. Tall trees stood like silent guards around

  the water’s edge, thick branches keeping out all but the most determined of visitors. In the middle of the Lake, a purple mist swirled around. The figure watching from the bank knew just what

  the mist concealed…




  ‘Avalon!’ the woman whispered. Her dress was long and black, decorated with dark jewels that seemed to greedily draw in the light from around her. Although the early autumn air was

  cold, the woman wore no cloak and not a single shiver crossed her pale skin. Her cruel lips caught in a smile. ‘Mine. All mine!’




  Slowly, she rose into the air. She hovered for a moment and then began to drift out across the Lake. Triumph lit up her eyes as she floated across the surface but, only moments from the shore,

  she seemed to hit an invisible wall. With a frustrated cry, she rebounded backwards, her face creasing with rage. ‘Nineve!’ she growled furiously.




  The shimmering waters parted and a beautiful young woman rose up through them. She was dressed in flowing blue and green robes. Her long chestnut hair almost reached down to her feet, caught

  back from her face by a headband of silvery pearls. A sparkling blue pendant on a silver chain hung round her neck. She met the other woman’s gaze, her own eyes bright and powerful.

  ‘You know you shall not pass, Morgana!’ Her clear voice rang out across the water. ‘My spell prevents it.’




  ‘Not for much longer, Nineve!’ Morgana hissed, pointing her finger at the Lady of the Lake. ‘It has been eleven moons since you cast your spell and it is weakening. The lunar

  eclipse approaches, then your magic will fade completely and my sisters be imprisoned forever!’ Morgana’s voice rose. ‘And finally Avalon shall be mine!’ Clapping her hands,

  she swirled around and vanished.




  Nineve, the Lady of the Lake, stared at where Morgana had been, a troubled look on her beautiful face. Morgana was right. The spell would not last much longer. If the sisters of Avalon were not

  freed from Morgana’s evil enchantments by the time the next lunar eclipse began, the magical island would come under Morgana’s control and its special powers lost to the world

  forever.




  

    [image: ]


  




  ‘That cannot be allowed to happen.’ Nineve’s fingers reached for the blue pendant at her throat, the aqua stone changing in colour like the deepest ocean reflecting changes in

  the light. Nineve thought for a moment and then came to a decision. It was her last hope. Only a mortal could save Avalon now – it was written in the stars. The Lady of the Lake took a deep breath,

  and recited the ancient prophecy:




  

    

      

        ‘When darkness threatens the world we know,




        And Avalon’s bright lights cease to glow,




        Seek out a girl who is true and brave,




        She will be the one who shall our kingdom save.’


      


    


  




  Nineve unclasped the necklace and then, moving to the edge of the water, she knelt down beside a smooth black rock. Holding the chain in her left hand, she placed the pendant on

  the rock and passed her right hand in a circle over the top of it.




  There was a silver flash and the pendant slowly sank into the surface of the stone. Nineve watched intently. As it disappeared from view, she waved her hand over it again and the movement

  stopped. The blue pendant was now hidden in the stone, but the chain still remained on the surface.




  ‘Lie here until the one who can save Avalon releases you,’ murmured Nineve. ‘She will be our last chance.’ She stood up and stared down at the silver chain. ‘May

  she come soon.’




  Turning, Nineve drifted slowly out across the water until she was lost in the swirling purple mist...
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  [image: ]traighten your back, Guinevere and let me see you curtsey again.’




  ‘Yes, Aunt Matilda.’ Gwen took a deep breath. She really didn’t like it when her Aunt used her full name. Her green eyes flicked to the small window in her aunt’s

  bedchamber. She could see sunlight outside and hear the voices of the pages as they practised riding on the ponies from the castle stables. She wished she could be out there with them.




  Casting her eyes down, she curtseyed again for her Aunt Matilda.




  ‘Better!’ her elegant aunt said approvingly. ‘But, chin down more and gaze to the floor, dear.’




  Gwen held the pose as her aunt inspected her curtsey. She hated the fact that as a girl she was supposed to spend her time learning boring things like how to curtsey gracefully. She had to

  attend to her aunt and the other women who lived in the castle, look after their clothes, comb and dress their hair and generally learn how she must behave when she got older. She knew her parents

  had her best interests at heart when they sent her to live with Aunt Matilda and Uncle Richard at Halston Castle, but she still couldn’t get used to the duties expected of her.




  The voices of her uncle’s pages came floating up to her from the courtyard.




  ‘Ride faster, Arthur!’




  ‘Here! Use this sword!’




  ‘Try and hit it, Will!’




  Gwen yearned to be down there with them. The boys always got to do exciting things! She wondered which pony they were riding. Luckily, girls were allowed to learn how to ride and she often went

  to the stables to see the horses and ponies. Gwen had even tried riding bareback like the boys sometimes did. She’d tried it when she’d been in the forest on her own a few days ago with

  one of the ponies. She’d loved it, but knew no one must ever find out or she’d be in real trouble – it simply wasn’t lady-like behaviour. She hadn’t even told her

  cousin, and best friend, Flora. Gwen smiled to herself as she imagined how alarmed well-behaved Flora would be if she knew!




  ‘Guinevere, it’s not becoming of a young lady to grin in that way!’




  Her aunt’s sharp voice jolted her back to the present. Gwen hastily adjusted her expression. If she wanted to be allowed to leave her aunt’s bedchamber, she knew she had to try her

  hardest to please.




  To her relief, her aunt finally nodded approvingly. ‘Well done, my dear. Now, help me fix my hair and then you can go outside.’




  Aunt Matilda sat down at her dressing table, adjusting the brooch that fastened her long red cloak to her shoulders. Even though the sun was shining outside and there were rugs on the floor and

  thick tapestries on the walls, the rooms inside the castle were always cold.
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  Gwen plaited her aunt’s long fair hair and coiled it into a bun at the nape of her neck. Gwen’s own deep red hair tumbled loose about her shoulders. Flora liked to wear her blonde

  hair in two long braids – she often wound brightly-coloured cord and ribbon around them to match the colour of her dresses, but Gwen could never be bothered with things like that.




  When I’m grown up I’ll always wear my hair down, she thought as she finished carefully pinning up her aunt’s hair. I’m not going to fuss about like

  this!




  ‘May I go now, Aunt Matilda?’ she asked as politely as she could.




  ‘You may,’ her aunt replied, inspecting her bun in the mirror.




  Gwen’s heart leaped and she ran to the door. ‘No playing with the pages though!’ Aunt Matilda called after her. ‘Find Flora – walk and talk together, go and see how

  the winter roses are growing in the garden…’




  Gwen heard her aunt’s voice trailing after her as she raced down the spiral stone stairs. She stopped briefly in the chamber she shared with Flora to grab her thick wool cloak, outdoor

  boots and her leather bag. A few minutes later she was bursting through the heavy wooden door that led to the courtyard. Fresh air hit her face. She stopped and breathed it in happily, her eyes

  scanning the grassy yard inside the castle walls. It was so good to be outside!
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