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For my editor, Ali,

who has always believed in bloodthirsty unicorns






This is a tale of heroic deeds and magnificent adventures.

Of horrors on the high seas, and battles with bloodthirsty unicorns.

It is a tale of bravery, and courage, and kindness.

Of magic, and laughter, and pirates.

Of friendship, and loyalty, and dragons.

But most importantly of all, it is a tale of a boy.

An ordinary boy called George.

Because there is a secret nobody will tell you,

that all extraordinary people start off ordinary—

until they find the right adventure.
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Prologue

THE YOUNG UNICORN STOOD ON a clifftop as the light drained from the world.

She watched the storm rage over the angry sea that surrounded her island home—

But she was not afraid.

For she was a warrior foal who had won her place in the ruling herd.



The young unicorn stretched out her white wings, catching the rain as it fell.

She smelled the waves crashing against the ancient cliffs that protected her island home—

But she was not afraid.

For she had already fought battles, the fresh scars tattooed across her snowy back.



The young unicorn pricked her rotting ears as the elementals sang their songs.

She listened to the screams of the sylph winds that swept across her island home—

But she was not afraid.

For the elements had gifted her their power to wield as her own.



But even over the sound of the tempest, the young unicorn heard that roar of fury.

Her skeletal knees shook, her immortal heart rattled in its shining rib cage—

And she was afraid.

For she was the only unicorn who truly understood the danger that was coming.



So the warrior foal waited, and watched, and hoped.

Waited for the one she believed would be able to save her—

Save them all.
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CHAPTER ONE The Storm


GEORGE PENHALIGON WAS HAVING A very bad day. It wasn’t unusual for George to have bad days, but so far this one had been exceptionally terrible, and it had barely even started.

“Get out of the boat, George.”

George pretended not to hear his oldest brother and stayed very still in his hiding place beneath the tangled fishing nets. Once he became an official member of the Penhaligon crew, the nets would never get so tangled.

In the half-light of the early morning, Locryn’s head of black curls appeared over the side of the small red fishing boat that belonged to their family. Ma said all four of her sons looked like her eldest—hair as black as night, curls as wild as the Cornish sea, eyes as green as an emerald wood. What she really meant was that they all looked like Da. But Ma didn’t like talking about Da, not since the sea had taken him.

“Stop messing around, George. We need to get going.” That was Jago, the second oldest. He was always worrying about how many fish he caught and what they would fetch at the market. He also liked rules, way too much. And currently George was breaking the biggest one.

“Your thirteenth birthday is tomorrow.” Piran’s face appeared over the side of the boat too. He was closest in age to George, and the one who annoyed him the most.

George untangled himself from the nets and sat up, spoiling for a fight. Okay, so he was not supposed to be in the boat, not yet. The older Penhaligon brothers had insisted for as long as George could remember that a person could not become a fisherman if he was still a fisherboy. And this miraculous change, which George absolutely did not believe in, happened at the age of thirteen.

He crossed his arms. “How does one day even matter?”

“It matters to Ma,” Locryn said severely. “And that’s the end of it. Tomorrow you’ll be old enough to come out fishing with us. Today you aren’t.”

George wanted to argue, but he had become a little wiser in the last few years. He’d begun to suspect that the rule that kept him away from the sea had, in fact, been invented by Ma. He supposed he could wait one more day for her. Just one.

“You can go and fish off the rocks like a good little fisherboy.” Piran sniggered, his green eyes cruel.

Defeated, George did indeed spend most of the day fishing off the rocks and trying not to stare out to sea too much. It wasn’t easy watching his older brothers getting to have all these adventures without him, especially when George was the one who was always dreaming of what lay beyond the horizon. Ma often said he was her “restless child,” which sounded like a bad thing, but George thought he understood what she meant. Sometimes he felt like the wind was churning waves inside his chest. Even though he tried to convince himself every day that becoming a fisherman would change everything, he was beginning to suspect it wasn’t the fishing he really wanted. And he worried that his brothers would never let him sail as far as his heart wanted to take him.

