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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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Kreg’s legs were getting cramped from crouching so long. He straightened up, and looked over the edge of the hollow tree stump. There was no sign of Rik or any of the others.

Kreg wondered how long he’d been there. Perhaps the others had already been found and he’d won the game of hide and seek. He hopped out from his secret place, and brushed dead leaves off his tunic.

“No one ever finds me here,” he muttered under his breath. Through the trees, he could hear the distant sounds of the village fete – pipes and singing and drums. I bet Rik has gone back to eat the suckling pig, he thought.

Kreg walked through the forest, retracing his steps towards the village. All Errinel stopped work on this day each year because it was the birthday of Taladon, their greatest hero. Taladon’s brother, the village blacksmith Henry, organised huge platters of food and music and dancing long into the night.

The crunch of footsteps made Kreg stop suddenly. He spun around.

“Rik, is that you?”

His voice sounded very small among the looming trees.

Another cracking branch made him turn the other way.

A shadow slipped across the forest floor slowly to his left.

Kreg started to follow it, breaking out into a run. Perhaps it was Rik. He called ahead, but no answering voice came. He was sure he’d seen and heard someone. Kreg walked a little farther from the path he knew. Was someone playing a trick on him?

“Rik!” he called again. “Rik!”

Still no answer. Kreg looked around and suddenly realised he was lost. He couldn’t hear the music from the village any more.

Kreg felt his heartbeat speed up. Where am I? he wondered. He suddenly ached to be home, digging into that delicious pig and watching the older boys and girls dance. A flutter of panic bloomed in his chest and he began to run, hard and fast.

Branches whipped his face, but Kreg pressed on through the dark forest, his breathing ragged. I’ll never play hide and seek again, he thought. I’ll stay in the village and…

He skidded on a patch of wet ground and his feet shot from beneath him. He fell heavily on his back, knocking the air from his lungs. But what loomed over him made Kreg shriek in horror.

Above, hanging from the trees, were strange balls of dripping slime. Kreg stared at his hands and realised they were covered with the same strange gloopy substance. He must have grabbed at one as he fell. The gloopy stuff stank like rotten leaf mulch. But wait…inside the balls, things were moving.

Kreg’s heart thumped against his ribcage. He managed to scramble to a standing position, his legs trembling.

Inside the blobs of slime, he made out limbs – legs, arms, fingers pressing against the walls to be freed. He saw a head, a face, and realised with terror that it was Rik!

His eyes scanned the other balls. “Heidi…” he mumbled. And there were Gavin, Lysa and Derren, all his playmates, imprisoned too.
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A slick, slithering sound at his back made Kreg spin around. What he faced was such a horror, it took him a while to understand what he was seeing. The creature looked like a giant maggot, a white body pulsating as it moved across the forest floor, leaving a trail of silvery slime. Dozens of beady black eyes were watching him, and between them opened a dark chasm of a mouth. Hundreds of spiked teeth spiralled deep into its throat.

Kreg’s hand was shaking, but he managed to draw his wooden sword and hold it aloft. A hiss sounded from the monster’s throat, and mucus sprayed into Kreg’s face. He dropped the sword and tried to shield himself, but the sickening slime flooded over him. He fell to the ground. Soon it was hard even to move in the gluey, stinking mess. The creature’s shadow fell over him.

Screams tore through Kreg’s throat, but he knew full well that no one would hear them.
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