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PROLOGUE
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“My head hurts,” Illia Raven groaned, pressing her forehead against the huge panoramic window. “I don’t know what to do.” She breathed hard, her pulse hammering in her temples. Nothing had gone according to plan since the moment she had hatched the Beast Egg.


From the high window of the Obsidian Corp research facility, she could see the clear blue waters of the Persian Gulf stretching away to the shimmering horizon. The Dark Wizard Malvel had spent billions constructing the huge, egg-shaped building on the Dubai waterfront. But those Guardian brats had banished him, and now his resources were Illia’s alone to use as she wished.


If only I were really alone.


She turned from the window and eyed the mass of scientific equipment that filled the open-plan laboratory. All around her, tech assistants worked feverishly at banks of computers.


Her head throbbing, Illia sat down at her own workstation and tapped at the keyboard. New data raced across her computer screen.


“If he keeps growing at this rate, he won’t fit in the lab much longer,” she muttered, chewing her fingernails. “And the bigger he gets, the more powerful he gets.”


“Feed me!” A hideous voice scraped at the inside of her skull. A terrifying voice that had been in her mind ever since the battle with the Guardian kids in Egypt. Usually it was just a whisper – but sometimes, it roared so loudly, she feared her head would crack open.


“When that deaf girl smashed my Energy Crown, the link between me and him should have been broken,” Illia muttered. “Why is he still inside my brain?”


A trembling man in a white lab coat approached her desk. “Ms Raven?” His eyes constantly darted up to the high ceiling as he spoke.


“What?” she snarled.


“I h-h-have the printouts you ordered.”


As she snatched the sheaf of paper from her assistant’s hands, Illia heard a hollow flapping sound above her. She glanced up just as Pox sprang from his lofty perch and swooped, leaving trails of green fire in his wake.


She stumbled back as the great skeletal bird landed on her workbench, sending her computer crashing to the floor as his talons dug into the surface. The Beast spread his wings, a sickening stench wafting off his rotting green feathers. He had grown into a huge monster, with a wingspan of five metres. His eyes burned with malice, and a ball of green fire blazed inside his massive ribcage, sending tendrils of flame rippling out over his body.
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The terrified assistant cowered on his knees. Illia backed away as the Beast’s head lowered, the beak opening and unleashing a ball of green fire that enveloped the man as he writhed and screamed.


Illia wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. She watched as the man’s eyes filled with green fire.


Pox sucked the flames back into his fanged mouth, and the screams stopped. The man stood up, his arms hanging limp.


Illia heard Pox’s voice in her mind. “Delicious…”


The Beast flapped his wings, lifting his head and emitting a high-pitched screech.


Illia shuddered, sickened and terrified as the possessed man shambled away into a corner and stood facing the wall, his mind gone, his spirit feasted upon, and his body just a husk awaiting the Beast’s orders.


Pox grew more powerful with every human whose life energy he consumed.


He’s leaving me alone right now, but it’s only a matter of time until he feeds on me too.


Pox sprang up, and with a flap of his great wings, soared to the steel perch Illia had constructed for him under the domed ceiling.


She put her hands over her face, blotting out the hideous Beast. I should never have hatched him. Tears sprang into her eyes.


“I don’t know how to fix this,” she whispered. “I need help!”





ONE
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“Oof!” Amy was brought to a sudden halt at the top of the winding stone stairway. Charlie had slowed down and she’d thumped into his huge backpack. “Charlie!” she exclaimed. “That thing must weigh a tonne.”


“Sorry,” said Charlie. “The doorway is a bit narrow for it.”


Amy gave him a helpful shove and they both emerged into bright sunlight on the flat rooftop of a tower in Karita’s castle.


“What have you got in there?” Amy asked.


“Basic necessities for every possibility,” Charlie explained. “Wet-weather clothing, high-protein food, water bottles, first-aid supplies, sunglasses, sunscreen, insect repellent, Swiss army knife, firelighters, torches, spare batteries—”


“We get it!” cried Sam, holding his hands up. “You’re prepped for the end of the world.”


