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You thought I was gone, did you not? Swallowed by the Netherworld, never to set foot in the upper world again… Consumed by the Beasts that roam this foul place… Well, it’s not that easy to be rid of the most powerful magician who ever stalked the land.


I have the perfect plan up my sleeve, and soon I shall leave this Realm of Beasts behind.


And the best part? My arch enemy Tom will die in the process.


See you all very soon!


Malvel
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AN ILL WIND
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“Wait!” Elenna said, her voice so hoarse Tom could barely hear it over the howl of the wind. He turned, glad to put his back to the constant icy blast that knifed through his clothes and hurled grit into his eyes. They had been trudging over seemingly endless mounds of black volcanic rock beneath the dreary purple sky of the Netherworld. Under a layer of grime, Elenna’s face was grey with exhaustion and covered in scratches and cuts. She took a swig from her flask, grimacing at the taste. Tom’s own throat was parched, but the water they had taken from Styx’s foul-smelling swamp only seemed to make him thirstier.


Tom and Elenna were on a Quest to rescue four young warriors from the clutches of Tom’s oldest enemy, the Dark Wizard, Malvel. The children had been competing to become the new Master or Mistress of the Beasts for the kingdom of Tangala. Malvel had kidnapped them during the contest, transporting them to the Beast-infested wastelands of the Netherworld. The villain was now demanding that Tom give his magical purple jewel in exchange for the contestants’ lives. If Malvel got his hands on it, he’d be able to use the jewel to open a portal and escape this prison world. Tom couldn’t allow that to happen.


Since crossing through Daltec’s portal in search of the young heroes, Tom and Elenna had defeated two Beasts – the giant jackal, Ossiron, and the swamp monster, Styx – and sent Nolan and Katya back to Tangala using the purple jewel Malvel craved. But two more candidates, Miandra and Rafe, were still lost somewhere in the Netherworld, at the mercy of Beasts under the control of the evil sorcerer.


“Surely we have to be close to the next Beast now?” Elenna said.


“I’ll check,” Tom said, pulling the map of the Netherworld that Daltec had given him from his tunic.


“Still not dead, then?” a familiar, cheerful voice piped up from the parchment. It belonged to Zarlo, the ancient Avantian wizard who had created the map, only to become somehow locked inside it.


Ignoring the wizard, Tom scanned the map, quickly locating a small purple dot that pulsed faintly near a hastily sketched outline of a forest.


“You’re only halfway through your Quest, you know?” Zarlo went on. “And already you smell terrible…” The formless wizard coughed theatrically. “In fact, do you mind holding my map a bit further away?”


Elenna gave an exasperated growl. “What do you expect? We just fought a swamp monster,” she said. “And how can you smell us, anyway? You don’t even have a nose!”


“How rude!” the wizard snapped indignantly. “I’ll have you know that I—”


“Hush!” Tom hissed, holding the map close to his face so Zarlo would hear him. The wind had risen suddenly to a wild, piercing shriek. Turning to frown at the horizon, Tom spotted a dense wall of black dust tearing towards them at impossible speed. “Elenna, look out!” he cried, just as a gust slammed into him, shoving him backwards and almost snatching the map from his hands. Elenna staggered as the wind swirled around them, forcing dust into their lungs, making them both cough and choke.


Narrowing his eyes, Tom saw the dust cloud come together before them, swirling to become a vast, towering shape he knew only too well: a tall, hooded figure with cavernous cheeks and a cruel, skeletal grin. Malvel! The wizard let out a triumphant howl of laughter as Tom and Elenna bent low against the buffeting wind, fighting to keep their footing.
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“That’s right…cower before me!” Malvel boomed. “You cannot begin to imagine the power I wield! I will make you one final offer. Hand over your purple jewel, and I will return the worthless children you seek unharmed. Withhold it from me, and they shall perish in agony, far away from home!”


Tom thought of Miandra and Rafe, remembering how proudly they had stood before Prince Rotu at the start of the trials, only days before. They were both so young and filled with promise, and now they were trapped in a barren land populated by Beasts… I can’t let them die here, Tom thought, his hand creeping towards the purple jewel in his belt. With the candidates safe, I could fight Malvel without risking their lives. Then I would be free to put all my focus on defeating him once and for all!


Elenna gripped Tom’s shoulder.


“You can’t trust Malvel,” she hissed in his ear. “Do as he says, and Rafe and Miandra will be trapped here for ever.”


Tom let his hand fall away from the jewel. Elenna was right. The Dark Wizard had never once kept his word in their many previous battles. Tom drew himself up against the force of the wind to stand tall. “Forget it, Malvel!” he shouted back. “We came here to defeat you, and that’s what we’ll do. Just as we have done every other time we’ve fought!”


Malvel’s hideous grin vanished. His hollow eyes narrowed with hatred. “Then they shall die here in the Netherworld!” he cried. “And so shall you. I am more than happy to wait while you starve in this wilderness. I’ll be more than happy to prise the jewel from the rotting remains of your corpse.” With a deafening howl of wind, the wizard’s shadowy form dissolved into eddying tendrils of dust. The buffeting gale died away, leaving behind a sudden calm. Tom breathed a sigh of relief…


But then a single violent gust tore Zarlo’s map from his hand.


“No!” Tom cried as the parchment was whisked away, up into the purple sky.


“Help!” Zarlo wailed.
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Tom raced after the map, about to call on the magical jumping ability of his golden boots – part of an enchanted suit of armour stored safely in Avantia, with powers he could access from anywhere. But then he stopped. There was no point in leaping. The parchment was already far out of reach. Zarlo’s panicked cries dwindled as the map spun higher and quickly vanished from sight.
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