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Hail All!

 

My name is Kapra. You may already know my daughter – the snivelling wretch, Petra. If you think her magic or any of the spells you’ve seen in Avantia are impressive, then you’re fools! I and my wizard companion, Feldric, are about to visit the kingdom and call the most fearsome Beast ever from the Lake of Light.

 

Tom likes his Quests, doesn’t he? But can this one really be won by the nephew of a blacksmith? Don’t make me laugh! I’ll enjoy watching Tom brought to his knees. I might even see him die. I live in hope… With the power of seven Beasts, who knows what I can achieve?

 

Yours in delight and anticipation,

 

Kapra the Gorgonian Witch


CHAPTER ONE

GUARDIANS OF THE KINGDOM
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Up in Aduro’s turret chamber, surrounded by scrolls and mysterious chests, Daltec tapped the crystal ball with a fingernail and peered at the surface. The glass remained dull, and grey clouds swirled inside.

“Did Aduro ever show you how this worked?” he asked.

Elenna nudged Tom with her elbow and he tried not to grin. So far, the Good Wizard Aduro’s new boy apprentice wasn’t doing very well.
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“He just waved his hand over the top,” said Tom. “Then the mists would clear and show what was happening around the kingdom.”

“Oh, right!” said Daltec. He closed his eyes and swished his hand over the ball.

Nothing happened.

Elenna burst out laughing, which she quickly hid beneath a coughing fit. Daltec looked at Tom helplessly and Tom shrugged back.

I’m not the magician around here, Tom thought. As Daltec tried again, Tom wondered how Taladon was getting on in Gorgonia. His father had left a few days earlier with Aduro and King Hugo on a mission. It must have been serious, because they’d had to cancel the Knights’ Banquet.

So far there’d been no word from them. Tom had wanted to go as well – the thought of facing a Quest alongside his father filled him with pride – but Aduro had insisted he and Elenna remain in Avantia. The Kingdom must never be unprotected, he’d said.

“Got it!” Daltec yelled.

Tom snapped his eyes back to the crystal ball, which now showed Tagus proudly galloping across the plains, herding cattle. With another wave of Daltec’s hand, the scene shifted to the Western Seas, where Sepron was tugging a ship to shore over stormy waves. Next came Nanook, shovelling great armfuls of snow and ice to clear a road in the Frozen North. Tom’s heart swelled with pride.

“All the Beasts are doing their jobs and keeping the kingdom safe,” Elenna said.

The door thudded open, and screeches suddenly filled the chamber. Tom jerked around, hand moving to the hilt of his sword. A little girl was being pursued by a young servant boy. Their laughter stopped when they saw Tom and his companions. Daltec quickly wafted his hand over the crystal ball and the glass clouded once again.

“I…I’m… We’re sorry,” said the boy.

“We were just playing tag,” added the girl.

“That’s all right,” Tom said, smiling. “But you should take your game elsewhere.”

The boy and girl rushed out of the room.

“I think we’re finished here,” said Tom to Elenna. “Let’s go and inspect the armoury.”

“I’ll stay and get some practice with this ball,” sighed Daltec.

Tom led the way out of the room and headed down the spiral steps. He could hear the echoing sound of the children playing below near King Hugo’s banqueting hall.

A wail of alarm pierced the air.

“That didn’t sound like someone having fun,” said Elenna, her eyes wide.

“Let’s go!” said Tom. He took the steps two at a time. As they reached the bottom, he saw the children rush from King Hugo’s banqueting hall, fear etched into their faces. They cowered against the opposite wall and clung to each other.

Tom drew his sword. “What is it?” he asked.

The boy nodded towards the hall doors, which had almost swung closed.

Elenna deftly drew an arrow from her quiver and set it to the taut bowstring.

“I’ll go first,” said Tom.

