


[image: Cover image: The Beast and the Bethany: The Final Feast by Jack Meggitt-Phillips]






[image: Title page image: The Beast and the Bethany: The Final Feast by Jack Meggitt-Phillips, Farshore logo]






Copyright

[image: ]

First published in the UK in 2024 by Farshore

an imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street, London SE1 9GF

farshore.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

Text copyright © Jack Meggitt-Phillips 2024

Illustrations copyright © Dynamo 2024

PB ISBN 9780008568207

Ebook ISBN 9780008568214

Version 2024-08-09


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher and copyright owner.






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008568207












Dedication

For my decidedly BRILLIANT agent Rachel Mann.

Without Mann, there would be no beast.

J. M. P.




Contents


Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

The Rusty Tweezer

The Beastly Balloon

The Flight of the Prankster

The Undead Dad

The Truth According to Augustus

The Face of Justice

The Midnight Vision

The Purloined Purple

The Sticky Hands

The Helping Hands

The Un-Undercover Operation

The Dinner in the Clouds

The Party Poopers

The Killer Outfit

The Muddled Tweezer

The Ballad of Gemima

The Recovered Raven

The Truth Hurts

The Burning Question

The Beastly Surprise

The Curious Letter

The Inappropriate Time for a Conversation

The Pernicious Present

The Beastly Audience

The Poisoned Friendship

The Attack of Ravens

The Pair of Tweezers

The Spoiled Shirt

The Final Feast

The Two Words

The Other Two Words

About the Author

About the Publisher






[image: ]






[image: ]



The Rusty Tweezer

For as long as she could remember, Bethany had wanted to know her parents. She had wondered what Augustus and Gemma would be like, and whether or not they would like her. And now that she knew the truth – they were a pair of murderous thieves – she wanted to prove she was nothing like either of them.

Bethany kept thinking about her parents, and it was distracting her. She was getting cross with people for no reason. She wasn’t sleeping well. She hadn’t even been able to successfully tell anyone to Bog Off in a really long time, which meant something was definitely wrong.

In her latest attempt to show she was a much better person than Augustus and Gemima, Bethany was planning a surprise 513th birthday party for her friend Ebenezer Tweezer.

She had sent invitations out to everyone in the neighbourhood. She had got Miss Muddle to prepare a variety of delectable treats in secret at her sweet shop. She had even roped in a few people – including her NOT-BOYFRIEND Geoffrey, but definitely not including the tap-dancing menace Gloria Cussock – to put on a show.

The only thing left was to make sure the birthday boy would actually live to see his special day.

“I don’t think I’m going to make it. The end is finally here,” said Ebenezer, in an aged, jangly voice. “When I’m gone, make sure my three thousand and seventeen waistcoats go to a kind home. Pay compliments to my corpse, each and every day. Scatter my collection of purple tea leaves in the prettiest lake you can find.”

It was three days before his birthday, and Ebenezer looked utterly dreadful.

He was a wheezing, rattling sack of bones – and a rather baggy, saggy, raggedy sack at that. His head was balding, his eyes were faltering, and his skin was wrinklier than an old prune.

It was exactly a year since Bethany and Ebenezer had first met. She wouldn’t have dreamed of telling him, but Bethany couldn’t even THINK about what it would be like to live without him.

“You’re gonna get through this, gitface,” said Bethany. “Just like you do every flipping birthday.”

Bethany was helping Ebenezer up the many, many flights of stairs in the fifteen-storey house. On the way, they passed priceless paintings, titillating trinkets, groovy gadgets, and other awe-inspiring objects that made visitors sigh and swoon with envious delight.

“Just a few more floors,” puffed Bethany, as she led Ebenezer around a particularly tricky curve. Their journey wasn’t helped by the fact that Ebenezer kept bursting into tears every time he caught sight of his own reflection.

They made a detour to Ebenezer’s potion cupboard on the thirteenth floor. Then they continued their journey to the rickety old door at the top of the house.

Bethany paused.

“Still gives you the shivers, doesn’t it?” wheezed Ebenezer.

“Nah,” lied Bethany. “Nothing shivers me!”

She took a deep breath before barging into the dank, cabbage-stinking attic. In many ways, ‘graveyard’ would have been a better description, given that it was the place where many species had been chomped, guzzled and slurped into extinction.

The room was bare, save for a pair of red velvet curtains at one end, and a classroom flip chart on the other covered with messages like ‘NO EATING PEOPLE’, ‘NO MURDER-PLOTTING’, ‘NO VOMITING OUT HAMMERS’, and ‘POODLES AND POSTMEN ARE NOT APPETISERS’.

Bethany left Ebenezer leaning heavily on his cane. She pulled the curtains’ golden tassels to reveal … the beast.

