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PROLOGUE

The cameraman heard the unicorns before he saw them.

High-pitched screeching, murderous growls, the gnashing of bloody teeth.

The cameraman smelled the unicorns before he saw them.

Flaming breath, silvery sweat, the stench of imminent death.

The cameraman felt the unicorns before he saw them too.

Somewhere deep in his bones their metallic hooves thundered, and the panic began to rise – until every nerve, every cell, told him to run. But he had a job to do.

The cameraman watched the unicorns glide across Margate beach.

Eight of them. Silver giants galloping across the sand, shining wings unfurling, taking flight.

Like the eye of a blinding storm, sun-bright smoke swirled around them, thunder rumbled in their wake and bolts of lightning hit the streets far below their fearsome feet.

Eight silver horns sliced through the air, as the monsters howled their war cry.

The Mainlanders began to scream; some tried to run. But it was far, far too late for that.

The cameraman was standing in the old town square when the first unicorn landed.

It snorted sparks and pawed the ground, havoc and mayhem in every chilling breath.

The cameraman kept filming, despite his shaking hands. He had a job to do.

The unicorn lowered its giant head, the razor-sharp horn pointing directly at the lens.

Its smouldering eyes met the cameraman’s and he saw in them only destruction.

There was no hope for Margate now. No hope for him.

But then he’d been warned they’d never survive a silver unicorn stampede.

He just hoped the footage would prepare the Mainland.

Because once you see a silver unicorn, you’re already dead.

Robert Smith lowered his camera, hoping that his job was done.

Because unicorns don’t belong in fairy tales; they belong in nightmares.
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CHAPTER ONE ESCAPE

Skandar Smith felt the explosion thundering through the prison. In the blaze of white light from Kenna’s spirit stone, the bars of his cell were blown clean off – along with a chunk of the outer wall. Two of the elemental chains that held the prison aloft clanked as they came loose from the trees that anchored them, and the hanging rock tilted violently towards the ground. Sunlight streamed in and debris filled the air as Skandar crawled out of his cell, desperately searching for his sister and his aunt.

There weren’t any sentinels in sight; perhaps they were already rushing for backup. Instead, escaped prisoners filled the space – the blast had blown out their cell doors and walls. Skandar scanned every passing face as people pushed towards the exit ladder that had become dislodged by Kenna’s explosion. The rungs now led all the way to the ground, and freedom.

Then, finally – there she was.

‘Well, that was a bit dramatic,’ Kenna Smith said, reaching out a hand for her brother.

Skandar didn’t take it. Still unsure of her, unsure of… everything.

‘A bit?’ He raised an eyebrow at the utter chaos surrounding them.

There was a tug on his bond with Scoundrel’s Luck – a flare of an emotion that they hadn’t felt since Skandar’s Chaos Cup win had been declared void. Since Rex had told the Island that Skandar was the Weaver’s son. Since Flo had betrayed him. Suddenly, the bond was filled with unmistakable, undeniable hope.

‘Do you know where Scoundrel is?’ Skandar asked his sister breathlessly.

‘What do you think we’re waiting up here for?’ Kenna folded her arms, the molten lava and spiked vines of her mutations entwining. She stepped up to the hole she had blown in the side of the rock, her brown eyes fixed on three unicorns flying rapidly towards the prison.

One palomino. One black. And one dapple-grey.

Even in its fractured splinters, Skandar’s heart burst with joy at seeing Scoundrel, and the relief in their bond told him that the black unicorn had spotted his rider too.

‘Scoundrel was being held at the stables in Council Square,’ Kenna explained. ‘Goshawk must have caused enough havoc to break him out.’ She sounded proud. ‘That was the plan, anyway.’

Skandar was hit with memories from the arena – Kenna backing down from killing Scoundrel; Goshawk’s Fury and the dapple-grey arriving together; Skandar’s friends galloping to save him on their cursed wild unicorns. Where were Bobby and Mitchell now?

‘Thoughtful of you to organise my getaway ride.’

Skandar whirled towards the familiar voice. Before his eyes could even focus, he was pulled into the arms of Agatha Everhart.

‘Hello, little spirit wielder,’ she murmured, and then jerked backwards, checking him for injuries. Skandar did the same. They hadn’t seen each other since her arrest at the Air Festival. His aunt looked worryingly thin, and she was covered in black streaks from the explosion. But she was alive. And free – almost.

Agatha did not acknowledge Kenna’s presence, though her eyes flicked towards the girl who’d killed her unicorn, perhaps assessing whether to push her from their great height.

‘Are you okay?’ Skandar asked, voice gravelly.

Agatha’s gaze snapped back to him. ‘You won the Chaos Cup. You’re the Commodore of Chaos. The Commodore!’ There was joy in her face.

‘I’m not,’ Skandar said, choking out the words. ‘Rex—’ He didn’t know how much she’d heard in the prison. Perhaps she’d managed to listen to his win over the tannoy but missed what came afterwards.

Agatha shook her head. ‘No. Absolutely not. Do not say that silver worm’s name. You, Skandar, are the rightful Commodore.’

‘You heard what happened?’ He swallowed. ‘And Flo…’

Pain flashed across Agatha’s face, and Skandar realised it was the sorrow she felt for him, for what he had lost down in the arena.

‘The Island saw you win the Chaos Cup,’ she growled, gripping Skandar’s shoulder. ‘Rex has seized power from you. He has stolen it, Skandar. You are Commodore.’

‘Even if that’s true,’ Skandar mumbled. ‘I’m not sure it’ll make a difference.’

Agatha’s eyes were defiant. ‘We shall see.’

The three unicorns were now only fifty metres away. Scoundrel shrieked with happiness as he soared towards his rider. Reunited with his unicorn, Skandar thought he might finally be able to feel something other than the awful numb shock that had settled over him these last few hours.

I’m here, boy, he thought, pouring his emotions into the bond. I’m here.

Then there were shouts from below, the pounding of hoofbeats.

The sentinels were coming. Still, Skandar was relieved that there were no silver unicorns in sight yet – no Silver Sorceress, no Silver Blade. Perhaps the Silver Circle were too busy celebrating. Perhaps Flo was… The thought made him sick.

‘Go! Go!’ Kenna was shouting, already launching herself from the crumbling edge of the prison towards Goshawk’s skeletal spine. Skandar and Agatha both moved in the same direction, towards a hovering Scoundrel.

‘Agatha, ride the dapple-grey – she’ll let you!’ Kenna shouted over her shoulder. ‘Scoundrel will be too slow with both of you!’

The sentinels were pointing at their most important prisoners, their silver-armoured unicorns galloping for take-off.

‘She’s wild – you can’t be serious?’ Skandar yelled at Kenna, but Goshawk was already starting to turn, wings beating furiously.

Agatha just muttered, ‘She’s probably right about the speed.’ And then she launched herself at the dapple-grey’s rotting back, leaving Skandar no choice but to mount Scoundrel. His aunt swore as the wild unicorn shrieked and tossed her transparent horn unhappily.

Kenna and Goshawk soared away from the now-airborne sentinels into the afternoon sunlight. Scoundrel and the dapple-grey followed close behind as they flew directly over Fourpoint. Panic clawed at Skandar’s chest. People were shouting and screaming in the colourful streets, pointing at them from treehouse platforms, calling for sentinels. If it had been up to him, Skandar would have headed for the outer reaches of the elemental zones. He would not have flown back over the capital; he would have tried to hide—

But Kenna was not hiding. The spirit element glowed brightly in her palm, and swept over Goshawk’s Fury – the white light winding through the unicorn’s ribcage, around the bones in her legs, across her sinewy wings. With Agatha astride, the dapple-grey blasted the fifth element too. And Skandar’s aunt was actually laughing – a sound he’d feared he would never hear again.

Skandar realised that Kenna and Agatha were sending a message to the false Commodore Rex Manning – and to the Silver Circle.

This is our Island too. Spirit’s light will not be dimmed.

So Skandar summoned his own element into the bond, and Scoundrel roared with joy, the sound echoing off the treehouse roofs. And as the three shining riders flew like shooting stars over the capital and towards Kenna’s Eyrie, Skandar hoped he was sending another message too. To his friends. To the Scoundrels’ Resistance. To the Mainlanders fearing for their home. To the Islanders who opposed Rex. His battle cry for anyone who dreamed of a better future. Fight with me. Fight back.



Skandar didn’t even think about Kenna’s shield around the Eyrie until the sentinels chasing them collided with it. The screams of the closest guards pierced the air as the wild magic ravaged their bodies, their unicorns crash-landing onto the hill. Shouts went up, warning those further behind to stay away from the highest plateau and the entrance tree.

Kenna didn’t seem to notice, opening the trunk in a flash of white light.

‘Why didn’t it hurt us?’ Skandar asked once they were safely inside.

‘My shield is woven with spirit magic,’ Kenna explained. ‘It responds to an intruder’s intentions. I modelled it on some of the illusions I read about back when I had The Book of Spirit. If you don’t mean any harm, then the shield will let you through. If you do, then…’ The groaning guards were still audible. ‘We’ll be safe for now.’

Skandar remembered how the shield had melted his boot the last time he’d attempted to get in here, and wondered what that meant for him and Kenna.

Agatha’s face was flickering between her hatred for Kenna and admiration for the clever spirit magic as she dismounted from the dapple-grey. The wild unicorn’s bare ribs were heaving. She was unused to flying – let alone carrying a rider.

When Agatha finally spoke, her voice was flat. ‘After our display over Fourpoint, it’s possible that more people may wish to come here. Friends, allies and others wanting to support Commodore Smith.’

Skandar grimaced at the title. It didn’t feel real. Nothing had felt real since Scoundrel had passed under the finishing arch. He wasn’t ready. He could barely think straight himself, let alone lead anyone else against a vengeful silver rider who had the ability to create Mythical-level predators.

‘If new arrivals are on our side, they’ll be able to pass through unharmed,’ Kenna said, matching Agatha’s business-like tone. ‘Like my Originals.’

As though the words had summoned her followers, three riders – Albert, Adela and Mateo – came riding between the armoured trunks of the pine forest. Skandar noticed immediately that their unicorns – Eagle’s Dawn, Smoke-Eyed Saviour and Hell’s Diamond – were no longer wild. The Skeleton Curse really was over, just as Skandar had hoped for when Kenna failed to complete the cycle by killing Scoundrel. But his relief was mixed with worry as he thought of Falcon and Red. Even though they were no longer wild, were they safe?

The three riders dismounted, glancing warily between Kenna and Skandar, assessing whether their leader needed protecting. Scoundrel pawed at the ground in warning, moving sideways to shield Skandar as sparks ignited at his hooves. Last time he’d faced these unicorns, they’d attacked.

Finally Adela spoke to Kenna, the smoking coils of her hair moving in the breeze. ‘You got yourself arrested on purpose, didn’t you?’

‘What in the name of the First Rider is Skandar Smith doing here?’ Mateo demanded.

Albert said nothing, looking unsurprised at Skandar and Agatha’s arrival. The fire wielder simply cracked his smouldering knuckles, his blue eyes scanning Kenna’s face.

Kenna held up a hand, silencing Adela and Mateo. ‘Things have changed.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Let the others know I’ll hold a meeting with all the Originals. Some of them – of you – may want to leave now that there’s no possibility of being allied to all five elements.’ Her eyes flicked to Skandar. ‘Though I think there’s still a lot we can fight for together.’

Adela and Mateo led their unicorns away, speaking in low, unhappy voices. Scoundrel let out a hiss, as though warning them not to return.

Albert closed the distance between him and Kenna, and pulled her into a hug. Eagle made a high-pitched shriek towards Goshawk – which the wild unicorn ignored.

‘Holy hailstones,’ Albert cursed. ‘Don’t ever do that again.’

‘Thank you for getting Scoundrel out,’ Kenna breathed into his shoulder.

‘That was you?’ Skandar asked the fire wielder.

‘Your sister – dramatic pain that she is – left the Eyrie telling me to look after Goshawk for her. Turns out that meant chasing Gos all the way to Council Square, where she teamed up with Kenna’s dapple-grey and busted Scoundrel out of jail.’ Albert gave Kenna an exasperated glance. ‘Some more detail on that plan might have been nice, you know?’

Kenna chuckled. ‘Sorry, Al. There wasn’t exactly a lot of time.’

‘Hmm,’ Albert said, though his eyes twinkled at her. Then their light dulled as he said, ‘Rex has been busy.’

‘What do you mean?’ Agatha asked sharply.

Dread filled Skandar. He rested a hand on Scoundrel’s neck for support, and the unicorn made a low rumbling sound.

‘The Hatchery Herald printed two articles about you this morning.’ Albert pulled a copy of the Island newspaper from the inside of his jacket. Skandar read the headline:


COMMODORE CAPTURES CHILDREN OF THE WEAVER

Yesterday, a Mainland plot was uncovered by Commodore Rex Manning that has been years in the making. Skandar Smith and Kenna Everhart – the Mainlander children of the Weaver – were moments away from achieving their goal of taking control of the Island. Skandar attempted to steal Chaos Cup glory with the help of the Weaver’s sister Agatha Everhart, while Kenna had already captured the Eyrie earlier this year…



‘So Rex really is declaring himself the rightful Commodore,’ Agatha said furiously.

‘Well, that’s nothing new.’ Skandar felt relieved it wasn’t anything worse. ‘This is exactly what he said in the arena yesterday. After Flo…’ He couldn’t finish the sentence. Agatha put a hand on his shoulder.

‘He’s not just coming after you two, though,’ said Albert grimly. ‘Look.’

Skandar scanned the second article.


THE COMMODORE NEEDS YOUR HELP!

Have you seen these people? The following list of suspects are accused of assisting the Smith/Everhart siblings – Spirit Wielder Skandar and Wild Rider Kenna – with their attempted plot against the Island on behalf of the Mainland. They are highly dangerous and will be arrested on sight. If you have any information on their whereabouts, please inform a sentinel at once.



‘Rex is blaming you two and the Mainland for everything that’s happened over the last few years.’ Albert fiddled nervously with the end of his blond ponytail. He was a Mainlander like the Smith siblings.

‘No Mainlanders were allowed to take the Hatchery exam this year,’ Kenna added. ‘The guards outside my cell were gossiping about it. Rex has torn up the Treaty.’

But Skandar was staring at the grainy photographs below the Herald headline. Ice-cold fear filled his veins. The list included most members of the Scoundrels’ Resistance – Jamie the blacksmith, Craig the bookseller, Ruth the Keeper of the Vaults, Fiona the healer, Talia the battlesong bard, and Elora, Pathfinder of the Wanderers. The only ones who weren’t mentioned were Olu and Sara Shekoni, and Skandar found himself wondering whether it was their daughter who had betrayed the others to Rex.

Then, worst of all, Bobby and Mitchell stared back at Skandar. A fully armoured Bobby was posing in a photo that must have been taken after the Qualifiers, whereas the picture of Mitchell looked much younger, perhaps the age he’d entered the Hatchery.

Skandar started to panic. ‘You said this newspaper was from this morning, right? Have any of these people been arrested since—’

Albert shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Skandar. I don’t know.’

‘Then I need to go. I need to warn them!’ He lurched towards Scoundrel.

Agatha grabbed Skandar’s spirit-mutated arm. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You two just blew up the prison. Every single sentinel will be searching for you!’

‘I can’t stay here and do nothing!’ Skandar exploded. ‘Rex killed Nina Kazama. He tried to kill me during the Chaos Cup! What if he’s already hurting our friends? What if he’s locked them in the Stronghold… or worse?’

‘I’ll send some of my Originals to Fourpoint tonight,’ Kenna offered. ‘I’ve been doing that for months – using spies, scouts – to get information. The Silver Circle don’t know most of their identities. My riders can ask around.’ Her face clouded over. ‘That’s if any of them want to keep fighting for me…’

‘Thank you,’ Skandar breathed. ‘That would be… be good.’ His voice felt formal, like he’d forgotten how to talk to her. There was so much that they hadn’t said to each other. Skandar had found it in his heart to forgive Kenna, but he could not forget all the terrible things she’d done. And he didn’t know whether she had forgiven him for how he’d abandoned her to her pain. The space between them felt like a black void – its darkness full of horrors they weren’t yet strong enough to face.

‘I’ll extend my shield,’ Kenna was telling Agatha, ‘to the bottom of the Eyrie’s hill. That way it’ll be easier for people to outrun the sentinels and get to us. The larger shield will protect them all the way up to the entrance tree.’

‘Are you sure you want to do that?’ Albert asked worriedly. ‘Won’t it sap your strength too much? It’s already covering such a large area, Kenn.’

‘It’s fine,’ Kenna snapped. ‘I’ll do it now.’ She closed her eyes.

‘People will still think they’ll be harmed by your wild magic,’ Agatha said icily. Skandar wondered if she was thinking of when Kenna had broken her bond, of the moment Arctic Swansong had fallen to the ground.

‘Then we put word out about the shield, too,’ Albert said, half turning to Eagle’s Dawn. ‘I’ll gather a team of riders now. Once rumours start spreading that Skandar is here, and safe, the Eyrie will seem like a haven. A sanctuary for those who want to fight against Rex.’

‘As long as people don’t think too hard about the Wild Rider living here too,’ Agatha said sharply. ‘Do you really think riders are simply going to forget that Kenna turned all their unicorns wild, boy?’

Skandar heard the words his aunt didn’t say, too. Do you really think I’m going to forget she killed my unicorn?

Wisps of hair escaped Agatha’s messy bun. ‘You must play down Kenna’s presence here at the Eyrie. Only mention Skandar when you go into Fourpoint.’

Albert shifted awkwardly.

Kenna sighed. ‘Let’s hope the Island has a short memory.’

Agatha snorted, but Kenna’s gaze lingered on Skandar as she left to speak to her Originals. In another world he might have hugged her, or wished her luck, or even told her that he loved her. But they had been apart – had been enemies – for months. He had no idea how to do any of that any more. No idea who they were to each other.

Instead, Skandar stood next to Agatha under the colourful leaves of the entrance tree, watching Eagle, Goshawk and the dapple-grey follow Albert and Kenna towards the stables.

Skandar felt so tired, so hopeless. He hadn’t slept at all in the prison, but he couldn’t rest knowing that Rex was going after the people who’d helped him when it had mattered most. Did they regret that, now they knew he was the son of the Weaver? Maybe they believed that Skandar had been the enemy of the Island all along. Maybe everyone would side with Rex, the way Flo had. Maybe even Bobby and Mitchell wished they hadn’t hidden his secret, now that it meant they were being hunted too.

He voiced his fear to Agatha. ‘What if nobody comes?’ The question was as quiet as the leaves whispering above them. Scoundrel half extended a feathery wing, as though attempting to shield Skandar from the feeling of dread.

‘Because of Kenna?’

Skandar shook his head. ‘Because of me. The whole Island knows that I’m the Weaver’s son now. I don’t exactly look like the good guy in all of this.’

‘You are the Commodore, Skandar,’ Agatha said fiercely. ‘You won the Chaos Cup; it shouldn’t matter what it looks like to—’

‘Stop.’ Skandar held up his hand. ‘Please stop saying I’m the Commodore. I don’t care about that. I just want…’ But he couldn’t finish the sentence because the one thing he wanted was impossible. He wanted to turn back time, to finish the Chaos Cup again and never hear Flo say those words: Skandar Smith, you’re under arrest. He wanted his friends to be safe. Would any of them ever be safe again, now that—

Sounds of a small battle interrupted his spiralling thoughts. The splash of a water shield, the crack of a lightning bolt, the roar of a fire weapon. Agatha turned towards the trunk at the Eyrie’s entrance. Skandar guessed the fight was happening at the bottom of the hill – the edge of Kenna’s extended shield. He instinctively reached for Scoundrel, who was listening carefully, his black ears pricked, onyx horn catching the sunlight.

‘You can’t go out there,’ Agatha reminded him sharply. ‘You don’t know who—’

The battle sounds were replaced by thundering hooves and a pair of raised voices on the other side of the Eyrie’s wall. Scoundrel shrieked excitedly.

‘Told you Skandar wouldn’t let us get fried by Kenna’s magic. You worry wayyy too much.’

‘I stand by it. That was a completely untested theory. We could have been killed!’

‘You know what actually almost killed us? The number of books you insisted we bring.’

‘I didn’t anticipate a battle. And they’re very important books!’

‘You think all books are important – so honestly that’s not a very convincing argument. Now shut up while I open the entrance. Get ready in case the Original Idiots have Skandar hostage and are waiting to obliterate us on the other side.’

The trunk opened with a crackle of electricity.

Skandar and Scoundrel both hurtled towards the entrance as it revealed Bobby Bruna and Falcon’s Wrath, with Mitchell Henderson and Red Night’s Delight close behind. They had elemental debris in their hair and manes, and sweat streaked across faces and flanks – presumably from the skirmish they’d just had at the edge of the Eyrie’s shield. Both riders were carrying loaded rucksacks. Scoundrel shrieked with pure delight as he set eyes on his fiery best friend.

For a moment Skandar thought he might have been imagining the whole scene. Bobby and Mitchell back inside the Eyrie, safe and grinning at him. Slate-grey Falcon and scarlet-winged Red no longer skeletal but fully recovered from the curse. It was too wonderful – it couldn’t be real.

But then Bobby and Mitchell threw themselves from their unicorns’ backs and sprinted towards him. The hug was fierce and long and full of relief. And with their arms round him Skandar felt like he could breathe again.

Like all was not lost. Not yet.




[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO DISCORD

With Bobby and Mitchell back in the Eyrie, Skandar finally managed to sleep. He was so exhausted that he spent the next few days recovering in Agatha’s treehouse, where the trio had taken up residence. Whenever he woke up, he hoped everything would feel a bit less like he was living in his own perfectly constructed nightmare. But it never did. And he found, though he knew it was cowardly, that he didn’t want to leave the treehouse. Beyond its metal walls was the reality in which Flo had betrayed him, Rex was hunting his friends and Kenna had almost killed his unicorn.

After yet another day of fitful sleep, Skandar was awoken by a conversation in low voices. He blinked, trying to work out where he was. He was in a hammock. He could smell fresh bread and—

Bobby entered the bedroom and handed him a sandwich. ‘Here, eat this.’

Skandar was so hungry that he was halfway through it before realising it was filled with Marmite, jam and cheese.

‘You shouldn’t give those things to people with no warning,’ Mitchell scolded from behind her.

Bobby shrugged. ‘Skandar’s known me for four years. He’s had enough warning.’

‘Come and sit by the stove.’ Mitchell’s gentle tone told Skandar that his face must look as haunted as his dreams.

Skandar knew Agatha’s treehouse well from all his visits during her time as spirit instructor. He was very glad they hadn’t returned to the quartet’s original treehouse. It felt impossible to go there without Flo. Devastating.

The three friends moved to the living room and settled on the sheepskin rug. It was as though Bobby had read Skandar’s mind. ‘Why did Flo do it?’

Skandar thought back to that dreadful moment in the arena. It felt like years had passed since then, not a few days.

‘There must be an explanation,’ Mitchell said immediately. ‘Logic,’ he insisted, ‘does not point to Flo betraying her best friend in the world.’

‘Logic doesn’t really help,’ Bobby said bluntly, ‘when that’s what happened.’ And, unfortunately, Skandar agreed with her. Especially now it was clear that Rex had the names of the Scoundrels’ Resistance.

He changed the subject – unable to bear it, and worried they might ask him about Kenna next. He had no idea how his friends were feeling about her after the Skeleton Curse. He didn’t even know how he was feeling. Skandar pointed to three piles of ancient-looking books stacked up along one metal wall. ‘What are all those?’

Bobby rolled her eyes and Mitchell pushed his glasses back up his nose. ‘They’re from the Vaults.’ He launched into an explanation, the words tumbling out very quickly. ‘Right after you were arrested, Roberta and I both knew that it wouldn’t be long before Rex came for us, too. So we managed to get wild Red and Falcon to the water library… and my mother.’

Skandar nodded. Ruth Henderson was one of the four Keepers of the Vaults. One of the members of the Scoundrels’ Resistance. One of the people Rex was now hunting.

‘Ruth took us down into the Vaults while the unicorns hid in her office,’ Bobby explained. ‘If the sentinels stormed the library, we reckoned we’d feel fear through our bonds.’

‘But Rex knows Ruth is a Keeper – wouldn’t it have been one of the first places—’

‘Nobody knows that labyrinth better than my mother,’ Mitchell interrupted. ‘She could have hidden us for weeks without detection.’

Bobby narrowed her eyes. ‘I wasn’t thrilled by that idea, or by leaving Falcon, but Mitchell insisted we use our time in the Vaults productively.’

‘Did you try the keys?’ Skandar asked hopefully. The magical keys to the Vaults led visitors through the underground warren of information.

‘Yes,’ Mitchell said. ‘Our intentions were very clear. Find anything to save you or the Island or the Mainland from Rex. Ideally all three.’

‘I was only really thinking about you, to be honest,’ Bobby added with a wink at Skandar. ‘But Mitchell went a bit overboard. That’s how we ended up bringing most of the Vaults with us when we heard you’d escaped.’ She blew out a puff of air, exasperated, and it lifted her fringe.

Skandar frowned. ‘How did you hear down there?’

Mitchell laughed. ‘Red! I got this explosion of happiness in the bond – it must have been when Scoundrel soared over Fourpoint.’

That thought made Skandar smile. ‘So did you find anything useful?’ At the Air Festival, Rex had made a speech about defeating the Mainland to protect the Island. Skandar still didn’t exactly know what he’d meant, and that scared him.

Bobby started making another sandwich, leaving the detail to Mitchell. The fire wielder moved to the stacked books, picking up volumes at random and feverishly flashing their covers at Skandar. ‘Most of the books the keys led us to were about the First Children.’

‘Who are the First Children?’ Skandar asked, just as Agatha came through the door looking ruffled. Her eyes raked over her nephew by the stove and a smile played across her lips. ‘The Commodore has finally deigned to rise from his hammock, I see.’

Skandar rolled his eyes in a perfect imitation of Bobby, but he grinned as Agatha crushed him into a one-armed hug.

Meanwhile, Mitchell ploughed on with answering Skandar’s question. ‘The First Children are the offspring of the First Rider.’

Bobby snorted. ‘Who says offspring?’

Surprisingly, it was Agatha who spoke next. ‘My parents – your grandparents – weren’t exactly the sort for bedtime stories, but even I was told about the First Children when I was growing up. Spirit wielders were particularly keen on the tales – mainly because, at least according to the ancient texts, the First Rider’s favourite was always Elowen, the spirit child.’

Mitchell frowned. ‘That’s not the way my father told the stories.’

‘Hardly surprising from Ira Henderson, is it?’ Agatha said, raising an eyebrow. Ira had brought up Mitchell to hate spirit wielders – it was only recently that he’d come to terms with the fact his son was best friends with one.

‘How many children did the First Rider have?’ Skandar asked.

‘Five,’ Mitchell answered immediately.

Agatha barked out a laugh. ‘One allied to each element – too perfect, isn’t it?’

‘So if the First Rider was the father, who was their mother?’

‘A story for another day, little spirit wielder,’ Agatha said, ‘but let’s just say you aren’t the first spirit wielder to fall for a silver. Skandar, I really am…’ She hesitated. ‘I’m so sorry about Flo. I’m an incredibly suspicious person, and even I never would have thought—’

‘It’s fine,’ Skandar said roughly, though Agatha wasn’t paying attention. Her eyes had snagged on Bobby, two bites into a fresh sandwich. ‘What have I told you about making those disgusting concoctions in here, Bruna? And once you’ve finished eating, you might want to sort out your sister.’

Bobby swallowed such a big mouthful it looked painful. ‘What do you mean?’ All the grey feathers stood up along the air wielder’s arms. ‘Ruth said that the skeletal riders all started to recover when Kenna didn’t complete the curse. Has something happened? Have you had a message from the Healer Huts?’

Agatha rubbed her cheeks in frustration, the fading marks of her mutation still visible. ‘Isa Bruna just came through the Eyrie entrance – accompanied by a sentinel.’

Skandar choked in alarm.

Agatha glanced at him. ‘Don’t worry, the sentinel claims to have changed sides – Kenna has it under control, apparently.’

‘Kenna has it under control?’ Bobby exploded. ‘Last time my sister saw Kenna, she turned her into a skeleton.’ And the air wielder was out of the treehouse before Agatha could say another word.

‘There have actually been quite a few new arrivals since our little spirit display over Fourpoint,’ Agatha said, and Skandar detected excitement in her voice. ‘There are sentinels on guard around the hill now, trying to stop people from getting within the shield’s range, but most have made it through. Those Originals did well spreading the word – and not one of them decided to leave. Apparently it’s something about still wanting to fight for a different kind of Island. One of them – that Albert character – actually described Kenna as the second coming of the First Rider!’ Agatha sounded revolted and impressed at the same time.

Skandar was more interested in the new arrivals. ‘How many are there?’

‘Come and see for yourself.’

Skandar was expecting Mitchell to join them, but the fire wielder was bent over a book.

‘I’ve got so much reading to do,’ he said by way of goodbye.

Agatha waited until they’d crossed three swinging bridges before she said, ‘Henderson was a frequent visitor to the entrance tree while you were lounging around in your hammock. The blacksmith—’

‘Jamie,’ Skandar supplied, full of hope. ‘He’s here?’

Agatha shook her head. ‘I believe Mitchell can no longer stand having his hopes raised and then dashed every time someone makes it through the shield. Jamie Middleditch was named as a member of the Scoundrels’ Resistance – Rex may already have arrested him. The same with Mitchell’s mother, who hasn’t been seen since your friends left her in the Vaults. And there’s no word on Ira either.’

Of course Mitchell was terrified for Jamie, for his parents. And now, so was Skandar.

Agatha jumped the last few rungs of a ladder and Skandar followed her to the ground. That was when he spotted the unicorns and riders scattered through the forest, and heard distant shouting from beyond the treeline.

Walking beside Agatha towards the disturbance, Skandar was greeted enthusiastically by some and given a wide berth by others.

On the whole, the Wanderers were friendly – the tattoos around their Hatchery wounds flashing as they waved hello. Orlando, who rode Fire-Storm’s Fury, nodded as he passed, his lava-mutated eyes smouldering happily. Niamh gave Skandar a big smile as she stood by Snow Swimmer, the white unicorn drinking from one of the Eyrie’s natural pools.

He also spotted Viv and Konrad, the spirit wielders who had helped Skandar train for the Chaos Cup. They hurried towards him.

‘Surviving a Mythical-level predator,’ Viv said with a big whistle, grey eyes sparkling. ‘Never seen it done.’

‘Truly exceptional race.’ Konrad jabbed his walking stick in Skandar’s direction to emphasise his point. ‘Those duplicates were first rate.’

‘I think you mean Commodore Smith,’ Viv said, grinning, as Agatha chuckled.

Skandar was relieved to be interrupted by Zac and Gabriel, his fellow Mainlanders, who came rushing up and demanded to know how he escaped the prison. Sarika broke away from her conversation with Walker to give Skandar a hug, her flaming fingernails flaring as she said, ‘I’m so glad you’re okay.’

Walker, though, eyed the spirit wielders more cautiously – with only a tight smile that didn’t show his perfect white teeth. And other riders Skandar recognised from his own year at the Eyrie – Marissa, Luke, Benji, Sophia – saw him and whispered behind their hands, their eyes fearful.

He had forgotten for a moment. Forgotten that he was the Weaver’s son to them now.

‘Why have riders come to the Eyrie if they’re scared of me?’ Skandar asked Agatha as they finally emerged from the treeline.

Agatha shrugged. ‘You’ll have to ask them. Perhaps because they believe you’re the rightful Commodore, even though they’re wary of you. Perhaps because they’re afraid of how Rex has taken more and more power. Perhaps because they fear what he’ll do to the Mainland. Whichever it is, there’s work to be done before this disorganised rabble looks even remotely like an army.’

An army. Skandar was startled by the word. Panic filled him as he recalled a line from the truesong the bard children had sung earlier that year: By war and strife and sacrifice.

Agatha gestured to the scene unfolding under the Wild Unicorn Queen’s tree. ‘As you can see – not exactly a unified fighting force.’

Quite a crowd had gathered. Skandar’s eyes were drawn to Elora, sitting astride her silver unicorn. The Pathfinder of the Wanderers gave him a nod from where she’d planted Silver Soldier as a shield between two groups of people currently yelling at each other.

The ringleader on one side was Isa Bruna, fully recovered from the Skeleton Curse. Relief flooded Skandar. There was no sign of the skeletal girl she had been after Kenna had cursed her at the Water Festival. But there was fury on Isa’s face. She was shoulder to shoulder with a handful of Wanderers – including Bella and Deep-Sea’s Prophet, who’d been in Isa’s water quartet after Rex had taken over the Eyrie, as well as Jordan with Surfer’s Demise, and Charlie who rode Hinterland Magma. They were all shouting at Kenna’s generals – Mateo and Adela – plus a few other Originals, who were screaming right back.

‘Get out of our Eyrie!’ Isa shrieked, her brown plaits flying.

‘This is our Eyrie now,’ Mateo shouted back. ‘We took it from Rex while you were all letting him get away with being a tyrant.’

‘I WAS A SKELETON!’ Isa screamed. ‘Because of you lot helping Kenna Everhart with her curse!’

Presumably Skandar had missed the Bruna sisters’ reunion, because Bobby was also shouting… at Kenna. Cold dread crept down his spine as he wondered if this was the first time the girls had actually crossed paths since returning to the Eyrie.

Kenna was ignoring Bobby’s string of curses and was instead focused on restraining someone in sentinel armour, who was also swearing very loudly. Skandar was relieved that the unicorns seemed to have left the riders to their shouting matches. Adding elemental magic to this situation would not be helpful.

‘What’s going on?’ Skandar asked loudly, as Elora and Agatha attempted to diffuse an actual physical fight that had broken out between the two groups.

‘This sentinel came through with Isabel Bruna,’ Kenna said through gritted teeth, keeping a firm grip on the guard’s armoured shoulder.

‘Don’t you dare say my sister’s name!’ Bobby’s face was contorted with rage. Skandar put a hand on her arm – half to calm her, half to hold her back from Kenna. The air wielder shook him off roughly.

Skandar tried to talk to his sister while the masked sentinel struggled. ‘But your shield wouldn’t have let this sentinel pass through unharmed if they weren’t on our side, right?’

‘There’s a chance that Isa’s strong intention allowed the sentinel to slip through with her undetected. They arrived together; perhaps that confused my magic,’ Kenna admitted.

‘You can’t just decide someone is an enemy without giving them a chance to speak!’ Bobby snarled at Kenna. ‘Sorry to break it to you, wild girl, but that’s not what we do here. That’s more Rex’s style. We should hear her out – she brought Isa to safety, to me. I think she’s on Skandar’s side!’

‘But can you be certain?’ Kenna said darkly.

‘Unhand me at once!’ the sentinel shrieked. ‘Bruna is right!’

Skandar recognised the voice immediately. ‘Let her go, Kenn.’

He thought his sister might refuse, but the sentinel stumbled forward when she released her grip. At the same moment, Whirlwind Thief burst from the treeline towards the sentinel, Goshawk’s Fury following as though she’d been guarding the chestnut unicorn.

Kenna’s palm ignited – a warning and a threat – as the sentinel tore off her mask.

Anger and indignation bloomed across Amber Fairfax’s face. ‘Thanks for the warm welcome,’ she spat in Kenna’s direction. Then she ruffled her hair and flipped it to one side, eyeing Bobby and Skandar with a disdain that could have made weeds wilt. ‘Super glad I’m risking my life for you all every single day.’

‘Fairfax.’ Bobby’s breath caught in her throat. ‘Why did you take my sister from the Healer Huts? Why are you here?’

Amber glanced over at Isa, who had Mateo in a headlock. ‘Turns out the little darling has fully recovered.’

Bobby crossed her arms. ‘What did you mean about risking your life?’

‘I’m a spy, obviously!’ Amber said venomously. She faced Skandar. ‘Remember when you locked me in Shekoni’s workshop because you thought Whirlwind Thief was going to be sacrificed by her?’ Amber gestured to Kenna.

‘Sorry about that,’ Skandar mumbled.

Kenna dropped her eyes, the magic in her palm winking out as though in shame.

Amber scoffed. ‘Well, do you not recall from that delightful time we spent together that I was already spying on Rex in the Stronghold?’

‘I remember,’ Bobby said quickly, as though struggling to keep her patience with Amber. ‘You’re still doing that?’

‘And she’s got there. Goodness, that was painful.’ Amber turned back to Skandar. ‘Rex is extremely angry about you escaping, and he’s been making plans. Starting tomorrow he’s going to arrest anyone who even has a link to the rebel group known as the Scoundrels’ Resistance – to put pressure on you to give up the Eyrie. That essentially expands his target list to anyone he doesn’t like the look of. That’s why I brought Isa here tonight.’

Bobby’s olive skin went very pale. ‘Thank you,’ she rasped. ‘Fairfax, I—’

‘Finally, some gratitude,’ Amber huffed, the star on her sweaty forehead crackling.

A shadow of a smile passed over Bobby’s lips.

Skandar noticed that Agatha had left Elora’s side and had been listening. She moved closer to the Stronghold spy. ‘You said Rex had plans plural? What else—’

‘An attack on the Mainland,’ Amber interrupted, suddenly deadly serious.

The blood in Skandar’s ears began to beat loudly. His voice sounded far away as he asked the question he feared he already knew the answer to. ‘Where?’

‘Margate,’ Amber confirmed. ‘At dawn.’



Skandar sprinted towards Scoundrel in the stables, the rage that had been simmering in his veins since the Chaos Cup igniting. He had no doubt Rex was targeting Margate as revenge against Skandar – for beating him in the race, for being the son of the woman Rex blamed for his mother’s death. Skandar’s world shrank to one single purpose. To save his dad. He needed armour, right now.

A few minutes later, Bobby and Kenna joined him, an uneasy truce breaking out between them as they searched the storerooms, silently swapping knee guards for a better fit.

Agatha rushed in not long afterwards, Mitchell with her. She spoke urgently. ‘Has it even occurred to you that this intelligence about Margate might be a trap? Rex might not be invading there at all.’

Skandar pulled some rusty chainmail over his head. ‘I can’t risk it.’ His voice was oddly calm. Scoundrel shrieked as his rider tightened the girth of an unfamiliar saddle round his belly.

Mitchell was frantic. ‘But do we really trust Amber Fairfax? She hasn’t always been your biggest fan, Skandar.’

‘She saved Isa tonight,’ Bobby snapped. ‘That proves her loyalty.’

Mitchell’s hair flared in his frustration. ‘But what if—’

‘What if we don’t go, eh? Have you thought about that?’ Bobby interrupted. ‘What if we tuck ourselves up all cosy in a treehouse tonight, and we wake up to the news that Rank Mayonnaise has invaded the Mainland – starting with Skandar’s home?’ She grunted as she fastened an ill-fitting breastplate to Falcon. ‘How are we going to feel then, knowing there was something we could have done about it? Thanks, but no thanks.’

‘Even if Amber is right about Rex’s plans,’ Agatha said forcefully, ‘you have no idea how many unicorns he’s sending. There are only three of you. You could be riding into a massacre! At least wait until we can rally more riders.’

‘It will definitely be a massacre if we’re not there,’ Skandar argued.

‘The Wanderers won’t use battle magic.’ Kenna tied back her brown hair, exposing the skeletal half of her face further. ‘And I don’t know whether my shield will hold when I’m on the Mainland – my Originals need to be here to defend the Eyrie if it doesn’t. Besides, more unicorns flying out will draw too much attention. We’d have to battle our way off the Island, and we don’t have time for that. At the very least the three of us can buy the Mainlanders some time.’

Mitchell sighed loudly. ‘Well, obviously there’ll be four of us.’

‘You don’t have to come,’ Skandar began, his guilt at putting his friends in danger piercing through the fog of fury and panic. ‘I—’

But the fire wielder cut him off. ‘If you’re going, I’m going. There’s a serious lack of planning; we’re probably all going to die, but four is a whole third more than three. It increases our chances… marginally, at least.’

‘Always good to know we can rely on your positivity,’ Bobby said sarcastically, though she squeezed Mitchell’s shoulder in thanks on her way past him.

Agatha was compulsively rubbing at her cheeks.

‘You know we have to go.’ Skandar attempted to catch his aunt’s wrist to stop her making her mutation raw. ‘If Rex really is targeting Margate, the only possible reason is that he knows Dad is there. With Erika gone… he’s the only parent we have left.’

‘I know I can’t stop you, little spirit wielder,’ Agatha said, her expression haunted at the mention of Erika’s death. ‘I just wish I could fight beside you.’ She glanced over at Kenna, who was arguing with Albert at Eagle’s stable door. ‘And I know you’ve forgiven your sister, but you cannot trust her. I don’t think she’s told you even the beginning of everything.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ Skandar promised.

Something like acceptance crossed Agatha’s face and she grunted. ‘Right, I’ve flown to Margate before, remember? Let me at least give you some blasted directions.’



Less than an hour later, Scoundrel, Falcon, Red and Goshawk waited on the Sunset Platform, lit only by the moon. The three bonded unicorns were in mismatched armour. Goshawk, however, was without protection; she’d never fought in armour before. The wild unicorn’s honey-coloured coat was completely bare, her skeletal ribs moving up and down with her agitated breaths.

Mitchell and Bobby were whispering at one end of the platform and kept looking down at a pocket watch Agatha had found in the treehouse she was sharing with Elora. Mitchell had insisted that they wait for the changeover in the sentinels guarding the Eyrie.

Kenna came to stand next to Skandar and they waited in silence. It wasn’t the comfortable kind. ‘Albert is not happy with me,’ she said, attempting to make conversation.

‘Why not?’ Skandar tried to keep his tone light, but it felt like singing off-key. This was the first time they’d spoken alone since the prison.

‘For the same reason Amber is annoyed at Bobby. He wanted to come with us.’

‘Like you said, it would have drawn too much attention. And you don’t know whether your shield will hold.’ Skandar didn’t fully understand his sister’s relationship with Albert, but he wondered whether Kenna didn’t want the fire wielder flying into danger tonight.

‘Do you think Rex would really attack Margate?’ There was fear in Kenna’s voice. ‘It’s such a long flight from the Island; the worst possible place for an invasion.’

‘I don’t think he’d care about that.’ Skandar remembered the pure hatred in Rex’s eyes when he’d found out Skandar was the son of the Weaver – the secret Flo had given him. Flo. Did she know about this attack? Even worse, would she be a part of it?

‘Rex blames the Weaver for his mother’s death.’ Skandar continued, thinking aloud. ‘I think he blames her for the misery of his entire childhood. And we’re her children. I think he’d do anything – however tactically stupid – to get back at us. People don’t get over things like that.’

‘Like Agatha will never forgive me for Arctic Swansong,’ Kenna murmured, her head bowing in shame.

The horror of what his sister had done rose up in Skandar. He thought of the other unicorns Kenna had killed too – of Marauding Magnet and Sunset’s Blood and Vulture’s Voltage. The riders, like Isa, that she’d turned to skeletons. How they would have stayed that way if Kenna had completed her curse. And the silence settled between the siblings again, the impassable void reopening.

‘Twenty seconds until the sentinels switch,’ Mitchell hissed over his shoulder, his hair flaming with anticipation. The four riders mounted, attempting to dampen the clanging of their unfamiliar armour.

‘Ten seconds.’ Mitchell shut the pocket watch and retrieved his compass. ‘Are you all ready?’

Skandar, Bobby and Kenna raised their right palms.

‘NOW!’ Mitchell cried.

Scoundrel was quickest to take off, Falcon next, then Red and finally Goshawk bringing up the rear. Skandar looked over his shoulder to see that Kenna was turned towards the Eyrie – which was invisible behind her shield – and summoning the spirit element to try to keep the illusion stable while she was gone.

Skandar scanned the sky ahead for silvers or sentinels. But, aside from the stars, it was perfectly clear. Scoundrel dipped a black wing as Skandar directed him due south. According to Agatha’s instructions, they were to follow the dividing line between the air and earth zones before continuing entirely over the sea. They would not fly over land again until they reached Margate. It was the long way round, but it was safer.

As they flew over the elemental zones and the Wilderness, the group met no resistance. Skandar knew he should be relieved that they hadn’t had to fight their way off the Island, but as the salty smell of the sea rose up to meet him, he was full of fear.

Skandar was going home.

But would it still be there when he arrived?
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CHAPTER THREE THE BATTLE OF MARGATE

Dawn broke as Skandar glimpsed the White Cliffs of Dover. They weren’t far from Margate now, and Scoundrel’s Luck – who had been leading the other unicorns as they’d flown through the night – hovered in mid-air waiting impatiently for Falcon’s Wrath, Red Night’s Delight and Goshawk’s Fury to catch up.

As the chalk of the cliffs began to glow in the light of the early morning, the group reunited. All the unicorns looked tired, but Goshawk was struggling the most with the distance she’d flown. Although she was strengthened by her forged bond, the wild unicorn’s wings were still much weaker than those of her bonded companions. Kenna herself looked just as exhausted. Bobby kept scowling at her, as though she thought the wild unicorn rider was slowing their progress on purpose.

‘We have to keep going!’ Skandar called as soon as the others were in earshot. He knew it was a pointless thing to shout – he knew they were flying as fast as they could – but Amber had said the silvers were attacking at dawn, and morning was already breaking.

They soared along the coast of the Mainland, and Skandar slowed Scoundrel alongside Red. Falcon’s grey wings beat the air behind them, and Kenna and Goshawk flew in front so they could set a slower pace as they approached Margate. Mitchell looked completely shattered, his glasses smudged with salt spray, but he was determined to come up with some kind of plan.

‘What’s the population of your town?’ he asked, as though he were standing in front of his blackboard rather than flying over the English Channel. ‘How many people—’

‘Skar?’ Kenna called over her shoulder, interrupting. ‘Let’s land on the beach. It’ll be quiet at this time.’

Skandar gave her a thumbs up, and as the unicorns descended his stomach clenched at the familiar sight of Margate’s seafront. Instinctively he looked for Sunset Heights and was relieved to see the tower block still looming over the town.

Then he saw the smoke.

Scoundrel’s hooves met the sand with a heavy thump, and Skandar turned in his saddle to call to Kenna as Goshawk landed.

‘There’s something going on over there. Look!’ He pointed. ‘That smoke’s from elemental magic!’

The fumes rising over Margate High Street were glowing with embers, swirling with rocky debris, sparking with electricity, billowing with steam.

‘That must be where the silvers have landed!’ Mitchell cried.

‘We have to get over there!’ Kenna urged Goshawk forward.

But Bobby was looking up at the sky. ‘No need!’

Seven silver unicorns were soaring over the seafront towards the beach. At the front were Silver Phoenix, ridden by fire-allied Ayana, whom Skandar had faced in the Chaos Cup, and Silver Warlock, whose rider was Eoin, an air wielder. Just behind were two water wielders – Lori, riding Silver Rhapsody, and Akis on Silver Pine. Two of the others were Silver Séance and Silver Seawitch, but Skandar didn’t recognise the third unicorn or know the riders’ names. Relief flooded him. Even though the silvers outnumbered them, at least he wouldn’t be forced to fight Rex and Silver Sorceress today. Or worse, Flo and Silver Blade.

‘Let’s draw them out over the sea,’ Skandar suggested, gathering his reins for take-off. ‘Keep them away from the people.’ Keep them away from Dad. He refused to think about the alternative – that they’d already found him.

Scoundrel, Falcon, Red and Goshawk thundered over the sand, hooves splashing up water as they launched into the air. Skandar could hear the silver riders calling to each other – he thought he heard one hiss ‘Spirit wielder’, and another shout, ‘Wild Rider’. The excitement was obvious in their voices. Skandar and Kenna were here – the enemies of the Island – and these silvers wanted to be the ones to take the Weaver’s children down.

Even as Skandar’s group swooped round to face the incoming silvers, Mitchell was still planning. ‘Three silvers allied to air and three to the water element. Ayana’s the only fire wielder here, but then she’s very strong, so—’

‘No time, Mitchell!’ Bobby cried, as Akis and another rider worked together to send two enormous waves cresting towards her. Bobby only just managed to raise a sand shield in time and Falcon roared as it shook with the impact of the water. Meanwhile, Mitchell had a lightning javelin in each hand and launched them simultaneously at Eoin and Warlock.

To Skandar and Scoundrel’s left, Goshawk let out a deafening battle cry and Kenna unleashed two wild attacks that turned the sky dark – even Bobby looked over her shoulder mid-battle. Kenna threw a spirit axe – with impeccable aim – right at the enemy unicorn flying above her. As the weapon flashed through the air, its white light dimmed to grey, like it was being enveloped in shadow. By the time the axe embedded itself in the silver unicorn’s left wing, it was made entirely of darkness and smoke. The unicorn screeched and flapped in panic, attempting to dislodge the weapon. The rider had no choice but to hang on desperately as they plummeted to the sand.

Next Kenna sent a jet of water down towards the sea. Its spray was more shadow than liquid, and it writhed as it streamed towards a silver unicorn flying just below Goshawk. The dark water spread and then hardened round the unicorn, freezing its feathers within inky black ice. Wings immobilised, unicorn and rider crashed into the waves.

Two down, Skandar realised. Kenna’s merciless wild attacks meant that now it was only five silvers against the four of them. And she was already urging Goshawk towards Ayana, blocking her off from the other fighters. Ayana didn’t seem alarmed by the quick defeat of two of her warriors. She had already moulded a Marauder-level predator – a flaming lion – but as it pounced towards Goshawk, Kenna unleashed a crackling lightning bolt that sent the creature flying backwards. Skandar didn’t have time to imagine what would have happened if Kenna hadn’t been fighting alongside them, because Lori and Silver Rhapsody were almost upon him.

The water-allied silver sent a barrage of ice daggers towards Scoundrel. Thinking fast, Skandar summoned the fire element and sent a wall of heat towards them. The daggers melted, but instead of letting the water fall into the sea, Skandar froze the liquid the way Instructor O’Sullivan had taught him. Then Scoundrel smashed it to smithereens with a blast of rocks from his hooves. Rhapsody dived to avoid the shrapnel, and if this had been the Chaos Cup, that would’ve ended the sky battle.

But as Skandar took in the ferocious battles that Bobby, Mitchell and Kenna were fighting on every side, he knew that this was very different from a race. If there was a finishing line, it was a long way off. These silvers were following orders. Rex’s warriors would keep fighting until they could take Margate. These silvers were battling to kill.

When Lori and Silver Rhapsody recovered, Skandar was ready. He’d already summoned the spirit element and moulded his favourite weapon – a spirit sabre that shone brightly in his hand. He knew he had to injure either Lori or Rhapsody to the point where they’d be unable to continue attacking. And, judging from the grunts and cries of the other fighters, Skandar suspected that Kenna, Bobby and Mitchell had worked this out too. If they were going to protect Margate, they had to take these riders down.

Skandar urged Scoundrel into Rhapsody’s wing space, much closer than they were usually comfortable flying during a battle. But they needed to be at close range to do any real damage. Lori appeared to be thinking the same thing, and even through her helmet Skandar could see the determination in her eyes as a frozen broadsword appeared in her right hand.

Rhapsody snarled and attempted to take a bite out of Scoundrel’s flank; Scoundrel roared angrily and kicked out a fire blast from his front hooves. Skandar’s view was blurred by the smoke, and the next thing he knew Lori’s icy broadsword was swinging towards his head. Instinctively Skandar lifted his spirit sabre to parry the blow. The block worked, but he knew he’d been lucky – he’d hardly had any training in hand-to-hand combat like this. It was only taught to Preds at the Eyrie. In another life he would have been learning it this year.

Lori barely blinked. She swung at Skandar again, the sharp tip of her sword grazing his ill-fitting breastplate. There was no way he could win this unless he could find some kind of advantage or distraction. Wait… distraction. An illusion. An idea formed in Skandar’s mind, helped by the time Scoundrel was buying him; the unicorn had managed to rip a mouthful of feathers from Rhapsody’s silver wing and was already going in for another bite.

While Lori was occupied, Skandar moulded a second, identical spirit sabre. Gripping with his knees, and feeling like he was back doing aerobatics with the Peregrine Society, Skandar stood up in his stirrups and waited for Lori to swing at him. Angered by the injury to Rhapsody, the silver rider was too intent on attacking Skandar to notice that his palm was glowing white again. Before Lori could land a blow, he swiped quickly at her arm with the sabre in his right hand. She went to block it, but almost overbalanced in the saddle when she was met with thin air. Before she could straighten up, Skandar swung hard with his left hand, and brought the spirit sabre down savagely onto her armoured shoulder.

Lori cried out in pain. Scoundrel took the opportunity to rip more feathers from Rhapsody’s right wing, and then the silver was spiralling downwards away from the fight. The silver rider was still clutching her shoulder as Rhapsody landed clumsily on the sand, and Skandar thought he must have hit Lori’s shoulder hard enough to dislocate it. He felt a bit sick.

Even so, Lori joined the two silver riders Kenna had defeated down on the beach, along with Ayana and Silver Phoenix. Kenna must have won that sky battle too.

Four down. Three to go.

‘Skandar!’ Bobby shouted. She had her favourite lightning bow in hand, and was still battling Akis – atop Silver Pine – who was relying on water predators to defend himself. Bobby’s arrow pierced his latest, a hyena, right through the heart – its watery body disintegrating into harmless droplets. The other air-allied unicorn – Silver Séance – was now simply hovering below Falcon, as though nervous to join the fight.

‘Skandar, listen! There’s another silver in the town!’

‘What do you mean?’ Kenna shouted, hearing Bobby even over the roar of a wildfire attack to her right.

Mitchell shouted in celebration. He’d forced Eoin to crash-land Silver Warlock on to the beach, the unicorn’s silver tail burning up like a match.

Five down, Skandar counted.

‘Bobby thinks there’s another silver in Margate!’ Mitchell yelled to Kenna.

‘There’s an eighth rider?’ Skandar asked breathlessly.

‘Bobby overheard one of the silvers talking about another fire-allied rider,’ Mitchell said, wincing as he rolled the shoulder Red had injured while she was wild last year. ‘You should go with Kenna, try to find them.’

‘Is your shoulder—’

‘It’s fine, Skandar.’ He rubbed ash from his cheek. ‘Go with your sister.’

Just then, Bobby raised her bow into the air with a triumphant shout. Akis had two electric arrows lodged in each shoulder and was cursing as he joined the other five silvers – all in various states of disarray – down on the sand.

‘There’s only one unicorn left in the air now,’ Mitchell insisted, pointing towards Silver Séance hovering nervously just out of Kenna’s range. ‘Bobby and I can manage here.’

Kenna looked over her shoulder at the last silver. ‘Are you sure?’

Mitchell soared Red into position, ready to engage the remaining rider in a sky battle. ‘Go!’

‘GO!’ Bobby echoed. ‘We’ve got this!’

Skandar knew his friends were more than capable of dispatching one silver between them, but – as the remaining rider threw a sparking trident at Mitchell’s head – he hated to leave them.

Skandar and Kenna flew Scoundrel and Goshawk side by side towards Margate. Even over the crashing of the waves, they could hear the sounds of Mitchell and Bobby battling on.

‘There’s more elemental smoke coming from the old town,’ Kenna called as Goshawk soared over the amusement arcades lining the seafront.

Skandar glanced over Scoundrel’s black wing to make sure they were heading in the right direction. The view below was filled with his memories – there was the shop where Dad had bought him his poster of New-Age Frost, there was the pavement he’d walked along to Christchurch Secondary, there was that tree he’d dared Kenna to climb—

‘… and shouldn’t there be people around by now?’ Kenna was saying. ‘There are no dog walkers, no runners, no children going to school.’

Now she’d said it, Skandar realised it was very odd that the late June streets were empty. ‘Maybe they saw us battling and stayed inside?’

Kenna snorted. ‘Would you have stayed inside if there were a load of unicorns battling outside Sunset Heights? Imagine us in that situation – it would have been the best day of our lives.’

But then Skandar noticed that some of the glass in the windows had shattered, stuffed toys and plastic prizes scattered across the promenade. The silvers had clearly started to attack the town. Maybe people were inside because they were terrified.

They flew on over the destruction, but when they reached the town square, all thoughts vanished from Skandar’s mind. There was a rider on a silver unicorn down below, and he recognised them immediately. Silver Scorcher and curly-haired Eric Melville, who’d been brought in by Rex to teach fire magic last year.

‘NO!’ Kenna let out a strangled cry, before sending Goshawk hurtling towards the silver, her palm glowing through the elemental colours.

Because there was someone else in the square. A Mainlander man with short dark hair peppered with grey. He was backed right up against a bright blue wall. He wore a striped shirt – like he’d decided to dress smartly to meet his end – and he was holding up his phone as though filming the silver monster in front of him.

Terror ripped through Skandar like a flame as he yelled, ‘DAD!’

Scoundrel landed heavily, hooves sliding on the hard surface. As Robert Smith’s eyes met his son’s, the grim determination dropped from his face, replaced by unbridled joy and a smile wider than the sea.

Skandar did not – could not – smile back because there was something else hiding in Dad’s face. A goodbye. A last look. Even with his children flying to save him, Robert Smith thought they were too late. He thought this was it. He thought he was going to die.

But he didn’t know about his daughter. How powerful and deadly she’d become.

‘GET OUT OF THE WAY, DAD!’ Kenna screamed, her face contorted with fury as she set her sights on her silver enemy. Eric looked up just as she sent a spiralling ball of black-edged fire at Scorcher’s flank.

The silver was blasted sideways, four shining hooves flailing and Eric hanging on to Scorcher’s neck for dear life. Shock and relief flashed across Dad’s face, but he didn’t waste any time. His path clear, Robert ran towards Scoundrel, and Skandar grabbed his dad’s sweaty outstretched hand.

Even amongst the chaos, Scoundrel realised that this man was important to his rider. He dropped forward to his knees, allowing Skandar to pull Robert up behind him on the black unicorn’s back.

‘Christchurch Secondary is safe,’ Dad wheezed in Skandar’s ear, once he had his arms round his son’s middle.

‘What?’ Skandar turned, half watching Kenna hurl a shadowy scythe at Eric’s head. Too panicked to remember to raise a shield, the fire-allied rider threw himself from his saddle to dodge the attack, his elbow smashing on the concrete.

‘Lots of people are sheltering at the school,’ Robert answered. ‘Once I got the warning, I set the gym up as a crisis centre, along with a few other safe places.’ He pointed at Scorcher who was struggling to get back up. ‘Will there be more of them?’

‘There are more of them on the beach, but we’re handling it. KENN! STOP!’

Kenna didn’t respond, and Skandar was reminded of the hold Goshawk had over her. The wild unicorn’s bloodlust would be flooding her whole body, her mind. Eric was as white as a sheet, clutching at his broken right arm as Kenna raised her palm to strike again.

Skandar dismounted, trusting Scoundrel to look after Dad. ‘He’s injured, Kenna. So is his unicorn. You’ve done enough.’ Skandar’s voice was forceful, though he wasn’t convinced she was listening. ‘The rider might be useful,’ he insisted, walking right up to Goshawk’s rotting shoulder. ‘We can ask him things… about Rex. Please don’t kill him.’

