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‘Captivating, thrilling, astounding’ – Oliver, age 11

‘Incredible and impossibly exciting’ – Andrey, age 11

‘Her best book in the series yet!’ – Aida, age 11

‘Readers will seize this with delight’ – Philip Pullman

‘I love Katherine Rundell and everything she writes’ – Maggie O’Farrell

‘I heartily recommend it to readers of all ages’ – Rick Riordan

‘Stuffed full of fantastical, magical delight … a world of richly imagined wonder’ – Cressida Cowell

‘The Neverfear is my favourite in the series yet. Ingenious, unexpected and utterly captivating’ – Ross Montgomery

‘Katherine Rundell weaves a boundless tapestry of myth and wonder, enchanting readers of all ages’ – A.F. Steadman

‘A book to race through in a day and keep for a lifetime’ – Jacqueline Wilson

‘The Neverfear is a sensational adventure, packed with wonders from first page to last’ – Jonathan Stroud

‘Fantastically exuberant, wildly imaginative, impossibly brilliant’ – Kiran Millwood Hargrave

‘Katherine Rundell’s books are an automatic purchase in my house. She is a magician – one of the great storytellers of our time’ – Max Porter

‘It is impossible not to feel braver and more hopeful after reading The Neverfear. She is hands down the best children’s author writing today’ – Abi Elphinstone

‘A world as enchanting, as perilous, as richly imagined as Narnia or Middle-earth’ – Frank Cottrell-Boyce

‘One of our Imaginers-in-chief’ – Jeanette Winterson

‘A masterpiece to rival Tolkien’ – Daily Telegraph

‘Every sentence sparkles … Magnificent’ – The Times

‘An absorbing, profoundly poignant quest story … her best yet’ – Guardian

‘Packs a punch with imagination and creativity’ – Independent

‘This series is pure class’ – Daily Mail

‘Magical thrills for young readers and adults alike’ – New York Times

‘A treasure chest of myths’ – Spectator

‘One of our finest authors’ – Observer
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For my youngest niece, DZR, with all my love





‘To persevere, trusting in what hopes he has, is courage in a man.’

Euripides, Hercules (416 bce)
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[image: A map of the Glimouria Archipelago. The archipelago forms a circle around its inner islands, which are spread evenly across the vast ocean. From the north, these islands are Arkhe, Valka, Paraspara, Island of Manticores, Tar, Island of Wings, the Minims and Riverun, all gathered around the Kraken Channel. Moving down the map, we reach the Island of Murderers by the far western border. From this point across to the east are Writ, the Northern Shoals, Archos, and the largest island on the map, Lithia, in the centre. Just above Lithia is the Sphinx Peninsula; just below is the Lithian Strait, and nestled in Lithia’s sheltered south-west curve is the tiny Islet of Glimt. To the east of Lithia are the Krill Depths, Soft Waters, Ceretos, Leoma, Polytemus, Antiok, Island of Clearwater, Great Caruta, and Caruta by the eastern border of the archipelago. The islands scattered across the south east are Arvatana, Atidina, Dousha, Edem and the Island of Sunlight. From the south west, beginning below the Island of Murderers we have the islands Freondell, Areat, Karkara, the Carmine Reef, Island of the Immortal, Vistaia, Monan, Ceren, Leodwynn, Brogan and the Feu Currents. There are also labels for countries of the ‘real’ world just outside the circular border of the archipelago. These are Nova Scotia to the north-west, Greenland in the north-east, France in the south-east, and Brazil in the south-west.  ]



[image: ]
The Birth Of A Unicorn

It is unwise to ignore the summons of a unicorn. So even though it was early and he had not had breakfast, Christopher Forrester followed the shining white figure at a run, across the great lawn and into the forest of Glimt.

Every few moments the unicorn turned and stamped to hurry him on, until Christopher was sprinting, ducking under trees and pushing through brambles that tore and scratched at his arms.

Christopher knew the forest well. He had lived on the Islet of Glimt for three months, and every day he and Anya Argen came here, to feed the creatures who were too young or too old to feed themselves.

The unicorn – a male with silver hooves – led him at a gallop to a clearing in the trees. A female was lying on her side and heaving for breath. Next to her, lying on the mossy ground, was a foal. It was covered in fluid and blood, but its coat was radiant gold.

For a moment Christopher was too stunned to move. Then the male gave an angry whicker, and he looked closer; the umbilical cord was tangled around the foal’s neck and it was barely breathing. A swollen and purplish tongue was protruding between its teeth.

Christopher dropped to his knees next to the foal, ignoring the blood. He carried at his back the sword the sphinxes had given him.

