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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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A cold breeze ruffled the owl’s snow-white feathers as he tightened his talons on his keeper’s shoulder, and scoured the landscape for prey.

“Hunting will be good now, Moray,” said Luke, with a gentle tug on his tethering rope. “The skies have cleared, and creatures will be hungry after the storm.”

Moray’s gaze caught a tiny movement in the snow. A mouse skittered, and as Moray stretched his great wings, he felt Luke slip the cord from his leg. The snow-owl launched himself silently into the air.

The tiny creature didn’t even see him coming. On noiseless wings, Moray swept down and snatched it into his talons, killing it instantly. With a screech of triumph he landed on the snow, folding his wings as he gulped the mouse down.

“Well caught, Moray!” cried Luke.

His hunger satisfied, Moray soared skywards again. Now he would hunt for Luke, too; he had worked with the human since he was a fledgling, and they were a good team. In return for his hunting skills, Luke gave him a warm place to shelter in these frozen mountains.

Moray blinked his eyes as a shadow appeared on the horizon. This animal was too big to be prey. Rising on the breeze, Moray soared towards it. What creature would dare invade his territory?

As he swooped closer, Moray gave a scream of shock. Losing his balance on the air currents, he began to tumble.

It was a fox – but not an ordinary one. Covered with glowing purple fur, its great clawed feet drove huge holes into the snow where it prowled. It came closer and closer, until it was directly beneath Moray. The creature was gigantic! Before Moray could stop himself, he’d let out a cry of alarm.

Immediately, the fox threw back its head. It gave a chilling scream and reared up on its hind legs. Moray beat his wings frantically and rose up – but not fast enough to avoid the slash of claws that were like giant shards of ice.
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Moray shrieked at the sharp sting of pain. White tail feathers floated down through the icy air, splashed with blood. The owl felt his heartbeat skip, then he began to fall.

I’m injured! Moray wanted to fly far away from the Beast – but with his tail feathers damaged, he was hurtling towards the ground. Catching the wind at the last moment, Moray managed a clumsy swerve beneath the giant fox’s belly. But the huge fox threw himself into a roll, sending plumes of snow flying as it crashed on its back on top of the owl. Huge, unnatural spikes on the creature’s back pierced his wings, trapping him in the snow. Then the Beast sprang to its feet and thundered across the snow, Moray pinioned helplessly to its back.

Blood filled the owl’s throat; he couldn’t even screech. He heard Luke’s cries of horror as the creature thundered towards him. Moray tried to get loose, but the fox’s spikes pierced his flesh. I’m not going to die. Not like this…

With a last almighty wrench, Moray tore himself free of the giant fox, blood spattering into the snow. He could not even look back to see what had become of Luke – all he could hear were the terrified screams of his master, fading behind him. He could only fly wildly towards a pile of rocks, searching for a place to hide.

Luke was his best friend, yet there was nothing Moray could do to help him. Fear would not even let him look back, to see what had become of the man who had raised him from a tiny owlet. His dear master, his honour and his pride – would they ever see each other again?


CHAPTER ONE

THE FROZEN LAND
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A blast of wind hurled snow into Tom’s eyes. He flung up an arm to protect his face as he jumped down from the portal that had brought them from Errinel. The hole in the air shimmered, hovering just above the ground.

“The Warrior’s Road!” gasped Elenna. She leaped down after him, her faithful wolf Silver right behind her. “It’s brought us to another land!”
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Tom wiped snowflakes from his eyes and gazed at the hostile surroundings. “A land we’re not prepared for,” he said.

He could see that ice crystals were already forming in Elenna’s hair. This snow-covered kingdom was nowhere near Errinel, Tom’s home village, where they’d just defeated Skurik the Forest Demon. The blizzard howled like a fiend, blinding them and whipping ice against their skin. Within moments they were chilled to their bones.

“This is a dangerous place even without Beasts,” Tom said grimly. “The Judge wants us to freeze to death before we even get a chance to complete our Quest!”

The evil sorcerer had stripped Tom of his status as Master of the Beasts. The Judge had set him a challenge to walk the deadly path once walked by Tanner, the very first Master. Tom had had no choice but to accept the Judge’s challenge, even though it had been hundreds of years since anyone had survived the Road… If he didn’t, he’d never win back his right to be Master of the Beasts and the whole of Avantia would be vulnerable.

“The Judge won’t defeat us, Tom,” Elenna said, squinting into the storm. “You will be Master of the Beasts again! No one else can protect Avantia.”
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