He kicked the doors. They burst wide open and he leapt into the room. At first he couldn’t see anything amiss. The central table, which could easily seat fifty people, was bare but for the tall candlesticks along the centre. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, catching the glinting light from outside. Fine tapestries lined the walls, interspersed with tall, polished mirrors.
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“I don’t understand,” said Elenna, drawing alongside him. “What are they afraid of?”

A movement drew Tom’s glance. His reflection in the mirror opposite seemed to wobble. Peering closer, he saw the surface of the glass ripple out from the centre, as if a stone had been dropped into a still pool of water.

“That’s not possible…” he muttered, moving closer. Now all the mirrors acted in the same way, the glass distorting and wobbling as he passed. His image stretched and shrank in the ebbing reflections.

As he moved nearer to the glass, he saw a shadow behind him.

“Look out!” Elenna cried.

Tom spun around to see a figure in a black cloak lunging at him. He ducked under the blur of a staff, then brought the flat of his sword down on the man’s wrist. The attacker howled in pain and dropped his weapon. As it clattered on the floor, Tom saw it was a wizard’s staff, one end of which was moulded into a heavy bronze club.

If I hadn’t ducked, that would have smashed my skull! he thought.

As the black-clad man nursed his bruised wrist, Elenna rushed forward and snatched up the staff. A snarl came from the doorway, where Silver stood at the entrance, hackles raised and eyes narrowed. He padded slowly towards the stranger, who backed away until he bumped into the table. Beneath his cloak he wore a tunic of emerald silk, embroidered with coils of gold thread. Strands of grey hair were plastered across his head, and he peered at them out of pouchy eyes.

“Silver must have heard the commotion,” said Elenna.

Tom levelled his sword at his attacker. “Who are you, and where did you come from?”

The man’s eyes flickered to the side. Tom followed his gaze to the largest mirror at the end of the room. The glass rippled, then ballooned out. Tom made out five spikes pushing from the inside, stretching the silvery surface. Something, or someone, was trying to push through. He lifted his sword away from the man, and pointed it towards the glass.

A hand broke though the mirror, with nails like filthy talons, but the glass didn’t shatter. An arm followed, then came a whole body, stumbling into the room. A woman in golden robes staggered against King Hugo’s carved chair, then righted herself.
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Tom knew right away, from the cruel glitter of her eyes, that a new enemy had arrived in Avantia.


CHAPTER TWO

THE MIRROR OF RAKSHA
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“You fool!” snarled the woman, pointing at the older man. “Outsmarted by a boy!”

Tom took a stride towards her. “Watch who you call a boy,” he warned.

The woman in the golden cloak snapped her fingers towards Elenna.

“No!” Elenna yelled.

Tom saw her struggling to keep hold of the staff, tugging against an invisible force. Finally, it was snatched from her grasp and flew into the waiting hand of the man. He quickly jabbed with the brass end, catching Tom in his stomach. Tom fell with a grunt, struggling to gather his breath. Silver pounced with a growl, but the wizard caught him with the staff too, sending the brave wolf sprawling to the foot of one of the mirrors.
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“Keep your mutt under control,” he said, in a squeaky voice.

The woman paced to one of the windows. With her robes swishing across the ground, she almost seemed to glide. The wizard scurried to join her with his staff, as Elenna came to Tom’s side and put an arm around his shoulders. “Are you all right?”

“Never mind me,” he said. “We need to stop these two.”

“Where’s that fool Hugo?” asked the woman, her eyes scanning the courtyard below.

“I thought he’d be here,” whined the wizard. “This is usually when he holds the Knights’ Banquet.”

“Well, he isn’t!” she spat. “And I can’t see anyone gnawing on a chicken thigh, can you?”

Tom climbed to his feet. “Who are you?” he asked, “and what do you want?”

The woman turned, anger twisting her mouth. With a jerk of her hand, she sent a bolt of purple light across the chamber. It smashed into the wall beside his head, scorching a hole in the tapestry that hung there. Tom noticed that the light had turned a candle on the table into a molten heap of wax.
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