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  Chapter One




  The Devil’s Finger




  Elian paused to look over his shoulder as he reached the edge of the trees. They were still after him. Sweat trickled in steady rivulets down his forehead, neck and back. He

  was breathing hard, but his mind was clear: no choice remained – he would have to risk the Devil’s Finger. What if they dared to follow? Granted it was unlikely. Like everyone else,

  Borkas and Farrel were wary of the taboo. But what if they put their fears aside as he had? The thought chilled him to the core. If they did, he would be in big trouble.




  Why Borkas and Farrel had chosen to pick on him today was not clear, but he was not about to stop and ask them. None of the local boys were strong enough to stand up to the two thugs. When they

  had appeared, he had run.




  It was strange. Curiosity and a desire for adventure had drawn Elian to the Finger more than a year ago. Daring to go there had felt neither brave nor foolish. Instead he had felt strangely

  compelled, as if it were a place he was supposed to go. Stories were told of the Devil’s Finger in the village; stories designed to keep the youngsters from venturing there. It was a place of

  dire consequences, they said – a place of death.




  On reaching it that first time, Elian had seen the Finger for what it was. Yes, it held danger for the unwary or the foolish, but no more so than many other places along the edge of the Great

  Escarpment. Sheer drops of up to a thousand spans into the lush green of the Haleen Rift Valley were not uncommon along the edge. The Finger, however, appeared to flout the laws of nature. It was a

  huge digit of rock projecting from the lip of the sheer cliff that pointed ever eastwards, towards the lands of the rising sun.




  He hadn’t been through the tangled wood for a while, but an itching sensation at the back of his skull had been plaguing him all week. Memories of his last visit haunted his dreams and

  thoughts. It felt almost as if the Finger were calling him back – as if he needed to visit it. Or was it that it needed him? With the burly figures of Borkas and Farrel

  closing fast, any worries about the curious instinct were forgotten. He had come too far to turn back. It was the Finger, or a beating.




  He turned and entered the woods. The path was barely distinguishable from the rest of the wild, untamed land near the edge of the Great Escarpment. Tangled briars tore at his boots and the lower

  branches of the trees clawed at his tunic and hair with gnarled fingers. Driven forwards by need and fear, he ignored them. When he finally broke free from the clutches of the trees he was

  scratched, tired, and beginning to wonder if this had been such a good idea.




  He took a few steps forwards onto the base of the Finger. The cloud seemed little more than a few spans above his head. He drew a deep breath and held it for a moment. The view from the rocky

  outcrop was one that the Creator had otherwise reserved for the birds. The sense of awe he had felt on his previous visits enveloped him once more with the soft touch of a rich man’s

  cloak.




  Elian had never been afraid of heights, but this was one place where he could begin to understand what it must be like to suffer vertigo. He walked forwards further to where the Finger narrowed

  to a mere couple of paces wide. He was not so foolish as to walk all the way to the tip, for there was no telling how stable such a narrow point of rock might be.




  For many, to look down from where he was standing would simply be too much. Some would freeze, unable to move. Others would drop to their hands and knees and crawl back to the safety of the main

  escarpment. Others still would lie down, close their eyes and beg for someone to save them. It was a curious phenomenon, the fear of heights.




  A sudden whoosh of air from behind made Elian drop to one knee for fear of being swept over the edge. As the unexpected gust died with a fading sigh, he slowly rose to his feet. To his horror,

  he realised he was no longer alone. He could feel a presence behind him. The thought of facing Borkas and Farrel here made fresh beads of sweat break out on his forehead.




  ‘Hello. Were you looking for me?’




  The voice did not belong to either of the boys. It was female, rich, melodious and strangely familiar, but he had no conscious memory of having heard it before. No woman in his village spoke

  with such regal tones, yet he had met none from outside that circle.




  ‘It’s good to see you’re not afraid of heights. The Oracle is calling. Your time is here.’




  Being careful to place his feet securely, Elian turned slowly to face the owner of the enigmatic voice. He raised his eyes and his mouth formed a large O as he struggled to take in what he

  saw.




  A dragon was standing on the base of the Finger with its wings partially furled: a huge, glorious dragon with glowing golden scales and bright horns. A crest, strengthened with ridges, ran down

  the middle of her back to a long tail and her great talons gleamed as if polished. Elian looked into her mesmerising eyes and for a moment he was lost. They were great windows of amber, opening

  into an abyss of immeasurable depth.




