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STORY ONE
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The wizards of the kingdoms gather in Avantia to welcome a new member. I will be there too, clapping like the other fools and wearing a phoney smile. But my heart is black, and my eyes are fixed on a greater prize.

 

A Beast stirs in the bowels of Avantia – a Beast who will do my bidding and unlock power unlike anything seen before.

 

The Circle of Wizards will be nothing when my plan is complete. Their pathetic spells and potions cannot save them.

 

And nor can their so-called hero, Tom. This will be one Quest too far for him and his pathetic friend, Elenna. Anyone who dares stands in my way will fall.

 

Cower, creatures of Avantia!

 

Your soon-to-be ruler
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THE WIZARDS’ CIRCLE
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“Quickly, Storm!” Tom urged his horse forward, Elenna clinging on behind and Silver the wolf loping at their side. “We’re very late – the ceremony may already have started!”

Storm had thrown a shoe, and it had taken a while to find a blacksmith to fix the problem. Then they had galloped all the way, desperate not to miss their friend Daltec’s celebration. Today was the day he was finally accepted into the Circle of Wizards.

Storm crested the hill and Tom let out a relieved whistle.

“We made it,” he said, staring in wonder and delight at the huge crowd gathered on the Central Plains.

The people of Avantia were dressed in their finest clothes and carrying many colourful banners. Near the centre of the crowd, on a raised platform, King Hugo and Queen Aroha sat on their thrones. A ring of soldiers circled an empty space at the very heart of the crowd.

“Can you see Daltec or Aduro?” asked Elenna, straining over Tom’s shoulder. “And where are the other wizards from the circle?”

“Maybe they haven’t arrived yet,” Tom said, guiding Storm down the hillside with Silver trotting behind.

Daltec had been Aduro’s pupil for a long time, and he had performed good service for the kingdom, but Tom knew that he would be the youngest wizard ever to be appointed to the noble circle.

Scanning the crowd with the farsightedness given to him by his golden helmet, Tom pointed ahead. “I see Aduro and Daltec!”

The elderly former wizard and his apprentice were standing near the throne platform, dressed in heavy, formal robes embroidered with purple and gold thread. The cheering crowds parted as Tom and Elenna rode through.
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Tom leaped down, surprised to see anxiety on Daltec’s face.

“Where are the others?” Daltec muttered, wringing his hands.

“Patience,” Aduro said. “They will be here soon.”

As Aduro finished speaking, a hush came down over the crowd and a chill wind swirled in from the east, snapping the banners. Storm snorted and stamped a hoof. Silver let out an anxious howl.

Something magical is happening, thought Tom.

A sheaf of dark clouds rolled swiftly across the sky. All eyes turned upwards as a funnel of cloud spread down towards the space kept clear by King Hugo’s soldiers. The air shimmered.

There was a gasp from the crowd as a great stone building appeared, its circular walls towering over them, ringed with columns. Through tall arched windows, robed witches and wizards could be seen sitting at tables suspended at different levels.

The Chamber of Wizards!
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Tom hadn’t seen the chamber for a long time, not since evil Jezrin had sat at the Judge’s Bench and sought to control the circle for his own wicked ends. He was relieved to see an elderly witch there now – surely a worthier leader for the Circle of Wizards.

Tom gazed around the chamber. He could see a few empty chairs. Aduro’s, of course, and also Velmal’s. He found his eyes drawn to the seat that used to belong to his enemy Malvel. He blinked in surprise. Who is that sitting in Malvel’s place?

It was a white-haired young wizard, perhaps only sixteen years old.

“I’ve never seen him before,” Tom murmured to Aduro, pointing at the young man, who was gazing around with eyes like chipped blue ice.

“His name is Berric,” Aduro replied. “A talented sorcerer from Rion. Other members of the circle speak very highly of him.”

Tom nodded, a sudden curious sensation coming into his mind. The red jewel in his belt had detected that a Beast was close by. He rose on tiptoes, gazing over the heads of the crowd, scanning the horizon.

There! A familiar figure on a lofty hill-top. Tagus the Horse-Man stood surveying his territory, his great arms folded over his brawny human chest.

He’s the Guardian of the Plains, thought Tom. It makes sense that he would be curious about what is happening here. Tom touched the red jewel to speak to the Beast.

All is well, Tagus!

The Beast lifted his broadsword in acknowledgement.

Tom’s attention was quickly drawn back to the chamber. The witches and wizards had risen from their seats and were descending to form two lines at the chamber’s entrance.

Only the old witch at the Judge’s Bench remained seated.

“Our greetings to Daltec,” she intoned. “Your honourable heart and wise mind are most worthy additions to our circle.”

Daltec walked between the double line of witches and wizards, his head humbly bowed. He proceeded to the chair that had once belonged to Aduro. As he straightened his robes and sat down, the other members of the circle returned to their own seats.

Tom noticed Aduro wiping away a tear. He’s proud of his apprentice.

“This is all a bit silly, don’t you think?” Tom almost jumped at the voice that crawled into his ear. Turning, he saw Petra.

Tom frowned at the young witch. “What are you doing here?”

She winked, giving a sly grin. “Oh, I’ve just come for the feast.”

Elenna gave her a cold look. “I’d say you’re jealous because you haven’t been allowed into the circle,” she said.

Petra gave a hard laugh. “Me with that stuffy bunch of old fools?” she retorted. “I’d be bored to death!”

Tom eyed her, wondering if Elenna had touched a sore spot.

Daltec’s voice rang out.

“I am humbled by the honour bestowed upon me by the circle,” he said, raising his arms. “I will do my utmost to live up to your confidence in me!” So saying, he thrust out his hands and cast sparkling rainbow spells over the heads of the cheering audience.

Showers of rose petals rained down on King Hugo and Queen Aroha as they stood to applaud. Streams of firecrackers spurted from Daltec’s fingers, crackling in the sky, chased by beams of bright light that twisted and whirled over the crowd.

Tom smiled as he watched Daltec’s spells dancing above his head. But a cold and uneasy feeling came over him as the lights melted together to form the looming head and body of a vast, dark snake.

Fearful cries rose from the crowd as the snake plunged down, clouds of black smoke trailing from its mouth.

Tom glanced at Daltec – he was grimacing in anguish, his hands twisting in the air as though he was fighting to keep control of his own spell. His eyes widened in panic as the snake dived lower.

Something’s wrong!

The snake of light and smoke whipped down over the crowd, wrapping around one of the columns supporting the entrance to the chamber. Its coils tightened and the stone broke apart with a loud crack.
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Tom stared in horror as part of the huge column began to topple towards the throne platform. King Hugo threw himself over Aroha’s body.

They’re about to be crushed!
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AN ANCIENT EVIL
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Tom called on the power of his golden boots as he bounded towards the platform. He took a mighty leap – over the king and queen – landing directly under the pillar, reaching up as it fell towards him.

“Golden breastplate, don’t fail me now!” he gasped between gritted teeth as he felt the weight bear down on him. Every muscle in Tom’s body ached as he held the column up. The sweat poured down his face. He knew that even the power of the breastplate would only help him for a short time.

“Sire, get the queen away from here!” he panted.
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