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Tremble, warriors of Avantia, for a new enemy stalks your land!

 

I am Sanpao, the Pirate King of Makai! My ship brings me to your shores to claim an ancient magic more powerful than any you’ve encountered. Nothing will stand in my way, especially not that pathetic boy Tom, or his friends. Even Aduro cannot help you this time. My pirate band will pillage and burn without mercy, and my Beasts will be more than a match for any hero in Avantia.

 

Pirates! Batten down the hatches and raise the sails. We come to conquer and destroy!

 

Sanpao the Pirate King



PROLOGUE
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“Do you think he will he ever wake up?”

King Hugo looked down at Aduro who lay as still as a corpse in one of the infirmary’s sick beds. His skin was yellow and creased like parchment.

“I hope so, sire,” Taladon replied. “But he’s been in this deep slumber for many days now – it took all his magic to throw off Sanpao’s spell.” Taladon’s face was shaded with a mixture of pride and sorrow. “Any other wizard would have died.”

King Hugo sighed. “Without Aduro’s magic, we must gather men to protect our kingdom. Tom has sent a messenger from the Icy Plains with Storm and Blizzard. Sanpao and his pirates will be on their way. We must get ready for battle—”

The long, low wail of a war-horn interrupted the king.

“We’re under attack!” Taladon cried.

King Hugo swept out of the palace infirmary, with Taladon following close behind. They hurried to the top of the city walls where several archers stood on the ramparts, staring at the southern horizon.

In the distance, King Hugo could see a Beast with a huge body charging towards Avantia’s city walls. The Beast’s legs were thick with muscle and they kicked up dust clouds, his massive hooves leaving deep grooves in the land. “Sanpao has sent a Beast to test us,” King Hugo growled.

The Beast came to a thundering stop as he reached a small settlement of huts just outside the gates of the city. Sunlight glinted from two wickedly sharp tusks that curved out from the Beast’s warty face. Froth poured from his massive jaws. Rows of spikes jutted out of his body. He tossed his head from side to side, and small, mean eyes raked his surroundings.

King Hugo felt a stab of fear. “He’s going to attack the village. We have to stop this!” He turned to his archers. “Release your arrows.”

“Wait, sire. It won’t work,” Taladon said. “I know this Beast: it’s Bloodboar, the Buried Doom.” He pointed. “Look at his back and head, there’s no way an arrow will be able to pierce that armour.”

A bone casing covered the Beast’s thick bristly body, almost as if the creature’s skeleton had grown on the outside.

The Beast gave a roar, dipped his head and charged one of the wooden huts in the village, ripping it up with his tusks. Men, women and children ran screaming from the Beast as it crashed into another wooden house, skewering the door on his tusks, before throwing the shack over his head.


The villagers ran towards Avantia’s city walls.

The king turned to his men. “Those villagers need refuge. Get them within the city walls and raise the drawbridge.” Some archers sped off.
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King Hugo could hear the Beast grunting with joy each time he destroyed a hut, his tusks ripping at wood. He hoped Bloodboar would be distracted long enough for the villagers to get to safety.

In minutes, the village was a pile of rubble. Bloodboar turned to face the towering walls of Avantia and gave a bellow of rage as the last of the villagers ran inside the city. The drawbridge slammed shut.

Taladon called to the Avantian soldiers. “Grab your weapons!”

King Hugo looked back at the Beast. Bloodboar was pawing at the ground and surveying the walls, as if he was trying to work out if he could force his way inside.

“He’s going to try and ram his way in,” said an archer, fearfully.

King Hugo smiled as he felt confidence surge through him. “Let him try. The walls are solid.”

“Sire,” Taladon said, with a frown. “Bloodboar is one of the cleverest Beasts to have lived. Who knows what his next move will be?”

Bloodboar gave a deep, throaty roar and then stabbed his huge tusks into the ground just in front of the city walls. He began to burrow, shovelling dirt away from the base.

“He’s going to dig his way in!” Taladon cried.

From behind them, came an ear-splitting crack. Taladon and King Hugo whipped round. At the centre of the city’s courtyard, stone pavings were falling away into a chasm that had appeared in the ground. Out of the hole burst forth an enormous tree. Its golden branches reached up eagerly to the sky, and emerald green leaves unfurled swiftly.

The Tree of Being.

“At our hour of deepest peril, the Tree has chosen to come to the heart of Avantia,” King Hugo murmured. “It must be protected, for the sake of everyone in the kingdom.”

The scrape and crash of Bloodboar’s ferocious digging echoed around them.

King Hugo and Taladon stared into each other’s faces.

“Sanpao and his pirates will be here soon,” King Hugo said. “And Bloodboar needs to be stopped. How will we do both?”

“Tom and Elenna must get back to the city, or all hope will be lost.” Taladon said. Tom had already sent a message ahead with a blind boy called Abel, telling the king and his father to get ready.
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King Hugo stared round at his kingdom. “Avantia is in grave danger.” A lump formed in his throat. By day’s end, the fate of everyone in the city would be decided. We need you, Tom, he thought. Like never before.


CHAPTER ONE

WARRIORS IN DISGUISE
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Tom risked a glance over the side of the flying pirate ship, a whoosh of cold air stinging his cheeks. Below, he could see the Avantian landscape sliding by – mountains, valleys, lakes and forests all blurring into each other. Tom had seen so many different lands on his Quests. The beautiful landscapes of Gwildor and Tavania, and the strange, dark world of Gorgonia. But Avantia was the only place he’d ever call home, and he’d risk anything to save it.
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