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Dear Reader,

 

My hand shakes as I write. You find us in our hour of greatest peril.

 

My master Aduro has been snatched away. The kingdom is on its knees. Not one, but two enemies circle our shores – Kensa, the banished witch, has returned from Henkrall. With her stalks Sanpao, the Pirate King. Strange magic is afoot, stirring not just in Avantia but all the kingdoms, and I sense new Beasts lurking.

 

Only Tom and Elenna stand in the way of certain destruction. Can they withstand the awful test that will surely come? This time, courage alone may have to be enough.

 

Yours, in direst straits,

 

Daltec the apprentice


PROLOGUE
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“There it goes again,” muttered Tess, peering up into the blue sky. Her eyes squinted against the searing forks of lightning. She looked fearfully at her friend Maria. “I tell you, it’s not natural to have lightning on a cloudless day.”

Maria stared up at the crackling sky. “It’s strange,” she said, “but it’s doing us no harm.”

Tess shook her head. “Unnatural, I call it,” she insisted. “Sinister.”

Maria gave a brief laugh. “You let your imagination run away with you, Tess,” she said. If bad magic were working in the realm, Maria felt sure her nephew Tom would know how to deal with it. At least, she hoped he would. “Come along,” she said. “Let’s pick up the grain we need and get back home before the rain starts.”

The grain store was in a large network of caves on the outskirts of the village. The caves kept the grain cool and dry, and they weren’t far away, but today Maria felt every step dragging. Where was her beloved nephew? He had spent many long months fighting the evil magic and the monstrous Beasts that it spawned.

Is he even in Avantia? she wondered fretfully. Or is he battling Beasts in some distant realm?

A wicker screen covered the entrance to the grain cave, put there to keep scavengers out. They took away the stones that held it in place and slid it aside.

The cave mouth was low and narrow. Lanterns stood just inside. Maria worked tinder and flint to create a flame, and lit two of the lanterns.

She handed one lantern to Tess, and raised the other in front of her. The light revealed a short curved tunnel. Beyond it, the cave opened out into a honeycomb of chambers, filled with wooden grain barrels.

“Pooh!” said Tess, wrinkling her nose. “That’s a bad smell, and no mistake!”

Maria moved along the short tunnel. She could smell it too – a sharp, bitter odour that tickled in her nose and made her want to cough.

“It smells like meat that’s fallen into the fire,” Tess said uneasily.

Yes, that’s it, thought Maria. The reek of burned flesh.

But there was no meat kept here, and even if there were, this was no place to cook it.

Suspicious and with her nerves tingling, Maria led her friend to the end of the tunnel. They turned the corner.

“What is this?” gasped Maria in alarm as the light shone on a silky blanket of dense spider’s webs, stretching from roof to floor along both sides of the cave. The webs were so thick that she could barely see the grain barrels hidden beneath.

“By King Hugo’s crown!” cried Tess. “It must have taken a thousand spiders months on end to weave such webs!”

“That’s impossible,” said Maria, shuddering. “Our people come here almost every day. Someone would have spoken of an infestation of spiders.”

No, horrifying as it might seem, these webs must have been spun overnight, Maria realised.

And that meant only one thing. The web-weaver was not a normal spider.

“Let’s go,” she said, struggling to keep her voice calm and level, anxious to get her friend to safety.

But she was too late. Before either of them could move, a large, sinister shape scuttled forwards out of the darkness.

Tess let out a scream that echoed through the caves. Maria stared at the approaching Beast, the lantern shaking in her hand, her blood running cold.

Its lower half was in deep shadow, but from the waist up it had the form of a muscular man. Thick veins ran under his dark skin. Long, oily black hair hung over its wide shoulders and veiled its face so that only one terrible eye was visible.

Maria saw that the powerful chest and arms were covered in hideous burns, open and raw. Now she knew the source of the sickening smell! There was a long, diagonal scar down its chest, as though a sword had cut deep into its flesh.

Maria fought against a dreadful dizziness as the Beast moved towards her and the full horror of its appearance was revealed. Its lower body was that of a huge, hairy spider. Its bloated belly hung down between eight spindly, crooked legs as it scuttled forwards on knife-sharp points.
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The Beast lifted its right arm and Maria saw that a length of thick, twined web hung like a whip from its raised fist.

Maria turned and pushed at Tess. “Run!”

Wailing with terror, Tess darted for the cave entrance. Maria was close behind, but as she stumbled along, she felt something sticky wrap around her ankle. She toppled forwards, grazing her hands on the rough ground.

Gasping from the fall, she saw Tess run around the corner and out of sight. Maria’s lantern lay on the ground, but its flame still flickered, and by the feeble light she saw that the Beast’s whip had coiled around her ankle.

Maria screamed as she was dragged backwards, away from the light and into the black depths of the caves.

Tom, Tom, where are you?
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