Even so, tomorrow something would change. George was so sick of every day being a more boring version of the previous one. Tomorrow would be different.

Cheered by this thought, George began plotting exactly how he was going to transport the crabs he’d caught that day right into Piran’s underpants. He knew there wouldn’t be presents for his birthday tomorrow, which was okay, but by dinnertime he’d decided that he would be happy with two things: catching his first fish from the Penhaligon boat and Piran waking up with a crab-pinched bum.

Then dinner happened, and the day got even worse. He had been hoping Ma might tell them another one of her tales about Cornish magical beasts. George loved to hear the stories that had been passed down through their family. But instead, to his horror, the Penhaligons started a conversation about the weather. It was a topic George found so boring that he had—more than once—fallen asleep right in his stew and burned the end of his nose. He’d never been embarrassed by this. It was always worth it, just to make the conversations about fog, mist, wind direction, and seasonally low temperatures stop. And then this dinnertime, on the eve of his birthday no less—

“Old Mrs. Trewithen up at the dairy says there’s a storm coming in,” Ma said ominously. “She’s rarely wrong.”

George crossed his arms, worried about where this was going. “You can’t listen to her, Ma. Last week when I went to collect the milk, she confused me for you.”

Locryn swallowed his mouthful of fish stew. “Mrs. Trewithen does have an eye for the weather.” George began to argue back, but Locryn was insistent. “It’s true. And she’s right. All us fishermen could feel it brewing when we brought in our catches today.”

George winced at the words “all us fishermen” as though his brother had shouted.

“Even Uther isn’t taking his trawler out in the morning,” Jago said, his spoon midway to his mouth. He looked up at the ceiling, as though already imagining the rain pouring through the old, leaky roof.

“Well, that’s settled, then.” Relief threaded through Ma’s words. “Tomorrow morning, all you boys will stay here until this storm passes.”

“Won’t that be cozy, Georgie boy?” Piran ruffled George’s hair roughly. “All of us in the cottage for your birthday.”

And that was the moment George snapped. He was so furious that those waves he tried to keep calm inside himself thrashed against his chest. He couldn’t stay at the table a second longer, or even in this cottage with its boring conversations about the weather and each tedious day no different from the previous one. He pretended to go to bed in the small room he shared with all his brothers, but then, as quietly as he could in his sturdy boots, he snuck out the back door while his family was still eating. He knew they would be up late tonight, making the most of not having an early start in the boat tomorrow.

All the way to the sea, George shouted rude things about each of his brothers, though not his ma. Nobody was rude about Elowen Penhaligon.

Finally, he reached the floating jetty where all the boats of the local fishermen were moored. The water was inky and still. George continued shouting as he walked along the planks, telling the sea that he didn’t believe for one minute that there was a storm coming—that it was just Locryn, Jago, and Piran trying to stop him from joining the crew on his birthday. To stop him from joining them on their adventures.

“Well, you can’t stop me forever!” he yelled at the darkening sky.



Hours later, George was still lying in the red boat tied to the jetty—Da had named her Penny—with his head resting on his brothers’ bag of dry clothes. But an idea was brewing. Those restless waves inside his chest began to churn like the sea in the imaginary storm that was supposedly on its way. The sky was so dark now that George was sure it had to be past midnight. And that meant it actually was his birthday. Technically, he was thirteen, and therefore old enough to set sail in the family boat just like any of his brothers.

The idea began to shimmer in front of him like a firefly. He could go out to sea tonight and be back before anyone noticed. That way, he wouldn’t care if his brothers insisted that they all stay in the cottage the next morning to wait out the storm. He would declare at breakfast that he’d already taken Penny out and caught fish for them to eat. Nobody would be going hungry on his birthday. Except Piran. George wouldn’t let him have one bite!