Those last four words seemed to shake Kenna from her blind fury. She closed her palm into a fist and dismounted from Goshawk, who went to stand guard over the silver unicorn.

Skandar jogged over to Eric, who was attempting to crawl away, and Kenna moulded thick vines with black spikes that wrapped round his wrists and ankles. She did the same to Scorcher, anchoring the unicorn’s body to the ground.

Once they’d sat Eric upright against the blue building, the silver let out a sound somewhere between a snarl and a whimper.

‘What are you doing here?’ Skandar demanded furiously.

‘Following my Commodore’s orders,’ Eric growled back, spitting out a tooth.

‘Rex Manning is not the Commodore,’ Kenna exploded at him, the spirit element blazing into her palm. Eric cringed away from it, glancing worriedly at Scorcher. Spirit magic couldn’t kill silver unicorns, at least without killing their riders, but perhaps Eric wasn’t sure about wild unicorn magic.

‘Answer the question properly,’ Skandar said, voice low. ‘Why are you in Margate?’

Scared for his unicorn, Eric finally started to talk. ‘We’re a test. Rex wanted to see how the Mainland would react if he sent silver unicorns here – what kind of defences they’d use, how they would try to fight against us.’ Eric laughed nastily. ‘A few ran away screaming, but most of them just hid inside. It was rather dull until you lot turned up.’

‘And what was your plan after terrorising this town? If we hadn’t stopped you. Which we have, by the way.’ Kenna gestured towards the beach where the defeated silvers had landed.

Eric laughed again, though it sounded unhinged now. ‘You haven’t stopped us – you’ll never stop Rex Manning. He’s changing things. He wants to control the Mainland, don’t you see? He’s had enough of Mainlanders like you causing trouble for the Island.’ Eric spat on the ground at the siblings’ feet. ‘Had enough of you stealing our unicorns for yourselves.’

‘You can’t actually believe that I stole Scoundrel’s Luck,’ Skandar said incredulously. ‘He’s my destined unicorn.’

‘Rex says the Mainland is our enemy,’ Eric continued without answering him. ‘Says that you, Skandar Smith, are the Island’s enemy. And he is going to conquer your Mainland piece by piece. He’s going to crush our enemies here and secure a fear-free future for the Island. And there’s nothing you can do about it.’

Skandar had heard enough. He made his way back to Scoundrel.

‘I’ve just called some of my people – they’re coming to deal with him,’ Dad said from Scoundrel’s back. ‘Those vines look pretty secure for now.’

Your people? Skandar thought, but Kenna was already striding towards Dad.

‘Are you hurt?’ she asked, stretching up to touch Dad’s knee – as though checking he was really there, really okay.

Skandar saw the exact moment Dad recoiled at the sight of his daughter up close.

‘Your… face, Kenna. Your… neck, your…’ His voice shook. ‘And why are you riding a wild unicorn?’

‘I can explain,’ Kenna croaked.

But Skandar wondered whether too much had changed. Whether there was too much to explain. And whether – once he knew all of it – Robert Smith would ever be able to look at his children the same way again.



Christchurch Secondary hadn’t changed at all. Skandar felt like he was having an out-of-body experience as they left Scoundrel and Goshawk in the playground and entered his old school. There was the locker he’d been shoved against so many times; there were the students’ paintings of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers lining the corridor; there was the gym door where Miss Buntress had refused to let Skandar take the Hatchery exam. Only four years ago, but it felt like a lifetime.

‘In here,’ Dad grunted, yanking the door open. He hadn’t said anything to his children since telling them they needed to go to the school – and Skandar wasn’t sure what to expect.

The gym had been transformed. Aside from the bent basketball hoops, it was completely unrecognisable. Long fold-out tables were set up with drinks and snacks. People wearing headphones sat at laptops tapping away furiously; others were walking up and down with phones pressed to their ears while stepping carefully over power cables that criss-crossed the shiny beige floor.

Skandar hovered at the edge with Kenna and watched Dad march into the gym as though he owned it. There was a lull in the frantic conversation, a pause of the tapping on keyboards and then—

‘ROBERT! You absolute hero!’ Three men rushed up to Dad and crushed him in a hug.

‘Mate, that was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen!’ A young woman high-fived him, her headphones round her neck.

‘We got all of it! The silvers landing on the beach, you filming their destruction as you ran through the town, the showdown in the square. Every second of the live recording,’ crowed a woman with wire-framed glasses and a smart grey bob. Skandar recognised her as Dad’s friend Maggie, their neighbour from Sunset Heights.

‘You’ve sent it to the higher-ups?’ Robert checked, an intensity to his voice that Skandar had rarely heard.

Maggie’s face was flushed with excitement. ‘My contact at Border Force has already sent it on to the Ministry of Defence. They can’t deny it now – any of it.’

At that moment, Bobby and Mitchell burst into the gym. Both their faces were streaked with ash and sweat. Kenna moved away, as though suddenly interested in a poster about healthy eating. Skandar’s shoulders slumped with relief.

‘We saw Scoundrel and Goshawk outside and guessed—’ Bobby said breathlessly.

‘And we just spotted Eric Melville and Silver Scorcher!’ Mitchell cried.

‘In the square?’ Skandar asked.

‘No, in the sky. He’s retreated with the others,’ Mitchell confirmed.

‘He must have escaped before Dad’s friends got there,’ Skandar said, dismayed.

‘The silvers started taking off basically as soon as we defeated the last rider,’ Bobby explained. ‘They must have patched themselves up enough to get away.’

Even with the news that Eric had gone, Skandar couldn’t help grinning at his friends. They were safe. And they’d fought off the silvers. For now. ‘At least we got some information out of Eric before he ran for it,’ Skandar said.

‘What did he say?’ Mitchell looked excited, but Skandar noticed they were being watched closely. A boy about their age had sidled up to the riders.

‘Excuse me, umm, Skandar? I was just wondering if you remember me. Could you sign these? I can’t believe you’re actually here!’

The boy had something clutched between his fingers. Chaos Cards. The pair were fanned out and Skandar almost jumped when he saw his own face staring back, his name in shining gold letters. He was certain he didn’t much resemble the rider on the card right at this moment. The illustrated Skandar Smith had a big smile on his face, clean white skin with a healthy pink glow, hair that was not at all peppered with elemental debris, and more hope in his shining brown eyes than the real Skandar had felt in quite a while. The other card did a much better job of portraying Scoundrel’s Luck – with his sleek black body and onyx-black wings – though the unicorn’s armour covered the white stripe down the front of his head and the text declared that the pair were water-allied.

‘Please?’ said the boy, pressing the cards and a pen into Skandar’s hand. As he did so, Skandar got a whiff of a horribly familiar smell – a particular brand of hair gel. And he realised exactly who this was.

‘Owen?’ Skandar said, just as Bobby peered nosily at the cards.

‘You do remember me!’ Owen’s eyes shone with delight.

Oh, I remember you, Skandar wanted to say. Owen had made his life a misery at school, consistently telling him he would never be a unicorn rider.

‘Are you Bobby Bruna? You won your Qualifier, didn’t you? We saw photographs. I’m desperate for Chaos Cards of you and Falcon’s Wrath, but they’re even rarer than Skandar and Scoundrel.’ Bobby smirked at this, while Mitchell’s gaze swept the room full of unfamiliar Mainland technology.

Owen didn’t notice. He was so excited he’d barely taken a breath. ‘How did you both do in the Cup? We never got to see it on TV – we just heard that Rex Manning won again. Why didn’t we get to see it? Your dad has been trying to find out since the summer solstice and then we got the warning and the silver unicorns—’

Skandar felt like his head might explode. Owen being nice to him? Owen treating him like some kind of celebrity? Chaos Cards? This was the stuff of twelve-year-old Skandar’s dreams – coming back from the Island as a rider to face the bully who had always told him he didn’t deserve a unicorn.

Skandar knew he’d imagined this very situation back then, probably even played out a scene in his mind where he’d shoved Owen out of the way – stronger from all his rider training – or simply ignored him. He’d pictured Owen’s crestfallen face when the famous Skandar Smith refused to sign the Chaos Card carrying his name.

But Skandar found that he didn’t need to put Owen in his place any more. And he understood, from Kenna, what it was like to be the one who was left behind. So instead, Skandar was kind. He signed Owen’s Chaos Cards, answered his questions about the Island as best he could – and asked Bobby if she’d sign a piece of paper for one of her biggest fans.

‘Was that Owen?’ Kenna came over, Dad following a few steps behind.

‘The one who was so awful to you when you were younger?’ Mitchell asked sympathetically.

Skandar nodded.

‘You were very nice to him.’ Mitchell had experience with bullies too, and Skandar suddenly felt overwhelmingly glad that he had his friends with him, friends who’d flown here to protect his home. And that they were standing in this school where once upon a time he’d been so terribly alone.

‘He seemed like a better person than when I left,’ Skandar said eventually. ‘I suppose that happens sometimes.’

‘He’s been helping me with a lot of the tech stuff I don’t understand,’ Dad said, watching Owen show the signed Chaos Cards to some people gathered round a screen.

‘I’ve told everyone that the silvers are gone for now,’ Kenna said quietly. She’d clearly overheard Bobby and Mitchell’s report about Eric, even while keeping her distance. Her hood was up – perhaps to stop anyone else staring at her mutations.

‘Right,’ Skandar said stiffly. Being here was making him feel even stranger around Kenna. Somehow everything felt worse now that they were back in Margate with Dad, where they’d been so close before.

‘What exactly are you all doing in here, Mr Smith?’ Mitchell gestured around the gym. ‘Owen said you had a warning about the silvers. Is this some kind of… defence team?’ For once, he struggled for the right words.

Robert nodded. ‘When no riders came to oversee the Hatchery exams, lots of Mainlanders started to worry about what was happening on the Island – especially people with kids there like me. We wrote letters to politicians, sent emails to local authorities, but nobody would tell us a thing – and the Island’s actual location is a secret, of course. Then, when the Chaos Cup wasn’t televised, I knew for sure something was wrong.’ Dad cleared his throat. ‘So the evening of the summer solstice, I set up this team in Margate to gather information. We call it our unicorn hub.’ He chuckled.

The same night I was in the prison, Skandar realised. His head was spinning.

‘I’d like to establish other hubs across the country – especially now we have the footage of the silver unicorns attacking a Mainland town. If there are going to be more of them coming like that silver rider said, we have to be prepared.’

‘Dad, that’s… incredible,’ Skandar breathed. Dad had struggled when they were growing up – struggled to keep a job, struggled to look after his children, struggled some days to get out of bed. Skandar had seen a change when Dad had visited the Island, but this was something else entirely. Perhaps he was regaining that part of himself he’d lost along with Rosemary Smith, the woman he’d loved. The woman who’d turned out to be Erika Everhart, the Weaver.

Dad shrugged off the praise. ‘Then yesterday, I got a letter to the flat telling me that unicorns were going to attack Margate at dawn. Whoever gave the warning said I should make sure everyone in the town stayed indoors. And even those who hadn’t believed me ran inside pretty sharpish when the silvers attacked. Thankfully the casualties are pretty low.’

Skandar’s eyes widened.

‘Then why weren’t you safe inside this morning?’ Kenna asked, crossing her arms.

‘I thought I’d film the unicorns,’ Dad said, pride in his voice. ‘We came up with the idea of recording them live as soon as they were spotted. That way it would encourage people to stay indoors to watch the livestream and the politicians couldn’t ignore us any longer. We’d have proof something was going on with the Island.’

‘That was reckless,’ Mitchell breathed.

‘Genius,’ Bobby corrected.

‘We were told Rex Manning won the Cup again this year. So he’s still Commodore, and now he’s sending unicorns to attack the Mainland?’ Dad was clearly piecing together what he’d heard Eric say.

The riders nodded seriously.

Dad shut his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, he was frowning. ‘What I don’t understand is why he sent those silvers to Margate. Why here of all places?’

Skandar couldn’t help glancing at Kenna. How much were they going to tell him?

Then, as though Dad had read Skandar’s thoughts, he said, ‘You’re going to tell me everything. We’re going home.’
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KENNA THE STRANGER

Kenna was a stranger in her own town.

Margate hadn’t changed at all. She was the one who was different. And as Goshawk followed Scoundrel, Falcon and Red through the deserted streets, Kenna was dreading the moment Robert Smith would look at her again. Never before had he looked at his daughter like that, not even in his darkest times. Like she was a stranger.

Perhaps she was.

Kenna glanced up to find faces pressed against windows, eyes wide as they watched the quartet of unicorns parade through the town. She supposed the inhabitants were unsure – with wild Goshawk among them – whether they were friends or enemies. And even though they were accompanied by Robert Smith, even though the silvers had now left, nobody ventured out to intercept the riders on their way to Sunset Heights. And Dad did not stop to reassure anyone. Mostly, Kenna suspected, because even he thought she might be dangerous.

Perhaps she was.

There was no denying that Kenna was a rider to be feared, even here where she’d been born. Even here in the place that had claimed her when nowhere else would. The truth was, she’d never wanted to belong in Margate. And now? She never would again. The shock of that realisation hit her over and over. A bigger part of Kenna than she ever would have admitted had believed that if all Erika’s plans had gone wrong, she could have slipped back into her former life like old pyjama bottoms – unglamorous but comfortable.

Oh, how wrong she had been.

Kenna tried to keep it together, undiluted exhaustion polluting her entire body. The sky battle over the sea had drained her far more than any fight she’d had before. Perhaps Albert had been right. Perhaps the shield was sapping her strength. But they were all in desperate need of sleep – she’d barely slept since before the Chaos Cup – and on reaching the communal garden, Bobby suggested that she and Mitchell take first watch in case more silvers arrived. Kenna and Skandar would take over once they’d had a few hours’ rest.

‘But you two stayed to fight the last unicorn,’ Kenna heard her brother telling Bobby at the iron gate. ‘Shouldn’t one of you get some sleep?’ Mitchell had already led Red and the other unicorns onto the grass.

Skandar doesn’t want to be alone with me, Kenna guessed.

‘You need to have some awkward conversations.’ Bobby said. ‘Conversations you’ve been avoiding for days.’ The air wielder was attempting to keep her voice down, but her eyes flicked to Robert, who was standing a good metre away from his daughter. Silent.

Bobby pulled Skandar into a hug. The two of them seemed a lot closer than when Kenna had first arrived at the Eyrie. She wondered if they were trying to hold each other together without Flo.

Kenna’s tired brain couldn’t fight the magnified senses she shared with Goshawk, a side-effect of the deepening of their forged bond. Skandar’s whispers to Bobby were carried to Kenna on the wind, as though the two of them were breathing into her ears.

‘But I don’t know how to act around Kenna. She got me out of the prison, but all the things she did to Isa, to Red—’

‘As much as I have a huge problem with her, you can’t hide behind my feelings, spirit boy. Or Mitchell’s. You know we’ll stand by you, whatever you decide. At the end of the day, you two are siblings, and now you’re allies in this war that’s coming at us faster than a stampeding tomcat. You either have to push her away or pull her close; there’s no middle ground here. Not when there’s so much at stake.’

‘Since when did you get so wise?’ Skandar mumbled into her shoulder.

‘I’ve always been wise,’ Bobby said, pulling away. ‘I just hide it behind the jokes.’

There was a truth in her words that wasn’t funny at all.

‘Deep breath,’ Bobby said to Skandar more loudly, and pushed him towards Dad.

Kenna averted her eyes from Skandar’s gaze, her heart thundering. He’d forgiven her, hadn’t he? Perhaps the shock of being back here, the place where they’d last been just Kenna and Skandar, had made him see who she’d truly become – had changed his mind.

The code to the tower block was the same. The lift was still broken. The puddle-grey carpet on the tenth floor had exactly the same stains. The smell of home hit Kenna with a thousand memories – the good and the bad. She looked down at the place by the door where she’d helped Skandar revise for his Hatchery exam the night before everything had changed. Dad rummaged for his keys, and Kenna glanced at her brother. He was on her left – the non-skeletal side of her face – and she wondered if he was being hurled back in time like she was. If Agatha hadn’t come for Skandar that night, the two of them might just have been returning from a morning swim, not a battle. Might have been preparing for exams, not a Mainland invasion.

On the inside, Flat 207 was transformed. Everything was tidy. There were colourful flowers in a vase on the kitchen worktop, and white fluffy cushions on the leather sofa. There was a cheerfully patterned rug in front of the TV stand. A lump rose in Kenna’s throat when she noticed a framed newspaper article that listed the riders and unicorns who’d qualified for the most recent Chaos Cup, with Skandar and Scoundrel’s names highlighted in neon orange.

Dad sat on the sofa. Skandar perched on one of its arms. Kenna kept her distance, settling on a kitchen chair.

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ Dad said abruptly. ‘I don’t want you to tell me everything – not yet. First, I want to know what’s happened between the two of you.’

‘How do you mean?’ Kenna asked, her eyes flicking to Skandar. He was fiddling with a piece of fluff on one of the cushions.

‘I mean,’ Dad said more forcefully, ‘why are my children sitting on opposite sides of this room? Why are a sister and brother – who used to be inseparable – behaving like strangers?’

The ice spikes at Kenna’s neck moved as she swallowed. She went with an answer that was brief, vague and essentially true. ‘To cut a long story short… I made some mistakes. Skandar told me some lies. I made more mistakes. Skandar made some bad choices. Then I did some really, really bad things. And then Skandar forgave me.’ Kenna tried not to phrase that last sentence as a question. She cleared her throat. ‘That was… about a week ago.’

‘And obviously I have a lot of questions about all of that,’ Dad admitted. ‘But first tell me what the problem is between you right now?’

Neither of the Smith siblings answered. Perhaps because neither of them was sure.

Dad shook his head. ‘The bottom line seems to be that you hurt each other, yes?’

Kenna and Skandar stared at him.

Dad threw his hands in the air. ‘I hate to break it to you, kids, but that’s life!’ He faced Skandar. ‘So your sister did some bad stuff? You already forgave her – get over it!’

He looked at Kenna. She braced herself for the disgust she would see as he took in her mutations. But there was only frustration. ‘Your brother lied to you? So what – move on!’

‘It’s not really as simple as that,’ Skandar murmured.

‘It is, actually,’ Dad shot back. ‘Go to your room and talk this out until you’re done with it. Then we can discuss everything else.’

‘What?’ Kenna and Skandar said together.

‘You heard me! Room! Now!’

Last week, Kenna had been the most powerful enemy the Island had ever faced, and Skandar had won the most famous unicorn race in the world. But, now, they found themselves doing as their dad ordered them.

The bedroom was the same. Kenna went to sit atop the coral duvet of her undisturbed bed. Skandar stared at his old poster of New-Age Frost.

‘We saved his life and now he’s telling us off,’ Kenna grumbled, even though she’d sort of liked being sent to their room by Dad. It had made her feel almost like a normal teenager. Although she wasn’t – not even by the Island’s standards – with her five mutations and a wild unicorn. ‘He’s never told us off.’ She wondered if Skandar could tell she was trying to delay whatever was going to happen next.

He shrugged and sat opposite her on his own bed. Kenna took a deep breath and found herself staring at a stack of Skandar’s old drawings tucked beneath her bedside table. When was the last time her brother had drawn something for fun? It felt impossible that he ever had. Silence stretched between them.

Don’t be a coward, she told herself. Say something, Kenna!

So she did. ‘Dad’s right, Skar. We have hurt each other.’

‘I know,’ Skandar said. His eyes were fixed on the spines of the unicorn books he’d left behind in their bookcase. Books Kenna had read a thousand times in his absence.

‘You said you forgave me in the arena,’ she blurted. ‘Didn’t you mean it?’

Skandar sighed. ‘Of course I meant it, Kenn. It’s just that there’s so much I don’t understand about what you did. And then there’s Agatha, my friends—’

‘They won’t forgive me,’ Kenna said bluntly.

‘It’s different for them.’

‘Why?’ Kenna demanded. ‘Why is it different?’

‘Because they don’t love you like I do,’ Skandar croaked.

And Kenna burst into tears.

Within seconds Skandar was sitting next to Kenna with his arm round her.

I can’t remember the last time my brother hugged me, she thought wildly, as tears ran down her cheeks. And realising that Skandar still had that brotherly instinct healed a tiny piece of something she thought had been broken for ever.

Kenna attempted to speak through her sobs. ‘I’m so sorry, Skar. I’m so sorry for all of it. I know you want me to explain everything, but I don’t think I can. Not in any way that will make sense to you.’ She heaved in a breath. ‘It’s not an excuse, but Mum told me that the Skeleton Curse was the only way…’

‘The only way what?’ Skandar still had his arm round her, and it felt more solid than anything had for months, years maybe.

Kenna hesitated. ‘The Skeleton Curse was the only way I could stop the forged bond affecting me like it did Erika. I watched her die, and I couldn’t save her, and it terrified me, Skar. There wasn’t even a body left! I kept imagining the same thing happening to me.’

Skandar swallowed, comprehension dawning. Kenna could sense him working it out. How Erika had forged a bond for Kenna, but the Skeleton Curse had been a vital part of the deal.

‘So that was how Erika justified forging her daughter the same bond that was draining her life away? She told you it would be safe if you killed some unicorns?’

Kenna nodded, but there was enough horror in Skandar’s voice that shame flamed her cheeks.

‘And did the curse… Did draining the immortality from the unicorn bonds… work?’ Skandar asked awkwardly.

‘It’s hard to be sure,’ Kenna admitted, but before he could ask any more questions, she gripped both of Skandar’s hands in hers. ‘I need you to believe that I’m never going to do anything like that again, Skar. I don’t want to worry about the forged bond any more, and I don’t want Erika to control how things are between you and me. I just want to live my life, do you understand?’

Skandar stared into his sister’s eyes and she held his gaze. With that long look she tried to tell him how deeply sorry she was. She tried to show him her desperation to do something other than worry about her forged bond. She wanted action. She wanted to fight and prove herself. She did not want to dwell on the past, and she could tell Skandar didn’t want that either. Flo’s betrayal had almost destroyed him – Kenna still knew her brother well enough to understand that. He needed to focus on something other than the gaping hole in his heart.

‘I want to fight in this war, and I want to choose the right side this time,’ Kenna insisted. ‘I want to live my life alongside yours. If that would be… all right?’

Kenna watched conflict rage across her brother’s face. She could guess what he was thinking. Perhaps the bodies of the unicorns who’d died at her hand were flashing through his mind like they did hers every single night. Perhaps the stricken faces of his friends were haunting him, their pain as the unicorns turned wild. Perhaps he was replaying the moment on the Weaver’s island when she’d declared her allegiance to Erika Everhart, or down in the arena when she had come for Scoundrel’s Luck. Perhaps Skandar was worrying too that the Island would never support him as Commodore if she stood by his side. That her shadowy past would ruin any chance of a brighter future.

There was too much. Kenna knew there was far too much to forgive after all. She bowed her head as tears splashed on to her clenched fists.

It wasn’t until Skandar took one of her hands that she dared look at him again.

‘I meant it, Kenn,’ he said quietly. ‘I forgive you. And if you can forgive me too, for failing you when you were hurting, for trying to make you walk the easy path when that was the wrong direction – for you, for Goshawk… If you can forgive me for failing to see you when you most needed to be seen, for forgetting where we came from.’ Skandar looked around the room, as though half in the past. ‘If you can forgive all that, then there’s nobody else I’d rather have fighting by my side.’

And, with his words, Kenna’s shock at coming home a stranger was replaced by the hope of fighting for their other home, too. War was coming, and Kenna and Skandar would fight side by side. For now, Kenna was determined for that to be the only thing that mattered.

Skandar looked at her, cautious hope in his eyes too. And Kenna saw that he was afraid there was too much between them, just as she was.

‘Of course I forgive you, Skar. Of course I do!’

Neither of them realised how loudly they were sobbing until a worried Dad burst into the room. Skandar and Kenna wiped away their tears, making room for him on the bed.

The Smith family sat in silence for a while before Dad spoke, his voice low and quiet. ‘It’s my fault – all of it.’

‘Don’t be silly, Dad,’ Kenna murmured. ‘You don’t even know what’s happened.’

‘I don’t have to know,’ he argued. ‘You always had to look after yourselves growing up. Hell, you had to look after me. I should have got help sooner. I should have fought harder to be the father you both deserved.’

‘Dad, don’t—’ Skandar choked out, putting a hand on his arm.

‘Even today.’ Dad let out a sad chuckle. ‘You both saved me. It’s supposed to be the other way round!’

‘I mean, we are the ones with the bloodthirsty unicorns,’ Kenna said, and somehow all three of them were laughing and crying and hugging each other.

‘I know it’s not Chaos Cup day,’ Dad said with a smile on his face. ‘But do you two fancy a fry-up?’ He winked at Skandar. ‘I’ve got mayonnaise. Always keep a bottle in the cupboard just in case.’

Skandar grinned from ear to ear.

Kenna shook her head in mock disgust, even though her heart was singing. ‘Spirit wielder, rebel rider, Chaos Cup winner – and mayonnaise is still your favourite food?’

‘Hang on.’ Dad looked between them. ‘Chaos Cup winner?’

‘We’ll explain over breakfast,’ Skandar said, fortified by the idea of his favourite food.

‘I wouldn’t mind an explanation about that wild unicorn, too.’ Dad glanced at Kenna. ‘And I thought riders only had one mutation?’

‘We might need two breakfasts,’ Kenna muttered, though the idea of explaining how much she had changed didn’t sound so bad if it was over a meal with her family.
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CHAPTER FOUR LEY LINES

Skandar and Kenna told Dad everything. Well, except the truth of who Erika Everhart really was. They painted her as a mysterious enemy who’d wanted Kenna for her successor because she was a rare spirit wielder like Skandar. The conversation about Erika being their mum – and Robert Smith’s beloved Rosemary – was one for another, more peaceful, time. For now, they all had to focus on a future that was feeling more fragile by the hour.

Dad was a very good audience for Skandar and Kenna’s tale – shaking his head in wonder, gasping, and even swearing in all the right places. But more than shock at there being a fifth element Skandar had been allied to from the start, more than horror at Kenna’s forged bond and the unicorn lives she’d taken, more than sorrow at Flo’s betrayal, more than downright anger at Rex for stealing the Chaos Cup win from his son, there was something like relief on Dad’s face. Like he had suspected his children were keeping secrets, and he was glad to finally be included in the truth they’d been living.

Kenna told Dad – with pride in her voice – about her Originals. How, over the last few days, they had agreed to fight alongside her for a new kind of Island, even without the promise of being allied to five elements. At this Skandar felt a little in awe of his sister – though he supposed he’d always known she was special, that she was the kind of person others looked up to. After all, he had done that for most of his life.

Skandar explained about the Scoundrels’ Resistance, who’d helped him during his Chaos Cup training. Talking to Dad about possible allies, it was perhaps the first time Skandar let himself hope that there might be more Islanders who could be convinced to unite against Rex. And, in turn, Dad said he would build up his information network – establishing more unicorn hubs across the country. The key, he said, was to convince the government that Rex Manning and the silver unicorns were trouble. There was much support and love on the Mainland for the silver Commodore. And popularity, Dad said, could often make people blind to a man’s dangers.

Dad retrieved something from the kitchen counter. It was the old lime-green battery-powered radio that had been there for almost the entirety of their childhood. ‘Will this work on the Island?’

‘They’re banned,’ Skandar said as Dad handed the radio to him.

‘So are we,’ Kenna said, raising an eyebrow.

Skandar choked out a laugh before saying to Dad. ‘It’ll work. We’ve both managed to listen to Mainland stations on the Island before.’

Dad rolled his eyes. ‘You two were never this rebellious when you lived with me.’

Skandar glanced at Kenna and he knew they were thinking the same. There was no space for us to be rebellious when we were looking after you.

‘Why do you want us to take it?’ Kenna asked.

‘I’ve got a mate at one of the local radio stations. We were thinking of using their frequency to spread the word about Rex Manning. Maybe you could listen in, too – so you know what’s happening here.’

‘That would really help, Dad,’ Skandar said seriously. ‘The Island newspaper is useless – they basically print anything Rex wants them to.’

He glanced at Kenna, wondering whether she was thinking the same as him. The radio means we’ll be able to hear Dad’s voice. We’ll know that he’s okay when the war comes.

‘I’ve written the frequency of the station on the top in permanent marker. Tune it in once you get back to the Island,’ Dad said, before sending them to bed.

After Bobby and Mitchell had slept too, the riders didn’t dare stay any longer. Skandar was already obsessing over Eric’s words – he is going to conquer your Mainland piece by piece. So as night fell over Margate, the goodbyes were quick and subdued.

Mitchell was staring impatiently out to sea from Red’s back, no doubt calculating the flight time to reach the Island before dawn. For some reason, the fire wielder was wearing a rucksack that belonged to Skandar’s dad. Bobby was also astride an irritable Falcon, attempting to detangle her slate-grey mane by hand. The unicorn was not at all keen on sticky salt spray.

Dad hugged his children by the garden gate, sighing heavily. ‘Is there any point me telling you to keep out of trouble, when you’re about to build an army?’

‘Is there any point us telling you to keep out of trouble, since you’re doing the same thing here?’ Kenna hugged Dad once more, then moved over to mount Goshawk’s Fury.

‘I’m so proud of you, Dad,’ Skandar croaked, emotions threatening to overwhelm him.

Dad winked. ‘Same here, Commodore.’

‘I’m not—’

‘I’m your dad. Please let me boast about this – even if it’s just to myself.’

Skandar relented and managed a chuckle.

‘That’s better,’ Dad said approvingly. ‘Oh, I meant to give you this.’

He handed Skandar a crumpled piece of paper.

‘It’s the letter that came to the flat,’ Dad explained. ‘Thought you might want to have a look at it because, well—’ He cleared his throat. ‘You told me what happened with your… with Flo, and I wondered whether she was the one who warned me about the silvers. Maybe everything’s not as bad as you think, eh?’

All the breath left Skandar’s body. Why hadn’t that occurred to him? Flo knew about his dad. Skandar had probably even mentioned the number of his flat over the years. ‘What makes you think it was Flo?’ he managed to ask.

Dad was suddenly wary. ‘I don’t know anything for sure. I only thought you might recognise the handwriting… If it was her, I mean.’

Skandar’s heart raced as he unfolded the paper. He knew many details about Flo that others would miss – like the difference between her polite laugh and her real laugh, the way the bridge of her nose wrinkled when she was reading, the way her footsteps sounded on a treehouse platform. And he knew her handwriting as though it was his own – the exact curve in the tail of a ‘g’, the height of a ‘t’, the sweep of a ‘w’.

So it took him only a moment to be sure that Flo had not written this note. Every single letter was wrong. Skandar felt crushing disappointment followed by burning anger. He swallowed the emotions down before answering. ‘No. She didn’t write it.’

Dad looked troubled. ‘Don’t give up on her, son. What she did was a terrible betrayal… I can see that. But we don’t give up on people in this family, remember?’

Skandar forced himself to nod, and then gave Dad one more hug before mounting Scoundrel. But all he could think was: Flo gave up on me first.



In the end, it took Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Kenna almost a week to cross the Island and reach the Eyrie safely. The defeated silvers had clearly raised the alarm. Landing in the Wilderness was easy enough, but the outlaws were forced to hide whenever they saw sentinel patrols flying over the zones. They camped out in a place Kenna called her ‘Scrapyard Treehouse’ until the patrols eased off enough to make a break for it. There weren’t as many guards round the base of the Eyrie’s hill as Skandar had expected, but it was still a hell of a fight to reach the safety of Kenna’s shield.

All the lost days in the Wilderness had sent Skandar almost mad with frustration. Things were easier with Kenna, but it was torture not knowing what was happening on the Mainland. Dad hadn’t broadcast anything yet – there was only static on the chosen radio frequency. Now that they were finally back at the Eyrie, Skandar was desperate to do something, and the information Amber shared from her time spying in the Silver Stronghold did nothing to calm him down.

Rex was preparing for war. Amber explained that as soon as Skandar had entered the prison, the forges in the fortress had begun operating twenty-four hours a day to make armour and weapons. When Skandar had escaped the next afternoon, Rex had launched a recruitment campaign to draft riders into his army – from Predator age all the way up to famous Chaos riders, with the aim of defeating the Mainland threat and defending the Island. According to Amber, no rider was now permitted to use an element other than the one they were allied to – even those of training age, who had been separated into the four elemental yards.

Amber’s disturbing reports of elemental separation changed something in the Pathfinder of the Wanderers. Elora also listened very carefully to accounts of what Eric had said when the Smith siblings had questioned him. Skandar got the feeling that the Pathfinder was trying to make a decision.

Sure enough, a week after the Battle of Margate, Elora summoned every single rider and unicorn to the Eyrie’s hill for a training session. It was a brave move, Skandar thought, since there was still tension between the Originals and the rest of the rider refugees in the Eyrie.

The unicorns took a very long time to settle as they reached the training plateau. Scoundrel blasted elements like a baby Hatchling while they waited for Elora and Silver Soldier to arrive. Skandar couldn’t really blame him – it had been so long since Scoundrel had trained alongside this many unicorns. His best friend, Red Night’s Delight, was equally as thrilled. There had been three flaming farts in the last five minutes, the stinking smoke shimmering in the July sunshine.

‘Can you stop Red doing that?’ Bobby asked from Scoundrel’s left, and Skandar couldn’t help but laugh at how familiar the whole thing felt.

‘It’s been four years and I haven’t managed to stop her,’ Mitchell said with a shrug. ‘If you don’t like farts, then move to the other side of the plateau.’

Bobby stuck her tongue out at him and then spluttered as Red’s stinking smoke filled her mouth. Isa spotted this from Tsunami’s Herald and let out a laugh, though it died on her lips when she spotted Mateo landing Hell’s Diamond with a small group of other Originals.

Once the unicorns calmed and the elemental debris stopped swirling in the air, Skandar spotted new faces alongside those riders who’d already been in the Eyrie for a while. Aisha and Dagger’s Emerald were huddled with Art and Furious Inferno, as well as Fatima and Moonstone’s Venom. The three riders paused their signed conversation to wave to Skandar.

He also noticed there were more smiles and nods in his direction than when he’d first returned to the Eyrie. His protecting Margate had meant something to the Mainlanders among them – Agatha had told him as much. And it felt good to earn that respect, even if some riders were still undecided. Even if there was one rider’s absence he felt most painfully. Skandar Smith, you’re under arrest.

‘What are Kenna and Goshawk’s Fury doing over there?’ Mitchell’s voice pulled Skandar from his thoughts. Worried whispers hissed through the crowd. Even though Kenna had fought in Margate too, apparently that hadn’t been enough to change opinions about Skandar’s sister. He couldn’t help wondering what it would take.

Five unicorns were lining up away from the rest of the gathered riders. Elora and Silver Soldier were in the centre, flanked by Surfer’s Demise – Jordan’s dark grey unicorn – on her left, and Albert and snowy-white Eagle’s Dawn on her right. Then on Jordan’s left was one of the older air wielders among the Wanderers – Otto, rider of Screech-Owl’s Strike and Elora’s second in command. And finally, on Albert’s right, were Kenna and Goshawk’s Fury.

‘There’s a Wanderer of each element,’ Bobby whispered. ‘Apart from Kenna, but I guess she could stand in for spirit if—’

Bobby’s mouth fell open in shock.

Elora, Otto, Jordan, Albert and Kenna had dismounted from their unicorns and walked forward ten paces. All five riders had raised their right palms, which were now glowing the colour of their allied elements.

‘I thought only Kenna could do that! I thought it was the forged bond, but they’re all…’ Mitchell was rendered speechless as the magic started.

Otto, the air wielder, threw up his arms and a collection of storm clouds gathered above him before a single lightning strike hit the ground centimetres from his foot. Albert spread his arms wide and rotated on the spot. The ground churned to molten lava below him, leaving only a circular disc of grass under his boots. Jordan flicked his wrists skywards and hundreds of perfect tiny snowflakes sprayed upwards – he tipped his head back, laughing as he caught one on his tongue.

‘How are they summoning elemental magic?’ Bobby murmured. ‘They’re nowhere near their unicorns.’

Skandar didn’t have an answer for her as a web of purple-flowering vines spun round Elora until she was cocooned inside them. Finally it was Kenna’s turn. Skandar had often wondered how his sister was able to summon magic away from Goshawk – like his friends, he’d put it down to the sheer power of the forged bond. But it turned out the Wanderers must have taught her, making beauty even out of her wild dark magic.

Kenna was smiling as she turned her palm upwards, and it pulsed steadily, cycling through all five elements. Every rider on the plateau was utterly silent, transfixed as a colourful cloud built above Kenna’s head. And out of it swooped a bird of prey – a goshawk – constructed equally from all five elements. Skandar watched the elemental predator soar over the training ground – beak and eyes of pure electricity, talons of ice, wings of fire, a body of pure white spirit magic and a tail composed not of feathers but a bouquet of colourful wildflowers.

Then, as one, the five riders shut their palms and the magic they had summoned disappeared in the blink of an eye – the goshawk winking out, too, like a figment of their collective imagination.

The plateau erupted with cheers from the riders, and shrieks from the unicorns. It was so loud that Skandar hoped Rex could hear it in Council Square.

It was a long time before it was quiet enough for Elora to speak. ‘This kind of raw magic has been a secret known only to the Wanderers and their most trusted friends for centuries. Many of you here joined us during the chaos of the Skeleton Curse, and I am sorry to have left it so long to share this with you.’

Skandar could see Niamh, Gabriel and Zac nodding along with a few more of the newer Wanderers – some looked slightly hurt. Even he felt strange. He had never seen the Wanderers use magic like this, never known their biggest secret.

‘And to those of you who are not Wanderers – I am trusting you with this secret, and I intend to teach you all how to wield it. It is a power that has never been taught at this training school before. At this magic’s foundation is belief. There is no limit on your access to the elements granted by your destined unicorn, despite what the Eyrie might have told you. At the moment of hatching, you are joined in life and in magic, and I intend to help you channel the love in that connection – a gift from the Island itself.’

A ripple of excitement went through the crowd as Elora carried on, her amethyst eyes deeply serious. ‘The Wanderers have never used their magic in battle. Never before have we taught warriors to wield magic away from their unicorns. But it’s different now. Based on the reports I have heard, I believe that Rex Manning is seeking to change this Island’s very heart. He wishes to rip it out and divide it into pieces so that he may rule in place of the elements. And so –’ Elora took a deep breath – ‘the Wanderers will fight. Where before we delighted in the beauty of this place, now we will forge weapons to protect it. We will wage this war alongside Skandar Smith and his allies, to keep the Island’s heart beating. We will fight for the Island. For the Mainland. For a future when we may, again, lay down our weapons and live in peace.’

A great shout of joy went up from the Eyrie’s hill, and Skandar felt hope flutter in his chest.



Skandar’s hope was short-lived. Although the Wanderers and Originals had both pledged to fight against Rex, that didn’t mean they were miraculously getting along with each other in the weeks that followed, or that they were suddenly all able to summon magic away from their unicorns. The Pathfinder’s acceptance of Kenna had persuaded some that the Wild Rider might not be as bad as they’d feared, but others weren’t so easily convinced. Isa made a point of missing training whenever Skandar’s sister was in attendance. She and other riders who shared her hatred for Kenna would spot Goshawk on the highest training plateau and then drop down to the one below to run their own session.

It also became increasingly difficult to get around the Eyrie without finding one of Isa’s traps. Her supporters began loosening metal cables on bridges, blasting chunks out of the walkways used regularly by the Originals, and even managing to freeze treehouse doors shut with water magic. Then the Originals started retaliating, and even Kenna struggled to keep them under control.

Skandar didn’t know what to do. Supposedly he was the Commodore, and he knew that he should try to take charge. But he also understood how Isa felt. Understood why Bobby wasn’t stepping in to tell her sister off. Understood why Agatha couldn’t stand to be in her niece’s presence. Understood all the damage that Kenna had done. Many barely trusted him; how could they trust her?

Building an army, saving the Island and protecting the Mainland began to feel like an impossible dream. Fewer and fewer newcomers arrived at the Eyrie. There was still only static on Dad’s radio. And the scouts who were trying to gather information about the Silver Circle’s plans only occasionally picked up vague or conflicting rumours. With Amber’s information now a few weeks old, it felt like they were just waiting for Rex to strike. And Skandar didn’t like that one bit.

The night before the Earth Festival – at the beginning of August – Skandar, Bobby and Amber returned from a training session sopping wet and irritable. Elora was teaching the rebel riders weather magic, which was usually reserved for Predators at the Eyrie. Much to Skandar’s frustration, they had not yet been allowed to start learning how to summon magic away from their unicorns, but apparently weather magic would help the riders tune in to the raw elemental power of the Island. Elora insisted that if she skipped over this preparatory training, the riders would not be ready to use magic like the Wanderers, might never be able to summon it without physical contact with their unicorns.

Bobby and Falcon ended up being particularly talented at using the air element to gather clouds and create thunderstorms overhead. But today Isa and Tsunami’s Herald had managed to direct a downpour of rain on every single Original at the training ground. The fight that had ensued had not been pretty, and everyone had got soaked and lightly electrocuted. Kenna had – mercifully – been absent.

Skandar threw open the treehouse door in frustration to find Mitchell inside reading. The fire wielder had started skipping training sessions to read the books from the Vaults and, Skandar suspected, to worry about Jamie and his parents.

‘If this rivalry doesn’t stop, we won’t stand a chance against Rex’s army,’ Skandar raged to Bobby as she and Amber trailed in after him. ‘Our soldiers are more likely to turn on each other than battle the enemy.’

‘It’s going to take time to build an army, spirit boy,’ Bobby said firmly. ‘Especially a united one.’

‘We don’t have time!’ Skandar said, pacing around the treehouse. ‘Rex could attack tomorrow. He could attack next week.’ He glanced at the radio fizzing on Dad’s empty frequency. ‘And currently we have fewer than fifty riders and most of them hate each other!’

Silence settled as they peeled off their boots and soaking socks. It was Mitchell who eventually broke it. His eyes were alight with something; he didn’t even blink at how much water Skandar was dripping on his scribbled notes.

‘Have either of you heard of the ley lines on the Mainland? Spelled L-E-Y but pronounced L-A-Y.’ The question was directed at Skandar and Bobby.

‘Nope, never heard of them,’ Bobby said as she dried the feathers on her arm with a towel before passing it to Amber.

But some memory stirred in Skandar’s brain – a history lesson perhaps, or geography. ‘I don’t think they’re real lines, are they? I think they’re kind of… mythical.’

‘Mythical like unicorns were on the Mainland?’ Mitchell countered, sounding excited. ‘Until about two decades ago?’

‘Fair point,’ Bobby grunted.

‘The ley lines keep coming up in the books on the First Children – especially in relation to Elowen, the spirit-allied child, and how she was determined to protect the Mainland like her father had done.’

Amber crossed her arms. ‘Protect it from what?’

‘Other riders?’ Bobby guessed, glancing at her. ‘I mean, the two of us could do some serious damage with our air magic if we were let loose on the Mainland.’

Amber smirked, the star on her damp forehead crackling dangerously.

‘Bobby!’ Skandar scolded, accidentally reminding himself of Flo.

‘What?’ Bobby said innocently. ‘I’m not saying we would. But there might have been riders in the past who—’

‘I’m not sure who or what Elowen wanted to protect the Mainland from,’ Mitchell interrupted. ‘There is an overwhelming number of gaps – the texts from the Vaults are so old – but it seems like these ley lines have something to do with the idea of protection. There are lots of accounts of the First Children visiting the lines in pairs, to check on them or… something. Then, there’s the information in this book I took from Skandar’s bedroom.’ He held it up.

‘I thought I recognised that!’ Skandar said, moving his boots underneath the stove to dry them. ‘It’s a book of fairy tales I got when I was little.’

‘Yes, and most of the stories are nonsense by the way. But there is one about how the Mainland contains just as much power as the Island, thanks to the elemental lines that cross it.’

Bobby scoffed. ‘This sounds like one of those stories my mum and dad used to tell to prepare me for failing the Hatchery exam. There’s just as much magic on the Mainland as on the Island, Roberta.’ Bobby made a face. ‘As if! There are loads of stories for Mainlander kids like that – to try to make us feel better about leading a life without a unicorn.’

‘Wait, I remember this story now,’ Skandar said. ‘Didn’t it have mythical creatures as well?’

‘Yes! They were fascinating,’ Mitchell said breathlessly, ‘but that’s not important for now. What’s important is that I have a theory.’

‘Get on with it, Henderson. I can feel my beautiful face ageing,’ Amber drawled.

Mitchell narrowed his eyes at her, clearly frustrated that she was ruining his big moment. ‘Elemental lines. What if the ley lines are an extension of our fault lines?’

Skandar frowned. ‘But we don’t have magic on the Mainland. I’ve never seen fault lines like the ones on the Island.’

Mitchell shrugged. ‘Maybe they’re invisible. Or maybe the First Children hid them, or—’

‘You sound like a jaded bard after a few glasses of fire zone whisky,’ Amber said, rolling her eyes. ‘This war isn’t going to be won by searching for fictional lines. There’s no magic on the Mainland that’s going to help us.’

Unusually, it was Bobby who jumped to Mitchell’s defence. ‘This Island is full of weird and wacky stuff. Why shouldn’t the Mainland have some of it? Mainlanders have told each other stories of unusual places for thousands of years – haunted graveyards, witches’ gardens, enchanted forests. Fairy tales always come from somewhere. I don’t think we should discount the ley lines being magical any more than the Mainland should have discounted bloodthirsty unicorns.’

‘Thanks, Bobby,’ Mitchell murmured, genuinely touched. He turned to Skandar. ‘What’s concerning me is – even if we have a united fighting force at some point – how are we going to defend the Island and the Mainland at the same time? Eric said the eight silvers sent to Margate were to test Mainland defences. When Rex invades for real, it’s likely we’re going to be outnumbered anyway, even if we can convince more people to fight with us. So what happens here on the Island while we’re off fighting on the Mainland?’

Skandar took a deep breath. ‘You’re right. We have to find a way to do both. It makes sense that the First Children would have wanted to protect the Mainland. That’s where the First Rider came from. His children would have wanted to protect their father’s home.’

Mitchell nodded eagerly. ‘We need to know how the First Children protected the Mainland. Who were they protecting it from? And what did it have to do with the ley lines? And can we do the same thing now?’

Bobby sighed. ‘I’m assuming there’s nothing in those crusty books that gives us any kind of answer, or else you’d have told us already.’

‘Correct, Roberta. And the Eyrie libraries haven’t been helpful either. I mean, I could risk going to Fourpoint—’

‘The Fourpoint libraries were all closed to the public the day before I brought Isa here,’ Amber reminded them. ‘If you want anything, you have to request it via the Stronghold.’

Skandar wondered about Craig, the bookseller who owned Chapters of Chaos. His photograph had been in the Hatchery Herald along with other members of the Scoundrels’ Resistance. Had Rex arrested him already?

‘Could we try the Vaults again?’ Bobby suggested.

Amber shook her head. ‘They’ve been sealed off. Rex is going to take all the glass boxes above ground and catalogue the contents.’

Mitchell’s flaming hair billowed at this alarming new information. ‘My mother…’ he muttered to himself. ‘No, she’ll have got herself out. She’s clever. She’s so clever…’ Bobby squeezed his shoulder sympathetically and Mitchell blinked, trying to regain his composure. ‘I suppose I can keep checking through the books I have…’

But an idea struck Skandar. ‘What about the Secret Swappers?’

Bobby groaned, and he didn’t blame her. It hadn’t been an enjoyable trip during Nestling year. The Secret Swappers traded in secrets, but it wasn’t always a fair swap. That, and if your secret turned out to be untrue, it was rumoured that the Swappers would try to kill you.

But Mitchell was full of enthusiasm. ‘Skandar, that’s an excellent idea! We can ask them whether they have anything on how the First Children helped the Mainland!’

‘Don’t you have to give them a secret valuable enough to trade for that information?’ Amber asked shrewdly. ‘Isn’t that how these criminals work?’

‘That’s true,’ Bobby said, frowning. ‘The Swappers didn’t even accept my secret last time.’

‘All my secrets are pretty much out in the open now,’ Skandar murmured.

‘Yes,’ Mitchell said hesitantly. ‘But there’s someone here who has had a lot of secrets over the last few years. Secrets she may not even have shared with us.’

‘You mean my sister,’ Skandar guessed.

‘I do.’

Skandar knew that Mitchell would not have suggested involving Kenna in his plan unless he was desperate for information. The fire wielder was quiet about it, but – like Bobby – he only really tolerated Kenna because of his friendship with Skandar.

‘I’ll speak to her,’ Skandar promised.

And that was that. Mitchell and Amber immediately set about co-ordinating a plan to get them all into Fourpoint safely, but Skandar’s mind wandered as he searched for Kenna. He hadn’t been entirely honest about why he had suggested going to the Secret Swappers. Finding an answer to protecting the Mainland was of course his top priority, but he’d also remembered the words Flo had spoken months ago as she registered for the Chaos Cup.

If you ever need to make sense of things, go to the Secret Swappers.

So perhaps Skandar would also find an answer to the question he had been asking himself since the summer solstice.

Why had Flo betrayed him?
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KENNA THE VILLAIN

Kenna could not shed her villain’s skin.

She’d flown up to the Sunset Platform with Goshawk’s Fury as lanterns had begun to twinkle like fireflies in the capital below. Kenna liked how peaceful it was between these highest branches. The perfect place to meet for a difficult conversation.

She had wanted so badly to follow her brother to the Island all those years ago, but even in this Eyrie full of rebels and outcasts, she knew she did not truly belong. She was often suffocated by the atmosphere – the fear and anger directed at her, the protests when she turned up to train with the Wanderers. And she felt pressured by her Originals to defend them when Isabel Bruna made out that they weren’t to be trusted. They accepted that Skandar was technically the true Commodore, but they wanted Kenna by his side. They wanted their leader to have power, too, and form the new Island she had promised them.

She knew they were no longer fixated on wielding all five elements, more focused on fighting for a home where they could be any kind of rider they chose. And, after accepting their own cursed unicorns as wild, they – just like the Wanderers – had strong views about how this future Island should treat wild unicorns better. So the Originals were more curious about Kenna than they ever had been. They wanted to know things about her that she herself didn’t truly understand.

As she waited, Kenna played with the four solstice stones that were still full of her wild power. She’d retrieved them from the sea almost as soon as Agatha had thrown them there. She’d already used the spirit one to rescue Skandar, but she hadn’t told him about the others. Perhaps because she was ashamed; they were a reminder of the harm she’d caused by her mother’s side. She slipped two into each pocket.

Still waiting, she stripped a few leaves off an overhanging branch and her knuckles began to glow white. The whump, whump of featherless wings and the stench of immortal death filled the air. Goshawk let out a piercing shriek of greeting as the dapple-grey unicorn landed haphazardly on the platform.

The wild unicorn’s coat looked particularly moth-eaten in the low light of the evening. Some of her ribs were coated with black mould now, and her neck was increasingly skeletal. Far more so than the palomino Goshawk who – with the forged bond slowing her decay – did not look quite so much like she had just risen from the grave. But the more Kenna spent time with the dapple-grey, the less she noticed the gore, the danger. The more she started to understand the unicorn somehow, even without a bond between them.

Goshawk made a bossy chuffing sound and herded the dapple-grey to stand beside her – like a protective older sister, even though she was the younger of the two. The dapple-grey hissed but stood next to Goshawk anyway. She wasn’t to be messed with, though Kenna found that nowadays it was easier to block out some of the bloodlust and anger. Kenna didn’t know if it was a good or a bad sign that Goshawk seemed to be taking more care of her rider.

What Kenna did know was that she was exhausted all the time. More so whenever she used large amounts of magic like she had at Margate. And any kind of training sapped her energy far more than she’d let on to the others… especially to Skandar. That was part of why she needed to leave. She couldn’t have Skandar worrying about her more than he already was. Albert, who had noticed her constant tiredness, had already told her to reduce the size of the shield around the Eyrie. But without it they’d find it even harder to gain new allies. Her presence here was doing enough damage as it was. She hoped Skandar would understand her decision. But Albert? He hadn’t taken it well…

Black spots began blinking at the edges of Kenna’s vision and she swayed. She felt a questioning tug on the bond from Goshawk, and somehow that made her even more tired. Then her sharp senses picked up a unicorn soaring nearby, her brother’s scent. Nerves wriggled in her stomach.

Scoundrel landed gracefully and Skandar dismounted, concern creasing his forehead.

He looks so old, Kenna thought. My little brother looks like a man. A leader, even. She got hold of herself as he approached. Wasn’t that the whole point of this conversation?

‘What’s up, Kenn?’ he asked. Scoundrel had one eye on the pair of wild unicorns and positioned himself between them and his rider. ‘Is this about the Secret Swappers?’

Kenna had been told Mitchell’s plan to ask the Secret Swappers for answers that might help protect the Mainland. She had agreed to go along with it. The thought of giving a piece of herself to them worried her, but if it could help her home, help her dad, then… it was the least she could do, wasn’t it?

‘No, it’s not about that. We’re leaving in an hour, right?’ Kenna checked, stalling.

Skandar nodded, looking even more confused.

Kenna dropped to the platform, and sat cross-legged. It was a relief to rest her bones. ‘Sit with me a minute, will you, Skar?’

Something flashed across Skandar’s face – something painful. ‘Let’s sit over there,’ he suggested instead, and settled with his legs hanging over the edge of the platform. Kenna shuffled over, mirroring him.

‘Nina Kazama,’ Skandar explained quietly. ‘The last time I saw her we sat up here cross-legged… like that.’

‘Oh,’ Kenna breathed. Her brother had gone through so much without her. ‘Rex is a terrible man. That’s why… that’s why this army needs to grow, needs to learn to fight him, needs to—’ She broke off, struggling for words.

‘I know,’ Skandar said quietly.

‘No, you don’t understand.’ Kenna put a hand on her brother’s arm. ‘You won’t gain the support you need while I’m here.’

Skandar waited for her to carry on, still as a statue.

She stalled, rolling up the sleeves of her black sweater and exposing her wild mutations. ‘I’m not helping anyone by being at the Eyrie. Especially not you. And, honestly, it’s hard being the villain to so many riders within these walls.’

The light in Skandar’s eyes guttered. ‘People will come around, Kenn. I know Isa is pretty loud about her… issues with you, but soon everyone will see you’re on our side, that all the curse stuff is over.’ Kenna could hear the lie in his words, the lies he was telling himself.

‘Maybe,’ she said eventually. ‘But what about the rest of the Island? There aren’t any blacksmiths or saddlers or healers or bards here yet. You need all of them if this is going to be a viable army. The rest of the Island knows me as the Wild Rider, the one who did all those terrible things – and it makes me a liability right now.’

‘You’re not!’ Skandar argued. ‘You fought with us in Margate. If you hadn’t been there—’

‘I’ll still fight whenever you need me. I promised you that at Sunset Heights. But for now… I need some space. And I need to distance myself from the army you’re trying to build, Skar. Because I don’t think you can truly lead it with me hanging around.’

‘You don’t need to go, because I don’t want—’ He spluttered. ‘I don’t think I can lead this army anyway.’

‘Yes, you can,’ Kenna insisted. ‘You’re the Commodore.’

Skandar’s voice was very quiet when he said, ‘How can I lead an army if my best friend, my… if Flo decided she couldn’t even be associated with me any more? Decided to betray—’

‘You don’t know what happened,’ Kenna said firmly. ‘And Flo’s position was complicated. She’d been in the Stronghold for months.’

‘All our positions have been complicated!’ Skandar exploded. ‘Look at me, look at you! And we’re here – fighting Rex, not helping him!’ Scoundrel let out a low growl, as though he was worried Kenna was upsetting his rider.

‘Exactly,’ Kenna said calmly. ‘But whether you lead this army should not be about Florence Shekoni. It should be about the future of the Island, about the safety of the Mainland.’

‘I know, but—’

‘Listen to me. This army needs a leader. It isn’t enough that Rex is a common enemy. Or that Elora is sharing secret Wanderer magic. There has to be something more. These soldiers, your soldiers, truly have to believe in what they’re fighting for. Who they’re fighting for.’

Skandar looked away from her. ‘You lead the Originals. Not one of them left, even after their unicorns went back to normal. They believe in you; they trust you. You’re an incredible leader. Why can’t you—’

‘The Originals simply wanted another option, a different Island where they felt less powerless. That’s what this whole army wants. But you know I’m not the answer, Skar. The fundamental truth we’ve both been avoiding is that without me you might look less like the bad guy. You might even look like the hero.’

Skandar shook his head, uncomfortable. ‘I don’t think—’

‘You know it has to be you. And for now, for you – I have to go. But I also have to leave for me.’ Kenna’s voice was small as she glanced at her brother, who was slightly hunched as though preparing himself for a blow. ‘Over the last few years, I’ve lost big chunks of who I used to be. I didn’t realise quite how much of myself had gone until we went home.’

There was no judgement on Skandar’s face as he looked at her again.

Kenna was overcome by how much she loved him for that, and her throat closed, choking her with unvoiced sobs as she tried to continue. ‘I have to find myself again. I was brought to the Island by someone else – by Dorian. And then I was told my place here by another – by Erika. I’ve never really thought about what the Island is to me. And if I’m ever going to belong, I need to work that out.’ It was honest enough that Kenna watched tears spring to Skandar’s eyes.

‘I’ll still fight at your side in this war, Skar,’ she promised, and then started on the practicalities to stop her own tears from overwhelming her. ‘My illusion around the Eyrie will remain intact. It held the whole time we were in Margate. I’ve asked Albert to lead the Originals in my absence – in the hope that he might be able to bridge the divide between my riders and the others here. He’s a Mainlander, a Wanderer once too; and he’s a good person. And whenever this army needs me to fight, I’ll join you again.’

Skandar’s eyes clouded over. ‘If you don’t… want… If you…’

Kenna loved him even more for trying to say she didn’t owe him anything, that she didn’t have to return if it wasn’t right for her. She loved him for letting her go, just like Dad had once watched her fly away over the sea. But she wouldn’t abandon Skandar to Rex. Nothing would stop her helping to take the tyrant down. ‘At the first sign of a fight I’ll be back quicker than you can say mayonnaise. Do you understand? Frankly, Skar, you need me.’

‘We really do,’ Skandar said, flashing her a brave smile. ‘Where are you going to go?’ The question burst out of him as though he’d failed to hold it in. ‘To the Scrapyard Treehouse?’

‘Maybe for a little while, yes – the Wilderness feels like home to Goshawk, to both my unicorns. But I’d like to pay a visit to the First Rider’s tomb. I still have the bone staff.’ She pulled it out of the scabbard she’d taken to wearing at her hip and the elemental veins pulsed. Skandar held it in his hands and stared at how Kenna’s curse had changed it – green vines pulsing against the white bone, fire smouldering in a snaking line, a thread of water running like a river, electricity circling and sparking off the ancient object.

Kenna took the staff back from him gently. ‘I think it ought to be returned to its rightful owner. Any chance you can tell me how to get there, little bro?’

‘Of course – anything you need,’ Skandar said, his voice raw.

And another broken piece of Kenna’s heart repaired.

