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Dear Reader

 

Do not pity me – my spells may be useless now, but my sixth sense will never go. Evil is afoot in this once peaceful kingdom. The Judge may have been defeated by brave Tom, but his minions do not rest. Our many Quests have taught me that an enemy beaten back will return stronger than before.

 

Tonight I had a vision of the pale moon turning black. What it means is not clear, but a new menace stalks the land of Rion, and I fear it will spread to Avantia. My wizard instincts tell me that our enemies plan to tip the balance of nature, turning good to evil. A hero will be needed to stand against the dark forces. Can you guess who that hero might be?

 

Aduro

Former Wizard to King Hugo
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PROLOGUE
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Ralph pulled his mule to a stop. He wiped the sweat from his face and squinted into the scorching wind. There was nothing but endless sand dunes baking under a blue sky. Ralph sighed and patted his mule’s neck.

“Whatever happens now, Esther, you’ve done me proud,” he said. The mule stood quiet, her skinny shoulders slumped. Ralph slid to the ground. His hands shook as he unscrewed his flask and tipped it up. A few warm drops fell onto his tongue, then nothing.

“If we don’t find water soon,” he muttered, “we’ll both be as dead as this desert. City of Snakes? Thirty days we’ve been travelling, and nothing.”

Ralph looked out across the desert. The colours seemed too bright. They pulsed and swam before his eyes. The wind howled like laughter.

He pulled out a map and traced their path almost to the torn edge of the parchment, where there was a picture of a coiled snake. The City of Snakes.

“Should be right about here,” Ralph said, “so where’s my treasure?” Gold, maybe… Jewels. His pulse quickened at the thought. But when he swallowed, his throat felt as dry as dust.

A hot gust of wind ruffled Ralph’s map. He looked up. A twisting eddy of sand was sweeping towards him. Not another dust devil! Esther rolled her eyes, her hooves scuffing the dirt.

“Oh no you don’t!” Ralph cried. But the animal’s reins slipped through his fingers as she lolloped down the dune.

“Get back here!” Ralph shouted, lurching after her. The sand shifted and Ralph put out his staff to steady himself, but he lost his footing and toppled.

“Ahhh!”

He landed on his back and lay still.

A high wall, the same deep red as the desert, rose above him. Two thick posts framed an opening in the wall.

Ralph snatched up his staff, making for the doorway. The posts were carved with swirling lines. Ralph ran his fingers over them and grinned. Snakes!

Inside, crumbling sandstone buildings lined a deserted, sandy street. The sand ahead started to boil and rise. It fell in crimson sheets from a towering, dark red form. Ralph trembled in horror as a long, muscled body rose up before him. A snake? But it’s the size of a tree!

The creature turned its broad, flat head slowly towards him showing blazing amber eyes. A black tongue flitted from between its razor-sharp fangs. Ralph watched, frozen with terror, as the snake’s huge mouth stretched open, wider and wider.

Thick, dark liquid spurted from its jaws. Venom! Ralph threw his hands up to protect his face.

The liquid hit him like a blow. A great weight of thick, sticky fluid poured down his arms and over his face. It burned his eyes. He couldn’t see! He tried to wipe the venom away, but his elbows wouldn’t bend. The venom was hardening! He could feel it creeping down his back and over his legs. He fell to his knees under the weight of the goo. His arms and legs were stuck fast. He could feel his blood pounding as the liquid blocked his nose. Soon, he wouldn’t be able to breathe…
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The last thing he heard was the joyful hiss of the snake…







CHAPTER ONE

OUT OF TIME
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The wind buffeted Tom as he climbed down the mountain. It tugged at his hair and clothes and snatched the breath from his throat. He reached for another foothold, and eased himself downwards. He had climbed up the peak to release Raffkor the Bull Beast from Kensa’s evil enchantment. Now that Raffkor was free, the next part of Tom’s Quest awaited him.

“Tom!” It was Elenna. Tom craned his neck to look down. Elenna stood below with Silver, her wolf, and Storm, Tom’s stallion. She was waving.

“Are you all right?” she called.

“I’m fine!” Tom called back.

When he reached the bottom, he shook out his aching arms.

Storm trotted to his side and Silver pressed his warm nose into Tom’s palm. Tom smiled, and stroked the animals’ coats.

“Raffkor is free from Kensa’s enchantment,” Tom said. “I had to cut off his black horn. He’s gone to take his place guarding a distant kingdom.”

“Did you find the Starleaf for Vedra’s cure?” Elenna asked anxiously.

Tom flipped open his leather satchel. The small five-pointed plant inside looked as fresh as when he had picked it at the top of the peak.

Elenna grinned. “Now we just need three more ingredients to make the elixir to save Vedra,” she said.

“Let’s hope we can get them in time,” Tom said. He looked up. The moon was a white crescent against the pale blue sky. Tom frowned. It was growing by the day. They had to be back in Avantia’s capital city before the full moon, with all four ingredients. If they failed, there would be no cure for Vedra the Green Dragon, suffering under Kensa’s spell. Without a cure, the Good Beast would be lost to the witch’s Evil forever.

Elenna’s hand fell on his shoulder. “We’ll do it,” she said.

Tom nodded. “We have to. But the ingredients are scattered to the corners of the kingdom and guarded by Kensa’s enchanted Beasts. We don’t have a moment to lose.”

“Tom! Elenna!” Tom turned to see Wilfred the Beast Keeper hurrying towards them with Arcta’s golden-brown feather bobbing in his hand.

“You’re back!” Wilfred cried. “I knew you’d do it.” He held Arcta’s feather out to Tom. “You’d better take this back. I’ve had enough adventures to last me a lifetime!”
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