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Quake before me, Avantians. You think you are safe in your distant kingdom, but you couldn’t be more wrong.

 

All of Makai is under my control. This island’s ancient Beasts are risen again and obey my every word. The people are my slaves, building a force unlike any you’ve ever seen. I will do what my mother, Kensa, and my father, Sanpao, never could…I will have vengeance on Tom and his people.

 

You can muster your soldiers. You can assemble your navy. But you will never be ready.

 

I’ll be seeing you very soon.

 

Your soon-to-be ruler,

 

Ria
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Tom gripped on tight to the gunwale, his gaze fixed on Ria. The pirate captain stood at the prow of the flying dinghy. The breeze ruffled her scarlet mohawk, and swayed the strands of the cat-o’-nine-tails which dangled from her right hand.

“It’s over,” she sneered, curling her lip. “You’ve failed.”

Tom glanced over Ria’s shoulder, feeling sick at the sight of the vast fleet of ships filling the distant bay. Some bobbed on the waves, moored just off the wide crescent of sandy beach. Others clustered in the skies above, swarming like vultures, powered by the floating fuel Ria had mined from the Elixir Wells of Makai.

I was so sure I could stop her gathering a fleet, Tom thought. But I was wrong.

He gritted his teeth. Ria had turned out to be an even deadlier foe than her parents, the witch Kensa and the pirate Sanpao. And if she were to bring her fleet to Avantia, there was no telling what destruction it would unleash.
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Which is why I’m going to put an end to this, right now!

Drawing his sword, Tom leapt forward. But Ria was quicker. She swung her cat-o’-nine-tails and Tom ducked, feeling a sharp gust as the strands passed just above his head, crackling with blue electricity.

Ria laughed. “Do you understand how pointless your Quest has been?” she crowed. “What can one boy do against the greatest fleet ever assembled? My mother and father might have failed, but I will achieve what they never could…I’ll raid your homeland, Tom. Oh, and I can’t wait to reach Errinel! Your aunt and uncle will make such excellent slaves…”

Hot anger surged through Tom. He lunged, his sword flashing, but Ria easily sidestepped, and Tom’s blade whistled through nothing but air.

With a grunt, Ria brought her flail round hard, smacking it on to Tom’s shield. The impact sent him stumbling, his shin hitting the edge of the dinghy. He overbalanced.

“Goodbye, Tom,” snarled Ria.

Panic rising, Tom swung his arms, trying to recover. But Ria viciously lashed her cat-o’-nine-tails once again.

Szzzzzz! Tom’s shoulder exploded with pain as the electrified strands hit him. He clutched at the wound with his sword arm, but it was too late. He plummeted, dropping through the sky. As the treetops rushed towards him, he tried to lift his shield, hoping to use the magic of Arcta’s feather to slow his fall – but his arm was dead, hanging limp and lifeless from Ria’s blow.
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He crashed through the uppermost leaves, then slammed into one branch that flipped him over as it cracked, then a second that knocked the wind from his stomach. Twigs lashed his face and snagged his clothes, before he struck the ground with a sickening crack. His ankle twisted, and he slumped to the earth.

He lay listening to his own heavy breathing. His body throbbed with pain in a thousand places. But I’m alive…just!

“Tom!”

At the familiar voice, Tom rolled cautiously on to his side, wincing with the movement. Elenna was running through the trees with Daltec, the wizard panting to keep up.

Elenna knelt at Tom’s side. “Are you hurt?” she said.

Tom nodded. He unfastened the green jewel from his belt and held its cool surface against his ankle, drawing on its healing power. He felt a sharp burst of pain as a bone slid back into place. Then he flexed his foot. Ouch! I’ll be hobbling for a while…

“Where’s Ria?” asked Daltec.

Tom shook his head as he replaced the green jewel. “Sorry, she…” He grunted – it was an effort to speak. “She got away.”

As Elenna helped him up into a sitting position, Tom saw more figures appearing through the trees. He recognised some of them – they were the villagers that Ria had enslaved to cut timber for her ships. Many of them still had iron cuffs and chains trailing from their wrists and ankles, but Tom saw one older villager going among them with a key, releasing them one by one.

A young boy with a mop of black hair rushed up to Tom, a slingshot poking out from his belt. It was Isaac, the boy whose life Tom had saved in his battle with Jurog. Isaac stared at Tom’s wounded shoulder with wide eyes. Tom realised that his tunic was ripped and the skin scorched black by the flail. “Did Ria do that?” asked Isaac.
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Tom nodded. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop her.”

“You saved us all, Tom of Avantia,” said a man with matching black hair, laying a hand on Isaac’s shoulder. “You have nothing to apologise for.”

Tom did his best to smile, but he couldn’t help remembering what he had seen from high up above the forest…
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