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Eé Chapter One ' g

The King’s
Message

Thomas Bailey was beginning to feel more than a
teensy bit frustrated.

He was having lunch with his family in the
Great Hall of their ancestral home, Creaky Castle.
But as usual, Thomas just couldn’t seem to get a
word in edgeways. Sir John and Lady Eleanor and
his big sister Matilda were all far too busy talking
to take any notice of him.

“Mother, I was wondering if I could—” Thomas
started to say.

11
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“Ugh, what is this foul muck?” said Matilda,
She wrinkled her nose and poked at the food on
her plate. “You can't possibly expect me to eat it. |
mean, not even Mott would eat anything this
awful, would you, Mott?”

Matilda offered a forkful of food to the family’s
ancient wolfhound. Mott sniffed it, whined...and
slunk off to a distant corner of the hall.

“T'll thank you not to wave your food about,

Matilda,” said Lady Eleanor. “It's not that bad.
Cook has made a special effort today.”

Thomas took a deep breath and tried again.

“Father, there’s, er—”
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“Really?” said Matilda, talking across him.
“What, to poison us?”

“Oh no, I don’t think so, my lambkin,” said Sir
John, smiling at her. “Cook wouldn’t do anything
like that. Well, not on purpose, anyway.”

“HEY, WILL SOMEBODY LISTEN TO ME?”
Thomas shouted.

“There’s no need to be so loud, Thomas,” said

Lady Eleanor, wincing.
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“It's vulgar, and you know how much I hate
raised voices.”

“Huh, except when she’s doing the shouting,”
muttered Matilda.

“I heard that,” snapped Lady Eleanor. “I never
shout, except when it’s absolutely necessary, of
course. Which it often is with the inhabitants of
this castle, sadly enough. Now, Thomas, what
exactly is on your mind?”

“I was wondering if I could, er...have a pet,”
Thomas said nervously. “I was down in the village
this morning, and I saw something I want at
Peasant Pet Stores. It’s on special offer, a really
amazing bargain, and I've got enough money
saved, so you wouldn’t have to pay a penny...”

“Well, I don’t see why not,” said Sir John. “A
boy needs a pet.”

“Oh, great, Father, thanks!” said Thomas,
amazed that it had been so easy after all. “I'll go
and get...I mean, I'll go and buy him right away!”

“Hang on a second,” said Lady Eleanor, looking

1¢
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at Thomas through narrowed eyes. He paused half
out of his seat, caught in her gaze, and slowly sat
down again. “I notice you didn’t mention what kind
of animal it is you're in such a hurry to buy,” said
Lady Eleanor. “I'm afraid I'm going to need more
detail before I give my permission, young man.”

“It’s a, er...dragon,” Thomas said, practically
whispering the word.

“A dragon?” said Lady Eleanor, frowning. “No,
Thomas, definitely not. They're nasty, dangerous
beasts, and they eat colossal amounts of food.”

“Oh no, we definitely can’t afford any high-
maintenance pets,” Sir John said hastily. “We've
been spending rather too much recently as it is.”

“I feel another cut in pocket money coming on,”
Matilda groaned.

Thomas opened his mouth to argue with his
parents. But at that precise moment, the doors of
the Great Hall were suddenly flung wide open and
a short, rather squat soldier came running in. It was

Mouldy, Sir John’s senior man-at-arms. Mouldy

15
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hurried towards the table,

almost tripping over his sword

a couple of times, and skidded

to a halt beside Sir John.
“Sorry to interrupt

your lovely lunch, <

My Lord,” he said &
breathlessly, “but a 61
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knight has brought . @\‘F\\.. <, w
a message for you. What AT

A .
T e X
shall I do with him?” %

“That should be obvious, Mouldy,”
sighed Sir John. “Send him in!” C{
“But dragons aren’t nasty or dangerous,”

Thomas went on, as Mouldy scuttled out.

“They can be very loving and loyal, and they
often—"
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“Read my lips, Thomas,” said Mother.

“The...answer...is...NO.”
Thomas scowled, determined not to give up.

But then he heard hoofs clip-clopping up

16
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flagstone steps, and a tall knight in splendid
armour burst into the Great Hall on his horse.

Mouldy came stumbling in

o
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after him.
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The knight leaned down from the saddle,
handed Sir John a rolled parchment, then,
without a word, swung his horse round and
clattered out again.

“How many times have I told you to make them
leave their horses in the stables?” Lady Eleanor
hissed at Mouldy, who turned and fled. “I don’t
know why we bother to have any stables at all,”
Lady Eleanor muttered. “No one ever uses them.”
She turned to her husband. “Well?”

“It’s from the King...” said Sir John. “He’s, er...
coming to visit.”

“WHAT?” squealed Lady Eleanor, horrified.
“When does he arrive?”

“Next Monday,” Sir John said gloomily. “He'll
only be staying a few days, thank goodness, so we
probably shouldn’t make much fuss.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” said Lady Eleanor.

“We'll have to redecorate the entire castle, of
course. We’'ll need new furniture and hangings in

here and in the bedchambers, new outfits for us,

18

— |

Scanned with CamScanner



and for the servants, too. In fact, we might need
to get some new servants. Especially a new cook.”

“I hope you're not expecting me to wear a
horrid pointy hat, or some hideous snood,” Matilda
muttered, her top lip curled in disgust. “I mean,
it’s bad enough having to go round in stupid girly
dresses all the time.”

“You will if I say so,” said Lady Eleanor. “And
another thing...”

“Could we get back to what we were talking
about?” said Thomas.

“I'm not sure we can afford to redecorate the
entire castle,” murmured Sir John. “It’s a big job,
and as I say, money is a bit of an issue...”

“But we have to!” said Lady Eleanor. “And you
have to make a good impression on the King. If
everything goes well, he might promote you. We
wouldn’t have to worry about money if you were
a rich baron.”

“Oh dear,” said Sir John, sighing and looking
unhappy. “I really don't think I'm up to it, my

19
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love. It all sounds a little too energetic for me -
you know I like a nice, quiet life. Can’t we, er...
just stay as we are?”

Lady Eleanor went onto the attack, Matilda
sided with Sir John, and Thomas realized he had
less chance now than ever of being listened to.

“May I get down from the table?” he asked, but
didn’t wait for an answer. He left the Great Hall,
emerged from the Keep, crossed the empty
courtyard...then slipped through a back door into
the stables.

And there, hidden in a heap of old straw, was
the small dragon - well, smallish - that Thomas
had already bought and sneaked into Creaky
Castle.

Buying the dragon first and asking permission
later had seemed like a brilliant idea at the time.
But now Thomas wasn’t so sure.

