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Prologue

THE UNDERWORLD

‘How far is it now?’ whispered Finn, his breath clouding in the cold.

‘Not far . . .’ answered Deryn, just in front of him. She was crawling over the slimy black rocks on her hands and knees, the blade of her dagger between her teeth in case she needed it quickly. Finn tried to keep up; the cave tunnel was getting narrower and more cramped. Dark drips fell onto their backs from the jagged ceiling as they made their way deeper underground.

‘And you’re sure we won’t come across any Madvall?’

‘We’ve been through this, Finn . . .’

‘I know. It’s just they’re absolutely really not my favourite dragons.’

Finn did not mind Sickle Tails or Screechers, as you could hear them coming. Madvall, though, were an entirely different proposition. Although one of the smallest dragons, their ghostly white colour was creepy and their ferocious reputation preceded them. They were almost completely blind, as they lived in darkness and had evolved to hunt entirely through sound.

‘Ow!’ Finn bumped his head on a rock above.

‘Shh!’

Deryn and Finn had spent months looking for this cave, making enquiries, trying not to rouse any suspicion. Deryn had ventured into the city and snuck around, listening at windows; Finn had eavesdropped on soldiers as they drank in alehouses. They had crawled into what felt like hundreds of caves, but this time, they were sure they had found it.

It was getting darker, and Finn was becoming more and more anxious.

‘Deryn?’

Deryn’s form had disappeared into the gloom completely.

‘Deryn!’ Finn’s voice wobbled in panic as he crouched alone, the cave pressing in around him. Finn jumped as he felt a cold hand on his mouth. Deryn’s face was right next to his. He could just about make out the whites of her eyes through the gloom. She was nodding down through the murkiness and Finn suddenly realized they were on the edge of a precipice, a fall of hundreds of metres below. He scurried back on his bum, his heart pounding.

Deryn placed her finger on her lips, signalling to him to be quiet. They sat breathing heavily as an eerie glow seemed to appear through the darkness. Deryn slipped onto her stomach and inched her way closer to the edge of the drop. Finn did the same, scraping his knees as he did so, not because he really wanted to see what was down there, but more because he felt safer when he was closer to Deryn.

They lay looking over the edge. The cave had opened out into a huge cavern and at the bottom there was an underground lake. Finn blinked, his eyes getting used to the growing light.

The colour of the water was extraordinary, glowing a strange luminescent blue. At its centre, where the water was deepest, it was almost pearly with shades of pink and purple, as though it was lit from within.

‘Wow!’ said Finn, despite himself. ‘It’s so beautiful!’

Deryn jabbed him in the ribs.

‘Sorry.’

‘Shh,’ said Deryn.

They watched spellbound as the light cast shadows on the walls, making the whole cathedral-like space appear to undulate with waves of pulsing colour. Finn smiled, turned to look at Deryn, and suddenly it was pitch black again. He looked back at the lake, but there was no water to be seen. He reached out for Deryn’s hand in fear, but then the light reappeared. Faintly at first, then a little stronger. Stuttering, off-on, off-on, then steadying, then glowing brighter again. Finn saw the worry on Deryn’s face.

‘What we heard is true,’ she whispered, cold fear in her voice. ‘The light of the world is going out. We have to bring him home.’

[image: Finn and Deryn look at each other as they peer over the brink of a cliff. In the background, there is an underground lake, with light shooting upwards from the centre. Six dragons surround the lake, with pointy rocks behind them.]

‘We promised to wait till he was older.’

‘We haven’t got time.’ Deryn shook her head. ‘We have to bring him here now. He’s the only one who can save us.’

Finn nodded seriously. He looked again at the lake and noticed that the dark forms, which at first he had thought were rocks around the edge, were starting to move slightly. Their shapes began to make sense in the dim light. Finn’s heart dropped to his stomach. They were dragons. Loads of them. Pale grey in the murkiness. Finn’s eyes snapped to Deryn’s face – she had seen them too.

‘Let’s get out,’ she mouthed.

