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I  heard of Avantia in my youth, when I flew with the other children over the plains of Henkrall. They said it was a land of beauty, bravery and honour. A place of noble Beasts, too.

 

Even then it made me sick.

 

I can’t fly now. My cruel mistress, Kensa, was jealous of my wings, so she took them. Don’t pity me, Avantians – it’s you who should be afraid. Your time is coming. Kensa has plans for your green and pleasant land. Your Good Beasts will be no defence against her servants – they’ll be powerless!

 

You’ll need more than courage to protect you from the Beasts of Henkrall!

 

Your sworn enemy,

 

Igor


PROLOGUE
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“Move along there, you lazy creatures!” Old Peter’s voice boomed out across the skies of Henkrall as he rode his flying donkey among the slow-moving herd of winged cattle.

He urged the donkey to fly closer to a particularly slow cow, tapping its rump with a long wooden prod. The cow mooed and its wings flapped more rapidly. The cattle around it sped up, swarming through the sky, jostling and lowing, their shadows streaking across the open countryside below.

“That’s more like it!” said Old Peter. “We need to be at the Great Northern Market by midday!” He was looking forward to arriving at the gathering; there would be good trading during the day and roast meat on the spit for the evening meal. There would be dancing and laughter – even Old Peter would tumble into bed a happy man at the end of such a day!

He nudged his donkey’s flanks with his heels and aimed another light tap at the nearest cow’s rump. They were fine animals, bought recently from a traveller for much less than they were worth.

“I’ll make a tidy profit today,” he said, already imagining the weight of gold coins in his pockets.

His mood changed as he saw that they were moving above a thick bank of fog curling across the land.

That’s odd, he thought with a frown. The fog in these regions usually keeps to the mountain tops. He urged his donkey in amongst the cattle again. The sooner they were away from this fog the better.

The cattle flew on, their huge wings beating the air, their breath coming in loud snorts as they bumped together.

Old Peter’s eyes narrowed in concern – tendrils of fog were reaching up towards the cattle, coiling around their necks and wings. A few of the animals began to bellow in alarm.

The herder glanced down and saw that the fog had risen to his chest. His donkey was gasping and losing height.

The fog entered his lungs, chilly and stifling. He coughed, hearing the frightened bellows of the cattle, seeing their eyes roll.
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What type of fog is this? He’d never come across anything like it in all his days!

Old Peter’s chest tightened, as though steel bands were closing around his ribs. He gulped in more of the fog, fighting to breathe, struggling to stay in the saddle as his donkey bucked and tossed its head.

The fog climbed, obscuring the sky, crawling over Old Peter’s skin like clammy fingers, sliding into his lungs.

He let out a gasp of fear. A shape was beginning to form at the front of the herd, where the fog was thickest.

“No!” Old Peter’s voice was a weak croak, stifled by the fog. “It can’t be!”

The dark shape was a pair of snapping jaws, the lips drawn back revealing deadly fangs, the gaping mouth drooling more of the fog.

As Old Peter watched, the jaws widened, letting out a monstrous, shivering howl that chilled his blood. A huge red throat was revealed as the jaws lunged forwards. Vicious fangs closed around the neck of one of the leading cattle and the animal was dragged into banks of even thicker fog, its eyes rolling back in its head.

Old Peter was too far away to help.

He heard the creature bellowing in fear as it disappeared. The noise stopped suddenly and there was the sound of slavering and chewing.

“No!” Old Peter shouted as the other cattle began to scatter in panic, crashing together as they tried desperately to escape.

Old Peter was tossed from the saddle as his donkey joined in the panic, turning in midair and beating its wings frantically. He opened his own wings, his shoulder blades stretching. He felt the breeze of his flapping wings on his face as he hung in the air, staring into the thick fog.

It began to swirl and retreat, gliding away in heavy shrouds to reveal a terrible sight. It was a gigantic winged hound, its pelt the colour of dirty gold, its teeth bloody, its lips drooling gore. The monstrous Beast’s evil yellow eyes stared at Old Peter, drawing all the courage out of him.

“No! No! No!” he whimpered, his wings faltering as the Beast rose up and lunged with gaping jaws. Huge forepaws lashed out at him, and Old Peter saw that a great throbbing yellow heart beat in the Beast’s chest.

Then a claw struck Old Peter and he fell, spiralling downwards.
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CHAPTER ONE

NO TIME FOR REST
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The town of Velora nestled in a valley high in the mountains of Henkrall. Tom and Elenna stood in the town square. All around them, townsfolk were setting up their stalls, ready to begin trading. Tom had laid his shield face-up on the ground and he was kneeling over it, gazing down at the map that had magically etched itself into the wooden surface. With one finger, he traced the glowing line of the new path that had appeared.

He knew that the winding pathway would lead them to the next stage of their Quest – to another of the deadly Beasts created by the Evil Witch Kensa.

Tom touched the two tokens they had recovered so far – Sepron’s fang and Nanook’s bell.
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