“Are you all right, Sparky?” Thomas whispered.
A woeful noise came in reply, a cross between a

cow mooing and the purring of a giant cat. “Sorry,

20
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but I might have to keep you hidden here for a
while longer,” Thomas said. “If Mother finds out
what I've done, I'll be in big trouble. In fact, I
don’t even want to think about how much trouble
I'll be in...”

Sad little puffs of smoke emerged from the heap
of straw. Thomas stood there brooding, wondering
what to do. How could he persuade Mother to let
him keep Sparky? Then suddenly it came to him...

21
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Headless
Chickens

“It’s simple, Sparky,” Thomas murmured. A big,
green snout poked out of the straw. Thomas
stroked it absent-mindedly, and Sparky purred
softly with pleasure. “I just need to help Father
impress the King, that's all...”

Thomas had realized that if the King did make
Father a rich baron, they would have more than
enough money to feed a dragon, however much it
might cost. Although Thomas didn’t believe it

could be that expensive. Mother wouldn’t be able

el
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to complain, anyway. And once she got to know
Sparky, she would see how wonderful having a pet
dragon could be.

“It won't be easy,” said Thomas, thinking about
Sir John. “Between you and me, Father isn’t
terribly impressive at the best of times. But I'm
sure I can come up with something. Listen,

Sparky, I'd better be off. See you later, okay?
And don’t worry, I will bring you some food,

& 3
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I promise.”

Thomas quietly slipped
out of the stable block and
started making his way

-
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back towards the Keep,
whistling cheerfully

as he sauntered along.
But he soon noticed
that the courtyard
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was no longer empty.

Now it was full of _@Q .
harassed-looking servants é@;/
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and anxious men-at-arms, all of them scampering

= around and bumping into each other like headless
chickens.

Thomas caught a glimpse of his sister and ran
across to her. “What’s going on, Matilda?” he said.
She had changed out of the dress she’d been

wearing earlier and into her favourite outfit,
a chain-mail shirt and helmet.
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“Huh, what do you think?” said Matilda.
“Mother’s started giving orders to everybody right,
left and centre, so I'm off before she catches me.
And if I were you, little brother, I'd stay well out
of her way, too.”

“THOMAS!” Mother yelled, her voice ringing out
across the courtyard like a trumpet. Thomas froze

instantly. “I've got a little job for you...”

: == R
= —

=~  “Too late!” laughed Matilda, pulling down her
visor to hide her face. Then she was gone. Thomas

sighed, and trudged off towards Mother.

25
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He discovered the “little job” was actually quite

a big one, and more were to follow. Thomas had
to tidy his bedchamber (“It’s a disgrace,” said
Mother). Then he had to clean out the cupboards
where he kept the interesting stuff he found in the
woods, such as his coilection of animal skulls and
dead birds. (“We all have to make sacrifices,
Thomas,” Mother said when he complained.)
And then he had to help Mouldy
give Mott a bath, something
Mott loathed. Thomas

- didn’t enjoy it
S

much, either.
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So he wasn’t able to even think about
returning to the stable block until later in the
evening, almost bedtime. And first he had to visit
the kitchen.

“Can I take a few leftovers, Cook?” he said.
“Er...for Mott, that is.”

“Why not?” Cook moaned. He was sitting at a
table, looking deeply depressed. “There are always
plenty, after all. Tell me, Thomas, is my cooking
that bad? Is Mott the only one in this castle who
will eat my food? You know, sometimes I think
there’s no point in carrying on.”

“Sorry, Cook, er...can’t stop to chat,” Thomas
said uncomfortably, hurrying out with a sack of
leftovers and scraps, remembering the way Mott
had reacted when Matilda had offered him some
of her lunch...

“I just hope you like this, Sparky,” said Thomas,
as he emptied the sack onto the stable floor.
Thomas was worried Sparky would feel the same

way as Mott about Cook’s food, but he had no

2]
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idea what else to give him. So he was relieved -

and also quite surprised - when Sparky wolfed

down the lot, even the bones, then sat up with g

“More, please!” look in his big, green eyes. “Er...

good boy, Sparky,” Thomas said uncertainly.
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The next few days were rather difficult. Lady
Eleanor was a woman on a mission. She gave
endless instructions to everyone, and she
relentlessly pursued the slow and the idle,
especially her family. This made it very hard for
Thomas to visit Sparky. Whenever he did manage
to, he came away feeling nervous. Sparky gobbled
up everything Thomas could bring him, yet still he
seemed constantly hungry. And now Thomas
realized Sparky was growing each day - almost
with each mouthful.

Thomas was starting to think he'd have to get
Sparky out of the stables soon, or he might never
get him out at all. Where else could he hide him,
though? He'd thought the stable block was perfect.
As Mother had said, nobody ever went there. But
it might attract more attention than usual if
Sparky’s tail was sticking out of the door, or his
head through the roof...

“Cheer up, Tom,” Sir John said one morning.

29
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“I can’t blame you for feeling a trifle glum,
though. I wish none of this was happening

myself.”

Father, of course, was another problem. Thomas
had been studying him, trying to come up with a
way of making
him more
impressive. But
Sir John was
short, plump
and balding,
and he rarely
did anything...
well, manly.
He liked
reading old

manuscripts,

and pottering
around in his
study, and was

happiest when

30
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he could sneak off for a quiet afternoon of fishing
in the moat. Thomas kept suggesting it might be a
good idea for him to do some serious practice with
his sword, or even just a little light jousting with
the men-at-arms. Father, however, seemed not

to hear.

In the end, Thomas decided his best bet was to
do something about Sir John's appearance. There
wasn’t enough time to turn him into a fierce
warrior - but with a bit of help he might at least
look rather more warlike.

“Don’t worry, Father, I'm fine,” said Thomas.
“By the way, have you had a chance yet to go
through that catalogue I gave you yesterday?”

“Catalogue?” said Sir John. “I don’t remember
any catalogue.”

“Doesn’t the name Mail Shots sound familiar?”
said Thomas. “Armour and weapons by post? You
ought to have some new kit, you know, to impress

the King. And I noticed that they do, er...large
waist sizes,”

d1
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:?-: ) Chapter Three Eg

Blackened
Little Corpse

It was Monday morning, and the inhabitants
of Creaky Castle were lined up in the sunny
courtyard, waiting for the King to arrive. Thomas
was standing in front with Matilda, Father
and Mott, the castle’s men-at-arms and servants
behind them. Lady Eleanor was off checking
something.

Thomas nervously crossed his fingers behind
his back. He hoped Mother wasn't doing anything
that might lead her to Sparky. Thomas had at last

33
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found another, safer hiding place for his growing
dragon, a large, old storehouse in a quiet Corner ‘
over by the northern wall. He had also manageq
to get Sparky out of the stables and across the
courtyard in the middle of the night when no
one was around. It had still felt very risky,
though. And it had turned out to be a quite
disturbing experience, too.

