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Greetings, followers of the Quest,

 

I am Irina, the Good Witch of Avantia’s twin kingdom, Gwildor. This was supposed to be a time of happiness, as we welcomed young heroes Tom and Elenna to our capital city Jengtor. Freya, Tom’s mother and Mistress of the Beasts, beamed with pride at the thought of her son’s arrival.

 

She smiles no longer.

 

Someone else has been awaiting Tom’s arrival. We should have known our enemies would choose this moment to strike. Now Freya lies in my chamber, unable to command her Beasts. And Jengtor is under siege from a deadly menace that attacks from the skies.

 

Our only hope lies with Tom and Elenna, but they are walking right into a trap.

 

Irina, loyal Witch of Gwildor
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A STRANGER IN NEED
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Tom leaned low over Angel’s neck, the thud of galloping hooves jolting though his tense muscles. At his side, Elenna rode Star, her short hair tugged back by the wind.

The bright Gwildorian sky arched high above them, a cloudless blaze of sapphire blue, and rolling grassland swept by on either side. But Tom’s mind’s eye was turned inwards to an image of his mother, sick from an evil poison. She lay in Jengtor, the Gwildorian capital, which was under attack from the Pirate King, Sanpao. Only the Good Witch Irina’s magical force field protected the citizens from Sanpao’s barrage of cannon fire – and the force field was being eaten away day by day, moment by moment. Tom scanned the flat horizon, and took a deep breath, trying to control the emotions raging inside him. He and Elenna were still at least two days’ ride from Jengtor. We have to get there in time!

Angel’s hooves barely seemed to touch the ground as she flew over the grassy plains. The rushing wind cooled Tom’s face, and with the release of speed, his spirits lifted. If we keep going at this pace, we’ll make up for the time we’ve lost defeating Kensa’s enchanted Beasts. Sanpao’s witch companion had created a magical potion that could turn ordinary creatures into deadly monsters. Tom and Elenna had already battled two since their arrival in Gwildor.

Tom squinted into the sun and noticed a dark spot streaking towards them through the sky. He called on the enhanced vision from his golden helmet, and saw at once that it was a sleek blue dove carrying a vial in its beak.

“A royal messenger from Jengtor!” he called to Elenna, tugging on the reins to bring Angel to a stop, as the bird let the tiny vial fall. Tom snatched the vial from the air.

Elenna pulled up beside him, her brows pinched together with concern. “I hope it’s good news this time,” she said.

Tom gritted his teeth, his chest tight with worry as he pulled the stopper from the vial. It released billowing purple smoke, which spread to form a swirling cloud. Then the vapour at the centre of the cloud thinned, forming an image of elegant spires and graceful bridges beneath a shimmering dome of light.

Irina’s force field, Tom realised. The Good Witch had told him she had conjured a magical shield to protect Jengtor from the pirates.
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But the dark shape of Sanpao’s flying ship was hovering over the dome, black cannon jutting from its portholes. No! Tom’s belly churned with dread as the cannon fired a volley of missiles towards the city. The force field flared bright where the cannonballs hit, and then burned dimmer and paler once they had tumbled away.

“Irina’s magic is weakening,” Elenna said.

Tom gripped the hilt of his sword. “I’m going to make Sanpao pay!” he said. Frustration burned in his chest as he thought of the distance they still had to travel. I wish I had the power to step inside that vision!

The magical image before him shifted suddenly. The viewpoint swept downwards through Irina’s force field, over the broad, mansion-lined streets of Jengtor, and into the gilded palace at the heart of the city.

Tom felt his heart clench.

“Oh!” Elenna gasped. Tom’s mother, Freya, lay in a four-poster bed, half hidden by richly patterned curtains. At her side, Irina leaned forward to press a damp cloth to Freya’s pale brow. Freya frowned and lifted her arm, pushing Irina’s hand away. Tom felt a glimmer of hope as his mother’s eyes flickered open – but there was no recognition in her misty, wide-eyed stare.

Irina stood back from the bed and turned to gaze out through the veil of purple smoke. Tom was shocked by how changed she was. Her eyes were filled with sorrow, and there were dark circles beneath them that hadn’t been there before.

“Tom and Elenna,” Irina’s voice said. Tom leaned forward, straining to hear her words over the muffled crash and thud of cannon. “I can only hope you receive this message,” Irina continued. “Time is running out, and I fear that without your help, all will be lost. You must reach Jengtor soon…”
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The purple smoke swirled and started to drift.

“Irina! Wait!” Tom cried, but the vision wavered, shifted out of focus and dissolved.

As Tom watched the purple tendrils of smoke drift up into the azure sky, cold horror gripped hold of him, chilling him to the bones. Elenna turned towards him, and Tom could see his own fears mirrored in her expression.
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