The beast was a big grey blob, with three black eyes, two snaking tongues and an absolutely filthy temper. It had vomited out a pair of triple-lensed spectacles for itself, and it was in the middle of reading its homework file.

“About time too. I’ve been positively starved for company,” said the beast. “I’m happy to report that I’ve already come up with several dazzling things I can vomit to make the world a better place. Number one, some park benches in memory of the poodles. Number two –”

“Forget the poodles, cabbage breath,” said Bethany. “Someone else needs your help first.”

The beast was deeply offended. It had spent hours coming up with its vomit-worthy ideas. But then it looked up at Ebenezer, and its eyes widened with such surprise that its spectacles crumbled into ash.

“My dear boy, you look like a potato that should have been thrown away centuries ago,” said the beast. “Surely it can’t be your birthday again? How old are you now? Fifteen … sixteen?”

“Five hundred and thirteen,” croaked Ebenezer, bitterly. He reached into Bethany’s backpack and produced a bottle of potion. “I need you to tell me how much to drink. I don’t want a repeat of my three-hundred and third birthday.”

“When I gave you too much, and you accidentally reverted to a baby? Yes, that was regrettable. Especially nappy time,” said the beast.

“Nappy time was nothing compared to the outfits you dressed me in,” said Ebenezer with a shudder. “So how much do I take?”

The beast closed its three eyes and shut its dribbling mouth. It hummed a hum as deep as the ocean and wiggled an indecently groovy wiggle. Then its eyes and mouth snapped open and it vomited out … a teeny cup barely large enough for a teddy bear’s picnic.

“Nah, there’s no way that’s big enough. Look at him!” said Bethany.

“It does seem awfully small,” said Ebenezer doubtfully.

“Do you really think anyone knows my vomit better than ME?” said the beast. “That cup is exactly the right size!”

Ebenezer looked indecisively between the beast and the cup, and his indecision caused a grey clump of hair to fall out of his head. He drank a cup of potion.

For a few seconds, nothing happened.

“I KNEW it wasn’t –” began Bethany. But then Ebenezer broke into a coughing fit.

With every cough, his body regained its youth. The hair returned to Ebenezer’s head in a shiny constellation of golden locks, the wrinkles vanished like chalk wiped from a blackboard, and the bones recalcified until he was standing as straight as a perky meerkat.

Ebenezer removed his emergency handheld mirror from his jacket pocket and cooed at his own pretty reflection. He was so happy that he ran over to the beast and placed a kiss on one of its warty cheeks. The beast smiled a wide, fang-filled grin.

“I KNEW my vomit could make the world a better place,” said the beast smugly.

Bethany felt pretty relieved that her best friend wasn’t going to die this year. “You haven’t exactly made the world better – you’ve just stopped Ebenezer from dying. That doesn’t count as your homework.”

“Well, snot-brain, I’ll have you know that this is not the only thing I’m willing to vomit. I’ve decided to give Ebenezer an early present,” said the beast. “And it’s going to be MUCH better than whatever you have planned for his birthday.”

Bethany scowled as the beast hummed and wiggled and vomited out … a toy-sized hot-air balloon.

Ebenezer’s pretty face turned sourer than a stepped-on grape. He had been hoping for a new cravat. “Is this some kind of joke?” he asked.

“Only if one of the most impressive devices in the world is a joke!” said the beast. “It just needs to be watered. I’ll meet you in the garden.”

There was no point arguing with the beast when it was in this sort of mood. Bethany and Ebenezer ran downstairs, carrying the teeny-tiny beastly balloon.

Bethany was wondering how the beast was going to get down from the attic when the whole house began to tremble with the sound of thuds and thumps aplenty.

“What the flip is that?” she asked, as they reached the garden.

Ebenezer shuddered. He had lived with the beast for longer, so his ear had grown attuned to certain sounds.

“I believe it’s a run-up,” he said. “And, if I’m not very much mistaken, then I believe it’s about to run into –”

His words were drowned out by the sound of concrete and glass being smashed to smithereens. The beast burst through the back wall of the attic and landed like a cannonball-shaped meteor in the centre of the garden – just a few inches from Ebenezer and Bethany.

“I’ve been working on this patch of grass for centuries,” said Ebenezer sadly.

“I’ll vomit you out some new blades,” said the beast. It used its tongues to drag itself out of the hole it had created. “Where’s the balloon? I told you to water it!”

Bethany laid the tiny balloon on the ground while Ebenezer gently tended to it with a watering can.

“You might want to stand back, Ebenezer,” said the beast, panting slightly.

“What about me? Do I need to –” began Bethany.

The hot-air balloon suddenly grew to the size of a smallish house, knocking Bethany into some bushes that Ebenezer had trimmed into leafy self-portraits.