Thomas frowned. He had some idea now why
dragons might have gained a reputation for
being nasty and dangerous. A rat had scurried

Past them in the alley behind the stables. :
Thomas hadn’t beep bothered

ot e i et i Vi e 8 g R i i Rt

— there were
always rats scuttling about Creaky Castle - 1

but Sparky hag been spooked. He had instantly
Ieared up, openeq his mouth, ang fired off a |
terrific burst of flame. The rat hadn’t stood a

chance. Thep Sparky had chuckled hoarsely,

Sparky ip, 5 different way... |

3y
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Suddenly another hoarse chuckle broke intg
ﬁ Thomas’s thoughts.

] “Love the pageboy outfit, little brother,” Matilda |

> whispered. “Er...not! Those
W 4

AN ﬁ stripy leggings make you é
' 7 look even more bandy

than you actually are.",__'?

“Huh, you can
talk...” Thomas
muttered under his

breath, elbowing

her. “Does your

head go all the
way to the top of
that pointy hat?”

% O “Steady, children,”

hissed a red-faced Sir John. He was wearing full

-—

o N —

D Ly

armour, and obviously feeling quite warm. “Here
comes your mother!”

“Everything seems to be in order, amazingly

enough,” murmured Lady Eleanor, as she took her

36
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place beside the rest of her family. “Although

perhaps [ should have one more look around

inside, just to make sure.”
“If you like, dear,” said Sir John. “But I don't

think there’s any need.”
“Definitely not,” muttered Thomas. Despite

Father’s protests, Mother had got all the new

furniture and hangings she’d wanted, and
the interior of Creaky Castle had been totally

redecorated. Gone were the cobwebs, the tatty old

tapestries, the battered beds and benches. In fact,

the whole place was SO perfect now it hardly

seemed like their home any more.

“Are you sure my hair is all right?” said Lady

Eleanor, patting it.
“I've already told you, dear,” sighed Sir John.
“You look wonderful.”
“Stop worrying, Mot
too late now, anyway.”
“You're right, I must stay calm,

Eleanor. “Deep breaths, i7 through th

her,” said Matilda. “It’s

» said Lady

e nose¢,
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com'tamd; almost tnpping
: “It's him!” he yelled, his ey
..in the village!”
“Well, lower the drawbridge, then
in!” said Sir John. A
Mouldy skidded to a
halt, swivelled on his
heel, and ran back :
to the gatehouse. t
Soon, Thomas 2 |
could hear
great winches
groaning, and

chains clanking,

and a crash as the - 5
drawbridge hit the ground, followed by the souﬁ.
of iron-shod hooves thundering over its thick

wooden planks.

38
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“Here we go...smile everybody!” murmured Lady
Eleanor. She turned to her husband. “I forgot to
ask...you did hire a new cook, didn’t you?”

“Ah, no, well, actually...” Sir John muttered,

“I, er...didn’t. Cook gets so depressed, and I thought
it would probably have broken his heart...”

“I don’t believe it...” said Lady Eleanor, the
colour draining from her face. “You mean to tell
me that the food will be...the same as usual?”

“I'm sure it won't matter,” said Sir John. “Er...
not much, anyway.”

Mother glared, and Matilda giggled. Thomas
focused his attention on the group of mounted
knights clattering across the courtyard towards
them. They made a fine sight, their armour glinting
in the sunlight as they came to a halt. A herald
jumped from his horse and blew his trumpet.

“HEAR YE, HEAR YE!” he yelled. “I hereby
announce the arrival of His Royal Magnificence
King Stephen The First And Only, Lord of="

“Yes, yes, that will do,” said a portly figure

o
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getting off his own horse and waving the heraq

away. Thomas realized this was the King. “We'|]

be here for hours if he goes through all my titles,”
the King added.
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My Lord!”

said Lady Eleanor, curtsying. “I can’t tell you

“Welcome to Creaky Castle,

how excited we are Your Majesty has come to

”

visit us...
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Lady Eleanor rattled on, Sir John joining in )
when she nudged him, but Thomas didn't bother t,
listen to the grown-ups. Instead, he let his eyes "
roam over the men on horseback. Thomas realizeg
they must be the King’s bodyguard, each of them
tall, grim-faced and tough-looking, and wearing }
the same armour as the knight who had brought
the message. It was a good job he’d moved Spa]kji,-:.tf
he thought. Mother was bound to insist their hor_ses»‘
be kept in the stables while they were at Creaky
Castle.

Suddenly, Thomas heard growling, and glanced
down. Mott was staring at one |
of the men, his teeth bared.

Thomas was surprised. It was
strange behaviour for Mott, 7
an old softy who usually liked (‘“‘
everyone. Thomas examined
the man more closely. He
saw a neat black beard,

thin lips and cruel eyes,

Y2
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A Plot

Discovered

Lunch was, of course, a total disaster. The
Great Hall was packed with the King and his :
knights, and Thomas had never seen so many |
people looking so disgusted at the same time,
They all stared disbelievingly at the charred,
gooey mess on their plates, and no one ate a 3
single morsel. ‘

“What exactly is it supposed to be?” complamed
the King at last.

“Er...overcooked underwear by the look of it,”

¥y
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Matilda whispered. She grinned at her brother,
and they both spluttered with laughter.

Lady Eleanor glared at them, then turned to
the King and smiled. “I'm sorry, Your Majesty,”
she said brightly. “It must be some kind of
mistake. If you'll excuse me, I'll pop into the
kitchen and see what's going on. My husband
will keep you entertained meanwhile - won't
you, dear?”

“What, me?” murmured Sir John. “Oh, yes,
whatever you say, my love. Er...perhaps I
could give you a tour of our humble abode,

My Lord.”

“I'd rather have a decent lunch,” grumbled the
King. He looked very grumpy. “I'm so hungry my
stomach thinks my throat has been cut.”

Some instinct made Thomas glance at the
baron. He saw de Rathbone’s mouth twitch into a
faint - but definite - smirk at the King's words.
De Rathbone also reached for his dagger, and

seemed to grip the hilt tightly.

Y5
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Thomas wondered what all that was about.

Umm, very interesting...
«pm sure Lady Eleanor will sort things out, My

Lord.” Sir John was saying. «Er..in fact I think I

can hear her doing it even as We speak.”

d to listen. Strange sounds
door that led to the
pleas for

Everyone paust
were coming from behind the

kitchen - muffled yelling, lots of crashes,

mercy. Matilda and Thomas Jooked at each other %

and rolled their €yes.
«0Oh well, I suppos€ 4 bit of a wait will make
me appreciate lunch 411 the more when 1 get it,”

sighed the King. “See 10 the men, de Rathbone.”
d,” the baron growled,
ry smile

“At your service, My Lor
the smirk replaced now by a stiff, wint

that sent a chill down Thomas’s spine.
“We could start with a walk on the battlements;

Your Majesty,” said Sir John, as he ushered the
King out. He looked over his shoulder at Thomas

and Matilda. “See if your mother needs any help!’

he mouthed at them.

