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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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Wind moaned across the vast plain, rustling the grass. Derma glanced around uneasily and tightened her grip on the reins. Her flying stallion, Sheza, flapped his black wings harder, battling the gusts. A restless energy filled the air and tingled on the back of Derma’s neck. Below her on the ground, the buffalo herd snorted and pawed as if they too sensed the strange aura.

In her long life, Derma had survived many storms without fear. Even as a tiny child, she had been brave. Her father used to lift her onto the herd’s gentlest buffalo. “It’s too dangerous!” her mother would protest in shock, but Derma loved the woolly beasts. All she had to do was tickle the buffalo’s ears to make it grow quiet. Her father seemed to pass on this gift without having to explain it to Derma. Soon she understood her destiny was to be a Buffalo Whisperer, just like him.

Although her life since then had been solitary, with only animals for company, Derma had endured it with courage. She had survived grass fires, blizzards, and tornadoes. She had nursed her herd through sickness and lean times. So why did she feel dread chilling her now? Derma noticed a smudge of dark clouds building over the distant mountains that ringed the plain. A storm was brewing, just as she’d suspected. It might be best to keep the herd close to the barn tonight, Derma thought.

She nudged her heels into Sheza and they flew in a circle above the herd. The buffalo bunched into a tight group. With a whistle, Derma commanded Sheza to the ground and he landed lightly in the waving grass. Derma guided him towards the barn, knowing that the buffalo would follow, eager for their evening grain. Although the shaggy creatures had stunted wings, they seldom used them. Trotting through the grass was easier for them than trying to keep their bulk airborne.

Sudden thunder shook the ground and Derma felt the vibrations in her chest. She glanced around in shock. No, it wasn’t thunder− it was a stampede! A dark wave of buffalo poured towards her. Derma jerked Sheza’s reins and the stallion jumped quickly aside. Bellowing, the buffalo rushed by, their eyes rolling in panic. Sheza flung his head up and shied sideways. That was close! Derma thought. We were almost trampled.

The herd did not slow down as it neared the homestead. It ran right through a fence, splintering the posts and shattering the rails. Some buffalo charged into the barn, wrenching the door right off its hinges. Others ran past and out across the plains. They’ve never done anything like this before! Something is very wrong – but what?

Derma dug her heels into Sheza’s flanks, and the stallion galloped over the plain in pursuit of the herd. She bent her head against the screaming wind. It was lucky that Sheza was such a strong, fast horse. With her own arthritic wings, Derma would not have been able to fly after the herd herself.

Something like lightning slashed past Sheza’s neck. The stallion skidded to a halt with a wild neigh. The tough leather reins dangled limp from Derma’s hands. Each one had been sliced clean through! Derma raised her head from Sheza’s mane. A cry of terror broke from her lips.

Two massive buffalo hooves were planted in the grass. Raising her gaze, Derma saw a thick pelt of tattered fur, which filled her nose with a musky stink. The creature’s upper half was a human body, its wide chest knotted with muscle. Strong arms held a gleaming two-pronged sword.

It must have been the sword that cut through Sheza’s reins.

Derma whimpered as the buffalo-man stared down at her. His broad face was pulled into a grotesque grimace and his eyes glowed an unnatural, sickly yellow. Giant twisting horns sprouted from either side of his head. They pointed towards Derma as he lowered his head menacingly. His hind feet pawed the ground, sending up a spray of dirt.

He slashed his two-pronged sword through the air again. Its blades narrowly missed Sheza’s shoulder as the horse shied backwards. Derma cried out, slipping half out of her saddle, then she fell.
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Derma hit the ground hard, pain exploding across her back. Rolling over, she covered her face with one hand. Through her fingers, she glimpsed her attacker’s contorted face looming above her. The points of his horns jabbed closer as the creature bent his head. His grimace relaxed into a leering grin. He knows I’m helpless now, Derma thought as she lay sprawled in the grass. The drum beat of hooves filled her ears as Sheza galloped away. In the distance, her herd lowed in distress and scattered.

This is my final end, Derma thought. Even my animals have abandoned me…


CHAPTER ONE

THE FINAL TEST
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Tom pulled the collar of his tunic tighter as the rain splashed down. His flying horse, Tempest, struggled against the buffeting wind as they soared above the land of Henkrall.
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