Finn tensed in terror and, as he moved to get up, he felt his foot dislodge a rock. He watched as it rolled towards the lip of the cliff, the echoing cave amplifying the sound. He scrambled for it with his fingers, but it bounced just out of reach. He pressed a palm to his mouth as Deryn gasped. They stood helpless as the rock dropped over the edge. Finn heard it fall, bang, bang, clack, onto the boulders below. The dragons’ heads snapped up when it hit the bottom of the cavern.

‘Madvall!’ shouted Finn.

‘Quick!’ shouted Deryn, as the dragons unfolded themselves.
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Chapter 1

THE OVERWORLD

Quill watched as the villagers threw more and more wood on the bonfire, stoking the flames so that they grew higher and higher. The pyre had been lit on the highest cliff above the village, and the winds that roared in from the sea agitated the blaze so that it threw sparks like fireworks up into the expanse of sky above them. He glanced down at the village in the harbour below. It was in near darkness, as everyone who was able to had climbed the clifftop to come together to try and push away the dark. The only light came from the boathouse where his mother was in her bed. She’d never be able to walk this far.

‘Do you think it’ll work?’ Quill heard a voice cut through the blustering wind beside him. It was Jona, his dark eyes dancing in the light of the flames.

Quill shrugged.

‘I don’t know, but I suppose we have to try something.’

‘And it’s a great excuse for a party,’ Jona grinned.

Quill smiled at him and then shivered with the cold. It was the first of May and summer should be on its way, but for twelve years there had been nothing but permanent winter. In desperation, the villagers were lighting a fire to try and coax back the warmth. A flurry of laughter cut across his thoughts and he saw some of the other kids from the village looking over and pointing. He felt his cheeks burning and he looked away.

‘Don’t take any notice of them,’ said Jona, searching his face. ‘Your dad’s just a bit over-protective.’

‘Jona, we were only getting firewood,’ said Quill. ‘He didn’t have to come with us! Everyone was laughing at me. What did he think was going to happen to me?’

‘I don’t know, I’m sure collecting firewood can be dangerous,’ Jona added diplomatically. ‘I mean, anything could’ve happened.’

‘Like what?’ Quill watched him wrack his brain, trying to find anything that could go wrong collecting a few sticks.

‘I mean, you could’ve had a very nasty splinter.’

Quill burst out laughing and suddenly he found his mood lifting. It was always like that when they were together. The two boys couldn’t be more different. Jona was dark-haired like his fisherman father and could carry a whole bag of firewood on his back. Quill, on the other hand, was slight and tall, his hair so fair it was almost white. It wasn’t just that they looked different. Quill was quiet and serious and Jona, well, Jona was energetic and silly and made Quill laugh until his belly ached. On the surface, the only thing they really had in common was that they were both part of the last generation. After the forever winter had begun, no other children had been born anywhere in the world. No one could explain it, no one could fix it. At twelve, Quill and his generation were the youngest people in the world and if nothing changed, they would be the last ones, too.

‘Good evening!’ it was Mabon, one of the oldest men in the village. He had to shout a little over the sound of the wind and the waves crashing in the white water below. ‘As you all know, it has been a difficult time for us.’

There was murmured agreement at this – you could see the effect the last few years had had in the worn faces of everyone. When the first summer had refused to come, people had thought it was just temporary, but as the years went by and no children were born, it became harder to stay hopeful. Some people started to get sick from the constant cold; Quill’s mother being one of them.

[image: A bonfire blazes atop a cliff, casting a glow against the night sky. In the background, there are many houses, a sailing boat and a boathouse, with trees and grassy plains further behind.]

Mabon continued. ‘This Beltane night, the first day of May, we light this fire as a symbolic act to bring back warmth and light to the world. And we hope that by the morning, the cycle of nature will be restored, and that summer will be here once again!’

‘Hear, hear!’ came the hopeful cry.

Quill spotted his father looking deep into the fire with a look on his face that meant that he was thinking about Mum.

‘So, this evening, we will dance and sing and show that we believe that better days are ahead!’

There came a great cheer now; everyone wanted to believe.

‘And!’ Mabon said with mischief in his eyes, ‘I read that if a child leaps over the fire three times, then there’s a greater chance that the bonfire will succeed in bringing back the light!’

There was excited chatter at this, as fun had been in very short supply recently.