Penny had a black symbol of a willow tree on her big sail. George had watched Locryn, Jago, and Piran rig up the mast and tie the ropes enough times that it was only ten minutes later that he was ready to set off. The last task was to light the lantern hanging from the boat’s stern, something Jago usually did with flint and steel. George felt his heart thundering with nerves and excitement as he welcomed the warmth and light of the flame. There were only a few stars, the moon hidden almost entirely behind clouds.

From his position on the floating jetty, George managed to untie Locryn’s expert knot, even more elaborate than usual because of the storm, and grasp the rope in his hand. Then he scrambled onto Penny’s hull and cast off from the shore, all in one smooth movement.

As George gathered up the wooden oar to row out from Polkerris Beach, he felt very pleased with himself. He was pretty sure none of his brothers had ever sailed Penny out to sea alone. This would show them that even as the youngest, he would be a valuable member of the Penhaligon crew. Ma was sure to be impressed, particularly if he managed to bring her some fresh mackerel for breakfast.

So George rowed on, the splash of the oar the only sound over the dark water. The wood was heavy in his hands, but he wouldn’t have to use it for long. Penny was fast approaching the very edge of St. Austell Bay and would soon be leaving its shelter so her sails could be filled by the wind.

[image: George Penhaligon using a wooden oar rowing out from Polkerris Beach.]

Looking over his shoulder one last time, George could no longer see the fishermen’s cottages that lined the path down to Polkerris Beach. He wondered whether Ma or any of his brothers had discovered that he was missing. It was well past midnight now, but he’d seen no lanterns bobbing around, heard no worried shouts from the Penhaligon cottage. Perhaps Ma was singing one of George’s favorite sea shanties to herself, thinking of his birthday. He felt guilt clawing at his chest but shoved it downward. If his brothers were still awake, they were probably all joking about the stupid nonexistent storm.

Suddenly the waves in George’s chest crashed over and over again, the restlessness almost unbearable. Without even really making a conscious decision, George plunged his oar deeper into the water, and Penny swung starboard and into the rougher sea.

George struggled with Penny’s mainsail at first. Out on the open water it was hard to secure the mast and manage the ropes on his own, and strong gusts were already battering his ears. After some failed attempts, which he would not be reporting to his brothers, the sail was finally up and filling quickly with the wind it needed to propel the boat further out to sea. Narrowly avoiding the boom as it suddenly swung in the direction of his head, George crawled on his knees to the back of the boat and grabbed the rudder.

With the wooden steering mechanism firmly in his grip, the sail flying ahead of him, and Penny cutting through the waves, George finally allowed himself a cry of triumph. This was what he’d dreamed of for so long. The sea had always called to him, but in this moment it was clearer to him than ever before that it had never been about the fishing. It was about the unseen sights just over the horizon. It was about the unexplored reaches of the sea.

For George, it had always been about adventure.

Just then, Penny’s sail caught a strong crosswind, and he was forced to duck under the swinging boom again.

“Don’t you worry about me, Penn. I’ve got you,” George said, his words snatched by the slap of the waves against her hull, as he wrestled with the rudder to hold her course. But what direction should he take tonight? He probably should at least try to catch a fish. Maybe he would head round the coast toward Mevagissey, where his brothers always said they found schools of mackerel in the mornings.

George glanced upward, looking for the North Star to navigate by, but… he couldn’t see any stars now. He frowned, sure that they’d been there only moments before. The wind suddenly swirled past Penny’s sail again, and George had been so busy looking up that the boom caught his shoulder as he ducked. Then a wave crashed hard against Penny’s side, the salt spray hitting George in the face.

“Now, don’t panic. Nobody panic,” George told Penny. But unfortunately, he was the only sailor here, and she was—after all—just a boat. She couldn’t give him advice or guidance or get him safely back to shore. George looked desperately over his shoulder for the bay, for a way back, but they were so far out now that it was pitch black on the water. Sweat began to trickle down his back, despite the howling of the wind. Terror made his heart race, his breathing becoming shallow as he watched the waves grow wilder around the boat. Penny was hurled this way and that in their relentless game, and it was as though the whole world was moving.