The beast chuckled and excitedly waddled into the balloon. Bethany did absolutely no chuckling at all as Ebenezer helped her back to her feet. She was in a good mind to be furious with the beast for the rest of the day. But then, as soon as she stepped inside the balloon and shrugged off her backpack, she couldn’t help being impressed.

The balloon was a multi-storeyed mammoth. Every room was designed for Ebenezer’s delight, from the tea room stocked with his favourite purple blends to the footwear lounge where the slippers were trained to give him foot massages. The whole thing was powered by a single whistling tea kettle displaying various knobs and gears.

The beast poked its head out of the spacious room it had built for itself.

“This is definitely something that makes the world a better place!” said the beast.

Bethany was determined not to be impressed. “Nah. It might make Ebenezer’s life better, but it doesn’t exactly improve the whole world.”

“Let’s see if you feel the same way after you’ve boiled that kettle,” said the beast.

Bethany took a moment to find the right knob. When she did, she turned the temperature setting from ‘ICED TEA’ to ‘THE BEGINNING OF A CUPPA’.

[image: ]

Great puffs of steam hissed out of the kettle’s spout – and, very slowly, the balloon began to rise. The beast chuckled a slithery chuckle. In spite of her best efforts, Bethany started to laugh as well.

Ebenezer, however, wasn’t feeling quite as merry as the others. He was on the observation deck, looking out, as the balloon rose higher and higher into the sky. And he had just spotted something peculiar.

A red-eyed raven with feathers as black as tar was flying straight towards them.
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The Beastly Balloon

Ebenezer had seen the same red-eyed raven a few times recently. It never failed to give him the creeps. There was something so … unsettling about it.

He dashed back from the viewing platform to fetch Bethany, but she was busy trying (and failing) to stop the balloon from demolishing their neighbours’ chimneys.

“Just turn the spout in the direction you want the balloon to travel!” said the beast furiously. “Even a child could drive this thing!”

“I AM a child. You could have just told me how it worked from the start,” grumbled Bethany, as she manoeuvred the balloon away from another chimney. She glanced up at Ebenezer. “What do you want, gitface?”

“There’s this thing outside. Come see!” said Ebenezer.

“Is it something the finest vomiter in the universe should see as well?” asked the beast.

“No, it’s … I think just Bethany should be fine,” said Ebenezer.

The beast growled, while Bethany turned the kettle up from ‘THE BEGINNING OF A CUPPA’ to ‘BLISTERINGLY HOT’. The balloon rose briskly above the rooftops.

Ebenezer led her out to the observation deck, only to find that the raven was no longer there. He thought Bethany would be shin-kickingly cross, but her eyes widened with delight instead.

“Fair play, gitface. This view is pretty awesome,” she said. “I haven’t seen the neighbourhood like this since my flying days with Claudette.”

Claudette was a Wintlorian purple-breasted parrot. She had returned to Wintloria and lost all her memories of her time in this neighbourhood, but Bethany still remembered their friendship with a wistful sadness.

Claudette had been the one Bethany wanted to speak to when she had found out the truth about her parents. Now, as she looked down at all the places that she and Ebenezer had helped with their recent do-gooding, she wondered whether her feathery friend would be proud.

“Um, I wasn’t actually talking about the view,” said Ebenezer. “There was this other bird, you see. I could have sworn it was looking at our balloon in a funny sort of way.”

“Well, it’s not looking at us in any sort of way now,” said Bethany. She half smirked at Ebenezer, pleased that she at least still had him in her life. “We’ve got nothing to worry about from some stupid raven.”

Bethany spotted someone waving at them on the ground. She turned the kettle’s temperature back down to ‘ICED TEA’, and the waving figure on the ground became clearer. When she saw that the waver was Eduardo Barnacle, she regretted lowering the balloon.

Eduardo was a pompous child with a large ego and even larger nostrils. He had recently established and elected himself the leader of a neighbourhood watch group, and he was taking his role very seriously.

“My associates and I demand to search this balloon for stolen booty,” called Eduardo, in his nasally voice. “There have been a number of items that have gone missing in this neighbourhood, including, I’m afraid to report, my mother’s second-best stethoscope.”

“Oh yeah, Barnacle?” shouted Bethany, as the balloon skirted inches above the road. “Where the flip are these ‘associates’ then?”

Eduardo triumphantly flared his nostrils. He reached into his back pocket, produced a whistle, put it to his lips and blew it three times.

At the first blow, Barbara, a lady with a lizard-like face, popped out from behind a nearby tree. At the second, Paulo the postman poked his head from behind a lamp post. After the third, a surprisingly familiar face crawled out from under a car.

“GEOFFREY?!” said Bethany. She stealthily sniffed the pits of her jumper. “What the flip are you doing with Barnacle?”

