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All hail, fellow followers of the Quest.

 

We have not met before, but like you, I have been watching Tom’s adventures with a close eye. Do you know who I am? Have you heard of Taladon the Swift, Master of the Beasts? I have returned – just in time for my son, Tom, to save me from a fate worse than death. The evil wizard, Malvel, has stolen something precious from me, and until Tom is able to complete another Quest, I cannot be returned to full life. I must wait between worlds, neither human nor ghost. I am half the man I once was and only Tom can return me to my former glory.

 

Will Tom have the strength of heart to help his father? This new Quest would test even the most determined hero. And there may be a heavy price for my son to pay if he defeats six more Beasts …

 

All I can do is hope – that Tom is successful and that I will one day be returned to full strength. Will you put your power behind Tom and wish him well? I know I can count on my son – can I count on you, too? Not a moment can be wasted. As this latest Quest unfolds, much rides upon it.

 

We must all be brave.

 

Taladon


PROLOGUE
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Cries of pain drifted from the open door of the hut, but Derlot hurried on past towards the herb garden. He was one of the lucky ones – the terrible sickness had spared him so far. When the first shepherd had fallen sick from a hyena bite, no one in Rokwin had dreamt that the disease would spread. Derlot had been away at the market in Stonewin for two days, but by the time he returned the illness had touched almost every family in Rokwin. People were dying. Derlot just hoped that it was still in his power to help.

His father had been a medicine man, whose fame spread as far as the Plains. He’d claimed that one of his herbs, horn-fern, could cure any sickness in Avantia.

Derlot unlatched the gate to the herb garden and picked his way over the plants. Many of the herbs were withered and the weeds grew tall. But then he saw it – the horn-fern, its dark green leaves tipped with red.

Derlot stooped among the plants and took out his pruning knife. The blade was poised against the herb’s stalk, when a howling sound cut through the still summer air. Was that more hyenas?

Derlot stood up and looked around. Something was coiling through the trees towards him – a strange, dark shape, like smoke trailing from a campfire. A sense of unease gripped him as he realised that it was moving too fast to be smoke.

Derlot felt his mouth drop open as his eyes told him something his mind refused to accept. The shape was some kind of dragon, but not the type described in children’s tales. Green and red scales covered the creature’s snake-like body. Its long tail swayed back and forth, and appeared to propel it through the air. The monster opened its icy jaws to reveal vicious fangs.

Derlot stumbled backwards towards the open garden gate, but tripped and landed on the path. The dragon hovered in the air above him, smoke coming from its nostrils. As it opened its mouth, Derlot threw his hands up to protect himself – he knew what was coming.

Fire.

But suddenly a blast of freezing air enveloped him. He lowered his hands and saw that the garden had changed. All the plants – including the precious horn-fern – were locked in ice. The ground at his feet was white with frost, and even the laces of his boots had frozen solid. The dragon had breathed ice.

The dragon hung lower in the sky, and Derlot was pinned by its gaze. There was something strange about its green eyes – something almost human. Was this a Beast or a man? Or some terrible mixture of the two?
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With a shriek, the dragon whipped its tail onto the ground. The earth shook with the impact and the plants shattered like glass. Then the icy fragments became mist, blinding Derlot. As it cleared, he saw the dragon flying towards the volcano in Stonewin.

Derlot surveyed the ruins of the garden and gave a low wail of despair. Without his herbs, the villagers in Rokwin were doomed.

And as for the people of Stonewin, they had their own terrors to face.


CHAPTER ONE

LEAVING THE FORBIDDEN LAND
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The sun was just a finger’s breadth over the horizon as Tom and Elenna left the Dead Wood. Tom was tired. The battle with Luna the moon wolf had tested him to the limit – and Elenna, too.

“Perhaps we should rest,” she suggested.

Tom glanced at his friend. Her knees were scuffed from where she’d stumbled and fallen earlier. He then looked at their brave animal companions. Silver, Elenna’s wolf, trotted on ahead with his head low, and Tom’s horse, Storm, staunchly plodded forwards.

“I wish we could,” Tom said regretfully. “But not yet.”

He fingered the leather thong around his neck, from which hung the pieces of the Amulet of Avantia. So far he’d retrieved four amulet parts and defeated each of the Ghost Beasts that had guarded them. But his Quest would not be complete until he had all six pieces, and the amulet was whole again. Only then would he be able to bring his father, Taladon, back for good.

His next Quest, so his father had told him, was to defeat a dragon called Blaze.
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