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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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Sana lurched and almost fell as a shiver ran through the rocky ground. She glanced up at the towering Stonewin volcano. Wisps of smoke trickled from dark cracks in the slopes. The volcano is speaking! Sana thought. I should leave this place before I anger it further.

With trembling fingers, the medicine woman thrust a last handful of herbs into the sack on her shoulder. On sleek blue wings, a bird with an orange breast swept through the air. It landed on Sana’s shoulder with a chirp. The medicine woman smiled. “There you are, Portos,” she said fondly. She’d rescued the swallow when it was a scrawny fledgling that had fallen from its nest. Now Portos was her constant companion as she gathered herbs for making healing potions. People from all the northern villages came to Sana for help.

“I didn’t get any Tengi Leaf,” Sana muttered to the little bird. “And I have none left at home.”

Sana craned her neck, staring towards the high craters where the Tengi Leaf grew. Gathering the herb was always risky. As she wondered what to do, another strong tremor quivered through the ground. Small rocks clattered down the slope. Portos flew into the air, shrieking an alarm.

“Let’s forget about the Tengi Leaf today,” Sana decided. “The volcano is in a dangerous mood.”

Turning her back on the craters, she stumbled down the slope with Portos flying overhead. Pools of water, like dark eyes, lay amongst patches of limp grass at the foot of the volcano. The Yellow Marshes. Water bubbled to the surface and steamed. Sana coughed as the acid smell of sulphur burned her throat. This was a dangerous place but Sana had learned a route to cross the marches. Long ago, people had placed steppingstones in lines like pathways. They seemed to lurk in the dark pools, barely poking above the water. Set one stride apart, the stones were often slippery with moss. Sana picked her way along, balancing from stone to stone.

A tiny wave lapped against the stone where Sana stood. Holding her breath, she scanned the marsh. Suddenly the water surrounding her swirled violently. Portos shrieked and Sana froze. Before her eyes, one of the mossy rocks ahead began to move. It pushed up through the steam, dripping and covered in slimy weeds. A horrible toad-like face, covered in warts, emerged. Then a giant body lurched from the water. Lumps of oozing moss crusted the creature’s shoulders, broad chest and dangling arms. It rose to full height, taller than the tallest man that Sana had ever seen. A giant! Water sloshed around its slimy legs as they churned up the mud.

Sana slipped on her stone and one foot touched the steaming water. The creature’s misshapen head swivelled towards her. Its eyes were pale and milky, like those of a dead fish. Its mouth stretched wide open and Sana saw the stumps of rotting teeth and blood oozing from the creature’s gums.
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“Get away,” Sana screamed. “I am a harmless woman. Don’t hurt me!”

The Beast’s throat began to swell and bulge into a transparent sac bubbling with liquid. Then the swollen sac deflated. Jets of bright yellow liquid flew from the creature’s mouth. Sana ducked, throwing her arms up for protection, but drops splattered over her cheeks and arms. Each drop sizzled as it landed, burning her skin. Where the liquid sprayed onto her herb bag, it scorched holes in the fabric. The creature was spraying acid! Panic gripped Sana.

“Help!” she shrieked, but she knew that she was alone in the marsh.

Sana threw herself towards the next stepping stone but she slipped and plunged into the sulphurous water. Thrashing her feet and arms, she dragged herself to the surface. Her face burned like fire. With a whimper of fear and pain, she pulled herself up the bank. Tears streamed from her eyes as she blundered away from the marsh. Above her, Portos shrieked in distress.

I must get away, Sana thought desperately. Behind her, she could hear the Beast wading through the water. Was it coming after her? Was the sac bulging in its throat again? Sana lurched through the grass, running for her life.


CHAPTER ONE

CURSE OF THE DARK KNIGHTS
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“I wish I knew what evil danger we’ll face next,” Tom said. He frowned, staring at the marble ball that spun between his outstretched hands.

“Isn’t the map showing you anything?” asked Elenna.

“Nothing.” Tom stared harder at the ball but its surface remained blank in the light of the campfire. The globe had been a gift from the Good Wizard Aduro. On this Quest, it had glowed with paths that had led him to the Knights of Forton – six brave warriors cursed by the Evil Wizard Malvel. The Knights had been summoned from their tombs and now walked again in Avantia. In battle, they had the ability to transform into Beasts they’d once defeated.

But where was the glowing path now? Tom shook his head and placed the globe by his feet, hoping that something would appear soon.

Elenna sat with her legs crossed, whittling something from wood. Nearby, her wolf, Silver, dozed, his pale coat gleaming. Tom’s sturdy black stallion, Storm, nibbled at the grass. Beyond them, the Central Plain of Avantia stretched into the darkness.

“I’m worried about the message that Freya sent to Aduro,” Tom said.

His mother had said Malvel’s anger was growing and that he planned to enter Avantia soon.
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