“Oh, ah, hullo there,” said Geoffrey. He tried to wave, but accidentally biffed his hand on the car’s bumper. “Well, Eduardo asked and I didn’t like to say no.”

“What have I told you already, Geoffrey? Leave the interviewing of suspects to me!” said Eduardo, before turning back to Bethany. “Now about this suspicious balloon of yours. I feel I should warn you, we have the power to call the police.”

“EVERYONE has the power to call the police, you twerp,” said Bethany. “I wouldn’t join anything you set up, even if you paid me.”

“That’s just as well, because you’re not invited to join us. Frankly, you’re not neighbourhood-watch material,” said Eduardo, raising his nose high in the air.

Bethany turned to Geoffrey. “Wanna ditch him and come in the balloon?”

Geoffrey was so delighted that he bashed his head twice as he crawled from under the car. Ebenezer threw down the rope ladder and helped him up.

“Where is your sense of civic duty, Geoffrey?!” said Eduardo, as his nostrils flared at a distinctly less triumphant tempo. “You can’t abandon your fellow watchers!”

“Yeah, he can, ’cause he’s my boyfriend,” said Bethany. She only gagged a little bit as she said the word. “Sozza, Barnacle. You’re not invited to join us. Frankly, you’re not ballooning material.”

“You may mock us, but you will never, EVER escape from our cunning clutches! We will find you wherever you –” began Eduardo.

“Oh, shut up, Barnacle. You know what, actually, why don’t you just … flog bluff!” said Bethany. Yet again, she found herself unable to say her two favourite words. She scowled at herself. “I mean, fog buff. I mean … oh, never mind.”

Bethany escaped from the embarrassment of not being able to string together the words ‘BOG’ and ‘OFF’, while Ebenezer turned the kettle up to ‘OUCH, I’VE BURNED MY TONGUE’.

Inside, Geoffrey marvelled at everything with spluttering delight. “I … I … this is ridiculous,” he said.

The beast poked its head out of its room and angrily glared at Geoffrey. “This is not ridiculous, Geoffrey, it’s resplendent!” The beast smirked a fang-filled smirk at Bethany. “Try beating THIS present. I’m definitely the best do-gooder.”

The balloon was impressive, but Bethany was confident that her present – the surprise party – would go down even better. She took Geoffrey to one side and asked whether he’d had a chance to practise his act for the show.

“Oh, ah, yes – I’ve been reading all the library’s magic books. I think I’m going to finish my act by disappearing in a puff of smoke and reappearing out of one of Miss Muddle’s cakes,” said Geoffrey. “But I thought I might start with some card tricks.”

He removed a pack of cards from his pocket. He gave them an awkward shuffle, and proudly held up the queen of spades.

“Is THIS your card?” he asked.

“I haven’t picked one yet,” said Bethany.

“I knew I missed something,” said Geoffrey. He scratched his head and accidentally dropped half the pack over the side of the balloon. “Oh, ah, sorry. Pinky promise I’ll get better.”

Bethany was about to have a firm word with Geoffrey, but then Ebenezer ran in from the observation deck, hopping up and down like a constipated chicken.

“It’s back, it’s back!” he said, pointing to the sky. “That strange bird in the sky!”

“There’s a lot of strange birds in the sky,” said Bethany. “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with this one.”

But then she followed Ebenezer’s eyeline and saw the raven.

The raven’s red eyes were targeted squarely at the balloon, and it was flapping its black feathery wings with the same determination that a dart flies towards a bullseye.

“All right, I suppose that is pretty creepy,” said Bethany.

The raven zoomed closer. Ebenezer tried to step in front of Bethany to protect her, but she shoved him to one side. She was perfectly capable of protecting herself. And frankly, could do a much better job of it than Ebenezer.

Behind them, the beast was furious at the thought of a raven coming after its balloon. It hummed and wiggled and vomited out some hammers into the sky.

“What did we tell you about vomiting out hammers? Think of your flip chart!” said Ebenezer crossly.

One of the hammers struck the raven. The hammer scraped off some of its tar-like feathers, revealing a metallic exoskeleton underneath. Everyone in the balloon realised why the raven looked so unsettling.

It wasn’t an animal.

It was a machine.

The raven’s eyes glitched. Bethany realised they weren’t eyes at all.

“Those eyes are cameras! Someone’s built that thing to spy on us!” she said. She turned back to the beast. “If this is your idea, I’ll throttle you.”

“I’d like to see you try,” said the beast. “This has nothing to do with me. I see much too much of you already.”

“Then who can it be?” asked Geoffrey.

The raven’s whole body malfunctioned and it started wobbling in the sky.

“Oh no, you don’t!” said Bethany. “Grab my legs, gitface!”

She
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