Prologue

Two dragons flew in darkness. Their breath came in wheezing gasps. Their wings
flapped heavily, straining hard with every beat. Their scaly flanks were streaked with
blood.

““The dragons need to rest, ” Milla yelled, black hair escaping from her blue scarf.
Her face was caked in ashy dust. “They won’t make it.”

“They will! They have to, ” Thom cried hoarsely, a grim look on his face. “Milla, we’ve
got to reach Arcosi, before it’s too late. ”

As if to prove his words, a huge jet of hot steam hissed up from the slopes
below, narrowly missing his red dragon. She banked sharply, almost losing control.
“Thom!” Milla screamed. “Are you all right? ” She twisted sideways and urged her
blue dragon lower, searching in the gloom.

His voice carried up from the darkness below. “See? The volcano is erupting.
Right now! There’s no time. We have to try!”

Sitting low on their dragons’ backs, hunched and tense, both riders faced towards
the west, urging their exhausted dragons to one final effort. Milla whispered a
constant stream of encouragement, “Hurry, Iggie, hurry! If it’s the last thing we do,
we have to tell them of the danger. We have to tell them what to do. ” Behind them,
the sky was streaked with red-gold sparks.



Chapter one

Six months earlier
Jowan Thornsen was dreaming of flying. His hands gripped a purple scaly neck, the
wind tugged his hair, the sea sparkled beneath him as his dragon sped through the
air. ..

When he woke up, Joe was still smiling. The dream faded and he sat up with a
jolt, remembering what day it was. Hatching Day fell on his twelfth birthday. His
friends Amina and Conor had said it was lucky. And now a dream of dragons? That
must be a good sign. Today was the day his life would change for ever. By that
evening, he might have bonded with a newly hatched dragon. He’d be living in the
dragonschool of Arcosi. His bag was right there, packed and ready. Excitement
bubbled up inside him, and he couldn’t sit still any longer.

He leaped out of bed and pulled on yesterday’s crumpled shirt and trousers,
leaving untouched the new white clothes that had been laid out for him; they were
for the ceremony later. He wanted to run and sing and shout, but it was still early, so
he crept downstairs, avoiding the creaky floorboards and jumping the last three
steps. No noise came from his parents’ room.

Outside, smoke curled from the kitchen chimney, up into a blue sky dappled with
pink clouds. He peeked through the crack of the kitchen door. No sign of Matteo the
cook, just a large plate of steaming cinnamon rolls on the workbench. His favourite.
Joe went in and grabbed two, burning his fingers. He shoved them in his pockets,
feeling the heat spread through the worn linen. Then he ducked through the back
door, walked quickly through the garden and climbed the high stone wall of the
practice yard where he’d spent hours working on his sword skills.

He perched there like a pigeon, looking down over the rooftops of Arcosi, the
wind in his face conjuring his dream again. He spread his arms like wings and his
heart took flight. He gazed past the ships docked in the harbour far below, and right
out to the pale sea which stretched away in every direction. Today, he had his first



chance to bond with a dragon. He looked at the sea and imagined flying over it. It
was so close, he could taste it. It would be just like his dream.

Just then, everything grew dark as a dragon glided low overhead, sapphire
wings spread. It landed just outside the practice yard with a whoomph of wings and a
crunch of earth.
“Milla!” Joe sprang down from the wall and went to greet his cousin. “I thought you
were too busy to come today?”
“Never too busy for your birthday, Joe! ” Milla tumbled off her dragon and Joe threw
himself at her. “Dragons’ teeth! | swear you’ve grown in a week. ”

III

Joe reached out for Iggie, his cousin’s huge blue dragon, who greeted him
enthusiastically with sparks and grunts, and lots of head-butting that nearly knocked
him over. Iggie was at least twice as big as the largest carthorse on the island, and his
wings were massive. Joe ran his hands over Iggie’s scaly neck, realising that by sunset
he too could have a dragon of his own. Real and breathing, here in his arms. What a
birthday gift that would be!

“l used to sit there too,” Milla said, gesturing at the wall. “Best view in the
city. Shall we?”

They climbed back up and sat side by side. There was a shadowy full moon giving
way to the rising sun, and the air was still cold. “Happy birthday, Joe. This is for you.”
Milla passed him

a small leather pouch. “Thank you,” he said, opening its drawstring. He tipped it
carefully, and something small and shiny fell into his cupped palm. It looked like a
coin and a mass of silver chain.

Joe lifted up the silver disc. It had a device beaten into it: a circle to represent
the full moon, and a dragon in flight beneath it. It was the symbol of their family, the
ancient dragonriders of Arcosi. “Oh, Milla.” He struggled for the right words. “Its
perfect. I'm going to wear it today, for luck.”

“Let me help you with that clasp.” Milla fastened it behind his neck, brushing his
wavy black hair aside. ‘There! Just as it’'s meant to be.” He patted it, feeling the cold
metal settling into place at his throat.