Because she believed him.
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CHAPTER FIVE THE SECRET THIEF

Since the Secret Swappers traded at all hours, Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Kenna crept out of the Eyrie later that night, leaving their unicorns behind. They didn’t tell anyone they were going – not even Agatha. Skandar suspected she would forbid him to go into Fourpoint, but he wanted action. He wanted answers. And he wanted them now.

Although everyone was disguised in heavy cloaks, it was lucky that Kenna had already mastered using her magic away from Goshawk. As they reached the bottom of the Eyrie’s hill, she manipulated her shadowy power so that a thick mist concealed them from the sleepy sentinels who guarded the edge of her shield.

Amber met the others on the outskirts of Fourpoint, riding Whirlwind Thief. The capital would likely be deserted at this hour, but if they were spotted, Amber would pretend to be a sentinel escorting four unknown troublemakers to the Stronghold. They hoped that would keep most people at a distance, so no one would see that they were, in fact, four very well-known troublemakers.

The group hurried along the dimly lit street, and Skandar noticed posters nailed to tree trunks and displayed in treehouse windows. Some were recruiting for Rex’s army – which the posters claimed would fight for a fear-free future – and required all riders to report to their elemental yards for more information. There were also adverts for the Earth Festival the following day, which would take place in the earth zone – not Fourpoint – with reminders that only earth wielders and earth-declared Islanders were allowed to attend or run their businesses. Skandar was just wondering what earth-declared meant when he saw another poster encouraging non-riders to state their elemental allegiance at Council Square as soon as possible. Other posters had a simple, chilling rhyme:

Move to your zone and feel at home.

Cold dread crept up Skandar’s neck as they moved into the darker, narrower streets. It was far worse than what Rex had done at the Eyrie. Rex was dividing up the Island itself. He was making strength in one element the ultimate goal, which in turn would make silvers the strongest of all. There was a saying, wasn’t there? Divide and conquer. And Skandar knew – though Rex said the opposite – that this Island divided between the four elements was far less magical than an Island united in all five, the way the First Rider had always dreamed the Island would be. Perhaps the founder had feared this kind of division, or perhaps he had never been able to imagine it – not with his bond to the queen of the wild unicorns. But under Rex’s rule the Island was going to be carved up into unrecognisable pieces. And he was going to use those pieces to conquer the Mainland too.

Amber and Thief halted beneath the treehouse belonging to the Secret Swappers, on one of the shabbiest streets of Fourpoint. It was clear some homes had been abandoned altogether. Perhaps the occupants had already signed up for Rex’s army or moved to their declared zone. The wind whistled through smashed windows and rattled doors that hung off their creaking hinges. The place had been creepy when they’d visited three years ago, but tonight it was spine-tingling. Tonight, it felt like Rex was already turning the capital – positioned as it was in the old spirit zone – into a ghost town.

‘You’re sure this is the right treehouse?’ Kenna asked, shivering despite the warmth of the summer evening. The wooden treehouse was lit by a single sputtering torch, and the roof sagged impossibly low in the middle.

‘Unfortunately, yes,’ Mitchell confirmed, and went to inspect the rickety ladder that rattled against the tree’s gnarled trunk, Kenna following.

Meanwhile, Bobby and Amber were having a whispered argument.

‘There’s no discussion to be had about it, Bruna. After I’ve stood guard for you here, I’m going back,’ Amber was saying.

‘No, you’re not,’ Bobby hissed.

‘The army you’re trying to build – small as it is right now – needs someone inside the Silver Stronghold passing information to the Eyrie.’

‘And I need a two-week holiday on the Ambling Archipelago,’ Bobby whispered fiercely, ‘but we can’t all have what we want. This is a war.’

‘Exactly,’ Amber said, flipping her hair. ‘This is a war, and without information we are going to lose.’

Skandar looked between the two air wielders. ‘You’re going to go back to the Stronghold tonight?’

Amber nodded.

He hadn’t even realised she was thinking about going undercover again. ‘Won’t Rex be suspicious about where you’ve been these last weeks?’

‘I’ll tell him I got abducted by Skandar Smith,’ Amber snapped. ‘I’ll tell him anything I have to, because you need me back behind the Stronghold’s shields.’ Her voice was severe. ‘I was the only reason you knew about the silver attack on Margate, but since I’ve been in the Eyrie we’ve had no other verified information. You flew to the Mainland with no idea how many silvers you’d be facing – you could have been killed. All of you.’ She glanced at Bobby, and Skandar saw something flash in her eyes.

Then Amber turned back to him. ‘And no matter how much you shrink away from the title of Commodore, like a baby, you will be the figurehead of this army, Skandar Smith. If people decide to ally with us, you will be the one they’re following. Not your sister, not Bobby Bruna, not Elora Scott. You.’

Skandar wanted to protest, but her words echoed Kenna’s from earlier that night.

The star on Amber’s forehead crackled with electricity. ‘It was pure luck that you survived Margate. Unless we have intelligence about what is going on inside the Stronghold, you might not be so lucky next time. And there will be a next time. I don’t want the future of the Island and the Mainland relying on luck, do you? I don’t want this monster of a man – this murderer, by the way – ruling over us for years to come because of mistakes we make. We have to have eyes and ears on him. Mine.’ Amber breathed heavily.

‘I—I still don’t think it’s a good idea, Fairfax. It’s too dangerous.’ Bobby’s face was half hidden by her hood, but there was fear in her words.

‘It’s good to know you’re concerned for my safety, Bruna,’ Amber said, oddly formal. ‘But I’m a big girl. I can look after myself.’

‘I think it has to be Amber’s decision,’ Skandar said as Mitchell joined them.

Kenna was still standing by the Secret Swappers’ ladder, frowning up at the treehouse. She was leaving too, Skandar remembered with a jolt. The next morning.

‘I agree with Amber,’ Mitchell whispered. ‘Her information could potentially save lives on our side.’

Bobby continued to protest. ‘Amber is a good fighter. We need her in the army. We don’t have enough warriors to risk—’

Amber winked at her. ‘Full of compliments for me, aren’t you, Bruna?’

‘It’s not funny! What if he doesn’t believe your excuse for being away so long? What if you’re caught spying—’ Bobby’s voice cut out. ‘Rex killed Nina Kazama. There must be another way.’

‘There isn’t,’ Amber said quietly.

‘Fine,’ Bobby snarled, not sounding fine at all. ‘If you want to keep risking your life, Fairfax. Be my guest.’

There was a look – something like longing – in Amber’s hazel eyes as though she was desperate to say something more to Bobby. Her voice was thick as she moved on to practicalities. ‘After this, I’ll escort you all to the edge of Fourpoint and then circle back to the Silver Stronghold. Be quick up there. I’ll be keeping watch from the shadows. If you hear a high-pitched whistle, do not come out of that treehouse.’ The last sentence was a dismissal, the end of the argument.

‘Let’s get this over with,’ Mitchell murmured.

Kenna climbed the ladder first, then Mitchell, then Skandar and finally Bobby, who had lingered to watch Amber positioning Thief at the end of the street. Kenna was just about to knock on the door when Mitchell grabbed her thorny wrist.

‘The secrets have to be true, do you understand?’

‘I know that, Mitchell. You’ve told me seven times already.’ Kenna sounded impatient and stressed.

Mitchell ignored her tone. ‘And remember that it’s the number of words that counts. Try to give them a long secret because then you’ll get the same length of secret back. But don’t put extra unnecessary words in, because then they’ll just—’

‘Take them out,’ Kenna finished for him, and rapped loudly on the door.

It was opened by the woman Skandar remembered as Moira. She looked older than last time, as though ten years had passed rather than three. She also looked more dishevelled, with her long white hair matted and her rag-like clothes hanging off her thin frame.

Moira squinted her penetrating blue eyes. ‘Not him,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Good, good.’

‘Sorry?’ Kenna asked.

‘You all right, Moira, old girl?’ Bobby said lightly, though her fists were clenched by her sides.

‘We’re here to swap some secrets,’ Mitchell announced bravely.

Moira’s gaze flicked to Skandar. ‘I know you, spirit wielder. I was disappointed by the short expiration date on that secret you traded.’

‘So was I,’ Skandar said through gritted teeth.

‘And this must be…’ Moira snaked her neck, attempting to see under Kenna’s hood. Skandar noticed his sister’s fingers were trembling.

‘We’d like to come inside,’ Mitchell said forcefully.

‘Yes,’ Moira said, waving them through the sagging door frame. ‘I expect you would.’

Something was very wrong inside the Secret Swappers’ treehouse. It smelled the same – of damp rotting wood and decades-old paper. But everywhere Skandar looked, the towers of drawers had been toppled over, and some had great cracks up their sides. Drawers were littered across the floor as though they’d been yanked out of their units, so the riders had to pick their way through, taking care not to trip. There was no sign of the other Secret Swapper – a gruff, burly man called Raf.

Bobby and Skandar exchanged wary glances.

Moira came to a stop in the very centre of the dank, chaotic room, and rummaged deep in her skirts for a few scraps of paper.

‘I trust you’ve brought your own pens?’ Moira said, thrusting a scrap at each of them. She turned to Kenna. ‘Aren’t you going to take your hood down, sweetie?’ she crooned.

‘No, thank you,’ Kenna retorted, and immediately started scribbling on her piece of paper, leaning on one of the overturned chests of drawers.

‘Umm… Moira?’ Skandar began, while Mitchell and Bobby also turned away to write on their paper scraps. ‘What happened here?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I think you do,’ Skandar said gently. ‘Last time we came here, everything was a lot… tidier.’

‘I prefer it this way,’ Moira said defensively. ‘And I still know where everything is.’ She pulled herself up on to a chest of drawers that was still standing, and changed the subject. ‘What secrets are you seeking here tonight? Let’s see if you have anything worth swapping.’

‘Mitchell?’ Skandar prompted his friend, who came over clutching his secret.

‘We want any information you have on the ley lines and how they’re connected to the First Children trying to protect the Mainland,’ Mitchell explained as Skandar wrote down his own secret.

Moira gave nothing away and she snatched Mitchell’s secret from between his fingers.

After a few tense seconds, she tutted. ‘The identities of the Keepers are common knowledge now that the Commodore has sealed the Vaults.’

Skandar looked up sharply. Mitchell must have tried to give Moira his mum’s name.

‘Do you know what happened to the Keepers? Do you know where they are?’ Mitchell pleaded.

‘Don’t have that information here,’ Moira said unsympathetically, ‘and if I did you’d have to swap for it.’ She turned to Skandar. ‘Spirit wielder?’ she rasped. ‘Anything as good as last time?’

Skandar handed over his hastily scribbled secret as Bobby and Kenna came over. Since he’d recognised most of the silver unicorns attacking Margate, he’d decided to hand over their names, in the hope that Rex wanted their identities kept quiet.

‘This is also common knowledge,’ Moira said, sounding disappointed.

Bobby passed over her secret. She looked excited, hopping from foot to foot.

Moira read it, her blue eyes squinting. ‘A sandwich recipe? Is this a joke?’

‘When I’m Commodore, people will be very interested that I invented the emergency sandwich. They’re going to want to know the exact ingredients.’ Bobby sounded offended.

Moira didn’t dignify this with an answer. She turned to Kenna. ‘What about you, girl?’

Kenna’s hood fell back when she handed over her slip of paper. The old woman recoiled at the half-skull of the Wild Rider’s face. ‘My oh my. I thought our Commodore was exaggerating about those mutations of yours.’

‘Rex is not the Commodore,’ Mitchell said doggedly.

‘Just read my secret,’ Kenna said tersely.

Skandar knew Moira was going to accept Kenna’s secret even before she rushed to label it and place it in one of the drawers. She’d licked her lips, as though savouring the words, just like she had when Skandar had given her his biggest secret – the one Flo had used to betray him.

Flo had told him to come here. To the Secret Swappers.

‘Now let me see…’ Moira was searching through drawers. ‘He didn’t take this one… No, he didn’t take— Ahh yes.’

The Secret Swapper returned from a metal cabinet. The scroll she held out to Kenna looked old – like thick parchment.

‘Seventeen words you gave me, Kenna Everhart,’ Moira said. Skandar jumped at the use of his mother’s surname and the sheer number of words the Secret Swapper had accepted.

‘Oh yes, I know all about you, Kenna.’ Moira’s voice was rough, like rustling leaves. ‘Seventeen words to match yours and –’ the Swapper tore a corner off a second piece of paper hidden in her hand – ‘I’ve even thrown in a single-word secret for free. This is all I have that’s relevant to what you seek.’

‘Why would you give us an extra word?’ Mitchell demanded, suspicious. Skandar stepped on his foot to shut him up.

‘Perhaps I’m going soft in my old age,’ Moira said, as she watched Kenna unfurl the secrets she’d traded for her own.

Mitchell and Skandar read over her shoulder:

The First Children discovered Mainland leymarks – four places where the magic of the lines can be extinguished.

The second scrap of paper only said: castle.

‘What’s castle?’ Mitchell mumbled.

Bobby barked out a laugh. ‘Really?’

Mitchell ignored her and said, ‘Thank you, Moira.’

The old lady seemed startled, unused to satisfied customers.

‘We’ll leave you in peace,’ Kenna murmured, though her eyes lingered on the cabinet where her secret had been stored. Skandar knew that uneasy feeling, like admitting something out loud that you wished you’d kept inside your head.

Kenna, Bobby and Mitchell headed for the treehouse door, but Skandar hung back. ‘I’ll be out in a minute,’ he told them.

‘Can I help you, spirit wielder?’ Moira asked, her blue eyes glowing with curiosity.

‘I, um, I was wondering whether you still had the secret Florence Shekoni left here a few years ago? If you do, I’d like to try to trade for it. I have a good one, about how I escaped from the hanging prison.’

A knowing look flickered across Moira’s face. ‘I might have considered the swap if I still had the secret.’

Skandar’s heart plummeted through his boots. ‘You don’t have it any more?’

Moira’s face went vacant, as though she was watching a scene play out over Skandar’s shoulder. ‘He took as many as he could carry. Just like they took my daughter.’

‘Your daughter?’ Skandar asked, desperately confused and frustrated. He vaguely remembered the pile of rags, a young woman sleeping on this treehouse floor the last time he’d visited.

‘At first we thought it was just bad luck that our associates kept getting arrested,’ Moira said bitterly. Skandar assumed these ‘associates’ were the ones tasked with hunting down people who made false trades. ‘Raf managed to escape, but my daughter was taken. That tyrant came for the secrets himself, the same night he shut down the libraries.’ She clenched a fist. ‘He wanted to make sure we could no longer wield the power of the information we’ve guarded for generations.’

‘Rex Manning has the secrets,’ Skandar said, horror filling him.

Moira began to rave. ‘Only a Commodore could break in here and live to tell the tale. And only Rex Manning would show such disrespect to Island customs, to our ancient traditions! Yes, Skandar Smith. We share the same enemy now. That’s why I gave your sister an extra word. My ancestors have guarded the secret of the Mainland’s leymarks for centuries. Use it wisely, spirit wielder. At least then I won’t have failed them entirely.’ The Secret Swapper took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘Now get out of my house.’

Skandar left Moira amid the toppled towers and pushed open the sagging door. But the moment he was out on the platform, he realised he’d missed Amber’s warning whistle.

Twenty silver-masked sentinels were storming the street.

Within seconds Bobby, Mitchell and Kenna would be trapped between the two groups of mounted sentinels galloping towards the Secret Swappers’ treehouse. Amber was nowhere to be seen.

Bobby swore when she looked up and saw Skandar on the platform. ‘They haven’t seen you yet. Get back inside!’

‘Hide!’ Mitchell yelled.

But there was no way Skandar was ever going to do that.

He threw himself down the ladder and snapped off a branch on his way.

‘You run, Skar,’ Kenna urged. ‘I’ll fight them off!’

‘There’s too many of them,’ Skandar argued. Kenna’s palm was already lighting up with magic, but – this far from Goshawk – she was never going to defeat twenty sentinels.

‘What’s the alternative?’

‘Skandar, you’re the Commodore. It’s you he wants,’ Bobby insisted. ‘You need to run!’

The first unicorns were almost upon them.

‘I’m not leaving you,’ Skandar insisted. ‘And there’s nowhere to run!’

‘ARRGHHH!’

Suddenly there were people streaming down the ladders of the abandoned treehouses on their left and right. Almost all were wearing aprons, their pockets loaded with tools. They swarmed into the street, shouting and chanting, and the sentinel unicorns closest to Skandar’s group reared up in confusion and fear.

‘Blacksmiths,’ Skandar breathed. What were they doing here?

‘Blacksmiths with hammers,’ Bobby said approvingly.

There was a fresh battle cry, led by a sandy-haired boy, and every single blacksmith raised their hammer and began bashing it against the armour of the sentinels’ unicorns.

It was very effective. There were a few blasts of elemental magic, but the sentinels were now trapped within the narrow street, and clearly scared of harming each other. Then people in the few occupied treehouses above started hurling down cutlery, bottles, glasses – anything they could lay their hands on – at the riders below. Even Moira opened her door and threw down some loose drawers. Getting the idea, Kenna set off a few explosions of raw power to scare the unicorns nearest to her and to add to the noise.

Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell darted into the shadow of a different treehouse, and it was obvious that the sentinels had lost sight of their targets during the attack by the blacksmiths. Hammers, tongs, chisels and pliers flew through the air, hitting many of the sentinels across their armoured bodies, and then – finally – the call came.

‘We need reinforcements! Retreat!’

The unicorns appeared to recognise the word, and the sentinels galloped out of the street as quickly as they’d arrived.

Cheers went up from the blacksmiths, then the treehouses above, until the whole street was ringing with joyful defiance.

‘The Islanders are fighting back,’ Skandar said. ‘I thought we were on our own.’

‘Never.’ A boy entered the shadow of the treehouse platform. The sandy-haired boy who’d been leading the charge. His mismatched eyes were fixed on Mitchell.

‘Did you miss me?’ said Jamie Middleditch.

Without waiting for an answer Jamie grabbed Mitchell’s hand, and tugged him towards the blacksmiths gathered there – waiting, Skandar realised, for Jamie’s orders.

‘What’s the plan?’ Mitchell asked Jamie breathlessly.

Three sharp whistles cut through the night, then an explosion of yellow sparks.

‘That’s Amber!’ Bobby said to Skandar. ‘She’s giving us another warning.’

Jamie looked towards the sparks as they turned to smoke in the air. ‘The sentinels must be sending reinforcements from that direction.’

Skandar panicked. ‘What do we do?’

‘We run the other way!’ Jamie said, and then he raised his hammer in the air. ‘TO THE REBEL EYRIE!’

Skandar had never run so fast in his life. Jamie led the way up the nearest ladder, and the riders and blacksmiths climbed right behind him. From there, they thundered over treehouse platforms and along connected walkways above the streets of the capital. It was clever to stay above the roads to dodge the sentinels, though at one point they did all have to clamber high over a treehouse roof, scattering tiles.

Skandar tried his best to block out the sound of hooves getting closer, of the shouts echoing through the night. He focused instead on making sure that Kenna, Bobby and Mitchell were behind him. If they could get to the edge of Kenna’s shield, the sentinels wouldn’t be able to follow them. If they could just reach the Eyrie’s hill—

‘JUMP!’ Jamie commanded, and the thirty-strong group launched themselves off the final platform of a line of treehouse taverns, spilling out into an open field. Skandar risked a look behind him. The sentinels were almost upon them, elemental magic blasting the ground at Skandar’s heels. Kenna half turned as she landed, sending a blast of shadow-edged lightning at the nearest unicorn, but she couldn’t run and fight at the same time. She stumbled and Skandar pulled her up just in time for a fire attack to heat the air at their backs.

‘The shield – how – far?’ Skandar panted as he and Kenna started sprinting side by side.

‘Too far,’ Kenna rasped back.

Then magic exploded behind them and took out the first three lines of sentinels.

Skandar dared to look up and saw seven unicorns soaring in tight formation. He recognised every single one of them. He saw Rickesh and Tidal Warrior dive-bomb the nearest pursuers and send an almighty wave crashing through them, then Prim and Winter Wildfire did the same with multiple fireballs scattering the sentinel unicorns like skittles. Skandar had no idea how the riders had found them, or how they’d timed their attack so perfectly, but he wasn’t going to question it – this was the luckiest day he’d had in quite a while.

The Peregrine Society had come to the rescue.

Thirty seconds later the blacksmiths reached the shield line. The four guards posted at the hill took one look at the bellowing blacksmiths with their tools, the Grins dive-bombing the sentinels, the Wild Rider with a glowing palm, and didn’t even attempt to stop the group passing into the Eyrie’s protection.

Once inside the shield, Skandar and Bobby collapsed in exhaustion. Mitchell was bent double, breathing hard. Kenna stayed standing, one eye on the sentinels on the other side of her shield, though she looked drained, hand clutching her side.

‘Forking thunderstorms,’ Mitchell panted, straightening up. ‘That was—’

But the fire wielder didn’t manage to finish his sentence, his hair flaming so bright that Skandar thought his joy must be visible from the stars.

Two boys collided.

‘You’re here,’ Mitchell breathed.

‘You’re here,’ Jamie rasped back.

And then the blacksmith was kissing the fire wielder as though there wasn’t another soul in the whole entire world.

‘Yeah, that’s right! Try and get us now, you sentinel suckers!’ Patrick made a rude gesture at the guards as seven unicorns soared to safety within the shield.

‘Fancy seeing you here.’ Rickesh beamed as he landed Tidal Warrior. Prim dismounted from Winter Wildfire at the same time as Fen leaped from Eternal Hoarfrost and both girls rushed towards Skandar. Marcus stayed mounted on Sandstorm’s Orbit, his palm still resting on the unicorn’s neck – just in case he needed to summon magic again. As an earth wielder the former squadron leader had been one of the first victims of the Skeleton Curse, and he was clearly uncomfortable with Kenna’s presence.

Liam on Coastal Crusader and Whitney on Brimstone’s Chorus also seemed wary to dismount, watching – as Kenna was – the sentinels who were now hurling elemental weapons at the shield. Patrick finally stopped his triumphant gloating and joined the rest of the Grins just as Rickesh pulled Skandar into a hug.

‘I’m so sorry, Skandar,’ Rickesh breathed. ‘He’s a nasty piece of work. You won that Chaos Cup – I saw you take down his thunderbird fair and square.’

‘And, just so you’re clear, none of us care one bit who your mother was,’ Prim said fiercely, the tiny flames in her eyebrows all flaring at once.

Before Skandar could try to tell them how much that meant to him, the Grins were already cheering, and so he joined in at the top of his voice along with Mitchell and Jamie – who were hand in hand – and Bobby and the blacksmiths as they climbed up the Eyrie’s hill within the safety of the shield.

It was at the entrance trunk that Skandar suddenly realised that Kenna was missing. Something made him look up just in time to see a dark mist swirling above the Sunset Platform, and two wild unicorns flying out towards the Wilderness – one palomino, one dapple-grey. She was leaving. He knew it was what she needed. But he felt suddenly like he was five years old and had lost sight of her in a supermarket. Raw panic and disbelief clawed at his chest.

‘All right, spirit boy?’ Bobby asked, putting a hand on his shoulder as he stood, frozen, before the colourful entrance tree.

He made himself tear his eyes from the empty sky. ‘Kenna has gone away for a while.’

‘I’m sorry that she felt she had to leave,’ Bobby said, and she sounded genuine. ‘I know lots of people here are still angry with her – hell, I’m still angry with her – but… even I have to admit she does keep saving us; it’s probably time we started noticing.’

Skandar shrugged. ‘I think it’s more complicated than that. Why Kenna’s leaving, I mean.’

Bobby opened the trunk with a flash of lightning. ‘Whatever she traded must have been good. Mitchell seems pleased with the secrets we got. I’m sure he’ll probably get on that –’ Bobby looked over her shoulder – ‘when he’s stopped kissing his boyfriend.’

Skandar managed a chuckle in response, and then they were met with a large crowd of riders on the other side of the wall – no doubt woken up by all the cheering. Blacksmiths swarmed past Skandar and Bobby, running to greet their chosen riders and friends. Skandar spotted Isa wearing an actual smile as she talked animatedly to her blacksmith, Ling, and Patrick was swinging his blacksmith, Tico, round by the elbow.

Bobby grinned as she spotted Falcon’s blacksmith Reece in the crowd, but she turned to Skandar before greeting the older man. ‘Why did you stay behind at the Secret Swappers?’

Skandar couldn’t bring himself to tell her he’d been trying to retrieve Flo’s secret. He couldn’t yet acknowledge that another spark of hope had died in his heart. Not tonight. ‘Rex has been stealing from the Secret Swappers. He took Moira’s daughter, too. I’m assuming he basically went in and stole any information he thought might be useful.’

‘Do you know what Kenna’s secret was? Will it be dangerous if Rex steals it?’

Skandar shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

Bobby puffed out her cheeks. ‘Ah well.’ Her flinty eyes surveyed the new allies streaming through the trunk and she changed the subject. ‘I quite liked Jamie’s new name for this place.’

‘The Rebel Eyrie,’ Skandar recalled.

And with the blacksmiths swarming in and the shining bravery of the Grins, he thought that it might soon live up to that name.




[image: ]

CHAPTER SIX FEAR-FREE FUTURE

When the blacksmiths and Grins reached the Eyrie, it was the middle of the night. Even so, everyone was ravenously hungry. Skandar, the seven Grins, Bobby, Mitchell and Jamie were all swept along to the Trough where the Wanderers were organising an impromptu midnight feast, supplied by the Eyrie’s stores. Skandar kept half an eye out for Agatha, convinced that she’d be furious he’d gone to Fourpoint.

Sure enough, once the group had collected brownies and steaming hot chocolates, he spotted Elora and his aunt on one of the lower platforms. Agatha beckoned the group over. Skandar was tempted to run in the opposite direction.

‘Well, I hope it was worth it,’ Agatha growled as soon as he sat down at her table.

‘Actually it—’ Bobby tried.

Agatha held up a palm. ‘Don’t even start with me, Bruna.’

Skandar sank lower in his chair.

‘Agatha Everhart, I have greatly missed your badass energy,’ Rickesh said, running a hand through his wave of hair. The water wielder winked at Skandar as he took a seat.

Elora chuckled, and spoke to Jamie. ‘It was very brave of your blacksmiths to rescue the riders tonight.’

‘How did you know we were in trouble?’ Skandar asked. ‘How did either of your groups know?’ He glanced at Rickesh, the former squadron leader who appeared to be leading the Grins.

Jamie smiled. ‘I take my responsibility as the founder of the Scoundrels’ Resistance very seriously. As soon as I saw your prison escape, I started gathering blacksmiths who were opposed to Rex and posted lookouts in empty treehouses. I knew it wouldn’t be long before you got yourself into some kind of trouble.’

‘Too right,’ Agatha said grumpily.

‘We Grins have been in hiding,’ Rickesh confirmed. ‘But Prim heard Bobby and Amber arguing under the Secret Swappers’ treehouse. When Fairfax sent up the sparks a bit later, we realised something was wrong.’

‘So that’s why you risked going into Fourpoint tonight? The ruddy Secret Swappers?!’ Agatha exploded.

Skandar grimaced. Elora put a calming hand on Agatha’s knee.

‘Why have you been in hiding?’ Bobby asked the Grins. ‘Were you linked to the Scoundrels’ Resistance in some way?’ Skandar knew she was thinking of Amber rescuing Isa.

‘Rex has been trying to arrest us all for weeks,’ Marcus answered, crossing his rock-mutated arm over the ordinary one.

‘Arrest you?’ Mitchell said incredulously. ‘For what?’

‘As you can imagine, as Grins, we didn’t much like being told we had to keep to our own elemental zones,’ Fen said, cracking a frozen knuckle menacingly. ‘And none of us reported to our elemental yards to join Rex’s army either.’

‘It’s against the law not to fight for Rex?’ Skandar asked, horrified.

‘Yep. He ramped up recruitment after the silvers lost in Margate – totally awesome by the way,’ Patrick said to Skandar. ‘I was captured,’ he announced proudly, his mutated hair looking more electrocuted than ever. ‘One of Rex’s cronies – Eoin, I think? – tried to draft me into the sentinel army he’s building in the air zone. Only air wielders, of course.’

‘How did you escape?’ Skandar asked.

‘I rescued him,’ Marcus said quietly and the two friends looked at each other solemnly. ‘It wasn’t pretty.’

‘Rex is building four separate sentinel armies across the zones, as well as training younger riders inside the separate elemental yards,’ Liam explained.

‘Boy, does that man love the number four,’ Rickesh said breezily, although Skandar didn’t miss the angry glint in his eye.

‘The Silver Stronghold is operating as more of an elite training ground for the Circle, as well as famous Chaos riders loyal to Rex and the most talented sentinels,’ Prim added.

‘Are there any famous riders who aren’t loyal to Rex?’ Skandar asked. ‘None have joined us yet.’

‘If they aren’t loyal to him, then they’re probably imprisoned in the Stronghold,’ Prim clarified. ‘Ema Templeton spoke out against him and she’s definitely disappeared.’

‘Do you know of any other… rebels who’ve been captured?’ Mitchell asked desperately. ‘My parents? Craig?’

‘It’s hard to be sure where anyone is,’ Whitney said quietly, the threads of magma through her hair glowing faintly. ‘For a while I thought that my sister had been arrested, but she was just hiding.’

‘They haven’t been using the hanging prison for high-profile riders since your sister exploded it,’ Fen said, sounding impressed. ‘Most get taken to the Silver Stronghold.’

‘And they don’t come out,’ Marcus said. ‘A rider from your year – Violet, a fire wielder – she and Roaring Flame were hiding with us, but we got separated and, well… we haven’t seen her since.’

‘But surely nobody is happy following these ridiculous laws?’ Mitchell said, holding Jamie’s hand under the table.

‘You’d be surprised how cowardly people are,’ Prim said, pale under her freckles.

‘They’re not cowards,’ Jamie argued. ‘They’re scared. Rex is dividing everything by element, not just riders. He insisted each blacksmith forge declare an allegiance and only make armour for riders and unicorns allied to that element.’

‘We saw posters encouraging elemental separation,’ Bobby said. ‘It seemed like it was optional to declare an allegiance, though, just an official registration thing.’

‘Nope. If you refuse as a non-rider, you get arrested too. Chapters of Chaos has been shut down because Craig said he’d only declare for spirit. I have no idea where he is now.’

Skandar swallowed, imagining the kind bookseller, who had helped him so much over the years, locked in a Stronghold cell.

‘But the most skilled Islanders who have declared an element – Rex is taking them from their homes or workplaces to the Stronghold as well,’ Jamie continued. ‘That’s why there are so many empty treehouses. The Herald says it’s so the Islanders can –’ he made air quotes – ‘fight for the Island they believe in. But essentially it means that blacksmiths, saddlers, bootmakers and healers are being forced to work for Rex’s army. Just like the riders are.’

Skandar was finding it hard to process everything. It sounded so much worse than Amber had said. People being arrested just for refusing to join Rex’s army? People disappearing if they put a toe out of line?

‘Clara – Nina’s blacksmith – was one of the first to be targeted and taken to the Stronghold, I suspect because she’s highly skilled and she voted for Skandar as the Wildcard last year. Olu and Sara have been missing since the summer solstice – I expect that’s where they are too. Of course, some Islanders have joined Rex voluntarily, but I doubt the Shekonis…’ Jamie cast a sorrowful glance towards Skandar.

‘I suspect the Shekonis are just fine, given that their daughter is on Rex’s Council of Seven,’ Fen said bitterly.

All the air seemed to leave Skandar’s lungs. He knew he shouldn’t be shocked – but it was one thing to side with Rex, quite another to be one of his closest advisers.

There was a heavy silence. Bobby looked as though she wanted to hit something. Skandar felt like he wanted to vomit.

‘The point is,’ Jamie said to break the bubble, ‘most people aren’t cowards. They’re terrified. Rex has the muscle, right? The sentinels and the forty-odd silvers he commands. And he has the legitimacy as head of the Silver Circle, as Commodore. And people don’t know what to make of Skandar being the Weaver’s son.’ He looked at Skandar apologetically. ‘And they certainly don’t understand what’s going on with Kenna.’

‘They’re not the only ones,’ Marcus said, his tone gravelly. He spread his hands to the riders round the table. ‘Are you really comfortable with Kenna being inside the Eyrie?’

‘She’s not,’ Skandar said shortly. ‘She left.’ Agatha looked surprised. ‘She won’t be back for a while.’ He tipped up his chin, rising to his sister’s defence. ‘But when she does come back, I will trust her. She’s on our side, and so are her Originals. And, to be perfectly honest, we can’t be fussy when it comes to allies.’

‘He’s right,’ Prim said, her eyebrows flaring. ‘You’d be surprised how many riders you know, riders you trained with, who are happy to support Rex’s fear-free future. If Kenna’s Originals are willing to fight for us, we’re just going to have to deal with it.’

‘Fear-free future?’ Skandar had read the phrase on a poster, but didn’t understand it.

‘Rex’s official line for the Island he’s building,’ Jamie explained. ‘He’s blaming all the terrible things that have happened in the last few years – the Skeleton Curse, the Hatchery heist, the elemental disruption – on you, the spirit element and ultimately the Mainland. According to his messed-up logic, separating us all by element and getting the Mainland to bow to unicorn riders will somehow make the Island stronger and safer. Convenient, isn’t it?’

Skandar felt a new kind of anger building in his chest. How dare Rex do this to the Island? To the Mainland? And how dare he use Skandar as an excuse to do it?

Rickesh must have seen the emotion flickering in Skandar’s eyes because he reached out a hand. ‘We’re here because we believe in a future that is actually free from fear. We’re here because we want to fight with you.’

A clarity settled over Skandar then – as he thought of Rex’s lies, of Kenna’s belief in him, of Amber’s conviction about his place in this war, of Rickesh’s declaration of loyalty. Because the truth was, Skandar hadn’t just been hiding in the Eyrie these past weeks. In some ways, he had been hiding ever since he’d arrived on the Island. For four whole years Skandar had been running from who he really was. And now it was time to stop.



The next morning, Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck faced the occupants of the Rebel Eyrie on the highest training ground. There were at least sixty unicorns dotted across the grassy plateau, as well as the newly arrived blacksmiths waiting to see why they’d all been gathered together.

Skandar was horribly nervous. Although he would have Agatha, Konrad and Viv helping, part of him wished Kenna was here too. He knew he only wanted her back because he missed her and he’d be less nervous with her by his side. But she had insisted that he alone was the one who could do this. That was the whole point, after all.

Red and Falcon were in Skandar’s direct line of sight, along with his friends from the Grins. They all looked so curious that it made him feel even worse.

Viv, who was standing on Scoundrel’s right, noticed Skandar’s unease. ‘The Island has trained you – trained everyone – against this. Try to let that go. You’re safe with us.’

Skandar nodded, taking a deep breath. He summoned the spirit element into his palm until it glowed bright white. Scoundrel’s wingtips blazed white, too, as though enjoying the attention. The riders began to notice, stopping their conversations to watch. Some looked worried, though most watched with slightly open mouths. The majority had never seen spirit magic so close. Then, just as Skandar had seen his instructors do when he was a Hatchling, just as Agatha had explained when she’d talked him through it earlier, he punched his palm skywards, and white light poured up in a column.

Way above the plateau, the white shaft of light hit a fixed point before exploding outwards like a ghostly firework. Riders gasped as the tendrils of magic gained momentum and brightness on their descent towards the ground, forming a spirit-allied dome that cocooned all the riders inside it. Skandar admired how the spirit magic made everyone’s faces glow like they were soaking in moonlight. The beauty of it gave him confidence when he spoke.

‘I won the Chaos Cup on the summer solstice,’ he said, relieved that his voice held steady. ‘I am the rightful Commodore of this Island. But I know that’s not enough. It shouldn’t be enough, not when we find ourselves in a time of war. When we have to ask ourselves who we are, and what we’re fighting for, and how much we’re willing to sacrifice for our cause. You should have a choice in the person who leads you through that chaos.’

There was murmuring at this. Skandar willed himself to go on.

‘That leader must unite you all against Rex. And will need to convince more allies to fight with us. Not just warrior riders, but blacksmiths, bards, healers, merchants, saddlers, librarians – and anyone else who wants to fight for an Island that is accepting of everyone.’

Skandar swallowed, the wind whistling past his ears in his raised position on Scoundrel’s back. The black unicorn was completely still, regal, as though he knew exactly what his rider was saying.

‘Rex will stop at nothing to carve up this island and ensure the Silver Circle rules for generations. Silvers always outperform other riders in their allied element, and he is building that advantage into the very fabric of the changes he’s bringing. The leader you choose will have to defeat Rex Manning’s army on the Island and protect the Mainland from him, too.’

‘We’re not all Mainlanders,’ one of the Originals said, a dark-haired boy Skandar didn’t know. ‘What if we don’t care if Rex takes the Mainland? What if we just care about the Island?’

Skandar’s eyes flicked to Isa, Herald taking a menacing step towards the boy’s unicorn.

But it was Konrad – rider of the murdered Soul Stealer, former spirit instructor and coach – who spoke up. The rider looked even more ancient bathed in his element’s light. ‘The two are intrinsically linked. They always have been. If Rex manages to establish bases on the Mainland, he will be able to use its resources, as well as bending its people to his will. If the Mainland falls, the Island will soon follow.’

There were sounds of agreement, and relief flooded Skandar. He took a deep breath and continued. ‘To defeat Rex, the chosen leader must unite Islanders, Mainlanders and all the elements – the way the First Rider did. That leader must show this army how to accept their differences and use them as an advantage. And I believe…’ He paused, trying to believe his own words, to do what he knew was necessary. ‘I believe that leader should be me.’

Skandar glanced at Agatha, and her eyes were fiercely proud. His eyes slid to Bobby on Falcon and Mitchell on Red, and love for them filled his heart. It drove him onwards.

‘I am Skandar Smith. I am the Commodore of Chaos. I am a Mainlander. I am a spirit wielder. I am a nomad. I am the Weaver’s son. I am the Wild Rider’s brother. I have more facets than a solstice stone, more scars than a wild unicorn. But with the help of my friends – who have stood by me through everything – I have saved this Island every year since I arrived. It’s important to remember I never did any of that alone – none of us can win without each other. So if I lead, I will establish a Rebel Council made up of representatives from every walk of Island life. And if you accept me, accept my Council, I promise you that I will fight for the Island’s freedom – your freedom – until Scoundrel and I lie beneath a bone-white tree.’

‘YES, SKANDAR!’ Patrick punched the air and many joined him in the shout. Bobby whistled through her fingers. Mitchell’s hair blazed so bright it was hard to look at him. But Skandar wasn’t done. He needed the rebels to fully understand who they would be choosing to lead them into this war.

He raised his glowing palm for silence. ‘There is a reason I wanted you to make your decision on this training ground within a spirit dome. Because I think it’s important that you understand exactly who I am. What I stand for. And how I can help give you a weapon that Rex will never use. I want every rider to summon the spirit element.’

There were gasps of shock and excitement. Many of the riders were too young to remember a time when the spirit element had been legal.

Skandar tried to channel his inner Instructor O’Sullivan. He wished she was here to help them. ‘As I’m sure you all remember from your time as Hatchlings, you’re now sealed within the spirit dome, and summoning other kinds of magic will be impossible. It might seem a bit patronising, but I thought it would give you a feel for the spirit element without the other elements getting in the way.’

The large crowd was buzzing with anticipation. Skandar had thought that some of the riders less sure about him might leave in protest. But nobody did.

‘Face your right palms upwards,’ Skandar instructed. ‘I want you to try to summon the spirit element into the bond.’

Viv, Agatha and Konrad walked between the unicorns scattered across the plateau, giving tips and encouragement. But Skandar still couldn’t see a white glow in any of the riders’ palms. The spirit wielders had been worried about this – it’d been such a long time since the fifth element had been used openly on the Island. Skandar had never even seen a unicorn, other than Scoundrel, accidently blast off spirit. Viv had a theory that through lack of use the element had retreated, made itself less accessible. Hidden itself away like the spirit wielders had done down in their yard.

There were shrieks of frustration from unicorns and shouts of disappointment from riders as palms failed to light up. Prim called over. ‘Skandar, could you tell us about the spirit element? What it feels like to you? I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be imagining.’

Murmurs of agreement rippled across the plateau.

‘Try shutting your eyes,’ he suggested. He closed his own as well – and tried to describe the element that had brought him so much trouble and so much joy.

‘I guess the spirit element has always been the outsider – even before it was banned on the Island. It comes from a different place than the others, a place of belief – where you have to close your eyes and hope that if you reach out, it will take your hand. It’s the tiniest pinprick of light on the darkest night, it’s the star that will guide your way as long as you know where to look for it. For me, it’s the pulse of hope when everything else seems lost.’

Skandar kept his eyes shut, even though he could feel the spirit element in the bond, smell its cinnamon, vinegar and leathery tang coating his nostrils. The words were flowing out of him – as though they belonged to the magic itself. ‘The fifth element is made of opposites. I don’t think anyone can truly understand it, and I’m not sure we should try to. It’s the light and dark, joy and despair. Spirit is the beginning and end of every story…’ Skandar’s voice was choked with emotion. He loved his element and he’d been waiting so long to share it.

Agatha took over. ‘Spirit is a paradox. It alone can break bonds, and yet it mends them, too. It is undimmable brightness, yet forced to hide its light. It brings impossible darkness, yet shines on in defiance. Spirit speaks to the rejects, the rebels, the revolutionaries.’ She paused, and Skandar sensed that she wanted him to speak again. He searched deep within himself for the words that would help the riders find the spirit element within their own magic. Help them understand what the Island had taken from them all these years.

‘Spirit is for anyone who asks questions, who stands up, who fights back. For anyone who has ever felt alone, or excluded, or different, or hopeless, or misunderstood. For anyone who has cried out into the void and longed for a reply. It’s the voice that answers our fears.’

Skandar opened his eyes to a blaze of white light. In the palm of every rider there was a glowing ball of spirit magic. And among the unicorns, tails, manes, wingtips, horns and hooves all shone brightly, too. The unicorns started to shriek with excitement and riders began to chant his name over and over.

‘SKANDAR!’

‘SKANDAR!’

‘SKANDAR!’

Elora called over the crowd. ‘Raise your palms to the sky if Skandar is the leader you choose!’

Riders raised glowing palms; blacksmiths raised their tools. Skandar’s heart beat a wild rhythm. Only a few kept their hands low – but most voted in favour. Kenna had told him he could lead this army, but until this moment he hadn’t truly believed they would accept him or his element. Tears pricked at the corners of his eyes, and the shame that had long lodged itself in his chest disappeared at the excitement on the faces of his fellow riders. Then Skandar’s gaze found Agatha. There were tears streaming down her face as she looked back at him, her expression one of undiluted hope.

Falcon and Red moved to either side of Scoundrel. Mitchell and Bobby both had palms that were glowing bright white. And Skandar wished he didn’t feel Flo’s absence so strongly, wished he could seal off how much he wanted her to be here with them to see the spirit element celebrated. The Flo he thought he’d known would have loved to be part of something so beautiful.

As though sensing his thoughts, Bobby put a hand on Skandar’s left shoulder, Mitchell the right. The fractured quartet watched the spirit element dancing in the hands of the rebel army. The army Skandar would now be leading.

‘This is what we’re fighting for,’ Bobby said seriously.

And Skandar knew she didn’t just mean bringing the spirit element back to the Island. He knew she also meant freedom. For him. And for everyone. Freedom to be themselves.
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CHAPTER SEVEN THE FIRE DAUGHTER

The atmosphere in the Rebel Eyrie shifted after Skandar was declared the official leader of the army. Establishing the Rebel Council would take longer – since they were waiting for more allies to represent Island life – but Elora’s lessons and Skandar’s spirit training gave them all a rhythm and purpose over the following couple of months that felt familiar to most of its inhabitants. The idea of having a leader – rather than anything Skandar actually did – seemed to make the riders start behaving more like soldiers, actively preparing for a coming war. They weren’t exactly all friends, but they tolerated training together. And the reports Amber sent via scouts drawn from the Originals and the Wanderers emphasised the importance of a united front. Not even Amber’s jaunty code name could make the news any less bleak.


REX IS DETERMINED TO TAKE BACK THE EYRIE. SPARKY x




ANYONE WITH A TRACEABLE LINK TO SKANDAR IS BEING QUESTIONED. SPARKY X




ANYONE WHO FAILS TO DECLARE AN ELEMENTAL ALLEGIANCE IS AUTOMATICALLY BEING TAKEN TO THE STRONGHOLD FOR QUESTIONING. SPARKY X




ROOKIE-AGE RIDERS ARE NOW BEING CONSCRIPTED INTO ONE OF REX’S FOUR ELEMENTAL FORCES OUT IN THE ZONES. IF THEY REFUSE, THEY ARE ARRESTED. SPARKY X




LOST SPIRIT WIELDERS ARE BEING HUNTED. WILL SEE IF I CAN GET ACCESS TO NAMES. SPARKY X



And Amber’s latest note, wrapped round a block of butter, was horrifying:


I NOW SUSPECT QUESTIONING AT THE STRONGHOLD INCLUDES PHYSICAL HARM. SPARKY X



Mitchell responded to these messages by shutting himself away with the secret about the First Children and trying to work out what the leymarks were and how they might protect the Mainland. Meanwhile, Skandar insisted that they send out more riders from the Rebel Eyrie to spread the word that it was a sanctuary for anyone worried about being carted off to the Stronghold. They had to circulate the message that Skandar and his allies were planning to take down Rex’s regime. And, apart from keeping as many Islanders as safe as he could, Skandar knew they needed far more warriors on their side if they were ever going to go head-to-head with Rex.

This also meant that as soon as Amber started sending names of the lost spirit wielders – the riders who had been barred from the Hatchery door – the Rebel Eyrie searched for them. The scouts hadn’t had much luck so far, but once they did, Skandar was determined to create more warriors by using his skills as a Mender.

As October arrived, Elora finally considered the riders ready to try summoning magic away from their unicorns. After all their training to help them connect with the natural power of the Island, Skandar thought the Pathfinder might make a speech or explain how they would do it, but she simply ordered them to pair up and take five steps away from their unicorns. Scoundrel bellowed loudly at Skandar’s back, as though telling him off for slacking.

Bobby usually partnered with Isa, but Mitchell hadn’t turned up to the session – most likely he’d lost track of time researching the ley lines again – so she declared she would ‘bless’ Skandar with her ‘elite presence’ this time.

‘I want you to tune in to your bonds,’ Elora called from Silver Soldier’s back, the crisp autumn breeze ruffling her white hair. ‘Think of how your emotions travel along it even when you’re not riding. Magic can do the same thing. Picture the raw beauty of elemental magic all around you – in the air, the soil, the water, the flames, the ether. And the first one in a pair to pin their opponent to the ground – wins.’

Skandar thought he’d misheard. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘If you can’t access your power,’ Elora explained patiently, ‘you will only be able to rely on your physical strength. But if you manage to summon elemental magic, you will have an advantage. This will be the same when battling the enemy. If you are separated from your unicorn, you need to be able to defend yourself.’

‘Won’t we hurt each other?’ Fen asked. The water wielder didn’t sound worried – more like she was checking she wouldn’t get into trouble.

‘I suspect not,’ Elora said, and there was a twinkle in her violet eyes.

Bobby raised her eyebrows at Skandar. ‘So much for the Wanderers being non-violent. The Pathfinder is showing her true colours now, isn’t she?’

‘She agreed to fight in this war, so I guess that’s… what she’s doing?’ Skandar said warily.

‘Three, two, one. GO!’ Elora yelled.

Bobby flew at Skandar as though she was going to tackle him to the ground. Instinctively he managed to side-step her, but he had only a second to curse Mitchell for being absent before she hooked her boot round the back of his ankle. Skandar’s legs went from underneath him, but he landed on his knees and attempted to get up again. Bobby didn’t appear to be trying to summon magic without Falcon – she seemed determined to beat him up.

Scoundrel, he thought desperately. Beauty. Elements. Nature.

‘Oof!’ Bobby barrelled into Skandar’s chest with her shoulder, knocking him flat on his back.

Skandar grabbed her upper arm, trying to push her off him and then—

It all happened so quickly. A yellow glow burst into his right palm. The smell of citrus and freshly baked bread filling his nostrils. The sensation of summoning magic to the bond around his heart was familiar yet it felt completely alien to be so far from the source of the power – from Scoundrel. Skandar was almost unmoored by the strangeness of it. But the air magic barrelled through him, and he felt a jolt as the electricity left his palm and fizzed against his friend’s arm. Scoundrel shrieked from his position a few metres away, sounding triumphant.

Bobby yelped. ‘OUCH! Let go!’

Skandar withdrew his hand immediately. ‘I’m so sorry, Bobby! I didn’t realise it would actually—’

THUMP. Skandar was flat on his back again, Bobby pinning him to the ground with her elbow. She bared her teeth at him in victory.

‘Oi! No fair!’

‘How long have you known me? Should be pretty clear by now that I fight dirtier than the devil in a ditch.’

‘Can you get off me?’ Skandar wheezed. ‘You’re crushing my lungs.’

But Bobby had lost interest in him and was examining her upper arm. Some of the grey feathers were slightly frazzled. ‘You did it,’ she murmured, and then fixed him with her flinty glare. ‘Show me how.’

‘I’m not exactly sure.’ Looking around, it was clear he was one of the first riders to succeed and he wondered whether it was years of having to access the spirit element from another plane. Or maybe it had just been the panic of Bobby Bruna coming for him.

‘Try, spirit boy,’ she urged.

By the end of the session a small number of riders had summoned magic away from their unicorns – Bobby among them. She had actually singed some of Skandar’s hair with a spark of fire magic, cackling mercilessly that it was better than his previous hairstyle.

The riders were a sorry-looking bunch as they headed for the Eyrie’s entrance. They were used to having unicorns in battle, and many were wincing from bruises and minor elemental injuries. Even so, the overwhelming feeling was of excitement for the next session. Just like the spirit element, summoning magic away from their unicorns felt like a secret weapon.

‘Mitchell is going to be so annoyed he missed this,’ Bobby said gleefully as they left the stables.

When Skandar opened the door to Agatha’s old treehouse, he realised Mitchell wasn’t alone. It was actually pretty crowded – with Elora, Agatha, Jamie… and two people Skandar had worried he’d never see again.

Ruth Henderson and Craig from Chapters of Chaos were both settled on iron chairs by the stove, hunched over books. Mitchell was sitting on the rug between them, scribbling on a piece of paper.

On seeing Skandar, Craig rushed over to him excitedly. Ruth crushed Bobby into a tight hug.

‘When did you arrive?’ Skandar asked Craig. The bookseller looked gaunt, as though he’d been living on scraps.

At the same time, Bobby asked, ‘How did you get here?’

Craig started to tell the story of how they’d been living out in the Wilderness, but Mitchell interrupted him.

‘We can talk about all that later! My mother and Craig have helped me have a breakthrough,’ the fire wielder said in a rush. ‘About the leymarks and ley lines and Mainland and First Children.’

‘He’s already put them to work?’ Skandar muttered to Jamie who was standing by the window, his eyes on Mitchell.

‘He was so happy when his mum arrived,’ Jamie whispered back. ‘He was shaking with relief. Ruth was actually the one to suggest they do some research together. Maybe it’s how they… you know… bond or relax or something?’

‘No word on his father?’ Skandar murmured.

‘Not Ira, no,’ Jamie said, his voice tight.

‘Are you all right?’ Skandar whispered.

‘Well, I am blacksmith to the Commodore now.’ Jamie nudged Skandar with his elbow. ‘It’s pretty high stakes, isn’t it?’ It wasn’t really an answer.

‘Are you listening?’ Mitchell demanded, shooting a venomous glance towards the window. He was standing by a square piece of wood; he had been unable to locate his blackboard, but the makeshift replacement had a map of the Mainland clipped to it – England, Wales, Ireland and Scotland. Someone had drawn two dead straight lines like a cross dividing the whole map. And at the point where the two lines intersected… was the Island. It was a tiny blob, but the result was that the centre of the cross – the Island – split the two lines into four.

‘If my theory about the ley lines being extensions of the fault lines is correct,’ Mitchell said, tapping at the map, ‘then this is where the ley lines are on the Mainland. You see, if you trace each of the four lines outwards you get a continuation of the fire, water, air and earth fault lines over the Mainland.’

‘Could you read out what you retrieved from the Secret Swappers again?’ Elora asked.

‘The First Children discovered Mainland leymarks – four places where the magic of the lines can be extinguished.’ Mitchell rushed on. ‘If there are four leymarks, I think there must be one leymark per line and logically it follows that they are located on these lines.’ He pointed to the board. ‘One leymark relating to each element on each line, you see?’

‘Apart from spirit,’ Agatha said grumpily.

‘Well there isn’t a spirit line, is there?’ Mitchell replied impatiently. ‘Back to my breakthrough—’

Ruth cleared her throat.

Mitchell looked apologetic. ‘Well, it happened thanks to my mother’s knowledge of the First Children.’

Ruth took over. ‘We know from the First Children’s diaries that their parents wanted them to connect with their Mainland heritage. The two eldest – Elowen, the spirit wielder, and Arthur, the earth wielder – both wrote fondly about their journeys there. Petroc, the water wielder, didn’t seem that bothered about being on the land itself, but did love the surrounding seas. Taran, the air-wielder child, caused alarming electrical storms whenever he visited, though by all accounts he never actually destroyed anything. But the youngest child of the First Rider – Kerenza, the fire-allied daughter – was a different story.’

Skandar listened, enthralled by the tales of the First Children who had lived over a thousand years before.

‘Young Kerenza had a temper,’ Ruth continued. ‘Accounts of her life on the Island are filled with wildfire outbreaks and burning treehouses. Petroc was assigned the task of watching Kerenza at all times and putting out the fires she would start in anger. Because of this, the older children didn’t allow her to visit the Mainland for a long time.’

‘In case she set fire to it?’ Agatha guessed.

Ruth nodded.

‘Did she ever go?’ Skandar asked.

‘Well, some accounts say she fell in love with a Mainlander who washed up on the Island by accident,’ Craig confirmed. ‘It’s possible it’s all connected – her love story, her desire to go to the Mainland, and the other First Children forbidding it.’

‘So why did Kerenza’s siblings change their minds?’ Bobby asked, also transfixed.

‘That,’ Ruth said, adjusting her glasses, ‘is the key question. In the ancient bard songs about Kerenza’s life, there are multiple mentions of her unicorn’s magic being temporarily unavailable to her when she was permitted to travel to the Mainland.’

‘Temporarily unavailable?’ Elora repeated, curiosity in her purple eyes.

‘Like she couldn’t use any of her magic?’ Bobby sounded horrified.

‘It’s unclear from the texts whether it was all her magic or just the fire element, but something definitely affected Kerenza’s ability to use elemental magic on the Mainland,’ Ruth explained.

Mitchell was practically jumping up and down. ‘The leymarks! Don’t you see? The secret tells us that the leymarks are where the magic of the lines can be extinguished. Add Kerenza’s story and the secret together and—’

Elora was wide-eyed. ‘Extinguishing the magic of a ley line takes away a rider’s access to their unicorn’s power.’

Ruth nodded. ‘So, for argument’s sake, let’s say there’s a fire leymark on the fire line. If the other First Children extinguished fire magic from that line somehow, Kerenza wouldn’t have been able to use her allied element on the Mainland.’

‘That is how the First Children protected the Mainland,’ Mitchell insisted. ‘By using the leymarks to control access to magic there! Thereby protecting the unicorn-less people who lived there from riders who might harm them – either accidentally or on purpose. Through Kerenza, the First Children recognised the danger of their power being misused by future generations – I mean, Rex can’t be the first rider to set his sights on controlling the Mainland.’

There was a long silence.

Agatha broke it. ‘That’s quite a jump, Henderson. A lot of unconfirmed theories. And not a lot of facts.’

‘Imagine,’ Mitchell said, his eyes full of excitement. ‘Imagine if we could prevent riders from having access to all types of elemental magic on the Mainland. If we found all four of these leymarks, we’d stop Rex’s invasion in its tracks!’

‘But there’s no spirit fault line,’ Agatha pointed out again. ‘So there wouldn’t be a ley line to extinguish the fifth element, would there?’

‘That wouldn’t matter,’ Skandar said, slowly starting to understand Mitchell’s excitement. ‘Rex would never let his army use the spirit element. He doesn’t even let riders train in an element other than their own, let alone the so-called death element.’

Elora tucked a strand of her white hair behind her ear. ‘Stopping Rex’s riders having access to their elemental magic on the Mainland would be excellent. But am I right in thinking we don’t know where these four leymarks are located? Even if you’re right about them being located on the ley lines themselves, you’d still have to cover hundreds of miles. And say we did somehow find a leymark, we have no idea how we would – how should I put it? – turn off the elemental taps.’

‘Well, yes,’ Mitchell spluttered. ‘Obviously there’s still much research to be done, but—’

‘I’m sorry,’ Agatha interrupted, not sounding sorry at all. ‘But this is wishful thinking, Henderson! And it’s a distraction – surely we have more important things to talk about? Like how we still don’t have a single saddler, healer or bard allied to our cause!’

‘And we’re starting to worry about the food supplies,’ Jamie mumbled. ‘The Eyrie’s stores are getting low.’

Mitchell gave him a hurt look.

Bobby was still standing by the map. ‘Leymark sounds a bit like landmark, don’t you think?’

Mitchell’s hair flared with irritation. ‘Roberta, if you’re going to make unhelpful observations—’

Bobby ignored him and turned to Skandar. ‘A castle would count as a landmark on the Mainland, wouldn’t you say, spirit boy?’

Skandar’s eyes widened. Castle. Kenna’s extra word.

Bobby ran her finger along the map. ‘I’ve actually been to a castle on this ley line – the one that runs from the water fault line. Soggiest summer holiday of my life.’

‘WHAT?’ Mitchell ran over to the map.

But just then, Robert Smith’s radio crackled to life. Everyone froze, immediately silent as the static spluttered random syllables until finally settling on a horrifying declaration.

‘… at this stage we can confirm that the third city has fallen…’

The hair stood up on Skandar’s neck. Dad’s voice was crystal clear and deadly serious.

‘… two nights ago, we received distress calls from the unicorn hub at Kirkmount Primary School, just outside Glasgow. Two silvers and their unicorns, plus a force of around twenty masked riders, landed at two a.m. and started blasting elements through the city. Early reports tell us that the casualties are low – the people of Glasgow were advised by local authorities to accept the takeover peacefully. A silver base has now been established in the city centre.’

‘Whereabouts is Glasgow?’ Mitchell demanded.

‘Shhh!’ everyone said.

‘… similarities with the other two cities that have fallen. We believe these attacks have been ordered by Rex Manning – who, let me remind listeners, is not the rightful Commodore.’ Skandar knew Dad was thinking of him and it made his throat tighten. ‘The report from our hub at Newton Mearns is similar to the others. When Manchester and Exeter fell to the silvers it was in the early hours, with bases established by the unicorn riders and citizens told by the authorities not to resist. Though, according to our unicorn hub in Warrington, the casualties in Manchester were high, with numbers still yet to be confirmed by any news source. We believe this is due to resistance from local police and volunteers. Skandar, Kenna –’

Skandar almost jumped out of his skin.