‘Someone brave and strong!’

Everyone started talking at the same time.

‘Do I have any volunteers?’ Mabon shouted.

Jona’s hand shot up so fast he almost knocked Quill over.

‘I have one! Thank you, Jona!’

Jona grinned at Quill. ‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ he whispered loudly. Quill felt his heart start to thud, catching the excitement of it all. He looked over at the coals, the smoke of the fire was bitter in his lungs.

‘Anyone else?’

Kat put up her hand, and Cai pushed Guto’s hand up. Quill could feel his hand twitch.

‘What about it, Quill?’ asked Mabon suddenly, turning to him.

Quill heard Kat giggle from the other side of the fire. ‘Are you sure he can jump that far?’

‘He can jump further than you!’ Jona said.

‘What do you say, Quill?’ Mabon asked gently.

Everyone was looking at him. Quill smiled softly, opening his mouth to agree when a voice cut across him.

‘No.’ His father had appeared next to him. ‘No, Quill won’t be doing it.’

Quill could feel a heat burning in his cheeks that had nothing to do with the fire.

‘Dad—’

He felt his father’s cold hand on his arm. ‘I said no.’ His voice was so even and steady that Quill knew there was no point arguing.

‘OK then, Jona, come on . . .’

Everyone started chattering, but Quill could feel nothing except embarrassment and his father’s presence next to him like a dark cloud. Quill watched as Jona took a huge run-up and leaped over the coals to everyone’s delight. Jona was laughing, clapping his hands to make everyone clap with him. He rounded twice, three times. There was huge applause now, but Quill wasn’t in the mood. He turned and started walking away along the coast but he heard his father’s footsteps start to follow behind him.

‘Quill?’

Quill wanted to get away from the fire, from the people, from his father.

‘Quill!’

Quill made sure they were far enough away from everyone before rounding on him.

‘What?! Did you have to do that? In front of everyone? Did you think I couldn’t do it?’

‘I’m only trying to keep you safe—’

‘It was just a bit of fun.’

‘It was dangerous . . .’

Quill rolled his eyes. ‘I’m almost thirteen!’

‘You’re twelve,’ his father countered.

They stood looking at each other in frustration.

‘I’m only protecting you,’ his father said.

‘Protecting me from what?!’ he shouted. ‘You can’t protect me from the fact that the world is ending! The fact that Mum is ill.’

His father looked at him now and Quill noticed that he looked older all of a sudden. The creases around his eyes were a little deeper in the semi-darkness.

‘I’m only keeping you safe.’

‘Why?’ asked Quill, his arms out, exasperated.

‘Because it’s my job.’

‘Your job?’ asked Quill as straight as an arrow. ‘Is that how you see me? A job?’

‘You’re not a job,’ he replied, his hand going to his forehead. ‘I’m your father.’

‘But you’re not, are you? You’re not my real father,’ Quill replied, a devastating flatness in his voice, ‘and you won’t even talk to me about that.’

Quill regretted it as soon as he had said it. His father looked as if he had been hit.

‘I see,’ he said simply.

They stood in silence for a while, the cold wind swirling around them. Quill felt his body cooling.

‘Look, I just need some space,’ said Quill, his gaze dropping. He shook his head and turned to walk away.

‘Where are you going?’ his father asked.

‘To clear my head,’ Quill snapped over his shoulder.

Quill sat on the cliff looking out to sea. He could still hear the villagers in the distance, dancing, laughing, trying to make the most of the bonfire. He crossed his legs, the shame of what he had said to his father weighing his body down. It hurt – everything hurt inside.

It had always been obvious to Quill that he was different, but every time he asked questions, his father immediately changed the subject. Quill always knew that he was adopted, but there was something else, something stranger than that. Ever since he was a baby, birds had always been drawn to him. His mother had noticed it first: the way they would come to his window when he was sleeping. As Quill got older, they would land on his shoulder as he played. When the other children teased him for it, he would seek refuge with his father as he worked. His father made the best sails in the world, everyone knew that. He made sails that took boats faster and further, that could catch the most whispering of winds and withstand the most violent of gales. When he was small, Quill wanted to be just like him. He would beg his father to show him how to cut and stitch. His father would light a lamp and lay the sailcloth over a chair like a tent and Quill would sit underneath and push the needle back up through the canvas as his father told him about the adventures the boats would go on, and the fair winds the sails would catch. But as Quill grew, his father became quieter and stricter until it was almost like they didn’t even know each other any more.

