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Dear Reader

 


You join us at a moment of great historical importance. King Hugo of Avantia is about to make an official visit to our neighbours in the south, the kingdom of Tangala. Tangala was once Avantia’s staunchest ally, but the kingdoms have been at odds for decades. Now, the marriage of His Majesty to Tangala’s Queen Aroha will unite our kingdoms once again.

 


Tangala is the only kingdom in which no Beasts lurk. Powerful ancient magic protects the kingdom’s borders from Evil. It is our hope that this journey should be a simple one, untouched by danger…

 


But things are rarely so simple.

 


Aduro

Former Wizard to King Hugo
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PROLOGUE

 


[image: images]



 


Epa’s six young trainees lunged and thrust, their double-edged swords glinting in the morning sun. As they danced back and forth across the palace courtyard, their faces were flushed from their efforts.

Epa the Iron Fist, Sergeant-at-Arms in the Queen’s Guard, watched them with growing concern.

They’re nowhere near ready to face the Avantian threat.

She flexed her broad shoulders, easing the tension in her muscles. How dare the Avantian traitors bring their dark magic to Tangala! If their warrior children hadn’t stolen Queen Aroha’s Treasures of Tangala, the kingdom wouldn’t be in this danger now.

Epa swallowed her anger and turned her attention back to her students. Teera, the youngest, jabbed fiercely at her opponent’s chest, surprising the older woman and making her stagger.

The girl shows promise, Epa thought. But Teera’s blow had lacked power.

Epa crossed the yard to her student’s side. “To fight takes balance,” she said. “Here, like this…” But as Epa reached for Teera’s wrist, a deep rumble shook the ground.

Epa drew her sword, widening her stance to keep stable. She scanned the courtyard with narrowed eyes. Red dust and small stones skittered down the palace walls as the trembling grew stronger.

“An earthquake!” Teera cried, her voice almost drowned out by the groaning from the ground.

Epa shook her head. “This is no earthquake,” she said.

CRASH! Epa was thrown violently backwards as the earth beneath her burst open.

“Get back!” she cried, waving her students towards the palace wall behind her and then scrambling to her feet. She shifted her grip on her sword and edged carefully nearer to the jagged gash that had opened in the ground, bending her knees to keep her balance. The courtyard shuddered beneath Epa’s boots and the chasm gaped wider and wider. Iridescent green spikes jutted up from its depths.

The spikes rose higher, each one the size of a tree, barbed with spikes and forked at the end. A broad flat head followed from the chasm, and shiny jointed legs scrabbled at the crumbling earth, dragging a glistening green body out into the light. Epa glanced back to see her young recruits huddled against the palace wall, their swords raised and their eyes wide with terror.
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Fear twisted in Epa’s own stomach as she turned to face the monstrous Beast.

“Quagos?” she breathed. Every child knew the legend of the giant stag beetle, which hadn’t been seen in the kingdom for a great many years. But fireside tales hadn’t prepared Epa for the reality. Quagos was the size of a barn. As he clambered towards her, his huge mandibles clashed together. The eyes that bulged from each side of his massive head glowed a sickly yellow. Epa could see a shining silver rod embedded between them. The queen’s stolen sceptre! she realised. What dark sorcery have the Avantians unleashed with it?

Epa licked her dry lips. Her hands shook as she lifted her sword. The first rule of battle, she told herself. Find your opponent’s weak spot. She scanned the beetle’s glistening blue-green armour.

“Yah!” Suddenly Teera charged out from behind her towards the creature. Her sword was raised and her eyes flashed angrily.

“No!” Epa cried. But it was too late. The Beast swung its head, swiping Teera aside with a blow from its massive pincers. The young woman crumpled to the ground.

“Stay back!” Epa ordered the others. The Beast turned a glowing yellow eye towards her. A weak spot! Epa thought. She gripped her broadsword in both hands, swung it back and charged.

As her feet pounded over broken paving slabs, she focussed on the weight and the power of her sword. Epa lunged, swinging her blade with all her strength. The creature’s head whipped up out of reach as it reared up on its back legs. Epa’s sword smashed against the Beast’s shining leg armour. Thwack! The blow rang painfully along her arms but didn’t even dent Quagos’s shell.

Epa staggered back, staring up at the Beast. Her hand was sweaty on the hilt of her sword. Her heart was thumping hard. Quagos’s pincers reached almost to the palace roof! His yellow eyes flashed, then his massive body toppled forwards. Epa turned and ran.

BOOM! The ground shook as the Beast crashed down behind her. Epa staggered, but managed to stay on her feet. She gritted her teeth and didn’t look back.

Snap! The Beast’s pincers clamped shut about her waist. Epa’s stomach lurched as she was snatched upwards into the air.

She struggled against the jaws that crushed her flesh. She beat them with her sword’s hilt, but it was like hammering cold steel.

Wind whipped past her and the courtyard spun as the Beast swung its head, then let go. Epa’s stomach leapt. Her arms and legs flailed in the air. She could see the courtyard wall rushing towards her. She put up her hands to protect her head and braced herself.
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CRASH! Pain seared through her like lightning and thunder hitting at once, before everything around her turned to darkness.
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SPRINGING THE TRAP
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Tom’s voice was hoarse from shouting for help. The water in the well was icy and the cold seeped into his bones. His legs ached from treading water.
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