‘– if you’re listening, Rex Manning isn’t just planning to take the Mainland – he’s already started. Three cities are now under his control. I’m worried that the authorities here can’t or won’t protect us. We’ve received no information or reassurance that the army will resist the unicorns landing here. I suspect the higher-ups are on Rex’s side – or too afraid to oppose him. I don’t know how many bases the silvers are going to establish before they launch a full-scale invasion, but I don’t fancy our chances here, kids. All we have is you. And the hope you’re both out there building an army that will fight for us.’

Skandar felt the weight of Dad’s words settle on his shoulders as Robert continued to repeat the news over the radio. Finally, when they were certain there was no other information, Skandar turned it off, and faced the others.

‘We have to help the Mainland.’

But Elora and Agatha were both shaking their heads.

Elora’s words were firm. ‘Our army isn’t ready. You were lucky in Margate, but if Rex has multiple bases on the Mainland now that means he’s got the advantage. At this stage we could be completely wiped out.’

‘We can’t just sit here—’

‘You said it yourself,’ Agatha insisted. ‘We have to play to our strengths, and that is using magic and forces that Rex doesn’t have. But our soldiers have only just started learning the spirit element and few riders can summon more than a spark away from their unicorns. We haven’t heard from the bards yet, and we don’t have healers to fix our injuries. Should I go on?’

‘We don’t have the numbers, spirit boy,’ Bobby said. ‘I wish we could just go, believe me, but we can’t risk the soldiers we do have.’

‘We do have the knowledge about the ley lines,’ Mitchell insisted. ‘If we could extinguish a ley line and stop his forces being able to use even one element on the Mainland, that might scare Rex enough to make him withdraw some soldiers. It could make a difference.’

Skandar’s pulse thundered in his ears. ‘Do you have a plan?’

‘Of course I do,’ Mitchell said, grinning. ‘Thanks to Roberta, we have a lead on a possible leymark.’
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KENNA THE FRAUD

Kenna felt like a fraud in this ancient place.

She had come to the First Rider’s tomb seeking a saviour. But now she was here, it seemed ridiculous to have ever believed the Island’s founder might help her. Kenna had, after all, terrorised the First Rider’s island for the best part of the last two years. Though Skandar had met him once and survived – met his phantom or his ghost or whatever he had been. The First Rider had even spoken to Kenna’s brother about mistakes. Something about how each of our mistakes can make us kinder. Kenna had liked that. And she clung to it now as she rode Goshawk’s Fury along Fisherman’s Beach and into the long tunnel inside the Mirror Cliffs.

Because she had made an awful lot of mistakes.

Skandar had warned her about the protections on the path to the tomb, describing four elemental unicorns that had blocked the way. But Kenna thought it unlikely that the Wild Unicorn Queen would put obstacles in her way to return the bone staff. And even if the unicorns did appear – well, she was allied to five elements, after all.

Leaving the dapple-grey to guard the entrance, Goshawk set out along the tunnel that did indeed remain silent and dark. The only element Kenna needed to summon was fire – a small flame springing from her palm to light the way. In places the tunnel became so narrow that the black rock scraped her legs, and Goshawk let out indignant bellows that echoed through the cavern.

Finally, Kenna and Goshawk reached the end of the tunnel and the great round door to the tomb. It looked exactly like the one on the outside of the Hatchery – the one Kenna had never had the chance to try. Skandar had told her to place her palm on the door. But there was a problem.

The door to the tomb was already wide open.

Kenna’s heart thundered as she dismounted and led Goshawk’s Fury through the gap. A pale eerie light illuminated the space. The tomb was a vast oval with an earthy floor that smelled similar to the pine of the Eyrie. Kenna’s pulse slowed as she looked around. There was nobody here. She could see coloured rocks on the ground – each collection depicting one of the five elemental symbols – and roots poking through the ceiling. Right in the centre of the space there was a great mound of earth. She led Goshawk closer. The wild unicorn was very quiet, unnaturally so, and it was making Kenna nervous. Then, without warning, the honey-coloured unicorn planted her hooves so strongly that Kenna almost tripped. Alarm flooded the bond, air whistling through Goshawk’s bare ribs in her panic.

‘What is it, Gos?’ Kenna murmured, taking a step closer to the mound of earth. It was darker than the rest of the dirt floor, like a freshly dug grave. Kenna tapped into Goshawk’s enhanced senses – but everything felt dampened in here, even the sound of her footsteps.

She took another step, looking down at the mound and trying to detect any kind of movement. Skandar had said the bone staff came from its soil, so maybe she should just stick it back in the mound and hope the First Rider made an appearance to… thank her?

It was all feeling very far-fetched now – a bargain with a ghost? Perhaps Kenna was as unhinged as everyone thought she was. Sighing, she unsheathed the bone staff from her hip and gazed – one last time – at the elemental veins snaking round it. Green vines pulsed against the bone at the bottom, then threads of molten fire, a thin river of bright blue water, coils of electricity. The spirit bone, though – the final bone that made up the round orb at the top of the staff – remained as it had always been.

Kenna grasped the spirit bone in her hand, feeling strangely reluctant to let the staff go. Last year it had almost become a talisman that might save her from her mother’s fate, from death itself. But she had tried to let go of that all-consuming terror so she could actually live some kind of life. She had to let go of the staff too – she’d promised Skandar.

Kenna raised the bone staff, preparing to plunge it into the soil as deeply as possible—

‘I wouldn’t do that, Kenna, if I were you.’

A man stood up on the other side of the mound. But it wasn’t a phantom or a ghostly imprint of the First Rider. It was somebody Kenna recognised.

The flame-eyed man.

‘What are you doing down here?’ Kenna asked.

‘You first,’ he countered, arms clasped behind his back.

Kenna felt suddenly afraid of him. This man – this sentinel, though there was no silver mask in sight right now – had melted in and out of her life ever since he’d helped Dorian fetch her from the Mainland. She had asked the Pathfinder about him, asked Albert, even asked some of her Originals, but none of them knew anything. And whenever they’d encountered each other – the escape from the Stronghold, the rescue from the Desert Oasis – there hadn’t been time to ask why he was helping her. Only to be grateful that he was. And now, trapped with him in this creepy tomb, she was acutely aware that she didn’t even know his name.

Kenna grasped the staff tightly. ‘I came to return the First Rider’s gift.’

Flames, like two tiny bonfires, flickered in the man’s eyes. ‘Don’t lie to me, Kenna. You don’t have the time to run errands, surely?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Oh, I think you do.’

Kenna stared at this… stranger and went on the offensive. ‘Why are you here? Did you follow me?’

The flame-eyed sentinel hesitated a moment. ‘I came to visit my father.’

Then, he moved towards her slowly, rolling up his sleeves.

‘D-don’t come any closer,’ Kenna warned, fighting to keep the fear from her voice. She lurched for Goshawk’s magic in the bond, but it felt out of reach down here.

The man obeyed, stopped. And that was when Kenna noticed his hands. Hands, she realised now, that he had always kept hidden within chainmail gloves, because she would not have forgotten them. One was entirely constructed of thorny brown branches – woven together to form his palm, each of his fingers like a dark twist on a wicker basket. The other was shining white bone – like it belonged to a thousand-year-old skeleton. Just like half of Kenna’s face.

‘You— How— Why do you have three mutations?’ Kenna asked. ‘I thought you were a fire wielder.’

‘My eyes have always been the hardest to hide.’ He shrugged. ‘And I have more than three mutations.’ He pointed a skeletal finger over his shoulder. ‘Every bone in my spine is electric; every vein across my torso runs blue with water.’

Kenna was completely confused. ‘But you can’t be allied to five elements – you don’t have a wild unicorn. He’s iron grey; you flew to the Mainland on him, fought on him in the desert. You’ve both lived in the Silver Stronghold!’

‘Flameborn Assassin isn’t a wild unicorn,’ the man confirmed.

‘So how come you have five mutations?’

‘There is much for us to discuss, Kenna.’ The flame-eyed man sighed. ‘Why do you think I’ve been so interested in you this whole time? Helped your mother get you a unicorn? Risked my cover rescuing you in the desert?’

‘I don’t know,’ Kenna said quietly. ‘I thought you were a friend of Erika Everhart’s.’

‘I was,’ he accepted. ‘Before you came along, she was the only other person in the whole history of the Island who’d ever had a more interesting kind of bond. Who wielded extraordinary power. But hers was tempered by the destined bond she shared with Blood-Moon’s Equinox. Then you –’ the fire in the man’s eyes blazed – ‘you came along and had so much more power. You reminded me of myself. A difficult father, an emotionally distant mother, a sibling who abandoned you. And you had ruthless ambition – refusing to accept the hand you had been dealt. Even now, you’re here trying to change your destiny, attempting to cheat the fate you fear was written in a truesong.’

‘I’m here because I need to be strong enough to fight alongside my brother,’ Kenna protested. ‘I just want to fix my mistakes.’

‘That’s what I told myself, too – in the beginning,’ the flame-eyed man said darkly. ‘So what were you hoping for? To offer my father the immortality you tried to steal in return for a normal life?’

My father. It didn’t make sense; it couldn’t make sense. Yet Kenna’s hands started to shake. ‘Tell me who you are,’ she said, though she feared his answer.

‘Named for the brother my father hated, shamed by a family desperate to hide me, destined for a life with no unicorn, determined to fight for the legacy I deserved.’

He took a breath, before the final words burst from his lips like he’d been waiting a thousand years to confess them. ‘I am Piran Penhaligon, the sixth child of the First Rider. And I want to help you, Kenna Everhart.’
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CHAPTER EIGHT FAST CASTLE

By lunchtime the day after Robert’s radio broadcast, Mitchell had found three separate mentions of Bobby’s coastal castle in truesong records held at the Eyrie’s water library. There weren’t any castles on the Island, so finding these references had – as Mitchell put it – been ‘laughably easy’. By dinnertime Craig and Ruth had discovered an entry about that same castle in one of the books from the Vaults.

Mitchell called a meeting in the Trough with the research team so that they could present the plan for what they were calling the water leymark, since it was situated on the extension of the water fault line. Alongside Skandar, Bobby, Agatha, Jamie and Elora – he had also invited water-allied Rickesh.

Flanked by Craig and Ruth, Mitchell pointedly cleared his throat. ‘By using the truesongs, the Mainland map, Island texts and cross-referencing against Bobby’s rather shoddy memory—’

‘Hey! I was six on that holiday!’

Mitchell ignored her. ‘We think the water leymark is a castle on the south-east coast of Scotland, near a place called Eyemouth – just north of the border with England.’ He half read from scribbled notes. ‘The castle perches right on the cliff edge and is known as Fast Castle. It’s almost completely ruined – only one wall is partially standing. There’s likely been a castle on the site since the 1300s.’

Rickesh whistled. ‘That’s old.’

Craig nodded. ‘The castle has a long and bloody history. The Scottish borders were much fought over, and Fast Castle itself changed hands between the English and the Scottish multiple times.’

‘Is there anything to indicate it actually is one of these leymarks?’ Agatha asked, sounding sceptical. ‘Because this is still a guess, isn’t it?’

Ruth spoke up for the first time. ‘In a Mainland history book from the Vaults there’s a mention of someone searching for treasure at Fast Castle hundreds of years ago… Nothing was found, but I do wonder if there’s something in that.’

‘Well –’ Bobby looked round the table – ‘when are we leaving?’

‘Surely it isn’t wise to fly to the Mainland yet – without knowing more,’ Elora cautioned. ‘Even if Fast Castle is one of the leymarks the First Rider’s children discovered, we still don’t know anything about extinguishing the line’s magic.’

Skandar found himself fidgeting. He wanted to do this. To do something. He hadn’t been able to sit still since he’d heard his dad’s plea on the radio last night.

‘I don’t think we can make any more progress without at least visiting the castle,’ Mitchell countered. ‘On the Island we’re limited by which books we can get our hands on. And with Rex controlling the Fourpoint libraries and the Vaults, that is very few.’

‘Who is this we?’ Agatha asked, casting a glance at Skandar.

Jamie also looked anxiously at Mitchell, a frown cutting across his forehead.

‘A small group. We don’t want to draw too much attention,’ Mitchell said quickly. ‘And I think we need riders allied to each of the five elements – the same as the First Children. There might not be anything in that, but it feels sensible to me.’

‘So who?’ Elora repeated Agatha’s question.

Mitchell looked rather sheepish but rushed on. ‘I was thinking me and Red Night’s Delight for fire, since I’m the one who knows the most about the background of the castle. Then Bobby and Falcon’s Wrath.’

Bobby punched the air.

‘For earth, I was wondering whether Elora and Silver Soldier would be willing…?’ Mitchell trailed off, and Elora’s violet eyes studied him carefully.

‘Yes,’ the Pathfinder said finally. ‘I will accompany you.’

Mitchell let out a breath. ‘Excellent, and then Rickesh and Tidal Warrior for water?’

Rickesh winked at him. ‘Thought you’d never ask.’

‘And obviously Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck for spirit,’ Mitchell finished.

Jamie asked a question and Skandar realised that perhaps Mitchell hadn’t yet shared this plan with his boyfriend. ‘Is it sensible to start interfering with this leymark before you know more about it? What if the First Children put something in place to stop just anyone tampering with the ley lines?’

‘Everything I’ve read indicates that the First Children wanted riders to be able to protect the Mainland. I don’t think we’ll be facing anything dangerous,’ Mitchell said lightly, though he didn’t meet the blacksmith’s eye. ‘I suspect it will be more like a puzzle.’

Jamie didn’t look convinced.

‘We should fly tomorrow at noon,’ Mitchell barrelled on. ‘So we arrive while it’s still light. It’ll be too difficult to land and check for clues around the castle if it’s pitch black.’

‘How are we going to avoid the sentinels spotting us?’ Skandar asked.

‘I was thinking we could ask Albert and the Originals for help. I’ll go now.’

The meeting broke up after that. Jamie left quickly to hand-pick some blacksmiths who could adjust second-hand armour for the group who were flying to the Mainland, but he didn’t look happy about it. Agatha, however, grabbed Skandar before he could leave.

‘I don’t like this,’ she growled. ‘Old magic – raw magic, like the kind expected at these leymarks – is unpredictable and powerful. Remember the First Rider’s tomb? You told me the Wild Unicorn Queen had magic protecting her resting place – that you almost died in that tunnel. The blacksmith is right. What if there’s something similar at the leymark?’

‘This is the only thing we can do for the Mainland right now,’ Skandar countered. ‘Anyway, Mitchell said it would be more like a puzzle.’

Agatha raised a knowing eyebrow. ‘And you believe him, do you?’

When Skandar didn’t answer, she took him by the shoulders and fixed him with a solemn stare. ‘Don’t ignore your instincts. If anything feels off, you all need to get the hell out of there, Commodore.’

And the look of fear in Agatha’s eyes sent a shiver down Skandar’s spine.



At the Sunset Platform the next day, Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell, Elora and Rickesh waited to set off over the water zone and head for Scotland. Everyone was wearing armour, which – with the blacksmiths’ help – mostly fit them. Though when Bobby had complained that Falcon wasn’t going to like her leg guards being different shades of grey, Jamie had stormed off, shouting that it was a miracle they’d been able to rustle up anything at all. Skandar had also seen Jamie arguing with Mitchell earlier that morning, and he guessed the blacksmith was still trying to convince his boyfriend not to go. It was unsettling – Mitchell and Jamie had never fallen out like this before.

Now the group was waiting for Albert’s signal down in the clearing below. After he gave them the go-ahead, he and a handful of the best fighters from the Originals were going to charge down from the Eyrie. They would only need to battle for long enough to distract any sentinels who were guarding the skies, giving Skandar’s group the opportunity to leave. Mitchell had suggested sending word to Kenna to help Albert out, but Skandar had refused. His sister needed space, and this shouldn’t be a battle they needed her for.

‘I hope Albert knows what he’s doing,’ Bobby muttered mutinously to Skandar. ‘What happened to the nice little Mainlander boy who used to fall off Eagle’s Dawn all the time?’

‘That’s the sparks, lads!’ Rickesh cried, spotting the signal, and then they were all scrambling up on to their unicorns’ backs and taking off from the platform in their agreed formation. Rickesh and Tidal Warrior were first – as former Grins, they were very fast. Then Bobby and Falcon, then Skandar and Scoundrel – sandwiched in the middle in an attempt to make them less visible – then Mitchell and Red, and finally Elora and Silver Soldier bringing up the rear. The Pathfinder would be using her weather magic to summon cloud cover as an extra precaution.

They soared upwards. The idea was to fly as high as possible so they could remain hidden above Elora’s thick clouds. Skandar looked over his shoulder and saw Albert and his line of riders emerge from the edge of Kenna’s shield. The sounds of the skirmish reached Skandar on the wind, but he made himself turn back round, moisture lashing his face as Scoundrel’s wings strained to fight through the turbulence.

Once the five unicorns were above the clouds, flying became easier. Mitchell took the lead with Red Night’s Delight – since he was best at navigating with a compass – and after hours of flying, they finally descended below the clouds. When Scoundrel emerged, Skandar saw the angry churning of the sea first, then the jagged cliffs, and finally the sun lighting them in vivid orange as it began to sink from the sky.

‘Let’s land just beyond the cliff edge!’ Mitchell yelled over the crashing of the waves below. ‘There’s not enough space by the castle!’

Skandar couldn’t actually see the castle yet, but Scoundrel soared after Red, and the hooves of all five unicorns met waterlogged green grass.

‘Harrowing hailstones, it’s freezing,’ Rickesh said as he dismounted from Warrior with a squelch. Elora was shivering, too, as she stroked Soldier’s sweat-drenched neck.

‘It’s Scotland in October,’ Bobby said bluntly.

Mitchell and Skandar were both shielding their eyes from the setting sun so they could scan the surrounding area.

‘Can’t see any Mainlanders,’ Skandar confirmed.

‘Me neither,’ Mitchell agreed. ‘Let’s get to the castle and take a look around before our luck runs out.’

The five riders led their unicorns over a rickety-looking walkway and towards the cliff edge.

Mitchell halted Red next to a pile of misshapen grey stones. ‘Welcome to Fast Castle.’

‘You’re joking. This can’t be it,’ Skandar said, staring at the rocks.

‘I did tell you it was in ruins,’ Mitchell said defensively. ‘This is the site of the castle, and if we walk towards the water a little more…’ He took a few steps closer to the edge. ‘This is the most preserved bit – see? A part of a wall, I guess.’

They all stared up at what was left of Fast Castle and Skandar felt more than a bit hopeless. Could this possibly be a place of power discovered by the children of the First Rider? It looked more like somewhere that’d been abandoned to history and left to rot.

Bobby sighed. ‘It really is more disappointing than a dinky diplodocus.’

Elora tried to keep everyone positive. ‘Let’s spread out and search the area. Places of power are not always obvious – think how easily they would be discovered otherwise.’



Two hours later it was pitch black, bitterly cold and the riders hadn’t found a single clue that Fast Castle was one of the leymarks. Skandar, Bobby and Rickesh had largely given up – and taken shelter with their backs against the largest part of the ruin in an attempt to keep the ice-cold wind off them. The unicorns had clearly had a similar idea. All five were lying on their stomachs with their wings wrapped moodily round their bodies.

‘This is a complete waste of time,’ Bobby moaned. ‘Agatha was right – the ley lines are a distraction.’

‘You were the one who was desperate to come,’ Skandar reminded her. ‘And you encouraged Mitchell with your talk of Mainland fairy tales.’

‘He found that book in your bedroom!’ she snapped.

‘Friends, friends,’ Rickesh murmured with a noble air. ‘Let’s not fight between ourselves.’ Then he went back to shivering, his wave of hair now completely frozen over.

The three lapsed into silence until Mitchell came to scold them, followed closely by Elora. ‘What are you all doing sitting here? We’re still looking!’

‘For WHAT?’ Bobby asked, exasperated.

‘We don’t know, Roberta, that’s why we’re LOOKING,’ Mitchell bit back. ‘It can’t be a fluke that this castle is in the truesong records, that it sits directly on the water line. It can’t be a coincidence that you – a destined rider – have been here before! Maybe its magic drew you here.’

Bobby put her face in her hands.

‘We should light some fires,’ Elora said calmly. ‘Then we’ll have more visibility and warmth while we continue our search.’

‘I’ll light a few,’ Rickesh volunteered. ‘It might help me feel my fingers again.’

Mitchell ordered everyone else to find dry leaves and sticks, and Bobby muttered something very rude under her breath in response. But when they returned, it took only seconds for Rickesh to summon the fire element and light five bonfires spread across the ruins.

‘Wish we had some marshmallows,’ the water wielder whispered to Skandar once he was done. ‘That would cheer everyone up, wouldn’t it?’

Skandar attempted a smile, but his teeth were still chattering.

‘Who’s summoning the water element?’ Mitchell barked across the clifftop. ‘I think we should concentrate on—’

‘Nobody’s summoning it!’ Elora said excitedly, her white hair glowing in the firelight. ‘Look at the ground!’

The shimmering blue line looked like a great river cutting across the dark Scottish countryside. And as Skandar stared, it was getting brighter and more alive – as though something was feeding it. The line gained momentum, twisting and turning until water began to spurt upwards, and waves crashed on the rough grass either side, overpowering the sound of the sea below. It was mirroring what happened when a rider walked the fault lines the day their unicorn hatched.

‘Flaming fireballs!’ Mitchell said near the tallest part of the ruin. ‘I was right!’

Suddenly the five unicorns were screeching in panic. Scoundrel galloped across the grassy clifftop, jumping right over the line to Skandar’s side, urgency vibrating in their bond.

‘Mitchell! MOVE!’ Bobby yelled fearfully, as the tallest part of the ruin began to pulse with blue light – the same kind that lit a rider’s palm when summoning the water element.

Luckily Red Night’s Delight was three hooves ahead of her rider and she shouldered Mitchell away from the tower of ancient bricks. She slowed her retreat only so he could mount.

All five riders were now astride their unicorns, clustered together on the cliff beside the glowing remains of the castle. Scoundrel’s fear was spiralling through their bond, setting Skandar on edge. He didn’t understand why his unicorn was so afraid, and found himself seeing phantom shadows through the blue light. Agatha’s words of warning echoed in Skandar’s head: If anything feels off, you all need to get the hell out of there.

‘So I guess we found the ley line?’ Rickesh said, staring up at the ruins. ‘Why did it suddenly wake up?’

Elora turned to Mitchell, her eyes shining. ‘Did you find anything at all about what we’re supposed to do next? How we can extinguish the magic in the line?’

Mitchell shook his head. ‘I didn’t expect… I wasn’t sure—’

‘You weren’t sure any of it was real, were you?’ Bobby said with a scoff. ‘Unbelievable.’

Skandar stopped listening. Because something was happening to the largest part of the castle wall. A shape was revealing itself, something wrapped round the stones of the ruin. As though it had been sleeping there for centuries, clinging to the castle, biding its time.

Skandar hoped for one fleeting moment that he was imagining it. That it was merely an ancient carving that had survived against all the odds. Unfortunately, it then opened one big blue eye.

Utter terror froze Skandar in the creature’s stare, and he was capable of shouting only one word.

‘DRAGON!’

Scoundrel and Soldier both reared up, their hooves beating the air ahead of them as though attempting to keep the dragon at bay. But Skandar watched in horror as the creature shifted, clearly preparing to leave its rocky perch. When it moved, it looked like a giant sea snake. How he might have imagined the Loch Ness Monster, if it had abandoned its loch and wrapped itself round an ancient ruin. Its body was vast – great barbs dotted its spine, its wings still folded round the ruin as though clinging on. But by far the most terrifying part of the water dragon was its head. Its jaw was packed with more teeth than Skandar could count – its forked blue tongue flicking out menacingly – and razor-sharp spikes of ice decorated its forehead like a spirit blaze.

‘Don’t worry – I think it’s a Mythical-level elemental predator,’ Mitchell said, infuriatingly calm. ‘A water dragon! They’re incredibly rare. It must be standing guard over the leymark as the access point to the line’s magic – Jamie was right! Maybe that’s why your fairy tale talked about mythical creatures, Skandar? It all makes sense.’ He sounded relieved to see the dragon, happy even.

‘But if it’s a Mythical, who is controlling it?’ Elora asked, her purple eyes widening as she watched the dragon stretch out one iridescent blue wing.

‘It must have gone rogue,’ Mitchell answered. The dragon dislodged some bricks, stretching out its other wing, which looked like it belonged to a giant dragonfly. ‘Maybe the First Children put it here?’

‘Perhaps it’s been feeding off the power of the ley line ever since?’ Elora wondered aloud.

‘I faced Rex’s non-rogue Mythical in the Chaos Cup and almost died,’ Skandar murmured, moulding a spirit sabre and grasping it tightly. ‘If this one has been feeding off the line’s power for centuries, then it’ll be a miracle if we get out of this alive.’

Bobby had already summoned her favourite lightning bow, a sparking arrow nocked and ready to fly. ‘Then let’s start working out what we’re going to do when it tries to kill us!’

Rickesh patted a very agitated Tidal Warrior, an ice-pointed javelin poised over his shoulder. The dragon was staring right at them. ‘It’s not necessarily going to try to—’

ROAAARRR!

Several things happened at once.

White light erupted through the sky as the water dragon roared, detaching itself from the ruin in a flash of shimmering blue wings. Its body writhed towards them – snake-like, as though swimming through the dark water of the night sky.

Bobby’s lightning bow disintegrated in her hands. Elora’s palm stopped glowing. Skandar’s sabre winked out.

‘I can’t summon any magic!’ Mitchell cried.

Skandar attempted to call an element – any element – into his palm, and Scoundrel hissed in confusion as he flapped his wings as though trying to blast magic towards the approaching dragon. But nothing happened. It reminded Skandar of when he extinguished magic in other riders’ bonds.

Then Skandar noticed Rickesh. The water wielder still had his javelin grasped in his hand. The squadron leader’s eyes met the spirit wielder’s and there was determination in them. ‘I’m the only one who can fight it.’

‘You can’t!’ Skandar cried. ‘Not on your own!’

‘It makes sense,’ Rickesh growled. His eyes tracked the water dragon’s curling movements. ‘I’m a water wielder and this castle is on the water line – the water leymark. Maybe we have to defeat the guardian before we can extinguish the ley line’s power. Maybe that’s how we stop Rex using water magic on the Mainland. Isn’t that what you want?’

‘Yes, but we don’t know how to extinguish it!’ Mitchell shouted. ‘I’m sorry, Rickesh! We weren’t prepared for this; we’ll have to come back another time!’

‘I agree,’ Elora declared. ‘It’s too dangerous. We should retreat right now, regroup, bring more water wielders and—’

But Rickesh was urging Tidal Warrior closer to the glowing ruins of Fast Castle. The bay unicorn bared her teeth, galloped five strides across the clifftop and took off into the sky to meet the water dragon head on.

‘Idiot!’ Bobby cursed, attempting to follow on Falcon.

But Skandar blocked the grey unicorn’s way with Scoundrel. ‘You can’t go after him, not without your magic.’

Bobby huffed loudly, but stayed on the ground.

Elora’s gaze flicked to Skandar, raising her empty palm. ‘To block our bonds, do you think the dragon has used—’

‘Spirit magic,’ they said together. The Pathfinder sounded rattled, and that made Skandar even more concerned. All they could do was watch – powerless – as the water dragon and Tidal Warrior circled each other.

The dragon seemed reluctant to attack first, as though it was sizing up its opponent. Using this to his advantage, Rickesh made the first move, extending his throwing arm backwards and letting the ice-tipped javelin fly the second the dragon’s scaly throat was exposed. But the monster merely snorted a jet of water from its large nostrils, blowing the weapon off course until it winked out. The next moment, it opened its mouth in a huge roar that sounded to Skandar like the sea in a storm – profound and deadly. Its teeth were a forest of jagged ice spikes beneath its blue-forked tongue.

But Tidal Warrior wasn’t going to let anything hurt her beloved rider. The bay unicorn sent a blast of ice shards from her mouth, hooves kicking out sprays of water to block the creature’s sightline to Rickesh. The dragon didn’t even attempt to dodge the shards; instead, its long body simply shimmered – and then changed form to steam so that the ice passed right through it.

‘I’ve never seen a predator do that before,’ Bobby said ominously. ‘Does anyone else think this might be a real dragon?’

‘What do you mean a real dragon?’ Skandar yelled. He felt like he was in the middle of a bizarre nightmare, made worse by being unable to fight beside his friend. He watched Rickesh rearm himself with twin lightning swords, one in each hand. He was relieved the rider was able to use all the elements against the dragon, not just water.

‘That’s a smart move,’ Mitchell said approvingly. ‘Air against water is strong.’

Unfortunately, the move didn’t last long. As Rickesh flew Warrior towards the dragon’s writhing form, it flicked its sharp fin-like tail and caught the rider’s leg.

Rickesh cried out in pain, swords dying in his hands. Warrior roared in anger, blasting whatever element she could towards the dragon. But every time elemental magic came anywhere near it, the dragon shifted into steam, the only sign of its presence a bluish mist in the dark sky.

Rickesh was clutching his leg, dropping lower to shout down to the others. ‘Nothing’s working! Any ideas?’

‘Give up!’ Mitchell insisted. ‘We can come back—’

‘Wait,’ Elora commanded, and all the riders looked at her. ‘What if you’re not supposed to fight the dragon?’

Bobby made a disbelieving sound. ‘Look, Elora, I know you’re a Wanderer and everything and you hate conflict, but that is a big scary dragon with about a million teeth. What else is Rickesh supposed to do? Hug it?’

Elora’s amethyst eyes were bright with an idea. ‘So far the dragon has never made the first move, and it’s not engaging properly in the sky battle, just adapting to the attacks and changing its form.’ She called up to Rickesh. ‘How would you and Warrior have fun? What would you do?’

‘Umm…’ Rickesh’s brown skin was paler than usual; Skandar could see blood dripping from his knee. ‘I guess we’d fly around as fast as possible. Maybe try some aerobatics – like we did with the Peregrine Society.’

‘Do that!’ Elora cried.

‘You want us to play with the dragon?’ Rickesh asked incredulously.

‘I’m just asking you to try it,’ Elora called back.

‘Well, you know I love to put on a show.’

Skandar had the feeling Rickesh was trying to gather his courage. Sure enough, the next second, Tidal Warrior shot like a bullet right over the water dragon’s head. She flew beyond the glowing ruins and right above the cliff edge, where Rickesh turned her to face the dragon. Warrior hovered, her brown wings dipping up and down.

‘Fancy a race, Sir or Madam Dragon?’ Rickesh inclined his head in a bow of respect, his wave of hair tousled by the breeze.

Quite incredibly, the dragon circled once in the air – its snaking body a perfect blue ‘O’ – until its terrifying head was level with Tidal Warrior.

Then it bowed back.

‘You have got to be kidding me,’ Skandar breathed.

‘Isn’t someone going to count us down?’ Rickesh yelled.

‘THREE!’ Bobby shouted. ‘TWO… ONE!’

The two magnificent creatures raced under the starry sky. The unicorn’s feathered wings pumped alongside the iridescent glide of the dragon’s, and while Warrior flew level above the clifftop, the dragon writhed through the air – its body arching, then lengthening – like it was painting sapphire hills over the water.

Warrior let out a screech of excitement, and Rickesh echoed her with a whoop of delight as the dragon plunged towards the open water of the sea. Skandar and the others lost sight of them and rushed their unicorns beyond the ruins, right to the dizzying edge of Fast Castle’s cliff. They were just in time to watch the water dragon emerge from the waves in a whoosh of salt spray, Rickesh and Warrior pulling out of a dive right behind it.

Skandar wasn’t sure how long Rickesh played with the dragon – the monster, the rogue predator, whatever it was. It could have been minutes or hours later when they finally flew back towards the ruins of Fast Castle side by side. Skandar could have sworn the dragon was grinning, its frozen teeth flashing.

‘I hate to be a soggy salamander, but I’m exhausted,’ Skandar heard Rickesh explaining to the dragon, as it whirled in its blue spiral round Tidal Warrior.

The dragon chuffed, steam rising from the azure nose it placed very close to Rickesh’s bloody knee.

‘Don’t worry about that,’ he said, shrugging. ‘It’s already forgiven.’ And then Rickesh brushed a tentative hand against the creature’s great jaw.

The dragon studied the water wielder with one big blue eye as though looking right into Rickesh’s soul. Then, slowly, it pulled away from the rider’s hand, spiralling back towards the blue glow of the castle’s remaining wall. It curled round it in a slightly higher position than before, shifting as though attempting to get comfortable. This time, once it was still, it didn’t disappear. It just yawned once and then fell asleep in full view.

Rickesh landed Tidal Warrior seconds later, slipping from her back and collapsing to the ground. Everyone dismounted and rushed towards him.

‘Racing a dragon,’ Rickesh murmured feverishly. ‘Not a bad way to go.’

‘You are not going anywhere,’ Elora told him sternly, examining his leg. ‘There’s a slice where the dragon’s tail caught you, and you’ve lost some blood, but I brought enough supplies to patch you up for the ride home. You’ll survive.’ She turned to the other riders. ‘Help me get him over here. Oh!’ She jolted, glancing at Soldier. ‘Our magic’s back. That will make this much easier.’

Once Rickesh was settled by a hastily relit fire, Elora began her work. Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell drifted back towards the sleeping dragon. The ruined wall it clung to was still pulsing blue, the river of the ley line running across the countryside.

‘The whole thing with the dragon,’ Bobby said thoughtfully, ‘surely that did something?’

Mitchell huffed unhappily. ‘The line is still active. Even if we can now somehow access its magic through the leymark, I don’t know what we’re supposed to do next.’

‘Does seem a waste of a near-death experience just to go back to the Island,’ Bobby mused.

‘Tell me about it!’ Rickesh said, overhearing, and then wincing as Elora straightened his knee.

But something was stirring in Skandar’s mind. The leymark’s protection reminded him of the bone staff. The First Rider had designed the staff to be a fail-safe – a gift to the Island if things went wrong, a reset, a way back. And although the dragon was clearly water-allied, it had used the spirit element.

Skandar suddenly found that his friends were staring at him, Bobby waving a hand in his face to get his attention. ‘What is it, spirit boy?’

‘The leymarks,’ he said breathlessly. ‘What if the First Children only wanted people like us to be able to turn off the magic supply here?’

Bobby cocked her head. ‘Like us?’

‘Riders working together to protect the Mainland. Using multiple elements. It’s like the unicorns we faced on the way to the First Rider’s tomb – a protection that goes beyond the First Rider’s death.’

Mitchell practically exploded. ‘A test! Yes! A test to see whether we’re the right sort of riders to be extinguishing the Mainland’s magic. But so far only Rickesh, a water wielder—’

‘Ey up,’ Bobby said, all the feathers standing up at her wrists. ‘Mitchell, didn’t you say the First Children came to the Mainland in pairs?’

‘Your memory is quite something, Roberta.’

‘Hold the compliments; I’m on to something here. If the First Children were coming to the Mainland to do something with the leymarks, then one of them must have been allied to the target leymark’s element. Hence the whole water-wielder-dragon-racing thing. But what about the other child?’

Mitchell shrugged. ‘Could have been any of them.’

‘No,’ Skandar said, pointing at a brick on the glowing ruin. ‘I don’t think so. Wasn’t it Elowen who was the most determined to protect the Mainland? I think the second child was always her – the spirit wielder. Look at that!’

Bobby and Mitchell followed the direction of Skandar’s finger. And right below the forked tail of the water dragon, carved deep into the stone… was a spirit symbol.
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CHAPTER NINE INCARCERATED, MOSTLY

Skandar was convinced that the spirit symbol hadn’t been there before Rickesh had faced the dragon, and he suddenly knew what to do. He marched over the clifftop towards Scoundrel, and mounted.

‘Skandar!’ Mitchell said, calling after him. ‘What’s your plan?

But Bobby had already guessed and started laughing. ‘It really is always about you, isn’t it, spirit boy?’ She turned to Mitchell, who looked furious that he hadn’t caught up. ‘You know that annoying thing Skandar does with the spirit element, when he makes our attacks die in the bond – when he snuffs out the elemental magic? When he extinguishes it?’

Mitchell’s flaming hair billowed as understanding dawned. ‘He’s going to do that to the ley line! The spirit symbol marks the line’s access point!’

‘Therrrrre we go,’ Bobby said, before helping Elora move Rickesh as far away from the ley line as possible.

Once his friends were safely sheltering in a nearby copse, Skandar rode up to the dragon’s wall, heart rattling in his chest.

‘Okay, dragon,’ he murmured, ‘are you going to let me do this?’

Scoundrel snorted, impatient and uneasy.

‘All right, all right, I’ll get on with it.’ Skandar took a deep breath and summoned the spirit element into the bond. The smell of cinnamon and vinegar filled his nostrils.

Then, with as much force as he could muster, Skandar punched his glowing palm towards the ruin and hurled pure spirit magic at the element symbol carved into the leymark.

At first it felt exactly as it looked – like Skandar was trying to pour a stream of spirit magic into a solid wall. There was so much resistance that his arm started to shake, and Scoundrel screeched at the sheer amount of elemental power he was providing to his rider.

Then something… shifted. Like a dam had broken across the river of the ley line, and suddenly his magic was channelling easily into the spirit symbol. The leymark itself began to change from blue to pure white before his eyes. Then the spirit magic poured from the leymark and into the ley line, its waters turning pearlescent as Skandar’s power moved along it and across the dark Scottish countryside.

‘It’s working!’ Mitchell was yelling.

Skandar felt a pull on the bond wrapped round his heart, just like he did when he switched places with Scoundrel in a Mender dream. He looked down at his chest, confused. But Scoundrel was right here. Skandar was riding him… It didn’t make sense. Where was the pull coming from?

Scoundrel reared up as spirit magic continued to pour from Skandar’s palm into the line. Their bond was full of urgency. The unicorn understood something his rider didn’t.

There was another strong tug on his heart and finally Skandar understood, too.

The Island was calling him.

‘Be my anchor, boy.’ Skandar closed his eyes, concentrating on the pull in his chest.

And, like in a Mender dream, Skandar felt part of himself travelling through a space that was both real and dreamlike. Ahead of him was the sparkling blue of the ley line. Behind, the white spirit magic was following him, like white ink running across the land. Skandar passed sleeping villages, empty railway lines and silent forests, caught sight of churches and playgrounds and car parks. Skandar soared on until he reached the sea, and on and on until finally he glimpsed the coast of an island. An island where a fisherman had washed up long ago and been saved by a bloodthirsty unicorn.

His bond with Scoundrel exploded with joy and triumph. Then, acting on pure instinct, Skandar closed five fingers over his spirit-filled palm, stopping the flow of magic.

There was a silence unlike any he’d experienced before. A silence that scared him. Horror rose. Had it been wrong to extinguish the water magic in the line? Was it wrong to stop the Mainland’s magic?

I’ll make sure it’s not for ever, Skandar promised. I’ll ignite the line again once this is all over.

All of a sudden, waves crashed in his ears. Skandar’s eyes flew open, and he was on Scoundrel’s back again – perhaps he had never left? At the same time the water dragon uncurled itself from the ruin. It took flight to land right on top of the remaining slice of Fast Castle’s wall, assuming a position that looked out to sea like a true guardian.

Then its outline vanished completely.

The moment the dragon disappeared, the white light of the ley line winked out, plunging Fast Castle into shadow. Only then did Skandar realise he was shaking violently, sweat pouring down his face.

His friends rushed towards him, even Rickesh who was back astride Tidal Warrior.

‘What’s wrong?’ Bobby asked immediately. ‘You did it! The line is dark! None of us can summon water magic. Rickesh, show him!’ she ordered.

Skandar blinked as though emerging from a deep sleep. ‘Really? No water element?’

Rickesh held his palm out flat so Skandar could see. It pulsed yellow, then red, then green, but then… nothing. ‘Not a droplet,’ he confirmed. ‘Rather disconcerting actually.’

All the others tried it too, including Skandar. He couldn’t even feel a block on the water element. It was as though it didn’t exist.

‘Well,’ Bobby said dryly, mounting Falcon. The ice-cold wind was lifting her fringe. ‘Only three more leymarks to go, eh? What do you think it’ll be next? A haunted house? Ooh, a graveyard? Or maybe—’

‘Personally I hope it’s a slightly less bleak location,’ Elora said, shivering.

‘With fewer dragons,’ Mitchell added, turning Red Night’s Delight for take-off.

Rickesh shook his head. ‘Is it always like this with you lot?’

‘Pretty much,’ Skandar confirmed.

Rickesh whistled. ‘Blimey. And we’ve already defeated a dragon. What a ride this is going to be.’



On their return, Elora managed to create a big enough storm for the riders to fly back into the Eyrie undetected. As Scoundrel passed into the protection of Kenna’s shield, Skandar reached out in spirit speech to his sister. He was desperate to tell her what they’d done on the Mainland. But there was no response. He reminded himself what Konrad had said about the silent communication – that it was much harder without being able to see someone, especially when they were far away. Skandar tried to tell himself it wasn’t because his sister didn’t want to talk.

As soon as the five unicorns had landed in the clearing, Elora rushed Rickesh to a Wanderer who’d had some healer training. Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell were all starving, freezing and exhausted, so, after settling their unicorns, they found themselves in the Trough. They were joined at the long serving table first by Prim, demanding to know what had happened to Rickesh, then by a relieved Jamie and finally a tight-lipped Agatha – whose eyes raked over Skandar, checking for injuries.

Once they’d told the whole story of Fast Castle, complete with its dragon guardian, there was a long silence.

‘I thought you said it was going to be like solving a puzzle,’ Jamie said to Mitchell.

Mitchell didn’t seem to notice the furious edge in Jamie’s voice and he chuckled. ‘Once the dragon turned up, there wasn’t much we could do. Rickesh still had his magic and he was determined to go for it.’ Mitchell beamed at Prim, who was scowling. ‘He was brilliant, and then Skandar extinguished the ley line with the spirit element. And when we find the other leymarks—’

‘You can’t be thinking of going after the rest of them!’ Jamie exploded. ‘It was ridiculously lucky that none of you was seriously hurt.’

‘We took out the water magic, though,’ Skandar said. ‘That means Rex’s forces on the Mainland won’t be able to use that element, that his army won’t be able to use it when he sends more soldiers. It’s a good thing, Jamie!’

Agatha looked sceptical. ‘But you only guessed at the castle being the leymark because of that one word from the Swapper, combined with the good fortune of Bruna’s childhood visit there,’ Agatha pointed out. ‘None of us has the first idea what the other leymarks could be, and there’s so much to do here to build up our army.’

‘Exactly,’ said Jamie loudly. ‘We should be concentrating on defeating Rex on the Island not putting our soldiers –’ he glanced at Mitchell – ‘in any more danger than is necessary. We have enough to worry about.’

Mitchell looked like he wanted to argue, but Jamie’s fierce expression changed his mind.

‘I agree with Jamie,’ Prim said, her eyebrows blazing. ‘We need every soldier we can get. We can’t be losing any of them to ancient dragons. Who knows how long it’s going to take Ricki to recover?’ She took a shaky breath.

‘You’re not Mainlanders!’ Bobby argued. ‘You don’t understand. At least we have unicorns to fight back with here, but it’s like Skandar’s dad said – the Mainlanders can’t defend themselves. Taking out the elements is the perfect way to stop Ripe Mollusc. I think that’s worth facing a few dragons.’

‘I think we can do both,’ Skandar said gently, and he felt everyone round the table looking at him. ‘Now we’ve discovered a way to protect the Mainland, we can’t just abandon it. I think we try to find the leymarks and we build up the army.’

‘I suppose that’s wise, Commodore,’ Agatha said, relenting. ‘But before anyone faces another mythical guardian, we need to gain some healer allies. Human and unicorn healers.’

‘Agreed,’ said Skandar, relieved that his aunt was on side.

‘I’ll try to contact the Song School again,’ Jamie mumbled. ‘We’ve still heard nothing from the bards. They won’t open the gate to anyone, not even me.’

‘And we need more riders,’ Prim insisted.

‘And saddlers,’ Jamie added.

‘And librarians,’ Mitchell said. ‘I’m going to make contact with Amber too – when she’s on duty in Fourpoint. She needs to know about the leymarks.’

‘I’ll ask Elora to send out more Wanderers tonight,’ Agatha said, getting up.

‘I’ll ask Albert about sending out more Originals,’ Skandar added. He left the Trough relieved that they’d all agreed to protecting the Mainland alongside building the army.

For the first time, he really felt like a leader.



October became November, and life at the Rebel Eyrie was a mixture of hope and disappointment. According to Robert’s radio broadcasts, a small number of unicorns had been seen leaving Mainland bases.

‘Rex must be withdrawing the water wielders!’ Albert said excitedly. He had been visiting Skandar at the spirit treehouse when the radio had buzzed to life. The acting leader of the Originals often came to share reports from his scouts, who had still not located any lost spirit wielders. He always stayed for a cup of fire zone tea, and Skandar thought it might be because they both missed Kenna.

Rex’s withdrawal of the water wielders felt like the first real victory for the Rebel Eyrie, and rumours had also spread about Rickesh’s fight with the dragon. Skandar was glad. Real hope grew in the aftermath, and people could be heard swapping theories about leymarks, the First Children and whispering on treehouse platforms about dragons. Unfortunately, the moment of triumph was short-lived. The very next week, Robert Smith reported another city had fallen. There was now a silver base at Cardiff.

‘Skandar, Kenna – if you’re there, the Mainland army isn’t resisting. Please help us.’

‘We’re trying, Dad,’ Skandar said to the radio, uselessly.

Consequently, finding the other three leymarks felt more urgent than ever – but Mitchell, Craig and Ruth were struggling to make progress. Now they knew for sure that the leymarks were on extensions of the fault lines, they had marked potential locations across the Mainland maps they’d found, left over from Joby Worsham’s time as an Eyrie instructor. But there were too many possibilities to be certain of their next target. Mitchell also didn’t understand exactly what they’d done at Fast Castle to activate the water ley line in the first place.

‘I mean, there was no line when we got there,’ he said worriedly to Skandar one evening. ‘And then – BOOM – it was suddenly visible. Why?’

‘Maybe it was Rickesh being a water wielder?’ Skandar suggested, aware that his friend had that exhausted, slightly manic look in his eyes from reading into the early hours. He and Jamie had also been frosty with each other since Mitchell had started researching the leymarks again. It was all taking its toll.

‘That feels too simple,’ Mitchell argued. ‘And if we don’t work out the steps we took, and why playing with the water dragon subdued it, then even if we find the next leymark, we’ll be heading in clueless again.’

But there was also good news. Word had spread about the Eyrie being the centre of the resistance against Rex, and riders and non-riders alike started turning up under cover of darkness at the entrance tree. Many had to outrun the sentinels at the edge of Kenna’s shield – and they didn’t all make it.

Perhaps this sudden desperation was a result of Rex’s relentless implementation of elemental separation, the forced conscription, or his hostile attitude towards the Mainlanders – which had worsened since the water element had been extinguished. Any which way, it was getting rather crowded in the training school, and Wanderer-style tents were pitched within the forest to house more people.

They had cooks making miracles out of the food from the new secret supply chain the Wanderers had set up. These new chefs included – to Bobby’s enormous delight – Sally from Sally’s Succulent Sandwiches and Fred from Fred’s Frothing Fish Sticks. Merchants arrived who, like Craig, had been forced from their premises after they’d refused to declare an allegiance – including Bronwyn from Battle Bargains, Ike from Ike’s Imaginative Ices and three members of the Kipper Knitters whose woolly jumpers were a literal lifesaver as winter hit the Island hard.

Some librarians also joined the rebels, and were immediately roped in to research the leymarks. Well-known saddlers, too – Holder, Bhadresha, Henning-Dove and Gomez – all of whom had escaped the Stronghold. And at long last a handful of healers arrived, including Fiona who had been part of the original Scoundrels’ Resistance. The Eyrie now boasted enough people from across Island life to begin voting to elect its Rebel Council, and Craig started to draw up a list of volunteers.

The training of the army was improving. In addition to sessions for fire, water, air and earth combat, the soldiers were slowly learning how to use the spirit element. Skandar found himself discovering the limits of his element alongside them. Although non-spirit wielders were capable of spirit magic, there were restrictions – particularly when it involved the bond. Only spirit wielders could see, break or manipulate bonds. And although using spirit speech and snuffing out attacks was possible for those not allied to the fifth element, they were proving difficult to master.

Moulding spirit weapons came easier, as well as creating illusions. Bobby was one of the first to manage a spirit bow and boasted that she had become the master of death. However, much to her dismay, it was Mitchell who was the quickest to take to the spirit element. He could already mould multiple different weapons and switch between them. Skandar wondered whether it was down to how hard he’d fought to rebel against his father’s prejudice. Or maybe it was Scoundrel and Red being best friends. Or perhaps the fire wielder had just read a lot of books. Whatever the reason, it made Skandar smile.

Training with Elora was also going well; most riders could now summon basic Hatchling-style magic away from their unicorns without forcing it through wrestling matches. Many riders marvelled at this new ability, but Skandar didn’t much like the feeling. It was odd to be wielding magic away from Scoundrel, and he suspected the unicorn didn’t enjoy the Wanderer training either. Scoundrel would shriek when he was made to stand across the training ground from Skandar. Once, when Skandar had accidentally set fire to Albert’s ponytail, he’d been pretty convinced that Scoundrel had made the element surge on purpose.

One day, in mid-November, after Skandar had been teaching spirit speech for a few weeks, he decided on a morale-boosting exercise. Teaching the special technique wasn’t usually just for fun – it would come in handy when they needed to communicate during battles – but today he asked the soldiers to use it to tell as many riders as possible what they were most excited for once the war was over. As all the other riders focused on the task, Skandar spotted Tsunami’s Herald off to the side.

‘Are you okay, Isa?’ Skandar asked, riding over to the white unicorn.

Isa quickly scrubbed at her face. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Aren’t you joining in?’

She shrugged.

‘You don’t want to speak to the Originals, am I right?’

‘You don’t understand,’ she said, her voice tight. ‘They went along with Kenna. They helped her turn me into a skeleton. They were going to help her kill Herald! Now everyone’s forgotten that! Everyone apart from me.’

Skandar sighed. ‘They were going to do that to me and Scoundrel, too, remember?’

Isa turned in her saddle to face him. ‘How could you forgive her?’

He shrugged. ‘I suppose I’ve come to believe that people deserve second, even third, chances. If there’s a possibility that someone who has done something evil can change, then perhaps we should let them try rather than trap them in the mistakes they’ve already made. The world isn’t divided into good and bad people, Isa. If we believe that, we’re making the same mistake as Rex. I’ve tried to learn to see the good in people, even when they’ve done terrible things. If you see it, perhaps they’ll see it, too. Maybe you could give that a try?’

Skandar didn’t wait for an answer before he rode Scoundrel back towards the other unicorns – he didn’t think Isa could give him one yet. And, anyway, he couldn’t have kept his voice steady much longer – because the person who’d taught him to try to see the good in everyone… was Flo.

His thoughts were still on Flo when he took Scoundrel to the stables later and brushed him down. Skandar clenched his teeth, trying to stop the thought of her betrayal overwhelming him. Scoundrel brushed a wing against his rider’s back, sensing the beginnings of an emotional spiral Skandar had been repeating since the summer solstice. Scoundrel filled the bond with a nudge of determination, an abundance of positivity.

‘I know, boy,’ Skandar said, his words heavy as he laid a hand on Scoundrel’s neck. ‘We have bigger problems than my broken heart, eh?’

‘Skandar?’ Mitchell came sprinting down the line of stables ‘I think we’ve found something.’ The fire wielder had missed training again today – unable to leave his research.

‘A leymark?’ Skandar asked, turning from Scoundrel who blew hot air towards him as though protesting at the change in his rider’s attention.

‘No, no,’ Mitchell said quickly. ‘It’s about how they work. Come with me!’

Skandar chased Mitchell up ladders and across swinging bridges. Eventually the boys reached the water library. A couple of librarians were still there, but most had headed off to the Trough.

‘Hi, Skandar,’ Ruth said from behind a table covered in pages of notes. ‘Look at this.’ She passed him an open book, pointing to a particular paragraph. It looked like a Mainland history book. Skandar read quickly:

Bonfires were often lit along cliffs as a defence strategy. Enemy ships would assume that the lights of the fires signalled a port of safety and would instead be wrecked on the rocks.

‘What is this?’ Skandar asked.

‘Don’t you remember?’ Mitchell’s hair billowed. ‘At Fast Castle the rocks were treacherous below the cliffs. No boat could have landed there.’

‘Yes, I—’

‘And we’ve also discovered that the castle’s original name might have changed over time – “fast” might historically have been “faux” or “false”.’

‘Slow down, Mitchell,’ Ruth pleaded.

But Skandar was just about keeping up. ‘So you’re saying the castle’s name might once have been False Castle?’

‘Yes! And Rickesh lit bonfires!’ Mitchell was practically exploding with excitement. ‘He made it into a false castle again – like the Mainlanders probably did in the old days to confuse enemy ships.’

‘And why—’ Skandar attempted.

Ruth saved him. ‘We think that the ley lines make themselves visible when riders echo Mainlander traditions linked with their leymarks. Like lighting bonfires at Fast Castle.’

‘It makes sense,’ Mitchell insisted. ‘The First Children cared about the Mainland. They cared enough that they wouldn’t let Kerenza go there until they could take away her fire magic. They cared enough that they stationed a dragon to watch over a leymark in case it was found by the wrong person. Someone like Rex Manning.’

Ruth took over. ‘But what if they thought a dragon wasn’t enough, and they needed more assurance that riders accessing the ley line were doing it for a good reason? What if the protection is twofold? Riders have to pay attention to the Mainland traditions surrounding the leymark to activate the line, as well as defeat whatever elemental magic the First Children put in place to guard the access point.’

‘And, if a rider wants to actually extinguish the magic of the ley line, then we think there’s a third protection,’ Mitchell murmured.

‘Only a spirit wielder can do it?’ Heaviness settled on Skandar’s shoulders at the confirmation of what they’d suspected.

‘Exactly. So two riders allied to different elements have to work together,’ Mitchell insisted. ‘Now we just need to narrow down our options of other leymarks. This helps because it means they’re likely to be old places like the castle – steeped in tradition.’

They were one small step closer to protecting the Mainland.



The next day, Skandar was awoken before dawn by the bell system which had been rigged up by Mitchell. It alerted them to newcomers seeking asylum at the Rebel Eyrie, and the latest arrivals were currently being held by that evening’s lookouts – Art and Furious Inferno and Niamh and Snow Swimmer. The two riders looked slightly awkward as Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell hurtled towards the entrance tree.

At first Skandar thought he might still be dreaming as the faces of the three refugees – with their fully grown unicorns – came into focus.

‘Good morning, Commodore Smith,’ Instructor O’Sullivan said, and then – quite alarmingly – she pulled him into a bone-crushing hug. Then Instructor Anderson was slapping him on the back, the flames at his ears billowing, before turning to a delighted Mitchell and Bobby. Instructor Webb was dismounting from Moonlight Dust and wringing Skandar’s hand.

‘Nice of you to turn up,’ Agatha said, sauntering over with a wry smile.

Instructor O’Sullivan smirked. ‘Our apologies, Instructor Everhart. We were – what was it? – incarcerated, mostly.’ She winked at Agatha. ‘I hope somebody has been feeding my fish.’

But Skandar wasn’t fooled by the lightness in her tone. The three Eyrie instructors looked exhausted, and their unicorns had injuries – a clipped wing, a slash to the hindquarters, a broken hoof. Why hadn’t they healed yet? Unicorn injuries usually mended themselves quicker than human ones.

‘Were you questioned at the Stronghold?’ Skandar asked, barely keeping a lid on his anger.

‘Yes, though only in the past few weeks,’ Instructor Anderson answered. ‘Before that we were stationed separately at the elemental yards. At first I was running the fire yard alongside a silver instructor, Ayana Magoro, but slowly my responsibilities were taken from me. Severe punishments were introduced for any riders caught using an element that wasn’t their own, then, about a month ago, something happened.’

Instructor O’Sullivan continued the story. ‘Rex Manning turned up at the yards and announced he was lowering the age of conscription into his army to Fledglings. Fledglings! And he also arrested a large number of Mainlander riders allied to the water element, saying something about finding out their secrets. It was the last straw for me – for all of us. We refused to send our Fledglings to Rex, attempted to stop the Mainlander arrests… and ended up in the jails beneath the Stronghold.’

‘Was my father down there, too?’ Mitchell asked quietly.

‘We didn’t get a chance to talk to any other prisoners,’ Instructor Anderson said, the flames at his ears a low ebb. ‘We were in high-security cells – I’m sorry.’

‘What happened down there?’ Bobby demanded.

The instructors all looked at each other, as though reluctant to relive the horror of it.

Agatha swallowed. ‘Those injuries to your unicorns look permanent. Did Rex do that? We need to know for when this army faces him in battle.’

Instructor O’Sullivan’s whirlpool eyes rippled with fear. Skandar had never seen her look afraid before and it struck horror into his own chest. ‘The Silver Circle have found a way to imbue weapons with wild unicorn magic. I heard rumours that they’ve captured their own wild herd and are harnessing their toxic power. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen the effects of the weapons for myself.’

Snippets from Amber’s notes about physical harm came flying into Skandar’s brain. Was Rex hurting unicorns to get information out of their riders?

‘So the injuries to Celestial Seabird, to the other unicorns—’ Skandar couldn’t finish the question. He felt sick.

‘Let’s not dwell on that for now,’ Instructor O’Sullivan said sharply. A clear command to change the subject. ‘I’m sure you are all wondering how we escaped.’ She glanced at Instructor Webb, who looked very frail, leaning against Moonlight Dust’s shoulder. The earth instructor didn’t look like he could’ve managed a battle. ‘It was the strangest thing – Bernard, Daniel and I all found our cells unlocked when the sentinels changed over tonight.’

‘Amber?’ Bobby wondered aloud.

‘I can’t take the credit for the unlocked cells, though of course I would love to.’ The voice came from the shadow of the Eyrie’s entrance tree. ‘But I did get them through the shield wall.’

Art and Niamh both launched into action as a silver-masked rider stepped into view.

‘Stop!’ Bobby barked. ‘She’s not a real sentinel.’

The two riders dropped their palms, as Amber Fairfax led Whirlwind Thief towards the instructors.

‘Do you always have to make a dramatic entrance, Fairfax?’ Bobby said, unable to keep the grin off her face.

‘Nice to see you, too, Bruna.’ Amber flashed her a wry smile.

‘We’re going back to our posts,’ Art declared, shaking their head with irritation, as Niamh opened the entrance trunk with a splash of water.

‘Without Amber,’ Instructor Webb rasped, ‘we never would have got out of the damned Stronghold. Thank goodness she was in the Spear’s library and spotted us out of our cells.’

‘Without Amber—’ Amber started to say.

‘Don’t talk about yourself in the third person, Fairfax. It’s just embarrassing,’ Bobby said, rolling her eyes.

‘Without Amber,’ the air wielder said again, ‘you also wouldn’t have this.’

