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Greetings,

 

Welcome to my library, home to all manner of spell guides, potion books and records of Avantia’s magical history. Only the most senior wizards and esteemed Avantian heroes are allowed entry to this hall of supreme knowledge.

 

Here on my shelves, you’ll find the original volumes of the Book of the Beasts, out of the reach of those who would wish to steal them. It is my job to keep them safe, for thieving hands are always grabbing for knowledge that doesn’t belong to them.

 

And those hands are reaching out for it now.

 

The Librarian
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CHAPTER ONE

THE LIBRARY
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Tom’s sword clattered against the stone walls as he descended the narrow staircase. It was so dark he could barely make out Aduro just a few steps ahead.

“I can’t believe there are still parts of this palace that are a mystery to us,” said Elenna from behind him.

Aduro chuckled. “There are parts of the palace that even I don’t know about,” he told them.

“You still haven’t told us where we’re going,” said Tom.

Aduro stopped on the stairs. The former wizard was breathing heavily and leaning on the wall.

“Are you all right?” asked Elenna.

“Just…getting my breath back,” said Aduro. “I’m an old man now – no more magicking myself to places.”

Tom’s anger flared. The corrupt Judge of the Wizard Circle had stripped Aduro of his powers. Now Aduro’s apprentice Daltec was the kingdom’s young wizard.

“Almost there now,” said Aduro, setting off again.

They reached a wooden door studded with iron bolts. Aduro drew a great rusty key from his robes and slotted it into the lock.

Tom held his breath as the door slowly creaked open.

“Welcome to the library,” said Aduro.

Tom heard Elenna gasp behind him. The room was huge, larger even than King Hugo’s throne chamber. Oil lamps on brass stands threw a yellow glow over thousands of books bound in leather. Shelves stretched the length of the library into the gloom. Tom couldn’t even see the far wall!

A shadow peeled itself from a desk and glided towards them.

In the lamplight, Tom made out a hunched, hooded figure. He felt a tickle of fear.

“Greetings, Librarian,” said Aduro.

“These two are strangers,” she said, her voice wet and rasping. “No strangers must enter the library.”

“The library welcomes wizards and heroes, does it not?” said Aduro. “Tom is Master of the Beasts, and Elenna is his brave companion.”
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The librarian sighed and shuffled back to her table, where an open book lay beside a water jug. “Very well,” she muttered. “Keep the noise down.”

Aduro bent his head close to Tom’s. “The library’s keepers are often selected from the non-magical children of wizards. They have knowledge of magical people and worlds, but no magical powers of their own. It makes them bitter.”

“She doesn’t look much like a child,” Tom whispered.

“This librarian has served since before I was Avantia’s Wizard,” said Aduro. “She still treats me as a youngster!”

“So why are we here?” said Elenna.

Aduro smiled, and his eyes twinkled mischievously. “Because three pairs of eyes are better than one,” he said. “We’re looking for the eighth, nineteenth and thirty-third volumes of the Chronicles of Avantia. Daltec believes they hold a secret to assist with one of his potions.”

“Won’t they be shelved together?” asked Tom.

Aduro chuckled, and drew a glance from the librarian. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “Wizards and other magical folk have never been very organised. We don’t need to be, because we can summon books by magic.” He raised his gnarled hands, twirled his fingers, then let them drop limply to his side again. “I can’t any more, of course.”

Tom frowned. “I don’t understand. If the books are arranged randomly, what does the librarian actually do?”

Aduro’s face was suddenly serious. “She’s more of a guard,” he muttered. “Come, let’s find these books.”

Why would a library need a guard? Tom wondered, as he set off between the looming shelves.

He quickly saw that Aduro was right. These books are a mess! Atlases of distant kingdoms sat alongside books on mythical creatures. Spell books were filed with pamphlets on rare plants. One section was entirely made up of piled scrolls, marked in an ancient script Tom thought might be Kayonian. There were books on forbidden magic, on beginners’ magic, and on magic that could only be practised at certain times of the year. He ran his fingers along the dusty spines, looking for the Chronicles.

This could take forever, he thought.

Oof! Something landed on his foot.

Elenna stood before him, a shocked expression on her face.

“I found the thirty-third Chronicle,” she said. “It’s heavy!”

“I know!” said Tom.

Elenna laughed and stooped to retrieve the book. Tom bent at the same time and their heads clashed. He rubbed his forehead dizzily, then took the book Elenna offered him.

“How can we be so clumsy after this many Quests?” Elenna said.

Tom’s laughter caught in his throat when he saw something strange. Some loose pages were sticking out from a book on the bottom shelf. Tom grasped them. There were four sheets in all, and each showed a drawing of a different Beast, with a scribe’s notes beside them in faded writing.
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“These pages are torn from the Book of the Beasts,” said Tom. “But I’ve never seen these creatures before.”

Elenna peered over his shoulder as he held the pages near an oil lamp. She read the names aloud: “Nera… Falkor… Gulkien…”

Tom held the last page near the lamp. The picture was faded but it still chilled his blood – a Beast taller than the ancient oaks of the Forest of Fear, with blue skin stretched taut across rippling muscle. The Beast’s face looked like a mess of flesh and bone – Tom couldn’t see any features at all.

“Anoret,” Tom whispered.
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