46
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«“Huh, he has got to be joking,” muttered
Matilda, removing her hat and dumping it on top
of her lunch. “I'm off, little brother. See you later.”

with that, she dashed up the stairs that led to
the bedchambers. Thomas barely registered her
departure. He was busy keeping an eye on Baron
de Rathbone, who was giving orders to the
knights. They trooped out after the King, probably
heading for the barrack block, Thomas thought.

Then he noticed that not all the knights had
left. Two had stayed with de Rathbone, and the
three men went into a huddle in the furthest
corner of the Great Hall. Thomas hung back,
hoping to hear what they were going to say. But
de Rathbone and the knights kept scowling over
their shoulders, and he realized they were waiting

for him to leave, too. That made him even more

determined to eavesdrop, and he knew just how.

p and strolled out under their
was in the

Thomas stood u

narrow-eyed gaze. But the instant he |
side
courtyard he ran round 10 @ door on the other sid

!
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of the Keep. He slipped
inside, dashed up a narrow
staircase, entered a gallery
above the Great Hall and
crept along the floor. He
stopped by the balustrade,
cautiously raised his head,
and looked down. The baron
and the knights were in the

same place, de Rathbone

talking quietly.

“At last, the moment I have
been waiting for draws near,”
he said, his voice trembling with
excitement. “As soon as we arrived in
this shoddy little castle I knew it was the
place where I would achieve my destiny.”

Shoddy little castle? thought Thomas. How
dare the baron say such a thing! De Rathbone had
better not let Mother hear him talk like that, or he

would be in more trouble than he could handle.

o j ‘ ¢ :ads daess BN IS i R
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Stfange vision of the Kir fé

m."

/ little boy... But now he gulp vf

K«'\

&01118' cold all over. De Rathbo
the new King if the old on
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gallery, down the stalréase
courtyard. Then he suddenly
~ He'd just had the most wond
shockingly brilliant he could hard
come up with it himself. Sometﬁi_n
make the King think Father was real

Thomas was going to arrange for
the King’s life.

62
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A Burst

of Flame

Thomas stood in the courtyard for a moment, his
mind racing. He could see it all. Father waiting in
the King’s chamber to stop de Rathbone, the
grateful King making Father a rich baron on the
Spot, Mother beaming happily at Thomas and
saying that he could have any pet he wanted now
they were so rich, even a pet dragon, why not
have two, or three, or...

“THOMAS!” said a loud voice. He almost

Jumped out of his skin, and turned to see a

53 |
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glared ata large black scorch mark
What...ls...THIS? she said. “It lool ;
Someone’s had a bonfire here. You dog
know anythihg about it, do you, Thomas?"
“Me?” squeaked Thomas. “Of course ';‘;
Why would 1?7
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Mother, frowning ""‘3{:

oY
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“Let’s just call it a parent’s intuition. I'm warning
you, Thomas, you'd better not be up to any
mischief - I've got enough on my plate as it is.
Now run along and find your father. I'll have to
get one of the servants to clean this wall.”

Thomas scurried off, relieved to escape for the
time being, although now he felt rather uneasy.
Mother obviously suspected he was up to
something, and that might turn out to be very
dangerous indeed for him. She was pretty stressed,
and Thomas dreaded to think what she would do
if she found out about Sparky before he managed
to make everything right. He felt
sorry for Cook, too, although . -’
he wasn’t that surprised. ,“‘(/’ﬁ(% 7

Thomas delivered F“‘}/ l‘-’ Q f,/
the message about

078 %
Y. 4

the takeaway,
whispering it to
Father so the King
Wouldn’t hear.
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kY‘ he sa:id He dropped

= Whel'ﬁ are you‘? he said more loudly

= Sparky s famﬂlar purring, although
___eemed much noisier than usual. Thomas peer

- the di
- I'ECtIOIl it was coming from...and saw a D:

- ofl
B glowmg, green ovals hovering in mld- ir
~ high above him, T

here Was a small pair of red
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circles below them, too. As Thomas watched, the
red circles abruptly grew much bigger and redder,
and a burst of flame shot out of them, lighting up
the entire storehouse.

“Oh, wow...” said Thomas, his jaw dropping in
surprise.

Thomas saw that his pet dragon had grown,
well...quite a lot. His head was almost as high as
the storehouse’s roof beams, and his tail twice the
length of his massive body. The green ovals were
Sparky’s eyes, the red circles his nostrils, the burst
of flame similar to the one that had roasted the
rat, but much more powerful and longer lasting. It
stopped as abruptly as it had started, and deep
darkness filled the storehouse again.

Suddenly, Thomas felt very small - and rather
li€rvous. He could sense the massive bulk of
Sparky moving swiftly towards him, hear his
claws sCraping across the storehouse floor. Thomas
backed off, but it was too late. Sparky’s head

o0med out of the darkness, his eyes still glowing
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least trled to. His arms only just went,-
~ Sparky’s snout ==

~purred back at him. “But how did you get to |

Thomas gnnned and happlly hugged

“Good boy, Sparky he murmured. S v

this size? What have you been eating in hexe
Thomas soon had the answer to both que *a
He found an old torch in a wall brazier andg_
Sparky to light it, which was a scary expenence
Thomas immediately saw that the storehouse ﬂ ..
was where Creaky Castle’s food supplies were kep ‘
and Sparky had been helping himself. Thomas
hadn’t taken any notice of the heaps of sacks and
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shouldn'

.......

ThomaS stood
leftovers he'd brough
¢ admit tO MO

deny it; of courst and
then be €ros> s with

60

Scanned with CamScanner



g

oy

Wl

T

Scanned with CamScanner



him wear, his ﬂlckenng candls
tht m then darkened chamber. “You

t to wake Mother, do you?” .

- ; _ _,NO of course not"’ Sir John whispered,
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He got out of bed but then he stopped. ‘
e said, frowmng at hlm. Hnw 6

the ng sent you ‘with the message, and dnof
—of his men'? You should be in bed’ mt;r lzght
- Thomas took a deep breath. He'd Szons’
P; ather would ask a few akaard que
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he'd worked out some answers in advance, and
had rehearsed them while waiting in his own
chamber for everyone to go to bed. He had
wanted to be certain that Mother was asleep -
there was no way he could have dealt with lots
of difficult questions from her as well.

