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Greetings, whoever reads this.

I am Tanner, Avantia’s first Master of the Beasts. I fear I have little time left. My life slips away, and I write these few words as a testament for whoever may come across my remains. I have reached the end of my final journey. But a new warrior’s journey is just beginning…

With the death of a Master, a new hero must take on the responsibility of guarding the kingdom of Avantia. Avantia needs a true warrior to wear the Golden Armour. He or she must walk the Warrior’s Road – a test of valour and strength. I have succeeded, but it has cost me my life. I only hope those who follow survive.

May fortune be with you,

Tanner


PROLOGUE
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Aldo gritted his teeth. His arms were burning. Beneath him, the rock face plunged away to meet the dusty scrub far below. He could feel his muscles cramping. Aldo gripped the rock tightly with one hand, then let go with the other, shaking it to get rid of the pain.

Slap! His hand was back on the rock, just before his other arm gave way.

Phew! That was close.

Aldo shook out his other hand, then quickly wiped the sweat from his eyes. All about him, the sky stretched away, a deep unwavering blue. The mountains of his home shone in the morning sun. Aldo grinned. He ached all over, but the view made the climb worth it.

Even without the money…

Aldo bent to untie the rope from the spiked peg his sister had left in the rock face.

“Come on!” Asha called. Aldo felt the rope tighten about his waist as his sister took up the slack from the peg. He shielded his eyes, and squinted up at her. She was craning her neck to look down at him.

“Be careful!” Aldo called. “I’m not giving up because you have an accident. If that lady’s willing to pay good money for Stoneglass, I mean to get her some.”

“Well, come on then! By the time we reach the top, any Stoneglass left will have grown legs and walked away!”

Aldo shrugged his backpack higher and turned back to the climb. Asha was always in such a hurry. She hadn’t even wanted to use ropes, but their father had made them promise. Aldo and Asha had been climbing since they could walk, but Sunspear was dangerous, even for them. No one climbed Sunspear any more. And they’d have to reach the top if they expected to find any Stoneglass. The lower reaches had been picked clean long ago.

Aldo reached up as far as he could and dug his fingers into a crack in the stone. The muscles in his legs bunched and his arms strained as he pushed himself higher.

He clung to the cliff for a moment, considering his next step. A huge fissure gaped in the rock face above him. Aldo dried each hand in turn on his tunic and heaved himself into the long, narrow crack.

WHOOSH!

A gust of wind nearly ripped Aldo from the rock. He grabbed for the walls of the crack as a cold shadow swept over him. He turned…

…and gasped. His blood ran icy cold. A vast winged shape was swooping towards him, blocking out the sun. It looked something like an eagle, but it was far too big. Aldo staggered back, battered by the wind from the creature’s mighty wings. It was coming right for him! The great bird dipped its head and a huge orange eye peered into the crack.

Aldo shrank against the rock, wedging himself deep into the furthest reaches of the fissure. He clenched his teeth, waiting for the stab of needle claws…but no! The bird didn’t have claws. It didn’t even have legs! It had a long scaly tail tipped with a gleaming, bulbous sting.
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Keeeaaaah! The bird screeched – a terrible, grating shriek. Its tail lashed towards Aldo. He screamed and flung up his arms just as the glistening point jerked to a stop, a hand’s breadth from his face. The tail whipped away, then stabbed again, almost brushing Aldo’s tunic. Aldo felt a flicker of hope. Its tail isn’t long enough to reach me!

The bird shook its wings and screamed, ripping at the rock face with its beak. Aldo heard the clatter of falling stones. The edges of the crack were beginning to crumble! He pushed himself hard against the rock as the bird thrust its head towards him, its sharp beak gaping wide.

Then it was gone and sunlight filled the fissure. Aldo drew a shuddering breath of relief. The bird was swooping upwards and away.

A fresh wave of terror crashed over him. Asha. Aldo scrambled to the edge of the crack and craned his neck upwards.

“Asha!” Aldo called.

“Aaaaah!” Asha’s scream filled Aldo with horror. All he could see above him was flapping wings and tawny feathers. A length of rope fell towards him, snaking through the air.

Aldo’s throat tightened. His body went numb.

It was the rope that had bound him to his sister.


CHAPTER ONE

A VICIOUS FOE
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Tom strained against the hands that gripped his tunic, trying to twist himself free, but the Hooded Man was just too strong. Silver snarled.

“Tom! No!” Elenna cried. But there was nothing Tom could do. Finally, he let himself fall forwards, through the door in the side of the tree.

Darkness met him, and sudden silence. The sounds of the jungle were gone, and the only light was from the smouldering red embers of a dying fire. Tom could just make out the craggy walls of a cavern far above him. He stared into the dark, straining his eyes.

The man stood a few paces away, an inky blot in the darkness. He was leaning against the wall of the cave, his bearded face shrouded in shadow and his eyes glittering coldly. An icy finger seemed to trace Tom’s spine as he met the stranger’s gaze.

Tom drew his sword. The rasp of steel echoed through the cavern. “Who are you?” Tom asked.

There was an answering hiss as the shadowy figure drew his own blade. “Who am I?” he sneered. “You should know that better than anyone.” His sword shone in the firelight. “Now! It’s time to see how your sword-fighting is faring.” The stranger lunged.
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