Quill heard the ruffling of wings nearby and turned his head to see a shape in the gloom. The blue gleam of feathers shone. It was a raven that had been following him around the past few days. He heard it shuffling nearer, which made him suddenly cross.

‘Go away will you!’ he shouted.

‘Oh, thanks!’

Quill’s heart leaped to see Jona approach. Quill looked back towards the raven but it had gone.

‘Sorry, Jona, I wasn’t talking to you . . .’ He shrugged, ‘I was just . . . urgh . . . nothing.’

[image: Jona and Quill sit beside each other on a cliff, with Jona’s hand resting on Quill’s back. They look at each other and smile. Behind them is a starry night sky and some plants.]

Jona came to sit next to him, and they both looked out at the tumbling sea.

‘Superhero stuff back there,’ Quill said wryly.

‘Always,’ Jona replied.

Quill looked over at Jona.

‘He sent you, didn’t he?’

Jona didn’t answer.

‘I knew it.’

‘Don’t be mad,’ said Jona. ‘He just wanted to make sure you were OK.’

Quill was too tired to be angry any more. He felt shame like a heavy blanket around his shoulders. They sat in silence for a moment. Jona knew his friend well enough to let him take his time.

‘I told him he wasn’t my dad.’

Jona took a sharp intake of breath. ‘Ouch.’

‘I know.’

It was getting really cold now.

‘He says he wants to keep me safe, but it’s like he’s suffocating me.’

Jona thought about this for a moment.

‘To be fair, it is kind of a scary world,’ said Jona, distracting himself by digging his heel into the clifftop as he spoke. ‘We’re the last generation, Quill—’

‘But we’ve still got to live,’ Quill cut in.

Quill looked at his friend. ‘He won’t ever let me do anything, or talk about anything. He must think I’m useless. It’s like the grown-ups think we’re stupid sometimes, like we don’t notice things.’

‘Maybe they don’t want to worry us?’ offered Jona, leaning back on his hands.

‘Well, I’m already worried . . .’ confided Quill.

‘It’ll all work out in the end,’ Jona said, his easy smile returning. ‘And anyway, we’re going to wake up tomorrow and that bonfire will have worked, and it’ll be all warm and light and we’ll see summer for the first time.’

Quill thought about that as the icy winds blew around them.

‘And I’ll take you fishing on my dad’s boat, and we’ll follow the sun and catch some fish and jump in the sea,’ Jona said dreamily. ‘And even if it doesn’t happen tomorrow, it’ll happen one day. I promise you.’

‘I hope so,’ said Quill quietly.
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Chapter 2

Quill could barely open his eyes; it was still bitterly cold. He knew deep down that last night’s bonfire wouldn’t have banished the winter, but his heart sank a little anyway. He had come in late, snuck up the stairs and pretended to be asleep, until he’d heard the soft sound of his father’s feet on the landing coming to check that he was home safely.

Quill looked out through the wispy curtains at the balcony and the harbour beyond, as he listened to the familiar sounds of his father’s morning routine. It had been the same for as long as Quill could remember. He could picture him dressed in his holey woollen jumper downstairs by the little stove, piling up a bundle of wood shavings. Then he’d strike a match away from him for safety, and pause as he waited for the flame to take hold and warm the place up before he filled the kettle. A few minutes later he would carry a cup of tea to Quill’s mother in bed before he retreated to stitch sails in his workshop.

Quill pulled himself to sitting and looked out at the barely-there light. He slowly became aware of the rasping sound of a bird, which seemed to jangle in the silence.

Quill got up and moved towards the balcony, pulling aside the net curtains and hauling open the double doors. It was deadly quiet save for the insistent sound of the bird, which he knew from its call was a raven. He looked around for it a moment, but couldn’t see it. The cawing was closer now. So close that it seemed to come from all around him. Quill stepped out and looked up at the old roof before the raven dropped down in front of him in a flurry of feathers.