“You must have shut Mott in the courtyard
when you came to bed,” Thomas whispered. That
was plausible, he thought. Father always checked
the doors of the Keep at bedtime, and he did
sometimes lock Mott out. “I heard him whining,
and [ went downstairs to let him in.”

“Oh dear,” said Father, his frown changing
into a look of shame. “I'm sorry, Thomas. I was a
bit distracted earlier. What a good boy you are.”

“Anyway, I was just going past the King's
chamber on my way back to bed when he
Opened his door and, er...ordered me to fetch
You,” said Thomas. “His men are all sleeping in
the barrack block, aren’t they?”

“Forgive me for doubting you, Thomas,” said
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'Fathe_r was in the King's chamber when th
turned up. That might be enough to stop d
Rathbone by itself. But Thomas would raise
alarm in any case, to be on the safe side. The .
Creaky Castle’s men-at-arms and the King's

bodyguard would come running, and it would all

o
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be over — and Sir John would be a hero.

Thomas only hoped he and Father made it to
the King's chamber in time. It had occurred to him
earlier that he had no idea when de Rathbone
actually planned to strike. Thomas had worried
about it, then decided that like him, the baron
would probably wait until everyone else was
asleep before he made his move. So there really
wasn’t a moment to lose.

At last they came to the door of the King’s
chamber. Thomas paused in the shadows at the
end of the corridor, looked both ways...and gave a
sigh of relief. There was no sign of de Rathbone or
his two henchmen.

“What are we waiting for, Thomas?” whispered
a puzzled Sir John.

“Er...nothing, Father,” said Thomas, heading for
the King’s door.

He stopped before it, listened for a second, then
gripped the iron ring and pushed. The door slowly

SWung open with a creak of rusty hinges.
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“Oh, Thomas!” hissed Sir John “You shoy
have knocked first!”

Thomas ignored him and peered into the |
chamber. It was pitch-black inside, so Thomas
boldly walked in and held up his candle. If the
King was awake, Thomas was ready with a

B
L
L

Scanned with CamScanner



story for him. He was going to say that Father
was simply making sure he was all right - and
hope that de Rathbone would arrive soon. But
Thomas could see that the King was lying flat out
in bed. He was fast asleep, and snoring rather

= loudly, too.
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: | ': .salutg:
;"“"Your Majesty, he murmured, please forg ‘
' this intrusion, but...”

~ Suddenly, the door behind
again, and thé chamber was fl

them creaked 0P °5'
ooded with
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torchlight. Thomas
turned...and saw de
Rathbone and his two

henchmen standing in
the doorway, the baron’s
face a mask of surprise.
But de Rathbone
recovered before

Thomas could

say a word.
“Hah, caught in the
act!” yelled the baron. '¥

“Seize the assassins, men!”
“But that's not right!” )- .

said Thomas. “We're not

.
Bals Vi an
7 A

Thomas wasn’t allowed t

finish his sentence. De Rathbone’s
knights grabbed them both,
and bundled them out of

the chamber.

the assassins, you—"
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Father had been separated from each other hy

n. Then Thomas h
thrown into a cell onh his

de Rathbone and his me ad been

Own, and the Knight
standing guard in the

corridor - one of the
men - had steadfastly refused

King’s

o answer any of

* s *&\3‘

his questions,
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de Rathbone. And no funny busmess, or";
~ “Fm oot gomg anywhere until I know e
what you've done with my" father,” said Thon ms
crossing his arms and scowling. “And _)llSt yo '-f
- wait till I tell my mother about all thIS she’ s
- going to be so cross...

But the kmght only grunted and dragged 3
'lhomas fron; the dungeon by the scruff of his jﬂ
neck. Then he frogmarched him into the :
courtyard the other knights tramping grimly
~ behind, Sir John and Lady Eleanor and
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Matilda were already there, and Thomas was very
relieved to see that they all seemed unharmed,
although Matilda and Mother were both in their
nightdresses, and Mother still had curlers in her
hair. Father was wearing his nightshirt and
helmet, but he didn’t have his sword any more.

De Rathbone was standing over them, an
arrogant smirk on his face. Next to him was the
King, sitting on Father’s chair from the Great Hall
as if it were his throne, and looking incredibly
grumpy. Some of his men had their swords drawn
and were watching Sir John, Lady Eleanor and
Matilda. Others were holding back an angry
crowd of the Baileys’ men-at-arms and servants.
Thomas could see Mouldy at the front, yelling and
Jostling the King’s knights, and shaking his fist at
de Rathbone.,

Things were looking bad for the Baileys, and
Thomas was a little worried, to say the least - and
feeling perhaps just a teensy bit guilty, too. He had
done a Jot of thinking during his night in the

15
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dungeon, and he had begun to feel that maybe he
should have told his parents about de Rathbone’s
plot after all. And also that he shouldn't have tried
to get Father involved.

It was no good telling them now, though.

Thomas was certain Mother would go absolutely

16
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berserk if she found out what he’d been up to, and

of course then she wouldn’t let him keep Sparky,

not in a million years. He would just have to
Swallow the guilt. Besides, he was convinced he
could still come up with a way out of this mess.

If he kept his nerve, that is...
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even a single hair on this boy’s head, I promise
you'll pay dearly. I know I don’t look like much
of a knight, but no one hurts my family and gets

away with it. And I mean no one.

Have I made myself

perfectly clear?”
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| | “Oh,‘ 1 say, Sir John,” murmured Lady Eleanor,

% - moving closer to him and squeezing his arm.

| “I'd forgotten just how...forceful you can be.”
“Really?” said Sir John, blushing and smiling

| bashfully at her. Then he squared his shoulders.

=
[
q

sdirbiino SloEl e

i “] suppose it was rather impressive, wasn't it?”

“Oh please, let’s have no ghastly lovey-dovey
stuff,” the baron sneered. “I might throw up...
You can spare me the pathetic threats too,

Bailey. They don’t work, and

you're in no position to
make them, anyway.”
“Can we start now,

de Rathbone?”

whined the King.

“I've had no
breakfast yet,
so I'd like to get
this trial finished

as soon as

possible.”
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“Trial?” snapped Lady Eleanor. “The only
person who should be on trial is that stupid
man,” she hissed, giving de Rathbone one of her
full-strength glares. Thomas was amazed the
baron wasn't instantly reduced to a heap of
ashes. “I have never been so insulted, Your
Majesty,” Lady Eleanor continued. “Pulled from
my bed in the middle of the night, denied access
to a hairbrush and clean clothes, and all because
that...numbskull claims Sir John wanted to kill
you. Which is completely ridiculous!”

“Go, Mother!” said Matilda, adding her glare to
those of her parents. Thomas thought he’d better
do a spot of glaring himself, and joined in.

