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The clattering rotor blades churned the air as the helicopter rose into the night sky over London. The black finger of Obsidian Tower rapidly fell away, the bright pinpoints of its helipad merging into the vast dazzle of the sleepless city lights.

Illia Raven turned her eyes away from Grom, the bulky stone pilot, and glowered at her boss. Malvel was smiling down at an amulet resting in his palm. It was made of brown metal, with a fine silver chain. A red jewel throbbed at its heart, throwing ruby light on to his face.

The Dark Wizard – known on Earth as Alistair Haynecroft, CEO of the powerful global company Obsidian Corp – seemed pleased, though Illia couldn’t understand why.

She leaned forward, her red fringe falling over her eyes. “May I speak?” she asked, her anger bubbling.

Malvel didn’t look up. “If you must,” he replied.

“Why wasn’t I allowed to join the fight against the Guardians?” Illia burst out. “I’m not without power!”

Malvel looked at her and she shivered. There was a purple glow in his eyes which she had never seen before. “You call those scraps of magic that I have given you, power?”

Illia Raven was head of Obsidian’s Research and Development Department, and with the “scraps of magic” the wizard had gifted her, she had created some very advanced tools and weapons.

“I could have helped,” Illia replied. “Those three … children … fought back so hard that you had to escape from the roof!”

There was a deadly look in Malvel’s eyes. “You think they defeated me?” He opened his palm and a ribbon of eerie green light spun across the cabin from his hand and wrapped around Illia’s throat.

She clawed at it, gasping for breath.

“That is a taste of the power I drew from the Shadow Panther Varla, Karita’s Beast,” Malvel said. He flicked his fingers and the choking coil evaporated. He held up the amulet. “And this is the Seeing Eye. I tore it from the neck of one of the Guardian children.”

“What does it do?” gaped Illia, rubbing her throat.

Malvel muttered a few words, causing the red jewel to send out flickering magical images around the helicopter’s cabin. There were landscapes, buildings, people’s faces – Illia gasped as she caught sight of rows of skulls, and a coiled serpent. “It reveals to me the location of every Beast egg on this planet,” Malvel replied. “I was not driven from my Tower, I took what I needed and left Karita and her pathetic Guardians to weep over their losses.” His eyes gleamed. “Now we will roam the world at will, hunting down the Beast eggs one by one, until I have them all in my grasp.”
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“And then … ?” Illia breathed. “Will you capture one of the child Guardians and have them hatch the eggs for you?” Malvel had told her that only Guardians had the ability to hatch Avantian Beast eggs.

Malvel was silent for a few moments. “I took the power of the Shadow Panther,” he said at last. “It flows through my veins.” Illia bit her lip as she saw the sinister purple light burn more fiercely in the Dark Wizard’s eyes. “I might now be able to hatch the eggs myself,” the wizard continued, “absorbing their power, becoming stronger and stronger!”

“And when you have all that power,” said Illia, “will you return to Avantia?”

Illia was human, but she knew that portals could be opened between realms, and she knew that Malvel’s ultimate intention was to return to his home world and become the Tyrant of Avantia.

“When the Earth is mine and its people kneel before me, I will go back and fulfil my destiny!”

“When you leave Earth, you will need a trusted lieutenant to rule in your place,” Illia said.

Malvel looked narrowly at her. “Would you like that to be you?”

“I would!” Illia exclaimed. “I will rule this planet in your name, and anyone who defies me will be crushed.”

A faint smile curled Malvel’s lip. “Grand words, Illia,” he said. “But I will need proof that you are worthy.”

Illia stiffened, her eyes blazing. “Try me!”

“Very well,” said the Wizard. “I will give you a mission to test your abilities – and to get those Guardian children out of the way … for ever.”

Illia Raven leaned forward eagerly. If the three children had to die to prove her worth, then Amy Errinel-Li, Charlie Colton and Sam Stonewin were doomed.
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Amy opened the box where she kept her coils and processors at night. Taking them out, she fitted the processors behind her ears and placed the coils against her skull, feeling the usual slight pressure as the internal and external magnets of her cochlear implants locked.

Lastly, she drew a scarlet headband over her hair. The band stopped her processors from being knocked loose during strenuous exercise – and judging by the use of capitals in the text Charlie had just sent, hard physical activity wasn’t out of the question. She looked again at her phone, reading the message.

 

I KNOW WHERE WE CAN FIND ANOTHER EGG. WE HAVE TO GO TO BRIGHTON. TRAIN FROM VICTORIA STATION AT 9 THIS MORNING. BRING YOUR BIKE. I’VE SPOKEN TO THE OTHERS.

 

Amy’s heart thumped. She still couldn’t believe it was all real – Beasts, magic and wizards. She recalled the dreadful battle in Obsidian Tower the previous night. The green light flashing from Malvel’s fingers, the inhuman power of his stone bodyguards. The little dragon, Spark, zipping around, breathing flame. Her, Sam and Charlie fighting with the weapons that had transformed from their Arcane Bands. Karita’s mighty shadow panther, Varla, roaring.

She was about to text back asking what she was supposed to tell her parents, when there was a knock at the bedroom door.

“Amy, are you in there? You need to get ready.” Her mum peeped round the door. “Sam just called. He says you’re late for your wildlife club field trip.”

Wildlife club? Amy had no idea what her mum was talking about.

“Sweetie, you didn’t even tell me about a field trip. Or a wildlife club, for that matter. But I’m glad you and Charlie are making Sam welcome. I know it wasn’t easy for him, moving all the way from Los Angeles. He says there have been some rare sightings in Brighton recently? He sounded excited.”

“Oh!” Amy understood. “Yes, um, Sam just can’t get enough of that wildlife.” Thinking of her cousin’s love of his baby dragon, Amy was pleased to realise this was completely true.

“Anyway, you’re late, so one of the other kids’ mum is picking you up. She had a funny name. Karina, was it?”

Amy grinned. “Karita, Mum. Right, that’s, um, Tom’s mum.” Tom, as in Avantia’s famed Master of the Beasts, was the first name that popped into Amy’s head. “I completely forgot about the trip. I’ll get my things.”

Amy texted Charlie back: ON MY WAY!

When her mum had left, Amy opened up her backpack, peering in wonder at the beautiful Beast egg that lay inside. It had remained nestled in a scarf since she’d rescued it from Obsidian Tower. The shell shimmered with rainbows of colours, as if made from stained glass, and Amy was worried it might be fragile. She bent her ear down, listening for a clue as to what lay inside. Are you in there, little Beast? As a Guardian of the Errinel line, Amy was bonded to all Storm Beasts. What are you? There was no reply, no hint of any noise coming from the egg. She sighed. Downstairs, she heard the doorbell go, and after a few moments she could hear a woman’s voice. It’s Karita! Zipping the bag, she ran down the stairs.
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