
[image: cover]


[image: images]

www.beastquest.co.uk


[image: images]

www.beastquest.co.uk

www.orchardbooks.co.uk



[image: images]



[image: images]



 

Tom and Elenna are such fools! They thought their Quests were over and that my master was defeated. They were wrong! For now Malvel has the Warlock’s Staff, hewn from the Tree of Being, and all kingdoms will soon be at his mercy.

 

We travel the land of Seraph, to find the Eternal Flame. And when we burn the Staff in the flame, our evil magic will be unstoppable. Tom and Elenna can chase us if they wish, but they’ll find more than just Beasts lying in wait. They’re alone this time, with no wizard to help them.

 

I hope Tom and Elenna are ready to meet me again. I’ve been waiting a long time for my revenge.

 

Yours, with glee, Petra the Witch


PROLOGUE
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Cora the shepherdess glanced up at the morning sun. “I’m so late,” she muttered, thumping the end of her shepherd’s crook against the ground to spur her flock on faster. “The market will be over before I get there.”

She hurried along the grassy path through the hills. Her flock of sheep trotted ahead of her, filling the air with their gentle bleating. Overhead the sky was a clear blue, with only a few wisps of cloud.

Cora gazed ahead for her first sight of Redwell, the little market town in the west of Seraph where she would sell her sheep. The ground was soft beneath her aching feet, which slipped on the grass and mud as she broke into a run.

“I have to keep going,” she muttered. “I must get—”

Cora felt the ground give way under her feet. She landed on hard, uneven earth, a shower of grass and thin branches tumbled with her. For a moment she was stunned, and couldn’t see for the dirt in her eyes. Her right ankle was in agony from her awkward fall. When she wiped her eyes clear, she looked around and saw that she had dropped into a pit with steep sides.

Shaking off the scattered grass, Cora struggled to stand. She clawed her way up one of the earth walls, pain stabbing through her ankle.

“Help!” she called. “Someone help me out of here!”

But the only reply was Cora’s own voice bouncing back at her, echoing off the hillsides. Nobody lived in these deserted hills. The nearest help was a long way off, in Redwell.

From up above, Cora could hear the frightened bleating of her sheep, and the drumming of their hooves as they scattered.

Oh, no! she thought. If I lose the flock, I won’t get paid.

Cora grabbed at stones stuck in the wall in an effort to climb out. But it was too steep and the stones came away in her hands. When she tried to dig out a foothold, the earth walls of the pit simply crumbled.

Who would do something like this? Cora asked herself. Didn’t they realise someone would fall in?

The pit went dark. Cora blinked and looked up. A girl stood at the edge, gazing down. Her short, plump body blocked out the sunlight, casting her face in shadow.

“Oh, thank goodness!” Cora exclaimed, relief surging through her. “I thought no one would find me. I’m so lucky you happened to be passing.”

As Cora’s eyes adjusted to the shadow, she saw the girl’s face more clearly. It was wide and round, framed by long, greasy hair that hung down as she leaned over the edge into the pit. She was smiling.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Petra. Let me help you.”

Petra leaned over further and reached down her chubby arm.

Cora stood on tiptoe and managed to grasp it. “Thank you,” she said. “What type of fool would dig a pit in the middle of this field?”

Cora waited for Petra to pull her up, but she did not. The girl just held Cora’s hand tight, her helpful smile fading to a look of cruel malice.

“Me,” the girl cackled, lashing out with her free arm. Cora saw a flash of steel just as agony exploded through her shoulder.

Cora fell back into the pit, collapsing on her bad ankle. She looked up, gasping in pain, and saw that Petra clutched a knife with a purple blade.

“Why did you do that?” Cora cried. “I haven’t done you any harm!”

Petra just giggled. Cora stared in disbelief as the shape of the girl seemed to waver and then broke apart like water hitting rock. All that remained was the echo of her laughter, and a few wisps of purple smoke.

“Magic!” Cora breathed, unable to believe what she had just seen. She started to stand up again, when the pain in her shoulder became too immense. She looked at her wound. Her skin stretched and swelled. With a lurch of fear, Cora saw feathers burst from the gash.

A fierce pressure was building at the bottom of her back. It felt as if her skin was stretching and stretching until at last it would explode.

She let out a whimper of pain and terror.

Breathless with shock, Cora caught sight of her shadow on the wall of the pit. Her back was swelling, curving. Something was growing out of it.
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“I’m growing wings!” she gasped in disbelief.

The rest of Cora’s body began to swell. Her leather trousers and shirt tore as she outgrew them, and her boots split with a harsh tearing sound as claws slid out from her feet. A feathered tail erupted from her lower back.

And it wasn’t just her body. Even her shepherd’s crook changed, growing into a spear with a glittering point.

As the agony grew, Cora’s mind blanked out. She couldn’t remember who she was any more. The pain faded, and her whole body was filled with a desperate hunger.

The pit had been barely big enough for her to begin with; now she was straining against the sides, making it wider. She raised her wings, beating down strongly.

Cora was gone.

I am Koraka!


CHAPTER ONE

HUNGER PANGS
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Tom urged Storm into a canter as they headed across the plain, with Silver loping alongside. He stretched his aching muscles, loosening up after his battle against Minos the Demon Bull.
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