“But I'm not a vindictive woman,” said Lady
Eleanor, treating the King to one of her most
charming smiles. “And I would be quite happy to
forgive and forget, as long as we can put all this
nonsense behind us—"

“SILENCE, WOMAN!" roared de Rathbone.
"My men and I caught Bailey standing over the

81
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King with his sworg
drawn. Didn't we,
men?”
“Aye, My Lord,”
said one of the

B MR = S

henchmen. “It was
just as you say.”
“But...but | was

S et oSt (o P SRR N iy

only saluting His
Majesty,” spluttered '
Sir John.

“And besides,”
Lady Eleanor said,

SENPRIREIN RGP

o it 3

“what exactly were

you doing in the
King’s bedchamber
at that time of

S L b T

“ il 2 A i

night, de Rathbone? It was very late.”
“Why, my duty, of course,” de Rathbone said
smoothly. “I was merely checking on His Majesty’s

safety and security. Good job I did, too. Your
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. 't s‘helmet. Thomas suddenly found his voice. |
| YaurrMajesty please listen!” he yelled. “It
wa§n t Father planmng to kill you, it was de

8y 1
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Rathbone. I heard him plotting in the Great Hall!”

The baron whirled round, eyes wide with shock
and anger. Then he scowled. “The boy is lying!”
he snarled. “Don’t believe him, Sire!”

“Oh, do calm yourself, de Rathbone,” said the
King, airily waving his hand at him. “I don’t
believe a word of it. Carry on with the execution!”

The knights holding the Baileys pushed them
onto their knees, and one of them produced a
large axe. Thomas saw him checking the blade
with his thumb, and wincing slightly when it drew
blood.

Suddenly Thomas remembered something. He
might be able to prove he had overheard the
baron in the Great Hall...

He opened his mouth to speak, but Mother got
there first. She glared at the knight holding the
axe and he stepped back.

“Now just you wait a minute,” said Lady
Eleanor. “Nobody’s being executed till I've had a

word with my son.” De Rathbone swore at her, but

85

e

Scanned with CamScanner



she ignored him. She turned to Thomas, raised a
finely plucked eyebrow, and fixed him with a
steely stare. “I'd like to know why you didn’t tell
us about this plot before dragging your father
off to the King’s chamber. Well? What have

you got to say for yourself, young man? I'm
waiting...”

“Sorry, Mother,” said Thomas, thinking fast. He
still didn’t want to reveal the whole story. At least,
not yet... “I was going to tell you, honest, but
things have been, well, er...a bit complicated, and
you were very busy, okay? Excuse me, but I really
need to speak to His Majesty...”

“Complicated?” Mother said suspiciously.

“What do you mean?”

“Yes, out with it, Thomas,” Sir John said. “We
won’t be cross.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Lady Eleanor. “I
probably will be.”

“Uh-oh, little brother,” said Matilda. “You're in
trouble now.”
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“Oh, for heaven'’s sake, de Rathbone!” the King
snapped at last. The courtyard had fallen silent,
everyone listening fascinated to this exchange,
even the baron and the rest of the King's
bodyguards. “Can’t you stop them talking?” said
the King. "We’'ll be here all day at this rate!”

“Of course, My Lord!” growled de Rathbone,
shaking his head and pulling himself
together. He grabbed the axe and

advanced on the
Baileys with a

deeply evil, \‘
murderous look -

on his face. “They’ll
soon stop their blather
once I've sliced through
their scrawny necks...”
he muttered. 2=
The crowd booed and surged B
forward again, led by Mouldy, |
and the King’s men fell back.
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: J‘Ohnly'euEd too and struggled against the k
holding him. But they needn’t have worned.,
“You can stop right there, de Rathbone,”
ng said coldly, and the baron froze in his n .
“I have a question for the boy,” added the ng,
turning to Thomas. “Now where did you hear
that? It's not true, of course. Well, er...not exacﬂy’ |
anyway. And as for that stupid old nickname...”
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“In the Great Hall, Your Majesty,” Thomas
replied. “As | said, I overheard de Rathbone
plotting your murder. He said lots of awful things
about you, and also that nobody else was
supposed to know about you being called Porky.
So if I know, then it must prove I'm telling the
truth.”
“The boy has a point, de Rathbone, doesn’t he?”
the King murmured, turning to stare balefully at
the baron. “You're the only person to whom I've
ever spoken about my childhood. So perhaps he’s
right, and you are plotting to kill me. What do
you have to say for yourself?”
“Well done, Thomas,” said Sir John. “You've
really put him on the spot. Come on, de Rathbone!
Let’s hear your answer! We're all waiting!” |
The crowd joined in, baying and hollering and
calling out for the baron to reply, and the knights
facing them suddenly looked uncertain. Thomas
noticed De Rathbone’s two henchmen quietly

sidling over to join him.
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from the crowd, but de Rathbone pl[_ g
“T've had enough of listening to you p at
constantly about food, you stupid, ridicul )

And your reign would already be over if it h
been for that meddlesome brat and his fat for
a father...” S _ _
- “How dare you!” squeaked Lady Eleanor. “Yo
not fit to be my husband’s footéfodl, you swine
~ And nobody calls my son a brat and gets away
with it. You heard him Your Majesty... What are
you going to do?”
“I'm going to have him arrested,” said the King.
“Seize him, men!”
Thomas smiled, sweet relief flooding through
him. But de Rathbone wasn’t defeated yet. Some

.: 3
'}t

|
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of the King’'s men moved towards the baron, ready
to do the King's bidding, although most stayed
right where they were, looking at each other and
the King and the baron in bewilderment.
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“That’s not going to happen,” said de Rathbone
with a smug smile. “I think you'll find the men
know which side their bread is buttered on.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said the King. “My men
will stay loyal to me!”
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.‘..Really?“ said de Rathbone. “Well then, let's just

see, shall we? Ten gold pieces for every man who

swears loyalty to...ME!" he yelled. 1
A huge cheer went up from the bodyguards, 4

and Thomas groaned. \

Within seconds the King had been grabbed by
de Rathbone’s two henchmen and forced to kneel

Scanned with CamScanner



beside the Baileys. The crowd seemed stunned, and
went quiet, the bodyguards easily pushing them
back now.
. De Rathbone strolled up and down in front of the
l“ Baileys and the King, smirking and idly swinging

the axe and enjoying his new-found power.
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Awesome
Power

The first one came in the form of a large turnip
thrown by someone in the
crowd. It sailed through the
air and hit the knight
holding Matilda in the back
of the head with a...CLANG!
His helmet flew off, he went
totally cross-eyed, and he
slowly keeled over, much

to the crowd’s delight.
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Matilda immediately jumped up, ran over to de
Rathbone, and kicked him as hard as she could in

the knee, which came as rather a surprise to the |
baron. He squealed in pain and dropped the axe j
on his foot, hurting that, too. Soon he was !
hopping around, cursing |
and not knowing whether 3
to hold his foot or his
knee.