‘What on earth!’ he cried, his palm going to his heart at the suddenness of its arrival. He felt curiously angry as he watched the bird settle on the boathouse balcony. It stared at him inquisitively, its dark feathers shining petrol blue in the weak light. It hopped towards him, then he suddenly recognized it was the bird that had been following him, the one he’d seen last night.

‘Oh, it’s you, is it?’ he said, his brow furrowing. ‘Go away!’ He flung out his hand at it, but it didn’t flinch.

‘Think you’re brave, do you?’ he asked, as if he expected it to answer.

[image: A raven perches on top of a rail, looking ahead. A rope tied to the upper part of the rail hangs down.]

The raven was extraordinarily bold; its eyes seemed to be mocking him. It ruffled its feathers and cocked its head as if it were challenging him.

‘What do you want, you stupid thing?! Just leave me alone!’

But it didn’t move.

‘I said, leave me alone!’ he shouted. Quill turned and moved to slam the balcony doors behind him when he heard a voice that sent a sliver of ice up his spine.

‘I’m afraid I can’t do that.’

Quill heard the rearranging of feathers once more and turned to see the raven’s body grow in a black mist. Quill’s throat dried, and he stepped backwards as the bird’s edges seem to blur, its wings growing, and Quill felt his pulse begin to race as, incredibly, the raven turned into a girl. A real-life girl. Right there in front of him. She sat on the low balcony wall, her skin pale against the grey sky, her bright eyes assessing him, one leg dangling down, the heel of the other boot up on the windowsill, the turn of her mouth amused by his shock.

‘You really need to work on your manners,’ she said, as she pulled her feather cape around her as if she was cold.

Quill’s mind went blank with the shock.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she said. ‘Come on, you must know that not everything is always as it seems.’

She jumped down onto the balcony. ‘I’m Deryn,’ she said casually, ‘and I’m sorry I startled you.’

‘This . . . you . . .’

Quill couldn’t speak. He did not have the words. Nothing made sense. He blinked, and turned away, but when he turned back, she was still there. She seemed to be studying his face now, comparing him to someone in her mind.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ she said, frowning, taking in his eyes, the colour of his hair, ‘or at least I think I have. Hmm . . .’ She paused a moment. ‘Your eyes are greener than I thought they’d be.’ Quill could feel her eyes boring into his until she seemed to realize that she had been looking at him too long, so she turned her head and walked past him into his room. As she did, Quill noticed that her hair shone sheeny-blue like the feathers. She took in his crumpled bedsheets, the maps on the wall, the pictures of boats his father had given him.

‘But this is impossible!’ Quill stuttered again.

‘I’d say improbable more than impossible because, as you can clearly see, I’m here.’ She smiled, and Quill noticed that when she did, her face softened and became friendlier. She looked at an old globe that Quill had on his desk and started to spin it.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Quill, starting to find his voice. ‘This makes no sense.’

‘Have many things made sense around here recently?’ she queried.

Quill thought about that.

‘The eternal winter, the fact that no children are being born?’ she said.

She stopped the globe turning abruptly, her face becoming more serious.

‘You must know the world is winding to its end . . .’

‘Well, yes, but . . .’

‘The thing is, I think you may be able to help.’

Quill gasped. ‘Me? What can I do?’

‘In fact, if you are who I think you are, you’re the only one who can help.’

Quill shook his head once again.

‘I’ve been trying to find you. I noticed the birds following you, and thought that you must be him.’

‘Him? Him who?’

Deryn laughed, her eyes still on him. ‘You don’t belong here. You must have felt it?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘It’s time you opened your eyes.’

She came towards him and took a gold chain from around her neck which seemed to have a tiny vial hanging from it. She was thin, scrawny even, her dark clothes baggy and stark against the paleness of her skin. Tucked into her trouser waistband there seemed to be a small sword or a dagger of some kind. She raised her arms and he instinctively flinched.

‘Don’t be scared,’ she said, and there was something in her eyes that made Quill believe her. ‘You can trust me. I promise.’

Quill tried to steady his nerves as she opened the vial and dropped what looked like a few drops of black shimmering liquid onto her finger.