  A waft of dry, musky scent invaded his nostrils as his air-starved lungs forced him to resume breathing. It reminded him of summer fields with just a hint of something tantalisingly exotic that

  again was familiar, yet unidentifiable.




  With a determined effort, he wrenched his gaze from the dragon’s eyes, but his focus did not shift far. There was one area of the dragon that inevitably drew his attention – the rows

  of long, pointed teeth.




  Panic surged within him. The dragon had no rider. It was dangerous. It had to be. He looked around wildly, as if expecting to find some miraculous escape route. There was none. He was

  trapped.




  The dragon took a step forwards.




  Elian instinctively took two steps backwards and lifted his hands, as if to push the dragon away. ‘Don’t come any closer!’ he said, his voice sounding ragged even in his own

  ears.




  ‘Come to me. I’ve waited a long time for this moment. Your destiny is upon you.’




  It suddenly occurred to Elian that the dragon was communicating directly with his mind, but what it – she – was saying made no sense. Destiny? What destiny? Was this a trick used by

  dragons to gain easy meat? Was this what the village teacher had meant by the ‘special powers’ of dragons?




  Without thinking, he took another step backwards. A fragment of rock crumbled and his right foot twisted. A startled shock wave of panic surged through him as he windmilled his arms in an effort

  to regain his balance. He failed. His centre of gravity had shifted too far to the right. The moment of realisation as he toppled felt lazy and detached. As he passed the point of no return his

  mind suddenly flashed through layers of panic to a new level of consciousness.




  ‘Fool!’ he heard the dragon exclaim in his mind. A yell formed in his throat, triggered more by the dragon’s sudden surge towards him than any anticipation of the long

  fall. Her jaws opened wide as she lunged. She missed – barely – but during his first tumbling revolution, Elian realised she had not given up on her prey. The dragon had dived off the

  cliff and was also in freefall, arrowing down in pursuit.




  Even though he was yelling uncontrollably, inside, Elian felt strangely calm. He was going to die – that was accepted. What was more difficult to decide was if his fall had lengthened his

  life, or shortened it. How long could he have kept the dragon talking before it killed him? He knew he had a slow count of approximately twenty-one (if his experiments with stones were

  representative) of life remaining. His yell petered out as his lungs emptied, but his thoughts raced on as he plummeted towards the valley below.




  Air dragged at his clothing and roared in his ears. His fair hair, normally clean and neatly brushed at the insistence of his mother, felt as though it was being pulled from its roots. And his

  vision was blurred – not by tears, for no tears could form without being blasted away – but by his eyes drying and distorting in the pummelling airflow. What was more, he was still

  accelerating. He could feel it.




  Turning face down, his cheeks billowed and flapped in a most insane manner. He could stop them by clenching his mouth shut and tightening his cheek muscles, but in a crazy sort of way it felt

  good to relax and experience a few new things. Would he have time to register pain before he died? No. When he hit the ground, it would end in an instant. Another revolution and it felt as though

  the air had lifted the eyelids from his eyes. The pressure in his ears was building painfully and occasional flashes of blurred vision revealed the dragon catching up fast. Would he be allowed to

  meet his end on the rocks, or would he be torn apart by the dragon first?




  ‘Got you!’




  The female voice in his mind again. So he, Elian, son of Raim, was to be dragon food. But how many others from the village would have such a spectacular death? he rationalised.




  A fearful, wrenching force squeezed and twisted his body as a double cage of talons snapped shut around him. The shock as the simultaneous slap of air met the dragon’s unfurled wings felt

  like a crushing body punch. The impact spawned flashing stars of light that danced before his eyes as she deflected them out of the headlong dive.




  Once in level flight, the pressure on Elian’s chest, stomach and legs reduced until he felt as if he were simply laid across the talons like a sparsely slatted bed. With surprise he

  realised the grip of the dragon was most gentle.




  He swallowed and his ears popped painfully. Elian winced, but the pain receded quickly and his hearing was abruptly restored. The air-rush died down, and as his eyes rediscovered their focus, he

  found he was face down, gliding noiselessly southwards across the treetops in the Haleen Valley basin. It was the most exhilarating feeling he had ever experienced. For a moment he felt like

  hooting for joy, but then the thought of his imminent fate reasserted its hold.




