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Welcome to another world, where Dark Forces are at play.

 

Tom thought he was on his way back home; he was wrong. My son has entered another realm where nothing is as it seems. Six monstrous Beasts threaten all corners of the kingdom, and Tom and Elenna must face an enemy they thought long gone. I have never been so proud of my son, but can he be all that I always hoped he would be? Or shall a mother watch her son fail?

 

One question remains. Are you brave enough to join Tom on the most deadly Quest yet?

 

Only you know the answer…

 

Freya, Mistress of the Beasts


PROLOGUE
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Jude grinned as he crept towards the cattle pen. He could hear the cows moving about nervously inside. He glanced up at the Tavanian night. Ripples of colour moved around a long dark slash in the sky. The patterns glowed with an eerie light.

“No wonder the cows are restless,” he muttered. He looked away, concentrating on the task at hand.

Usually, the cattle pen’s gate would be under constant guard. But Malvel had called all able-bodied men to join his army. Now, the countryside had emptied out nicely! Nicely if, like Jude, you were a thief.

“Come to Jude,” he whispered, opening the gate. “Come and make me some easy money.”

He slipped inside, smelling the animals all around him, hearing the thud of their hooves on the ground. The cows jostled against one another as he walked among them, running his hand over their flanks.

Finally, he slapped the haunch of a cow. “You’ll do, my sturdy friend.”

A moment later he had slipped a noose around the animal’s neck and was leading it out of the herd.

He walked the cow out of the pen and closed the gate. But as he began to lead his four-legged prize towards his horse, he stopped. His ears pricked up at a strange sound: a low growl.

Then a second growl sounded out of the darkness, deep and resonant. Jude bit his lip and shivered. The cow snorted and rolled its eyes, fretfully pulling on the noose.

“Steady,” Jude said, but his voice was trembling. He pulled the cow to his tethered horse, over by a tree. Quickly mounting, Jude tied the end of the noose rope around the saddle pommel. He spurred his horse into a gentle trot, pulling the cow with him.

“We’ve done well tonight, my friend,” Jude said, patting his horse’s neck. “Plenty of meat for the butcher. Why, we’ll feed on the profits for—”

Another eerie growl stopped the words in his throat.

His horse faltered, tossing his mane nervously. The cow lowed and dragged back on the rope, the bell around its neck jingling. The sound was closer this time – much closer.

Jude peered into the night, wishing he had brought a weapon. What was following him like a shadow?

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of white. He turned his head, but there was nothing to see. Fear crawled up his spine like icy fingers.

“Who’s there?” he called.

He dug his heels into the horse’s flanks, urging it to quicken its pace. The rope went taut as the cow was pulled along. The growling seemed much closer now.

He almost considered cutting the cow loose and kicking his horse to a gallop. I need to get away!

There was the sound of paws padding on the hard earth.

Something was close by, moving quickly. The cow lowed, a panicky sound. He stared back the way they had come. Two lights hung in the air, flashing like twinkling coins.

Eyes!

But if they were eyes, they were too far above the ground – what kind of creature could be so large?

“Quick!” Jude urged his horse.

But a heartbeat later the rope holding the cow went taut, thrumming like a bowstring. Jude felt his horse being pulled backwards, the tight rope cutting hard against his thigh, almost dragging him out of the saddle. He could hear dreadful sounds behind him – the cow’s desperate bellows shredding the night. Something tugged hard on the rope, the cow lowed pitifully one final time, and then a loud squelching sound made Jude want to be sick. The rope went slack.
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Horrified, Jude reeled it in. The end was frayed and bloodstained. He kicked his horse’s flanks. The horse lurched forwards.

Then he saw that white shape again, at the very edge of sight. He turned his head in terror as the whiteness came leaping towards him. He let out a yell. Two lidless eyes that glittered with rage. Fur glistening like white crystals. Long, sharp fangs and jet-black claws like scythes.

His horse put on a spurt of speed and for a moment Jude thought they would pass safely in front of the leaping monster. He ducked, crying out in agony as he felt the claws rake his back, slicing through flesh.

But that frantic burst of speed from his horse had saved him. He clung close to his horse’s neck, wrapping the reins around his wrists, his back throbbing and dripping with blood.

Almost fainting with pain, he leaned forwards. “Get us home!”

As the horse galloped away, Jude swayed forward in the saddle and the world around him went black.
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