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Did you think it was over?

Did you think I would accept defeat, and disappear?

No! That can never be. I am Malvel, the Dark Wizard who strikes fear into the hearts of the people of Avantia. I still have much more to show this kingdom, and one boy in particular – Tom.

The young hero liberated the six Beasts of Avantia from my curse. But his fight is far from over. Let us see how he fares with a new Quest, one that will surely crush him and his companion, Elenna.

Avantia’s Beasts had good hearts that I corrupted for my own wicked purpose. Now, thanks to Tom, they are free to protect the kingdom once more. But I have created six new supreme Beasts whose hearts are evil and so cannot be set free: monster squid, giant monkey, stone charmer, snake man, king of spiders and three-headed lion. Each one guards a piece of the most precious relic of Avantia, which I have stolen: the suit of golden armour that gives magical strengths to its rightful owner. I will stop at nothing to prevent Tom collecting the complete suit and defeating me again. This time he will not win!

Malvel





PROLOGUE
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The air was hot and humid. The market trader mopped his brow and stared into the thick mass of jungle trees before him. It reminded him of rotten black teeth. Heavy vines hung down like snakes.

“Do we have to go there?” asked the boy at the trader’s side. “Is there no other way?”

“We’ve travelled hundreds of miles for the Ruby Guya fruit,” the trader reminded his assistant. “It grows nowhere else in Avantia. Only here in the Dark Jungle.”

“But aren’t there monsters who live here? That’s what people say,” the boy whispered.

Everyone in Avantia knew the terrors of the Dark Jungle: creatures that plucked men from the ground and ate them whole; plants whose rich scents could overwhelm a person at twenty paces. Few dared to enter – and fewer still returned.

“Rumours to frighten honest men,” said the trader with a wave of his hand.

“Is it true the Ruby Guya possesses miraculous powers?” the boy asked.

The trader nodded. “One bite of its sweet red flesh brings courage to the faint-hearted and strength to the weak,” he said. “It is only ever seen at the king’s table, and fetches a price beyond gold.” He glanced at his young assistant. “But we must keep our heads if we are to harvest it. Do you understand?”

The boy swallowed his fear and nodded.

They entered the jungle side by side. At once the light grew dim. The ground was marshy beneath their feet and there was a stench of rotting vegetation. Birds screamed and wheeled overhead. Great tree ferns arched above them, their leaves a bright and poisonous green.

The trader gazed at the fleshy jungle flowers that hung in ropes from the trees. They smelled over-ripe and dangerous. He forced all thoughts of creatures and deadly scents from his mind. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching them.

A branch crashed to the ground. The trader whirled, pulling his knife from its sheath in one swift movement. But all he saw were shadows.

They walked on. Soon they found themselves wading through a foul-smelling swamp. The thick, pungent water lapped at their knees. The trader clenched his teeth to stop himself from trembling. Who knew what vile creatures lurked at his feet?

He wanted to weep with relief when they touched solid ground again.

“We must press on,” he said.

The boy crawled out of the swamp. “Leeches,” he sobbed. “They’re all over my legs!”

The trader prised the leeches from the boy’s bare ankles with the blade of his knife. Shuddering, he did the same to the bloodsuckers on his own limbs. The Dark Jungle was a terrible, stinking place. He would be glad to leave – once he had found the fruit he sought.

They moved on. Shafts of sunlight seemed to drip to the ground like venom. Monkeys chattered in the highest treetops above them. It sounded as if they were laughing.

At last, through the ferns, the trader glimpsed a cluster of trees with green, waxy leaves and plump red fruits. His heart leapt.

The Ruby Guya!

The trader hauled himself into the nearest tree, laughing with delight.

“Come on, boy!” he called behind him. “This fruit is ripe for the picking. Where are you?”

He looked back over his shoulder. The boy had disappeared. Uneasy now, the trader glanced around the clearing. Something was not right.

There was a scuffling sound in the undergrowth – and then a scream. The trader froze.

Suddenly a fist of gnarled claws shot out of the foliage and grabbed the fruit from the trader’s hand. The man screamed as a hairy face with bloodshot eyes emerged from behind the green leaves. Huge lips curled back to reveal thick, yellow teeth.
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“Boy!” the trader croaked. “Run!”

Then his eyes darted to the jungle floor and what he saw made his blood run cold. All that remained of his companion were strips of torn linen from the boy’s tunic.

Slowly, the trader looked back at the Beast. It was too late for escape. He howled as a long, thick tail with a deadly claw on its tip flicked out and wrapped itself round his waist.

The trader’s screams echoed around the jungle clearing. Then he was gone.


CHAPTER ONE

CROSSING THE WINDING RIVER
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Tom guided his black stallion Storm inland, away from Avantia’s western shore. Elenna sat quietly behind him, her arms around his waist. Silver, Elenna’s pet wolf, padded quietly alongside. Struggling with Zepha the Monster Squid had been their toughest challenge yet. If it hadn’t been for Sepron, the great sea serpent and protector of Avantia’s waters, they might never have defeated the evil Beast.

Stored safely in Storm’s saddlebag lay a magnificent golden helmet, shaped like the head of an eagle. It was the first piece from the great suit of golden armour, which gave magical powers to its rightful owner. The armour had belonged to the Master of the Beasts and had been destined to pass to Tom as a reward for completing his first Quest. Now it was Tom’s fate to recover the six pieces, which had been stolen by the Dark Wizard Malvel and scattered across Avantia. But Malvel had created six evil Beasts to protect each piece. Zepha had been the first, with the helmet as the prize. There were five more Beasts to overcome and five pieces of armour to collect.
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