She rummaged in Thief’s saddlebag, and pulled out a small painting in a gold frame. She held it out to Mitchell. ‘I take it you’re still looking for those leymark things?’

‘Yes…’ Mitchell said warily, squinting at the picture.

‘In your research, have you come across the Trysting Stones?’

The flames in Mitchell’s hair flared with his shock. ‘Yes, I have. They’re included in the shortlist of locations on the air ley line, but we couldn’t find any specific evidence that—’ He broke off, staring at Amber as though she’d just electrocuted him.

Amber looked beyond pleased with herself. ‘This painting was hanging on the wall of the Spear’s library – it’s even labelled Trysting Stones, Ireland. It felt strange that the silvers would have something of the Mainland in there. Too strange. And I wondered if it had something to do with those lines you’re so obsessed with.’

‘You think these Trysting Stones are the air leymark?’ Agatha asked.

‘I suspect the current Silver Circle doesn’t know the painting’s significance now, but maybe earlier members once did.’

Mitchell looked overwhelmed. ‘Okay, so we research the Trysting Stones, we try to work out the Mainland tradition to bring the line to life, we make a plan to—’

Amber interrupted him. ‘Listen to me. We have thirty minutes before the sentinels around the Eyrie change over. In fifteen minutes, two of the current guards – Ivan and Swift Sabotage and Freya and Earth-Bound Raptor – are going to turn on the other sentinels to cause a distraction.’

Bobby frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Because they’re spies operating in the Stronghold – duh. They helped me get here unnoticed. They’re loyal to me. To us. We won’t have long, but they’ll buy us enough time to get a small group of riders out of the Eyrie unseen.’

‘You want us to fly to the Mainland in fifteen minutes?’ Skandar checked he was hearing her right.

‘No,’ Agatha said immediately. ‘That is reckless. That is—’

‘It’s our chance to take out Rex’s allied element!’ Amber exclaimed. ‘We go now!’ She looked around at them. ‘The things he’s doing in the Stronghold, the army he’s building, the plans he has…’ Her eyes were haunted. ‘There are rumours that he’s going to send more riders to the Mainland – to bolster the bases, to take more cities. We have to do this now. We can’t lose this opportunity.’

‘Fairfax is right,’ Bobby said firmly. ‘And we have two air wielders to face whatever’s guarding the mark, a spirit wielder to extinguish the line and a fire wielder for backup. We can do this, the four of us.’

‘Let us help,’ Instructor O’Sullivan offered, even though she clearly had no idea what they were talking about.

But Skandar noted the weariness in her words, her worried glance towards Celestial Seabird’s limp wing. ‘You all need to see the healers. None of your unicorns can manage a long flight.’ It felt strange giving an order to his former instructors, but Skandar couldn’t let them fly in this state.

‘He’s right, Persephone,’ Agatha growled. And Instructor O’Sullivan inclined her head, accepting.

Skandar waited. Despite being the leader of the army, he still wanted his aunt’s approval.

‘Go,’ Agatha said. ‘Just make damned sure you all come back, otherwise that blacksmith is going to kill me.’
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KENNA THE FOOL

Kenna worried she was being a fool.

The doubts took hold as she rode beside Piran Penhaligon up the spiralling path of the Somnolent Mountain. Was it delusional to think that he might give her some answers? So far, since their encounter at the First Rider’s – his father’s – tomb, she hadn’t got any useful information from the flame-eyed man. He had sometimes joined her on her restless wanderings through the Wilderness, her thoughts focusing on whether her mother had walked the same wasteland paths. Sometimes he’d appeared when she was talking softly to Goshawk and her dapple-grey, wondering whether her exhaustion was only because of the Eyrie’s shield. But whenever Piran had turned up, he’d spoken in riddles and half-sentences, mainly asking about the Skeleton Curse. When Kenna became sick of this, he’d finally promised to take her to his home on this mountain and give her some answers. Answers about him and about her own fate.

She was probably a fool to believe him. All she’d actually learned about him so far was that his name was Cornish, and that he had a house on this mountain – one of three known as the Sentient Trio. Kenna had heard of the first – the Restless Mountain – where Skandar had completed the Earth Trial during his Fledgling year. The second was called the Generous Mountain, which was a place of plenty, boasting bountiful fruit trees and crystal rivers. Kenna needed to tell Skandar. It could prove useful for supplying their army.

The third of the trio was this one, the Somnolent Mountain. Piran had explained that it meant sleepy or drowsy. Visitors would fall asleep on their ascent, sometimes for a few days. Piran had made Kenna drink from a particular stream that would apparently stop that happening to her. He had not explained how this would work, just told her that aside from the inconvenience of random naps, the only danger from the mountain itself was that it was rumoured to wake in a bad temper every few years. If it was anything like its restless sister, Kenna wanted to avoid that at all costs.

Even so, she had to admit that the sleepy mountain was very beautiful. Fluffy clouds seemed to lower themselves to catch their breath, snagging on the branches of trees lining the rocky path. It was like being surrounded by floating pillows, and right now the sunset was shining through them, turning everything a cheerful pink.

It reminded Kenna of her goodbye with Skandar on the Sunset Platform. It scared her how long ago that seemed. Time was flying onwards, and she had no idea how much except by the chill in the air. She had thought about reaching out to her brother in spirit speech once or twice. Sometimes the distance was too far, and other times… something stopped her. She knew she should return to the Eyrie to check on her shield, but she’d received no messages from Skandar or Albert. Skandar was giving her space, but what had she even discovered? What had she found out that could help them, let alone help herself? Every day she felt weaker than the last. And somehow that made it even harder to return to the Eyrie.

It’s just the shield sapping your strength, she told herself firmly. You’ve found the sixth child of the First Rider. That’s not bad going.

But that hadn’t been much help so far, because Piran changed the subject every time she brought up the leymarks. Surely his siblings had told him what they were? Kenna promised herself that if she didn’t get answers from Piran at the top of this damned mountain, she wasn’t going to waste any more time with him. She would return to the Eyrie.

‘That wild unicorn is still following us.’ Piran peered over his shoulder at the dapple-grey climbing the cloud-strewn path behind them.

Kenna shrugged, stroking Goshawk’s honey-coloured neck. She had noticed that Piran was uncomfortable with the presence of the dapple-grey. But how could Kenna explain that the unicorn felt like part of her now, when she wasn’t sure that she understood it herself?

‘Here we are,’ Piran announced. ‘I call it the Cloud Cabin.’

Tucked just below the Somnolent Mountain’s snowy summit was the most beautiful house Kenna had ever seen. It was constructed from dark wood and flowering vines, the white blooms perfect despite the cold. Wisps of cloud clung to the roof and walls, creating the illusion that it was floating among them. Inside, Kenna settled in a cosy chair in front of the enormous window, looking out at the breathtaking view across the earth zone.

Piran handed her a mug of fire zone tea, sinking into a matching chair next to her.

‘It’s not a treehouse,’ Kenna observed, unused to seeing Island homes on the ground.

Piran nodded. ‘Going back to my father’s Mainland roots, I suppose.’

Kenna shifted in her chair to face him. ‘I need some real answers now, Piran.’

He sighed, running a hand through his dark curly hair. He didn’t look much older than Kenna, maybe nineteen or twenty. But he should be dead, Kenna reminded herself. He should be a pile of bones in the earth.

‘Ask me,’ he urged.

‘If you are the sixth child of the First Rider,’ Kenna said immediately, ‘how are you here? Alive. Are you alive? Or are you a phantom like your dad? If you have a forged bond like me, why isn’t your unicorn wild? Why are you helping me?’

Piran held up his skeletal hand, chuckling quietly. ‘I think I should start from the beginning.’ He sighed, as though the memories were going to take something from him. ‘The First Rider and the First Silver had five rider offspring – known as the First Children. Each child, as I expect you know from the stories, was allied to a different element. Elowen was the spirit wielder, Petroc the water wielder, Taran the air wielder, Arthur the earth wielder and Kerenza the fire wielder. Until they had me.’ He hesitated. ‘At thirteen it became clear I was not destined for a unicorn. My parents pretended that I wasn’t a source of embarrassment to them. But how could I not be? They were the founders of the Island and one of their own children was without elemental magic.’

‘That wasn’t your fault,’ Kenna breathed.

‘I felt like it was,’ Piran said bitterly. ‘But my spirit wielder sister took pity on me. She was the oldest and recognised how much I wanted to be a rider, like the rest of my siblings. And Elowen was very clever. Your mother reminded me of her.’

‘Your sister forged you a bond?’ Kenna guessed.

‘Not exactly,’ Piran said solemnly. ‘That’s never possible for someone not destined for a unicorn.’

How could Kenna have forgotten? Her mother had told her the same thing when they’d been collecting solstice stones. Everything about Piran turned murkier in Kenna’s head. She’d been working on the assumption that he had a forged bond, that his five mutations were like hers. ‘Then how…?’

‘Elowen took me to the spirit realm,’ Piran said, as though Kenna should know what that was. ‘Well, she discovered it. Back then everything was new to us. It was the spirit elementals who showed her how to enter it. Have you ever seen one?’

Kenna was barely keeping up. She’d seen elementals on the Island – salamanders, sylphs and stalignomes, even an undine once. But she hadn’t even known spirit elementals existed. ‘I don’t know what they look like.’

‘Few do nowadays. Since their magic was banned, spirit elementals have largely stayed hidden. They’re known as astrals. My father said they resembled the ghosts he’d heard tales about growing up. Ghost is a Mainland word, isn’t it?’

Kenna took another sip of her tea to stop a shiver going through her. ‘What is the spirit realm? How did it help?’

‘It is the place that exists between life and death. That other plane the spirit element comes from, where the darkness seeps into the light.’

‘So it’s not… death?’ Kenna struggled with the concept.

‘No. A soul must pass through the spirit realm into death, but the realm itself is neither here nor there.’

Kenna frowned. ‘It’s a real place, then? I could go there?’

‘Of course. Any rider and unicorn capable of using the spirit element can enter. It is not difficult.’

‘If anyone can go to the realm, why don’t people go there all the time to see their loved ones?’ Her mum? Could she ask Erika Everhart for help?

‘People pass through. They do not dwell there,’ Piran said firmly. ‘Only unicorns do. More in recent years.’ He folded his mismatched hands in his lap. Kenna got the sense that the sixth child had been working up to this moment. ‘Unicorn souls get trapped in the spirit realm. With a destined bond, usually the unicorn will die at the same time their rider does. They will walk right through the spirit realm and into death together. But in some cases that doesn’t happen.’

‘You mean, for example, if the unicorn is killed by a spirit wielder,’ Kenna said, unable to stop herself seeing Arctic Swansong lying motionless on the ground. And Marauding Magnet, and Sunset’s Blood, and Vulture’s Voltage. The lives she had taken.

‘Exactly. So those unicorns are stuck, as are most of the Fallen Twenty-Four murdered by your mother, as are the spirit unicorns killed by the Executioner. They’re in limbo, waiting for their riders to die and join them – to lead them into death.’

Oh no. Oh no. Kenna felt horror rise in her, and then again as she thought of Goshawk and the dapple-grey. ‘And the wild unicorns never even get to come to the spirit realm, right? They’re stuck here.’

Piran returned his gaze to the view of the zone beyond. ‘That hasn’t always been the case. Back when my father was young, humans and wild unicorns used to befriend each other – even if they weren’t destined for one another. And at the end of the human’s life, the friends would walk into death together. That way, wild unicorns were not sentenced to live for ever. But now nobody brings wild ones to the spirit realm. They remain on the Island. Dying endlessly.’

Tears sprang to Kenna’s eyes, thinking of how the Wanderers tried to encourage those kinds of friendships. Yet most Islanders had strayed so far from that peaceful existence alongside the wild unicorns. ‘But how did the spirit realm get you a unicorn?’ she asked.

Piran returned to his story. ‘When I entered the spirit realm and saw those unicorns trapped there, I knew immediately why the astrals had showed the realm to Elowen.’

‘Why?’ Kenna whispered.

‘Because the trapped unicorns still had all this life left to live. They’d been killed before their time, and their life force was just waiting in the spirit realm. Being wasted.’ Piran looked triumphant now, enjoying telling Kenna how clever he’d been. ‘So I brought one of them back. Led the unicorn back into life – not death. And in the process I became the rider I always should have been.’

Kenna‘s heart raced. ‘You stole another rider’s unicorn from the spirit realm and dragged it back to the Island?’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say dragged,’ Piran said lightly.

Kenna ignored this, her mind spinning. ‘So Flameborn Assassin gave you a true bond?’

‘No. It is not a true bond – but the closest I could get,’ Piran said slightly sharply. ‘Assassin is not my destined unicorn, just as Goshawk is not yours. But it is not a forged bond between us. Our connection was born from the lingering magic of Assassin’s fire-allied soul. The power is no different from a true bond in any way I have noticed. A final gift from a lonely soul desperate for companionship.’

‘But why?’ Kenna asked, unable to keep the disgust from her voice. ‘The unicorn would want its own rider. Why would it gift you a bond?’

‘A bargain. A gifted bond in exchange for liberation from the spirit realm. I remember that first unicorn’s desperation like it was yesterday. So keen to be reunited with her rider, she was all too willing to gift me a bond. I never did reunite her with her rider, though. That would have ruined everything.’

‘So Flameborn Assassin’s rider…’ Kenna trailed off, horror-struck.

‘That first unicorn wasn’t Flameborn Assassin.’ Piran frowned. ‘My first was a spirit-allied unicorn – I forget her name now…’

‘You’ve stolen a unicorn from the spirit realm more than once?!’

‘I didn’t believe it would be necessary when I stole my first soul,’ Piran said with a sigh. ‘But it appears that a tiny remnant of a unicorn’s connection with their original rider remains between them even after their bond is broken. The effect is that I have never benefitted from the immortal lifespan of a unicorn from the spirit realm – they only last for the remainder of their own human’s life, which is reduced when their destined unicorn gifts me a bond.’

‘You…’ Kenna tried to find the words. ‘By leading their unicorn back into life, you make the destined rider’s death approach more quickly?’

‘Well, nobody really knows how long they are going to live for,’ Piran said flippantly. ‘Who is to say it is entirely my fault? Maybe I’m doing the unicorn and rider a favour; at least then they can go into death together. As I detect the unicorn is starting to weaken, as their rider fades from life, I have to return them to the spirit realm and get a replacement.’

Kenna’s hands were trembling around her mug. ‘Why don’t the unicorns just disobey you once they’re out of the realm?’

‘Once the unicorns pass back into life, the gifted bond dulls that whisper of a connection. Even their rider wouldn’t detect their return. The unicorns obey me and me alone.’

Kenna couldn’t speak.

‘My father was horrified at what Elowen and I had done,’ Piran continued into the silence. ‘Blamed me entirely, of course. George Penhaligon saw it as a violation of his code to protect all unicorns. With him it was always about what the unicorns needed. I believe he loved them – even the wild ones – more than he loved any human,’ he said bitterly.

‘But you’re draining the unicorns,’ Kenna murmured. ‘Like some kind of vampire. And you’re draining their riders, too.’ She imagined Agatha’s life being shortened if Piran stole Arctic Swansong, imagined how Skandar would feel to lose her.

‘Those riders have already lost a unicorn, and you—’

‘I’m not sure you’re one to judge, Kenna Everhart. It’s not so different from that handy little curse you were inflicting on the Island, is it?’

‘It’s Kenna Smith. And it is different.’

‘Is it? At least I haven’t killed any unicorns – your body count is now at four.’

‘But you’re killing people! Making them die more quickly.’

‘And what of those skeleton riders you created? What would have been their life expectancy, do you think?’ Piran asked silkily.

Guilt writhed in Kenna’s veins. It is different. It has to be. Please let it be different.

‘Let’s not argue,’ Piran said suddenly, placing his branch-weaved hand on her arm. She froze. ‘Don’t you see, Kenna? This is how you survive. This is how I save you. Mending your destined bond with that dapple-grey would require breaking your forged bond first, probably killing you in the process. But a new bond gifted to you by a unicorn from the spirit realm? That could be weaved with your forged one. A gifted bond is not as strong as a destined or forged bond, both of which would fight for supremacy over your heart. It is different, malleable, yet it can still balance out the less helpful aspects of your forged bond. A gifted bond will prolong your life like it did your mother’s before Blood-Moon was killed. Like it has mine. Isn’t this exactly what you’ve been searching for? What you’re worrying about? Your strength is failing, isn’t it?’

Kenna stayed very still. ‘Your mutations…’

‘I do have five, but they rotate. Flameborn Assassin and his original rider were fire-allied, so my fire mutation is brightest at the moment.’ He pointed to his eyes. ‘If I take a spirit unicorn next, the bones in my hand will become more visible.’

‘It isn’t… what I want,’ Kenna managed to say at last. ‘This can’t be the answer.’

‘There isn’t another way,’ Piran growled. ‘Your mother didn’t like the idea either. That was the point of the Skeleton Curse. But you messed up, didn’t you? You don’t know whether you stole enough immortality to survive. And if you didn’t, taking unicorns from the spirit realm is the only answer – or you will die just like your mother did. Faster than your mother did.’

The fear that had terrorised Kenna rose its ugly head. Of being powerless against death. Of her body winking out to nothing, just like her mother’s. It was a fear that had made her forget the difference between right and wrong… and made her sacrifice love, friendship and family.

‘Why are you even trying to save me?’ Kenna asked finally, rising from her chair as though she could outrun that fear. ‘You’ve lived for hundreds of years. I’ll be a distant memory by the time you’ve used up Flameborn Assassin and moved on to your next unicorn.’

‘I promised your mother.’

Kenna scoffed out a laugh. ‘Yeah, she had a habit of making people promise to do things for her that could only end in tears.’

‘And we could be magnificent, you and I. We could rule this Island for generations, as two immortal riders. I’ve never been able to achieve it alone, a legacy – something was missing. I think you were missing.’ His face was full of urgency and desperation. ‘I want to be remembered. I want to be part of this Island’s history, don’t you? Together we can make that happen.’

And Kenna realised then that the sixth child was two things. Power-hungry, and lonely. A combination that had perhaps also produced men like Rex Manning. And from her own experience she knew that loneliness was most dangerous of all. His parents had cast Piran out; his siblings were long dead and buried under elemental trees. The sixth child had nobody left to share his immortal life with. Although judging by the stories he’d told her today, she thought perhaps Piran Penhaligon had been lonely even before he’d stolen a unicorn.
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CHAPTER TEN TRYSTING STONES

Amber’s spies caused enough of a distraction that she, Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell managed to leave the Eyrie undetected. And the journey to the southernmost tip of Ireland – though slightly longer than to Fast Castle – was expertly navigated by Mitchell using a map and his trusty compass. But as the unicorns circled in the cloud cover above Cape Clear Island – the location of the Trysting Stones – the riders spotted groups of Mainlanders dotted below, carrying rucksacks and binoculars.

‘They’re definitely going to see us. It’s mid-morning!’ Skandar panicked, Scoundrel’s wings beating strongly to hold him level in the air.

‘How about a wind barrier?’ Mitchell suggested. ‘Mainlanders won’t be able to walk through it, and they’ll be too far away to see us. In that painting, the Trysting Stones were set apart on top of a hill.’

It was a good solution, but Skandar felt a wave of grief wash over him as Amber and Bobby set about moulding a wind barrier around where they needed to land. The last time he had seen a barrier like it, he and Kenna had been sealed outside, watching Erika and Agatha Everhart battling, watching their mum die—

Skandar shook himself out of his memories and helped Mitchell prepare for landing, shrouding the unicorns in fog like Elora had taught them.

Once they had touched down on the grass, Skandar’s vision was filled with the green of the surrounding countryside and the sparkling blue waters they’d flown over. He tried not to think about how Flo would have loved all the birds here – guillemots and cormorants and kittiwakes – as well as the seals and dolphins playing in the water. Cape Clear Island was the kind of beautiful place that felt magical. Skandar just hoped it really was.

Mitchell was striding purposefully up the hill, leading Red towards two large standing stones. They rose up from the grass like wizened old men, leaning slightly towards each other. Skandar rushed after his friend.

As Mitchell circled one grey stone, Skandar went to the other – looking for some kind of sign.

‘My stone has a hole in it,’ Skandar said. He could see right through to the other side.

Mitchell came over to inspect Skandar’s stone. ‘The trouble is, I couldn’t find much on Mainlander rituals linked to this place. They’re called the Trysting Stones or Promise Stones – but it wasn’t clear what that actually meant from a practical perspective.’

‘Traditionally,’ Bobby crowed, climbing up the hill beside Amber, ‘two friends or lovers came to the Trysting Stones and made a promise while holding hands through that hole.’ She pointed to Skandar’s stone. ‘Apparently people still do it. Couples often come to get engaged.’

‘Flaming fireballs!’ Mitchell cried. ‘How do you know that?’

Bobby looked delighted. ‘Oh, you know how it is, Mitchell. When you’re a genius like me, sometimes simply using your initiative can have breathtaking results.’

Amber rolled her eyes. ‘She read it on that sign over there.’

Skandar laughed.

‘I think Bobby and I should make the promise,’ Amber said abruptly.

Bobby’s look of triumph turned to panic, a pink flush rising in her olive cheeks.

‘Calm down, Bruna, I’m not asking you to marry me.’ Amber smirked. ‘It’s because we’re both air wielders. Aren’t these leymarks all about elemental allegiance?’

‘You’re right,’ Mitchell said, trying to regain control of the situation. ‘Rickesh is water-allied and he lit the bonfires at the water leymark. I don’t think the ritual has to be an exact replica of what Mainlanders do, but from a magical perspective using air wielders for the promise does seem most sensible.’

Amber and Bobby positioned themselves on either side of the stone.

Skandar murmured to Mitchell. ‘Do you have any idea what will happen when we trigger the ley line protections this time?’

‘Unfortunately not,’ Mitchell admitted, sounding worried.

‘Take my hand, Fairfax,’ Bobby demanded, positioning her wrist halfway through the hole. Falcon was standing at her right shoulder, as though giving moral support.

‘Only if you say please, Bruna,’ Amber shot back, although she enlaced her fingers with Bobby’s anyway. Thief stood at her left shoulder, eyeballing Falcon round the stone.

‘I’m not sure what you want to prom—’

‘Bobby Bruna,’ Amber interrupted. ‘No matter the battles we face, or the explosive disagreements we have; no matter what is hidden in the stars of our lives, or what this fragile future holds for us – I promise to fight by your side until the very end.’

There was a silence, and then Bobby said quietly, ‘That’s a good one.’

‘Thanks – now you,’ Amber urged. ‘It doesn’t have to be the same if you don’t—’

‘Amber Fairfax. No matter the infinite skies we race through, or the magic of shared sandwiches on solid ground; no matter which path ignites for us to walk together, or whether this fragile future will allow it – I promise to fight by your side until the very end.’

‘The end of what?’ Mitchell whispered, bemused.

Skandar was about to say he wasn’t sure it mattered, when tiny golden sparks erupted from the girls’ entwined hands. He was reminded of a Catherine wheel spinning out of control as more and more fizzing drops of energy spiralled from the stone’s hole.

‘Do we let go?’ Amber shouted, her eyes wide with panic.

‘I have no idea – it wasn’t on the sign!’ Bobby joked, while yellow sparks flew around her head.

‘Does it hurt?’ Skandar asked urgently.

‘No!’ both the air wielders called back, their hands clasped together through the hole.

‘Keep holding on!’ Mitchell instructed. ‘That was the Mainland ritual, and now we’re waiting for—’

He stopped mid-sentence. Between the Trysting Stones, a yellow groove in the earth was now visible, running right down the hill and towards the sea. It grew brighter and brighter, and air magic began to rage along the line: tiny tornadoes spinning, lightning bolts hitting, wind gusts howling.

Skandar and Mitchell jumped back from the activated ley line, mounting Scoundrel and Red in preparation for whatever was coming next. The sparks were now a swirling gold blur of colour, rushing around the ancient stones like a flock of tiny birds. And then, right before Skandar’s eyes, they began to join together above Amber and Bobby’s heads.

Bobby looked up. ‘Is it me or do those sparks look a bit like a—’

‘DRAGON!’ Amber yelled, dropping Bobby’s hand.

‘Dragon again,’ Bobby corrected her, mounting Falcon and summoning a sand shield.

‘Are you only just telling me now,’ Amber fumed as she scrambled on to Thief’s back, ‘that last time you accessed a ley line, there was… a dragon?’

‘Oops,’ Mitchell said sheepishly. ‘Must have forgotten to mention that.’

‘In our defence,’ Skandar said, ‘we didn’t know it would be a dragon again.’

‘Forking thunderstorms,’ Amber swore. ‘You people are so chaotic.’

Skandar shielded his eyes and tried to make out the air dragon. It was constructed entirely of electric sparks, so it was hard to look at for long. Blinking, Skandar took it in. Unlike the water dragon, it was more rounded than long, with spikes all over its bright yellow body, including its giant head. It roared and there was a flash of white light before its forked tongue flicked from its mouth like a thunderbolt. Its wings were formed from tightly packed storm clouds, lightning raging across them like electrified veins. Scoundrel tracked the creature anxiously, his horn moving from side to side.

Mitchell shouted to Skandar as the dragon flapped its wings and thunder growled in the air above. ‘Have you and Scoundrel got elemental magic?’

Skandar attempted to summon the spirit element into his palm, but – just like last time – there was no feeling in the bond at all. Scoundrel screeched, unnerved. ‘No, nothing.’

‘Why can’t I summon any magic? What’s going on?’ Amber was staring down at her palm.

‘Amber, you should be able to summon magic,’ Mitchell argued. ‘You’re an air wielder!’

‘I don’t think so,’ Bobby said, gritting her teeth as she nocked a diamond arrow to a freshly moulded flint bow. ‘I reckon the First Children wanted this to be a single-combat situation. Otherwise you could just bring a ton of air wielders and overwhelm the dragon by force rather than skill. Before it grants access to the line, I think the dragon is here to make an air wielder demonstrate their skill, their worth – and, most of all, prove that they understand their own element.’

‘But why didn’t it choose me?’ Amber said, puffing out her cheeks.

‘Are you really complaining right now?’ Bobby growled at her. ‘Get out of the way, all of you. This is my party. Let’s see if this dragon wants to play.’

‘Be care—’ Skandar started to say, but Mitchell spoke over him.

‘Remember – there’s no water magic on the Mainland now!’

Falcon was already galloping forward, then lifting Bobby into the sky towards the dragon. The air unicorn hovered, her rider clearly waiting to see how the dragon would react to them.

The answer was – badly.

It roared, spitting sparks, its tongue lashing towards Falcon like forked lightning. Bobby simply laughed as they dodged out of the way.

Amber was not laughing. She was shielding her eyes with her hand, watching the battle raging above. ‘So we’re just supposed to watch while this monster tears Bruna apart?’

‘Rickesh defeated the water dragon,’ Mitchell said evenly. ‘Well, he actually raced it, played with it and then it just settled down – allowing us access to its leymark and the water ley line.’

‘Not to be negative or anything,’ Amber said sarcastically, ‘but this dragon does not look like it’s playing.’

She was right. Skandar looked up to see Bobby throw a tornado from her palm to distract the air dragon and then immediately launch a flaming spear. But the dragon simply beat one of its cloudy wings and sent the weapon veering off in another direction. Then Bobby swerved a little too late and the beast managed to get a mouthful of Falcon’s grey feathers; they sizzled to cinders between its fizzing teeth.

Falcon screeched with rage, wanting to retaliate, but Bobby swooped her unicorn down towards her friends.

‘I’ve worked something out,’ she puffed, sweat pouring down her face. ‘I think the dragons have similar characteristics to the wielders of their element.’

‘Watch it!’ Skandar cried, as a thunder bolt exploded from the dragon’s left talon.

Quick as a flash, Bobby raised a sand shield, absorbing the blow with a loud thump.

‘Rude!’ she yelled back up at the dragon. ‘The water dragon was fairly relaxed, right?’ she continued urgently. ‘It liked messing around; it went with the flow; it loved racing Rickesh. It was… rational. It understood right from wrong, despite being playful. It seemed to respond to Rickesh forgiving it for hurting his leg?’

‘Yes…’ Mitchell said, eyes still on the dragon.

‘Those are typical water-wielder characteristics!’ Bobby exclaimed. ‘And, so far, I’d say that this air dragon is extremely competitive. It wants to win this battle with me at any cost. It is never going to run from a fight. It’s stubborn and strong-willed—’

Thunder rumbled as the dragon flapped its wings above the Trysting Stones.

‘And loud!’ Bobby shouted.

‘Like you,’ Skandar realised.

‘Exactly! And if I’d been stationed by the First Children to guard something this precious for hundreds of years, then there’s no way I would ever give up.’

‘What are you saying?’ Amber yelled.

‘I can’t beat it,’ Bobby admitted, and Skandar knew how hard that must have been for her to acknowledge. ‘We’ll be locked in this battle for days and at some point Falcon is going to be too exhausted to fly, or I’m going to make a mistake and kill us both.’

‘So what’s the plan?’ Skandar asked.

‘There’s not much time.’ Amber’s eyes flicked to the dragon. ‘It’s coming back.’

‘The thing about air wielders,’ Bobby explained quickly, ‘is that when they’re fixated on winning, they can’t focus on anything else. I reckon if I annoy this dragon enough to make it completely obsess over beating me, it will reveal the access point. And it might want to win so badly it stops using its energy to block all your bonds. So, spirit boy, I’ll keep fighting it as my most daring air-wielder self and you—’

There was a horrifying roar as the air dragon lowered itself to Falcon’s level and attempted to take another bite out of the unicorn’s wing. Bobby didn’t hesitate. She launched Falcon as fast and as high as possible away from the dragon, which gave chase in a flurry of sparks.

‘Skandar, you have to extinguish the ley line,’ Mitchell said. ‘You have to do it while Bobby’s distracting the dragon.’

But Skandar was already galloping Scoundrel back up the hill. On reaching the stone with the hole in it, he dismounted, searching the rough surface for any sign of a spirit symbol. There was nothing. He placed a hand on the stone, thinking he might feel indentations.

‘Don’t look at HIM, spark-face! Look at ME!’ Bobby was yelling above them. ‘I’m the one you’re supposed to be fighting to the DEATH!’ Bobby had given up on moulding weapons. She and Falcon were now attacking the dragon with pure elemental power – fire blast, lightning bolt, rock smash, a flash of the spirit element. Anything to keep the dragon’s eyes on her.

Skandar looked back at the stone. ‘Wait,’ he murmured. ‘These weren’t here before.’ Four carved rings now connected with the hole itself. And Skandar realised that the central hole of the stone was now the centre of the spirit symbol. The circles glowed faintly white against the grey, just as the symbol had at Fast Castle.

‘Our magic’s back!’ Mitchell yelled.

‘Don’t do anything! Don’t move!’ Skandar shouted. Bobby was right. The air dragon was so determined to beat her that it had stopped wasting energy on blocking their bonds. Skandar had to act fast.

He remounted Scoundrel and immediately blasted the spirit element at the hole. The same resistance hit him as at Fast Castle, like he was trying to punch through brick, but Scoundrel remembered how hard they’d had to work before. He pushed so much spirit magic into their connection that all Skandar could smell was cinnamon. And finally Skandar broke through to the ley line and the air magic began to fade, a pearlescent glow replacing the yellow for as far as he could see.

Bobby let out a cry of triumph from above, Mitchell and Amber cheering along with her. Skandar kept pouring spirit magic into the leymark and felt a pull around his heart urging him to follow the line. It seemed to take less time than at Fast Castle for his consciousness to follow the fizzing river as it turned from yellow to white below him, the scenery passing in a blur. Until he reached that furthest possible point, where the Island was just visible over the horizon. And closed his palm.

With a violent jolt Skandar became aware of sitting on Scoundrel’s back. He tipped his face upwards just in time to see the dragon exploding in a shower of golden sparks. They floated down to the leymark, settling over it, and then turned back to stone. The white glow of the ley line went dark.

‘No more air element – look!’ Mitchell cried, waving his empty palm as Red came galloping towards Scoundrel.

‘It’s super weird celebrating not being able to use my element,’ Amber said, joining them.

Just then, there was a great flapping of feathered wings. At first Skandar thought it was Falcon coming into land, but the grey unicorn was still circling in the sky…

Ten silver unicorns were soaring towards the Trysting Stones, led by Rex Manning.

In the sky, Bobby was already armed with a flaming bow, aiming an arrow right at the false Commodore’s heart. Skandar was readying Scoundrel for take-off when Bobby let the arrow fly. Rex raised his palm to stop the weapon with a shield, then looked very confused. He flexed his fingers again and still nothing happened. Rex was forced to swerve Sorceress sideways to avoid Bobby’s flaming arrow, anger erupting across his chiselled face as he realised that the air element was now gone, too. Then his furious gaze flew to Skandar, Mitchell and Amber – one of his own sentinels – as he finally discovered who had been messing with the magic on the Mainland.

Skandar might have found the look on Rex’s face funnier if he hadn’t been panicking about the silvers soaring towards them. Even if they could only use fire and earth magic, there were still too many of them. And there was no Kenna this time. Even worse, Skandar noticed the silvers were carrying eerie transparent blades. He guessed these were the weapons imbued with wild unicorn magic. Every rider had one strapped to their unicorn’s saddle. Fear flashed through him. If one of those blades went through Falcon’s chest, would it kill her like a wild unicorn’s horn would? Could it sever the bond like a spirit wielder?

‘I don’t like these odds!’ Mitchell shouted. ‘I think we have to get out of here.’

‘You mean run away?’ Amber asked breathlessly.

‘Retreat,’ Skandar said, which he thought sounded better.

‘Bruna doesn’t have the word retreat in her vocabulary,’ Amber said as Thief, Red and Scoundrel galloped across the hilltop and soared into the air.

Bobby glanced down over Falcon’s wing – her face full of battle rage – and Skandar managed to catch her eye.

Please, he said in spirit speech. And it wasn’t an order from the leader of the rebel army, but a friend’s desperate plea. I can’t lose you, too. You’ve already fought a dragon today. Leave this monster for another time. Skandar had faced Rex in the Cup and almost died and, as strong as Bobby was, he couldn’t risk her going head-to-head with a silver who could summon a Mythical. Not when she was exhausted. Not today.

Bobby blinked, understanding in her eyes. All right, spirit boy. Race you home.

Before Rex and the silvers could react, Bobby sent an enormous volley of rock shards into their midst, scattering them. Falcon banked sharply right, shooting like a grey bullet back towards the sea.

Scoundrel, Red and Thief gave chase, soaring after Falcon. But so did the silvers.

Skandar did not dare turn round. He could hear Rex’s angry bellowed commands even as Scoundrel cleared the island and emerged over the water. Elemental magic exploded behind Red and Thief, who were flying on either side of Scoundrel’s wingtips. Skandar fixed his eyes on Falcon’s slate-grey tail, leading the way.

After an hour of flying at a punishing pace, Skandar finally risked a look behind him. There was a shimmer somewhere in the distance, but the silvers were now very far behind.

‘I thought Rex Manning was a member of the Peregrine Society. A pathetic effort!’ Mitchell snorted, sounding slightly manic.

‘Maybe he’s weighed down by his toxic sword,’ Skandar said. ‘All the silvers were carrying them.’

‘I didn’t see Flo and Silver Blade,’ Mitchell said, as though this was good news.

Skandar just crouched lower in the saddle, urging Scoundrel onwards.

The four unicorns headed for the Scrapyard Treehouse in the fire zone’s Wilderness. Attempting to fly straight to the Eyrie felt too risky with the silvers hot on their hooves, and the treehouse meant they could lay low for a few days. Part of Skandar hoped Kenna might be there. If he told her more allies had joined the Rebel Eyrie, maybe she’d come back.

It was dark by the time the riders dismounted below the platform of mixed metals. The unicorns were exhausted from the flight. All four of them collapsed to the ground, tucking their wings round them against the harsh climate of the Wilderness. Skandar knew how they felt. His whole body ached after the fraught journey.

‘We need to find some water,’ Mitchell muttered.

Meanwhile, Bobby was straightening out Falcon’s feathers, Amber hovering near her. ‘You could have been a Grin, Bruna. That was a hell of a getaway.’

‘Thanks, Fairfax,’ Bobby said, too tired to make a joke. ‘You can’t go back to the Stronghold now. You know that, right? Rex saw you.’

‘I know,’ Amber said, rolling her shoulders. ‘And, besides, I don’t intend to break my promise to you.’

‘Me neither,’ Bobby said. ‘Anyway, who knows what those weird stones might do to us if we abandon each other.’

Amber’s face fell slightly, but then there was a creaking sound from the treehouse.

‘Is your sister here?’ Bobby asked Skandar sharply.

His heart leaped. ‘I was thinking she might be—’

A man came out on to the platform. A man Skandar had once trusted. A man who had betrayed Skandar’s quartet to the Weaver when they’d been young Hatchlings. A spirit wielder who had joined Erika again two years later, hoping for a forged bond.

‘Hello, Skandar,’ said Joby Worsham.



Skandar found himself stumbling back towards Scoundrel, not trusting his Wanderer magic yet. Mitchell and Bobby did the same. Amber just stared up at Joby, looking confused.

‘Please,’ Joby said, his blond hair up in a ponytail that exposed his haggard face. He took a step forward, his hands raised. ‘I know you don’t trust me.’

Scoundrel positioned himself in front of Skandar with a warning hiss.

Bobby found her voice first. ‘Of course we don’t! You’ve betrayed us every chance you’ve had!’

‘I know.’ Joby’s blue eyes were more haunted than ever before. ‘But I need you to listen.’

Skandar stiffened as a group of people spilled out on to the platform behind Joby. They were a mixture of ages – from thirteen all the way up to about Joby’s age.

‘Who—’ Skandar scanned the faces. ‘Why are you all here?’

‘Rex is hunting us,’ a red-haired boy answered, and Skandar vaguely recognised his voice.

‘Why?’

‘Because of you,’ Joby said simply. ‘Because Rex believes that you can mend their bonds. He knows you’re a Mender, Skandar. His father didn’t quite put the pieces together in your Nestling year. But Rex has.’

How? Skandar wondered in panic, but then his mind flicked back to that moment after Erika’s death, when he had been trying to convince the spirit wielders to let him mend their bonds. How could he have been so stupid? Rex had been right there.

‘And he’s terrified of what you might be able to do, Skandar,’ Joby insisted. ‘He’s terrified of them.’ He gestured to the crowd behind him.

‘The lost spirit wielders,’ Skandar breathed. And he realised why he recognised the red-haired boy’s voice. It helped that he looked a lot like Val, who owned Val’s Volcano Chilli. It was JJ – the boy whom Skandar had heard being banned from trying the Hatchery door.

‘Not all of them,’ Joby said quickly. ‘Many of those who joined Erika two years ago are still in prison. As for the rest, Rex has records of their names. Many of them have already been captured.’

‘We know,’ Mitchell said stiffly. ‘We have their names, too.’

Bobby raised an eyebrow. ‘This explains why our scouts couldn’t find them.’

‘Why are you helping them, Joby?’ Skandar asked bitterly. ‘You’ve never cared about anyone apart from yourself.’

‘That’s fair,’ Joby said, his voice cracking. The spirit wielder had always looked tormented – the grief of losing his unicorn, Winter’s Phantom, etched indelibly into his pale features. ‘Nothing I say can excuse what I did.’ The words came out in a tumble. ‘But please know that I’m sorry for betraying you to the Weaver.’

‘You went to her twice, Joby,’ Skandar said sadly.

‘I know,’ he breathed. ‘I just—’

‘You wanted a bond with a unicorn, no matter whether I was the price, or Flo, or the Island itself.’

Joby hung his head. ‘That’s why I want to help them.’ He gestured to the gathered spirit wielders. ‘I was never able to help myself, but maybe I can do something for the destined wielders of my element. Finally do some good.’

Skandar’s own words to Isa sounded in his mind. If there’s a possibility that someone who has done something evil can change, then perhaps we should let them try rather than trap them in the mistakes they’ve already made.

‘Look,’ Skandar said with a resigned sigh, ‘as you might have noticed, I’m not the kind of person who holds grudges. But I don’t trust you. You’ll have to earn that – from all of us.’

Bobby grunted in agreement – her arms crossed – and Mitchell’s hair ebbed to a smoulder.

‘Thank you,’ Joby breathed.

JJ moved to the rail at the front of the platform and looked down at Skandar with pure hope in his grey eyes.

‘I want my unicorn,’ he declared bravely. ‘I want you to mend my bond. And I want to fight for the rebel army. For you, Skandar Smith.’
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CHAPTER ELEVEN REBEL DANCES

After a couple of days, Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Amber left the Scrapyard Treehouse – promising to send supplies to support Joby and the lost spirit wielders. Skandar also assured them that he would return to the Wilderness very soon to locate their destined unicorns and mend their bonds, although – as they crept back to the Eyrie – he tried hard not to worry too much about the fact that he’d never actually mended a bond before.

Their mission had been a secret, but – as Bobby put it – the Rebel Eyrie was leakier than a leaky hosepipe and the guards on duty – Chiyo, Jordan and Adela – were desperate for the whole story of the leymark. It was great to see Jordan working alongside Adela, one of the generals of the Originals, but by the time they had answered what felt like a million questions, and settled their unicorns in their stables, it was past midnight. Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Amber dragged themselves up the ladders to Agatha’s old treehouse.

As soon as Skandar opened the door, he heard Dad’s voice on the radio and two people hurtled towards the doorway.

‘You did it, little spirit wielder!’ Agatha cried, hugging him tight.

‘I did it,’ Bobby said crossly, heading to the kitchen.

Amber tailed her muttering, ‘We did it, Bruna.’

Jamie grabbed Mitchell’s hands. ‘They’re withdrawing more soldiers!’

Mitchell looked confused. He had been worrying that the blacksmith would be furious with him for hunting another leymark. ‘What’s going on?’

Jamie pointed to the radio. ‘They’re withdrawing! Skandar’s dad has reports from multiple hubs that most of the sentinels are leaving the Mainland. Rex has only left a couple of unicorns in each place, nowhere near enough to be a threat! And no silvers!’

There was a huge grin on Agatha’s face. ‘You’ve given him a hell of a scare. Rex clearly doesn’t want to risk his Silver Circle on the Mainland while they only have access to two elements. Well, technically three, but frankly even we are ignoring the spirit element when it comes to the ley lines. Given Rex’s prejudices, in practical terms he now only has the option of relying on fire-allied silvers – since there’s only one earth-allied silver in the Circle.’

‘Flo,’ Skandar breathed, her name coming out in a whisper.

Agatha’s smile faltered.

Meanwhile, Mitchell looked at Jamie, wide-eyed. ‘I know you didn’t want me anywhere near the leymarks, but I hope—’

‘It’s okay, Mitchell,’ Jamie said. ‘I get it now, I do. I know it’s taken me a while to accept it, but this war is coming for us whether we like it or not. We all have to fight in our own way. I make our armour, weapons, shields. And this – this is your thing, right?’

Mitchell’s mouth quirked up in a half-smile. ‘Tracking down ancient leymarks installed on magical lines protected by mythical guardians?’

Jamie chuckled. ‘Yeah, or anything else that requires a compass. Just make sure you navigate your way back to me, all right? I’m not interested in doing any of this without you.’

‘I need to talk to you about mending magic,’ Skandar told Agatha in a low voice, as the two boys settled on a beanbag, chatting happily.

‘And I need to talk to you about forming the Rebel Council – we have everyone’s votes.’ She yawned. ‘But get some sleep first; you look dreadful.’

Skandar snorted. ‘Thanks.’ Agatha gave him a wink as she left, frowning at Bobby on her way out.

The air wielder was humming as she gathered various items. A knife, two jars – one Marmite, one raspberry jam – and some square crackers.

Amber rounded on her. ‘Should you really be hoarding food here? What kind of slapdash operation is this? It’s a war. There should be rationing in place. Everything has clearly gone to the dogs since I left.’

‘Blame Skandar,’ Bobby said, calmly spreading Marmite on to one cracker. Then she added raspberry jam, and sandwiched it with another cracker on top. ‘He’s the Commodore. And at least I’m not using bread – I don’t think a few crackers are going to tip the balance of the war.’

Amber stared at Bobby as she munched the concoction.

‘She’s not using butter or cheese either,’ Skandar pointed out, starting to feel sleepy as he settled in a chair by the stove.

‘I’m sheh-le-brating,’ Bobby said through a mouthful. ‘The dragon chose me, I defeated it, Skandar got rid of the air magic, and we found the lost spirit wielders.’

Mitchell yawned. ‘Why did the dragon choose you, I wonder?’

Bobby shrugged. ‘Because I’m the most air-wieldery air wielder that ever lived?’

‘Debatable,’ Amber muttered, watching Bobby assemble another cracker.

‘Want to try one?’ she asked innocently.

The electric star crackled on Amber’s forehead. ‘Err… sure.’

‘Excellent,’ Bobby said too pleasantly, and passed the cracker over.

Amber ate half in one go. Mitchell nudged Jamie, clearly assuming Amber was about to spit it out.

Finally she swallowed. ‘That’s actually really nice.’

Bobby’s eyebrows practically disappeared under her fringe. ‘You like it?’

In answer, Amber shoved the rest of the emergency cracker into her mouth.

‘You really are full of surprises, Fairfax,’ Bobby said slowly. Then she turned to Skandar with a mischievous look. ‘I’ve had an idea – and I expect you to take it seriously.’

‘Flaming fireballs, this cannot be good,’ Mitchell muttered. Jamie grinned.

‘I think the Rebel Eyrie should hold a den dance.’

‘Why?’ Skandar asked, half laughing.

‘To celebrate Rex withdrawing from the Mainland.’

‘He hasn’t completely withdrawn,’ Skandar pointed out. ‘There are still sentinels…’

‘We can’t have a dance, Roberta,’ Mitchell spluttered. ‘We’ve got more important things to do. Like training for battle, gathering more allies, mending the lost spirit wielders, finding the other two leymarks—’

‘I disagree,’ Bobby interrupted his list, hands on her hips. ‘My proposal is this. We have one den dance at the end of this week, to coincide with the beginning of December. All five dens – the Hive, the Furnace, the Well, the Mine and the Sanctuary – will be open to anyone…’ Skandar could tell Bobby was thinking on the spot. ‘Partygoers can spend time wherever they choose. Everyone is invited to everything. The only rule will be that you must not wear the colour of your own element.’

‘That’s going to take some organisation,’ Jamie warned. ‘The blacksmiths are already exhausted from making armour around the clock. The saddlers are the same.’

‘Not to mention the researchers can’t possibly take time off for party planning,’ Mitchell argued.

‘And all the riders are tired,’ Skandar chimed in. ‘Especially the scouts. And you just fought a dragon, Bobby. We could do with a break, not an all-night celebration.’

Amber didn’t say anything, her eyes darting between Bobby and the others.

Bobby cleared her throat impatiently. ‘I know we’re all tired and busy. But that is exactly why we should do this. Everything is so terrible all the time – Rex might have pulled his silvers from the Mainland, but what about the Island? Mainlanders are being arrested for no reason, Islanders have been forced from their homes and separated by element, there are toxic swords being used to hurt unicorns, and Rex is building an army that way outnumbers ours. Don’t you think we should celebrate the victories we have had? Yes, things are tough, but we’ve achieved a lot in the last few months. We’re building and training an actual army. We’ve teamed up despite our differences. For goodness’ sake, we’re learning to use the spirit element and harnessing Wanderer magic. I think we all deserve one night of fun – which is the complete opposite of what Rex is doing out there.’ She pointed vaguely towards Fourpoint. ‘A night that shows the kind of unity we’re actually fighting for.’

Skandar found himself smiling at the image his friend had conjured. Perhaps he would reach out to Kenna to see if she wanted to come and celebrate with them. Amber’s eyes shone with excitement and Jamie actually sounded hopeful when he said, ‘You know what, the bards might actually be convinced to join us if there’s a party on offer.’

Mitchell looked resigned. ‘I suppose it is a very nice idea.’

And that was that.



Bobby had been right that a dance was exactly what everyone needed, especially as they were combining it with the official election of the Rebel Council. According to the scouts, Rex was completely rattled by the loss of water and air magic from the Mainland, and the whole Eyrie was swept up with excitement when Bobby announced the den dance.

‘I mean, you had me at dance,’ Rickesh declared loudly. ‘I’ll start wrangling a team of decorators.’

‘I’ll talk to Sally and the chefs about the food,’ Craig offered enthusiastically.

Even Agatha, Elora and Instructor O’Sullivan started discussing possible outfits instead of battle tactics. ‘There is something very freeing about not having to wear blue,’ said the water instructor.

Mitchell stopped talking about finding the next leymark, and instead was reminiscing to Isa about his first dance with Jamie. ‘He wore a very cool suit. Do you think I could pull off something like it? In blue maybe?’

Isa looked unconvinced. ‘You might have to settle for a woolly jumper instead. The Kipper Knitters are here, but we don’t have many other clothing options.’

That first evening after the announcement, Skandar rushed away from them all, haunted by a memory from the previous year – of Flo lying next to him in a tent on the archipelago, joking that she’d declared herself a nomad just so she wouldn’t have to face another den dance. He only made it across a few bridges before he had to stop and clutch at the railing of a swinging bridge, shaking uncontrollably. Everything washed over him – his mother’s body winking out, Arctic Swansong hitting the ground, Kenna attacking Scoundrel, Flo betraying him. At times like these, Skandar wasn’t sure whether he would ever be okay again – even if they defeated Rex. Flo’s betrayal had, he feared, broken his heart beyond repair.

But when the evening of the dance arrived on the first day of December, Skandar tried to rally himself to enjoy the celebration. He had even found a bright yellow shirt – and a scarf with gold polka-dots – that had both been abandoned around the stables. The shirt was a bit itchy; he suspected there were tiny pieces of straw trapped in the sleeves. He tied the gold scarf round Scoundrel’s neck so the unicorn could pretend to be an air wielder with him. Scoundrel barely tolerated this and, as soon as they headed towards the Eyrie’s clearing, the black unicorn found Red and she incinerated it before they went off to hunt in the forest with Falcon. Scoundrel gave Skandar a dirty look – just before disappearing – as if to say, Unicorns do NOT dance.

Skandar was still chuckling about it when the whole population of the Rebel Eyrie started to gather round the Divide in their colourful clothes. Fires were lit in braziers across the clearing to warm the riders who had come to hear who would be representing them.

Since Skandar was Commodore, Instructor O’Sullivan had insisted – despite his protests – that the Rebel Council visibly form round him. He felt very awkward standing next to Craig as he read out the names of the people who had been voted for over the last few weeks. There would be more than seven of them, because Skandar wanted representatives from across Island life, not just riders.

‘Elora will represent the Wanderers,’ Craig said, and a cheer went up for the Pathfinder as she walked gracefully towards the Divide.

‘Kenna will represent the Originals.’ Skandar felt his heart sink. She had not responded to any of his messages about the election or the dance. ‘But, in her absence, second place in the voting was for Albert and he will join the Council as her deputy.’ The cheer was slightly less enthusiastic, mainly because there were still a handful of riders who didn’t fully accept the Originals. At least Isa wasn’t booing.

‘Jamie for the blacksmiths.’ He looked delighted as he strode proudly towards Skandar on the Divide. ‘Instructor Anderson for the fire wielders, Agatha for the spirit wielders, and Bobby for the air wielders.’ Skandar beamed.

Craig carried on. ‘Former members of the Peregrine Society are a big enough group here that we thought they needed a representative, and that will be Rickesh.’ The water wielder bowed flamboyantly. ‘Earth wielders will be represented by Marcus and the water wielders by Instructor O’Sullivan.’ The two former squadron leaders marched over with the water instructor, laughing at something she’d said.

‘Oh,’ Craig said, surprised. ‘I will, erm, be representing the merchants. Thank you very much.’ He sounded touched. ‘Mitchell will be representing our researchers.’ Skandar felt his heart sing. He wasn’t so nervous now that Mitchell and Bobby were both on the Council.

‘Lucy Henning-Dove will be the saddler representative and Fiona for the healers. That leaves only the bard position vacant for when… hopefully…’ Craig trailed off.

The fourteen current members of the Council were then presented with metal pins that had been created by the blacksmiths. Skandar almost dropped his in surprise when he saw the shape. It looked a bit like the spirit pin Instructor O’Sullivan had given him. Except each entwined circle had a different element symbol within it. Then, where they overlapped at the centre of the design, the area had been enlarged to a full circle that contained the spirit symbol. A fierce determination to fight for exactly what the symbol represented filled Skandar’s heart. All the elements in harmony, each one of equal importance.

‘The dens are open!’ Bobby cried. ‘Have a great night!’

And Skandar found that he actually was in the mood for a party.



Skandar visited the Mine first – pulled along by Aisha, Gabriel, Fatima and Marcus, who were all dressed in anything but their own allied green.

‘Yellow… suits you,’ Aisha said, the Eyrie lanterns catching the flowers in her hair. Then she signed something to Fatima, and the girls grinned at each other mischievously, so Skandar wasn’t entirely sure he believed her.

‘You do realise you are making fun of our Commodore,’ Marcus thundered, as though highly insulted. Skandar almost tripped over a tree root. Marcus was usually so level-headed, as solid as the rock mutation of his arm. Also, since when did the former squadron leader actually call him Commodore?

Fatima tapped Aisha hard on the shoulder so she would translate what the earth wielder had said while he’d been half-turned away from her. They both looked very alarmed.

Then Marcus threw his head back and laughed. ‘Leaping landslides, I’m joking! That shirt looks awful on you, Skandar.’

‘Rude,’ Skandar signed. He paused, trying to remember some of the other signs he’d picked up over the years. ‘True.’ He grinned sheepishly.

They were all still laughing when they reached the entrance to the Mine, within the Eyrie’s earth quadrant. The riders entered using boulders rigged up to a pulley system. The large round stones carried their passengers serenely underground via a wide hollow trunk, before returning – empty – for another load. The whole system was on a loop, the way bowling balls always came back round after you threw them.

‘That was all very gentle,’ Skandar observed, as the boulder he was sharing with Gabriel came to a dignified halt.

‘We’re earth wielders!’ Gabriel laughed as he pushed apart a curtain of flowering vines. ‘What did you expect? A roller coaster? The earth wielder who designed our den messed with the gravity of the stones – they practically float!’

As soon as he entered the Mine, Skandar realised his mistake. Everything made him think of Flo. The den had tropical plants and trees of all shapes and sizes, some of the larger ones even boasting swing seats or hammocks in secluded spots. Skandar was struck by visions of himself and Flo sitting side by side in every single one of them. Trying to escape his imagination, he found himself crouching in a small cave alone, but remembered too late how Flo had described the way the diamonds on its ceiling looked like the stars.

He quickly abandoned the cave and bumped into Bobby, her forehead sweaty and fringe dishevelled. She was clearly fresh from a solo dance in one of the giant seed pods towards the back of the den. The vertical green tubes could be lowered over a dancer, and each one had tiny round speakers peppering the inside – like seeds. The pods were wide enough for a small circle of friends, or for a rider to rock out alone.

‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you, spirit boy!’ Bobby cried, then looked at his face more closely. ‘Are you all right?’

He shrugged, unable to form words. Somehow Bobby knew to get him out of there. ‘Let’s go to the Hive. I think that’s where Mitchell and Jamie are. It’s wayyy more fun in the air den than here, I promise.’ And Skandar gratefully followed the bright red of her jumpsuit as she led him out of the earth den.

Skandar’s relief was short-lived. In stark contrast to the Mine, the entrance to the Hive was designed to pump its visitors full of adrenaline. Located in the air quadrant of the Eyrie, it confused Skandar at first when Bobby came to an abrupt halt next to a stack of straw mats. Even more so when she handed him one.

‘After you.’

Skandar hesitated, perplexed.

Bobby clucked impatiently and pointed down at a dark hole. It had a smooth lip that flattened out on to the forest floor, almost like it was designed for people to sit on its edge and dangle their legs into the dark.

‘Did you ever go to a water park back on the Mainland?’ Bobby asked.

‘Nope,’ Skandar answered, peering anxiously into the hole. ‘Too expensive.’

‘Well, anyway. This is like one of their big water slides, only without the water.’

‘Riiiggghhht,’ Skandar said, uncomprehending.

‘Through that hole there’s a load of hollowed-out tree trunks making a long tunnel that goes deeeeep underground, does a few loops on the way and takes you to the Hive. The insides of the trunks are reinforced with the smoothest metal for maximum speed.’

‘Loops?’ Skandar panicked. ‘Speed?’

Bobby pushed Skandar towards the metal lip of the hole. ‘The mat has loops on both sides. Hold on tight to them. Don’t worry about the sparks – and if the straw mat catches fire, ignore it. Just throw it into the water trough at the other end!’

Skandar barely noticed Bobby placing his mat at the Hive’s entrance and guiding him to sit on it. ‘What do you mean sparks? What do you mean fire?!’

‘See you on the other side!’ Bobby cried, and gave him a not-so-gentle shove in the back to propel him into the tunnel.

Skandar had never screamed so loudly in his life – not even when being attacked by a herd of wild unicorns. Once he was over the lip of the hole, the tunnel itself was a sheer drop. Skandar’s stomach felt like it had escaped through his eyeballs, and the faster he went, the more yellow sparks ignited on either side of his legs. Just when he thought the tunnel was flattening out, he was thrown to the left as it changed direction, then to the right as it turned back on itself. At one point Skandar thought he might be thrown upside down and lose the mat altogether. All the sharp turns created even more sparks until—

He smelled burning. Mid-scream, Skandar stopped to swear very loudly as the straw mat ignited underneath him. Rex is never going to get a chance to kill me, he thought. Bobby Bruna has done it for him. The spiralling tunnel was now visible in front of him in the light of the flames, and – seeing another sheer drop ahead – Skandar screwed his eyes shut and braced for the fiery end that surely awaited him.

Seconds later, mat aflame, he was deposited on to a soft pile of feathery, slightly singed cushions. He had no idea how he’d remained on the mat, nor how he was still alive.

‘Mat into the trough! And move out of the way!’ someone shouted.

Skandar struggled to his feet. He grabbed his straw mat – which was still on fire – and plunged it into the container. There were already a few mats soaking there.

Only then did he recognise the air wielder who had been giving him instructions – Patrick, his hair in its electrocuted style.

‘Oh, hi, Skandar!’ He waved cheerfully. ‘I’m on entrance duty for a bit – dead boring.’ He peered at Skandar’s pale face. ‘First time in the Hive tunnel, was it?’

Before Skandar could answer, Bobby came flying out of the tunnel. As she soared through the air, she somehow managed to throw her flaming mat from underneath her so that she landed on the pillows at the very same time that it landed in the trough with a splash.

Patrick applauded. ‘Nice dismount, Bruna! Although, I suppose that’s to be expected from the air representative on the Rebel Council.’

She bowed before smirking at Skandar. ‘That was a lot of screaming, spirit wielder.’

‘Sylph-level screaming,’ Patrick agreed.

‘I really wish Fairfax had witnessed that.’ Bobby chuckled to herself. ‘Where is she anyway?’

‘Amber would have loved it,’ Patrick nodded, grinning. ‘Maybe we can get Skandar to go again?’

