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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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“Now it’s your turn to give me a dare!” Jak told his friend, Flint.

The boys were playing on the edge of their village. The sun had almost set over Errinel and heavy shadows were creeping across the ground. The sky was the colour of a deep purple bruise, but the approaching darkness just made their game of dare even more exciting.

Flint looked around and Jak saw his eyes light up as he pointed towards some trees in a nearby field.

“Dare you to pinch an apple from Farmer Grindall’s orchard,” said Flint.

“No problem!” Jak vaulted over a wooden fence, strolled into the orchard and climbed up the tallest apple tree. He’d show Flint he wasn’t scared – even though grumpy old Farmer Grindall would chase him away with a stick if he saw him.

As he reached the top branch, he had a good view of the road that led away from the village and ran alongside the boundary of Avantia, King Hugo’s realm. The boundary was marked by a high forbidding wall, into which was set an old iron gate. Even from his position in the tree, Jak couldn’t see over it.

Beyond the wall was the Forbidden Land. Jak knew that no one ever went there. The other villagers wouldn’t even talk about it. But looking at the sinister black wall gave him an idea for the best dare ever!

He plucked an apple, swung down from the tree and jumped back over the fence.

“You win that one,” admitted Flint, as Jak tossed him the apple.

“Now here’s your next dare,” said Jak. “It’s so frightening, I bet you won’t do it.”

“Nothing’s too frightening for me!” Flint said confidently.

“I dare you to go into the Forbidden Land!” challenged Jak. He folded his arms, sure that his friend would admit defeat. I wonder which forfeit I should give him, he thought.

But Flint didn’t say a word. Instead, he strode down the road to the gate in the wall.

Jak ran after him, his heart beating fast. “You don’t have to do it,” he called. “It was just a joke.”

“I never say no to a dare,” said Flint, and he grasped the ironwork and began to climb.

“Then I’m coming with you.” The gate was rusty and felt unstable beneath Jak’s grip as he scrambled up it. But he couldn’t let his friend go alone.

The boys were soon sitting astride the gate, staring in amazement at the sight before them. The Forbidden Land was grey as far as the eye could see. The ground was covered with a thick layer of dust and the only trees that grew nearby were blackened and gnarled.

“It’s horrible!” Flint said with a gasp.

“Everything is so dead-looking,” murmured Jak in reply.

They slid to the ground of the Forbidden Land and walked slowly away from the gate. Their boots left deep prints in the ash-like powder. Jak saw his friend shiver.

“We’ve done the dare,” Flint said. His voice sounded odd and flat in this strange place, and the gate suddenly seemed far away. “Let’s get back.”

Jak nodded, but just then he spotted something on the horizon. “What’s that?”

Flint followed his gaze. “It looks like a dust cloud.” His face suddenly creased with worry and he glanced down at his feet. “Can you feel the ground moving?”

Jak could. The grey earth beneath their feet was vibrating and sending shudders up their legs.

“Something’s coming,” he whispered. The boys stood transfixed as the cloud of dust got nearer and the vibrations coming from the ground became stronger.

“It’s a horse!” Flint exclaimed, peering into the distance. “And it’s big.”

Jak looked hard. His friend was right. He could just make out a glint of hooves and realised that the hoofbeats must be causing the vibrations. He caught a glimpse of a man sitting tall in the saddle. “I wonder who the rider is,” he said as the horse got closer. “No, wait …”
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