Karita smiled, resting her hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “It’s good to be prepared.”


“Or even over-prepared,” Amy added with a grin.


Wuko leaped from her shoulder and bounded over to the parapet of the tower, chattering excitedly as he gazed out over the woodland and the rolling hills that surrounded them.


Amy knew that no one coming upon Karita’s castle among the trees would recognise it as Avantian – no more than they would realise that Karita herself was not of this earth.


Although if anyone saw the light in her Stealth Panther’s eyes, they’d know Varla came from another world.


Just like the hyperactive bundle of fur who Amy spotted bouncing up and down on the tower’s battlements.


“Be careful, Wuko!” she called. Amy loved her Beast with all her heart; ever since he’d hatched, they’d had a bond closer than anything she had ever experienced.


“I’ve taught Sali a new trick,” Charlie said, pulling a water bottle from the side of his backpack. His newt-like Beast slipped out from inside his shirt-front, her big eyes blinking in the light. Amy knew that Sali liked to doze in the dark warmth against his chest, clinging on to him with her six splay-fingered hands.


The others watched as Charlie poured a small pool of water on to the stones.


“Sali, dive,” Charlie urged. The Beast plunged into the water and vanished. Charlie lifted the water bottle and squeezed. Water sprayed into the air and a moment later Sali emerged from the jet, her six legs spread out as she angled herself in mid-air and landed neatly on Charlie’s outstretched hand.


“Wonderful!” laughed Amy. “She learns quickly.”


It was only a week since Charlie’s strange little Beast had emerged from her egg, but – after a slightly tricky start – the bond between Guardian and Beast had quickly formed.


“Stretch your wings, Spark!” Sam said. The little dragon opened its silvery wings and soared up into the clear sky, circling the castle and crying in her shrill voice.


“She loves flying free,” Sam said affectionately. “She doesn’t get out much back home – even small dragons would create chaos if they were spotted in the middle of London.”


“Indeed,” said Karita, leaning on her long bo-staff as she watched the dragon wheeling through the air. “It is a shame that our Beasts must be kept hidden in this world.” Amy recognised the faraway look in her eyes.


She’s thinking of Avantia. Amy knew how much Karita missed her homeland – but as long as danger threatened Earth, she felt a duty to remain.


Karita looked thoughtfully at the three Guardians. “You have all told your parents they will not be able to contact you for this weekend?” she asked.


Amy nodded. “I’ve said the school trip will take us where there’s no mobile phone reception,” she affirmed.


“Which is true,” added Sam. “Although the place we’re heading for is a whole lot further away than my mom thinks.”


“What’s Avantia like?” Charlie asked, posing a question that Amy had been pondering for days.


“In many ways, it is very similar to Earth,” said Karita. Then she frowned. “And in some ways, very different.” She looked from one to the other. “Call your Beasts back, Guardians – we must open the portal.”


Amy felt a shiver run down her spine as she beckoned Wuko to come down off the battlements. Karita had already explained to them that they would need help to defeat Illia Raven and her newly hatched Beast, a hideous skeletal phoenix she had named Pox. And that help could only come from Avantia.


They’d opened a portal once before, on Malvel’s yacht, the Torgor. They had gathered around Karita as she held Gustav of Colwyn’s mysterious compass up high, the Guardians’ Arcane Bands fuelling the device’s magical power.


When the dark portal had opened they’d pushed Malvel through. But Illia, Malvel’s human ally, had escaped.


I wish we’d shoved her through at the same time! That would have saved us a lot of trouble. Amy shuddered. Now she has that horrible Beast with her, and she’s as big a threat as Malvel ever was.


Karita stood in the centre of the turret’s stone roof, Varla pressing close to her side. Amy, Charlie and Sam gathered around her, facing inwards. Spark perched on Sam’s shoulder, Wuko clung to Amy’s neck, and Sali slipped into Charlie’s shirt-front so that only her big, blinking eyes were visible.


Karita took the precious compass from a pocket and held it up.


Amy felt her Arcane Band tingling on her wrist as she lifted her arm. Charlie and Sam did the same.
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