‘Air wielders,’ Skandar muttered to no one in particular, though he had managed to forget all about Flo while he’d been trying not to die.

Everything about the Hive was extroverted, and Skandar’s senses were immediately overwhelmed as soon as he stepped inside. He was hit with bright neon colours – yellow, pink, green, purple – from the low-hanging lights flashing in mismatched patterns. Then there was the music – which he thought might be steel drums – pulsing through the space at ear-splitting volume.

Bobby tried to say something to him, but he could only see her mouth moving.

‘WHAT?’ he shouted over the noise.

‘I’m going into one of the wind chambers!’ She pointed over to some glass doors lining the back wall. ‘I fancy being weightless for a bit!’

‘Fancy being WHAT?’

‘WEIGHTLESS!’ Bobby moved away and Skandar lost her in the bustling crowd within seconds.

He found himself walking along a line of makeshift food tables. The Wanderers had worked miracles smuggling food in. He spotted some sparkling lemonade being poured out by Archie, who owned Thirsty Thor’s – a popular air-wielder tavern. And he saw Sally, who gave him a cheerful wave as she assembled an emergency sandwich. There were also a few jars of Simon’s Superb Spirals, which Skandar remembered seeing at the Air Festival during Fledgling year. As these were all Bobby’s favourites, Skandar strongly suspected that his friend had been in sole charge of Hive refreshments.

Chomping on one of the only non-emergency sandwiches left at Sally’s table, Skandar somehow ended up at the edge of the dance floor, which was constructed from neon squares. As they were stepped on, squares would ignite with different-coloured sparks and make the dancers scream with delight – or panic.

Skandar spotted Mitchell and Jamie dancing to the beat of the steel drums, spinning each other around. Rickesh and Prim were nearby, too. Prim’s arms were round Rickesh’s neck, his hands on her waist, as they swayed in matching emerald knitted outfits. Liam was dancing with Fen, and they shrieked with delight as the roll of his wheelchair made orange sparks explode all around them. And it made Skandar smile to see Agatha and Elora dancing closely together, too—

‘What’s in this sandwich?’ Albert asked, sniffing Bobby’s invention on the edge of the sparking dance floor.

Skandar chuckled, then tried to make himself heard over the music. ‘Butter, Cheddar cheese, raspberry jam and Marmite!’

Albert looked like he wanted to drop it.

‘Aren’t you going to dance?’ Skandar asked, trying to have a normal conversation. He was supposed to be having fun. Have fun, he ordered himself.

Albert shrugged, his blue eyes sad. ‘The only person I want to dance with isn’t here.’

Same, Skandar thought.

‘How about a dance, little spirit wielder?’

Before Skandar could refuse, Agatha yanked him on to the dance floor. She was wearing a floor-length blue dress that he suspected she’d borrowed from Instructor O’Sullivan. The water instructor was herself wearing a white suit in honour of the spirit element tonight.

It was not a surprise that Skandar had never seen Agatha dance before. For most of the time he’d known her, she’d either been imprisoned, on the run, stricken by grief, or training him in battle. But now her hair was loose and her smile wide as she moved to the music of the steel drums.

‘Move your feet, Skandar! You look like you’re trapped on rapidly setting concrete!’

He couldn’t help grinning. ‘You’re giving me dance lessons now, are you?’

‘My duties as your aunt are endless, it seems,’ she said, and threw both her hands in the air as the music reached its crescendo.

Skandar copied her, the colours of all the elements swirling around him, and he let himself feel the moment. Feel what it would be like if they won the future they were fighting for. He would worry about how that would happen tomorrow, if he could just have tonight to—

‘Skandar!’ Amber’s high-pitched voice cut through the sound of the drums. The air wielder shone like a warning beacon in a long red dress. Her face was full of dread.

‘What is it, Fairfax?’ Bobby asked, rushing towards her.

‘He’s coming. Rex is coming to take back the Eyrie.’
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CHAPTER TWELVE RETALIATION

Amber repeated the words in a hollow voice. ‘Rex is coming. I’ve just heard from one of the scouts, but—’

‘How long ago was this?’ Agatha demanded. The music had stopped. Other members of the Rebel Council made their way over – Jamie, Mitchell, then Elora and Instructor O’Sullivan, followed by Albert and Rickesh.

‘How long have we got?’ Skandar asked, trying to sound calmer than he felt.

‘I don’t know!’ she said frantically. ‘Charlie and Hinterland Magma received a warning while they were out on patrol – but they… Rex captured them.’

Elora made a shocked noise and Agatha put a hand on her shoulder.

‘Charlie was shouting to the other scouts about Rex’s plan while he was being carted off to the Stronghold, but there wasn’t exactly time for all the details,’ Amber explained.

‘Can we trust the warning? Who sent it to Charlie?’ Albert asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Amber said again, frustrated.

‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ Mitchell said. ‘Kenna’s shield is still in place. Even if Rex sends his whole army here, the soldiers won’t be able to do more than throw a few weapons at it – the attacks will just dissolve.’

‘So we’re looking at a siege situation, then?’ Rickesh’s eyes darted around the group. ‘Have we got enough supplies to withstand it?’

‘Yes,’ Instructor O’Sullivan and Elora said at the same time.

‘For six weeks at most,’ Agatha clarified darkly.

‘We need everyone above ground,’ Skandar said, thinking quickly. ‘The whole Rebel Council needs to meet right—’

BOOM!

The roof of the air den shuddered, neon lights swinging. There was screaming, audible even from beneath the Eyrie’s forest floor. Panic and fear thundered through Skandar’s bond with Scoundrel, his own terror spiralling with it. I’m coming, boy.

Bobby and Amber were already sprinting for the fizzing platforms that would take them back to the surface. Skandar and Mitchell followed.

Scoundrel’s Luck was inches away from the air den’s exit, as though he knew exactly where Skandar was going to emerge. There were unicorns all over the air quadrant, their panicked eyes fixed on the sky, horns high. Riders sprinted for their own unicorns and hoisted up non-riders behind them. Skandar mounted Scoundrel, checking the sky every couple of seconds until—

BOOM!

This time he saw it through the canopy of leaves above. An ice vulture shimmering bright blue, its talons ripping at the air below it. An elemental predator.

‘We’re under siege!’ Elora was shouting. ‘Riders – armour up and spread the word!’

Skandar tried to keep the fear from his voice. ‘As far as we’re aware, there is no way through the shield. But as a precaution, if you don’t have a unicorn, find a weapon. The blacksmiths will help you!’

Rickesh was already echoing his cry. Then Skandar was galloping Scoundrel through the trees, with Bobby, Amber and Mitchell right behind him. He needed to see for himself how bad this was.

BOOM!

BOOM!

Skandar leaned down and opened the Eyrie’s entrance without dismounting. Scoundrel barrelled right though the white magic as it winked out. Falcon, Red and Thief followed closely behind.

Skandar looked out over the Eyrie’s hill, and saw… a nightmare.

Elemental predators surrounded the training school. Many were giant airborne Marauders – a flaming eagle, a rock-sharp hawk. Others were on the ground at the edge of Kenna’s shield – sand bears, fire lions, water tigers. Inevitably Skandar found himself looking for Flo among the silvers, who were keeping their unicorns well back. He couldn’t see her, though he knew she could summon a Marauder.

With a shrill cry, a thunderbird exploded into the air above the rider-training school. It was the same Mythical that had almost killed Skandar during the Chaos Cup, and he had no doubt Rex was here with Sorceress.

BOOM!

The sound came again, and this time the area around the hill shimmered, as though there were droplets in the air. Skandar finally worked out its source. Just like the ice vulture, the sparking thunderbird had begun tearing at the sky above the Rebel Eyrie with its fizzing talons.

‘They’re trying to rip through the shield,’ Bobby breathed.

Skandar watched helplessly as the other airborne Marauders copied Rex’s predator. And from below the wingless predators were ripping at the air as though shredding something with their teeth and claws.

Bobby and Amber sprang into action, arming themselves with electric bows and arrows and firing on the predators at the bottom of the hill. A few disintegrated. There were shouts of alarm from the enemy riders, unable to see through the shield. But after a few seconds, they simply made new predators, as though nothing had happened.

‘It’s genius,’ Mitchell said, his mouth a grim line. ‘The riders can keep remaking them until they break through.’

‘Do you really think they can?’ Skandar asked, desperately trying to hold on to a shred of hope that Kenna’s shield would keep protecting his army.

‘I think…’ Mitchell hesitated. ‘Yes. They won’t be as affected by the wild magic.’

‘Let’s get closer to them at the shield edge,’ Amber suggested. ‘We’ll be able to hear what the riders are saying; we might learn something useful.’

‘What if they break through?’ Mitchell worried, even as Red followed Thief down the hill

‘We’re going to have to fight them anyway, whether it’s now or later,’ Bobby said flatly.

‘Can you try to reach Kenna in spirit speech?’ Mitchell asked Skandar.

He summoned the spirit element and tried, but there was no answering whisper. If Skandar was honest – even if Kenna returned to help, it might not be enough. And there were too many non-riders inside the Eyrie to risk an all-out battle in such an enclosed space.

Skandar shook his head at Mitchell; the fire wielder’s face fell.

The four unicorns slowed at the edge of Kenna’s shield. They were close enough to the first line of sentinels, where hill gave way to field, for Skandar to see the quality of their armour – all of it looked brand new – as well as the weapons they were carrying.

The swords looked similar to the ones the silvers had brought to the Trysting Stones, but some sentinels carried daggers too. The silver metal of the hilts matched the masks the sentinels always wore, but the blades themselves were transparent and pulsed with an almost ghostly light. They reminded Skandar of the keys to the Vaults.

A sentinel strayed forward as he directed the electric blue vulture above, passing so close to Scoundrel that his sword was entirely visible. A symbol was cut into the hilt. A skull. Fury filled Skandar. They were definitely the weapons Instructor O’Sullivan had described – weapons imbued with wild unicorn magic. Weapons that inflicted unhealable wounds. And if Rex’s forces got into the Rebel Eyrie—

‘Get in line, Henderson!’

Skandar’s heart practically stopped. Was Mitchell visible through the shield? But then the vulture-wielding sentinel responded to the order, gathering his reins and turning to trot his black unicorn back into formation. There was no mistaking the flash of a watery braid, or the man it belonged to.

‘My father?’ Mitchell mouthed at Skandar, disbelieving.

‘Must be,’ Skandar breathed. He wished he could have told Mitchell he was mistaken. Especially as he watched his friend’s face crumple.

Mitchell took a few deep breaths before a hard expression entered his eyes – a barrier going up inside his mind, the one he’d protected himself with for so many years.

‘You don’t know what happened,’ Skandar whispered.

But Mitchell didn’t respond. He was winding his hands tightly into Red’s mane, tracking the rider and the blue vulture.

Bobby tried. ‘You don’t know for sure he’s supporting—’

‘He’s a sentinel,’ Mitchell said, his voice cold. ‘I think it’s abundantly clear what’s happened.’

‘So were Amber, Freya and Ivan,’ Skandar insisted. ‘You don’t know—’

‘Bruna is right,’ Amber said. ‘Maybe Ira—’

‘No.’ Mitchell shook his head, his hair flaming brightly. ‘Ira is clever enough to get us a message if he needed to. And he was Justice Representative for Aspen. I’m sure he could have escaped if he really wanted to – lots of our allies came to the Eyrie that way. Just look at the instructors, and they were in the highest-security cells!’

Red screeched along with her rider’s agony.

Mitchell’s next words came out loud and jerky. ‘I thought he’d changed, that he’d finally learned… to be better. But of course he couldn’t be on my side, of course he had to choose a tyrant over his own son!’

BOOM!

The noise was somehow even louder. Skandar looked back up at the thunderbird and noticed that Rex was hovering Sorceress very close to the Sunset Platform, at the very top of the shield. The false Commodore’s palm was lighting up yellow as he moulded a sparking lance in his hand and threw it downwards.

But it didn’t melt like the weapons Rex’s attackers had thrown before. It went right through to the Rebel Eyrie below. There was a shout of alarm, a piercing scream.

‘There’s a tear in the shield!’ Skandar shouted. ‘We have to get back up there. NOW!’

The rebel riders were gathering on the highest plateau, as though readying to attack the predators below and above. Many still wore their coloured clothes from the den dances. Blacksmiths and saddlers were rushing around, checking armour and girths, their own swords hanging at their sides. Everyone looked terrified. The hands of younger riders shook on their reins; a Wanderer was being sick by the pavilion.

‘We need to give them clear orders for this battle,’ Agatha barked by way of greeting, as Skandar rode Scoundrel towards the army.

‘There’s not going to be a battle,’ Skandar said. ‘Not today.’

‘What do you mean, spirit boy?’ Bobby asked, trotting Falcon closer. ‘You’re not thinking of surrendering?’

‘Of course not,’ Skandar replied. Elora galloped over on Silver Soldier, a haunted look in her eyes, as though already imagining the riders who were going to fall to the predators. ‘But I think that… we need to evacuate the Eyrie. We have to lose this battle if we want any chance of winning the war.’

Instructor O’Sullivan had heard the tail end of what Skandar was saying. Celestial Seabird snorted hailstones as she pulled him up beside Agatha, who was armed with a sword. ‘It’s too late to evacuate, Skandar,’ the water instructor said sharply. ‘We’d be sending our rebels right into the enemy’s path.’

‘What if Rex’s army couldn’t see us?’ Skandar said quickly. ‘What if there were a way for the unicorns to fly everyone out without being detected?’

‘I don’t see how that would be possible,’ Instructor O’Sullivan said.

But Agatha understood; Konrad must have told her what Skandar had done with the spirit element last year. ‘Can you do it?’ she asked him. ‘For long enough?’

‘I can try,’ Skandar said, swallowing. ‘I think it’s the only chance we’ve got.’



As the predators continued their assault on the shield, the residents of the Rebel Eyrie were given ten minutes to gather anything they could carry. Riders paired up with non-riders so they could be flown out, laden saddlebags were draped over unicorns’ backs, and rucksacks stuffed full of anything useful. The army had been divided by Mitchell and would fly in different directions to wait in the zones or the Wilderness until it was safe to be reunited. The members of the Rebel Council were to flee and then circle back to the spirit yard. It was the only part of Fourpoint left untouched by Rex. A place where they could decide their next move together and keep an eye on the enemy, too.

Once the entire population of the Rebel Eyrie was ready, Skandar didn’t waste any time. The lanterns round the entrance twinkled as he faced the army. He spoke to everyone in spirit speech so that it was only his words they could hear – not the tearing of the shield, nor the jeering of the enemy.

Some spirit wielders have the ability to call on the darkness, to summon shadow. And that is what I’m going to try to do. And although I can see through it, you won’t be able to see anything at all. The same will be true for Rex’s army. The idea is that they will not realise we’re evacuating. I am going to direct you out of the Eyrie and help you avoid the enemy riders as best I can. There are a lot of us, so I will position others throughout our line whose voices you will also hear in spirit speech, repeating my directions. It’s not a perfect solution, and once I drop the shadow – riders, you’re going to have to fly like absolute hell.

Skandar paused, trying to find in his heart what he wanted to say. I know this feels like we’re running away, like we’re losing the home we’ve built together. Perhaps we are today. But it is so we can fight tomorrow and the next day. And one day we will win. I promise you we will return to the Eyrie once we’ve won this war. Next time we are here, all five elements will light up the entrance trunk. Next time we fight them, we will be ready.

There was no cheer, though the air seemed to buzz with anticipation. Skandar shut his eyes and let panic engulf him. Let himself imagine how bad it would be if the predators tore the shield down right now, if his friends were thrown into the Stronghold jails. Please, Skandar begged Scoundrel, begged their raw elemental power. I just want us all to disappear. Just for long enough to save our friends.

Something shifted. An unfamiliar kind of energy began to fill Skandar’s bond with Scoundrel. He could hear his black unicorn breathing heavily, concentrating. Scoundrel knew how important this was. Skandar opened his eyes to check his palm, and – just like during his training with Konrad – it was pulsing black. Then, as the utter darkness spread from Skandar’s hand, every nearby light source seemed to shine brighter – like the stars themselves had come down to blaze between the branches of the armoured trees.

Sweat rolled down Skandar’s temples. He focused on the shadow surrounding every particle of light, and he called forth the darkness from that absence.

The next second, any trace of light disappeared, and the whole army, the whole hill, was submerged in shadow. Shouts of alarm went up from the soldiers controlling the predators. Some were so shocked the creatures dissolved altogether.

Skandar heard Rex attempting to keep his army in check in the absolute dark.

‘DO NOT RETREAT!’ he ordered. ‘This dangerous magic is exactly the evil we are fighting against. Skandar Smith will try anything to poison our Island and advance the Mainland’s cause. We will not let them come for our unicorns or our home. We must protect our own! HOLD YOUR GROUND!’

Kept this one quiet, didn’t you, spirit boy? Bobby said in spirit speech. Skandar knew she was trying to distract him from Rex’s lies and keep him calm as he steadied the darkness. Is this… normal for a spirit wielder? Or just you being the chosen one again?

It is pretty rare, Skandar admitted as he gathered up his reins. But don’t go branching out on me.

Ha! Bit late for that. Let’s just thank all five elements that you’re such a talented weirdo and get this army out of here. I’ll bring up the rear, keep the stragglers in check.

It went well at first. Skandar flew Scoundrel very slowly round the inside of the Eyrie’s shield, directing in spirit speech the whole time, the instructions being passed along by others who had learned the skill. There were far fewer predators attacking the western side, and that was where Skandar led them through the shield. Once they were out, Scoundrel increased his speed through the clear sky. Konrad had said that the darkness would continue to spread with its source as long as Skandar had the energy to maintain it.

Scoundrel made it as far as the Song School, before Skandar’s whole body began to shake. He tried to look over his shoulder, to get a sense of whether the entire army had made it past the predators. But then the shadow began to lift, the light of the moon fully illuminating the line of unicorns behind him.

FLY! Skandar cried. FLY AS FAST AS YOU CAN!

He kept Scoundrel hovering in mid-air as rebel unicorns soared by, peeling off in different directions to split the enemy soldiers who had turned from the Eyrie to chase them. Skandar catalogued the friends who passed safely – Mitchell and Red carrying Jamie, Prim and Winter Wildfire carrying Craig, Albert and Eagle’s Dawn carrying the saddler Sam Bhadresha, and so on. Elora and Soldier reached him with Agatha astride the silver, her sword drawn.

‘What are you still doing here, Skandar?’ she shouted over the elemental explosions now sounding out across Fourpoint.

‘Come with us,’ Elora said firmly. ‘I—’

A piercing scream sounded from above the Song School. The terrible cry ripped through Skandar because he knew who had made it.

Scoundrel was a blur as Skandar raced him back over the capital, Agatha’s and Elora’s shouts lost on the wind. He wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop, until he reached the elemental debris floating in the sky above the home of the bards. The remnants of a battle fought bravely by two air wielders.

Now only one of them remained in the air. She clutched an injured arm, blood pouring over her hand, her unicorn flapping a bent wing, only just keeping them airborne. The sky around the air-allied rider and unicorn was completely empty.

‘They took her,’ Amber sobbed. ‘I-I couldn’t stop them. There were five of them – two silvers. They’d been specifically ordered to capture her. I’m sorry, Skandar… I’m so—’

Skandar made himself ask the question. ‘Who? Who has been captured?’

‘Bobby,’ Amber said, her voice small. ‘They took Bobby.’

Skandar was frantic, almost spitting his words. ‘Did they take her to the Stronghold? We can follow them; we can find her. Get her back!’

Amber was barely listening. ‘The silvers said they’d kill her if I tried to follow. They had one of those toxic daggers to her throat. I couldn’t do anything! They said Rex was going to make her tell them everything about the rebellion, about the magic disappearing on the Mainland.’

‘But she won’t tell them anything!’ Skandar roared. ‘Even if—’

‘I KNOW!’ Amber howled. ‘Don’t you think I would have stopped them if I’d had any choice? Don’t you think I would be fighting for her right now? I promised, I promised!’

BOOM!

The noise was deafening and had Skandar and Amber throwing their hands over their ears. But even that did not block out the cheers of Rex’s army as the predators finally broke the shield apart.

The Rebel Eyrie had fallen.

But that hardly mattered now, did it? Rex had Bobby. And Skandar only cared about one thing as he spotted a rider soaring towards him on a wild unicorn. A rider who had enhanced senses and might – just might – be able to find his friend before it was too late.

Skandar wanted more than anything else to search for Bobby, but the debris had cleared and the sentinels had spotted him. Amber looked ready to faint from the injury to her arm, and he knew he couldn’t abandon her.

So instead Skandar turned his face to the sky. KENNA! he yelled to his sister in spirit speech. REX HAS BOBBY. PLEASE! FIND HER!!

And Skandar watched his sister send Goshawk’s Fury into a dive and disappear into the battle smoke over Fourpoint.
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KENNA THE RESCUER

Kenna was determined to be Bobby’s rescuer.

When her shield had shattered around the Eyrie, it had rattled Kenna’s bones. She’d been deep in the Wilderness, thinking over everything Piran had told her. But when she’d felt the protection being torn apart, she’d flown Goshawk’s Fury faster than ever before. The moment she’d glimpsed Scoundrel hovering over Fourpoint, and heard Skandar’s pure terror as he shouted Bobby’s name, Kenna knew she’d do anything to take away his pain. Because this was her fault. All of it. And Skandar couldn’t take losing anyone else. Especially not Bobby Bruna.

Kenna spent the next twenty-four hours tapping in to Goshawk’s senses, searching for any sign of the missing rider. She left the wild unicorn with her dapple-grey, hidden deep in the graveyard – the closest to the capital she could risk. For hours Kenna crept through Fourpoint in a heavy cloak. She heard everything, smelled everything, saw more than any human should. It was exhausting, and as time ticked on the urgency began to make her feel physically sick. Every hour that passed was another that risked Bobby’s and Falcon’s lives. She could not fail her brother. Not again.

Then finally, on the second evening, Kenna heard a whispered conversation between two sentinels. They were discussing a high-security prisoner being held at the air yard, one who had spat in the Commodore’s face while being questioned. Kenna knew immediately that they must be speaking about Bobby.

So now, just before dawn, Kenna and Goshawk were hidden on the edge of the Sky Forest, searching for a way into the air yard. The dapple-grey had attempted to follow them, but Kenna had begged her to return to the Wilderness for fear she might give them away. There were sentinels here – their unicorns three lines deep, surrounding the entire rectangular enclosure. All air-allied, all carrying swords that smelled like death.

The yard itself was beautiful. The gilded walls were constructed entirely from overlapping air-element spirals encrusted with twinkling yellow diamonds. They rose so high that any unicorn attempting to fly over them would be horribly exposed.

The official entrance was through two great doors, each boasting a lightning bolt twice the height of a fully grown man. To enter, riders placed a hand on the right side, and a crackle of electricity illuminated the lightning, opening both doors.

At least I’m allied to all five elements, Kenna thought. But that’s not exactly subtle.

Kenna’s heightened hearing picked up Bobby’s voice a couple of times – anguished shouts from somewhere deep inside the yard. And a searing recognition went through the bond when Goshawk heard Falcon’s shrieks, too. Kenna was desperate to get Bobby out as quickly as possible, but she could tell that her power was not at full strength. She was trying hard not to think about what that meant for her. But for Bobby it meant there were far too many sentinels outside the yard for Kenna to fight. Even spirit speech felt too risky – though it was silent, Kenna’s disembodied voice might surprise Bobby and give something away to her captors before the rescue had even begun.

Then, as dawn broke, Kenna saw Silver Sorceress hurrying out of the lightning doors. She strained her ears, trying to hear Rex Manning’s conversation with the silver riding beside him – Eoin, riding Silver Warlock, who had fought at Margate.

‘One of your own generals sent word. Apparently the riot will be led by Skandar himself,’ Eoin said breathlessly. ‘He’s been sighted in the capital.’

Rex’s expression was gleeful. ‘So he wants to play this time? I knew capturing Bruna would send him over the edge!’ He sent sparks up into the air from his fingers.

At this signal, most of the sentinels guarding the air yard peeled away from the spiralled walls and fell into line behind the two silvers.

Kenna was confused. She hadn’t sensed Skandar in Fourpoint when she’d left a few hours earlier. And she couldn’t smell any elemental smoke on the wind.

‘Shouldn’t we leave more guards here?’ Eoin said worriedly.

‘Don’t be stupid, Eoin. If Skandar is set on causing chaos in Fourpoint, he’s not coming here today. He must believe Bruna’s in the Stronghold.’

‘Did you get anything useful from her?’ Eoin asked.

Rex sighed, sounding irritated. ‘Bruna hasn’t said more than a swear word since she arrived. I doubt she’ll confirm our suspicions about Uffington. Why she is so loyal to that spirit wielder scum I’ll never understand.’

Kenna clenched her fists.

‘I’ll never understand it either, Commodore,’ Eoin said fawningly.

‘If Skandar’s in Fourpoint,’ Rex said, gathering his reins, ‘we may well capture him in a matter of hours. Foul-mouthed Bruna will no longer be useful, and she can go the same way as Kazama.’

‘Yes, Commodore. Of course.’

Sorceress and Warlock broke into a gallop; the sentinels did the same. Kenna tracked their progress towards the Stronghold, then counted the remaining guards. Four. One on each wall. This would be her only chance.

‘All right, Gos,’ she breathed. ‘Are you ready for this?’ A bow sprang into her hand, flashing through the five elements – just like the one her mother had fought with before she died. A cloud of magic built above Kenna’s head, an elemental predator starting to form.

The sentinel on the eastern side didn’t even see her until it was too late. Two arrows – dark flame to the shoulder and ice to the hip – toppled him from the saddle; he was unconscious before he hit the ground. The sentinel to the north spotted Goshawk galloping for the yard’s entrance and threw a fizzing lance in her direction, but Kenna easily deflected it with a spirit shield and sent back a wave of water that hissed with dark smoke. The unicorn collapsed.

The warning flares from the fallen sentinels’ saddles summoned the other two guards from the western and southern walls, but not before Kenna was in reach of the lightning-bolt entrance. She slammed her right palm against the door just as her Marauder attacked: a snow leopard constructed from bright spirit magic – though its spots shimmered with darkness, like it couldn’t decide between good and evil.

On her silent command its claws slammed into the third guard’s chest. Kenna did not see what happened to the fourth sentinel – only heard him scream – because the lightning bolts on the door lit up, the air yard admitting her.

Exhaustion screamed through Kenna’s limbs. Even so, as soon as the entrance sealed behind her, she summoned a flaming broadsword, convinced more guards would come rushing for her. But as her eyes swept past shining stables and a practice arena, it became clear that the air yard was deserted. That scared her more than an outright attack.

Aren’t there supposed to be young air wielders in here? Her gaze flicked to clusters of trees within the yard – their foliage shaped like birds on the wing, yellow treehouses nestled in their branches. She leaned into Goshawk’s senses, listening with a predator’s ears.

‘Everyone is asleep,’ she murmured. ‘Everyone is actually asleep.’

Then Kenna picked up Bobby’s scent and dismounted to follow it. Goshawk rumbled quietly and headed in the opposite direction, her decaying nostrils flared. The unicorn had sensed Falcon’s Wrath. As the two parted, Kenna tried to keep her fears in check. No matter that this was beginning to feel like a trap. They could worry about that later, once she had found Bobby.

The cell wasn’t difficult to locate. The founder of the air yard had clearly never envisaged that it might be used to house a high-security prisoner. A small yellow treehouse had been adapted, metal bars hammered across its windows and doors. The smell of Bobby’s fear intensified as Kenna’s boots hit the rungs of the ladder.

Kenna managed to summon Goshawk’s magic and melt three of the bars over the door. Finally she risked spirit speech. Bobby – it’s Kenna. Are you near the door?

Kenna heard the air wielder’s breath hitch with surprise. ‘No.’

Hand shaking from the effort of drawing her magic away from Goshawk, Kenna raised a glowing palm and burned a large hole into the yellow wood. She clambered through while it was still smoking.

‘In here,’ Bobby croaked. She was hunched over her knees, chained to the back wall – her wrists and feet in heavy irons.

Bobby Bruna looked so much worse than Kenna had imagined. Her face was deathly pale, her lip split and her fists bashed and bloodied as though she’d been fighting.

‘Where’s Falcon?’ Bobby’s eyes were wild and terrified. ‘He’s been hurting her. I—’

Kenna noticed the tear tracks down Bobby’s cheeks. ‘Goshawk has gone to her. She’s okay.’ Though Kenna only really knew that Falcon was alive.

‘Get me to her, please,’ Bobby begged. ‘Get us out of here.’

Kenna managed to break Bobby free of the wall by melting and freezing the metal chains, but she couldn’t risk doing the same to the cuffs that encircled Bobby’s ankles and wrists. Besides the risk of hurting Bobby, the way Kenna’s strength was flagging, she wasn’t sure whether she could actually manage it.

‘I can ride like this,’ Bobby said, attempting to stand. ‘It’s fine.’ She stumbled, and Kenna caught her arm, steadying her as they made their way towards the hole in the door.

‘Bobby…’ Kenna asked, ‘where are the guards? Why aren’t there any sentinels inside the yard?’

‘They got sent away earlier; I don’t know why,’ Bobby said vaguely. ‘Falcon. I—’

Kenna ducked through the door and then turned to help Bobby. Her muscles strained with the effort, her arms shaking. Then, as Bobby looked down over the lip of the platform, she gave a sob of relief that threatened to crack Kenna’s heart.

Bobby half threw herself down the ladder, practically falling the last five rungs to reach—

‘Falcon! My girl, my beautiful girl. What has he done to you? What has he…?’ Bobby began to cry, her hands shaking as she traced the pattern of wounds on the unicorn’s grey flank, the slash of missing feathers across one wing.

Goshawk’s eyes flashed red and angry at the injuries, and Kenna’s mind leaped to those swords that smelled like death; wild unicorn magic, she realised.

‘But you’re okay, that’s all that matters,’ Bobby was telling Falcon as she hugged her neck. ‘We’re going to get out of here—’

Kenna and Goshawk both looked towards the great doors. The sound of hooves. The shouts of sentinels returning to the air yard.

Black spots filled Kenna’s vision, panic engulfing her, exhaustion threatening to pull her under. ‘Bobby, we need to go,’ she rasped. ‘Can you mount?’

Bobby’s iron cuffs meant getting her up on to Falcon took three tries. Kenna staggered as Bobby’s leg finally swung over the unicorn’s back. The world started spinning.

‘Kenna – are you okay?’ Bobby asked urgently.

It wasn’t the shield. The thought dug its horrifying claws into Kenna’s tired mind. But she had to focus on the task at hand. ‘A dozen sentinels just entered the yard; more are on their way. Can you fight? These will help. You take air and I’ll use fire.’

Kenna held out the yellow solstice stone to Bobby, still filled with her excess power. She placed the fire stone over her own palm and it began to glow.

Bobby didn’t ask why Kenna needed a solstice stone to enhance her magic; instead, her face twisted with an expression so bitter that she was barely recognisable. ‘I’m going to kill them. I don’t care that it was Rex. I’m going to make them all suffer like Falcon has. Every single sentinel I see is going to die!’

‘No, Bobby,’ Kenna said quietly. ‘You’re not going to do that.’

‘Yes, I am!’ Bobby said fiercely, the yellow stone glowing in her palm. ‘You don’t understand. I need to—’

‘You want to feel strong again because they made you feel so powerless. You want to rage until it doesn’t hurt anymore. You want revenge at any cost.’

Bobby was breathing hard and the hoofbeats were getting louder.

Kenna had twenty seconds at most. ‘It won’t help, Bobby. I promise you it won’t give you what you want. However many lives you end here today, it will never be enough. There is no winning this. There is only remaining true to yourself. And you’re not a murderer, Bobby Bruna. We fight our way out of here, but you do not aim to kill. Do you understand?’

Bobby closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them again, she nodded – just once. And even as twelve sentinels thundered towards them, Kenna knew she’d found another piece of herself that she’d believed was lost for ever.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN MENDING MAGIC

After the Rebel Eyrie had fallen to Rex, Skandar and an injured Amber flew directly to the Scrapyard Treehouse in the hope that Kenna might meet them there once she’d located Bobby. They were greeted by a worried Joby and a gaggle of curious young spirit wielders.

Luckily there were healers among them. Nika was a unicorn healer and checked over Whirlwind Thief immediately. Her twin, Kira, saw to Amber’s injured arm, concern furrowing her brow as the air wielder looked ready to collapse. Skandar merely sat on the platform until Joby came out to try to give him some bread and water.

‘I’m fine,’ Skandar snapped at him, staring through the spindly trees, willing Kenna and Bobby to appear. What if Kenna’s been captured, too? The question raised its ugly head for the fifth time that minute.

‘You need to eat,’ Joby insisted. ‘It isn’t your fault, you know.’ Skandar hadn’t a clue how the former instructor had identified this fear he’d buried deep down.

‘I couldn’t keep her safe. Couldn’t summon the shadow for long enough,’ Skandar said through gritted teeth.

‘There have been only a handful of spirit wielders in the entirety of the Island’s history who have managed to summon the darkness like you do,’ Joby said softly. ‘And we had a Wanderer scout come by only minutes before you arrived to report that the rebel army is safely scattered across the zones and the Wilderness – including your friend Mitchell and your blacksmith.’

Skandar had seen them fly past him on Red, but relief still flooded him briefly.

‘You protected them, Skandar.’

The words grated. ‘It wasn’t enough,’ he said harshly. ‘What if Rex kills Bobby? What if—’

‘He won’t,’ Joby said confidently, and Skandar looked up into his ice-blue eyes then. ‘Roberta Bruna is his most valuable prisoner. She knows about the magic on the Mainland and she’s one of the riders who are closest to his greatest threat. You. He won’t kill her, not yet. And, by the time he’s ready to, I’m sure Kenna will have found her.’

Skandar wouldn’t have believed that Joby Worsham could ever have made him feel better. But somehow he had. And somehow Skandar managed a mouthful of bread.

As though eating had been some kind of signal that it was safe to talk to him, Skandar heard tentative footsteps approach. In the darkness, one of the lost spirit wielders sat down beside him.

‘I’m sorry Rex has your friend,’ JJ said quietly, the red of his hair just detectable in the dappled moonlight.

‘It’s—’ Skandar was about to say okay, but nothing about this was okay.

‘I really like her sandwiches,’ JJ said, a smile in his voice. ‘I went to Sally’s basically every day when the emergency sandwich was the sandwich of the month.’

‘You like them?’ Skandar asked, a tiny flicker of warmth in his chest.

‘I wouldn’t lie to you. You’re the Commodore!’ JJ sounded awed. ‘I’ll tell Bobby I like her sandwiches when she gets back.’

When she gets back… Skandar’s throat tightened at the kindness in the boy’s eyes.

‘She’ll probably make you one herself, you know,’ Skandar warned.

‘Really?’

Skandar actually laughed then, but suddenly thought about why JJ was here – in this treehouse instead of with Val and his family. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t mended your bond yet.’

‘It’s okay,’ JJ said easily. ‘You only found us fourteen days, seven hours and approximately thirty-two minutes ago. That’s not long to prepare for something so… epic.’

Guilt flooded Skandar. The boy had been counting the time since he’d met the person who might be able to unite him with his destined spirit unicorn.

JJ noticed the stricken expression on Skandar’s face. ‘I know you’ll do it when you can. You’ll keep your promises. That’s what good leaders do.’

I’m not a good leader, he almost said aloud, but JJ was already wishing him goodnight. Skandar’s desolate thoughts continued to spiral. Good leaders don’t let their friends get captured. Don’t let them get hurt.

The next morning, Elora and Agatha arrived at the Scrapyard Treehouse, his aunt guessing that Skandar might have come looking for Kenna. Skandar sprinted towards Silver Soldier, desperate for news.

‘Our scouts are ninety per cent sure Bobby is not being held at the Silver Stronghold,’ Elora said, still astride her unicorn.

Agatha slid from Soldier’s back and hugged Skandar tight. He barely felt it. ‘So Bobby’s not in the Stronghold, but we also don’t know where she is?’

‘Correct,’ Elora confirmed. ‘But sending Kenna to locate her was a very smart move, Skandar. With Goshawk enhancing her senses, I’ve no doubt your sister will be able to find her.’

‘And as soon as we have Bruna’s location, we can send reinforcements and get her out.’ Agatha’s voice was far too upbeat. ‘Anywhere is easier to infiltrate than the Stronghold, isn’t it?’

Elora departed for the spirit yard shortly after that, hoping to meet up with the rest of the Rebel Council who were supposed to be making their way there.

Agatha didn’t suggest that Skandar go back to Fourpoint with the Pathfinder. And his aunt didn’t leave either, even though he soon realised the Scrapyard Treehouse brought up bad memories for her.

Skandar found her out on the platform that night – when he couldn’t sleep – and she hastily brushed away her tears. In the semi-darkness she looked as haunted as Joby, and he wondered how she had the energy to keep going. Losing Scoundrel wasn’t something he could even imagine; they were part of each other.

Skandar simply stood next to his aunt, keeping her company. Eventually, she broke the silence. ‘Erika built this treehouse.’ And Skandar realised it wasn’t Arctic Swansong whom Agatha was mourning tonight.

‘I know,’ he breathed.

Agatha turned to him, shocked. ‘How did you—’

‘Kenna worked it out when she first came here.’

‘I still miss her,’ Agatha admitted, the words catching in her throat. ‘Even though I barely knew my sister by the end, I still—’

Skandar covered his aunt’s pale hand with his own. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, I’m sorry, Skandar. I shouldn’t be talking about this. Bruna is missing and I know—’

‘It’s okay,’ Skandar rasped. ‘We should talk about Erika sometimes.’

‘Like how she managed to build the ugliest treehouse in existence?’

‘Yeah,’ Skandar whispered, ‘like that.’ And they both managed a weak smile.



By the third day after Bobby’s capture everyone was beginning to lose their minds. Amber’s broken arm was in a sling and she was furious that she couldn’t search for Bobby herself. Skandar was restless, pacing up and down the platform in the morning light, not entirely sure what he was still doing there.

‘Do you know what helps me when it feels like everything is broken?’ Agatha said, emerging from the treehouse.

‘Is that a riddle?’ Skandar snapped, irritable from lack of sleep.

‘No. It’s advice,’ Agatha said flatly. ‘When everything feels broken, sometimes being able to fix just one thing can help.’

‘What are you talking about?’

JJ popped his head out of the door. ‘Agatha said you might be able to find my destined unicorn? Like, right now?’ He looked so hopeful as the sun shone onto the constellations of freckles across his cheeks.

‘I…’ Skandar hesitated and shot Agatha an anguished look. ‘Yes, but maybe now isn’t the best time, JJ. I just… If we hear something about Kenna and Bobby—’

‘Now is the perfect time,’ Agatha insisted. ‘JJ was the first spirit wielder brave enough to come here with Joby. Did you know that? And he’s young.’

‘And I like your friend’s sandwiches,’ JJ added, as though that might swing it.

Agatha carried on. ‘Menders always have more success with younger riders. If you can mend his bond, you might be able to do the same with others here, too. You can create more spirit wielders. Build our army.’

‘JJ.’ Skandar turned to him. ‘Could you give us two minutes?’

‘Sure!’ JJ said cheerfully, climbing down the ladder to go stroke Scoundrel’s Luck.

‘I don’t know if I can do this right now,’ Skandar admitted.

‘Why not?’

‘Bobby! Kenna! How am I supposed to concentrate with them missing? Haven’t you always said that mending bonds is really dangerous? Surely I need to be able to focus?’

‘Listen to me, Skandar,’ Agatha said gruffly. ‘This is a war. Our friends are going to get captured – they might even die – but we have to keep fighting. Creating more spirit wielders is important. An advantage Rex doesn’t have.’

‘But it’s Bobby,’ Skandar choked out, and Agatha pulled him into a hug.

‘Bruna is tough, little spirit wielder,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if she managed to escape by herself. And she would never forgive us for not taking every opportunity we get to build our army while she’s imprisoned. That’s what JJ is – the start of a new squadron of spirit wielders.’

He knew his aunt was right. He thought of how long JJ had waited, how he’d been sure his Commodore would mend his bond because Skandar had promised it. ‘What’s your plan?’

Less than an hour later, Skandar was cocooned within Scoundrel’s wing – mid-Mender dream – under the odd-looking treehouse. Agatha and JJ were keeping watch over him from the platform above, and Skandar was already deep within the dream’s magic.

Skandar was standing on a metal treehouse platform looking out at the Wilderness. He lifted a freckled hand to his face, and knew that his dream presence was within JJ’s body. It was a while since he’d attempted a Mender dream, but he managed to separate himself from JJ and stand next to him. The boy’s grey eyes were so hopeful as they stared over the desolate plains that Skandar’s heart ached for the bond that should have shone from JJ’s chest. Then there was a strong tug on Skandar’s own bond. Scoundrel was urging him to switch places.

Skandar followed his shining white bond a short distance across the Wilderness, not far from the Scrapyard Treehouse. He collided with something grief-stricken, fear-filled and endlessly lonely. A wild unicorn. JJ’s destined unicorn. It was a struggle to separate himself from the harrowing emotions of the wild unicorn. Perhaps because Skandar himself was terrified for Bobby, for Kenna; hopelessly broken by Flo; and angry – so angry – at Rex, and at his mother, and…

Layer by agonising layer he peeled himself away from his own emotions. Skandar was determined to do this – for JJ, but also for the boy he himself might have been if Agatha had never brought him to the Island almost five years ago. He saw himself in the young spirit wielder. Saw another version of Scoundrel’s Luck in this lonely unicorn. And the joyful thought of them being united finally released Skandar from the prison of the creature’s body.

He stood in front of the wild unicorn, trying to commit every detail to memory. Black like Scoundrel. Female. Two pink scars, like crossed swords, on her ebony nose. More feathers remaining on her left wing than her right. A festering wound on her neck. Skandar strained for more details, but his lungs were hurting, and then everything was hurting, and his head was going to explode if he didn’t—

‘Skandar!’ Agatha was shaking him awake. Scoundrel bellowed along with her shouts. JJ stared down at him.

‘Found her,’ Skandar said, grinning through the pain, sweat dripping from his brow.

‘Her?’ JJ asked, wonderstruck.

‘Let’s go.’ Skandar mounted Scoundrel, and they set out with Agatha and JJ walking alongside through the Wilderness. He summoned the spirit element to his palm, hoping to attract the wild unicorn. It wasn’t long before he realised Scoundrel was retracing the path from the Mender dream.

‘Scoundrel knows the way, doesn’t he?’ Agatha asked excitedly.

Skandar nodded, glancing at JJ walking behind. ‘So obviously I’ve never done this before,’ he whispered.

‘I spoke to Konrad and Viv as soon as you said Joby was gathering lost spirit wielders. The Menders they knew just sensed what to do apparently. There’s nothing you can really learn.’

‘That’s not what you’ve been saying since I was a Nestling!’

Agatha shrugged. ‘I don’t know everything, Skandar. I just act like I do, and people believe me.’

Skandar rolled his eyes. There had to be more to mending than instinct. ‘And what if I can’t sense anything? JJ will be devastated!’

Agatha waved a dismissive hand. ‘You’ll be fine, little spirit wielder.’

Great, Skandar thought sarcastically. Up to me not to crush JJ’s dreams, then.

Skandar smelled the wild unicorn before he saw it emerge from a small copse of dying trees. ‘JJ,’ he whispered, ‘come and stand by Scoundrel so she can see you.’

‘Is that her?’ JJ asked, rushing forward. ‘Is that my unicorn? I’ve seen her before!’

Agatha caught hold of JJ before he got any closer. Skandar wasn’t surprised that the boy had encountered the unicorn already, remembering how the dapple-grey had sought Kenna out on various occasions. Skandar brightened the spirit element in his palm so he could see the wild unicorn more closely, checking for the scars on its nose, the black coat, the feathers on its wings.

‘That’s her,’ Skandar confirmed. ‘You can get closer now, JJ. Just don’t make any sudden movements. And don’t panic when your bones start to…’

But the boy was already gone, half jogging towards the wild creature. She paused to study JJ with her sunken red eyes, lowering her transparent horn to protect herself. Then her skeleton began to glow through her skin – bright white – and JJ gasped as the bones in his hands, then his arms and then his face all lit up with the light of the spirit element.

‘Soul-shine,’ Agatha whispered in awe.

Scoundrel was moving towards the gleaming pair of his own accord. JJ was so close to the wild unicorn he was almost touching its scarred nose with an outstretched hand. They both shone so brightly that it was hard to look at them. Agatha had once told Skandar a story of watching a Mender bring an earth-allied rider and unicorn together, but it was impossible to describe the beauty of what he was seeing right now.

Scoundrel had now moved close enough that Skandar could see the beginnings of the bond that should have been, a faint but definite glow at the hearts of the boy and the unicorn. ‘Keep still, JJ,’ Skandar called. ‘I’m going to try something.’

JJ nodded solemnly, not breaking eye contact with the wild unicorn.

Instinctively, Skandar let a ball of spirit magic fill his palm and sent it gently towards JJ’s heart. He did the same again for the wild unicorn. The spirit magic began to spiral around, weaving a cord between their two hearts, like a spider making its web. And with the magic came image after image. A boy crying on a treehouse platform. A wild unicorn surrounded by an enemy herd. The same boy arguing with his mother. The same wild unicorn alone as it bellowed up at a sky full of stars. And Skandar realised that the images were memories of the time before JJ and the wild unicorn had found each other.

Scoundrel shrieked, and his mane lit up with the fire element. Skandar checked the forming bond between the boy and unicorn, but it still looked thin, incomplete. Suddenly he understood that it wasn’t just spirit that would mend this bond – it needed every element. Skandar sent balls of pure fire magic, then water, then air, then earth towards the hearts of the shining pair before him. Slowly the white cord flashed red, blue, yellow, green, becoming thicker with each element until finally it seared a pearlescent white.

Little by little, the unicorn’s wings were gaining feathers, the wounds across her body healing, her muscles swelling, her mane and tail gaining thickness, and finally her horn changed from transparent to solid black. Skandar let the spirit element wink out in his palm and glanced at Agatha. Tears rolled down her cheeks, but she pointed and Skandar quickly returned his attention to JJ.

Slowly the boy lifted his right palm as though in a trance. The black unicorn dropped her head to meet it, pressing her horn against her rider’s skin. A tiny drop of blood fell to the dusty ground, and JJ watched lines creep up each of his fingers from the cut. At the same moment, a white stripe formed down the centre of the black unicorn’s head.

‘A spirit blaze,’ Skandar breathed.

The unicorn screeched with joy and JJ threw his arms round the one he’d been destined for. Skandar only realised he too was crying when a tear dripped on to his wrist.

‘What’s her name?’ Agatha asked, her voice choked with emotion.

JJ gave her the biggest smile. ‘Skull Scavenger.’

‘Lovely,’ Agatha said, entirely seriously.

SKAR!

It was a shout and a whisper, miles away yet speaking directly into his ear.

SKANDAR! I’ve got Bobby and Falcon – by the twin oaks – but I need help. There are sentinels all over Fourpoint; we’ve got minutes at best and she’s really weak…

‘Kenna has Bobby,’ Skandar told Agatha in a rush. ‘She needs help.’

‘Go!’ Agatha cried. ‘We’ll catch you up. Go!’

The last word reached Skandar on the wind, as Scoundrel took off over the Wilderness and flew faster than ever before.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN CHALK

Skandar swooped over Fourpoint’s graveyard and practically crash-landed Scoundrel’s Luck among the derelict spirit-wielder treehouses. Once the unicorn’s hooves touched down, Skandar hastily armed himself with a spirit bow, and directed Scoundrel onwards, preparing to fend off any sentinels blocking his way to Bobby.

As Scoundrel turned on to the familiar track leading towards the spirit yard, Skandar met Kenna running towards him, the bones in her skull catching the sunlight.

‘Skar! Thank all five elements! Come on!’

He dismounted and they sprinted towards the twin oaks together, Scoundrel following. Two unicorns stood between the trees – Goshawk and Falcon, Bobby slumped unconscious on her unicorn’s grey back. Skandar felt relief and terror crash through him at the sight of his friend. He forced himself to head for the twin oaks instead, reaching out so one palm was touching each trunk, the bright light of the spirit element coating the ground. He heard shouts nearby, and he felt like he was going to choke on his panic, willing the entrance to open faster.

Then, as soon as the dark earth began to churn under his feet, Skandar launched himself towards Bobby. He eased her off Falcon’s back into his arms. She looked so unwell. Her skin was pale and waxy, her brown hair matted, the grey feathers on her arms all bent the wrong way. Then she stirred, mumbling something, and Skandar almost burst into tears.

The moment the tunnel was fully open, Skandar strode down it, cradling Bobby – Falcon, Scoundrel, Kenna and Goshawk right behind. The entrance resealed itself above them, and Skandar had never been so relieved to be entombed in darkness.

‘Where was she?’ Skandar asked Kenna, as they hurried along the path. Bobby’s unconscious form rested against his chest.

‘The air yard. But honestly, Skar…’ She hesitated. ‘It was so easy to get to Bobby that it felt like a trap.’ Kenna took a shaky breath and Skandar realised she was still recovering from rescuing his friend. ‘I knew she was in there. I was biding my time to get past the sentinels. But then most of them just… left. They were ordered away to Fourpoint to fight you. Apparently you were causing some kind of riot here?’

Skandar frowned, grunting as he shifted Bobby in his arms. ‘But I was in the Wilderness.’

Kenna shook her head. ‘I practically walked in. Though we weren’t so lucky on our way out.’

‘Is she…?’ Skandar paused before stepping out on to the marble floor, adorned with golden spirit symbols. ‘Is Bobby okay? Has she been awake at all?’

‘She managed to fight alongside me to get us out of the air yard, but I think she was running on pure adrenaline. I don’t know if she’s okay, Skar. And Falcon is… She has injuries.’

From that moment everything moved quickly. Skandar yelled for help, hoping that at least some of the Rebel Council had arrived since the Eyrie’s evacuation. Rickesh and Marcus appeared and attempted to lift Bobby from Skandar’s arms, but he didn’t want to let go of her. They all carried her awkwardly past the statue guarding Nourishment, the chamber that had been designated as the healing space when Skandar had trained for the Chaos Cup.

Bobby looked deathly pale as they laid her on one of the long marble tables. Mitchell sprinted into the chamber, his hair flaming, closely followed by Jamie. Fiona, the healer, arrived immediately afterwards, sweeping in calmly and starting her examination. Craig sent word out for a unicorn healer – one they could trust. Two arrived surprisingly quickly, and they led an injured Falcon off towards the chamber labelled Rest. But Skandar and Mitchell refused to leave Bobby’s side, until the Pathfinder physically removed the boys.

‘Let Fiona do her job,’ Elora said, steering them away.

Out in the entrance hall, Kenna was standing with Albert outside the Chaos chamber, their voices low and urgent.

‘But the shield is down,’ Albert was murmuring. ‘I thought you said—’

‘Please stop worrying about me. I’ll be fine. I just need to rest after yet another prison break, all right?’

The fire wielder’s blue eyes were bright. ‘I missed you. Are you going to stay now? Have you found what you needed?’

‘I missed you, too,’ Kenna said, taking one of his smouldering hands. ‘And yes. I’ll be staying. Until the end.’

Albert’s face lit up. ‘Until we win, you mean.’

‘You’re staying?’ Skandar asked hopefully, as he joined them.

‘Yes. Last time I left, you lost the Eyrie,’ Kenna joked.

Skandar and Albert winced.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.

‘Too soon,’ Albert confirmed, but he was grinning.

‘How’s Bobby?’ Kenna asked.

‘We’re not sure yet,’ Skandar answered, as Mitchell stormed forward.

Albert bristled, but Mitchell simply threw his arms round Kenna.

‘Thank you for rescuing her,’ he mumbled into her shoulder.

Skandar shared Albert’s surprise. Mitchell wasn’t keen on hugs. And recently he’d been even less keen on Kenna.

‘It was the least I could do,’ Kenna murmured as they broke apart.

‘Tell them about what Rex said,’ Albert urged Kenna.

‘You saw Rex?’ Skandar asked.

‘I saw him leaving the air yard. He really hates you, Skar,’ Kenna said wearily, half leaning on the statue of Soul Stealer. ‘But he said he had some kind of information about Uffington.’

‘Where the White Unicorn is?’

Kenna nodded. ‘He was trying to confirm whatever information he had by asking Bobby about it.’

Mitchell was about to say something when there was a grinding of stone and the marble unicorn guarding the Nourishment chamber slid forward to reveal Fiona. ‘Bobby’s awake,’ she called. ‘She wants Skandar and Mitchell.’

The boys sprinted into the chamber, and Skandar thought his heart might explode with relief when he saw Bobby sitting up on the table, her legs dangling over the side as the healer spoke to her.

Skandar and Mitchell hung back until Fiona was finished. ‘I’ll leave you with your friends,’ she said, hurrying away.

‘Ey up,’ Bobby croaked. ‘Did you miss me?’

And then they were all hugging and crying.

Mitchell spoke first. ‘I thought he was going to kill you, Roberta. I thought you’d be dead.’

‘Nah,’ Bobby said, then paused to cough. ‘You know me, I hate being predictable. I would have stayed alive just to surprise you.’

Mitchell half hiccoughed, half laughed, and Skandar finally let Bobby go. The trio perched on the edge of the marble table, so close their knees were touching.

‘Bobby… what happened to you in there—’ Skandar started to ask.

She took a shaky breath. ‘They – he – hurt Falcon with one of those toxic swords. Every time I didn’t give the answer he wanted. I-I wasn’t going to just put up with that.’ Her eyes were suddenly hard. ‘Let’s just say I got in a lot of fights with sentinels, and I didn’t often win. But there isn’t time to go over all that. Where’s Amber? Is she okay? Her arm…’

‘She’s fine,’ Skandar reassured her. ‘She’s recovering at the Scrapyard Treehouse. We’ll get a message to her.’

Bobby chuckled and then winced in pain. ‘I thought the sparky idiot was going to die trying to protect me. She’s really taken that promise to heart.’

Skandar didn’t say anything, because he wasn’t certain Bobby had realised what he’d pieced together since the Trysting Stones. He reckoned Amber’s promise meant a great deal more to her than extinguishing a ley line. He remembered Amber watching Bobby dancing on the ice rink at the Well Dance; the look of pure joy on Amber’s face when Bobby gave her the spare solstice stone and saved her at the Eyrie’s entrance; the look of longing when Amber had left Bobby to return to the Stronghold. The promise Amber had been very willing to make. The tormented scream when Bobby had been taken from her.

‘Talking of the Trysting Stones,’ Bobby said, her voice grave, ‘Rex asked me a lot of questions about how we got rid of the water and air elements on the Mainland.’ The fact that Bobby didn’t make a joke out of Rex’s name made Skandar’s heart hurt.

‘That’s good,’ Mitchell murmured. ‘That means we’re one step ahead of the silvers.’

‘Not any more,’ Bobby said, looking grim. ‘I think Rex knows about the leymarks now. And I think he’s guessing their locations.’

‘Why do you think that?’ Mitchell asked urgently.

‘Because he kept asking me about chalk.’

Skandar had a flash of a memory, of flying on Arctic Swansong over a chalk unicorn cut into a hillside.

‘Uffington!’ Skandar and Mitchell both said together.

‘That’s what I thought, too,’ Bobby said darkly. ‘Rex thinks the White Unicorn is a leymark.’

‘But he doesn’t know for sure,’ Mitchell said feverishly. ‘Kenna heard him saying he was trying to get confirmation from you. He thinks we know if it’s a leymark.’

‘And do we?’ Skandar asked. ‘Is Uffington on a ley line?’

‘Yes,’ Mitchell said. ‘The White Unicorn is on my shortlist of earth leymarks. But—’

‘Seems a bit obvious, doesn’t it?’ Bobby interrupted.

‘That’s what I’ve always thought.’ Mitchell said. ‘Did Rex say anything else about the leymark? About how to access it?’

Bobby shook her head. ‘I don’t think the silvers have any idea how the leymarks work. But since Rex didn’t get any answers out of me…’ She trailed off, a shiver going through her. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he has already dispatched riders to Uffington – to defend the leymark. If we take out all the elements, it’ll be far too risky for him to attempt any kind of invasion of the Mainland. And his whole thing is making the Island safe again by conquering the Mainland. If he loses that, he doesn’t stand for much as a leader, other than being an absolute—’

‘Tough,’ Skandar interrupted forcefully. ‘We won’t let him stand for anything.’ He turned to Mitchell. ‘If Uffington is the leymark, do you think it could be damaged? Could Rex do something to it that would stop us from being able to extinguish the line?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Mitchell admitted. ‘But I don’t think we can risk that possibility. And if Rex goes to the White Unicorn and it is a leymark, we’ll have to take a big enough force with us to defeat his riders before extinguishing the magic.’ The fire wielder jumped from the table, already strategising. ‘I’m going to talk to Elora; start getting messages out to our soldiers in the Wilderness and the zones.’ He left the chamber at a run.

‘Spirit boy,’ Bobby said, putting a hand on Skandar’s arm. ‘I saw her. I saw Flo.’

Skandar’s stomach flipped. ‘You spoke to her?’

‘No, I-I saw her and Silver Blade visiting the air yard a few times. I’m sorry, Skandar…’ Bobby hesitated. ‘I think Flo’s a general in Rex’s army. I saw her giving orders. Rex only has four generals and Flo—’

Skandar felt sick. ‘She’s one of them.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Bobby said. ‘How can someone change this much?’

Skandar thought of his sister. Who she’d been growing up, who she’d become on the Island, and how she was trying to change again. How she’d risked her own life to rescue his friend, when only last year she had turned Bobby’s sister into a skeleton. He thought, too, of his mother, of Agatha, even of Joby – nothing had been straightforward for any of them.

‘People are complicated,’ Skandar murmured.

‘You can say that again,’ Bobby said. Her eyes were haunted, as though part of her was still trapped with Falcon inside the air yard.



Two days later, Bobby’s hunch about Rex’s strategy was verified by several rebel scouts. They’d seen silvers and sentinels leaving the Stronghold, armed for battle and flying in a south-easterly direction. Towards Uffington. The spies had counted a fighting force approximately thirty-strong – much smaller than for the attack on the Eyrie – and so the Rebel Council began assembling their own force to match it. This time they would take the fight to Rex.

Agatha suggested gathering the allied fighters on Fisherman’s Beach over a few days to reduce the risk of being spotted. Launching the force from there also meant avoiding another flight over the Island. The elemental balance between the fighters was important if they successfully took out the earth leymark – fire and spirit would be the only usable elements on the Mainland. So the Rebel Council decided on sending fifteen fire wielders, including Mitchell, Prim, Albert, Instructor Anderson and Art.

The others were a mixture of elemental allegiances, including Skandar and Kenna. Fen was chosen because she was advanced at wielding the spirit element – JJ and Skull Scavenger had enthusiastically started training, but were still too inexperienced to come along. Elora was chosen as the earth wielder to fight the leymark guardian. Her being a silver and a Wanderer would surely help, combining her raw strength and her profound understanding of the natural magic that flowed from the fault lines.