‘Yes,’ said Christopher to the foal. He tried to keep the panic out of his voice. ‘That’s good, that’s right. You just keep breathing.’ But even as he spoke it convulsed and the mother gave a whinny of dismay.

He took hold of the umbilical cord, thick and bloody in his hand. Very carefully, he fed the sword’s point under the cord. Straining not to cut the baby’s skin, he flicked the sword upwards.

The cord fell away. Nothing happened. The foal had mucus in its nose and mouth; with his little finger Christopher scooped it out and blew into each nostril. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Breathe!’

He was just beginning to despair when the baby took a huge, juddering breath. The mother surged suddenly to her feet and Christopher jerked backwards from that knife-point horn, but she only bent over her foal and began licking it.

The foal coughed. It snorted. And then it wriggled, and clattered its hooves, and it was on its feet. Its gaze as it looked at him was so clear that it was almost physical, and Christopher felt the force of its brand-new eagerness like an arrow through the chest. Its gold coat shone like a candle in the morning light.

Christopher held out his hand, and the foal licked him. ‘That was brave,’ he said. ‘That was good.’ Its horn was miniature, barely three inches long and soft to the touch. He rubbed its muzzle.

And then he leaped backwards. ‘Ah!’

The feeling came and went so quickly Christopher wasn’t sure if he’d imagined it: a flash that burned through his hand and into his whole body.

‘What was that?’

The foal reared forward and butted its head against him. The flash came again and he felt the world tilt as dizziness ricocheted through his body. But with that feeling came another: a sense of animal joy radiating out from the foal.

‘Can you do that again?’ Christopher laid his hand on the unicorn’s face. And this time it was not just joy; it was like being swept off his feet by a sea of animal exhilaration as the foal pushed its newborn hunger and thirst and curiosity towards him. It was speech without language, a burst of wild, glad meaning. Green-gold light flickered before Christopher’s eyes. The dizziness intensified and roared in his ears.

Suddenly there was a call behind him – ‘Christopher! Where are you?’ – and Anya Argen came sprinting into the clearing.

The noise broke the connection between Christopher and the foal. The adult unicorns whinnied and Anya froze.

He didn’t have to warn her; Anya knew that unicorns are dangerous. Come too close and they will, with the delicacy and grace of a ballerina, impale you against a handy tree.

‘By the Immortal,’ she breathed.

The parent unicorns stamped the earth. They bent their heads to nudge their foal and then there was a swish of tails and the three cantered away into the wood.

‘Are you all right?’ said Anya. ‘You look strange.’

‘It …’ He wanted to tell her, but what could he say – that the unicorn had spoken to him? Without words, in a spin of new and dizzying meaning? Now that the connection was broken, the nausea was too strong to ignore, and he dropped on to all fours and vomited.

‘You’re green,’ said Anya. She inspected the vomit with interest. ‘Did you eat something?’

There was a cough behind them.

‘Christopher,’ said a harsh little voice.

A tiny green and silver dragon, small enough to fit in a teacup, came to rest on Christopher’s shoulder. ‘I could smell you halfway across the wood. If you have quite finished spewing, there is a great deal to be done today, and you have amniotic fluid in your hair and blood on your trousers. You are no longer fit for polite society.’

‘Cheers, Jacques,’ said Christopher. He wiped his mouth. ‘Good morning to you too.’

‘I would not buy you in a shop. Even if you were on sale. Come, Nighthand and Irian need you! It is time!’ said the tiny dragon. The fluttering of his wings gave away his pleasure. ‘This is not just any day! It is the day of the Midsummer Feast!’
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Fire At Midsummer

Every year, the citizens of the Glimouria Archipelago celebrated the longest day of the year with a feast. Tonight, while the sky would deepen to navy and the moon would rise, it would never grow dark. Glimourians would gather to eat Midsummer cake, traditionally as large as a bicycle wheel and tall as a smallish horse. They would drink dryad wine, and salute the glory of the light.

Midsummer celebrations varied across the thirty-four islands of Glimouria according to custom. On the Island of Antiok, centaurs galloped around great bonfires which sparked red and purple and blue. Off the coast, mermaids met to play their way through the night on flutes forged from lobster shells. On the mainland of Lithia, small sticky children chased gold-horned al-mirajes through the streets, trying to tie ribbons around their necks.

And in the fishing village of Arno on the Island of Arvatana, murder was being done.

Arno was made up of small, sturdy houses and a patchwork of meadows. It was home to herds of tiddy mun, a bog creature which conjured mist every night. The tiddy mun caused the meadows of mistflowers to thrive, the petals of which were used in the making of medicines and ointments, the principal trade of the island. It was a lush, wet, flourishing place.

