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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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Cywen balanced on the cliff edge. Far below, desert dunes were purple in the dawn shadows. The breeze teased the edges of Cywen’s wings as he spread them wide. He glanced around, making sure no one had noticed him leaving. The stone houses of Velora were silent on the plateau but soon cooking fires would be kindled. I must leave now, he thought.

He folded his arms over his chest, tucked his hunting spear against his body, and leaped off the cliff. Briefly he dropped, before finding an air current. His wings lifted him into the first sunlight. A worried frown creased Cywen’s forehead. It was the third dawn since Efflyn had gone hunting and not returned. He swung in mid-air and headed towards the desert to search for his missing sister.

Perhaps she had got lost. Cywen knew this could easily happen. The sand shifted constantly, driven in the wind like waves. New dunes formed and old ones wore away, making the desert impossible to map.

The day before Efflyn disappeared, he remembered, she said something strange. Something about the sand moving. What was it? Oh yes, she said she’d seen the sand moving even though there was no breeze.

Cywen felt a chill along his wing feathers. What had Efflyn seen out there?

She wasn’t the only one missing. Yesterday, two more hunters had failed to return to Valora.

Cywen flew on until the plateau became a distant smudge. The sun rose, a red disc. The tall green cacti cast long shadows. Cywen’s shadow flapped amongst them. Nothing else moved except an occasional lizard.

There’s nothing large enough out here to hurt me or Efflyn, Cywen reminded himself.

He was growing tired. He soared in a circle, resting his wings. Although he scanned the desert, he saw nothing that might lead him to Efflyn. No tracks, no broken spear or dropped water flask.

Swooping lower, he cried her name. The only reply was the shriek of a bird. Cywen grew hotter as he came closer to the sand. It’s hopeless, he thought. Her water will all be gone, and no one can survive long in this heat…

He wiped his brow, and noticed something ahead. A cloud! He narrowed his eyes and watched the cloud moving. Anxiety began to prickle across his skin.

“No,” he murmured. “It isn’t an ordinary cloud. It’s a sandstorm!”


Cywen flapped with all his strength. Although he rose quickly into the sky, the storm moved faster. Sand lashed him, stinging like the tips of a thousand whips. In the roaring darkness, feathers were shredded from his wings. Sand filled his ears and eyes. Pain tore at his back as he was tossed over and over. His grasp weakened on his spear, and wind snatched it away.

[image: images]

Perhaps this is what happened to Efflyn and the others, thought Cywen. Now they’re dead beneath the sand.

Cywen’s stomach rose and plunged. It was impossible to tell which direction was up and which was down. Peering through his fingers, he glimpsed a chink of blue sky. Cywen beat his wings in desperation, hoping to climb above the storm and reach clear air.

Something tugged at his legs. Cwyen glanced down and saw dark swirling sand. Shadows. Something green and spiky – a cactus? Was he that close to the ground?

The cactus seemed to twist and clench like fingers, and Cywen’s eyes bulged in horror. A giant hand – covered in warts and spikes – was wrapped around his leg!

As he was hauled lower, Cywen saw two glaring red eyes. In the bulbous cactus-head, the slash of a mouth gaped open. Yellow drool stretched between green lips lined with prickles.
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A Beast! Cywen thought, faint with terror. In the village, people told stories about the Beasts of other kingdoms. Cywen had shuddered in the firelight, listening to these stories on winter nights. Now he knew there was no escape for him.

This Beast has already killed my sister. Now it will kill me.

The hand dragged him lower still. Cywen struggled harder to break free. He only succeeded in driving the spikes deeper into his own legs. Blood trickled over his ankles.

My homeland of Henkrall – is it doomed too?


CHAPTER ONE

ANGRY EYES
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Tom stood beside Tempest as the horse grazed the shoreline, and patted the horse’s strange purple coat.

“Do you miss Storm?” Elenna asked, sitting in the grass.

“Yes, but I’m glad we left him and Silver safely in Avantia.”

It had been too dangerous for Storm and Silver to travel along the Lightning Path on this Quest. Tom felt grateful that their new animal companions had already proven their loyalty.

Tempest lifted his head from the grass. Unfolding his wings, he flapped to a brighter patch of green halfway up the cliff.

“A flying horse,” Elenna marvelled again. “Everything is really different here in Henkrall.”

“Everything except the Beasts,” Tom said. He gazed over the sea and shuddered as he remembered diving into its depths. There he had fought the sea Beast called Elko. Somehow, Kensa the witch had shaped this Beast from clay, and brought it to life with blood stolen from the Good Beasts of Avantia.
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