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Dear Reader

 

Do not pity me – my spells may be useless now, but my sixth sense will never go. Evil is afoot in this once peaceful kingdom. The Judge may have been defeated by brave Tom, but his minions do not rest. Our many Quests have taught me that an enemy beaten back will return stronger than before.

 

Tonight I had a vision of the pale moon turning black. What it means is not clear, but a new menace stalks the land of Rion, and I fear it will spread to Avantia. My wizard instincts tell me that our enemies plan to tip the balance of nature, turning good to evil. A hero will be needed to stand against the dark forces. Can you guess who that hero might be?

 

Aduro

Former Wizard to King Hugo
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PROLOGUE
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“I remember the first time I walked the Stonewin Trail,” said Nikolus. “It must have been fifty years ago.”

“Oh, yes?” said Shay. Here comes one of Grandpa’s stories, he thought. “On a Quest, I suppose. Finding some treasure, rescuing a maiden, fighting monsters for the King?”

Shay’s grandfather paused, leaning heavily on Shay’s arm. “Actually, it was on a march to fight the armies of Rion,” he said. “My armour glinted in the sunlight, my sword was sharp enough to cut through a tree trunk…”

Shay smiled and let his mind drift, staring out over the fields bordering the road. Far off, he saw the heat haze blurring the sky above the Pit of Fire.

Grandpa’s losing his mind, he thought. Despite his wild claims, Nikolus had never been a knight at all. He’d raised cattle all his life on the same farm, just like his father before him.

Shay winced as his blistered feet throbbed. They’d been walking the Stonewin Trail, from Avantia’s famous volcano to the borders of Rion, for three days. Each day his grandfather struggled on, relying more and more on Shay to keep him on his feet.

We can’t stop, though, Shay thought.

Nikolus needed to get to the steaming pools by the Pit of Fire. They made the trip once a year. Those green waters, naturally heated by the earth, were the only thing that soothed his aching bones.

“…deadly battle,” his grandfather was saying. “The knights of Rion were a tough lot, but finally they surrendered.”

Shay saw the faraway look in his grandfather’s eyes.

Does he really believe what he’s saying? he wondered.

“Not far now,” Shay said. “Look, there are the Caves of Echoes!”

While the fields south of the road stretched as far as the eye could see, the fields to the north gave way to rocks, with dark holes leading into caverns and tunnels. Travellers on the Stonewin Trail often used the caves to shelter from bad weather, but they gave Shay the chills. Who knew what lived in their dark corners?

As they passed the first of the cave mouths, Shay noticed something odd in the fields opposite. The wild grasses seemed to be covered with dark ash.

“Ever seen anything like that before?” Shay asked, pointing.

His grandfather frowned. “Must have been that great white bird,” he said.

Shay groaned. “Not again, Grandpa!”

Since yesterday morning, Nikolus had claimed more than once that he’d seen a giant bird in the sky ahead, circling the Pit of Fire. But whenever Shay looked up, there was nothing there.

“Don’t believe me, then,” grumbled his grandfather. “Nothing to be afraid of,” he added, drawing out his necklace of smelly grey beads. “I’ve got just the thing to fight it.”

He waved the beads before his face.

“I’m glad you’ve got those,” said Shay, grinning. “If I was an imaginary bird, I’d be really scared.”

Nikolus’s face was suddenly serious. “Imaginary!” he said. “What do you call that, then?”

He pointed. Shay followed the line of his finger and gasped. It can’t be…

Soaring over the Pit of Fire was a gleaming white bird. Its wingspan must have been fifty paces, its talons large enough to snatch a bullock from a field. The creature folded its wings and dived into the Pit.

Surely it will be killed, thought Shay.

A moment later the bird rose into the air again, its wings dripping with lava, feathers streaked black and red. It shrieked in triumph.

“A phoenix!” said his grandfather. “Fire can’t harm it.”

The Beast tipped its wings, scattering ash from its beak and talons. Then it flew right towards Shay and his grandfather. The falling ash sparked fires in the fields below.

“Stand back, my boy,” shouted Nikolus, holding his beads aloft. “This is a job for a knight.”

“Run!” said Shay.

He wrapped an arm around his grandfather’s shoulders and pulled him towards the nearest of the caves. Shay bundled Nikolus quickly into the cave mouth, just as the shadow of the flying Beast fell over him. A huge cloud of ash and smoke, like a solid wall, blasted towards them.

“We have to go deeper!” said Shay. His grandfather stumbled, falling to the ground with a cry. Shay could feel the heat of the deadly ash on his skin. Darkness fell as the smoke blocked out the sun. “Come on!” he said. He helped his grandfather up and pulled the old man along by the arm.
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Coughing and blind, Shay staggered deeper into the Caves of Echoes.

He wondered if he’d ever see the daylight again.


CHAPTER ONE

THE FINAL BEAST
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Tom slashed his blade through snaking vines. Sweat poured off his face and his tunic stuck to his back. Imma, a girl of the tree people, had shown them the way to go. It was her way of saying thank you, after they had liberated Tikron, a giant monkey that had been terrorising the jungle.

We’re wasting time, Tom thought. There’s one more Quest to face and we’re still struggling out of the jungle.

Finally, he saw clear daylight ahead.

“This way!” he called to the others. “We’re almost there.”
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