Seeing that there was
a glimmer of hope, the 5
crowd surged forward !

again, led as ever by
and the knights retreated further this

Mouldy,

time. Mott was the next Surprise. He bounded out

of the crowq and made for the Baileys, barking
wildly ang Snappin

§ at the knights holding them.
This distracteq the knight behing Lady Eleanor,

giving her the chance tq thump him, while her

husbang tackled the knight in charge of Thomas.
Run, Tom}” yelled Sir John, and Thomas did as
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he was told, ducking past a couple of knights who
tried to grab him. The pushing anqg shoving
between the knights and the

crowd was turning into proper
fighting now, too. Swords
were brandished, helmets

were bashed, and the warm
air was filled with more

rotten vegetables than Cook

could have dreamed of.

Thomas ran out of the courtyard, and didn’t
stop till he reached the northern wall. He stood by |
the storehouse, panting and feeling desperate and
deeply guilty. His family :
were in this mess because
of him, and even though
they were fighting back,
he didn’t think they

stood a chance. Thomas

was sure de Rathbone

and the King’s knights
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would win in the end. After all, they were real
soldiers, and no one could beat them...

Suddenly, Thomas realized that wasn’t true. He
had a secret weapon, a friend who could easily
save his family. Sparky was bigger and stronger
and scarier than de Rathbone or any number of
knights. And what better way to show Mother
how wonderful and loyal and sweet and incredibly
useful a pet dragon could be? Thomas smiled.
Things might work out well after all. But he'd
better get a move on.

Thomas quickly pulled the storehouse doors
open. Sparky’s huge head appeared immediately,
and he gave a loud
moo-purr of pleasure.
But he couldn’t get his
body through the
doorway. So he
retreated a little, then
crashed forward,

demolishing the
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whole front wall of the storehouse, the rest of it
soon collapsing behind him in a huge cloud of
dust. Thomas’s dragon rose to his full height, a
creature of awesome power and beauty.

“Whoa!” said Thomas. His pet had doubled in
size, at least. “Come on, Sparky,” he said,
remembering his mother’s words on the day they
had started preparing for the King’s visit. “I've got
a little job for you...”

Thomas ran off and Sparky followed, the
ground shaking with every thundering step the
great dragon took. When they entered the
courtyard, the fighting stopped instantly and there
was a sharp, collective intake
of breath. Both sides looked
up, their mouths wide open at
this latest and greatest of all
the surprises to happen in
Creaky Castle that day.

“Right, Sparky, those three

have been really horrible to
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me!” Thomas said,p nting at de !
his two henchmen. “Go get 'em!”
Sparky stared at them for a mom‘_

tipped over to one side, a slightly puzzled
his face. Then he let out a hoarse chuckle...and

and almost everyone else in the courtyard did the
same. Thomas, however, ran over to his family, E

and the four Baileys stood together, calmly talking
while utter chaos whirled around them.

“I think you've got some explaining to do,
Thomas,” Mother said sternly, giving him her
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full-on, total-parental-disapproval frown. “1
distinctly remember saying no pet dragons. So
I'm assuming you secretly bought that appalling...
creature, and have been keeping it hidden
somewhere. I had a feeling you were up to
something. Am I right?”

“Well...I suppose you are, technically speaking,”
said Thomas. “But I was going to tell you about
Sparky as soon as I could, cross my heart...”

“Sparky?” snorted Matilda. “How did I know
you'd come up with a totally lame name like that?
Everybody calls their pet dragon Sparky.”

“I don’t care what the animal is called,” said
Lady Eleanor, “you're not keeping it, okay?” Just
then de Rathbone and his henchmen ran past the
Baileys, still screaming, still pursued by the fire- |
breathing Sparky.

“But Mother, how can you possibly say that?”

Thomas murmured. “I mean, without Sparky we'd
be doomed. He’s saving us from the baron!”

“I have to agree with Tom, dear,” said Sir John.
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“I don’t really know how we would have coped
without the dragon’s, er...timely intervention. It
certainly seems to have got old de Rathbone on
the run, at any rate.”

“Actually, I think it might be a bit bored with
chasing the baron,”
said Matilda, who had
been keeping a wary
eye on what Sparky
was up to. “And I hate
to tell you, but I think
it might be after

somebody else...”
Thomas looked round, and groaned loudly.
Sparky had given up on the baron and his
henchmen and was happily chasing...the King.
The dragon merrily ambled along behind him,
letting the King stay a couple of steps ahead,
even though it was obvious he could have caught
him whenever he wanted. Occasionally Sparky

fired off bursts of flame that scorched the King's
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rear end. Each time the
King screamed in terror,
and tried to run faster.
Then Sparky caught
sight of the baron and

his henchmen and went

after them again, quickly
cutting off their escape route to the castle gates. |

“Wonderful,” moaned Mother. “The King really
is having the perfect stay with us. I only hope you
can get that beast under control, Thomas.”

“Of course I can, Mother!” said Thomas,
although it turned out to be quite a bit harder
than he expected. Sparky was just so excited, like
a giant cat let loose among a flock of chicks or a
roomful of mice, and he seemed to want to chase
everybody, including the Creaky Castle servants.

But Thomas managed to calm him down
eventually, and together they concentrated on
penning the King’s rebellious knights into a

corner of the courtyard, along with a terrified
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“Yeah, pretty cool, little brother...” said Ma ilc

“I'm impresseq.”

“So, Mother,” said Thomas, feeling confident,

“What do you think of Sparky now? You have to

l, hasn’t he?”
Mother opened her mouth tq reply,

admit he’s been very...helpfu

them. They dodged One way, then an
finally ran intg the Keep, slamming the great doors
shut behind ther,. Sparky paused...then he rammed
the doors with his head, smashing

other, and
them to
10y |
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splinters, and burst
through. Thomas
could hear him
crashing around
inside, destroying
the furniture. Huge
bursts of flame
came shooting out of the windows.

“Helpful isn’t the word that springs to mind,”
groaned Mother. “And it was all so lovely after it !i

was decorated...”
Thomas closed his eyes, certain he had just lost |

Sparky for ever.
Eventually, De Rathbone and his men ran out of

the Keep, only to be recaptured by Mouldy and his

lads. But even that couldn’t make Thomas smile...
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ﬂ as Bitting on the steps
ep fb‘reathing in the smell of charred

. o
e

R

iR

i ,: SPBrky lay beside him making
i | ’moning noises, gently nudging him from
5 ﬂ. o time with his snout. But Thomas couldn't
“"&mﬁsoled.ﬁ'l’lus was the gloomiest moment of
& M&mﬁmnfe

- ‘T'msory, bﬂt that creature has got to go, and
ke sooner the

better,” Lady Eleanor was saying
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between sniffs, dabbing at her eyes with a hanky.
“This is my home, and it’s been ruined! I'll never
get over it, never!”

