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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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Freya paused on the edge of the Rainbow Jungle. Everything appeared peaceful in the rosy light of the Gwildorian dawn. Still, Freya felt ripples of tension in her muscles. Only yesterday, she had been almost killed by Solak, a strange shark Beast. Long ago, Freya’s husband, Taladon, had imprisoned Solak and five other terrible Beasts in the Lightning Prison. Now Tom and Elenna had used the Lightning Paths in their Quest against the Evil Witch Kensa. This had caused the release of Solak – and maybe the other five Beasts as well. Which means the kingdoms are in terrible peril, Freya thought.

She listened to the chorus of birdsong that drifted from the tree canopy. The jungle shimmered with vivid yellow and emerald green. Scarlet flowers opened, releasing sweet perfume. Her horse, Flame, nibbled at the leaves of the small tree she had tied him to.

A groan interrupted Freya’s thoughts. Someone was in trouble! She pushed through bushes laden with pink berries. A man sat slumped against a copper-coloured tree trunk. Freya rushed to him. His face was ghostly pale and beaded with sweat. He clutched at the shredded collar of his tunic and Freya saw blood seep between his fingers.

“You’re wounded!” she said. “Let me help you.”

Kneeling, she unclenched the man’s fingers and pulled the tunic aside. Deep wounds punctured his neck and shoulders. “What happened to you?” she gasped. But the man was too weak to answer. Freya reached into the pouch at her waist and removed a strip of linen. She moistened it in the dew that coated the leaves of the surrounding bushes, then she gently wiped the man’s wounds and bandaged them.
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What creature was responsible?

She made sure the man was comfortable, then stepped into the jungle. She was determined to find the creature that had done this.

Something glimmered on the moist ground. Broken shards of violet shell lay smeared with gooey yolk. Freya felt sick with regret and fear. Someone – or something – had mercilessly smashed one of the Good Beast Amictus’s eggs.

“Who would have done this to something so beautiful?” Freya muttered.

The calm air was torn apart by a terrified scream.

The hair rose on Freya’s neck and she plunged through the bushes. The scream grew louder, seeming to pierce Freya’s skull. She burst out into bright sunshine.

Flame!

Freya’s horse kicked and thrashed as he was pulled backwards inside a huge net. The tree he was tied to bent under the strain. The horse’s leather reins were stretched taut.

“Let him go!” Freya ordered. At that instant, the reins snapped. Flame crashed onto his side with his hooves pawing the air. His struggling body was still being dragged across the grass. Freya began to run.

A shadow fell over her. She glanced up and staggered, flinging out an arm in protection. The Beast has arrived, she realized.

The creature was as tall as the trees, towering against the rising sun. His snout wrinkled back over sabre-like teeth as he growled. A shaggy grey pelt rippled over his chest. Long, jagged claws curled from his hands.

And held in its claws was the net that had caught Flame! It stretched between the Beast’s hands and the screaming horse. Small objects, like gems, sparkled in the rope strands.

Why would there be gems in a net? Freya wondered. Squinting at the objects, she realized that they weren’t gems at all. They were the claws and teeth of long-dead animals, sparkling because they were wet with dew – and with Flame’s blood.

Freya drew her sword. She tried to cut Flame free but the Beast yanked on the net. With a triumphant roar, he seized the horse and twirled him over his head.
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“Let him go!” Freya yelled.

The Beast’s eyes lit up when he spotted her racing figure. She dodged in beneath the net and raised her sword. When she slashed open a corner of the net, Flame dropped through and landed with a thud.

“Run, Flame!” Freya called. The stallion staggered to his feet. His eyes rolled white with panic as the Beast roared and stretched out a hand. With a burst of speed, the stallion dodged clear and he galloped away in terror.

There was a moment’s silence as the huge wolf-man glared at Freya. The ground vibrated as he strode towards her, licking his lips. His putrid breath cast a cloud that made her gag. She tried to grip the hilt of her sword but her arms shook and her blade wavered. The wolf-man’s claws swiped downwards. In that instant, Freya knew she’d have to do something she’d never done before. She needed to send a message to her son, before her life ended.

Tom! Tom, I need your help!


CHAPTER ONE

AN URGENT MESSAGE
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Tom jerked awake, images from his bad dream swirling in his head: Aduro’s hands bound with a glowing chain…the severe faces of the other wizards…Aduro’s lips croaking out the word ‘guilty’.

I wish it really was only a dream, Tom thought as he kicked aside his blanket.
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