Others were very disappointed to be left behind. In particular, Bobby and Amber were absolutely furious that they hadn’t recovered enough to fight, and both swore very loudly at the completely unbothered Fiona when the healer broke the news. The chosen few were summoned from the corners of the Island where they’d been hiding since fleeing the Eyrie. Instructor Anderson and Konrad ran intensive fire and spirit element training with all riders. Having riders using spirit was an advantage over Rex that they needed to exploit.

The evening they were due to fly to the Mainland, Skandar drew final diagrams for different groups of riders, running through their battle strategy. It was the first thing he’d sketched in months. Afterwards, he walked along the Wanderer tents that had been pitched on the beach, his breath visible in the cold December air. He waved to Jamie – who was leading a team of blacksmiths, making last-minute adjustments to riders’ armour. Skandar smiled to see Prim, Orlando and Adela roasting fish together and warming their hands – all fire wielders, but one a Grin, one a Wanderer, and one an Original. He waved to Gabriel, Sarika and Mateo who were skimming stones over the choppy water. Only Isa remained separate from the others, brushing out Herald’s tail. Kenna saving Bobby had stopped the water wielder complaining about the Originals, but Skandar suspected she was still wrestling with her feelings about them on the inside.

‘You’d never know now how much your lot hated my Originals at the start,’ Kenna said, approaching him as the waves turned pink with the setting sun.

Skandar laughed. ‘I guess Rex is good at bringing together people who hate him. And you saving Bobby has changed things.’ He swallowed. ‘Thank you.’

Kenna looked awkward. ‘You don’t have to keep thanking me. I told you, it was easy.’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Skandar shook his head. ‘You risked being captured to get her out.’

‘I did it for you,’ Kenna said quietly, and Skandar noticed a slight breathlessness in her voice and a tremor in her hands.

He frowned. ‘Are you all right, Kenn?’

‘I’m just a bit nervous,’ Kenna said, tucking her hands into her pockets. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Yeah,’ Skandar admitted. ‘I’m terrified. But if we win, do you know what I think?’

‘What?’

‘Dad is going to hear about it. He has spies everywhere across the Mainland.’ The radio had made it out of the Eyrie with Craig, and was now set up in the central chamber of the spirit yard.

A smile broke across Kenna’s face as a wave crashed near their feet. Skandar put an arm round her shoulders, their armour clinking, and they watched darkness creep over the winter beach.

‘Skar?’ Kenna said after a while. ‘Did the First Rider tell you how it was in the beginning – with the wild unicorns?’

Skandar glanced at her, the bones of her skull filling his vision. ‘What do you mean?’

‘In the early days of the Island, the wild unicorns weren’t forced to live for ever the way they are now. Back then, a human and a wild unicorn might have built a connection – a friendship – without being destined for one another.’

Skandar recalled what he’d seen with the Wanderers two years ago, when a boy and a wild foal had seemed so close that Skandar had checked for a bond between them. But it had just been two kindred spirits recognising each other, loving each other.

Kenna took a deep breath. ‘And at the end of the person’s life, they would lead the wild unicorn into death. The two would go together, so neither of them was left behind.’

There was a tightness in Skandar’s chest. ‘That’s… that’s beautiful. How do you know all that?’

Kenna shrugged, and Skandar didn’t push her, suspecting this might have something to do with where she’d been these last few months.

She was still looking out over the inky waves when she said, ‘Perhaps if you defeat Rex and reclaim your position as Commodore, you could try to make the Island remember that history. Remember that the wild unicorns need love and peace just like the rest of them.’ She glanced behind her at Goshawk’s Fury, her red eyes blazing through the twilight.

Skandar seized Kenna’s hand. ‘We’ll do it together, Kenn. Okay?’

Piercing bird whistles sounded – the signal that it was time to leave.

The Grins among them set the pace over the sea. In the first line of riders, Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck were joined by Rickesh and Tidal Warrior and Prim and Winter Wildfire, as well as Marcus and Sandstorm’s Orbit and Patrick and Hurricane Hoax, who always flew side by side. The line behind was made up of Fen and Eternal Hoarfrost, Adela and Smoke-Eyed Saviour, Liam and Coastal Crusader and Whitney and Brimstone’s Chorus.

There was a joy in the Peregrine Society flying together again. But it also made Skandar terribly afraid. Lines from the children’s truesong last year went around in his mind: By war and strife and sacrifice… By horn and hoof and battle cry… The dark days now draw near… Now friends shall turn to foes. The fearful prophecy pounded through him, but still the unicorns flew on.

Please don’t let anyone die, Skandar thought desperately.

‘Hard left!’ Mitchell shouted from the third line of unicorns, checking his trusty compass. Scarlet-coloured Red was flying alongside Isa’s snowy Herald. ‘You’ll see the hill straight ahead. Can’t miss the chalk with a moon this bright.’

The White Unicorn came into view, shining like a ghostly apparition against the hillside. In many ways it didn’t look like a unicorn at all – more the idea of one, with its sweeping skeletal lines and that one eye staring for ever at the sky. Before his thirteenth birthday, Skandar had fixated on this place that symbolised his dream of becoming a unicorn rider. And now it might be even more magical than he’d realised.

Kenna’s voice brought him crashing back to the present. ‘They’re here.’

The glow of the White Unicorn was only partly because of the moonlight. Silvers and sentinels were massed around the ancient symbol’s entire body, palms alight with the earth and fire elements. Standing guard.

‘As we suspected,’ Mitchell called to the rebel fighters. ‘If this really is a leymark, we’ll have to defeat Rex’s warriors before we can do anything.’

‘Do you know how to activate the ley line?’ Instructor Anderson called from Desert Firebird.

Elora answered him. ‘Let’s worry about that later.’

‘That’s Silver Sorceress.’ Isa pointed. ‘Rex is here.’ There was so much anger in her voice that Skandar knew she was thinking of what he’d done to her sister.

And then, as Scoundrel’s Luck flew towards the enemy riders, Skandar recognised the unicorn positioned beside Sorceress.

Silver Blade.

Flo Shekoni had come to Uffington.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN THE BATTLE OF UFFINGTON

Skandar was not prepared for the sight of Flo among the enemy. He’d thought his heart was broken already, but seeing her next to Rex felt like getting stabbed in the chest. Bobby had told him Flo was one of Rex’s generals; of course he knew, rationally, that she’d been in the Silver Stronghold all this time. But seeing her was different. Seeing her hurt like absolute hell. Was she going to fight him? Was he going to fight her?

Rex’s soldiers took flight. Their armour shone in the moonlight; the thump of unicorn wingbeats accompanied the piercing battle cries of their riders. Skandar locked eyes with Mitchell as Red flew between Celestial Seabird and Eagle’s Dawn. Then Mitchell nodded, just once, the two friends acknowledging the nightmare this truly was. With grief and fury in his heart, Skandar swooped Scoundrel’s Luck towards the nearest silver.

Magic exploded in the air and elemental debris swirled around Scoundrel, the sky flashing green and red as smoke billowed from the first battles. Skandar’s nostrils were filled with the charred smell of fire magic and the throat-clogging soil of the earth. The noises were disorientating, too, riders shouting and unicorns bellowing and occasionally a scream, a screech.

The silver unicorn ahead of Scoundrel was Silver Pyre. Yoonah was shouting rageful taunts towards Skandar while she moulded a flaming Marauder above her head. He ignored her hateful words, barely audible over the other sky battles, and pummelled the spirit element into her scarlet bond, extinguishing the magic before her elemental predator had even taken proper form. As Yoonah – unused to the spirit element – was distracted, Scoundrel swept closer to Pyre and blasted the unicorn with a fireball that sent her diving out of the way.

With adrenaline pulsing through him, Skandar moulded two diamond axes in the time it took Silver Pyre to fly back up to Scoundrel’s level. The weapons glittered through the smoke as Skandar flung them towards the fire wielder’s chest – one real, one an illusion – and Yoonah chose the wrong weapon to block. The axe knocked her clean out of the saddle, and Pyre plummeted after her rider.

Temporarily without an opponent, Skandar caught sight of another battle happening near the ground between Isa and two sentinels. One moment, Tsunami’s Herald had her jaws clamped round the neck of a black unicorn, and Isa seemed to be winning her fight against the second unicorn and rider with a flaming sword. But the next… Isa had fallen from her saddle.

The second sentinel had disarmed Isa with his wild blade, and Bobby’s sister was now on the ground. With a jolt Skandar recognised him as Alastair, former member of the Threat Quartet. Isa was crawling away from the earth wielder, dragging an injured leg. The other sentinel was blocking Herald from getting to her. Alastair dismounted from Dusk Seeker, bearing down on Isa with his sword drawn. Skandar could see Isa’s palm glowing red as she attempted to direct a thin thread of fire at her attacker – but her Wanderer magic wasn’t yet strong enough.

Skandar sent Scoundrel diving through the smoke—

BOOM!

The grass around Isa exploded into the air. Alastair – who’d been about to stab her with the toxic blade – was thrown backwards, Seeker taking off in fright. Isa was now in a deep crater, the earth reforming to seal the injured rider safely within its high sides. Skandar pulled Scoundrel out of the dive. Who was protecting her?

The answer was clear in the sky just below. Mateo and Hell’s Diamond were locked in a furious sky battle with the other sentinel and his black unicorn – the earth wielder flinging granite daggers relentlessly at the rider. Mateo – Kenna’s general – had used Wanderer-style magic to save Isa, the girl who had made her hatred for the Originals crystal clear. Then two more sentinels soared towards Scoundrel, and Skandar was thrown back into the melee, the tang of blood now mixing with the smoke in the air.

These sky battles were nothing like those Skandar had fought in the Chaos Cup or the Battle of Margate. The number of riders clashing across the sky meant that everything was fraught and confusing, the screams of injured soldiers mixing with weapons clashing on armour and the beating of powerful wings. Between his own battles, Skandar glimpsed Mitchell and Red hurling fireballs at a sentinel’s sand shield, mouth open in a rageful shout; Gabriel moulding a sand predator above Queen’s Price; Fen and Eternal Hoarfrost wielding a ghostly spirit trident and launching it towards Ayana on Silver Phoenix.

Elora and Silver Soldier were the easiest to spot through the coloured smoke, mostly because that was where the majority of the enemy screams were coming from. Skandar saw her take on three sentinels at once and blast them all from the sky with wildfire – Soldier’s silver strength enhancing her attacks. He was thankful she was fighting on his side.

‘Skandar!’ Red Night’s Delight soared into the patch of sky beside Scoundrel, Mitchell’s face streaked with ash and dirt. ‘Rex isn’t fighting. He’s hovering up there.’

Skandar tipped his helmet back to see Sorceress suspended above the battle.

Mitchell was already encouraging Red forward. ‘I think he’s following his own ridiculous rules and refusing to fight because he can’t use his allied element.’

‘Or he’s a coward,’ Skandar growled.

‘No, I think it’s to do with elemental separation. Haven’t you noticed? The only riders Rex brought here are allied to fire or earth. And they’re only using their allied elements. I’m spreading the word; it’ll help us win this!’

Skandar stared at the shape of Sorceress flapping above them, as silver as the moonlight. Rex’s insistence on dividing up the Island could lose him this battle, especially with the rebel fighters being elementally flexible. How far are you going to push this? Skandar wondered. Are you going to get your soldiers killed to prove a point?

‘ON YOUR LEFT!’ Marcus yelled at Skandar, as a thorned javelin came soaring right for Scoundrel’s shoulder. The black unicorn roared as – just in time – Skandar managed to incinerate the weapon.

‘Thanks!’ Skandar called to Marcus, but he and Sandstorm’s Orbit were already locked in a two-on-two battle alongside Patrick and Hurricane Hoax. Skandar hadn’t seen them separate the entire battle. The two friends appeared to be protecting each other – Marcus’s solid, assured fighting style complementing Patrick’s quick, unpredictable attacks.

There was a loud explosion from somewhere to Scoundrel’s right, and the debris that emanated from it was dark-edged and smelled like rotting leaves. Kenna? Skandar glanced sideways to see Goshawk’s transparent horn heading for a silver unicorn, and noticed that Kenna was letting her unicorn lead this sky battle. Goshawk sent a ball of fire at the silver unicorn but then Skandar’s view was blocked by a fierce battle raging into Scoundrel’s airspace.

Daniel Anderson and Desert Firebird were holding their own against Eric Melville and Silver Scorcher. Skandar’s old fire instructor was brandishing a blazing bow with arrow after arrow soaring towards Eric, who was struggling with his own flaming shield. Skandar looked away for only a second, but then heard Daniel’s horrifying shout – a rider’s terror for his unicorn – and a toxic sword pierced right through Firebird’s heart. Unicorn and rider plummeted through the smoke and Skandar was about to send Scoundrel after them when Elora swept in with Prim to lift Instructor Anderson away to safety.

Skandar lost sight of Desert Firebird, but the next moment his ears were filled with the piercing grief-stricken cry of a unicorn. He had heard that sound before, and knew with dreadful heart-wrenching certainty that Desert Firebird was dead.

But Skandar had no time to check on Instructor Anderson, because the next silver unicorn was flying right at him.

The rider had a thorned mace swinging in her hand, a toxic sword hanging at her hip. It was always going to happen. There would be no more avoiding her – in this battle or the next. Skandar braced himself, summoning a shining spirit shield.

And flew Scoundrel’s Luck full throttle at Silver Blade.

Flo swiped at Skandar’s shield with the spiked mace, but he was ready with a shimmering sword in his other hand as soon as Blade passed Scoundrel’s wing. Flo was in full silver armour; her face was almost concealed by her helmet, making it impossible for Skandar to read her expression. Blade roared at Scoundrel, who attempted to bite a chunk out of the silver’s shining flank as they swung back around in the air. The bond was full of Scoundrel’s rage at his old friend, and Skandar felt his own fury rising to meet it.

But Flo had clearly been training hard in the Stronghold. She unsheathed her transparent sword, its skull-branded hilt gleaming. Blade pumped his wings; Scoundrel did the same. Their black and silver front hooves kicked out, ready to land devastating blows, their horns sparking with magic. Both riders urged them closer – close enough for hand-to-hand combat. And Flo and Skandar met in mid-air, sword to sword, wild and spirit blades crossed.

Then something odd happened. Flo moved her transparent blade so that the hilts of their two swords were now locked against each other. For a beat Skandar stared right into her eyes, frozen by a memory of the first day they’d met – four years ago, after a dapple-grey unicorn had crossed their path. I didn’t want you to think we can’t be friends. You know, because you’re a spirit wielder and I’m a silver. I didn’t want it to change anything.

Then that same silver girl blinked and pushed that same spirit boy downwards. Hard. Silver Blade dropped a few metres in the sky, and Scoundrel screeched as he was forced down, too, Skandar fighting to keep his spirit blade from winking out.

‘Look like you’re attacking me!’ Flo shouted at Skandar. ‘Do something!’

His sword flickered. ‘Stop trying to mess with me! Haven’t you hurt me enough?’

‘I’m not—’

Scoundrel suddenly roared a column of fire in the direction of Blade’s wing. Flo, reacting quickly, disengaged her sword from Skandar’s and swerved the unicorn downwards, away from the blast. Skandar gathered his reins and Scoundrel gave chase. Flo looked over her shoulder and sent a volley of flints behind her right at Skandar’s head. He ducked, then easily managed to reach out with the spirit element to extinguish her next attack in her bond. Meanwhile, Scoundrel sent the rock shards swirling back down towards her within a column of spiralling sand.

Blade dived again until the silver unicorn reached the white chalk of the ancient unicorn. Moments later, Scoundrel skidded into a landing a couple of metres away, Skandar arming himself with a fiery bow.

Then Flo dismounted.

Skandar nocked a flaming arrow; the heat warmed his face as he drew the string back to his cheek.

Flo looked up at him through the visor of her helmet. ‘Put the bow down,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘We don’t have time for you to shoot me right now, Skar.’

‘Don’t call me that,’ Skandar barked, his voice coming out slightly strangled.

Flo placed a hand on Blade’s neck and started to mould a weapon. Skandar tensed, pulling the string of his fire bow tighter. Then he frowned, completely confused. Because for some reason Flo had fashioned a tiny diamond hammer no bigger than her palm. Then she bent down and her armoured knees clunked against the chalk.

‘What are you doing?’ Skandar asked warily.

Flo pushed up the visor of her helmet and looked at him. Really looked at him. And smiled. Skandar’s heart thundered in his chest, and he was furious with himself because he wasn’t even supposed to be friends with Flo any more, let alone feel like this.

Flo broke eye contact first and smashed the hammer down on to the chalk with a crack. The motion brought Skandar back to his senses. This could be the earth leymark. Was she trying to destroy it? Was that what Rex had ordered his general to do while the battle was raging above?

She brought the hammer down again and again, bashing it against the white stone, breaking it into smaller pieces that compressed the chalk into the ground.

‘Hey!’ Skandar shouted, dismounting from Scoundrel and sprinting towards her. ‘Stop it!’

Before he could reach her, Flo smashed the hammer against the chalk of the White Unicorn one more time. A shadow of satisfaction crossed her lips. ‘Do you think Mitchell will be annoyed that I worked out how to activate this ley line before he did?’

‘What?’ Skandar reached Flo and made a grab for the hammer. It disappeared from her palm in a thousand diamond-bright pieces. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I’m talking about that.’ Flo pointed at the ground a little way away.

It was glowing green. Green for the earth element. The ley line shone from a smaller round hill just beyond the unicorn, then onwards across the dark fields as far as Skandar could see. Earthquakes shook along the line, rocks exploded from it, vines spiralled towards the sky – just like when Flo and Blade had walked the fault lines as Hatchlings.

‘What are you doing?’ Skandar asked a second time.

‘Helping you,’ Flo said, before remounting Blade. ‘Like I’ve been doing this whole time.’ Her voice was full of an emotion Skandar couldn’t work out, but she pulled down the visor on her helmet before he could look properly at her face.

Skandar’s brain was in turmoil. She was helping? Had she meant to bring the ley line to life? Was it for Rex or…? ‘Where are you going?’ he demanded, watching Blade’s silver wings snap out. ‘We need to talk about—’

‘Would you like to talk before or after I’ve faced that dragon?’

Skandar whirled round just in time to see a huge creature emerging from the top of the smaller hill beyond the White Unicorn. Soil exploded as its huge green body burst through the grass like a giant ferocious mole.

‘I think after is better,’ Flo said perfectly calmly, ‘don’t you?’ With that, Silver Blade galloped over the chalk and took off towards where the earth dragon was flapping its enormous emerald wings. Huge clumps of soil thumped to the ground from its great height, as though joining in with the earthquakes along the active ley line.

‘Flo, WAIT!’ Skandar shouted. Too late. ‘Flaming fireballs,’ he swore, and mounted Scoundrel with a running jump.

There was a flash of white spirit magic, and shouts of confusion and frustration above. All the elemental magic had stopped; only smoke and floating debris were left. Just like at Fast Castle and the Trysting Stones, none of the riders could access elemental magic – except Flo, whose palm was glowing green as she rode Blade towards the dragon’s hill. She had been chosen.

The earth dragon was bigger than the previous leymark guardians, though Skandar couldn’t see any sharp teeth or spikes. Instead, it boasted a perfectly smooth hide adorned with emerald scales. Even the dragon’s round green snout made it look friendlier than the other guardians. Its sheer size was really the only terrifying thing about it. Skandar was surprised there was any hill left, now that the dragon had burrowed out of the home the First Children had given it.

Scoundrel landed at the base of the grassy mound, and Flo turned in her saddle. ‘Stay where you are!’ she shouted. ‘I think the spirit symbol will appear at the very top of this hill – in chalk – once I talk the dragon down. Be ready. Rex will come for you as soon as he sees you sending your magic into the line.’

Talk it down? Flo was going to talk to a dragon?

‘Flo, please don’t—’ Skandar reached out an arm over Scoundrel’s neck, as though to pull her back towards him. How did she know about the ley lines? Should he try to stop her? Was she acting for him or against him?

‘Trust me, Skar. Okay?’

The words hit him like a thunderbolt to the chest. Trust Flo? After everything?

Flo dismounted, and climbed the last intact parts of the mound, earthy chunks falling away beneath her feet. The green dragon was watching her, crouched low with its huge claws dug into the side of the hill. Flo stopped by the earth dragon’s taloned left foot and tipped her head back to look into its shining green eyes.

‘I’m so sorry to bother you,’ she called up to it. ‘I bet it’s awful being woken up from such a long sleep.’

The earth dragon blinked down at Flo, as though struggling to know what to make of the rider it had chosen. A few rocky flints flew from its green nostrils when it snorted, and the claw nearest Flo uncurled and then regripped the mound, causing another avalanche of soil.

Above Skandar, the clashing of metal on armour started up again. Rex’s soldiers might not have elemental magic, but they did have swords imbued with wild magic. All Skandar’s rebels had to protect themselves now were the blacksmith-made swords and shields they carried. Had Flo done this on purpose?

‘I’m sorry about all the noise as well,’ Flo apologised to the dragon. ‘I’m going to be honest with you, and tell you that the reason we’re having this conversation is because my friend and I –’ she pointed at Skandar – ‘well, we need to access the ley line you’re guarding so valiantly. We need to extinguish its magic, so that there aren’t more battles like this one – so everyone can live in peace. You understand that, don’t you?’

Skandar swore there was sadness in the beast’s eyes. It threw its enormous scaly head back and roared up at the stars so loudly that a hush came over the riders fighting above the White Unicorn. When its mournful bellow stopped, the dragon continued to stare at the night sky for a very long time – the starshine reflected by the gemstones covering its great snout.

And somehow Flo understood. ‘You’re afraid of the dark, aren’t you?’ She rushed to the dragon’s tree-trunk sized leg and threw her arms round it in a hug. ‘I’m so sorry. You’ve been inside that hill so long, and nobody has ever understood that you’re afraid of the dark.’

The dragon sniffed at Flo’s Afro – one hole of its snout almost the size of her head. Slowly she unhooked her arms, and met the beast’s evergreen gaze. ‘I’m going to give you something that’ll help you keep the diamond shine of the stars with you, even when you go back to sleep.’

Skandar had absolutely no idea whether the dragon understood, but it watched – transfixed – as Flo slowly unsheathed her toxic sword with one hand and gripped a lock of her silver-black hair with the other. Then, very carefully, she brought the sword to her hair, and chopped off a shining curl.

‘Please take it,’ Flo said kindly, offering the piece of hair.

The dragon stared down at the shining lock, and then – as quick as a flash – snatched the hair in its claw. The whole hill shook as it shifted its enormous bulk to turn a stumpy tail on Flo, as though afraid she might change her mind. She backed away towards Silver Blade.

The dragon burrowed back into the darkness of its hill with a joyful roar, Flo’s silvery lock flashing in its claw as the grassy mound healed itself around him. When the ground stilled, the sky lit up again with fire and earth magic.

Flo mounted Blade and rode towards Skandar and Scoundrel, her eyes full of determination. ‘Spirit element! Now!’

The exchange between Flo and the earth dragon had made Skandar completely forget the role he was supposed to play. He galloped Scoundrel to the base of the dragon’s hill to get enough speed for take-off. Once airborne, Skandar tracked the bright green ley line and encouraged Scoundrel to hover low over the mound. And, just as Flo had said, a chalk splodge had now resolved itself into the four-ringed symbol for the spirit element.

Without even landing Scoundrel, Skandar summoned the spirit element into his palm and sent a huge power surge towards the symbol on top of the hill. Scoundrel mirrored him with a jet of spirit magic from his horn and they broke through the initial resistance. In a matter of seconds, he was tugged away from Scoundrel and following the quietening earth magic along the ley line, its colour changing from green to bright white. But somehow this time, though he passed through dark hills and sleeping towns, he was also aware of himself in the saddle, his focus split by his friends battling for their lives. He felt his spirit magic faltering, as from one blink to the next he saw both the ley line ahead of him and the Battle of Uffington from Scoundrel’s back.

And at Uffington the shadow of Silver Sorceress passed across the moon.

Rex Manning had his toxic sword drawn and was flying right for Scoundrel. Panic swept through Skandar. He didn’t want to stop his spirit magic, and had no idea what would happen if he did. But Rex wasn’t exactly going to wait politely for him to take out the earth element on the Mainland—

A silver blur of wings suddenly obscured Skandar’s view of Rex and Sorceress.

Flo and Blade had blocked Rex’s flight path.

‘Keep going, Skar!’ Flo cried.

Blade and Sorceress were practically nose-to-nose in mid-air. One blink – Skandar saw Flo raise a flaming spear over her shoulder. Another blink – the ley line snaked over dark cliffs, white light clashing with green.

Rex threw his head back and laughed. It was one of the worst sounds Skandar had ever heard.

‘You little traitor, Florence Shekoni.’

Flo threw her spear at Rex’s heart.

But he was a Chaos rider with lightning-fast reactions. Rex ducked, moving Sorceress just left of the flaming weapon.

‘Aren’t you going to fight me?’ Flo spat at Rex.

‘My element is currently unavailable on the Mainland,’ Rex said smoothly.

Hurry up, Skandar said – uselessly – to his spirit magic.

‘You’re a coward!’ Flo shouted.

‘I wouldn’t insult me, Florence,’ Rex warned. ‘I know your secret. I’ve suspected for weeks, but I was certain the morning Bruna escaped.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Sorceress and Blade were almost wing to wing now. Flo stared the tyrant down.

‘I think you do know.’ Rex’s voice was horribly calm. ‘I think there’s a reason why high-security prisoners keep escaping from their cells, why Skandar and his rebels have been ahead of us at every turn. And I think that reason is you, General Shekoni.’

Rex lunged from Sorceress, leaping the short distance between the two silver unicorns before landing right behind Flo – a Peregrine Society trick. Blade bellowed, but seemed aware that any sudden moves could get his rider killed. The next second, Rex had his transparent blade pressed against Flo’s throat.

At the same moment Skandar saw the Island and reached the point past which his magic would not travel. The earth magic was gone. Only fire and spirit remained. With a jerk, he was back in his saddle but he didn’t close his palm. Instead, he moulded a spirit sabre and pointed it directly at Rex.

‘Attack me, spirit wielder, and Florence Shekoni dies.’ Rex pushed the flat side of the toxic sword harder against Flo’s skin.

Skandar was so exhausted he could hardly see straight, but the anger in his veins kept him on Scoundrel’s back. ‘Don’t you dare hurt her.’ Every word was pure venom. He didn’t understand Flo’s actions yet, but he was absolutely sick of Rex hurting people he cared about.

Rex just laughed at him, then spoke again to Flo. ‘It was careless of you to trust the integrity of the Secret Swappers, of all people. Once your little secret was brought to my attention, I watched you. You were careful, weren’t you? Clever. I kept putting it all down to coincidence. You even had me fooled for a while. I thought perhaps the words belonged to a younger, more naive rider. But I was wrong. Your secret really couldn’t have betrayed you more.’ Rex’s glinting gaze returned to Skandar. ‘Would you like to hear it? Eight words that make Florence a traitor to the Island.’

Flo whimpered, her eyes wide with fear.

‘Oh, yes, I plan to make an example of you back at the Stronghold. But you already know what I do to traitors.’

Skandar couldn’t think straight. Terror rolled through him like thunder. What secret could Flo have swapped three years ago that meant Rex knew she had betrayed him?

Rex took a long, theatrical breath then said, ‘I, Florence Shekoni, will always love Skandar Smith.’ He snarled his next words into Flo’s ear. ‘What a waste, General. You could have been one of the most famous silvers in history. Was a spirit wielder from the Mainland really worth giving all that up? Was he worth dying for?’

There was a shadow of a word on Flo’s lips. Yes.

And that word blocked out Skandar’s whole world. The explosions of fire and spirit magic behind him, the shouts of triumph from his forces as they started to win, the beating of Scoundrel’s wings on either side of his legs. Always love… him?

Flo struggled against Rex’s sword and Skandar screamed as the blade edged closer to her throat, threatening unhealable wounds.

Then Rex bellowed, ‘RETREAT!’ to his soldiers.

And Kenna shouted. ‘Skar!’ Goshawk was hovering above.

‘Don’t do anything!’ Skandar yelled to Kenna as she swooped Goshawk down next to Scoundrel. ‘He’s got a blade to her throat.’

Kenna’s eyes flicked between Rex and Skandar, comprehension dawning. The glow in her palm winked out.

‘Very wise.’ Rex said with a snigger. ‘Always a delight to see the Smith siblings – or is it Everhart now?’ He urged Blade to turn in the sky. The silver unicorn protested, but was clearly terrified for his rider. ‘But know this,’ Rex growled as a parting blow, ‘you won’t have Florence’s help any longer. And you might have won this battle, this leymark – but you will never win this war.’

Skandar didn’t dare speak – he couldn’t risk Flo’s life, even with a word. But he wasn’t going to abandon her; he had to find a way—

Skandar’s soldiers were cheering as Rex’s forces started to retreat and fly out over the English countryside. Many looked injured and there were a few sentinels lying on the chalk, their unicorns deathly still beside them.

Rex started to fly away on Blade with his sword at Flo’s throat, Sorceress following in the direction of the defeated forces.

And in Skandar’s desperation an idea occurred to him. An idea that he should absolutely not act on – not as the true Commodore, not as leader of the rebel army. It would be a betrayal of everything his friends had built these past months. A reckless, idiotic move. His head knew he should find another way, but his heart… Well, he had a spirit wielder’s heart.

‘Skar.’ Kenna had something in her fist. She pressed it into Skandar’s hand. ‘You’ll need this when you do that stupid thing you’ve just thought of.’

Skandar opened his fingers. It was an emerald-green solstice stone. The stone the Weaver had stolen during his Earth Trial, filled with Kenna’s wild magic.

‘Thank you,’ he breathed. ‘Can you get the others to fly in the opposite direction? Tell them I’m…’

‘Brave?’ Kenna said, her voice thick.

‘Sorry.’

She nodded and then flew Goshawk’s Fury towards the rebel riders coming to congratulate Skandar on extinguishing the earth magic. ‘WE’RE GOING THAT WAY!’ Kenna pointed away from Scoundrel. ‘SCENIC ROUTE BACK TO THE ISLAND!’

Many of them followed her, too exhausted to question their route home, and didn’t spot Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck flying at full speed in the opposite direction – right towards Rex’s forces. But one rider did. Skandar looked over his shoulder just once and saw Mitchell staring after him.

The spirit wielder made himself turn away, Scoundrel’s wings beating the air all the way to Rex Manning.

‘I SURRENDER!’ Skandar yelled at the top of his voice.

And the enemy surrounded him in a lethal flash of silver.
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KENNA THE THIEF

Kenna told herself she had no choice but to become a thief.

It had been three weeks since Skandar had surrendered himself to Rex Manning. Three endless, sleepless weeks in the spirit yard with no news. No news when she tried to reach out to him in spirit speech, or from their scouts, or from rebel friends in Fourpoint. No news reported in the Hatchery Herald. The absence of triumphant boasting in the newspaper about Skandar’s capture unsettled Kenna the most. In Rex’s position she would have been shouting from every treehouse about having imprisoned the leader of the enemy. But not one word had been printed about the Battle of Uffington.

Kenna was the only one who’d spoken to Skandar before he’d got himself carted off to the Silver Stronghold. So naturally people wouldn’t stop asking her about it.

‘Rex was threatening to kill Flo,’ Kenna tried to explain at yet another pointless Rebel Council meeting. The others thought she knew more than she was letting on. But all she’d understood was her brother’s desperation to save Flo. He hadn’t had that opportunity with Bobby – he’d arrived too late, but this time… Kenna still didn’t know whether she’d done the right thing by letting him try. Didn’t know whether he had done the right thing either.

‘But Shekoni betrayed Skandar at the Chaos Cup,’ Agatha raged at her. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. He’s the leader of this army! He wouldn’t risk that for her.’

Agatha had been inconsolable since they’d returned without Skandar. The squadron who’d fought at the leymark had quickly dispersed across the zones, but the members of the Rebel Council had encountered Agatha at the twin oaks, waiting impatiently for their return. Kenna wasn’t sure she’d ever forget the devastation in her aunt’s eyes. ‘Tell me he’s safe,’ Agatha had begged.

The silence following those words had been deafening. The howl that had ripped through her after Elora’s spies had confirmed Skandar had been taken to the Stronghold was even louder.

‘Flo is Rex’s general,’ Mitchell argued. ‘Why would he try to kill her?’

‘Flo was the one who faced the earth dragon,’ Elora said. ‘Rex must have thought she was helping Skandar.’

‘This is too much.’ Mitchell pulled at his flaming hair. ‘I don’t understand at all. Why would Skandar risk everything we’ve built – for Flo? Skandar was going to be Commodore and she was the one who arrested him!’

‘Skandar still loves Flo,’ Bobby said quietly. The news of Skandar’s arrest had shattered her all over again. Kenna wished she could comfort Bobby in some way. The two had become less frosty since the air yard, but they definitely weren’t at the hugging stage. And Bobby really looked like she needed a hug these days. ‘Feelings like Skandar had… has for Flo don’t just go away,’ the air wielder insisted.

‘Well, they bloody well should when someone betrays you!’ Agatha shouted, and she stormed out of the chamber. ‘Idiot boy!’

The Rebel Council were still no further forward with a plan to get Skandar out. The Silver Stronghold had upped its security since Uffington, and what the rebels really needed was to march an army at it. An army that was currently scattered across the four zones and not large enough to get through the Stronghold defences. And there was the other fear, too – that if they marched on the Silver Stronghold, Rex might use it as an excuse to kill Skandar.

What Kenna wanted most was to fly Goshawk to the Stronghold, tear the shield wall apart with her wild magic, march in and rescue Skandar. Two years ago, she might have been able to rip through the Stronghold like a tornado, but she couldn’t kid herself that she was capable of that now. She’d almost lost a couple of battles at the White Unicorn. Surviving Uffington had taken so much of her strength, and now she couldn’t hide from the truth that the shield had not been the thing draining her, that what she had feared last year was coming true.

The winter solstice came and went. At the beginning of the fourth week without Skandar, January arrived and the New Year spurred the Rebel Council into action. They started to discuss the final leymark and perhaps trying to teach JJ – the only spirit wielder Skandar had mended so far – how to extinguish the line’s fire magic. The idea of making plans that didn’t involve her brother made Kenna feel ill. She did not volunteer her own magic, and nobody asked her. Perhaps they were afraid of what its darkness might do.

As well as making a plan for the final leymark, Instructor O’Sullivan and Marcus started talking about reuniting the army in one location. Kenna’s aunt suggested the Terraced Valleys.

‘We could try to congregate at the Wanderers’ air base. It’s in a good defensive position.’ Agatha looked exhausted, no doubt having as many sleepless nights as Kenna.

Elora’s violet eyes cleared. ‘The winds will still be strong, and we wouldn’t usually risk the trip, but I think you’re right. Our scouts have confirmed that Rex hasn’t infiltrated it.’

Instructor Anderson spoke next. ‘We should start sending word for rebels to make their way there.’ In mourning for Desert Firebird, his voice was completely flat, the flames at his ears barely visible now as the mutation faded. Kenna didn’t know how he still had the will to keep coming to these meetings.

Elora nodded. ‘Once the water season starts, it will be easier to train there.’

‘And once we’ve gathered the army again, we can march on the Silver Stronghold, right?’ Bobby said fiercely. Kenna was relieved that somebody was still thinking about her brother.

‘I was thinking exactly the same thing, Roberta,’ Mitchell said quietly. The fire wielder, like Kenna, had been quiet in these meetings, their minds on Skandar being trapped with his greatest enemy rather than the practicalities of the war.

‘We all want Skandar back,’ Elora said calmly, ‘but we have to keep fighting Rex. Skandar would want that – for the Island and the Mainland.’

The meeting broke up. Bobby, Mitchell and Jamie huddled together, speaking in low voices. Kenna thought perhaps they blamed her for letting Skandar go.

And still nobody said the terrible thing. The thing none of them ever said out loud.

What if Skandar’s already dead?

Kenna could hardly bear to enter Rest after those discussions about moving forward without Skandar. The white trees growing over the unicorns made her think about Scoundrel’s Luck being buried among them, about Skandar being… He’s not dead. I gave him a solstice stone. I’d know if he was dead. She repeated the thoughts like a mantra as she climbed up to one of the bone-white treehouses.

There was a note from Piran on the pillow of her hammock. How he had entered the spirit yard she had no idea. She hadn’t seen him since the day the Eyrie’s shield broke. But if she was honest, since Skandar’s arrest, Kenna had thought more and more about Piran Penhaligon. About what he’d told her about this so-called spirit realm. She had begun to listen to the chilling voice at the back of her mind. It’s your fault, Kenna. If you hadn’t done all those terrible things, perhaps Rex never would have been able to seize power. If you hadn’t been so selfish, perhaps Skandar would still be at the Eyrie. If you’d just stayed on the Mainland, Kenna, perhaps he wouldn’t be… dead.

‘Skandar’s not dead,’ Kenna murmured to that voice now as she picked up Piran’s note. Then she almost dropped it when she read the words that echoed her own thoughts.

He’s still alive. You can save him. Meet me at the Hatchery door. Midnight.



‘Kenna.’ A cloaked Piran appeared outside the Hatchery door, with Flameborn Assassin nowhere to be seen. Kenna dismounted and sent Goshawk out to hunt over the clifftop. It had been a long time since she’d been up here. She didn’t like the Hatchery. For others, it was the place where dreams started. For her, it was where they’d ended. She hadn’t understood at the time. She’d just been happy to be with her mother, happy to be on her way to bond with a unicorn. Not caring who got hurt, least of all herself. She was so tired.

‘What are we doing here, Piran?’ Kenna was not foolish enough to believe whatever he was offering would be straightforward. Piran was complicated, selfish, desperate – just like she was now.

In answer, he did not place his hand on the Hatchery door. She supposed he could never have opened it anyway. Instead, she followed him to the mound’s rear where he stopped at a slice-like opening wide enough for them to crawl inside. Kenna blinked in the dim light. It was a hatching cell –– just like the one the Everhart sisters had used to steal a unicorn egg. She followed Piran through the barred door.

This is stupid, Kenna, said a warning voice in the back of her mind. But it was distant compared to her terror for Skandar, her desperation to rescue him.

So she followed the sixth child of George Penhaligon through a cavernous space, barely glancing at the white paintings of unicorns on the black walls or the eggs waiting in their stands for the young riders who would come at next year’s solstice – for Islanders only, if Rex remained in power. And no spirit wielders, of course.

Eventually they reached a round door and entered a pitch-black tunnel. Kenna ignited a tiny fire to sit within the palm of her hand, drawing on the Island’s magic the way the Wanderers had taught her. It revealed a long rocky tunnel, dark torches in brackets lining the way.

‘Light them,’ Piran ordered. ‘No one will use this passage until the summer solstice.’

Kenna obeyed, sending her fire outwards. The next moment, the torches were ablaze and illuminating…

‘Names,’ Kenna breathed. Names took up every visible space in the tunnel – the walls, the floor, the ceiling. ‘Are these rider names?’ she asked Piran. But he had moved a few metres ahead. He’d placed his hand on the wall.

‘This is the Tunnel of the Living,’ he told her in a hushed voice. ‘Spirit elementals record the names of riders who open the Hatchery door, carving them into the rock. And then, on the death of a rider, their name will be erased.’

‘So…’ Kenna’s heart was hammering. ‘If Skandar’s name—’

Piran tapped on the wall with his skeletal hand and Kenna read the name above his bony finger:

Skandar Smith. There was quite a lot of empty black rock around his name, though not too far away was Agatha Everhart.

‘He’s alive,’ she breathed, and although she’d repeated it to herself a thousand times in the last three weeks, she had not truly believed it. Tears began to run down her face.

Piran carried on speaking. ‘Skandar is alive. The astrals are never wrong.’

‘You said… umm,’ Kenna choked out. ‘You said the spirit elementals were the ones who helped you into the spirit realm originally. So they’re ghosts? The things that write and erase names in this tunnel?’

‘Astrals,’ Piran replied. ‘Outside the spirit realm, they are made of nothing – not even shadow. Looking at them is like staring into a void. If they wanted to, they could be the most dangerous creatures on the Island. Stare into the absence of an astral and they could send you mad. Anger them and they could snuff out your life faster than a flame. But they do not concern themselves with such things. Or they have not done so in a very long time.’

‘How come they write the names of the living riders?’ Kenna wondered.

‘That was a deal Elowen struck with them, long ago,’ Piran said stiffly. ‘But we are not here to talk about astrals.’ He moved away from the wall. ‘You wish to save your brother?’

Kenna nodded.

‘But the reason you haven’t done so already is that your strength is failing you? Your magic is waning even after the collapse of the shield?’

Kenna nodded again.

‘Then you must reconsider my offer,’ Piran insisted. ‘You must steal a unicorn from the spirit realm the way I have done. To save your brother. To survive.’

‘Could I do it only once?’ Kenna asked, breath catching. The idea had hounded her since Skandar’s capture. She had even been desperate enough to ask Konrad about the possibility of mending her bond to the dapple-grey, forgetting that the only known Mender on the Island was Skandar. In a panic she’d asked whether that mended bond might balance out her wild one. But Konrad had shaken his head, reminding her that mending would require breaking the forged bond with Goshawk first. Kenna would likely die immediately, like her mother.

Then there was the idea of swapping the bonds, bonding Goshawk to her destined rider Tyler Thomson – the solution Skandar had tried to get her to agree to… But even if it was more than a far-fetched theory, there had been no sign of Tyler since the Weaver’s death, and she didn’t know whether she could make that choice to be separated from Gos, not after everything. It seemed none of her options were good ones now.

Kenna took a steadying breath. ‘Steal one unicorn from the spirit realm, and then I could live a human life and die just like everyone else?’

Though the unicorn’s original rider would die more quickly, wouldn’t they? You’d be killing them, Kenna. She tried to shut out that voice, fought not to think about what Skandar would say when he realised what she’d done. She would have to deal with that once she had saved him.

‘Why would you want to die just like everyone else?’ Piran asked, sounding confused. ‘You would be powerful again, the most powerful rider the Island has ever seen. Don’t you want your existence to mean something? My father, my siblings, they are the history of this Island, but you and I could be… its future. Isn’t that who your Originals were following last year, the true successor of spirit’s dark friend? The second coming of the First Rider. That’s what I could make you.’

And Kenna finally understood what Piran truly wanted. He wanted a second chance at a legacy. His father had founded the Island, his rider siblings had helped mould it – had even found a way to protect the Mainland. But he had played no part in that. So Piran had been biding his time, helping Erika because he’d believed she could be the rider who made him part of the Island’s history. But then Kenna had arrived, someone powerful enough to rule the Island, the way the First Rider had. And at her side Piran believed he would not be scorned or shunned or forgotten. He thought they would shape history together the way his family had done. He would finally be remembered.

Kenna swallowed, trying to play his game. ‘I suppose I could take more unicorns from the spirit realm if you help me.’ Triumph shone in Piran’s eyes. ‘But only if my bond with Goshawk would stay intact. I’d just have two? One forged, one gifted?’

‘Correct.’ Piran said quickly, but then looked conflicted, as though wrestling with whether he should reveal something. Finally his flaming eyes cleared. ‘I must tell you, entering the spirit realm and stealing a unicorn is not without risk.’

‘I want to save my brother,’ Kenna insisted, then she made herself say, ‘I want my power back.’

Piran began to pace up and down. ‘You were going to make a bargain with the First Rider, were you not? You were going to return his staff?’

‘Yes, but what has that got to do with anything—’

‘Did you ever wonder why the First Rider remained here? Why he and the Wild Unicorn Queen were able to joust your brother? Why he did not go on into death?’

‘I—’ Kenna hesitated. ‘Honestly? I didn’t think it was really him. I assumed it was a phantom, like an imprint of the First Rider.’

Piran shook his head. ‘What your brother saw in the tomb was my father. He stayed in part because he could not let go of his precious Island. But also… because of me.’

‘You?’

‘The First Rider guards the unicorns stuck in the spirit realm. He guards them from his sixth child. I think he is afraid I may steal his queen one day.’

Kenna swallowed. ‘And will you?’

‘Perhaps.’ Piran shrugged. ‘Or perhaps you will, Kenna Everhart.’

There was hope in his voice, but Kenna ignored her mother’s name, her racing heart. ‘So every time you’ve stolen a unicorn from the spirit realm, you’ve had to fight your father?’

Piran nodded. ‘And if you want to survive, Kenna. If you want to save everyone you love… so will you.’
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN CONFESSIONS

Skandar knew something was different today. For weeks he’d been underground in the Silver Stronghold’s highest-security prison cell. He’d been brought down in handcuffs, the metal imbued with elemental magic that had shocked and burned and frozen his wrists if he’d tried to struggle. But much worse had been the separation from Scoundrel. He had never been away from his unicorn for so long, and it felt like he was drowning in both their sorrow.

In the endless days he’d been locked behind these bars, he had seen nobody except Rex Manning, who visited him seemingly at random, asking questions he knew Skandar would never answer.

Depressingly Skandar had started to look forward to these visits. The words Rex used to threaten Skandar gave him vital information.

‘If you don’t tell me how many soldiers have joined your army, then Flo will die in the morning.’

Flo is still alive.

‘Give me the names of the riders in your army or when I capture Henderson and Bruna, I’ll kill four birds with one stone. A quartet united in death.’

Mitchell and Bobby are still free. Still alive.

The rebel army is safe. Still fighting.

Which meant there was hope. Hope as long as Skandar didn’t think about Scoundrel suffering at the point of a toxic sword – the bond filled with the black unicorn’s fear and fury and pain.

‘If you don’t tell me how to reverse your damage to the leymarks, I will hurt Scoundrel’s Luck again.’ Rex’s favourite line.

It was impossible not to feel his unicorn’s torment. When it happened, Skandar would vomit and scream for Scoundrel until he lost his voice. Cry out for the other half of his soul. But he had to hold on. He had to keep believing that he and Scoundrel would be reunited and that his friends were still safe.

Again and again, Skandar forced himself to wiggle his toes and feel the green solstice stone he’d shoved into his left boot. A lifeline from Kenna. But even if he blasted through the bars, he’d never make it to the surface before the guards reached him.

He had tried summoning magic the way the Wanderers had taught him. Skandar didn’t know if it was his own exhaustion or Scoundrel’s, but he could only bring a flicker of magic to his palm. Enough to ignite the stone if he had the chance, but not enough for a single syllable of spirit speech, let alone a full-blown fight.

Sometimes when Rex came, he didn’t threaten anything at all; he just talked to Skandar as though confessing his secrets. He talked about his devastation at General Shekoni’s betrayal. He sermonised about the dangers of the spirit element and the Mainland. He ranted about his mother’s death as a result of the Weaver’s actions. He spoke about Nina Kazama being chosen as squadron leader of the Peregrine Society over him.

Once he’d even asked Skandar’s opinion on whether he should let his father Dorian out of prison. Skandar hadn’t known how to answer, so instead he’d asked a question of his own. ‘Why haven’t you let him out already?’

‘I don’t know,’ Rex had admitted. ‘Perhaps, even now, I’m afraid what my father will think of me. Isn’t that ridiculous? That the most powerful man in the Island’s history, the man who will bring the Mainland to heel, still worries about impressing his father?’

Rex had laughed then, and there was a glimpse of the silver who had first befriended Flo in the Stronghold. Who had been reluctant to whisk Kenna to the Island. The rider who had seemed so grateful to be elected head of the Silver Circle. The boy who had deserved a friend like Nina Kazama.

But in the blink of an eye Rex had grabbed Skandar’s arm to interrogate him about the size of his rebel forces. And again he’d become the man who had killed that gold-hearted friend in cold blood. And Skandar had tried to push down the fear that Rex was only confessing so much to him because he would never let the spirit wielder leave the Stronghold alive.

But something felt different today. And Skandar knew his hunch was right when five sentinels came to collect him from his cell.

‘Guess I’m free to go, then, am I?’ Skandar joked, trying to get a reaction out of them as they dragged him to his feet. His words came out rougher than he’d intended. His throat scraped like sandpaper on wood.

‘Shut up!’ the tallest sentinel barked, hurrying him along.

‘Where are you taking me?’ Skandar asked. ‘Where—’ He was cut off by a sudden light searing his eyes. He felt the sun on his face for the first time in weeks.

‘Where are you taking me?’ he asked again more loudly.

‘To the Death Cells,’ a sentinel whispered close to his ear.

Skandar recognised the voice. ‘Meiyi? Is that you?’

‘No,’ she said, though Skandar detected a wobble in her denial.

‘Stop talking!’ another sentinel barked. He kicked Skandar in the back of the knee, making him stumble.

Terrified that he would dislodge the solstice stone in his boot, Skandar walked on in silence. He tried to take in every single part of the Stronghold he passed – looking for weaknesses, for exits. He tried to imagine himself free again, tried to conjure up Mitchell’s look of concentration as his friend took notes on the enemy camp. Thoughts like this kept him sane. He would get free. He would find Scoundrel. They would rescue Flo and Blade. They would escape.

The number of metal tents had tripled since he’d been in the Stronghold years ago. Forges steamed and hammers clattered as he was marched past them. Some kind of training was happening in the metal-roofed arena. He had always thought the Stronghold looked like an army camp. Rex might think Skandar and his rebels were responsible for this war, but the Silver Circle had been preparing themselves for far longer. And they were ready.

The sentinels led him towards the Spear – the Stronghold’s tower, where Kenna had once been a prisoner. Where are you, Flo? Skandar was shoved through a door and pushed up a spiralling staircase, wondering why he was being moved. It made him nervous. Why had Meiyi said Death Cells?

On the top floor every door was barred. The metal was painted white and there were more sliding bolts than Skandar could count. Had Agatha been held in these cells after she’d tried to run from the Silver Circle?

‘Meiyi, please,’ Skandar begged the former member of the Threat Quartet. ‘Please help me.’

She didn’t answer.

After multiple keys had been turned in multiple locks, Skandar found himself alone again. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. He found this bright white cell far more unsettling than his previous underground prison.

‘Skandar?’ His name was barely a whisper.

Skandar spun round and realised that his cell was connected to another, only separated by the same bone-white bars.

And there, finally, was Flo Shekoni.

They both rushed towards the bars at the same time; their heads pressed on opposite sides.

‘Do you understand where we are?’ Flo breathed. Her dark brown skin was stained with tears.

‘The Spear?’ Skandar said, wondering why this was the first thing she was talking to him about after everything, after the dragon, after—

‘These are the Death Cells,’ she said, eerily calm. ‘Rex has finished questioning us. We’re going to die in the morning. Me first. Then you.’

Skandar knew he should have been more afraid, but in some ways it was a relief. Tomorrow this would end, one way or another. And he wasn’t going down without a fight.

‘Okay, so we need to escape!’

Flo gripped the bars more tightly. ‘It’s not possible. We’re right at the top of the Spear. There are sentinels stationed on every floor below us. We’d never make it!’

But Skandar bent down to unlace his boot. The earth stone clinked as he showed it to Flo through the bars. ‘Kenna gave me this. It’s full of her magic, and I can still feel my connection with Scoundrel. Maybe I can blow a hole in the side of the tower? Then we climb down the outside, rescue the unicorns and—’

‘We’re thirty floors up! The most likely thing that solstice stone will do is kill us a bit early, Skar.’ She looked pained. ‘I’m sorry, I know I’m not supposed to call you that.’

Skandar pushed off from the bars, frustration boiling up inside him. Why was Flo being so negative? There had to be a way out. They’d escaped from the Stronghold before, and they could do it again. ‘What you call me doesn’t matter right now. The past doesn’t matter,’ he insisted. ‘What matters is—’

‘All of it matters,’ Flo said forcefully. ‘Because I’ve been living in the Stronghold for a year now and there is no way we’re escaping the Death Cells. It matters because I don’t want us to die angry at each other.’

Skandar gripped the bars opposite her again. ‘Angry at each other? Why are you angry at me?’

‘I’m furious with you actually,’ Flo said quietly.

‘What? Why?’

‘You thought I’d betrayed you, Skandar! You thought it was true, that I was your enemy!’ Her voice rose in pitch, in hurt.

‘Of course I did!’ Skandar found himself yelling. ‘You told Rex I was the Weaver’s son. You told him my biggest secret and then helped him arrest me the minute I became Commodore!’

Flo spun away so that she had her back to him, the silver in her Afro flashing. ‘Didn’t it occur to you that there might have been a reason why I did that? I told you not to race in the Cup, but you didn’t listen! Rex was going to kill you!’

‘I know! He tried during the race, but when he didn’t manage it—’

‘No, Skar,’ Flo said slowly. ‘He didn’t try to kill you during the Chaos Cup.’

Skandar laughed without humour. ‘Oh, right! And I suppose the Mythical predator was just for show, was it?’

‘Yes,’ Flo said firmly, returning to the bars. ‘Do you really think a silver rider capable of summoning a Mythical-level predator could have been beaten by a young spirit wielder who had hardly been able to train in his own element?’

Skandar and Flo stared at each other, breathing hard. ‘Are you saying he held back?’

‘Yes, because I offered him a deal,’ Flo said, tears ready to fall from her haunted eyes. ‘Rex was afraid of you, Skandar. He still is. He doesn’t understand why people want to be on your side, why they risk their lives for you, why they love—’ She broke off, the word hanging in the air between them.

‘What deal?’ Skandar managed to say, staring at his fingers just inches from Flo’s.

‘I watched him training for the Cup, summoning thunderbirds as though they were nothing more than a Hatchling blast. I was convinced he was capable of killing you. You have to believe that. So when you wouldn’t listen to me in the Gilded Grove and were determined to race in the Chaos Cup, I told him – out in the Compound – that you had a secret that would make it impossible for the Island to accept you. As Commodore, as a Chaos rider, as anything. In exchange, he promised he would let you live.’ Flo took a deep breath. ‘Once I told him you were the Weaver’s son, he praised me for my loyalty. He knew capturing you would make him a conquering hero, make everyone forget about his father’s mistakes – and it would mean you could never be a martyr, just his prisoner.’ Flo sounded disgusted; then her face softened. ‘He thought I was doing it to help him. But really I was doing it to save you. Always for you.’

It was so simple. It was the explanation Skandar had hoped for in his darkest moments. But he still didn’t understand all of it. For months he’d believed that Flo had betrayed him. And she’d let him.

‘Why didn’t you get me a message? Why didn’t you tell me what had happened? I would have believed you. Surely you could—’

‘I was planning to escape,’ Flo confessed in a whisper, as though she was still afraid of being caught. ‘But then Rex made me a general. He trusted my loyalty completely after the Chaos Cup, and he told me about Margate.’

Robert Smith had been right after all. ‘You warned my dad,’ Skandar breathed. ‘But the note—’

‘I disguised my handwriting. And I leaked Rex’s plans to Amber. I knew she had to be spying – she was never going to be on a side that wasn’t Bobby’s. When the silvers came back defeated, Rex was furious. No Mainlander casualties. Silvers defeated by a bunch of teenagers. Mainland authorities alerted to his plans. He scaled back his invasion strategy – targeting one city at a time, not several. I knew then that I had to stay at the Stronghold. Coming back – to you, to Mitchell, to Bobby – was what I wanted most in the world. But I knew I could help far more people if I remained a silver general in Rex’s army.’

Skandar was gripping the bars so tightly, his knuckles had turned white.

‘Because I knew about Amber, it meant I could spy on her,’ Flo continued. ‘It meant I knew that Mitchell was looking for leymarks – and I started researching them, too. As a general I still had access to Fourpoint’s libraries, to the texts brought up from the Vaults. And when I saw the painting of the Trysting Stones in Rex’s private quarters—’

‘I thought Amber got that from the library?’ Skandar’s mouth was dry.

Flo shook her head. ‘I moved it. I was certain Amber met with her other spies in the Spear’s library, so I put it there. And then Uffington… My research told me that Mainlanders would re-chalk the unicorn – or horse, as they called it for centuries. They used hammers to break up the chalk and keep it white. So I figured that must be the tradition, and I was right. That’s what activated the ley line.’

‘You let the instructors out, too.’ Understanding was clanging through Skandar like a gong. Then he remembered what Kenna had told him – the supposed riot he was leading in Fourpoint, the alarm being raised by a general. ‘And you cleared the air yard to give Bobby a chance to escape. And you sent those warnings to Charlie about Rex coming to take the Eyrie back.’

Skandar and Flo were practically nose to nose now, their breaths mixing through the bars. ‘Of course it was me, Skar,’ Flo said, then looked pained. ‘But I didn’t think about the Secret Swappers. I didn’t know Rex had done that. He probably had his research teams comb through the secrets first and he must have been given mine at some point before Uffington.’

‘Even without the secret, he could have found out you were betraying him at any time!’ Skandar said, his delayed terror for her slicing through him. ‘He could have killed you as a traitor and I never would have known…’

‘I would have known,’ Flo said defiantly. ‘I would have known that I’d saved people, that I’d made a difference, that I’d done the right thing even if nobody else knew it. And that would have been enough.’

Unable to resist any longer, Skandar placed his hands over Flo’s through the bars. She let out a sound that was both joy and sorrow.

‘I’m so sorry, Flo. I should have believed in our friendship. I should have trusted that you could never be my enemy. In this whole terrible mess I forgot who we are to each other. Who we’ve always been.’

Flo threaded her fingers through his. ‘The Island has always tried to teach us to hate one another. I took an oath, if you remember?’

Skandar did. And he also remembered how Flo had said she would always choose his side, no matter what. It turned out he had been the one to forget whose side she was on – not her. Never her.

‘Silvers and spirit wielders were always destined to be enemies.’ She was so close to him now that he could feel her breath on his cheek.

‘Did you know the First Rider loved a silver?’ Skandar blurted, his face flaming.

A twinkle entered Flo’s eyes. ‘Interesting.’

‘Hmm.’ Skandar avoided her gaze. Suddenly he didn’t feel like he deserved the smile on Flo’s mouth, the warmth in her voice. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he croaked again.

‘I forgive you, Skar,’ she said, and squeezed his fingers.

‘That was quick,’ he breathed.

‘Well,’ she said lightly, ‘it’s not exactly worth holding a grudge when we’re being executed at dawn.’

‘How can you be so calm about this?’ Skandar asked, the reality of their situation crashing in.

Flo let go of his hands, slid to the floor, and sat cross-legged. He copied her, their knees touching through the bars.

‘Tell me how everyone is,’ Flo said. ‘Bobby? Mitchell? What about Jamie? Agatha? And Amber? She really was a very good spy.’

Skandar thought about trying to direct the conversation back to how they were going to escape from the Death Cells, but there was an urgency in Flo’s tone that told him she needed this. That if she was going to die in the morning, she wanted to know that all her friends were safe. That they had a chance of winning this war. That there was a future in which the Island could be a place of unity and joy once again. Even if she wouldn’t be around to see it.

So they talked long into the night. Talked so long their voices were hoarse, their bellies sore from laughing. And Skandar thought that any sentinels overhearing them would be very confused. Because Flo and Skandar didn’t sound like prisoners awaiting their death sentences. They sounded like two best friends catching up after far too long apart.



