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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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The cave was stuffy and airless, and the way ahead was blocked by a wall of stone. Fren tapped his cousin, Bly, on the shoulder. “It’s a dead end,” he said. “We should leave.”

“We must find coal,” Bly replied. “Winter will soon be upon us and I won’t have my family going cold.” He held his small, flaming torch aloft as he tapped at the wall with his pickaxe. “It’s hollow,” Bly smiled. “We can smash our way through.”

“We’d be crossing over to the Forbidden Land,” said Fren fearfully.

Bly snorted. “I don’t believe those stories about the Forbidden Land!” He slipped his torch into a crevice in the cave’s wall. “Besides, there might be coal on the other side.”

Bly hacked at the wall and Fren helped, despite his own fears. He and Bly swung their pickaxes with matching grunts that echoed off the cave walls like flung pebbles.

Within moments, they were on the other side.

Fren picked up Bly’s torch and cast light over the new area. “Still no coal!” he growled.

Bly opened his mouth to reply, but his voice was drowned out by a fearsome thudding sound that made the ground vibrate beneath their feet.

“We should leave!” Fren shouted, as the thudding got louder. There was a familiar rhythm to it now.

Footsteps.

From out of the shadows came a creature more terrifying than anything Fren had ever laid eyes on. The Beast wasn’t much taller than a man, but was five times as wide, and his shoulders scraped along the cave walls.

Fren recognised the creature, but only from old stories he had thought were fantasy. “A troll!” he cried, stumbling backwards as the Beast pounded towards them, his yellow teeth bared. Fren could see that the troll’s hands were the size of large spades, and that the fingers on his right hand had long, jagged yellow nails. “Run!” he shouted to Bly.

But Bly did not move. “This wretched Beast won’t stop me finding coal,” he yelled back, raising his pickaxe.

The troll bore down on Bly, his heavy feet leaving deep craters in the ground with every step. By the light of the torch, Fren could see the Beast’s large drooping ears and sunken eyes, pushed to the edges of his face by a wide nose that appeared to quiver as the Beast sniffed the air.

Bly gave a roar and charged straight at the hideous creature.
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The Beast met him head on and swiped his right arm down, slashing at Bly with his sharp nails.

Fren screamed a warning but Bly made no sound at all – instead, he stood completely still. Fren gave a wail of fear and despair as he saw his cousin’s skin darken to the colour of slate, and his body become stiff. Bly had been turned to stone!

With a sob, Fren fled back towards the mouth of the cave. Behind him, he could hear thudding footsteps and eager sniffing, telling him that the troll was close.

He heard a whoosh behind him as the Beast swiped down with his claws again.

Fren felt no pain as his body went still. There was only the cold, before everything went dark.


CHAPTER ONE

ESCAPING THE DEAD JUNGLE
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“Almost there!” said Tom, as he swung his sword at the last section of wild undergrowth blocking their path out of the Forbidden Land’s Dead Jungle.

“Great,” said Elenna, as she led Tom’s stallion, Storm, out onto the flat grassland. “I thought we’d never get out.”

Storm whinnied in delight. Close behind, Elenna’s pet wolf, Silver, yelped and ran around in wide circles.

Tom laughed and sheathed his sword. “I think they’re happy they can stretch their legs again!”

“Although, to be fair, this place isn’t exactly cheery,” said Elenna, looking around at the dead grassland that stretched as far as the eye could see. “I never knew that anywhere in Avantia could look so dead and depressing.”

“Me neither,” said Tom, thinking of the beauty of the rest of the kingdom and how the Dark Wizard, Malvel, had tried more than once to destroy it. It was because of Malvel that Tom was on his current Quest.
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