She was standing with Sir John in the
courtyard, supposedly supervising Creaky Castle’s
servants as they set about clearing up the awful
mess that Sparky had made. There were scorch
marks everywhere, and most of the buildings had
been wrecked, including the stables and the
barrack block. The interior of the Keep was, of
course, totally devastated.

“I know how you feel, dear,” said Sir John.
“I'm upset too. But I sent Mouldy to the pet
shop to ask if they’d take the dragon back, and
they won’t. And we can’t just turn the poor
thing out into the countryside, can we? I hardly
think that would be very, er...responsible of us,
would it?”

“I couldn’t care less,” said Lady Eleanor. “Either
that creature goes - or I do!” She rounded on

Thomas while Sir John spluttered. “And I don’t
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know why you re sitting there doing nothing, ;
young man...” she hissed.

“Because you told me to wait here while you
tried to think of what else you could do to me,
Mother,” Thomas muttered. “Other than grounding

me for life, that is, and making me get rid of the

best pet I've ever had.”
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“It

s the only pet you've ever had, isn’t it?” said

Matilda,

coming out of the Keep with Mott. “Or

to lose him, though. I think it would be a lot of

will have now, probably. It’s a shame you’ve got
fun to have him around.”
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“There, you see, Mother!” said Thomas,
surprised his sister was on his side. He felt a
little surge of hope. “Matilda thinks we should
keep him.”

“Oh, does she?” said Lady Eleanor. “Well,
Matilda isn’t the one who gives the orders around
here, is she? So she should just...keep...quiet.”

“Well, excuse me for daring to have an
opinion,” Matilda muttered.

“Listen, could we all stop arguing and try to
calm down, please?” said Sir John. “I know, how
about some lunch? I'm absolutely starving.”

“We can’t have lunch,” said Lady Eleanor. “I
fired Cook, remember? Although apparently he’s
still refusing to come out of the pantry.”

“Ah, well, I er...wanted to talk to you about
that, dear,” Sir John said nervously. “Let’s not be
hasty. Cook has been with us a very long time...”

“Oh no, he has to go, just like the dragon,” said
Lady Eleanor. “He’s a...a culinary catastrophe! The

food here alone would have been enough to stop
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the King promoting you, even if none of the rest
had happened.”

“I have to say I think you're being rather unfair,
dear,” grumbled Sir John, frowning at his wife.
“And where will poor Cook find another job?”

“That’s not our problem, is it?” said Lady
Eleanor. “What we need to worry about is coming
up with the money to put things right here...”

Matilda joined in, agreeing with Father, and
soon three of the Baileys were shouting at each
other at the tops of their voices. Thomas sighed,
and leaned against Sparky, his little surge of hope
fading again. If only he could think of some way
of persuading Mother to let him keep Sparky. But
if it had been hard before, it seemed completely
impossible now. 1

Suddenly Thomas heard the sound of hoofbeats,
and the King came riding round the corner of the
Keep, his bodyguard trotting along behind him.
Baron de Rathbone and his two henchmen were

on their horses, but their swords had been taken
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away, and their hands were firmly tied to their

{
pommels. De Rathbone, however, looked j\@

just as arrogant as ever.

The King reined in his horse

and halted his men. Sir John, Lady
Eleanor and Matilda stopped arguing, and

turned to face him, Mott sitting beside them.
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Lady Eleanor blew her nose, patted her hair and
smiled bravely. Thomas joined his family, and
Sparky peered over their heads.

“Well, Bailey, I'm off, and not a moment too

soon,” the King muttered, shifting uneasily in his

saddle, a spasm of pain passing across his face. b
His burned bottom must be quite sore, Thomas b
thought. “Staying here has been an absolute
nightmare. You're lucky I don’t
have you hanged!”
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= the _person who could suggest something ongmal
~ and really unpleasant

_punishment. Then several things came together in -
‘his mind all at once, and he felt as if a special ray

“Hah! You don’t frighten me,” said de Rathbone, 3
glowenng at him. |

Thomas scowled, and wished he could think of a

-8
L

of sunshine suddenly beamed down on him from i

above, and great choirs of angels appeared over his
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head and sang heavenly songs. It was the best
idea anyone had ever had, the perfect solution to
everything.

“Er...could I make a suggestion, Your Majesty?”
he said, and all eyes turned to him. “I assume
you'll be putting the baron in prison?” The King
shrugged, and nodded. “Well, is there a cook for
the royal dungeons? I only ask because our cook
might be available, for the right fee, that is...”

“You mean...the man who made those terrible
meals?” said the King, his eyes widening, a huge,
joyful smile slowly creeping across his face.

“No, you can’t!” moaned de Rathbone, his face
a mask of horror and panic now. “It’s...it’s
inhuman. I'm begging you, please, have mercy!”

“Silence, de Rathbone,” said the King. “I think
it's a brilliant idea. Well done, my boy. I'll have
my treasurer sort something out with you, Bailey.
Off we go, then. We can stop for lunch at an inn
on the way. Cheerio!”

And so with a jaunty wave the King left Creaky
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Castle 1ookmg much happier than when he had
= arrived, Thomas thought. Now there was only one
Jast loose end to be tied up. The most important
one of all, though...

“With a bit of luck we should get enough to
do all the decorating you want, Mother,” said
Thomas. “And have enough left over to keep a—"

“Um, it would be nice to tidy the place up
again,” said Mother. “I saw some lovely gold velvet
hangings at The Drapes Superstore last week.”

“T'd prefer it if you didn’t use the word hangings,
dear,” said Sir John.

“Gold velvet hangings?” said Matilda. “I can’t
think of anything worse.”

“HEY, WILL SOMEBODY LISTEN TO ME?”
Thomas yelled at last. Lady Eleanor raised an
eyebrow. “Er...sorry, Mother, I know I really
shouldn’t shout, but I need to know. Can I keep
Sparky or not?”

Mother glanced at Father, who smiled and
shrugged, and Matilda, who did the same. “Oh,
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all right,” Lady Eleanor said at last. “You deserve
it for making that nasty brute of a baron suffer.
But I'll be watching you very closely from now
on, young man, so you'd better behave yourself.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” said Thomas, grinning at
Sparky. “I will.”

But he had his fingers crossed behind his back
as he said it.
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