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You thought I was gone, did you not? Swallowed by the Netherworld, never to set foot in the upper world again… Consumed by the Beasts that roam this foul place… Well, it’s not that easy to be rid of the most powerful magician who ever stalked the land.


I have the perfect plan up my sleeve, and soon I shall leave this Realm of Beasts behind.


And the best part? My arch enemy Tom will die in the process.


See you all very soon!


Malvel














[image: Man with Knife]

















[image: Chapter 1]








TRIALS IN TANGALA
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A cloudless sky arched over Tangala’s capital, Pania, and the sunlight glinted off the pointed spires of Queen Aroha’s palace.


The day of the Trials had finally arrived and, judging by the packed benches all around him, Tom thought half of Tangala must have come to watch. He craned forward in his front-row seat between Elenna and Daltec, trying to get a better view of the contestants he and Elenna had helped select. The brave hopefuls waited in a fenced enclosure just off the main arena. Some were practising their moves, jabbing and thrusting their weapons. Others were limbering up or polishing their armour.


The contestants had travelled from all over Tangala to try out for the title of Master or Mistress of the Beasts. Men and women. Young and old. All willing to risk their lives to protect Tangala. Tom was pleased to see many of the applicants were young people. He and Elenna had insisted the contest should be open to all. After all, they knew better than anyone that heroes could come from humble beginnings.


Turning his attention to the tiered benches of spectators, Tom spotted cat-people from Viga sitting alongside fisherfolk and forest dwellers, desert people and those from the mountain clans, all laughing and chatting as they waited for the Trials to begin.


Street vendors weaved between the rows, selling roasted nuts and candied fruit, while in the main arena a band played a raucous song about the brave Masters of the Beasts of the past.


“I wasn’t sure about all this pomp and ceremony,” Elenna said, leaning in close to Tom. “But I have to admit, Rotu’s done a great job!”


After a series of Beast attacks on Tangala, Queen Aroha had asked her nephew Prince Rotu to find two new heroes to protect the kingdom. Tom and Elenna had been drafted in to select the candidates, while the prince focussed on his own area of expertise: the entertainment.


“It’s good to see the people enjoying themselves after everything that’s happened,” Tom said.


“And Aroha’s definitely made the right choice!” Daltec added. “You and Elenna can’t be in two places at once, which means Tangala definitely needs its own Master of the Beasts!”


A gong sounded from the far side of the arena where Prince Rotu sat on a raised dais, his gold-and-silver dress armour gleaming in the sun. He lifted a hand and the music faded, an expectant hush falling over the crowd.


“Let the first contestants come forward!” Rotu cried.


Four participants – all younger than Tom – hurried from their fenced enclosure and into the main arena. I hope they all do well! Each walked with their head held high, but their faces were solemn and pinched with nerves as the hopefuls took up their places before the prince.


“I’m glad we never had to do this,” Elenna whispered.


“Me too,” Tom said. He knew that many of the contestants would never even have set foot in Pania before, let alone been addressed by royalty.


Rotu pointed to the first contender, a tall, lithe girl with choppy dark hair and a serious look in her eyes. “Introduce yourself,” he said.


The girl bowed low, then took a massive axe from a belt at her waist. “I am Katya,” she said, tossing the axe from hand to hand, as if it weighed nothing at all. “I come from the Forest of Shadows. I pledge my axe to you, and to all of Tangala.”




[image: Cartoon Picture]





“Well said,” Rotu said, nodding with approval. Then he turned to the next contestant in line – a wiry boy with brown skin and a patch over one eye. The boy held out a gleaming, long-handled scythe and bowed to the prince.


“Nolan of Aran,” the boy said. “My scythe is yours to command.”


Rotu smiled. “Thank you.”


Next, a slight girl with dark skin and fierce brown eyes stepped forward. In one hand she held a trident taller than her, and in the other, a fishing net. She dropped into a curtsy.


“I am honoured to meet you,” the girl told Rotu. “I come from the western shore. My family fish the ocean, but we are renowned as warriors too. My name is Miandra. I promise you now that while there’s breath in my body, I shall defend my kingdom.”


Elenna nudged Tom, grinning. “She’s clearly learned from a master!” she whispered. Tom couldn’t help returning the smile.


In the arena, Rotu turned to the last of the four contestants – a stocky boy with a shock of fair hair. He was wearing a leather apron and held a blacksmith’s hammer. “And, finally, can you tell me a little about yourself?” Rotu asked.


The boy had been looking at his feet, but now made an awkward bow, blushing fiercely as he met the prince’s gaze.


“Rafe,” the boy said, his voice gruff but clear. “I am a blacksmith like my father and his father before him, but I would rather use my hammer to defend Tangala, if I can.”
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“Wonderful!” Rotu said, beaming. “A blacksmith’s boy, like Tom.” The prince’s gaze swept across all four contestants. “Now, let the Trials begin!”


As four of Aroha’s fiercest warrior women strode into the arena, a dark shadow passed over Tom, momentarily blocking the sun. He looked up to see a large red-and-blue bird sailing across the courtyard – it was bigger than an eagle but had the same cruel, curved beak and taloned feet.


“What’s that bird?” Tom whispered to Daltec, pointing as it landed on the far wall of the courtyard. “I’ve never seen one like it.”


“A Janus bird,” Daltec said, frowning. “They are rare in any kingdom, and I have never seen one here. They are magical birds, able to cross between realms.”


“I hope it’s not a bad omen,” Elenna said, narrowing her eyes as she gazed at the creature.


Tom loosened his sword in its sheath. “Let’s be on our guard, just in case,” he said, then turned his attention back to the contest.


Aroha’s warriors were taking up position opposite the four young candidates. The muscular women, each wielding a longsword and shield, dwarfed their opponents. But Tom knew size and age could be deceptive.


“Let the sparring begin!” Rotu cried.


A mighty cheer rose from the crowd. Aroha’s four warriors struck a combative stance, and the candidates lifted their weapons to more excited chanting and cheers.


“SQUAAAAWK!” The screech ripped through the noise of the crowd, jerking Tom’s gaze up just in time to see the Janus bird make a low swoop overhead.


BOOM! The whole courtyard lurched, jolting Tom’s body and almost throwing him from his seat. The crowd’s joyful cheers turned to terrified screams, and thick clouds of dust filled the air. Crashes and bangs rang out all around Tom as the tiered benches started to collapse. He tried to stand, but the flagstones were shaking so much he could barely stay upright.


“An earthquake!” Elenna shouted.
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