‘Close your eyes,’ she said.

Quill did as he was told and felt the tips of her fingers brush both of his eyelids.

‘You can open them again.’

She replaced the stopper on the vial, looking very pleased with herself.

‘So?’

Quill looked at her. ‘So what?’

She frowned. ‘Anything?’

He studied her face. She was still a bird girl, and she was still in his room. Then he looked over her shoulder and out into the harbour. He felt his stomach sink, and a cold wash ran through him. His throat tightened and, again, he couldn’t speak. He tried, but the words just stuck in his throat. He pushed past Deryn and walked out onto the balcony. It was unbelievable.

[image: Deryn stands with her legs slightly apart, holding a vial that hangs from a chain around her neck. Her other arm rests on her hip. She wears a cape and has a dagger fastened to her waistband.]

Through the mist there emerged the huge shape of a wooden tall ship, its golden sails billowing. He could hear the mast creaking, see the jostle of soldiers on the black decks, bows and arrows slung over their shoulders. The ship was swirling with black shapes. It swayed and then docked in the harbour; an impossibly heavy chain released with a clatter to anchor it. There was a deafening silence as the ship came to a stop and a lone huntsman climbed onto the stern. He took what looked like a curled animal horn and blew into it, producing the most haunting sound Quill had ever heard. Suddenly, the shapes on the ship that Quill had not been able to make out started wailing. They looked like hunting hounds. A leather-clad huntsman fixed a ramp between the ship and the harbour, and the hounds started running through the streets of the village and out into the hills.

‘Do you believe me now?’ Deryn’s voice sent shivers up his spine.

‘Wh-wh-what are they?’ Quill could hardly speak.

Deryn was watching his face in fascination.

‘That’s a ship from the underworld.’

‘The underworld?!’

She placed her hand on his arm now. ‘We’re running out of time,’ she said, her face suddenly anxious.

Quill looked at her, scarcely believing what he was seeing, what he was hearing.

‘You have to come with me . . .’

‘Come with you to where?’

‘Home,’ she said, smiling.

‘But this is my—’

Deryn burst out laughing now and Quill felt suddenly irritated. She tilted her head.

‘I’m afraid you have no choice,’ she said matter-of-factly, as if it were perfectly obvious. ‘You’re the only one who has a chance of stopping all of this.’

Quill shook his head in disbelief, a sense of panic rising through him.

‘We leave at dusk,’ she said, her eyes suddenly steely.

‘At dusk?’

‘Get your father’s boat ready.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’ll know.’

She smiled at Quill again, then without warning, she started running towards the balcony, leaping upwards . . .

‘Wait!’ he shouted.

But there was only the sound of her cloak whipping in the wind, and the beating of wings as she turned back into a raven and disappeared. Quill stood, his heart racing, his body quivering. He ran to the balcony to look for her, but by now she was only a speck in the sky.
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Chapter 3

Quill paced the floor back and forth, back and forth. He looked at his room in all its familiar ordinariness. His bed, his duvet, the globe, but everything, EVERYTHING had changed.

He yanked open his door and ran down the stairs, hands brushing both sides of the narrow staircase. The fire was lit, everything was as it normally was. The table, the chairs, the kettle. He stood, breathing heavily, and then saw the closed door to the boathouse. He ran towards it, pushed the door open and saw his father sitting in his chair threading a needle. He looked up at Quill, his glasses on the tip of his nose, the needle in his fingers. The boathouse door was open, revealing the slope and the jetty to the harbour, and there, swaying slightly on the tide, was the ship.

Quill stared at it, and his father followed his gaze and seemed to understand something. Then, as if in slow motion, Quill’s father dropped the needle. They both listened in excruciating silence as it fell onto the floor and through the floorboards TINK, TINK into the space below.

Quill kept staring at the ship, trying hard to catch his breath.

His father moved quickly. ‘Look at me!’ he said. They locked eyes as his father rushed to close the boathouse doors, leaving them in darkness. Quill watched as his father switched on a lamp.

‘You can see them?’ he asked urgently. Quill nodded tensely.

‘You can see them too!’ gasped
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