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[image: Welcome to the world of Beast Quest! When a series of Beast attacks shocked the peaceful land of Tangala, Queen Aroha called for a worthy Master or Mistress of the Beasts. But one fighter wasn’t enough for the grave danger the kingdom faced, and four candidates pledged their weapons to the Queen to restore peace. There is strength in unity and power in friendship. Together, Katya from the Forest of Shadows, Nolan of Aran, Miandra from the western shore and Rafe of Doran will venture to new lands and battle enemies of the realm. The fate of Tangala is in their hands. While there’s blood in their veins, the New Protectors will never give up the Quest …]
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[image: There are special gold coins to collect in this book. You will earn one coin for every chapter you read. Find out what to do with your coins at the end of the book.]
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A new band of so-called “heroes” have gathered, trained by Tom of Avantia, to keep Tangala safe and serve Queen Aroha. Ha! My family ruled these lands long before there was any talk of kings and queens. Before even the name “Tangala” was coined.


We were the Metamorphia – the sorcerers of change – who learned our magic in the depths of the Netherworld. We shaped the essence of creation. Beasts were slaves to our will.


Alas, the rulers of Tangala attempted to consign us to history and now I am the last of my line. But I will not fade into memory or myth. I will show our New Protectors who really rules this kingdom. Their weapons will be useless, and their courage will fail them when they encounter my creations.


Zuba
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WATER!
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Selma stumbled up the rocky hillside. Her boots had worn through, and a cold wind whipped at her ragged clothes.


Once, I was somebody! Now, look at me…


Selma the Cunning, they used to call her. A name to be feared. Once, Selma had been a queen among bandits, knee-deep in gold and silver that she plundered from foolish travellers who didn’t know the danger that lay in wait on lonely coastal paths.


Now all she wanted was a measly sip of water.


Her throat was so dry it burned, and the thirst tugged deep in her belly.


She stuck her tongue out, hoping for a drop of rain – anything. But the sky remained a stubborn, iron grey. Dry as bone.


“Curse you!” howled Selma, wildly. She shook a fist.


What on…? Looking closer at her forearm, Selma saw that her skin was hardening. A strange zigzag pattern was forming across it. It looked almost like scales…


No doubt she was hallucinating.


If I don’t find water soon…


She forced herself upwards, feeling more desperate than ever as she scrambled at last to the hilltop.


Her heart leapt as she took in the view.


To her left lay the endless ocean. To her right were bare, rolling hills. But clinging to the shoreline below her was a huddle of buildings. A town! She recognised it from better days. It was a fishing port, clustered around a river that fed into the sea. Fresh water!


[image: image]


Selma followed the course of the river upstream with her gaze. Not too far away, on the slopes of the next hill along, was a grey stone mill, its wheel slowly churning. There were a few other buildings there too – a little hamlet. Selma launched herself down the hillside towards it.


She faltered as a strange tingling took hold in her mouth. Her teeth began to throb, as though someone was pulling at them with pliers. It had to be the thirst, didn’t it? But she couldn’t help thinking of her escape from the dungeons of Pania, just a day ago, and the strange magical potion that Zuba had offered her to drink in exchange for her freedom.


Its magic had helped her and her bandit friends to escape, there was no doubt of that.


But at what cost? What was in it?


She’d felt strange ever since drinking it. Pushing her thoughts aside, she ran on.


She could hear the river now, rushing and bubbling past the mill.


Nearly…there…


She ran down an alley between a pair of cottages, startling some hens pecking at scraps.


“Hey!”


A local shouted at her, lowering a broom. Another pair, sitting on stools, looked up from a game of checkers. But Selma ignored them all. There was only room for one thing in her mind now.


Water…


She splashed straight into the river beside the mill and dunked her head, gulping and swallowing for all she was worth.


With a gasp, she flung back her head and ran a hand across her wet, stubbled scalp. She was still thirsty. How is that possible?


She plunged her hands in, scooped up more water – then froze.


The pattern on her forearms didn’t just look like scales now. Gaping, she let the water fall and ran a finger across her flesh. It was hard and brittle and – yes – scaled.


There was something strange about her hands, too. Her fingers were connected to each other, webbed with pale flaps of skin.


A cold, sick feeling washed over her. She couldn’t deny it any longer. Something strange really was happening to her.
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Something to do with that foul potion.


“Selma!”


She turned at the harsh cry.


Five or six locals had gathered on the riverbank, all armed. Among them were the two checkers players, holding a pitchfork and a club. Another man had a huge, double-handed broadsword he could barely lift.


“Selma the Cunning!” called a big, bearded man with a woodsman’s axe.


“Outlaw!” growled a woman beside him.


Selma’s head swam. Her fingernails were tingling, and they seemed longer and sharper than before. “I need…water…” she mumbled. She swayed, knee-deep in the river, feeling suddenly woozy.


“I’ll give you water,” rumbled the bearded man. He stepped to the very edge of the river, hefting his axe. The others came too, stretching out in a line across the bank.


Too late, Selma saw more locals coming up behind. One of them was fumbling to wind a crossbow.


With a snarl, Selma turned and waded away. If she could just get to the opposite bank, she would escape them easily.


But her foot slipped in the muddy riverbed.


“Gah!” She clawed desperately at thin air as she collapsed, water soaking her tunic. It was freezing, shocking the breath from her body. She gasped as the river tugged at her, harder than before.


It was pulling her along, past the water mill, downstream.


Selma writhed, kicking and flailing against the current, but it was hopeless. The river had her now. She caught a last glimpse of the locals, cheering and raising their weapons in triumph. Then they were gone, as the river carried her round a bend.


She got a mouthful of river water, then coughed and spluttered. Her limbs seized up with panic. She had always hated the water, never bothered to learn how to swim. But if she couldn’t get out, the river would carry her all the way to the sea to drown her or smash her body to bits against hidden rocks.


Fear surged through her. Consumed her. Devoured her. She was going to die! Was this the end?
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