  In his mind he heard the dragon chuckle.




  It’s not fair, he decided. It’s bad enough that I’m going to be a dragon’s lunch, but listening to her amused anticipation of eating me makes it so much worse.




  A clearing in the trees opened up ahead of them.




  ‘Prepare yourself. We’re going to land.’




  They swooped down into the clearing until Elian was all but being brushed against the long grass. Then, in an instant, the dragon back-winged almost to a hover and dropped him. He fell no more

  than the length of a forearm into long, soft grass, his forward momentum so small that he only rolled over twice before coming to rest on his back. In dazed amazement he stared up at the sky.




  For several heartbeats he remained still, his body tense, waiting for the dragon’s head to descend, its jaws gaping. When after a short time nothing had happened, Elian eased himself up on

  his elbows to see over the top of the grass. The dragon was curled nearby with her long, wedge-shaped head angled in his direction and her huge, amazing eyes watching his every movement.




  Something inside Elian snapped. ‘What do you want?’ he yelled suddenly, forcing himself to his feet. ‘Am I supposed to run now? Can’t you just eat me and be done with

  it?’




  The enormous head rose slightly and the eyes fixed on him. If Elian had not known better, he would have thought the dragon was looking at him with mild disapproval.




  ‘I’d really rather you didn’t run,’ she replied in his mind, ‘for then I’d be forced to come after you. Perhaps it would help if we were properly

  introduced. Elian, I am Aurora . . . your dragon.’
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  Chapter Two




  Dragonriders




  ‘What’s wrong, Nolita? You look like you’re expecting to see a ghost behind every tree.’




  ‘I . . . I’m not sure, Sable,’ Nolita replied, her eyes constantly on the move and her body taut. ‘It’s just a feeling, but it’s growing stronger. It’s

  as if someone’s watching me. I . . . it’s . . . well, it’s not nice.’




  Sable looked around. The tree trunks were well spaced here, so she could see a fair distance either side of the path. Nothing moved. It looked as if her younger sister’s imagination were

  getting the better of her. Sable gave Nolita a comforting smile and caught hold of her hand to give it a squeeze.




  ‘It’s all right,’ she said, looking straight into Nolita’s darting blue eyes. ‘It’s probably just Balard messing around. He’s taken a mischievous turn

  recently. I’ll have words with him later. If necessary I’ll get Father to talk to him.’




  ‘It’s not Balard,’ Nolita replied instantly. ‘I . . .’ Nolita shook herself and gave a nervous giggle. ‘Oh, I’m probably getting all upset over nothing.

  If it is Balard, or one of the village boys playing games, then they’ll regret it,’ she added, deliberately projecting her voice to make sure it could be heard some distance

  away.




  ‘That’s for sure!’ Sable agreed. Nolita had her problems, but she could hold her own. She may have only seen thirteen summers, but few of her peers would face her with

  confidence when she was angry.




  Nolita had always been able to cope with rats, spiders and snakes, which sent most girls, and a lot of the boys, running. But try to take her near a cow or a horse and she became a quivering

  wreck. She was similarly affected by heights and had never joined in with climbing games. Even watching others in the branches of trees was enough to set her shaking.




  Until now her worst fears had been related only to heights or large animals. People, no matter how big, had never been a problem. Today marked a new and worrying development.




  Sable turned back to the path, but kept hold of her sister’s hand. Nolita gave her fingers a grateful squeeze as they set off again. The neighbouring village was not much further. Mother

  had sent them to deliver a batch of herbs to the wise woman there. It was one of the few chores that no one minded, for the wise woman was well known for her cooking and her generosity. Those who

  visited her on errands often left with delicious cakes and sweetmeats to eat on the way home. Sable’s stomach was grumbling at the thought.




  ‘Look!’ Sable exclaimed. ‘There’s the edge of the wood up ahead. Come on. You’ll feel better once we’re clear of the trees.’




  A sudden rush of wind through the treetops above them caused both girls to look up. The air had been still and the thick canopy of leaves silent, until now. Was the weather on the turn? The

  surge of wind through the upper branches died as quickly as it began. Nolita tightened her fingers around her sister’s, drawing comfort from the contact. It was eerie. A simultaneous gust of

  dread had swept through her as the rustling wave passed overhead.




