
[image: cover]


[image: cover]


 


[image: images]





[image: images]



www.beastquest.co.uk

www.orchardbooks.co.uk



 


[image: images]





 

 


[image: images]






When I was a young apprentice wizard, there was a secret chamber my master forbade me to enter. But even then, I did not like being told what to do. With a simple unlocking spell, I found my way in.

I was very disappointed. For that room contained no potions or poisons, no magical weapons. All I saw was a single oval stone, grey and speckled, lying on a cushion.

My master found me. To my surprise, he did not beat or curse me. Instead he smiled.

“Jezrin,” he said, “behold the key to immeasurable power!”

“What, an old rock?” I replied.

At that, his face turned grave. “That is no rock, apprentice. That is a dragon egg. And one day it will allow you to spread Evil to every corner of every kingdom.”

As he led me from the room, I was not impressed. My master never lived to see the egg hatch. But his promise proved true.

The time of Evil has come. And nothing – no one – can stand in my path.
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A TERRIBLE HOMECOMING
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Tom’s body swayed gently in time with Storm’s hoofbeats. In the saddle behind him, Elenna let out a contented yawn. Feathery streaks of pink and gold painted the evening sky. The fierce heat of the day had ebbed as they rode. A welcome breeze, sweet with the smell of sun-baked grass, cooled the sweat on Tom’s face.

Avantia had been so calm since Tom and Elenna completed their latest Quest that King Hugo had granted them leave to visit Tom’s home village, Errinel. Excitement swelled in Tom’s chest at the thought of seeing his aunt and uncle again. He spotted a swift shadow loping towards them across the fields. A moment later Silver, Elenna’s wolf, took his place at Storm’s side.

“Hello, boy!” Elenna said. “Did you catch anything good?”

Silver looked up at her, his eyes bright points in the gloom. He licked his muzzle.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Elenna said. “I could do with some supper too! It’s getting late. Do you think we should set up camp?”

Tom shook his head. “If we press on, we should reach Errinel before Aunt Maria and Uncle Henry turn in – maybe even in time for dinner.”

“Sounds good to me,” Elenna said. “I’d much prefer to sleep in a bed tonight than on the ground.”

They followed the road onwards, past darkening fields and dusky copses of trees echoing with the melodies of hidden birds. Gradually, everything fell silent about them except for the steady clop of Storm’s hooves. Stars blinked into life one by one until the wide, moonless sky glittered with their light.

Tom flexed his tired shoulders as Storm rounded the last bend of their journey. The lights of his village came into view, along with the comforting sight of chimney smoke curling into the sky. But as they neared Errinel, Tom felt his horse’s steps falter and slow. Storm’s head went up and his ears flicked back. Tom squeezed Storm’s flanks with his knees.

“Keep going, boy,” he said. “There are oats and a cosy stable ahead!”

Behind them, Silver let out an uneasy growl. Tom glanced back to see the wolf’s hackles raised and his sharp teeth bared.

“What’s up, Silver?” Elenna asked.

Tom couldn’t see anything ahead except the silhouettes of houses, broken by the soft glow of doors and windows left open to let in the warm night air.

“We’d best be on our guard,” Elenna said.

Tom nodded and loosened his sword in its sheath. As Storm passed between the first cottages, the sound of the stallion’s hoof beats echoed strangely. Tom’s skin prickled.

“It’s too quiet,” he said.

He pulled Storm to a halt and dropped from the saddle with Elenna at his side. They signalled for the animals to wait and crossed to the nearest cottage. As they entered, Tom heard the rustle of last embers of a dying fire settling in the grate. The guttering light from a candle stub cast bobbing shadows across the walls.

“Hello?” Tom called. But his voice fell dead in the empty silence. He and Elenna exchanged puzzled frowns.

“Let’s try the next house,” Elenna said.

There, plates of food lay half eaten on the table. The dining chairs had been pushed back crookedly, and a pitcher of water lay on its side, spilling a dark puddle on to the floor.
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“Where is everyone?” Elenna asked.

Tom’s pulse quickened. “Let’s try the forge,” he said. As they stepped back into the night, the tang of sweet, acrid smoke caught in Tom’s throat. He frowned. Burning sugar?

The smell grew stronger as he and Elenna followed the deserted street. Soon Tom could see smoke billowing from the open door of his uncle’s cottage. His heart gave a skip of fear.

I hope Henry and Maria are all right.

He and Elenna rushed inside to find smoke streaming from around the edge of the stove door. Tom threw it open. More smoke billowed out, stinging his eyes. When it cleared, Tom saw a blackened pie.

What’s going on here?

“Everyone can’t have just vanished!” he said.

Elenna glanced about the cottage, frowning. “Nothing’s been damaged,” she said. “And I don’t see any sign of a Beast attack or any dark magic. The fact that no one’s here might be a good sign. Whatever happened, everyone escaped.”

Tom took in the familiar details of his aunt’s tidy kitchen and the table set with butter and jam. Elenna’s right, he told himself. But still, he couldn’t shake the worry gnawing inside him.
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