The mainsail was so full now that it looked like an angry ghost up there on the mast, desperate to break free of its tether. Penny tipped starboard as she was tossed by another wave, and George was forced to cling to a rope to keep himself aboard. As she righted, he saw a rope snap from the mast, and then… the lantern went out, extinguished by another wave crashing into the boat itself, sealing George in the darkness of the night. There was no point in thinking about steering any longer, no point even in shouting out in fear for help. He just had to stop himself from being thrown overboard.

Abandoning the rudder, he crawled forward and started tying himself to Penny’s mast with a rope. Rain started to fall, heavy and freezing cold. Somehow, with shaking hands, George managed to finish the knot round his waist. He was just leaning out to reach for another rope for his chest when—

BANG! Penny’s boom hit him right across the head.

Just before he lost consciousness—the wind thundering past his ears, the rain falling in sheets so strong that they stung his cheeks, the forked lightning striking in the distance—George had one last thought.

Well, I suppose Mrs. Trewithen was right about the storm.
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CHAPTER TWO The Unicorn


GEORGE HAD MORE WATER IN his lungs than a fisherman would ever admit to. More broken bones than should be possible for a person who was still alive. A lot of blood on his shirt from a wound he was yet to find. He let out a pain-filled groan and cracked open one green eye.

Yes. George Penhaligon was almost certain that he was going to die here.

But where was here? Judging by the pebbles mashed against his face, the only thing his waterlogged brain had managed to gather was that he was lying on a beach. He was also extremely hungry. He had no idea how long he and Penny had been tossed about on the waves. He thought it must have been days rather than hours, based on the gnawing feeling in his stomach. And now there was no sign of the little red boat at all. Well, only her mast, which George spotted lying—battered and broken, just like him—a little further down the stony beach.

The image of Penny, smashed and floating in pieces across the seven seas, made tears start to roll down George’s face. He had wrecked the Penhaligon family boat—and his brothers, his ma… He should have listened to them about the storm. Where even was he? There was no way he was still in Cornwall after however long he’d been lost at sea. How was he going to get home? Would he ever see his family again? He sobbed harder.

George winced and had to will himself to stop crying. The salty tears were rolling down his right cheek—the cheek not crushed uncomfortably against the pebbles—and they were causing a searing pain where his white skin had been scorched by the hot June sun.

Then the smell hit him. Like a combination of fish left out to rot and Locryn’s breath the morning after visiting the tavern.

Is it me? George wondered at first. Have I been shipwrecked here for so long that my skin’s rotting? But the wild thoughts flew from his mind when he heard the crunch of pebbles.

Someone—or something—was coming closer.

George felt a brief burst of hope. He tried to raise his head, but it hurt far too much to move. Maybe someone was coming to save him, was rushing to treat his wounds with herbal ointments like Ma would have done, coming to spoon warm soup into his mouth until he recovered his strength. But that spark of hope died as George listened harder and the stench of rot grew stronger.

Whatever was coming toward him across the beach had more than two legs.

A creature, then.

It let out a terrifying snarl, a high-pitched shriek.

Or a monster.

George began to laugh, and vaguely wondered if he might be delirious. Of course he couldn’t just die on this beach in peace. Of course he was going to be something’s dinner.

So George Penhaligon closed his eyes tight shut again and waited to be eaten by a monster.

And waited. And waited some more.

But nothing happened. George dared open his green eyes again… and found two large red ones staring right back at him.

The monster—or whatever it was—shrieked and skittered back a few steps, as though startled that its prey was still alive. And when George got a proper look at the monster, he was also fairly surprised not to be dead yet.

From a distance—quite a long distance—he might have mistaken the creature for a medium-sized horse. It had a long horselike head, four legs, four hooves, a mane, and a tail. And even though its coat was covered in a mixture of dirt and what looked like dried blood, it was definitely supposed to be white—just like some of the horses George had seen grazing out on the hills surrounding Polkerris Beach.

But that was where the similarities ended, and the nightmare began.

