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So… You still wish to follow Tom on his Beast Quest.

 

Turn back now. A great evil lurks beneath Avantia’s earth, waiting to arise and conquer the kingdom with violence and rage. Six Beasts with the hearts of Ancient Warriors, at the mercy of the Evil Wizard, Malvel, who I fear has reached the height of his powers.

 

War awaits us all.

 

I beg you, again, close this book and turn away. Evil will rise. Darkness will fall.

 

Your friend,

Wizard Aduro



PROLOGUE
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Baburchi steadied himself as the mountain path crumbled under his foot. Earth and stones plunged into the deep valley. He leant against the cliff face that stretched away behind him, listening as the echoes of the falling rocks faded.

A slow grin spread over the hunter’s weather-beaten face.

“You won’t catch me out like that, old mountain,” he growled. “It’ll take more than a few loose pebbles to shake me from your side!”

He peered over the edge of the path. The mountain dropped away in folds and creases to the distant lowlands, where white rivers rushed and pine forests blanketed the foothills. An eagle soared below him through the air, half way between him and the valley floor.

Baburchi liked it way up here where only the goats dared to tread. He preferred to be as far as possible from the village people, with their foolish rules and regulations.

And he had good reason to be where the air was thin and clear. He was following paw-prints. He had first spotted the tracks much lower down on the narrow winding path.

“The tracks of a big wild cat, or I’m no hunter!” he’d said to himself. “I’ve never seen such huge prints. Three times the width of my hand! The pelt of such an animal will be worth a fortune!”

And so he had climbed, his crossbow bouncing on his back as he tracked the prints towards the high, snow-filled passes. He often had to use both his hands as he made his way nimbly up the precarious track.

“It will be worth it,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll be the richest man in the village!”

A sound from just ahead brought him to a halt. The path curved sharply around a shoulder of rock. Baburchi’s hunter’s senses tingled. Was he closing in on the animal? He slid his crossbow from his back and silently fitted a bolt to the string.

Soft-footed, he rounded the bend. The goat path zigzagged steeply up the mountain, clinging to the rock-edge and lined with massive boulders.

“Where are you, my beauty?” Baburchi breathed.

A tall shape appeared from behind a boulder. Baburchi’s finger twitched and the crossbow bolt hissed through the air.

“No!” he cried. It wasn’t the cat – it was a man – a knight clad head to foot in black armour.

The bolt sparked as it glanced off the knight’s breastplate.

The huge silent man blocked the path ahead. A visor hid his face.

His gloved hands gripped a wooden flail.

Baburchi eyed the figure nervously, licking his lips. He stared at the knight’s armoured boots. Why had he not left any tracks? Those boots should have left deep impressions in the soil.

“I’m sorry,” Baburchi said. “I didn’t realise…”

There was something uncanny about the knight’s armour – it glistened in the sunlight as though its surface was slithering with oil. And why was he carrying such a strange weapon?
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“Who are you?” Baburchi asked. “What are you doing so high on the mountain?”

A low rasping laugh came from the darkness behind the visor. His eyes glistened like burning coals.

Baburchi wasn’t easily frightened, but there was something inhuman about the Black Knight – something fiendish. He began to back away, all thoughts of the big cat forgotten in his desire to be off the mountain.

The knight swung his flail in dizzying arcs.

Baburchi turned and fled, bounding down the mountain path. He dared not take his eyes off the uneven ground as he ran, but he could hear the thud of armoured feet pursuing him. The long shadow of the knight – thrown against the rock – kept pace.

Baburchi stumbled around a bend, sweat breaking out over his forehead. His heart crashed against his ribs and his lungs ached for more air. But as he ran, he saw the shape of the knight’s shadow begin to change.

He’s transforming into some other form! Baburchi thought in terror.

Whimpering with dread, Baburchi felt the ground slide away under his feet. He fell headlong, sprawling on the ground. The shadow loomed. Baburchi twisted onto his back and stared in horror at the creature that stood over him.

The knight was gone. In his place stood a giant black cheetah. Its eyes burned like furnaces, its body was solid and compact, seething with powerful muscles. Where the helmeted head had been, Baburchi saw black lips drawn back to reveal long white fangs against the red of a gaping throat.

With a huge roar that shook the mountain, the cheetah leapt forwards.
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CHAPTER ONE

BEAST IN PERIL
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“Come on, Storm,” Tom said. “We’re almost out of this horrible place!”

Tom led his brave stallion on through the smouldering remains of the great forest. Elenna and Silver were close by, the wolf leaping the blackened trunks of fallen trees while Elenna clambered over the dreadful wreckage of the fire.

Heavy clouds of smoke hung low in the sky. Here and there a few trees still burned fitfully and scraps of hot ash danced in the air.

Tom used his sword to hack down the charred branches that blocked their path. In his mind he could still see Noctila the Death Owl swooping, the Evil Beast’s cruel talons outstretched, his wings shedding burning tar that had set the forest ablaze.

It had been a fearsome battle. Even with the help of Tagus the Horse-Man, they had only just managed to gain victory over the rampaging creature.
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