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WORLD BOOK DAY®


World Book Day® champions the fun of reading, because it seriously improves lives. We want every child and young person to read their way and find reading fun.

To find out more, and for fun activities including video stories, audiobooks and book recommendations, visit worldbookday.com
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PROLOGUE

Twenty-five bloodthirsty unicorns soar into the air as the Chaos Cup begins.

The armoured riders urge their unicorns across the arena’s sand, desperate for an early lead in the most famous race in the world.

The winning rider will rule the Island and be celebrated on the Mainland – their name whispered down the generations.

For winning the Chaos Cup doesn’t just make you famous. It makes you a legend.

The warrior unicorns stretch out their great wings. Coloured feathers blur – in midnight blacks and blood reds and iron greys – as the creatures rise into the sky.

Guttural bellows mix with the scraping of armour, the unicorns barging for the best positions. The tips of sharp horns glint in their attempts to tear flesh from their rivals.

For these unicorns don’t belong in fairy tales; they belong in nightmares.

Fire, water, air and earth magic explode across the sky, riders’ palms lighting up with elemental power as sky battles rage.

Flaming arrows soar from burning bows, ice shields shimmer against the smoky sky, lightning bolts strike armoured chests, thorn-studded maces tangle with sparking swords.

For these are warrior unicorns, and they always race to win.

Federico Jones and his unicorn, Sunset’s Blood, unleash a devastating wildfire attack on Aspen McGrath and New-Age Frost.

But the water wielder’s palm glows blue, ice crystals knitting in a web until her unicorn is sealed in a frozen cocoon so thick the flames cannot touch them.

For heroes aren’t born, they are made on this battlefield.

New-Age Frost and Aspen burst from the ice shell to overtake the fire wielder, putting on an unbelievable burst of speed, grey wings pumping. A thunderbolt cracks through the air, and they swerve, then dodge a flaming javelin, finally overtaking the leading unicorn and plummeting towards the arena. The crowd goes wild.

For as Aspen rides Frost under the finishing arch, she wins the Chaos Cup.

But suddenly the cheering stops, the celebrations cease.

And, instead, the air is filled with screaming.





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE THE CALL


Albert Chapman watched the winning unicorn gallop beneath the finishing arch. He wished he could shut his eyes without his mum and older brother noticing – but he was sitting between them on the sofa. Albert could hardly bear to watch the proud riders. Because he was never going to be destined for a warrior unicorn. He wanted to put his fingers in his ears as the commentators discussed the best elemental battles. Every rider could use the fire, water, air and earth elements along with their unicorn. Though one was their allied element – their best. Albert stifled a sad sigh – he wouldn’t discover his strongest element either.

For Albert was certain he’d never even see the Island – home to the bloodthirsty unicorns. He was sure he’d be staying in Liverpool here on the Mainland like his brother, Jacob. Everyone said so – his teachers, his friends, even his own parents. And the awful thing was that they weren’t even being unkind. It was rare for an Islander to be destined for a unicorn, even rarer to be one of the Mainlanders who passed the Hatchery exam – the test that determined whether a thirteen-year-old like him might become a rider.

And, even if Albert ignored his abysmal mock exam result, the truth was that he was missing one of the key ingredients a bloodthirsty unicorn rider needed: bravery. Everything worried Albert – from whether he fitted in with his friends, to trips to the dentist, to his brother leaving for veterinary school in a few months.

‘You all right, Al?’ Jacob asked quietly, their mum still glued to the TV.

Albert forced a cheerful expression. ‘Just annoyed Federico didn’t win.’

‘That fire wielder gave it a good shot though, eh?’ Jacob said, nudging Albert with his elbow. ‘You want a chocolate bar?’ Chocolate was a Chaos Cup ritual for the Chapman brothers.

‘Always,’ Albert said, a genuine smile deepening his dimples. Even though Jacob was five years older than him, they looked very similar. Both had bright blue eyes like Mum, and blond curly hair – though while Albert’s was wild and unruly, Jacob had his tied neatly in a ponytail.

