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Dear Reader,

 

My hand shakes as I write. You find us in our hour of greatest peril.

 

My master Aduro has been snatched away. The kingdom is on its knees. Not one, but two enemies circle our shores – Kensa, the banished witch, has returned from Henkrall. With her stalks Sanpao, the Pirate King. Strange magic is afoot, stirring not just in Avantia but all the kingdoms, and I sense new Beasts lurking.

 

Only Tom and Elenna stand in the way of certain destruction. Can they withstand the awful test that will surely come? This time, courage alone may have to be enough.

 

Yours, in direst straits,

 

Daltec the apprentice


PROLOGUE
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Freya gripped the hard ridge of shell behind Krabb’s head, as the Beast skimmed across the water, throwing spray from his legs. After Taladon’s funeral, she had returned home to Gwildor. There could be no rest for a Mistress of the Beasts. The kingdom had to be patrolled at all costs.

As Krabb slowly swam through the calm turquoise water, Freya lifted her face to the warm sun. A niggling doubt crept into the back of her mind. How was Tom faring in Henkrall? Aduro had sent word of her son’s latest Quest, but no details of the dangers he faced…

She opened her eyes when she heard Krabb’s pincers clacking anxiously. “Yes, I feel something too,” she muttered, feeling the hair on her arms stand on end.

A strange energy thrummed in the air and the sea dimmed from green-blue to grey. Krabb tensed beneath her as the waters became choppy, smacking against his armoured flanks. A low grinding sound that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere filled her ears, as the sky above was stained with black, rolling clouds.

In the distance, in the direction of Avantia, lightning flashed, fork after fork stabbing downwards. Thunder rumbled across the sky like a thousand galloping warhorses. Even Freya felt a tickle of fear.

Only Evil magic could produce lightning like that, she thought.

Krabb twisted in the water, his eyes swivelling and his claws raised, braced for an attack. Freya saw that he was looking at a dark shape swimming beneath the chopping waves. It was coming straight for them. She drew her sword.

The approaching creature broke the surface and Freya saw it was a giant shark, with a sleek silvery body and a gaping mouth big enough to swallow a person whole. Its eyes were like polished jet orbs, set high and far back on its jutting head. Its body glowed blue, shifting to violet and indigo like a slick of oil in the sun, and its fins were lined with blades of serrated bone, like jagged teeth.
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“Who sent you?” Freya muttered, her grip tightening on her sword. This menace wasn’t going to get past them, even if the Mistress of the Beasts died defending her kingdom.

At the last moment, the Beast veered in the water and swam in the opposite direction, sinking out of sight.

“After him, Krabb!” she said, locking her arms tight and just barely managing to hang on as the Good Beast surged through the water in pursuit. But as Freya scanned the ocean, there was no sign of their foe. What she saw were hundreds of other sea dwellers massing around Krabb’s legs in panic – rainbow-coloured fish and pulsing octopuses. Smaller sharks swam in circles, ignoring fish that would normally be their prey. Other sea animals that Freya didn’t recognise at all were also swarming – jellyfish with blue hearts and transparent bodies, fish shaped like puffed up balls with jutting spines, and hundreds of five-legged sea spiders.
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These creatures don’t belong here, she thought, almost losing her balance as Krabb jolted to a sudden stop in the water. She looked up and gasped. It can’t be…

To the east she could clearly see the Avantian shoreline. But her eyes must have been playing tricks on her – Avantia was two day’s hard sailing away from Gwildor.

She cast a glance back. Sure enough, Gwildor’s dark, tree-lined coast was also near. A strong swimmer could cover the distance between them in just a few hours.

“What evil magic has drawn entire kingdoms through the sea?” she murmured. Krabb let out a low moan of anxiety and she patted his shell.

Whatever trouble was coming their way, they’d have to try to be ready…


CHAPTER ONE

ADURO ON TRIAL
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Tom tried again to insert the ruby among the other jewels on his belt, but it wouldn’t stay in place. He’d won it on his Quest against Torgor the Minotaur, and it gave him the power to communicate with any Beast, good or evil. For some reason, the ruby had fallen out when he and Elenna had travelled back from Henkrall via the Lightning Path. Sighing, he slipped the jewel into his tunic for safekeeping. Perhaps Aduro could put it back one day, he thought. If we ever see our friend again…

“There must be some way we can help him!” said Elenna. She was talking to a gathering of Avantian knights.

The two of them stood in front of King Hugo in his throne room. At their side was Daltec, Aduro’s young wizard apprentice. On their return from Henkrall, Aduro had been arrested by the Circle of Wizards and charged with the crime of using forbidden Lightning Magic.

The King looked at each of them in turn. “The Circle is made up of the most powerful wizards from every kingdom,” he said. “Not even I can overrule them.”

“But Aduro was using the magic for the right reason,” said Tom. “Without it, we couldn’t have pursued the sorceress Kensa to Henkrall.”

“And Avantia would have been in mortal danger,” Elenna added.

The King shook his head sadly. “There’s nothing we can do.”
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