The creature had a razor-sharp transparent horn on its head, which George had no doubt could disembowel him in seconds. In fact, the ghostly weapon already appeared to have blood encrusted around its tip—presumably from a recent kill. Next were its two wings, which were leathery white, with red veins running across them and a few dirty white feathers dotted around the edges. It seemed that they might once have been fully feathered, but now they looked more like the wings of the bats that flew through the Penhaligons’ garden on warm nights.

George’s heart hammered ferociously. Unfortunately, the horn and the wings were the least-gory parts of the monster. In places, it looked like a carcass come to life. The bones of the creature’s ribs were exposed—some entirely on show, and others with rotting flesh clinging to them. The same was true of its white legs. They were half balding flesh, half creaking bone. Even part of its skull was visible along the jawline, like a jagged shard of white light shining through its skin. And as it opened its blood-smeared mouth to screech again, the sound clanged through George like a plague bell.

The monster’s mold-ridden hooves thumped closer, its bones clattering as it approached. George found himself desperately trying to sit up, to run—but he was met by a pain in his leg so strong that he only managed to sit upright, his vision blurring.

From his new position, he looked again at the creature. It was making short squeaking noises, accompanied by the occasional low rumble in its chest. George didn’t know whether it was wishful thinking, but the monster seemed a little afraid of him, and he wondered if it was a young… whatever it was. A young…

Unicorn?

The idea took George’s breath away, making him cough up quite a lot of water—some even came out of his nose—and the creature froze, watching him intently with its blood-red eyes. Then it started making a rhythmic hissing noise through its teeth, and George found himself completely losing his mind. “Are you laughing at me?” he asked.

And as the creature stared back at him, fascinated by his human speech, George knew he was right. It was a unicorn, though it was different from any kind he’d ever heard of. In the tales his ma told, unicorns were beautiful, harmless, enchanting, and magical. This one was more like something George might encounter in a particularly bad nightmare after Jago had kept the Penhaligon brothers up late with his ghost stories. And judging by the blood around this creature’s mouth, and coating the tip of its transparent horn, it was entirely more bloodthirsty than the unicorns in any of Ma’s stories. Though at the moment, it didn’t seem to want to eat him, which was—depressingly—one of the best things that had happened to George for quite a while.

“But unicorns aren’t real,” George said to the monster. “Are they?”

This time the creature seemed encouraged by his words, and took a few more steps toward him. It tossed its head from side to side, exposing its neck, and that was when George noticed that there was a festering wound just below the unicorn’s straggly white mane.

“You’re injured too,” George breathed, staring at it.

The white unicorn let out a long shriek at the sea, as though deciding something, then cantered up past George to the foot of the towering cliffs behind him. For the first time, he wondered what lay above them beyond this beach, and whether there were people who might be able to help him. But he was almost immediately distracted by the unicorn dropping its horned head and drinking from a stream.

George supposed it was because he’d spent so much time thinking he was about to die that he hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until that moment. His tongue felt huge in his mouth, and his throat was so dry that swallowing suddenly became impossible. All he could think about was the cool, refreshing water that the unicorn was slurping from the stream. Unthinkingly, George attempted to get up again—but he immediately cried out as dizzying levels of pain shot through his leg.

“Yep,” he groaned to himself. “That leg is definitely broken, George.”

He shut his eyes, trying to stop himself from being sick from the pain. He wasn’t sure how the unicorn would feel about the sound of him vomiting up the contents of his stomach, even if there was nothing much left in it. He squeezed a pebble in each hand, trying not to drift into unconsciousness again. If the unicorn really was bloodthirsty, he didn’t trust that it wouldn’t try to eat him if he looked dead. That was sort of fair enough, he supposed. Maybe that was what it was doing here. Waiting for him to die, so it could have some dinner.

Well, George thought, you did always want an adventure. But although being a unicorn’s dinner was more interesting than other ways to die, it still wasn’t a very appealing prospect.