It was hard, but not impossible, to burn.

Two dozen men, masked and armed, swarmed into the quayside market that morning. They came with crossbows and lances and torches, and they burned and slaughtered their way through the square. The sky swallowed the villagers’ cries as it grew black with smoke and the houses flared to ruins and the meadows to ash. The men were ruthless and fast, trained in death.

They were not, though, unwatched. A ship called the Fair Warning had drawn alongside the coast with an intention to land. The ship’s owner was Vigo Nex, a man with a diamond set in his canine tooth and morals so loose they flapped when he walked. But though he was a pirate, he was not a fool. He held up a fist to signal to his crew.

‘Pull out, fast! Get out of range of the shore.’

Vigo put a glass to his eye. It was centaur-made, and allowed him to see every smear of soot on the cheeks of the terrified villagers who stood bound and captive by the quay.

The attackers wore masks over the upper halves of their faces, black snakeskin with slits for eyes. All wore the same bracelet: a snake with its tail in its mouth.

‘New trouble,’ Vigo said, and spat on the deck of the boat. As he watched, one of the masked men reached into a cloak and withdrew an oval hand mirror. To Vigo’s astonishment the other bandits shrank back with sharp cries. One seemed barely able to stand, paralysed in a sudden half-crouch of fear.

The man uttered a shout and the mirror in his hand seemed to throb. Its glass pulsated in a silvery vibration, and from its surface leaped a tiger.

The captives screamed as the tiger landed on the ash-coated stone and breathed in the burning air. Its pupils were black flames. Its muscles moved under its skin like pistons, and its presence on the quay was a hellish thing.

The tiger set back its head and roared, its jaw hinged open, its tongue vibrating in its mouth. The sound sent barbs of horror running down the back of Vigo Nex.

The man with the mirror made a gesture, and one of the captives – an old man – was singled out from the others and shoved forward.

The tiger drew back, plaiting its muscles together, and then, in an arc of claws and teeth, it pounced. A woman screamed. The tiger picked up the old man’s body in its jaws, and with a leap of deadly grace it surged back into the mirror with its prey.

One of the masked men looked out to sea. He shouted to the man with the mirror and pointed towards the Fair Warning.

‘Quick, you dawdlin’ idiots!’ said Vigo. ‘Haul away! Set fast, nor’-east! D’we have powdered wind?’

‘Yes, sir!’

‘Then use it! Now!’

A pirate hurled a handful of white powder at the sails and they billowed suddenly fat. There was a commotion of ropes and running as the boat turned in a churning of waves and shot out over the open water.

Vigo waited until the village was a black blur in the distance. Then he drew breath, and summoned his first mate.

‘Did yer witness that, Pavel?’ Vigo came from the Highveld of Freondell, where the drink was strong and the nights dark, and philosophical disputes were resolved by who could headbutt the most people in the shortest time. The accent was hoarse, and with iron spikes nailed through it.

‘That tiger!’ Pavel’s face was white-grey with fear. ‘I heard stories o’ such a thing but I thought they were too cruel to be true.’

‘It was an evil thing. I can’ let that go on. We need to report it.’

Pavel looked stunned. ‘You’re not goin’ to the Gardai?’

Vigo snorted. He had never willingly gone within a hundred yards of Glimouria’s police force. ‘Never. But we’ll pass on an alert. We’re pirates, no’ cowards.’ And then Vigo suddenly roared: ‘Fidens Nighthand!’

‘What?’

‘I’ll tell Nighthand. He’s the bravest man I ever met, an’ I don’ necessarily mean tha’ as a compliment.’

‘I heard Nighthand’s dead.’ Pavel ran his tongue over his pencil-thin moustache. ‘He’s not been seen in the bars and taverns for more’n a year.’

‘Course he’s not dead, man! D’ye never listen to the ratatoskas? Nor the mermaids? They’re not singin’ their songs for fun – it’s news. He’s no’ the drunken smuggler yer knew. He helped trace the new Immortal bairn. He’s an ally o’ the sphinxes.’

‘Where is he then?’

‘He’s got some palace off the coast o’ Lithia with a lass he has the love-aches for. They say she’s got the learnin’ of a dozen women: always bein’ hounded by the Senate for advice. They’ll know what to do, and who to tell.’

‘But, Captain, the risk—’

‘Pavel!’

‘Sir?’

‘Shut yer mouth. If we go fast we’ll ge’ there in time for their feast. Send Rixo to me.’ And Vigo Nex turned and roared to his crew: ‘Set course for the Palace of Glimt!’
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