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PROLOGUE


[image: images]


“Malvel’s mistake was believing he could conquer Earth with magic.” Illia Raven picked up a fragment of rainbow-coloured eggshell with a pair of tweezers. “He should have paid more attention to technology. He should have paid more attention to me!”


She was alone in her laboratory, speaking her thoughts out loud to her robotic assistant. She rested the piece of shell in a meshwork cradle on her workbench. Cables ran to a series of complex electronic devices. Dials flicked as the instruments detected the shell’s faint energy signal.


It was a piece of the shell from which the creature they called Wuko had hatched – the Beast that belonged to that deaf girl. She and the other two so-called Guardians were a problem that needed to be dealt with … quickly and harshly, if Illia Raven’s plans were to be fulfilled.


“The next encounter won’t end so well for you children,” she vowed under her breath. She recalled the battle on Malvel’s yacht. After his defeat, she’d had to make a quick getaway to survive. It was frustrating to be beaten by three weakling kids. Embarrassing, too. “Guardians, are you? When I’m finished, you won’t be fit to guard against household germs!”


She turned to the robot, a slender, elegant creation of shining chrome with long spindly arms, and clamps and pincers for fingers.


She glanced at the robot’s blank silver face, not caring that it didn’t understand a word she said. “Magic and technology combined – that’s the answer.”


Her fingers danced over the keyboard of her laptop. A series of complex equations came and went. Green lines zigzagged across charts. Pulses of energy rose and fell.


A triumphant grin spread across her face. “I was right! Guardians and their eggs are linked by a unique energy frequency. That’s why only Guardians can hatch eggs, and that’s how they bond with their Beasts.”


She tapped out a series of commands on her laptop. The image of a metallic headband appeared on the screen.


“My beautiful energy crown,” she murmured, her eyes shining. “It’s time for you to become reality.” She pressed a key and a 3-D printer whirred into action.


“Soon, I’ll have the powers of a Guardian.” She could barely contain her excitement. “I’ll be able to hatch a Beast egg – and control whatever creature is born from it. All I need is an unhatched Beast egg.”
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She strode across the laboratory to a roof-vent near where a circular drone with four jet engines stood. Connected by clamps to the underside of the hoop was a large ball of segmented grey metal.


Illia fingered a control device on her wrist. The jets growled and the vent slid open, revealing a square of blue sky.


She entered more commands and the drone rose from the floor, humming as its motors gained power.


“Go and fetch me that unhatched Beast egg, my lovely,” Illia crooned as the drone lifted through the vent. “Make me proud.”












ONE
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“London is totally awesome,” Sam sighed, raindrops dripping off the peak of his baseball cap. “But your climate is strictly for ducks!”


Amy laughed at her Californian cousin. “This is the first rain in weeks,” she reminded him.


Amy, Sam and Charlie were walking beside the lake known as the Serpentine, in Hyde Park. Across the rain-stippled water, blue pedal boats were moored along the quay, and ahead of them the Serpentine Bar with its pagoda-like white roof was all but deserted.


“If we were in L.A., I could take you guys to surf Zuma Beach,” Sam continued. He posed, leaning forward, knees bent, arms outstretched for balance. “Have you ever tried surfing?”


“Once, when I was visiting my mum’s folks in China,” Amy said. “A place called Hainan Island. There were some big waves.”


That was the first time she’d tried her waterproof hearing processors. They were a little bulkier than the usual ones, but they’d worked fine. In fact, she was wearing them right now, in case a stray flurry of rain got in under her umbrella. As her mum always said, better safe than sorry.


“I’ve seen surfers in Brighton,” Charlie chimed in. “Looked dangerous, though, and I couldn’t work out how they kept their balance.”


“Dude, you need more fun in your life,” Sam said.


“Finding stuff out is my idea of fun,” Charlie replied with a smile. “For instance, did you know that the highest wave ever surfed was 24.38 metres?”


Sam grinned. “Where do you store all this information?”


“In my head,” Charlie said. “What do you keep in yours?”


“My head’s a permanent party zone.” Sam laughed. “And everyone’s invited.”


They had come to an avenue of tall trees. In the distance, Amy could see the Houses of Parliament. But what she was really looking for was Wuko.


She spotted him, swinging from branch to branch, a small hyperactive bundle of fur, whooping and chattering to himself while Sam’s little dragon, Spark, zipped between the trunks like a guided missile.


The rainy summer’s day had its benefits, Amy thought. It meant Spark and Wuko could get some exercise in the park without too much chance of freaking people out.


Her heart swelled at the sight of her Beast. “I’ve never loved anything like I love Wuko,” she sighed.


“I’m pleased for you.” Charlie sounded fed up. “Hope my egg hatches soon.”


Amy gave him a sympathetic look. Charlie had been so excited to find that blue Beast egg in Brighton. He carried it everywhere with him, nestled safely in his backpack – but two whole weeks had gone by, and still it showed no signs of activity.


“It’ll happen,” Sam assured him. “Be patient.”