When George finally managed to open his eyes again, the unicorn was standing right in front of him. Instinctively he recoiled—at the terrible smell, the sight of its skeletal body so close. But then he noticed the large spiraling shell between its teeth. The sight was almost funny, like a dog bringing back a stick after it’d been thrown. The unicorn took another half step forward, its rotting hoof almost touching George’s bare toe.

“I don’t understand what you…” He trailed off. Then something clicked in his mind. Slowly, carefully, so as not to startle the unicorn, he stretched out his arm and opened his hand, so the palm was facing upward. Almost immediately, as though it was happy to get rid of the shell, the unicorn opened its jaw and dropped the shell into George’s hand.

As it tipped, liquid spilled over the edge of his palm. Frantically George righted the shell and held it by the pointy end, squinting inside. It was three-quarters full of glistening, lifesaving water. Instinct took over. He lifted the shell to his mouth and guzzled the entire contents in noisy slurps. The unicorn let out a shrill shriek of triumph.

“Thank you,” George gasped out. “Thank you.” He’d never realized water could be quite so delicious, and he vowed not to take it for granted again.

The unicorn repeated the process again and again over the course of the next few hours. George was too thirsty and too grateful to question why it was helping him. Though every time the unicorn trotted back to the stream, George did wonder whether that would be the time it would fly away. But the unicorn never did, and he eventually started to feel like he might actually… survive.

At dusk, the unicorn waded out into the sea. George shielded his eyes from the glare of the setting sun and watched it silhouetted against the waves. It was the first time that he had noticed there was a beauty in its wildness, admiring how the bones of its skeleton shone out as the last rays of the sunset tangled between them.

He had no idea what the unicorn was actually doing. It would stand very still, as though listening for something, and then plunge its head into the choppy waters. The strangeness of it made George chuckle, something he would have thought impossible only hours before.

Finally the unicorn returned—with two fish skewered onto the end of its horn.

“You’re a fisherman too!” George cried with delight. He was definitely hungry enough to eat a raw fish.

The unicorn shook her catch onto the pebbles near George’s knee. Then she pointed her horn toward the two silvery fish.

“WHOAAA!” George cried, jarring his broken leg as he tried to move out of the way of the sudden blast of flames erupting from the unicorn’s ghostly horn.

George stared at the unicorn. Surely he’d just imagined that?

The unicorn let out a low, amused-sounding rumble.

And flames exploded from its horn again, fully cooking the meal.

“So you are magical,” George said eventually, wonder and disbelief and pure adrenaline thundering through him. Unicorns were real? Magic was real? His stomach grumbled loudly, interrupting his utter amazement. It was impossible for the ravenous George to ignore the smell of the roasted fish. He reached out, grabbed one, and tore strips off with his teeth. Locryn would have told him off for forgetting his manners.

Locryn. His brothers. Ma. Something clenched in his chest, the loss of them clawing at him. If this was a beach with a magical unicorn, then George must be a very, very long way from home. Was his family worried about him? Were his brothers angry about Penny? Did his ma miss him? Unbidden, one of Ma’s sea shanties entered his mind, her voice as clear as if she was singing it right next to him on the beach. He forced himself to concentrate on eating so he wouldn’t start crying.

Once the unicorn had watched George eat both fish, despite him trying to offer one back in gratitude, the creature collapsed onto the pebbles next to him, tucking its white leathery wings against its sides. Its warmth radiated through him, a replacement for the sun, which had now sunk from the sky.

“Are you alone, like me?” George asked the unicorn quietly. He knew it couldn’t understand him, not in words anyway, so instead he put his palm against its bloodied neck. “Well, we’re not alone, not anymore. Now we have each other.”

And as his skin made contact with the unicorn’s white coat, an excited thrill went through George. He found he knew two things about the unicorn beside him. It was female. And her name was Rebel Spirit. George thought the name was perfect.

Together, George Penhaligon and Rebel Spirit stared out over the dark sea until the boy fell asleep, the unicorn’s tattered wing draped round his shoulders.

[image: George Penhaligon and unicorn Rebel Spirit sitting on a beach, gazing at the ocean under a cloudy sky.]
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