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Dear Friend,

 

Allow me to introduce myself. I am Marc, apprentice to Aduro, the great wizard of Avantia. I do not have much time to talk to you – my master is in great danger and I must urgently return to his side. Malvel has brought his greatest power yet to bear on him, and the consequences for the kingdom may be terrible. I hope that my magic and Aduro’s expertise will be enough to keep the evil wizard’s spells at bay. But we may still need a hero’s help…

 

I have heard much about the boy, Tom, and his Quests. I fear he is about to face his greatest challenge yet – to save his friend, and protect Avantia. Time is running out and Aduro will soon be lost forever, unless Tom can defeat the most dreadful Beast of all…

 

Farewell for now,

 

Marc, apprentice to Aduro


CHAPTER ONE

THE SILENT PALACE
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Tom woke suddenly. It was quiet and for a moment he couldn’t think where he was. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, and looked around. He was on a soft, warm mattress in a large room. Sunlight streamed in through narrow arched windows.

Of course! Now I remember, he thought. He and Elenna were back at King Hugo’s palace after another successful Beast Quest.

It made a change to wake up in a comfortable bed. During their Quests he had got used to sleeping in caves or under the stars.

Tom glowed at the thought that King Hugo had chosen him to fight the evil Wizard Malvel and his fearsome Beasts, which threatened to destroy the kingdom of Avantia. The night before, at the great feast held in honour of him and Elenna, the King had told the whole court how proud he was of them both. Tom had thought he would burst with happiness.

He jumped up and shook Elenna, who was still asleep in her bed under the window.

“Come on, sleepyhead,” he urged, tugging at her blanket. “King Hugo must have let us sleep in. Let’s go and see if there’s anything left for breakfast.”

Elenna appeared from under her tangle of bedclothes, her close-cropped hair looking spikier than ever. Then she grinned and leapt to her feet. “Race you there!”

A few moments later, they were charging down the staircase to the Great Hall. But Tom suddenly stopped in his tracks. Elenna nearly tumbled into him.

“Whoa!” she gasped, recovering herself. “What’s the matter?”

Tom swung round to face her. “What can you hear, Elenna?”

His friend shrugged. “Nothing. It’s really quiet.”

“Exactly!” declared Tom. “The sun’s up – the palace should be busy by now.”

“You’re right,” said Elenna thoughtfully. “We haven’t even seen a servant.” She stared out of a window. “The courtyard is completely deserted. There’s usually someone practising at the archery butts.”

“There must be people somewhere,” said Tom, puzzled. “Let’s look.”

The Great Hall lay silent and still. The King’s throne was empty and the breakfast tables were bare. There wasn’t even a fire in the grate.

“It feels as if we’re the only people alive,” whispered Tom. Their footsteps echoed as they moved cautiously across the flagstones.

“It’s really spooky,” agreed Elenna.

They reached the steps leading down to the kitchens. Normally the sound of chatter and the smell of freshly baked bread would greet them. But today there was nothing.

“No one’s even lit the torches downstairs,” said Elenna.

Suddenly a nearby door was flung open. It clanged against the stone wall, making them jump.

“Who goes there?” demanded a booming voice. A grim-faced guard strode into the Great Hall, his sword drawn.
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“Tom and Elenna,” said Tom quickly. “Guests of the King.”

The man sheathed his sword. “I was on my way to find you,” he said. “I have orders from King Hugo. You are to go to Aduro’s chambers immediately.”

“What’s going on?” asked Elenna. “Where is everyone?”

“They are all in their own rooms,” answered the guard. “By order of the King. The palace is not safe. That’s all I can tell you.”

Tom and Elenna ran to the spiral staircase that led up the palace’s tallest turret. Wizard Aduro had his private quarters at the very top.

“We’ve never been allowed near Aduro’s rooms before,” panted Tom, as he raced up the steps. “Normally we’re forbidden even to set foot in the tower.”

At last they reached the top. Ahead of them was a studded wooden door. A picture of Aduro’s staff was painted on it, surrounded by a circle of moons. Tom could see a strange glow around the door’s edges. Elenna glanced at him questioningly.

Tom raised his hand to knock. But an unearthly roar from inside the room made him start back.

“Aduro!” he gasped. “He’s in danger.”

“Then we must help him,” said Elenna.

They stood for a moment with their weapons raised, then Tom kicked open the door and they ran inside.

A figure was crouched in the far corner of the chamber. Tom could see its wild eyes and bared teeth. Hissing and growling, it was being watched closely by two of King Hugo’s guards. The figure had the same strange glow about it that had seeped from under the door. It was the only light in the dark room.

“Where’s Aduro?” Tom shouted to the guards.

Elenna gave a sudden cry and pointed to the writhing figure. The guards now had a firm grasp on the creature’s arms. “It’s wearing Aduro’s robes!” she exclaimed. “But that’s not possible! It can’t be…”
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Tom stared in horror. The evil, twisted figure before them was Aduro, the good wizard of Avantia. But there was none of the usual wisdom and kindness in his gaze. His face was twisted with venom. His eyes blazed furiously beneath his wild, matted hair. The veins on his arms stood out like gnarled roots as he thrashed about, trying to free himself.

Suddenly, Aduro thrust aside the guards and leapt at Tom with a chilling snarl.


CHAPTER TWO

ADURO THE BAD
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Aduro’s grasping fingers snatched at Tom’s face, forcing him to leap out of reach. The guards grabbed hold of the wizard and pulled him away. He writhed and struggled in their strong grip. Then he gave an unearthly howl of anger.

“Keep back, Tom,” warned Elenna, her voice trembling.

“Something terrible has happened!” said Tom. “I have to find out what it is. The King may also be in danger.”

“I am safe,” said a voice behind him. Tom whirled round to see King Hugo emerge from the shadows. Aduro’s new apprentice, Marc, was by his side. Tom was shocked at how pale and worried they both looked. The King leant heavily on a table that was covered in Aduro’s books and potions. His hands trembled as he spoke.

“Once again, the kingdom needs your help, Tom and Elenna,” he said gravely. “As you can see, there has been a terrible change in our good wizard.”
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