Charlie frowned. “But your eggs hatched out almost straight away,” he complained. “Mine just sits there.”


“Your Beast will come when it’s good and ready,” Amy reassured him.


She touched the Seeing Eye amulet under her shirt. When activated, it revealed the hiding place of every Beast egg on the planet. Amy knew their Avantian friend and mentor, Karita, would soon need to seek out more of the eggs. But for the moment, now that the Dark Wizard Malvel had been banished, the three young Guardians were enjoying some much-needed downtime.


It’s a pity Illia Raven escaped. In some ways, she was worse than Malvel. He wasn’t from Earth, so at least he had some excuse for wreaking such havoc here …


Amy’s thoughts were interrupted by three sudden noises: Wuko giving a loud screech of fright; Spark letting out a piercing hiss; and Sam yelling, “Incoming!”


Amy whipped her umbrella out of the way to see what was happening. Something was plummeting out of the rain-filled sky. Four jet engines on a circular frame – and beneath it, a big ball of grey metal.


“It’s a drone,” Charlie cried. “And it’s coming right at us!”


“Get it together, Guardians!” shouted Sam. “We know who sent this!” A moment later, the long metal chain snaked out of his Arcane Band, which he wore on his wrist. He whirled it around his head, the hook on the end of the chain humming in the wind. “Bring it on, Illia!” he called. “We’re ready for you!”


Amy dropped her umbrella and focused on her own wristband. She felt a surge of power as her long, spiked mace grew in her hand. Beside her, Charlie’s silvery axe glimmered in the light.


They were ready!


The clamps released and the metal ball thudded to the ground between the Guardians and the trees.


Spark and Wuko hurried closer while Amy and her cousins moved in from the other side. They stepped back in alarm as the ball unfolded to reveal a curved, armoured back, sturdy legs and a wedge-shaped head with flaring green eyes. A tail of thick steel bands thrashed dangerously.


“It’s some kind of mechanical armadillo,” Amy gasped. As she spoke, two hatches on the monster’s back flipped open and twin blasters shot up. One fired a bolt of green fire at Sam, while the other pivoted around and blasted towards Wuko and Spark.


Sam hurled himself flat in the grass, the whip of green fire cutting into his shoulders as the two Beasts flung themselves aside to avoid the blast.


With a yell of anger, Charlie launched himself at the robot. He brought his axe down hard on the metal head, but the blade bounced off and he was sent staggering back.
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Amy moved in from the other side, enraged that the war-machine was firing at her beloved Wuko. She struck its blaster with all her strength. Her arms stung from the impact, but it had no effect. She was about to deliver a second blow when her feet were whipped out from under her by the thrashing tail.


Gasping from the fall, she scrambled away before the robot’s metal feet could stomp her into the ground.


“Remain where you are, and no one need be hurt,” a voice rang out from the machine.


A third hatch opened in the monster’s back and a cone of light was projected into the air. Illia Raven stood in the beam, her red hair framing her sly, smirking face, her body clad in the familiar green leather.


A hologram!


“Listen up, kids,” she said. “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way.”


As she spoke, the armadillo’s blaster kept Spark and Wuko at bay. The other weapon was trained on the cousins, but didn’t fire.


“Keep talking,” shouted Sam. “Since you’re too cowardly to face us in person.”


“Chill out, dude!” mocked Illia. “All I want is the egg you retrieved from Brighton. Hand it over and I promise, no harm will come to you.” Her fingers moved to her chest. “Cross my heart!”


“That’s never going to happen!” cried Charlie.


“And I thought you were the smart one,” Illia teased. She raised her hand. “Keep your eyes on me, kids. I have a trick to show you.”


Amy watched her suspiciously. What is she up to?


From the corner of her eye, Amy noticed a movement in the grass.


She’s distracting us so we won’t see what’s really happening!


A slender metal tendril slid past her, thin as an adder, silent and swift.


It’s coming from the mouth of the mechanical armadillo!


“Charlie, watch out!” Amy shouted. The tip of the armadillo’s tongue sprang up, looping around Charlie’s backpack and wrenching it from his shoulders.


The tendril rose into the air, the backpack containing the precious egg dangling as Charlie leaped to snatch at it. His fingers missed by a fraction and he dropped down with a cry of anguish.


“Sam, help me!” Amy jumped up and raced across the grass. Sam rose, swinging his chain around his head, gathering speed. Amy leaped, grasping the chain and allowing it to boost her into the air.


At the perfect moment, she released her grip and launched herself at the backpack. Her fingers closed on a strap. But even as she hung there, she saw the jet-studded hoop plunge to reattach itself to the armadillo.


The drone lifted into the sky and the armadillo’s tongue reeled in.


“Amy!” Sam’s anxious cry came up to her. She was already at tree-top height. If she hung on, she would be carried off by the drone – but if she fell, she could be badly injured, and the egg would be lost.


Clinging on, she felt the topmost branches of the trees brushing her feet.
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