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Greetings, followers of the Quest,

 

I am Irina, the Good Witch of Avantia’s twin kingdom, Gwildor. This was supposed to be a time of happiness, as we welcomed young heroes Tom and Elenna to our capital city Jengtor. Freya, Tom’s mother and Mistress of the Beasts, beamed with pride at the thought of her son’s arrival.

 

She smiles no longer.

 

Someone else has been awaiting Tom’s arrival. We should have known our enemies would choose this moment to strike. Now Freya lies in my chamber, unable to command her Beasts. And Jengtor is under siege from a deadly menace that attacks from the skies.

 

Our only hope lies with Tom and Elenna, but they are walking right into a trap.

 

Irina, loyal Witch of Gwildor
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AN UNEXPECTED WELCOME


 


[image: images]



 




Tom leaned from the prow of the boat, excitement building inside him. He was heading back to his mother’s homeland for the first time in ages, and he was really looking forward to the visit. Fresh, salty air swept past his face and the approaching shoreline shone with a fierce, trembling brightness only possible in the kingdom of Gwildor. Ahead, white-capped waves lapped at a narrow stretch of sandy beach giving way to emerald grassland, then lush, forested hills. Tom lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the brilliant, jewel-like colours, and squinted towards a wooden dock that stretched from the beach into the sea.



“Almost there!” Elenna said from beside him. “And it looks like we’re going to travel to Jengtor in style!”

A gilded coach stood at the end of the jetty. It was harnessed to a pair of dappled grey horses, with a stout coachman seated at the front. As Tom’s eyes adjusted to the intense colours, he saw that the door of the coach was decorated with Gwildor’s imperial seal – a green dragon flying over snowy clouds. But there was no sign of his mother, Freya. Tom’s excitement faded, and a twinge of worry took its place.
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“I was looking forward to spending time with my mother on the ride to Jengtor,” he said. “I wonder why she’s changed her plans.”

“I hope it’s nothing serious,” Elenna said, peering towards the coach. “But I suppose we’ll find out soon enough. With a coach like that, we should reach the capital in no time.”

As their ship cut through the surf towards the jetty, Tom pulled on the tiller, turning them into the wind. The sails started to flap, and the vessel slowed. As soon as they were close enough, Tom steered parallel to the wooden quay, bringing them gently into dock. Seabirds wheeled overhead, screeching and squabbling; the sun beat down fiercely, making the air around them shimmer with heat. Elenna leapt from the prow onto the wooden boards of the quay, and fastened them to a mooring. Tom jumped down beside her, and they headed inland.

The brawny coachman stepped down from his seat, and raised a hand as they approached. “Greetings,” he said, gruffl y. Tom felt stifl ed just looking at the man’s long, heavy cloak and leather boots. A thick black beard covered his chin and neck.

I suppose he must be used to this heat! Tom thought.

The man opened the coach door, and bowed low to Tom and Elenna, gesturing with his hand that they should climb inside. “Freya sends her apologies,” he said, his head still bowed. “But Angel and Star are the fastest horses in Gwildor. We will carry you to her swiftly.”

“Thank you,” Elenna said, stepping into the coach and settling herself on a padded velvet bench. Tom sat beside her, and the coachman closed the door with a clunk. A moment later, Tom heard the scrape of boots on wood as the man took his seat.
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“Walk on!” he called to his horses. The coach lurched and veered sharply right with a jolt that threw Tom against Elenna.

There was the sharp crack of a whip, and the horses whinnied. The coach swerved back to the left, and the coachman muttered an angry oath under his breath.

Elenna raised her eyebrows. “Someone’s having a bad day,” she said. “Maybe the horses are newly trained?”

Tom frowned. “Or maybe the coachman is? Certainly he needs to learn better manners.”

Elenna settled back into her seat. “Well, even if the ride is a bit bumpy, we should try to relax. There won’t be much time to rest when we reach Jengtor, what with all the visiting and sightseeing we’ve got planned.”

Tom nodded and leaned back beside his friend, relaxing into the soft cushioned seat. Sailing was heavy work, and his shoulders ached from their long voyage. Before long, he found himself slipping into a daydream as he listened to the steady clip-clop of the horses’ hooves. I wonder if Freya will have prepared a feast… he thought. It had been a long time since he’d tasted Gwildorian food, and his mouth started to water at the thought.

The waves lapped at the beach outside with a gentle shushing sound. It should have been soothing, but somehow it made Tom feel uneasy. Something isn’t right… With a jolt of alarm, Tom realised what. The sea was on his left. We’re going the wrong way!

Tom poked his head though the window and called to the coachman above. “Why are we following the coast road south?” he asked. “We need to turn inland if we want to reach Jengtor.”
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