  ‘You’re right, Sable. Let’s run to the village. I feel so tight I might snap.’




  The two girls sprang forwards, still holding hands. The first few strides were awkward, but they quickly matched their running rhythm, until each could feel the beat of the other’s

  footfalls. It was less than two hundred paces to the edge of the wood, so they dashed through the trees at high speed. The release of energy felt good and Nolita’s tension was just beginning

  to ease as they burst from beneath the trees into the open sunshine. Once clear of the wood, however, they skidded to an abrupt halt.




  ‘Gods alive!’ breathed Sable, totally awestruck.




  Nolita made a noise like the yelp of a small dog whose tail had just been trodden on. She paused for the briefest of moments, and then she sprinted back into the trees faster than she had ever

  run before. Sable glanced after her sister, but was too filled with wonder to follow. It was as if she were under a spell. She rubbed at her eyes to make sure what she was seeing was real. It was.

  There, directly between her and the nearby village, was the most magnificent creature she had ever seen – a day dragon with gleaming blue scales and horns of creamy white. And he was looking

  right at her.




  A continent away, Elian was similarly awestruck.




  ‘I am Aurora, your dragon,’ the dragon repeated after a short pause. ‘But you may call me Ra, if you wish.’ She chuckled. ‘Ra! I’ve so looked

  forward to being called Ra. There was a place I once visited where Ra was worshipped as the god of the sun. It’s a good name.’




  ‘“Your dragon”?’ Elian asked, his mind struggling with the idea. ‘What exactly do you mean by “your dragon”? And how do you know my name?’




  ‘It is quite simple, Elian. I am a dragon. You are my dragonrider. I am your dragon. I waited a long time for you to be born and grow up. Now you are old enough, we have much to do

  together, you and I. As for your name, I heard it in your mind as you fell.’




  Elian’s jaw dropped slightly as his mind echoed with the dragon’s words. ‘You are my dragonrider . . .’ You are my dragonrider? How could he be a dragonrider? He

  had never even met a dragon before!




  ‘Me? A dragonrider?’ he squeaked eventually. ‘Why me?’




  ‘Ah, the “why me” question! I was warned about those. Listen, Elian, there are no definitive answers to some questions. As far as dragons are concerned, humans are good for

  only two things. The first is to be dragonriders. The second is to be lunch – preferably lightly toasted.’




  Elian gulped and Aurora’s laughter sounded clearly in his mind.




  ‘Sorry! Excuse my little joke, but after all your recent thoughts about being eaten it was hard to resist. Humans don’t actually have much flavour. They’re all right as a

  last resort, but a nice plump deer is much tastier. Suffice it to say that a dragon always knows her rider. It’s instinctive. I knew the moment you were birthed, Elian. I waited centuries for

  that instant. As soon as I felt it, I knew my time was approaching. It was hard to wait these last few years for you to grow to transition. Every dragon has but one rider, Elian. You are mine. I am

  yours. We are destined to be together. Can you deny the bond? Did you not recognise my voice?’




  It sounded so simple, yet also beyond comprehension. Elian was not ready to answer the dragon’s questions yet, so he avoided them by asking more of his own.




  ‘Centuries? Just how old are you? And, I hear you in my head, but you understand me if I speak aloud. I don’t understand. How does that work?’




  ‘Did no one ever tell you that it’s rude to ask a lady her age?’ Aurora answered, giving a little snort of disapproval. ‘I know your mind is brimming with

  questions and I’m sure we’ll get around to them all eventually. As for how I understand your strange speech – that’s easy. The noises you make with your mouth are mirrored

  in your mind with images and words. It is unnecessary to speak aloud, but if you’re more comfortable with this, I understand. It takes practice to discipline your thoughts.’




  ‘So do dragons speak to one another in the same way? Or do you sort of look into one another’s minds and take the information you need?’ Elian asked, fascinated by the

  concept.




  ‘We speak to one another by projecting thoughts, as I am speaking to you now,’ she replied. ‘We cannot read one another’s minds as you read a book – well,

  we can, but only under very special circumstances. Our thoughts remain private unless we actively make them public. A dragon with a strong mind can overcome another and search through his thoughts

  at will, but to do so is forbidden under dragon law. Likewise, a dragon can overcome a human mind by force, but that is also forbidden. Reading surface thoughts, or the thoughts of a dragon who

  chooses to open their mind, is different. Similarly, our bond opens a channel that will develop until we each instinctively know what the other is thinking. Tell me, Elian, how much do you know

  about dragons?’




