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Hail, young warriors!

 

Tom has set out on a Quest of his own choosing, and I have the honour of helping with magic learnt from the greatest teacher of them all: my master, Aduro. Tom’s challenges will be great: a new kingdom, a lost mother and six more Beasts under Velmal’s spell. Tom isn’t just fighting to save a kingdom. He’s fighting to save those lives closest to him and to prove that love can conquer evil. Can it? Tom will only find out by staying strong and keeping the flame of hope alive. As long as no foul wind blows it out…

 

Yours truly,

 

The apprentice, Marc


PROLOGUE
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Zenbar knelt down and tucked her thick leather trousers into her boots. Her gaze skimmed the rainbow swamp ahead, searching for the telltale flash of rippling scales. They belonged to the vipers that made these muddy waters their home, and they would be all too eager to sink their fangs into another unsuspecting victim. Only last week, Emni, Zenbar’s friend, had been attacked while fishing here. He’d escaped with his life. But not his leg, Zenbar thought bitterly; that had been amputated because of the viper’s poisonous bite.

Zenbar put her eel-catching box over her shoulder, grasped her staff and straightened up. In the pale light of the breaking dawn, she could see that Kayonia’s swamp was completely still except for the muddy bubbles of red, blue and green which spluttered and popped.

She smiled, thinking of the other eel-catchers who were still snoozing in their beds. “I can sleep when I’m dead,” she said to herself. “Right now, there are eels to be caught.”

She strode into the swamp, colourful swirling mud covering her boots. Cold mist quickly surrounded Zenbar as she moved deeper into the bog, which made it difficult to see. She tried to use the small hillocks that poked through the swamp’s surface but her feet kept sliding off. “I’ll have to wade through the mud, as usual,” she muttered. She used her wooden staff to test the depth of the swamp before taking each step.

Zenbar cried out as a searing pain suddenly shot through her calf. Her leg buckled beneath her but somehow she managed to stay upright. She looked down fearfully, expecting to see a viper circling her in the water – but there was nothing there. She groaned as more pain blazed through her other leg. She swiftly rolled up her trousers to reveal several leeches clinging to her legs. She winced as one of the leeches popped off her skin, its body engorged with blood, its mouth-sucker glistening red.

Zenbar’s lips curled in distaste and she reached down to pull the other leeches from her legs. Blood tracked down her skin and she shuddered. “If it’s not the vipers, it’s the leeches,” she muttered to herself. “If it’s not the leeches, it’s the swamp, always looking for a way to suck someone und—”
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Her voice caught in her throat as she felt something strong grasp her ankle and pull down. Her body jerked to one side and her right calf disappeared into the mud. Throwing her staff aside she grasped her leg, trying to heave it out of the swamp. “Come on, move!” she cried. Her mud-splattered cloak flapped around her body as she tried to free herself.

With a shock, Zenbar realised she wasn’t sinking – instead the swamp was holding her prisoner! The rainbow bog tugged at her body with a force she couldn’t resist, and she toppled onto her hands and knees.

With a scream of determination, she managed to stand upright. But now the lower parts of her legs were below the swamp’s surface.

“Help!” Her wailing voice was swallowed up by the drifting marsh fog. “Please, someone help me. I’m trapped!”

Zenbar felt the mud tightening its grasp around her calves, the force sending tremors through her whole body. What’s going on? Looking down, she tried to lift her feet free of the mud, but she froze as something strange and living emerged from the swamp. A cry of terror escaped her as the creature straightened up. Its body was a dripping mass of sludge, and decaying plants dangled from its powerfully built arms and broad shoulders. A chain of marsh weeds hung around the Beast’s thick neck, and its head was large and misshapen, covered with a thick coating of slushy algae. Flames flickered from its scalp like writhing locks of hair.
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Two eyes snapped open in the Beast’s face, revealing an eerie red light. The force of the gaze pushed Zenbar to her knees. She sobbed, knowing that this swamp creature was worse than any viper.

The creature lunged forwards, foul smelling sludge spewing from its gaping mouth. With a squelching noise it oozed around her. Zenbar could feel the ice-cold mud enveloping her, suffocating her. With a sudden jerk, she was torn free from the bog. She screamed as her body was swung through the air, but the sound fell away as she was forced to look into the piercing red eyes of the swamp beast. The mud monster dangled Zenbar by her ankles and let out a screech of delight as he pulled her closer. She was about to be consumed.
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