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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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“I must be the unluckiest boy in the whole of Northern Henkrall!” groaned Idris as he stared through the snow-laden fir trees that crowded around him. “Why did I have to pick the short feather?”

He and the other villagers had drawn feathers to choose who would climb into the sinkhole in the forest to search for the Jewel of Journeys. The legendary Jewel was said to give its owner the ability to travel instantly to anywhere they desired.

The others had not come with him to the mines.

He lowered himself over the edge of the hole. “I bet the Jewel doesn’t even exist,” he muttered as he began cautiously to descend. He had thrown a flaming torch down the hole to light his way. It flickered faintly, far below.

Idris folded his wings around himself as the mineshaft narrowed. He braced his palms and soles against the roughhewn walls, creeping down step by step.

The torch was in danger of sputtering out. In this narrow space, he would be unable to spread his wings and fly if he lost his footing – he could fall to his death.

The chilly air in the shaft penetrated his folded wings as he descended. But at last, he landed on the floor. He picked up the torch and stared into a narrow tunnel that jutted off at an angle.

Swallowing his fear, he made his way along the tunnel, his wings brushing the slimy walls on either side. The tunnel twisted and turned. He trembled, unable to shake the feeling that something – or someone – was down here with him.

Rounding a sharp corner, he was hit by a blast of freezing air that spun him around and around. His torch sputtered and went out, plunging him into darkness. He let out a yelp of alarm.

“I don’t want the Jewel!” he shouted. He fumbled for the walls. If he followed them with his fingertips, maybe he could escape…

Another blast of icy air had twisted him around and now he couldn’t tell which way he’d come.

He ran his hands over the walls and made a choice.

“This way!” he muttered, moving blindly forwards. “I’m sure this is the way out. Ouch!” His hand touched a wall of ice so cold that it burned his skin. He sucked his fingers, turning as another wave of freezing air struck him. He stumbled and his wings hit the wall of ice and stuck to the cold surface.

Whimpering in fear, he ripped his feathers free. A faint turquoise light began to filter into the tunnel, making the ice glow and sparkle.

Idris frowned, moving his face closer to the wall. There was a dark shape beneath the ice. Idris let out a cry as a man’s face came into focus, the mouth open in a scream of terror, the half-spread wings frozen as though he had been trying to escape.

Escape from what? Idris wondered.

He turned, determined to escape that poor man’s fate.

He gasped, as he stared into the source of the weird green-blue light.

It was an eye – a huge eye that stared at him from further down the tunnel. It belonged to something that was blocking his way out – a face that was moving slowly towards him.

Idris’s wings unfurled as panic flooded over him. They struck against the walls of the tunnel. He heard the fine bones cracking, but he was too terrified to feel any pain.

The turquoise light blinded him, filling his mind with despair. He dropped to the ground, his broken wings folding protectively over his head.

He heard a soft, slithering, scraping sound. The thing was coming closer. He scrambled away from it, biting his lip to stop himself from screaming.

He got to his feet, but stumbled, hitting his head against the ice wall at his back. His vision blurred as he fell to the ground.

The eye came closer, and now Idris could see that it belonged to a gigantic serpent-like creature with a ridged skull and a slimy, segmented body so thick it almost filled the tunnel. The monstrous snake was coloured dirty grey and brown.

The Beast loomed over Idris, its vast mouth opening. It gaped wider and wider. He stared into the deep dark throat of the creature, too terrified to move.

A spurt of liquid ice sprayed out from the tips of the forked tongue, overwhelming Idris in a fierce rain of sharp droplets. He felt the ice flood his nose and fill his mouth, forcing its way down to his lungs.


As his body became encased in the hardening ice, Idris saw the turquoise eye staring at him in triumph. There was no escape.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GATHERING STORM
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Tom stared into the sky. Dark clouds were moving northwards. A sudden wave of exhaustion swept over him. He hadn’t rested since entering the land of Henkrall, and the effort of fighting the Beasts created by the evil sorceress Kensa had drained his strength.

He glanced at Elenna, hoping she did not realize how tired he was. He shook his head, clearing the weariness from his mind. He would not falter, not on the first Quest since the death of his father, Taladon. He would battle in his father’s memory. Failure was not an option.
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