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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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The summer sun hung directly overhead as Albin walked home across the snow with his father, Brendan. The icy plains of Avantia’s northland sparkled in the sunlight. Albin tugged his leather sunshield lower over his eyes. Even the best shooter in the world won’t be able to play iceball with snow blindness, he reminded himself.

“Did you see Melda’s save, Dad?” Albin asked, peering up at his father as they crunched side by side through the snow. He could barely believe that his team had beaten the Ice Bears! “She’s the best stopper we’ve ever had.”

“Yes,” said Brendan. Albin felt his father’s hand rest briefly on his head. “And I saw how you scored the winning goal. That was good iceball, son.”

Brendan didn’t often give praise. Albin glowed with pleasure.

Suddenly, Albin crashed into something as cold as an iceball but hard as iron. He cried out and fell to one knee, holding his stinging nose.

“What is it, son? Did you slip?” Brendan asked as he reached down to help Albin to his feet.

“No,” said Albin. He squinted through the slits in his sunshield, trying to see what he had walked into. The air in front of him seemed to shimmer and shift and a faint outline of silvery armour appeared. A white knight was blocking their path, almost invisible against the snow and ice.

“Greetings, noble Sir!” Brendan said hastily. “I apologise for my son. He didn’t see you.”

Albin stared at the knight in awe. His heart thudded with excitement. I bet he’s on a dangerous mission for the king, he thought. I wonder if he needs a boy to help him?

“I am looking for the Beast called Nanook!” The knight’s voice scratched through the silence like a rusty knife. The blank white visor turned towards Brendan.

Albin gasped. Few people knew about the existence of the Beasts. The only reason he and his father did was because a hero called Tom had once visited the Northlands and saved them from disaster. Albin and Brendan owed Tom their lives.

Albin looked at his father and saw Brendan’s mouth tighten.

“Why do you want to find the Beast?” he asked, his voice quiet and respectful.

The knight raised an armour-clad arm as though he meant to strike Brendan down. “You dare to question me? Answer! Where is Nanook?”

Brendan bowed his head. “I’ll show you the lair of the great Beast. But I warn you, she will be hibernating. Neither she nor those who live here will thank you if you disturb her. The last time she was woken from hibernation, she almost sank the entire northern plain into the waters of the great lake!”

The knight threw back his head and laughter carried across the snowfield. “I promise that Nanook will not move from her lair!” he said.

But there, on the horizon was… “Dad,” Albin cried. “Look!” A creature with the face and hairy, hunched shoulders of a hyena stalked across the snow towards them. It was the size of a horse, and sharp yellow tusks curled up from the corners of its grinning mouth. The wild animal was almost upon them…

“Use your iceball stick, Albin!” his father cried, raising his stout wooden walking staff to fend off the animal.

Albin clenched his stick in both hands. His eyes flicked to the stranger. Surely the knight would help them.

The White Knight did not draw a weapon. Instead, he strolled over to the giant hyena. His grating voice echoed back to them. “Don’t be afraid of my Varkule. It won’t harm you unless I command it to.” Another slow laugh chilled Albin’s blood, and the boy saw his father stiffen and step backwards.

The creature paused a few steps away. The smell of rotting flesh hung in the air around it. Albin felt his stomach tighten as he saw a pair of long white ears disappear between the Varkule’s leathery lips. The hideous thing had just eaten a snow rabbit.

Brendan began to back them away from the knight and his pet Varkule. “I…I find I cannot remember where Nanook’s lair is,” Albin’s father stuttered. “I am sorry, but my son and I must be on our way now. There are chores to be done…”

Brendan’s voice trailed away. Albin watched as the White Knight lifted his visor. His face was skeletal. Two sunken eyes burned in deep sockets. The knight grinned at them, his rotting, blackened teeth dark as lumps of charcoal against his shining white armour.
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Albin opened his mouth to scream, but his voice was frozen in terror. The knight’s body was swelling, growing impossibly large. The Varkule backed away, cowering, as the knight grew to five times the size of a man. The sound of screeching metal filled the air as the shining white armour dulled to the colour of lead.

The knight’s body grew round and high-backed. He dropped onto four stumpy legs with a thud that shook the ground beneath Albin’s feet. His helmeted head stretched into a long black snout and his body grew a thick hide of armoured plates studded with deadly spikes.

No weapon could possibly dent that armour! Albin thought.

Brendan must have realised this too. He whirled Albin around and gave him a shove. “Run, Albin!’ he shouted. ‘Run for your life!”

Fear chased Albin across the snow and ice. He could hear his father panting at his side. But he could also make out another noise: a rumbling, growing louder and louder. It’s the Beast, Albin thought. It’s after us!

Unable to stop himself, Albin glanced over his shoulder.

The Beast was chasing them. But it wasn’t running! It had curled itself up like a giant, spiked hedgehog and was rolling after them at great speed – too fast to escape. Albin stared as the enormous whirling ball careered towards him. He knew he had no chance at all…
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