  It was a good question. One that left Elian pondering on what little he knew.




  ‘That’s hard to say, exactly,’ he answered slowly. ‘The village teacher said to meet a dragon without a rider was to face a danger without parallel.’




  ‘That isn’t a bad philosophy to adopt, but it’s not entirely accurate. Rogue dragons are dangerous, it’s true, but rogue dragons are rare.’




  ‘So what’s a rogue dragon, if it isn’t one without a rider?’ Elian asked.




  ‘A rogue dragon is one who has lost its rider before completing their life’s purpose – the reason for the dragon’s existence. This constitutes such a dramatic failure

  that it can sometimes drive the dragon insane with grief. This life purpose is what all real dragons live for. Rogues are very rare, but I will not deny their existence.’




  ‘Life purpose? Real dragons?’ Elian asked, his confusion mounting. ‘Now you’ve completely lost me.’




  ‘There are four types of real dragons,’ Aurora explained patiently. ‘I discount the ice dragons of the far south and the water dragons that inhabit the deeps of the

  oceans, for they live according to their own purposes. We do not mix with such types. The real dragons are the dragons of the day, with their scales of cornflower blue, nobler than the greatest of

  knights, and with hearts filled with the utmost bravery. Then there are the dark dragons of the night: black as coal with eyes of burning orange, filled with dread anger . . .’




  ‘Yes, I’ve heard of them,’ Elian admitted, his voice meek and awed by the intensity of feeling he was sensing along with Aurora’s words.




  ‘And, of course, there are the dusk dragons: rare as sapphires, dusty blue-grey with proud eyes of silver, enigmatic and full of ancient wisdom.’




  ‘None of those descriptions fit you, Ra. I’ve heard tales of day dragons and dark rumours of night dragons, but dusk dragons? Are they half-breeds? The result of a mating between a

  day and a night dragon?’




  ‘No! Nothing like that! It has to do with the time when the dragon hatches. Fear not, Elian. All will become clear. You are right – none of those descriptions fit me, for I am a

  dragon most rare. I, Elian, am a dawn dragon. This means nothing to you, for you are in ignorance of what it means to be a dragonrider at all, much less the rider of a dawn dragon. Come. Take up

  your destiny. Climb on my back and I shall show you what it means to be a dragonrider.’




  The thought of powering up into the sky on the back of a dragon was both exciting and terrifying – the idea that this dragon was his life partner, even more so. Should he do it? Was this

  really happening? His voice cracked as he stammered his reply.




  ‘How do I climb up?’




  ‘Here, use my foreleg,’ Aurora offered, extending her left foreleg towards Elian.




  ‘This is really happening, isn’t it? I’m not dreaming?’




  ‘No, you are not dreaming,’ the dragon replied, her aloof amusement filling his mind. ‘Come, Elian, we have a great deal to do. You humans don’t live very long.

  Seize the moment. Ride, and we shall meet our destiny together.’




  Elian walked tentatively forwards and placed his hand on Aurora’s foreleg, watching intently for any sign of deception. What am I thinking of? he mused wryly. If she wanted to kill me, I

  would be dead by now. His belly felt as if it were full of leaping frogs and his mouth was suddenly as dry as it had been during his fall. The great amber eyes of the dragon watched him

  impassively.




  Whatever texture Elian had been expecting of a dragon’s scales, the sensation that met his fingertips was not it. Aurora’s golden-orange scales gleamed, almost as if they were lit

  from within. Their shine gave the impression of hardness, yet they were strangely soft to the touch. They looked like armour, but felt as if they offered little more protection than human skin.




  ‘They are tougher than they feel. Don’t worry, Elian, you won’t hurt me. Come on. Climb up.’




  It felt strange beyond anything that Elian had ever imagined, but he half crawled, half scrabbled his way up Aurora’s leg to her shoulder. As the dragon made no move to stop him, the

  reality of his situation began to sink in. Unbelievable as it seemed, the dragon’s voice inside his head was real – and he was about to ride her.




