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Hail, young warriors!

 

Tom has set out on a Quest of his own choosing, and I have the honour of helping with magic learned from the greatest teacher of them all: my master, Aduro. Tom’s challenges will be great: a new kingdom, a lost mother and six more Beasts under Velmal’s spell. Tom isn’t just fighting to save a kingdom. He’s fighting to save those lives closest to him and to prove that love can conquer evil. Can it? Tom will only find out by staying strong and keeping the flame of hope alive. As long as no foul wind blows it out…

 

Yours truly,

 

The apprentice, Marc


PROLOGUE
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Toby grasped his pickaxe, wincing at the pain from his blistered hands. He could hardly see the wall in front of him. Frustration at his dim sight swept over him and he attacked the rockface even harder than usual. The blows echoed off the wall as he swung the pickaxe, blending with the strokes of the other workers beside him and the clink of the chains that bound them.

More gold…Toby thought wearily. More riches flowing like a river through the Golden Valley of Kayonia.

Pausing to ease his aching shoulders, he listened to the grunts and groans of his fellow slaves.

They’re all content to be blind, as long as their town has wealth. Toby gripped his axe harder, as if he wanted to break the handle. But I’m not content…

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

Toby jumped at the whispering voice of Jed, the man working next to him.

“Get back to work, or the master will punish you,” Jed said.

Toby’s anger wrestled with his fear. “I don’t care!” he declared, standing up straight. “I’m sick of being a slave. Who’s with me?”
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There was no reply, except for the renewed hammering of pickaxes. Toby could feel the other slaves’ fear; they were acting like he wasn’t there. He understood why they were scared. Their master seemed to move about them in total silence, until he announced himself with echoing shrieks and screeches that made Toby’s ears hurt.

“Don’t be a fool,” Jed said in a low voice. Toby could hardly see him swing his pickaxe, because of his poor eyesight. “You can’t escape. The master’s not like us. He can see in the dark, for one thing. He could be watching us right now.” Both miners looked around fearfully.

Toby shivered. He remembered how, when they first came to work in the mine, the master would snatch up anyone who disobeyed him and carry them off. Many workers had been taken that way – and not a single one had ever returned.

Toby’s limbs ached, and stinging sweat trickled into his eyes. I can’t stand any more of this. I’ve got to take the risk…

He weighed the pickaxe in his hand. “Maybe this will break my chains,” he murmured. “And maybe I can run fast enough to escape the master’s clutches. Maybe—”

He broke off as he felt Jed’s hand grip his shoulder.

“This is lunacy,” Jed muttered. “Get back to work, before the master sees you.”

Toby shook Jed’s hand off. “You stay if you want. I’d rather die trying to escape than keep slaving away here.”

He began to hack at his chains. Tiny sparks lit up the darkness as the blows fell. Toby could feel the chain start to break.

Soon I’ll be free!

The whispered voices of the other slaves came at him from all sides.

“Stop!”

 “You’ll get us all in trouble!”

Toby ignored their protests. The chains fell from his legs. He moved away from the rock face, half-crouching, his hands scraping the floor. Somewhere along the tunnel, on the way to the cavern where they all slept, was a mine shaft leading to the surface. The noise of the other miners died away behind him; all he could hear now was the sound of his own panting breath as he scrambled for freedom.
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He peered along the tunnel, blinking in an attempt to clear his vision. He realised he could see walls lit by a pale grey light.

My sight’s already improving, Toby thought. I won’t be blind forever!

The mine shaft was just ahead. The light grew stronger, until he stood at the bottom of the shaft where he could see a patch of blue sky high above.

Scrabbling for ledges and cracks, Toby began to climb. At first it was hard to find strong enough footholds, but he soon worked himself into a rhythm. The blue circle of sky grew closer and closer.

Nearly there…

Then Toby heard a fierce shriek coming from below him in the mine shaft. The sound bounced off the walls. Toby froze in terror.

“The master…” he croaked.

Peering down into the weak light, Toby spotted vast leathery wings and two eyes that glowed orange as the giant bat flew up towards him. It opened its mouth, revealing blade-sharp teeth – and before Toby could dodge, they closed over his shoulder. With a cry of pain, Toby lost his grip and slid down the shaft, hitting the ground with a thud.

Desperately, he tried to scramble away. But it was too late. Toby caught sight of those terrible teeth glinting above him. Unable to look away, he wished his eyesight had never improved. He didn’t want to see what the master was going to do to him.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE ROAD TO THE NORTH

[image: images]

Tom wiped his streaming eyes. “The sooner we’re out of these stinking cornfields, the better,” he said. 
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