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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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Kensa leant across the table until her chin was level with the rough wooden boards.

The Sorceress stared at the six clay figurines lined up in a row and her eyes gleamed with wicked delight. “How are you, my pretties?” she hissed.

Finally, the figures were ready! She hadn’t slept for days, spending all her time in her workshop, frantically crafting each of them from the earth of Henkrall. Now it was almost time to unleash them.

“First you will conquer this kingdom,” she whispered. “And then – Avantia!”

Kensa threw back her head and cackled. Her laughter echoed off the vaulted stone ceiling above. From the far side of the chamber, her one-eyed servant, Igor, laughed too. In the shadows, his hunchbacked figure shifted and his chains rattled.

“Did I say you could join in?” snapped Kensa.

Igor’s laughter died. He scratched at his wrists where the manacles dug into his skin. “Sorry, Mistress,” he muttered.

[image: images]

Kensa thought about loosening her slave’s bonds – it wasn’t as if he ever tried to escape. No, let him suffer. And soon others would join him in suffering. Whole kingdoms would crawl to her feet and beg for mercy.


She returned her gaze to the figurines and imagined seeing their terrible shapes in giant form. Six new Beasts to wreak havoc, to trample, burn and tear apart lands. And all at my will! Kensa rubbed her hands together with glee.

“Just one more ingredient needed,” she said.

She stood up, wrapping her leather robe around herself, and marched towards the large chest in the corner of the chamber. Lights from candles caught the designs on her robe – gold and silver threads spelling out strange curled symbols. “I need power and strength for my creations,” she said. “I need the blood of six Good Beasts. And I know exactly how to get it!”

She kicked the lid of the chest open and reached inside, taking out a long, metal staff carved with intricate spirals and swirls. Igor cowered further into his corner. His single eye blinked in fear.

“It’s all right,” said Kensa, grinning. “This isn’t to beat you with.”

She strode across to the window, which looked out over Henkrall from the top of her mountain castle. Thin grey clouds were deepening to a bruised purple shade. Thunder rolled like the pounding of distant hooves.

Perfect. A storm is just what I need…

“I’ll be going on a little trip,” she said. “To Avantia.”

Igor’s head jerked up. “Avantia? I’ve heard it’s a land full of brave heroes who fight evil.”

“One less hero now,” Kensa sneered. “Haven’t you heard? Taladon, Master of the Beasts, has perished at last.”

Kensa stepped onto the window ledge, feeling the bitter wind of Henkrall whip around her body. Lights flashed in the storm clouds and the rain fell like iron daggers. The Sorceress of Henkrall felt electricity in the air and the staff in her hand tingled. The ancient magic was building – the forbidden power to travel between kingdoms. With a last glance at her six Evil Beast models, she lifted the metal staff above her head and waited for the lightning to strike.
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CHAPTER ONE

A FINAL PARTING
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The Golden Armour had never felt so heavy.

Tom’s shoulders sagged beneath the weight of the metal pieces, and the driving rain rattled off the breastplate like a thousand hurled stones. Under the lead-grey sky, the gold had no gleam.

Before him stood an ornate wagon pulled by two horses in ceremonial tassels. The clouds had opened just as the funeral ended and Taladon’s coffin was being loaded inside. Now, most of the mourners had left the Palace Garden to return to their duties. Tom stood with Elenna and his mother, Freya, on either side of him. King Hugo had remained as well, wearing his ceremonial armour. Aduro waited with them, his waterlogged robe dragging in the dirt.

On Tom’s arm, his shield hummed, sending vibrations up to his shoulder. The tokens of the Six Good Beasts were flowing with their grief, and it only added to Tom’s misery.

Elenna put a hand on his shoulder. “The Armour suits you,” she said, with a sad smile.

Tom tried to smile back, but couldn’t. He’d worn the Armour before he’d learned his father was still alive. And since that time, he’d dreamed of wearing it again. But he’d always known that could never happen while Taladon was Master of the Beasts. Now it felt like a weight he could hardly bear.

“I miss him,” said Tom.

Elenna nodded.

She’s lost both her parents, thought Tom. She knows how it feels.

Freya stepped forward and held out a sword and scabbard in both hands. “We all miss Taladon,” she said. “But we must be strong. Here – a warrior takes his sword with him.”

Tom understood. He took the sword, walked slowly to the wagon, and placed the sheathed blade on top of the coffin.
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“Bear him carefully to the Tombs,” said King Hugo to the driver. The King’s voice cracked. Taladon and Hugo had been friends since before Tom was born.
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