  ‘That’s it. Now sit yourself between two of my ridges. No, not there. Go back two more ridges . . . that’s it. The balance there will be better for both of us. Are

  you ready?’




  ‘What a question!’ Elian laughed. ‘If I’d prepared all my life, I wouldn’t be ready for this. I’m sitting on a dragon’s back. Am I sane? I’ve no

  idea what’s happening, but I don’t care. It feels great! I’m as ready now as I’ll ever be.’




  ‘Good. Hold on tight. I’m going to take you for a little ride.’




  Elian gripped the ridge in front of him as tightly as he could.




  Aurora turned her body until she was facing southwards along the length of the clearing. Elian felt the bunching of her muscles beneath him and he braced himself, leaning forwards until his

  cheek was alongside the ridge that he was gripping. At the same time, he clamped his legs as tight as he could to the dragon’s body, though it was not easy. The dragon’s back was far

  wider than that of his pony and the muscles along his inner thighs protested at the stretching.




  ‘AAAARRR . . .!’




  The cry broke from Elian’s throat as Aurora exploded forwards at a speed far greater than the fastest horse Elian had ever ridden. Great leathery wings suddenly swept out, forwards and

  down, taking a massive bite at the air. The whoosh of Ra’s first flapping motion was huge and Elian felt the dragon’s feet skip off the ground. Air rushed past as the dragon continued

  to accelerate. Elian’s stomach threatened to lurch up into his throat as she dipped back to the ground and her great wings circled back for another sweep.




  ‘. . . RRRRGGGGHHHH!’




  Elian’s cry petered out. He sucked in another breath.




  ‘Here we go,’ Aurora’s voice warned, and she swept forwards and down even harder with her wings. The ground fell away beneath them and Elian continued to yell

  uncontrollably. The rushing wind made his eyes water. Everything was blurred, but he knew he was now airborne and climbing.




  ‘Would you mind keeping down the noise back there? It’s very distracting, you know. I wouldn’t want to crash into anything.’




  Elian suspected that Aurora was joking again, but he was not about to take any chances. With her regal tones and imperious manner, she was more than a little scary. Chastened, he clamped his jaw

  shut and concentrated on blinking as fast as he could. He doubted he could have prised his fingers from their death grip on Ra’s back ridge to wipe away his tears even if he had dared. He had

  no idea how high he was, but he did not think a fall would be a good idea.




  ‘No,’ Ra said, still listening to his thoughts. ‘It wouldn’t be a good idea. We’re too high for you to survive a fall, but not yet high enough to

  give me much chance of catching you. If you feel you’re slipping, then let me know. I’ll do my best to help you regain your balance. I haven’t waited all this time just to let you

  fall and die before we’ve got to know one another properly.’




  It took a moment or two longer for Elian to clear his eyes of tears sufficiently to be able to see again. The rise and fall of Aurora’s back with every wing-stroke settled into a regular

  rhythm, to which his body automatically adapted.




  When Elian’s vision finally cleared, he gasped. They were far above the highest treetops and still climbing. They were also covering ground at a tremendous rate.




  The sensation was amazing. It was unlike anything Elian had ever imagined. The rush of wind, the great whooshing of Aurora’s wingbeats and the unique view from her back gave him a feeling

  of detachment. The ground felt too far away to give a sense of height, even though they were not yet as high up as the Devil’s Finger. The difference was hard to explain. It was as if the

  view across the landscape had lost all sense of reality. Flying on Aurora’s back gave the distance to the ground a feeling of depth, rather than height, as if he was looking over the side of

  a boat into crystal clear water and seeing the bottom many spans below.




  ‘Fun, isn’t it?’ Ra said.




  ‘It’s incredible! Totally fantastic!’ Elian shouted back.




  Elation took over. ‘WAHOOO!’ he yelled, raising his head in exultation. ‘WAHOOO!’ He started to laugh uncontrollably, his sheer joy overwhelming him, spilling out and

  leaving him gasping for breath again.




  ‘I’m glad you’re enjoying it, dragonrider, for I sense we have a lot of flying ahead of us.’




  ‘Where are we going, then?’ Elian asked, his laughter dying away as the implications of that statement sank in.