Albert had never told Jacob about his very secret wish to be a rider. He had always been too embarrassed, especially after Jacob hadn’t seemed bothered about failing his own Hatchery exam. Jacob was more interested in the animals that lived on the Mainland – he’d even convinced Albert to help out at the animal shelter where he worked.

Just as Albert began to open his chocolate bar, Mum murmured, ‘Something isn’t right.’

Jacob was staring at the TV too, which was showing only a single shot of the arena, as though the camera operators had abandoned their posts. There was no commentary, only screaming.

Because there was a wild unicorn in the arena.

Unlike the type of unicorn Albert dreamed of being destined for, this creature’s wings were featherless and its body was rotting – more skeleton than skin. Its eyes were red, haunted slits. Blood was caked round its jaws and the bones of its ribs were visible. These were the unicorns everyone feared – the ones that had hatched wild, never bonding with their destined rider.

But somehow this unicorn did have a rider. Albert could see the billowing black shroud flapping in the breeze, the edges tattered and torn. A wide, white-painted stripe obscured the rider’s face from the base of the throat to the very top of the head, leading into short dark hair. A shiver went through Albert’s whole body.

The unicorn reared up – pawing the air with its hooves, belching thick black smog. Its rider let out a triumphant howl, the unicorn screeched and smoke filled the arena. There was more screaming, explosions of elemental magic, a jet of white light illuminated the wild unicorn, and in that moment the rider turned and – slowly and deliberately – raised one long bony finger to point directly into the camera.

‘Turn it off, Jacob!’ Albert’s mum said sharply, terror in her voice.

The screen went dark, and the Chapmans sat in shocked silence.

For the first time in his life, Albert was glad that he had no chance of becoming a rider.



Two days later, Albert awoke to the sound of Jacob shouting his name.

‘Al! ALBERT! Wake up!’

‘What’s happened?’ Albert was still half in his nightmare about that wild unicorn rider the news channels were calling the Weaver, who had stolen the winning unicorn from the Chaos Cup. Albert was glad he hadn’t seen it. Lots of parents had threatened to stop their children from taking the Hatchery exam, saying the Island wasn’t safe. But it was illegal not to take the test. Because if you were destined for a unicorn and didn’t turn up to the Island, then your unicorn would hatch without you. Hatch wild, an immortal monster. Just like the one they’d all seen on their screens.

So every thirteen-year-old on the Mainland had taken the Hatchery exam today. Albert had gone to bed early, certain he hadn’t done very well. He didn’t need to wait for a knock on his door at midnight. He already knew nobody was coming to escort him to the Island.

But now Jacob was standing in his bedroom, looking frantic. ‘Al, you have to get dressed.’ He started shoving random clothes into Albert’s school rucksack.

‘What are you doing?’ Albert climbed out of bed.

Jacob handed him a pair of jeans and a blue sweatshirt. ‘Put these on.’

Albert obeyed and then crossed his arms. ‘If this is some kind of prank…’

Jacob looked him square in the face. ‘You passed.’

‘What?’

Jacob put his hands on Albert’s shoulders. ‘The Hatchery exam, Al! You passed!’

Albert shrugged out of his brother’s grip. ‘This isn’t funny. Not tonight.’

‘I’m serious,’ Jacob said, grinning. ‘Mum’s talking to someone from the Rider Liaison Office right now! Dad’s on his way too.’

‘Dad’s coming?’ Albert’s heart thundered in his chest. Jacob would never joke about their parents being in the same room. Mum and Dad were getting divorced – and the only thing they ever agreed on was how much they loved Albert and Jacob. When it came to everything else? Well, someone always got upset. So if Mum had called Dad tonight, then…

In a daze, Albert made his way downstairs, Jacob following with the hastily packed rucksack. The front door was wide open and, sure enough, Mum and Dad were standing side by side. They looked happy – they looked excited – and they were mid-conversation with someone Albert didn’t recognise.

When the stranger saw the Chapman brothers approaching, he turned abruptly and said the words Albert had given up all hope of hearing.

‘The Island is calling you, Albert Chapman.’
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