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STORY ONE
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I’ve never known a summer like this in Avantia. The ground bakes under the sun’s glare and leaves turn brown on the trees.

 

Since my magic has been taken by the Wizard Court, books are all that I have left. I stare into my crystal ball but its surface is dark. I feel more like an old man every day. Perhaps it is time for me to live out my days as a hermit.

 

But what’s this? A strange feeling creeps over me. It seems I still have one power left – the ability to sense evil in Avantia. An ancient malice has returned! A Beast has arrived and I am powerless to help.

 

Yours, in gravest times,

 

Aduro, a wizard no more


CHAPTER ONE

A KINGDOM AFLAME
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Tom rested a hand on the cool stone wall and leaned out of his turret window. A bead of sweat trickled down his cheek. He brushed it away.

“So hot…” he muttered. “Not a breath of wind for days.”

The air was like thick soup, and heat shimmered over the battlements of King Hugo’s castle. All of the windows had been thrown open. Courtiers fanned themselves as they went about their duties, and servants scurried from one spot of shade to the next. The sun glared down like a giant burning eye, relentless in a sky without even a shred of cloud.

Tom wiped his brow and let his eyes travel across the parched Avantian landscape beyond the castle battlements. Somewhere out there, his enemies waited. Kensa the Witch, once banished but now returned, and Sanpao the King of the Makai pirates. Tom felt his hands ball into fists. This heatwave has something to do with Kensa’s magic, I’m sure, he thought.

Riders had brought reports of cracks opening in the dry meadows and swallowing whole herds of cattle. In the north, ice was melting off the frozen plains and threatened to flood the nearby towns. Here in the city though, the wells were almost dry.

A shape below caught Tom’s eye. It was Aduro, still dressed in his heavy purple robes, despite the heat. He was shuffling across the courtyard, bent over with age now that the Circle of Wizards had stripped him of his magical powers.

Aduro glanced up and saw Tom. “Hail, young warrior,” he called. “I must speak with you. Something is afoot in Avantia. Meet me in the Wizard’s Chamber.”

A new Quest? Tom wondered.

He changed into a clean tunic, then went to the chest at the end of his bed, taking out his shield and newly sharpened sword. Dashing from his chamber, he crossed the corridor to Elenna’s room and thumped on the door. “Hurry,” he said. “Aduro has news.”

Elenna opened the door. Her hair was stuck to her temples with the heat, but she was already clutching her bow, with her quiver looped over her shoulder. Silver stood behind her, yawning. “Good,” Elenna said. “I’m tired of sitting around.”

They crossed a gallery and took another set of spiral stairs to the Wizard’s Chamber at the top of the castle. Bursting through the door, they found not Aduro, but Daltec. He was lying back on a bed, and sat bolt upright when he saw them.

“What are you doing?” said Elenna.

Daltec gave a sheepish grin. “Just working on a new spell,” he said.

“It didn’t look like it,” said Tom. “It looked like you were taking a nap.”
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Daltec stood up and Tom saw that the straw-filled mattress was glowing slightly blue. “Try it out,” said the young apprentice, waving a hand over the bed.

Tom frowned. “We don’t have time for this. Aduro’s coming.”

“But he’s not here yet,” said Daltec. “Just try it.”

Tom sighed, and lowered himself onto the bed. Almost at once, a cool sensation spread over his skin. It was like lying in a mountain stream. He couldn’t help the gasp of delight that escaped his lips.

“My turn,” said Elenna, hopping on beside him. “Oh! It’s wonderful!”

Daltec puffed out his chest proudly. “I should be able to cast the spell over every bed in the castle,” he said.

A shuffling sound on the stairs made them all turn. Aduro was leaning against the wall, breathing heavily.

Of course, thought Tom. He can’t magic himself up the stairs any more.

Tom rushed forward and helped his ashen-faced mentor into the chamber. They sat him down on the magic bed, but he didn’t seem to notice the cooling spell. Daltec fetched a cup, and with a click of his fingers it filled to the brim with water.

Tom smiled. His magic is getting better by the day.

Aduro sipped from the cup and wiped droplets of water from his grey beard. “I have to warn you,” he croaked. “Evil is coming.”

“Kensa and Sanpao?” Tom said.

Aduro shook his head. “No. It feels… ancient. A Beast.”

Tom’s hand fell to his sword. “Whatever it is, we’re ready.”

Aduro gave a weak smile. “I knew you would be,” he said. “Daltec, consult the magic ball as I’ve shown you.”

The young wizard looked suddenly serious as he approached the plinth in the centre of the room. Aduro’s crystal ball sat on top on a cushion. Daltec raised his hands on either side, and muttered a few words. Colours swirled within the depths of the orb.
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“What can you see?” asked Aduro urgently.

A frown creased Daltec’s brow. He stepped back. “A golden arrow,” he mumbled. “What could it mean?”
 
Aduro stood up. “What else can you see?” he asked, his voice trembling.

Daltec approached the ball again and raised his hands. “I see the Golden Armour,” he said. His face paled, and he clutched his temples with a grimace. He sank to his knees and the crystal ball darkened again.

Elenna rushed to Daltec’s side, and helped him to stand. “What happened?”

Aduro placed his gnarled hand on the crystal ball, stroking it lovingly. “It’s just the power of the magic,” he said. “He will recover soon.”

“But what did the vision mean?” said Tom.

Aduro turned to him, his old eyes watery in his lined face. “It means the Golden Armour is in danger,” he said. “We must get to the Armoury!”
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