  ‘Now?’ Ra asked.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Well, to begin with, I think I had better take you home. You’ll need provisions, clothes and travel gear. I’m sure you’ll also want to say goodbye to your family. You

  probably won’t see them again for some time. Our path together is beckoning. There’s no time for me to teach you the finer points of flying. You will have to learn as you go. My senses

  tell me we need to visit the Oracle soon. Time waits for neither man nor dragon.’




  Elian wanted to ask Ra what she meant by ‘the Oracle’. But first, he had a more important request. ‘If you’re taking me home, can we make a little side stop

  first?’




  ‘That depends,’ Ra answered, caution reflected in her tone. ‘What have you got in mind?’




  ‘I’ve an old score to settle with a couple of boys who’d really benefit from meeting a dragon.’
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  Chapter Three




  Hunter and Hunted




  ‘If you wish to gain revenge upon these boys, Elian, I should warn you that I am no weapon to be used at your bidding.’ The full weight of Aurora’s

  most imperious tones brooked no argument.




  ‘No! Of course not, Ra! I don’t want you to hurt them – but I hoped you might agree to give them a bit of a fright. You see, Borkas and Farrel have made life a misery

  for my friends and me. They’re the worst sorts of bullies – mean-spirited and cruel. I just thought it would be great to give them a taste of what it feels like to be small and

  vulnerable, that’s all.’




  Aurora fell silent while she considered his request. Time stretched and Elian hardly dared to breathe.




  ‘Very well,’ she said eventually. ‘Where will we find these boys?’




  ‘I expect they’re waiting for me near the edge of the woods, not far from where we met,’ Elian replied, unable to hide his excitement.




  ‘Then that’s where we’ll look.’




  Aurora suddenly dipped her left wing to turn and Elian grunted with surprise. An invisible force pressed him hard against Ra’s back. He looked left and his stomach knotted with fear. The

  ground filled his view, yet despite the impossible angle he did not fall. He did not understand why, but he was very glad to be squashed firmly in place upon the dragon’s back by what felt

  like a great, unseen hand.




  ‘Go with the turn, Elian. If you try to lean the other way, then you might fall off my other side when I roll out of it.’




  Elian wasn’t about to argue. It felt wrong, but he did as he was told. Instinct and fear tightened his fingers until he was sure they would have to be prised free from Ra’s neck

  ridge when he landed. Despite obediently leaning into the turn, he began to slide off her other side as she returned to level flight. Elian righted himself quickly, most grateful for the

  forewarning. It would take a while to get used to turns, he realised.




  Aurora continued to power upwards, gaining altitude with every stroke of her wings. Elian glanced down and realised they were now heading back northwards along the line of the valley. It was not

  long before he could see the Devil’s Finger, looking more impossible and sinister than ever from this angle. And he had walked nearly to the end! What had he been thinking of?




  Before long they were level with the Finger and then above it, climbing further until they skimmed in and out of the base of the cloud layer. Thin wisps wrapped around them in wraith-like

  tendrils, parting in swirls as they powered through.




  ‘I’m going to climb through this. It’s very thin, but you might get a bit wet.’




  Elian did not answer. He was fascinated by the possibility of being above the clouds. He had once looked down into the Haleen Valley when there had been fog in the valley basin. The view then

  had been spectacular, but to be above the clouds – what would that be like?




  A few more powerful down-strokes of Ra’s wings and they plunged into a waking nightmare of whiteness. The temperature dropped and Elian shivered. Flying blind into what felt like driving

  fog was terrifying. Squinting into the damp, milky mist, all he could see was Ra’s back and wings. It was as if they had entered a void. Could Aurora see where she was going? Although Elian

  knew they were above the edge of the Great Escarpment, it was easy to imagine flying blind into a cliff.




  Within a few heartbeats he was soaked. Tiny droplets of water beaded on his skin, collecting together and growing before running in rivulets, driven by the airflow. The wet, white terror was

  brief. They punched out of the top of the cloud into brilliant sunshine and Elian found he was still squinting, but this time against the light. The sky above was a stunning blue and the top

  surface of the cloud was a dazzling white. Although he was shivering with cold, he felt a warm flood of elation course through him. It was as if they were flying above a sea of the most perfectly

  mashed potato – fluffy and white, with not even the slightest hint of unpeeled skin to mar its purity.




  As they climbed still higher, Elian realised the white carpet was not complete. Small breaks were appearing in the cloud, but it would be some time before the sun was strong enough to break it

  up more thoroughly.
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