Skandar awoke to the sound of rattling keys. He and Flo had fallen asleep back-to-back with the bars between them. Now her cell was empty.

‘No, no, no.’ Skandar rushed to the sentinels unlocking his door. ‘How long has she been gone?’ White-hot terror flooded his whole body. What if I’m too late? What if she’s already—

‘She isn’t dead yet, if that’s what you’re asking,’ one of the sentinels answered, and Skandar recognised the brown-haired boy as Lawrence – a rider the same age as him, who’d been declared a nomad after their Training Trial.

‘Lawrence.’ Skandar gulped in air. ‘What’s happening?’ He needed information. He needed a plan. That’s what Mitchell would have said.

Lawrence’s voice was surprisingly kind as he placed heavy handcuffs back round Skandar’s wrists, the other two sentinels watching closely with skull-marked swords at their hips. ‘We’re taking you to Victors’ Square – at the foot of the Spear, just beyond the arena. Flo is already there, but nothing will happen until you arrive.’ His hazel eyes were clear, earnest.

‘Then what?’

‘Rex is making a speech. There are reporters from the Hatchery Herald attending the… executions.’ Lawrence said the last word quietly, like it was a secret.

‘Right.’ Skandar gritted his teeth to clamp down on his terror. As the sentinels marched him away from the Spear, he tried to convince himself that a speech was good. It would buy him time.

Three sides of Victors’ Square were constructed from stacks of shields like the wall round the outside of the Stronghold, though these ones looked bent, battered, even rusted in some places. Given the square’s name, perhaps they had belonged to famous silver riders.

The fourth side was open to the rest of the Stronghold, but today it was impossible to see beyond it. People and unicorns packed every inch of visible space, spilling out of the square’s open side. Many were silvers and sentinels, but there were plenty of others. Rex must have invited guests to the Stronghold to witness the show. Panic clawed at Skandar’s chest. Even with the magic from the stone he’d hidden up his jacket sleeve last night, he still worried it wouldn’t be enough to escape. The walls were so high. The square was so crowded.

The sentinels led Skandar through a gate in the shields. And that was when he saw—

‘Scoundrel!’ He couldn’t stop the name bursting from his lips. Scoundrel shrieked back, the bond exploding with their desperation to get to each other, their joy at seeing one another again. Skandar’s eyes landed on two unhealable cuts that had been made along Scoundrel’s neck, injuries he had felt through the bond but been powerless to do anything about. Bile and anger rose in Skandar’s throat, and every muscle in his body wanted to fight off the sentinels and run to Scoundrel, to get him to safety. The black unicorn obviously felt the same, straining against the heavy chains holding him in place, making the open wounds bleed. The bond spiralled with the terror of what had happened, what was about to come.

At least if we die, boy, we die together. Skandar had thought this once before, the day of the Chaos Cup. He tried to push what little reassurance he could muster into the bond.

Skandar’s gaze skittered to the raised platform just behind Scoundrel, and to Flo and Blade beside him. Rider and silver unicorn both had their heads bowed, as though resigned to their fate. This can’t be the end, Skandar found himself insisting. We can’t give up.

Most people were facing the raised platform behind Scoundrel, which Skandar could now see was also constructed from shields piled on top of each other. Rex looked ready to get up on to the dais, his eyes on the riders and unicorns in front of it.

A flurry of whispers and jeers went through the crowd as Skandar was positioned next to Flo. He was desperate to reach out and touch Scoundrel’s neck, but both riders were carefully positioned so as not to be in physical contact with their unicorns. This gave Skandar a spark of satisfaction. Rex clearly hadn’t been paying enough attention at Uffington to notice that it wasn’t only the Wanderers among his enemy’s forces who could summon magic away from their unicorns.

Sensing that something was about to happen, people pressed closer. The sentinels, including Lawrence, dropped off to the side of the platform; Herald reporters took out their notebooks; and the crowd quietened. Rex began to speak.

‘I have asked you to gather in Victors’ Square because today, my friends, victory is near!’ Rex’s voice was jubilant and the crowd cheered on cue.

‘It has always been my aim to make this Island a safe place again, a place where every rider may master the element destined for them, where Mainlanders no longer take what is rightfully ours, where the spirit element plays no part in the future we are building. For too long we have bowed in fear to the Mainland, to the wild unicorns, to the Weaver, to the elemental nature of the Island itself. Now is our chance to take back the power gifted to us by destiny. Once under my control, the Mainland will bow to the unicorn riders, and the Island will be safe at last. Now is the time for an era of stability under the protection of the Silver Circle.’

There were more loud cheers and stamping of feet.

‘Skar,’ Flo whispered from the corner of her mouth.

‘Yes.’ He barely moved his lips.

‘Don’t use that solstice stone until I tell you.’

‘What?’ he breathed.

‘Whatever happens, do not use that solstice stone before I say.’

Skandar’s heart accelerated. Did Flo have a plan?

Rex’s voice boomed out loudly. ‘Today we take our biggest step yet towards securing that fear-free future. First, we will execute the traitor general, Florence Shekoni, who has been passing information to our enemies for months. Traitors will never be tolerated at the Stronghold. Let her actions be a warning to you all – be vigilant. Even those who look like friends can be enemies in times of war.’

A wail erupted from somewhere in the crowd and Skandar’s gaze found Olu, Sara and Ebb Shekoni a few rows ahead of him, their arms round each other. Sara was hiding her face in Olu’s shoulder. Ebb had tears streaming down his face, watching his twin as though her life depended on him not looking away. A sentinel stood very close behind them, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

‘And then it will be the turn of Skandar Smith, spirit wielder and leader of the rebellion.’ Skandar had the feeling Rex was now directly behind him. ‘Skandar believed that he could come to our Island uninvited. This Mainlander believed that he could steal a unicorn and use the spirit element to cause chaos – without punishment. That he could steal our magic on the Mainland – without consequences. And Skandar believed, most laughably of all, that his ragtag group of rebels could actually win against the might of an Island led by the Silver Circle, by an army strengthened by the mastery of their own allied elements.’ Rex laughed and the crowd echoed him.

‘The Mainland will fall; the Island will triumph. A new silver era is dawning, Skandar Smith. And you will play no part in it.’ Rex paused. ‘We begin with the traitor.’ The crowd jeered and writhed with anticipation.

The sentinels jogged forward, armour clinking, and pushed Flo to her knees. Blade bellowed in anger, but there was now a sentinel guarding each of the four elemental chains that held his hooves on the ground.

A man in a black mask melted out of the crowd, a great broadsword glinting in his hands. An executioner.

‘A wild unicorn’s death for a traitor!’ Rex yelled to the crowd. ‘A wild sword through the heart.’

Revulsion swept through Skandar. Flo would never survive that. Neither of them would. He had to do something.

‘Flo!’ He lurched for her, but a sentinel grabbed him roughly by the handcuffs and forced him to stand up straight.

‘Not yet!’ Flo shouted out, and Skandar knew she meant the stone. But if not now, then when? The executioner steadied his stance, the broadsword gripped in his hand. Skandar was too terrified to register the thread of water flowing through the man’s black plait.

The executioner pointed his sword right at Flo’s heart, then drew back his arm.

Everything seemed to slow down. Skandar heard himself screaming, wrenching with all the strength he had away from the guard holding him. In that moment of freedom, Skandar managed to get the solstice stone into his palm. The guard lunged for him again, eyes wide with panic, as he saw the green stone in Skandar’s palm and then—

The executioner missed Flo altogether.

Instead he leaped on to the shield platform, swinging his sword at Rex’s head.

The four sentinels guarding Silver Blade freed Flo’s unicorn from his chains.

Then they did the same for Scoundrel’s Luck.

Lawrence helped Flo to her feet and unlocked her handcuffs.

Battles raged down the middle of Victors’ Square. Skandar spotted Sara Shekoni fighting off a sentinel with a rusty sword. Meiyi ripped off her sentinel mask, Rose-Briar’s Darling blasting her former quartet member Alastair and Dusk Seeker back against the shields. Skye Saylor – the former air instructor – swung a hammer towards Eric Melville. Lori and Silver Rhapsody sent a water blast at Ayana and Silver Phoenix. It was silver against silver. Sentinel against sentinel. Blacksmith against blacksmith. Healer against healer. And behind Skandar on the stack of shields the executioner was locked in a sword fight with Rex.

‘Skandar! Move!’ Flo shouted. She’d already mounted Blade, her palm glowing with the fire element. That was when he realised someone had unlocked his handcuffs too.

The sky was filling with coloured smoke as sentinels were unseated from their unicorns. Skandar scrambled up on to Scoundrel’s back. Joy overwhelmed him, even in the confusion. The black unicorn tossed his horn, and their bond was overloaded with undiluted happiness.

Giddy with relief, Skandar yelled over the elemental blasts and clattering of weapons. ‘What’s happening?’

‘I made a few friends while I was in here,’ Flo said, grinning. ‘It’s what earth wielders do.’ She pointed straight ahead, and he saw that the path was clear. Flo had cleverly positioned all her allies along the middle of the square so they could clear a path right out of the Stronghold.

A cloud of fire magic started blazing above Flo’s head, building until it seemed to block out the entire sky. And Skandar stared, open-mouthed, as an enormous bird of pure flame flew over Victors’ Square, the wildfires in its eyes raging with menace.

Shouts of shock came from Rex’s forces, but none was louder than that from the head of the Silver Circle himself. He parried the executioner with his toxic sword, shoving the man backwards. ‘A phoenix,’ he raged at Flo mid-duel. ‘You can summon a Mythical?’

‘And not only in my allied element,’ Flo yelled back at him, galloping Blade to the corner of the dais. ‘Come on, Mr Henderson. Let’s get out of here.’

Skandar felt like he was in a far-fetched dream as he watched the executioner vault on to Blade’s back. He tore off his mask, revealing himself to be Ira Henderson, Mitchell’s father. Without missing a beat, Ira dismounted from Blade’s other side and ran towards his unicorn, Riptide’s Strike, who was patiently waiting a few metres away.

Rex was shouting furiously at Flo, but his words were now inaudible over the high-pitched screeches of the phoenix moving above Victors’ Square. Flo’s rebels looked up, and the sound seemed to be a signal, because riders started pulling non-riders up on to their unicorns’ backs.

‘Time for a glitzy finale,’ Flo cried. ‘I wish Bobby was here. She’d love this.’

The phoenix streaked across the sky like a firework, trailing smoke from its fanned tail and leading Flo’s rebels from Victors’ Square. Blade reared up, his silver hooves igniting as they struck the air, and Scoundrel did the same. The black and silver unicorns galloped side by side before their wings snapped out and they took off over the carnage, following in the wake of the Mythical.

Flo leaned down, keeping an eye on her allies below. Meanwhile, Skandar had worked out what she needed from the solstice stone. He summoned the earth element to his palm, and then, when Flo shouted ‘Now,’ Scoundrel dived ahead of the fleeing rebels and Skandar threw the stone at the shield wall.

BOOM!

Skandar pulled Scoundrel out of the dive just as the wall exploded outwards and sent silver shields flying through the air. Seconds later, unicorns poured through the gap, the cheering of the rebels joyfully loud.

‘Where’s the phoenix taking us?’ he shouted to Flo.

‘To the Terraced Valleys!’ she answered over the celebrations and the beating of Blade’s wings. ‘I hear your army’s a bit low on numbers!’

‘How did you convince all these people to join us? There are sentinels down there! Even some silvers!’

Flo looked at him, their unicorns flying towards the air zone. ‘I showed them kindness, Skar. Rex never treated them like people. They were all just soldiers to him. Numbers, dispensable – even before this war. Friend, enemy; Islander, Mainlander; silver, spirit wielder. When it comes down to it, people aren’t that different from each other. All we want is to be seen. All we want is kindness. Love. Love always wins in the end.’

And right then, flying beside Flo over the Island they were determined to save, Skandar wanted to believe that more than anything.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN WHITE FLAG

Flo’s recruits looked more like enemy forces than new allies as they marched through the air zone. Even with the phoenix extinguished, they were still a formidable sight. There were five silvers – including Lori Fusano and Silver Rhapsody – at least forty sentinels, and about the same number of non-riders descending on the new location of Skandar’s army. There were also thirty or so famous riders and unicorns who Skandar recognised from watching the Chaos Cup growing up, including: Aspen McGrath, Tristan Macfarlane, Alodie Birch, Billy Bridport, Sadie Lang, Dorina Zachariou and Ema Templeton. Some of them had been imprisoned in the Stronghold, but others… had been loyal to Rex. If Skandar had been less tired, hungry and dishevelled, he might have tried to confront his childhood heroes.

Where have you been? Why has it taken you this long to join us?

Luckily what remained of Amber’s Stronghold spy network, now riding with them, had noticed rebel riders starting to gather in the Terraced Valleys and had informed Flo. Skandar didn’t overlook the irony of her knowing more about where his army was than he did. But they agreed that the rebels wouldn’t react well to their unexpected arrival. So Flo halted her recruits by the air zone’s windmills, and sent Ivan and Swift Sabotage and Freya and Earth-Bound Raptor ahead to warn the rebel army of their arrival. Ivan and Freya had been Amber’s closest confidants, so it was more likely they’d be listened to. But Flo had still asked around for scraps of white material so she could carry a white flag into the Terraced Valleys, just in case.

Flo gripped the wooden pole tightly as Blade and Scoundrel moved away from the last windmill ahead of the new allies.

‘Do you really think we’ll need it?’ Skandar asked.

‘Skar,’ she said sadly, ‘I activated an ancient ley line for you and then talked down a dragon, and you still didn’t trust me until I explained everything. You’ve all thought of me as the enemy for a long time now.’

‘You’re right,’ Skandar mumbled, feeling a fresh wave of guilt.

Scoundrel and Blade trod carefully as they entered into the valley Skandar had flown through during his Chaos Trials. Back then, he and Scoundrel had encountered the air elementals – the sylphs. They were formed from the gusts themselves, ghostly faces stretching in whistling screams. But the Air Trial had been in June. It was only January now, and that meant the sylph-led winds were far stronger – too strong usually for even the Wanderers to want to travel to their base here.

Sure enough, once Scoundrel and Blade had the terraced green fields high on either side of them, it became impossible to continue talking. Sylphs descended on them from all sides, pulling at their clothes, stealing their breath, howling mournfully in their ears. Scoundrel started to get agitated as sylphs tugged at the black feathers on his wings, and Blade roared at the ghostly faces that seemed to disappear as they took shape. Flo gritted her teeth against the gusts trying to snatch her makeshift flag. Skandar bent right over Scoundrel’s neck, trying to stay as flat as possible. In fifteen minutes they had progressed only a few hundred metres.

Then, quite suddenly, the wind dropped as the sylphs moved on, looking for new prey.

Skandar looked ahead, blinking. And there, riding towards them through the valley were Bobby and Mitchell. Flo raised the flag, her hand shaking.

The last time the quartet had all been together, Skandar had just been stabbed with a shard of ice and operated on in a sandwich shop. He felt far more uneasy now. He believed Flo, but would Mitchell? Would Bobby, who had been imprisoned by Rex and seen Flo acting as his general?

The red and grey unicorns halted before the black and silver pair. Bobby and Mitchell stared at Skandar and Flo.

‘Erm… hello,’ Skandar said, because he didn’t know where to start.

Bobby exploded. ‘Hello? HELLO? That’s all you have to say—’

‘Not all—’

‘You surrender yourself to the Silver Circle, you risk our entire cause, we hear nothing for A MONTH… We all thought you were dead, spirit boy!’ There was so much anguish in Bobby’s face. ‘How bloody dare you do that to us?’ And before Skandar knew what was happening, Bobby had dismounted and was pulling him down from Scoundrel’s back.

She put both her hands on his shoulders, and he was slightly worried she might hit him. He’d deserve it if she did.

She shook him with each word. ‘YOU. COMPLETE. IDIOT. NEVER. DO. ANYTHING. LIKE. THAT. EVER. AGAIN.’ And suddenly Bobby was hugging him more tightly than ever before, and her whole body was shaking. Then someone else joined the hug – Mitchell, his flaming hair billowing.

When they broke apart, Bobby’s eyes fixed on Flo dismounting from Blade, the white flag held limply in her hand. Tears were flowing so fast down Flo’s face that they’d started to drip from her chin. Her eyes were raking over the injuries across Bobby’s hands, on Falcon. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she cried. ‘I’m so sorry I couldn’t get you and Falcon out of the Stronghold sooner. I tried everything. I tried—’

‘You cleared the way for Kenna to do it,’ Bobby said, her voice hoarse. ‘That’s what matters.’

‘If the rumours are true,’ Mitchell said, wiping a tear from his own cheek, ‘you saved us all more times than we can count, Flo.’

‘What rumours?’ Skandar asked, looking between Mitchell and Bobby.

‘Oh, Ivan and Freya mentioned a few things,’ Bobby said. ‘Word on the street is that Rex’s favourite general might not have felt quite the same about him. That she betrayed him every chance she got, that she sent warnings to the Mainland and the Rebel Eyrie when they were in danger, that she convinced a large number of Rex’s forces – including Ira Henderson – to turn against him, and that she organised the most sensationally dramatic exit by blowing a hole in the Stronghold’s shield wall—’

‘That was actually Skandar—’ Flo tried to say.

Bobby held up a hand. ‘I haven’t finished. The rumours go on to say that she rescued Skandar Smith, Bobby Bruna, the Eyrie instructors, and many more from almost certain death, that she single-handedly worked out how to activate the earth ley line, that she defeated a dragon by chatting to it, and through all of that she never – even for a moment – forgot how much she loved her friends.’ Bobby took a shaky breath. ‘Are any of those rumours true, d’you reckon?’

Although tears were still streaming down Flo’s face, she stuck her chin out proudly. ‘All of them,’ she said, ‘especially the last one.’

‘Sounds like you can put that flag down then, doesn’t it?’ Bobby said.

Skandar didn’t know who moved first. He only knew that within seconds all four members of his quartet had their arms round each other in a hug that said everything that was impossible to put into words. The moment was too big, too perfect – both fragile and unbreakable – for them to say anything more. Instead Scoundrel, Red, Blade and Falcon screeched in unison, their joyful noise echoing along the valley.

Eventually Bobby had a go at using words again.

‘Seriously, though, Flo. We’re so sorry we doubted you.’ She cleared her throat formally. ‘We’ll understand if you can’t forgive us.’

‘Can I just say that I never truly believed you’d gone bad, Florence?’ Mitchell added pompously. ‘Logically I always said it made no sense. And, as is so very often the case, I was right.’

‘Not really the time for an I told you so,’ Bobby growled at Mitchell. ‘We’re begging for forgiveness here? Remember?’

‘Of course I forgive you,’ Flo said, wiping her eyes. ‘I suppose it just means I was an excellent spy – it’s not your fault I was so good at keeping secrets.’

‘It’s always the quiet ones,’ Bobby said, shaking her head.

‘Talking of secrets,’ Skandar said, grinning, ‘did your rumours tell you that Flo summoned a phoenix during our escape from the Stronghold?’

Mitchell looked stunned, turning to Flo. ‘You can summon a Mythical-level predator?’

Flo inclined her head. ‘In all four elements.’

‘Unbelievable,’ Bobby muttered.

‘Bobby, are you jealous?’ Skandar asked her, laughing.

Bobby turned away to remount Falcon. ‘No.’

‘You actually are!’

‘Shut up, spirit boy,’ Bobby called, all four riders now astride their unicorns. ‘Right, Flo Shekoni! You’re going to teach me how to summon a Mythical immediately.’

Flo glanced at Skandar and did the tiniest eyeroll. ‘Sure, Bobby.’

Bobby punched the air, Mitchell snorted with amusement, Flo started to laugh, and Skandar… Skandar watched his three best friends in the world and wished that they could stay in this moment for ever.



What followed Flo’s heroic Stronghold escape was a rare week of peace. Agatha hugging Skandar so tightly he thought she might break one of his ribs. An emotional Kenna flying Goshawk into the Terraced Valleys and vowing she would never let Skandar out of her sight again. Time to reunite with friends, and – in the case of Mitchell and many of the other rebels – time to try to understand why their family and friends had chosen to side with Rex for so long. And, to Skandar’s delight, it also meant many uninterrupted hours with his quartet.

The night before the Rebel Council reconvened, Skandar, Flo, Bobby and Mitchell had blankets piled over them in varying shades of yellow. The Wanderers had made their air-zone home within a network of mounds they called setts. Skandar thought they looked like mini-Hatcheries spread along the emerald banks of the Terraced Valleys, their bulbous shapes as rounded as their stone doors. They were all connected by a network of hidden tunnels within the stepped sides of the valley. The Wanderers called this the Whistling Warren, because of how the sylphs shrieked as they rushed by, thundering against the stone doors and tearing at the grass atop the mounds.

The quartet had been given one of these setts all to themselves – though Amber, Jamie and Kenna were frequent visitors. Every sett was named after a word linked to air-allied magic – Lightning, Storm, Gale, Tornado, Twister, Hurricane, Spark. Skandar liked his quartet’s sett name the best – Breeze. It sounded calm, inviting. And the inside was cosy, with golden fabrics draped across the ceiling and handwoven tapestries hanging over the walls, showing windblown scenes from around the Island. The quartet’s four unicorns slept right outside or, if Scoundrel’s restlessness was anything to go by, stood guard. Since the Stronghold, he did not like being separated from Skandar, even by a thin round door.

The first night, Skandar had been kept awake by the sylphs’ piercing shrieks as they raged at those nestled safely within the Whistling Warren. It hadn’t helped that Flo was sleeping very close to him. At one point he’d found himself stretching out his fingers to brush hers and then immediately snatched back his arm. He knew he should have been thinking about the war, but it was mostly Flo’s secret that occupied this sleepless night: I, Florence Shekoni, will always love Skandar Smith. Was it still true all these years later? He was desperate to tell her how he felt, too. Was it better to wait until after the war to say anything? But what if there wasn’t an after the war, and she never knew?

Tonight, every time three of the quartet started to drift off to sleep, the fourth thought of something else to say.

This time it was Mitchell. ‘Flo, you know when my father was pretending to be Rex’s executioner?’ He still hadn’t spoken to his dad. Ira had been convinced to switch sides by Flo, but Mitchell still couldn’t forget that his father had chosen Rex in the first place.

‘Mmmm,’ Flo said sleepily.

‘He didn’t actually… execute anyone, did he?’

‘No, don’t worry. He only took over the role for the last two weeks in the Stronghold. Once Skandar and I had been arrested.’

Mitchell blew out a breath. ‘Well, that’s one thing, I suppose. Not that it makes up for anything else he did under Rex’s command.’

‘Mitchell…’ Flo started, but the fire wielder had closed his eyes again.

‘Does anyone know why Amber is being so weird?’ It was Bobby who spoke this time.

Mitchell groaned. ‘Roberta, I was just dropping off!’

‘What do you mean?’ Skandar tried to keep his voice neutral.

‘She’s just being so nice to me all the time. It’s bizarre.’

Skandar and Flo stayed quiet. Both had worked out Amber’s feelings for Bobby.

‘She was probably just worried about you when you were imprisoned,’ Mitchell said.

‘That’s the only reason I’m still being nice to Skandar,’ Flo joked, deflecting.

‘Hey!’ Skandar said, and they all laughed, although Flo’s eyes lingered on him long after the others had settled down again. It made his whole body feel hot, even in the freezing-cold sett.

Skandar assumed that everyone was asleep until Flo said very quietly, ‘Do you think it’ll be okay tomorrow?’

‘Of course,’ Bobby and Skandar said at the same time.

Mitchell seemed to appreciate exactly what Flo was worrying about. ‘Any information you can give the Rebel Council will be extremely helpful.’

‘And we’ll all be there,’ Skandar added.

‘Yeah,’ Flo said, snuggling back down under her blanket. ‘I guess so.’

Flo needn’t have worried. The next morning, the entire Rebel Council were listening to her with rapt attention. They had commandeered one of the largest setts – Thunder – as their headquarters. They needed the space now there were sixteen representatives. They’d added Flo to represent the silvers. Sara Shekoni had been voted in, too – Fiona had argued that they needed both a human and a unicorn healer on the Council, as she certainly didn’t know the first thing about fixing four-legged creatures. Skandar now understood that Sara, Olu and Ebb had entered the Stronghold to try to keep Flo safe. The final empty seat was left, in forlorn hope, for a bard representative.

The large sett was still cramped, and there were no chairs, but Elora had used the craft of her element to mould seat-sized mounds out of the earth itself. Then some talented Wanderers had come in to paint the seats to match the role of each member of the Council. The colours now looked almost like a pottery glaze, and Skandar had no doubt that magic had been involved with the decoration. He really liked his own seat – black with tiny white starbursts, which reminded him of how the Eyrie’s entrance door looked when he opened it.

Flo’s seat was painted a mixture of silver and green, but she was currently standing in the middle of the Council’s circle, answering question after question. Since Amber had left the Stronghold, the reliability of the rebels’ intelligence had always been in doubt. Now they had a former general in Rex’s army who could tell them exactly what they were facing.

‘Do you think Rex knows our whole army is in the Terraced Valleys?’ Elora asked in a measured tone.

‘He didn’t. But I suspect he does now. After the Stronghold breakout there were too many of us to hope nobody noticed us pass through the air zone.’

‘Do you think he’ll attack immediately?’ A question from the saddler Lucy Henning-Dove.

‘No,’ Flo said confidently. ‘The Silver Circle discussed possible locations the rebel army might gather after the Eyrie fell – and potential plans of attack. When it came to the air zone, Rex didn’t want to risk his army being exhausted by the sylph-led winds. He’s suspicious of the elementals because he believes the Wanderers are in league with them.’

Agatha snorted.

‘He’s very wary of the Wanderers,’ Flo insisted. ‘And after Uffington he knows they are strongly allied with Skandar. He saw Elora fighting there. He won’t attack us until his army is at full strength and the winds have died down.’

‘Is his army not at full strength, then?’ Rickesh asked from his wave-blue seat.

‘Not yet. And I also just stole about forty of his sentinels, thirty Chaos riders and five silvers. Plus, dozens of non-riders with skills he was using to prepare his army. Rex is going to be in disarray for a while.’ Flo caught Skandar’s eye and smiled at him. He thought she had never looked more beautiful, and he had to look away before he shouted exactly what he was feeling right there in the middle of the very important meeting.

Get it together, Skandar, he scolded himself.

But then Flo was suddenly more serious than before. ‘Even so, it’s important that you all know that Rex’s sheer numbers still give him a huge advantage over us.’

Skandar could tell that this warning hit the Rebel Council hard. They’d been operating partly on hope. Now they had to face the truth from someone who’d seen Rex’s army with her own eyes, who had pretended to build it with him.

‘Also, most of his fighters are far more experienced than ours,’ Flo continued. ‘He’s got sentinels who have been protecting the Island since they were teenagers; he has all four elemental yards, packed with the best riders he could find; he has the rest of the Silver Circle; and he has anyone else who is too terrified to defect. You see –’ Flo paused, looking around at the worried faces – ‘many of the riders fighting for Rex are older. When I was trying to recruit inside the Stronghold, the younger riders were far more open to being persuaded. Unfortunately most of the older riders are stuck in their ways. They’re fighting to stop change, mostly because they’re afraid of what Skandar’s Island will look like.’

‘It won’t be my Island,’ Skandar protested. ‘We’d have a Chaos Cup, we’d have a new Commodore—’

‘I know that,’ Flo said, ‘but Rex is telling people the Circle is going to free them from fear – and fundamentally you and Kenna are what they’ve been taught to be afraid of. Rex insists you’re the enemy who’s going to bring back the spirit element and let Mainlanders steal our unicorns and make us befriend the wild ones. You’re the bad guy, Skar.’

‘But people are suffering under Rex’s rule, aren’t they?’ Bobby said, half rising from her yellow seat. ‘Riders are limited to one element, barely trained teenagers are being conscripted to fight against the Mainland, families and friends are separated across zones, businesses are limited by element or shut down, people are being imprisoned… for anything Rusty Mangle doesn’t like.’ It was the first time she’d used a silly name for Rex since escaping the air yard, and it made Skandar beam. ‘Why aren’t people scared of what the Island looks like already?’

‘Many are,’ Sara Shekoni said quietly. ‘But I think the ones who are most afraid aren’t letting themselves believe there’s an alternative. Skandar is a seventeen-year-old rebel spirit wielder.’ She glanced at him apologetically. ‘Rex has the legitimacy of three Island titles and the might of the Silver Circle behind him. Flo is right: some are fighting against us for fear of change, but others are afraid to hope. They can’t believe that Skandar will change anything.’

‘Rex abandoned his remaining unicorn bases after Uffington,’ Kenna said. ‘Is he giving up on the Mainland, do you think?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ Flo said. ‘The good news is that the information Rex has on the First Children’s leymarks is pretty patchy, helped by the fact that most of the librarians he’s been using in Fourpoint are actually on our side and have been intentionally misdirecting him.’

‘But he knew about the air and earth leymarks, didn’t he?’ Craig said. He was taking notes of the meeting.

Flo shook her head. ‘He didn’t know about the Trysting Stones. He only followed Skandar. But I think…’ She hesitated. ‘I’m pretty sure him finding out about the White Unicorn was my fault. I think he knew I was spying by then, and he was watching me. I was doing my own research, and… he must have stolen it.’

‘Does he know about the last leymark?’ Agatha asked.

‘No,’ Flo said confidently. ‘But I do.’

There was a stunned silence. Flo swallowed. ‘Well… I think I do. I worked it out when I was imprisoned, with the help of some of the librarians who’ve joined us.’

‘You worked out the final leymark?’ Mitchell sounded very impressed. ‘From your prison cell?’

‘Ohhh, don’t feel bad, Mitch,’ Bobby teased. ‘Flo is way more badass than we thought – spy networks, leymarks, Mythicals, revolts…’

Skandar found himself grinning despite the general sense of impending doom, and tried to rearrange his face again. Always love…

Jamie asked the question he knew Mitchell was too stunned to form into words. ‘Where is it? What’s the fire leymark?’

‘It’s a holy well. In a place on the Mainland known as Northern Ireland? Is it on your shortlist, Mitchell?’ Flo asked.

‘Saint Olcan’s Well!’ he cried without missing a beat. ‘Excellent, excellent.’ He beamed at Flo.

‘You said that there was also bad news,’ Marcus rumbled.

Flo took a deep breath. ‘Rex thinks that taking out the leymarks works the same as the Skeleton Curse. He thinks that if he stops Skandar from extinguishing the fire line before the summer solstice, the rest of the elemental magic will return to the Mainland.’

‘Well, he’s mistaken,’ Mitchell said, sounding smug.

‘Isn’t it wonderful how he just pretends the spirit element doesn’t exist,’ Agatha growled sarcastically.

‘I mean, we’re sort of doing that, too, when it comes to the leymarks,’ Skandar pointed out. ‘We have no idea if spirit magic will still work on the Mainland once we’ve taken out the last ley line.’

‘The point is that Rex thinks he’s right,’ Flo insisted. ‘He’s already said he’ll take a huge force to that last leymark. And then, once he’s restored the magic, he’ll use the same riders to finish off his invasion.’

‘There’s a lot of wishful thinking going on there from Rabid Macaroni,’ Bobby scoffed. ‘He doesn’t even know where the leymark is! And he’s assuming he can beat us. And that his ley-line theory is right.’

‘Why doesn’t he want to defeat us on the Island first?’ Fiona asked. ‘It makes little sense to prioritise conquering the Mainland when it’s such a large area.’

‘I think he’s worried that if he kills us all…’ Flo began, sounding pained.

‘Charming,’ Agatha grunted.

‘If he kills us all,’ Flo continued, ‘then he’s concerned he might not be able to reverse what we’ve done on the Mainland. He believes his own theory about it being similar to the Skeleton Curse up to a point, but I don’t think he’s willing to risk being wrong about it and not having anyone to… torture the answers out of.’

Mitchell’s eyes were alight with a plan. ‘Flo, how does Rex think he’s going to find the fire leymark if he doesn’t know what it is?’

‘The same way he found the Trysting Stones, by following Skandar right to it.’

‘Well, then, we’d better make sure we lead him somewhere else,’ Mitchell said.

‘A misdirection!’ Craig said excitedly.

‘I could lead a large fighting force to a different location,’ Kenna volunteered. ‘The best riders at wielding the spirit element. JJ’s unicorn, Skull Scavenger, actually looks quite like Scoundrel. Her coat is black – with a white spirit blaze – and JJ could dress like Skandar.’

‘He’s barely started his training,’ Skandar protested.

‘Until you mend the other lost spirit wielders, he’s the only other spirit-allied rider we have. Though we’d have to hide his red hair,’ Agatha murmured.

‘You’re asking him to risk his life!’ Skandar cried.

‘Just listen to my idea, Skar, then we can decide,’ Kenna said wearily. ‘Rex’s soldiers would follow me, and then Skandar’s force could circle back and join my fighters once the fire line has been taken out.’

‘I like it!’ Mitchell said enthusiastically.

‘Okay, say we decide it’s worth the risk and JJ is happy to do it,’ Skandar said, struggling to keep still, ‘how long until we can leave for Northern Ireland? Tomorrow? The day after?’

There was unhappy mumbling from the majority of the Rebel Council members.

‘I think we’ll need more time than that,’ Kenna said. ‘My decoy force has to be at its strongest when we fight on the Mainland. If Rex is throwing everything at this last leymark, and planning on a full-scale invasion afterwards, we have to hold him off until the fire element is taken out.’

‘And if we succeed in protecting the Mainland from Rex, then we need to be ready to defeat him on the Island next. One will follow the other. We have to give ourselves the best possible chance,’ Elora insisted.

‘I think we need at least a month, maybe two,’ Instructor Anderson said. Only the occasional spark at his ears was visible now after Firebird’s death; Skandar felt a lump rise in his throat.

‘I agree,’ Jamie said.

Lucy Henning-Dove echoed the blacksmith. ‘Maybe even longer. We have more warriors now, which means more armour to make, more saddles to fit, more weapons to forge for the non-riders. If we’re going to stand any chance against the army Flo has described, then we need more time.’

‘Every day we wait, we’re putting the Mainland in danger,’ Skandar argued. Even if Rex had pulled troops out of the Mainland cities, that didn’t mean it was going to stay that way.

‘If we face him too early, none of us will be around to protect the Mainland or the Island,’ Agatha countered. ‘Taking out that leymark is a catalyst we can’t afford right now.’

‘March, then,’ Bobby pushed. ‘The spring equinox. That’s when we take out the fire leymark. That’s when the army needs to be ready.’

‘Happy birthday to me,’ Skandar muttered.

‘A vote,’ Craig said seriously. ‘Raise your hand for the spring equinox.’

Every hand went into the air, including Skandar’s.

Instructor O’Sullivan had started talking about training schedules when an unusual sound reached Skandar’s ears. Other members of the Rebel Council also noticed, and they all listened. Had Flo been wrong? Was Rex coming for them after all, sylph-led winds be damned?

‘Is that… singing?’ Agatha said.

Hundreds of voices joined together in a melody that drowned out even the screaming of the sylphs. Elora was up from her wildflower seat first and pushed open the rounded door of the sett. Skandar followed close behind and was hit by a blast of sound as he stepped on to the grassy ridge. The song had no words, but as the singers marched through the valley below every rhythm was a call to arms, every note a battle cry. Skandar wondered if it had been Flo’s bravery that had convinced them to fight alongside his army. Or perhaps they had always planned to come, just in their own sweet time.

The bards had joined the war at last.
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KENNA THE FRIEND

It was a long time since Kenna had felt like a friend.

But that was what she’d become to Albert, Mateo and Adela as they sat inside their sett with mugs of fire zone tea. She was no longer their enemy, or their saviour, or even their leader really. Since she’d returned from her time with Piran, it felt more equal – more like she imagined it would have felt to have a real quartet.

‘I mean, obviously Arthur, the earth child, was very heroic, but water-allied Petroc sounds a bit like my older brother,’ Albert was saying. ‘An explorer, a sailor, lover of animals, the one who recorded details about predators. Jordan told me a story about him creating a Mythical – a kraken – and it guarding the Island waters so they were safe to swim in.’

A Mainlander like Kenna, Albert was playing catch up on the lives of the First Children. In fact, now only their fire leymark was left to find, the entire army spent time swapping tales about the ancient riders, especially as the winds were still too strong in the Terraced Valleys for more than a couple of hours training a day.

‘I don’t think I would have got along with Taran, the air child,’ Mateo said. ‘Sounds like he enjoyed sizzling things with his lightning bolts a bit too much. And I get along with everyone.’

‘You didn’t get along with Isa,’ Kenna pointed out. ‘Not at first.’

‘Now he really gets on with Isa,’ Albert said, smirking.

Adela and Kenna laughed, as a blush crept up Mateo’s tawny cheeks. ‘I think it was more Isa not getting along with me to be honest.’ Then he winked. ‘Obviously my charms won her over.’

‘Saving her life must have made you infinitely more attractive to her,’ Kenna teased.

Mateo kicked her foot and Kenna spilled some tea as she laughed. ‘What do you mean infinitely? I was attractive to begin with.’

‘I’m telling you, darlings,’ Adela said, clearly bored of talking about Mateo’s love life, ‘I have so much in common with Kerenza. Fire-allied. Excellent hair. Bad temper. Beautiful face.’ She combed the smoky coils of her own hair with her fingers and they hissed.

Mateo grinned. ‘Was she modest like you, too?’

Kenna took a sip of her tea. ‘According to Mitchell, Kerenza was the reason the First Children searched for a way to protect the Mainland in the first place. The whole reason Elowen, the spirit child, extinguished the fire line. Her magic was too volatile. Kerenza sounds more like me, don’t you think?’

Adela chuckled, inclining her head in agreement.

Albert looked at Kenna. He was always looking at Kenna, and it made her chest hurt. She wished she could give him what he wanted, but all she could really promise him was this. The right now.

‘Don’t you think it’s strange that our fault lines extend to the Mainland?’ Albert said. ‘That these ley lines running through towns and forests and fields have – or had – magic?’

‘The Mainland never felt very magical to me,’ Kenna said sadly. ‘If it had… maybe…’ She trailed off, lost in thoughts of a reality where she’d learned to love her life, even without a unicorn.

‘What’s going to happen afterwards?’ Mateo asked suddenly. ‘To the ley lines, I mean?’

Kenna knew the answer to this. ‘If we win, then Skandar will reignite the lines when it’s safe again.’

‘Good,’ Albert said. ‘It doesn’t really feel right to leave them dark, even if nobody can see them. What if the ley lines are responsible for all the magical things about the Mainland – like chocolate tasting so good? Imagine how awful it would be if we lost that after the war!’

Kenna laughed along with the others, but those words stuck in her mind. After the war. It was better not to think about whether there would be an afterwards. For her or any of them.



Skandar came to find Kenna. He looked tired. Almost as tired as she was on the inside. She could see in the lantern light that he was covered in a thin layer of dust, and she knew exactly what he’d been doing.

They walked along the line of setts towards Thunder. They both knew it would be empty this late in the evening. The Council had inducted the bard Talia Middleditch as its seventeenth member this morning, and did not plan on another meeting until tomorrow. Perhaps they had all been exhausted by Talia’s demands and caveats about her bards fighting in the war. If she was honest, Kenna was a little afraid of the battlesong bard – and that was saying something.

‘How many today?’ Kenna asked, squeezing her brother’s shoulder.

‘Four,’ he croaked. ‘Four new spirit wielders.’

‘That’s brilliant, Skar.’ Kenna pushed open the door of the empty sett.

‘That means we have thirty now.’ Skandar sank on to one of the colourful seats. And, although he was exhausted from mending the bonds of the lost spirit wielders, there was joy on his face.

Kenna went to a shelf along the back wall of the sett and turned on the radio. That was why the Smith siblings often came here after everyone else had gone to bed. They wanted to be together and listen to their dad’s final report of the day.

‘Good evening,’ Robert said. ‘It’s eleven thirty p.m. And we are Raggie and Mabert.’

‘Isn’t it Roggie and Magert?’ Maggie corrected.

Dad roared with laughter. ‘Well, whoever we are, we’re reporting from the Margate unicorn hub.’ Kenna and Skandar grinned at each other – Maggie from number thirty was a regular on the show, and the two residents of Sunset Heights always ended up in stitches together.

Their dad continued. ‘We can confirm that there have been no sightings of enemy unicorns on the Mainland tonight. Whatever my son and daughter are doing on the Island, keep doing it. I’m so proud of both of you. But until Skandar is installed as the rightful Commodore, we must keep vigilant. Here are those important details for any new reports. By phone it’s—’

Kenna just sat there listening to Dad’s voice, letting its familiarity wash over her and letting pride fill her heart. Robert Smith had grown his network of hubs and now had one in every major city, plus a community of unicorn watchers who would report unusual activity.

‘I’m glad we managed to get a message to him about our plans for the last leymark,’ Skandar said. ‘I hate that Rex is going to listen to his radio station, but Dad’s watchers would definitely have spotted both our forces flying over.’

Kenna nodded. The rebel army had leaked – through their scouts – that Skandar’s dad had a radio station. The hope was that Rex would listen to it, and when Robert started reporting that unicorns had been seen at Inch Abbey – fifty miles from the actual fire leymark – hopefully the false Commodore’s soldiers would land there and not at Saint Olcan’s – where Mitchell would face the dragon and Skandar would extinguish the last ley line.

They listened to their dad’s voice for a little longer, Skandar half dozing. Kenna watched him for a while, letting him rest. There was so much responsibility on his shoulders. And although he had the Rebel Council, she knew he felt the weight of the battles to come, feared not being able to save everyone.

‘Kenn, stop watching me sleep. It’s weird,’ Skandar said, teasing. ‘You should come with me next time. To see the mending.’

‘Skar, I don’t… I don’t think I can.’ Kenna swallowed. The dapple-grey was with her here, as was Goshawk. It was all three of them now. Until the end.

Skandar looked horrified by what he’d asked. ‘I didn’t mean— I can’t break the forged bond. Mending would probably kill—’

‘I know.’

He turned to her, his brown eyes suddenly fierce. ‘But I will find a way. The forged bond is making you tired, isn’t it? Did you think I haven’t noticed?’

‘It’s always made me tired, Skar,’ Kenna said evasively.

‘I know, but it’s worse now.’ Skandar came over to her seat, putting both hands on her shoulders. ‘We’ll find a way together. I won’t let it hurt you the way it hurt… Mum.’

Kenna blinked. Skandar didn’t often call her Mum. Mostly it was the Weaver or Erika.

‘Together,’ Kenna repeated, then changed the subject. ‘Have you noticed how everyone is obsessed with the First Children now?’

Skandar chuckled. ‘It’s got worse with the bards arriving. Turns out there are a lot of songs about the five of them.’ His face turned thoughtful. ‘What do you think would have happened if one of the First Children hadn’t been destined to be a rider?’

Kenna’s breath caught. How had Skandar landed on the precise secret she was keeping? She hadn’t told anyone about Piran Penhaligon. She told herself it was because Piran wouldn’t be useful to them in the war. That they all had far too much to worry about, without introducing a power-hungry immortal sixth child of the First Rider into the mix.

But the truth was that she was ashamed of what she’d considered when her brother had been captured by Rex. Ashamed to tell Skandar how close she had come to being tempted by what Piran had offered. How she was afraid she could be tempted again.

So all she said was, ‘I suppose we’ll never know.’
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN SONGS AND SYLPHS

The rebel soldiers restarted full battle training at the beginning of the water season in February, as the sylph-led winds finally calmed. Guided by Flo’s knowledge from the Stronghold, the training was focused on harnessing the main advantage Skandar’s forces had over Rex: their differences.

As a result, the army was split into eight squadrons. Bobby suggested using the same names as the helicopters that brought Mainlanders to the Island, the names of Santa’s reindeer. Each had a commander – Elora and Silver Soldier for Dasher Squadron, Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck for Dancer, Lori Fusano and Silver Rhapsody for Prancer, Kenna and Goshawk’s Fury for Vixen, Prim and Winter Wildfire for Comet, Ema Templeton and Mountain’s Fear for Cupid, Persephone O’Sullivan and Celestial Seabird for Donner, and Bobby and Falcon’s Wrath for Blitzen Squadron.

Each commander had received the most votes from the rebel forces. Each squadron was then built by taking riders and non-riders from every group of the alliance. Everyone would fight in whatever way they could, whether they had a unicorn or not – and they would all fight together.

The lost spirit wielders were now living with the rest of the rebels, their bonds mended. These riders had zero magical experience with their new spirit-allied unicorns, and needed to be trained separately by Viv, Konrad and Agatha. Only JJ and Skull Scavenger were already advanced enough to be training in a squadron. Flo and Silver Blade also had separate extra sessions with Elora in the evenings, given that she needed to catch up on Wanderer-style magic.

Skandar’s first training session with Dancer Squadron was nothing short of a disaster. The forty-strong group gathered in one of the fields around the Terraced Valleys. Many were familiar faces – Niamh was his second in command, Gabriel his third. Jamie and Reece were among the handful of blacksmiths who would fight on foot. Fred was admiring the freshly forged sword in his hand like he would one of his famous fish sticks. And Skandar also recognised Raf, the Secret Swapper, who was doing some very elaborate stretches. Everyone was chattering with excitement and nerves, introducing themselves. Skandar felt jittery, too. As commander, it was his job to help them learn to fight together, help them survive the onslaught once Rex’s army arrived.

He pretended a confidence he didn’t feel. ‘Partner up! I want you to choose someone who is going to be fighting differently from you – a rider with a blacksmith, a bard with a saddler. Understood?’

There was a wave of movement across the field. Skandar spotted Jamie looking nervous as he faced famous Chaos rider Tristan Macfarlane astride Acidic Archangel. Blacksmith Clara tried and failed to look fierce as she sized up Isa’s friend Bella on Deep-Sea’s Prophet. And saddler Sam Bhadresha looked equally pale as he partnered up with Akis and Silver Pine, who had defected alongside Flo.

‘You won’t actually be fighting each other today,’ Skandar reassured them, following the training strategy that Instructor O’Sullivan and Elora had drawn up. ‘I want one disarming move. One of you attack, the other defend – and then switch over. I want you to talk to each other while you’re training, explain why something works or doesn’t work. We need to learn as much about each other as possible, all right?’

As metal swords clashed against elemental shields and hammers thumped on armour, Skandar noticed that one of the five bards in the squadron didn’t have a partner. He halted Scoundrel opposite the bard, who was staring vacantly across the plain, watching another squadron a couple of fields away.

‘Hi, Gregory,’ Skandar said. ‘Let’s train together if you haven’t found a partner.’

The bard snapped his head towards Skandar, who had dismounted. ‘How do you know my name?’

Skandar was a little taken aback. ‘Talia told me about you.’ Jamie’s bard mother and an expert in battlesong had said that Gregory was one of the more experienced bards in the Song School. He still looked fairly young, though, with copper curls and dimples in his white cheeks.

‘Why don’t you try to disarm me first?’ Skandar suggested.

‘Don’t you need your unicorn to protect you?’ Gregory gestured to Scoundrel who was snorting warning sparks in the bard’s direction.

‘I’d like to practise summoning magic away from him – it’s something the Wanderers have taught the riders in case we’re separated from our unicorns in battle. But it’s still fairly new.’

Scoundrel snorted at the bard again, hailstones this time. Skandar gave the unicorn a look, as if to say, Unity, remember? Be nice!

‘Very well,’ Gregory said with an unsettlingly wide smile. And began to sing.

Skandar startled, immediately feeling uneasy. He didn’t know what kind of song Gregory was using, and memories of watching a sentinel smash herself into the Song School’s gate rose unhelpfully in his mind.

Skandar reached for his bond with Scoundrel, summoned the spirit element, and was pleased with how quickly it came. Gregory was now singing more loudly – and elemental magic started to dance round his wrists, his neck, his chest. Skandar spotted smouldering embers, felt a warm breeze rising, saw water droplets falling gently to the grass, smelled lavender on the breeze.

Skandar decided he wouldn’t wait to find out exactly which kind of song this was. He moved his palm up and down to create a spirit shield between himself and the bard, hoping the element might nullify the effects of the magic as it did attacks in a rider–unicorn bond.

But, suddenly, Skandar felt very tired. Too tired to keep his palm in the air. Too exhausted to keep summoning the spirit element. Skandar swayed on his feet and Scoundrel gave a shriek of alarm. Skandar looked blearily at the bard, who was singing loudly, the elements rushing faster around his body. Other members of Dancer Squadron had stopped to listen to the song and were standing with their mouths hanging open, eyes drooping.

Then, as Gregory’s song crescendoed towards the final chorus, Skandar’s whole squadron began to collapse to the ground. And his last thought before he closed his eyes was… Sleepsong. I should have known.

Skandar wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep when he awoke to Agatha pouring a bucket of water over his head.

‘I told you I didn’t trust bards,’ she spat, before she helped him to his feet. There were healers out on the field, too, checking on the rest of Dancer Squadron. Skandar felt a wave of shame. Their first training session, and they’d been asleep for most of it.

‘Don’t worry, little spirit wielder,’ Agatha said, patting him on the shoulder. ‘This happened in every other squadron, as well. I think it may have been Talia’s way of telling us she’s not to be trifled with.’ Her tone was dangerous. ‘You know, when I asked her why the bards had joined our army, all she said was the future gave us no choice. Rather insulting, if you ask me.’

Skandar looked over at Dancer’s five bards – they were definitely sniggering.

‘Why didn’t the other bards fall asleep?’ he wondered.

‘Perhaps you should ask them,’ Agatha said, and Skandar marched over to Gregory’s group. He was angry, but they needed the bards. And, from what he’d just seen, they could be effective weapons.

‘That was very impressive,’ he said evenly.

Gregory gave a little bow. ‘I hope you didn’t fall too heavily, Commodore.’

Skandar had insisted he be called Commander, like the other heads of the squadrons, not Commodore. But apparently Gregory didn’t care.

The other bards burst out laughing.

Skandar took a deep breath. ‘How many lines of sentinels do you think you could take out with sleepsong? Say there were ten unicorns to a line? Two? Three?’

Gregory immediately puffed out his chest. ‘Five easily.’

Skandar raised his eyebrows. ‘At the end of tomorrow’s session, I want you to prove it.’

Gregory looked excited. ‘Really? You’d let us do that to our own squadron? Even memorysong? Sirensong?’

Skandar tried to hide the shiver that went down his spine. ‘The truth is, I need you if we want to win this war,’ he said bluntly. ‘I need to see just how effective you can be against Rex, and how best to use your abilities in my squadron. But I also need to train my other warriors safely.’

The other four bards nodded first, and finally Gregory.

‘Speaking of which, how did you four stay awake?’ Skandar demanded.

The bards looked like they didn’t want to give away the secret, but finally one of them – Caitlin, who had short red hair – explained. ‘It’s all about intention. Gregory didn’t want us to fall asleep, so we didn’t.’

‘Right,’ Skandar said. The song worked like Kenna’s shield. That was good. ‘Then I will need every single bard to improve their intentions. From now on you do not take out members of your own squadron unless expressly ordered to. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Commander,’ Caitlin mumbled, and the others muttered along with her.

‘Don’t mess with me again,’ Skandar snapped and marched off to continue his session.

In their sett that night, Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Flo swapped stories from their day of training in separate squadrons. As Agatha had said, they’d all experienced the effects of sleepsong, but Bobby reported more issues that she’d encountered within Blitzen Squadron.

‘Big respect for their bravery and everything, but a lot of my non-riders have zero combat skills. You all know how much I love Sally – and her sandwiches – but she can barely hold a sword.’

‘Jamie was great,’ Skandar said, and Mitchell grinned.

‘Yes, but the blacksmiths make the swords, so they understand them better,’ Bobby countered.

‘Moira and the daughter Flo freed are both already alarmingly well trained in combat,’ Mitchell said.

Skandar barked out a laugh. ‘You mean Secret Swapper Moira?’

Mitchell nodded. ‘She’s ancient, but I bet she could take most of my squadron down. Sort of makes me think all the violent rumours about the Swappers are true.’ He shivered.

‘Craig is pretty good at hand-to-hand combat, too,’ Flo volunteered. ‘And Aliya Gomez the saddler. Ooh, and you should have seen Declan Dashwood. Maybe it’s all those races he’s commentated.’

‘Really?’ Skandar said, mostly for an excuse to look at Flo without it being weird. ‘That’s great.’

She beamed at him, and he wished for the hundredth time that he could find a moment to be alone with her. But there always seemed to be dozens of people around and hundreds of things to organise – and, he supposed, there was the small matter of winning a war.

Bobby ignored them both. ‘And I’ve got an issue with some riders trying not to be separated in combat. Bird society pals Marcus and Patrick, for example—’

‘I saw them fighting together at Uffington,’ Skandar remembered, ‘they’re a good team.’

‘Yes, well,’ Bobby fumed, ‘it’s annoying! It’s messing with how I want the squadron organised. Same with Isa and Mateo!’

Mitchell looked up from his research on the fire leymark. ‘I thought Isa hated Mateo. He’s an Original, isn’t he?’

Bobby sighed. ‘Oh, she doesn’t hate him any more. Now they’re inseparable. On and off the training field. It’s revolting.’

‘He saved her life at Uffington,’ Skandar pointed out.

‘Yes,’ Bobby said sourly. ‘She’s told me about it approximately three thousand times.’

‘I enjoyed training with Cupid Squadron,’ Flo said quietly. ‘Jamie’s dad was explaining how the bards can really help us. And Ema Templeton is such an inspiring rider. I think things will get better.’

‘Hopefully,’ Skandar murmured, and the quartet didn’t say much else after that. They hadn’t voiced the fear that haunted them. The future that was unbearable to consider. What if they couldn’t build an army capable of beating Rex? What if they lost this war?



Flo was right. With March came progress. The non-riders became deadly with their weapons, and the riders wielded all five elements – spirit just as common in their palms now as the other four – both on and off their unicorns. And the bards stopped showing off and used battlesong, amplifying the improvements made by their fellow soldiers and filling them with focus and courage.

The blacksmiths and saddlers worked day and night to ensure that all soldiers and unicorns were fully equipped. At Kenna’s suggestion, scouts were sent to the Generous Mountain to bring back anything that could feed their army, as well as the elemental herbs the healers were desperate to stock up on. They returned so laden down that Skandar felt like the Island itself was helping them. And as the squadrons started to train together, war-gaming possible scenarios they might face, he thought they were starting to look like a real army.

Finally, the spring equinox approached. Skandar, Bobby, Flo and Mitchell were planning to fly to Saint Olcan’s Well the next morning, and at the same time Kenna would take her force to Inch Abbey which was also on the ley line. The decoy force would take a different – more visible – route, in the hope that Rex would assume the abbey was the leymark and follow them there.

All day, Dancer and Blitzen Squadrons had been locked in a ferocious war game. Their commanders, Skandar and Bobby, had been fighting alongside the warriors, but now Scoundrel and Falcon were soaring above to assess the situation.

Bobby had given the order for her line of archers to shoot blunted arrows right into the centre of Dancer Squadron, but Skandar was ready.

‘Fire shields! NOW!’

Ten of his fire wielders – including Walker and Savage Salamander, Whitney and Brimstone’s Chorus and Sarika and Equator’s Conundrum – flew above the squadron, racing the wooden arrows loosed from the bows of Sally, Joby, and other archers in Bobby’s squadron. Above Skandar’s fire wielders, the riders moulded ten identical flaming shields that joined together in a canopy over the entire mid-section of Dancer. And every single one of the arrows from Blitzen turned to ash.

‘YEAH!’ Skandar yelled, punching the air.

‘You’ve really annoyed me now,’ Bobby said ominously.

And things deteriorated from there.

On Bobby’s command, every single one of her riders dismounted. And then the entirety of Blitzen Squadron charged on foot towards Dancer. Skandar thought Bobby had made a tactical error… until he realised that the riders were all summoning very strong magic away from their unicorns, even moulding weapons and throwing them at Skandar’s front lines. Then he realised something worse. The unicorns were taking off into the sky, to come at Dancer Squadron from above.

Skandar thought his squadron put up a good fight. Niamh and Snow Swimmer and Gabriel and Queen’s Price made a valiant effort battling five unicorns that were raining down elemental attacks on the panicked soldiers. At one point Meiyi’s unicorn, Rose-Briar’s Darling, was forced to land when her wing accidentally caught fire. Akis and Silver Pine also managed to freeze the entirety of Bobby’s line of bards mid-song so that they were trapped in ice cocoons, unable to continue until they thawed. Skandar’s bards distracted a few of Bobby’s sword wielders with memorysong, immobilising them as they watched their worst memories play out in the air in front of them. And a couple succumbed to sleepsong, too.

But Patrick and Marcus and Isa and Mateo were already fighting with elemental swords deep into Dancer’s front lines, their unicorns causing havoc above. Their teamwork – which Bobby had clearly decided to encourage rather than fighting the inevitable – was taking its toll on Jamie, Reece and the others in Dancer’s sword line who had metal rather than elemental weapons. The only time Mateo slowed his advance was when he was distracted by Isa’s hair. Both of her tight plaits had frosted over, the hair weaving together in glistening icicles. And even though they were in the middle of a fierce battle, Skandar let out a loud cheer and Bobby swept her sister into a triumphant hug. Isa Bruna had mutated.

When, finally, Dancer Squadron was pushed to defeat, Skandar immediately flew Scoundrel down towards his own squadron to congratulate his soldiers on a great effort. Meanwhile Blitzen Squadron were celebrating. Bobby was jumping up and down in the middle of them as they all sang a Mainlander song, which their commander must have taught them, about another one biting the dust.

After the squadrons had been dismissed and Isa’s new mutation duly admired, Skandar and Bobby walked Scoundrel and Falcon back to the Terraced Valleys together.

‘Next time we do that,’ Bobby said quietly, ‘it might be against Rex’s army – for real.’ There was no sign of her euphoria now.

‘I know,’ Skandar said.

Bobby’s eyes were roving over Falcon’s wounds, then Scoundrel’s – the ones that would never heal. ‘I’m scared,’ she admitted.

Skandar had never heard her say that before. ‘Me too,’ he whispered, and grasped her hand over their unicorns’ black and grey wings.



Later that evening, Skandar found himself walking with Agatha and Kenna along the lamp-lit ridges of the Whistling Warren. Agatha had asked them to meet her tonight before they left for the Mainland. She was behaving suspiciously, even for her, and had two parcels under her arm. Kenna kept glancing at Skandar, questions in her eyes. Agatha did not voluntarily spend time with the girl who’d killed Arctic Swansong.

They were not the only ones out tonight. Along every ridge Skandar could see small groups or pairs sitting or standing together outside setts. There was a sense of anticipation and fear in the air. Just that evening, there had even been two truesongs. But Skandar didn’t want to know what the bards had foretold. He was following Agatha’s advice from last year – to wait until the future arrived. Whatever the songs predicted, the fighting force was leaving for the Mainland tomorrow. And Skandar was going to do everything in his power to take out the last ley line.

As they walked, they spotted Prim talking quietly to Rickesh while checking her insulin pump. Next second, he had his hand on her cheek, and suddenly they were kissing so fiercely that Skandar immediately looked away. Further on, Gabriel, Sarika and Zac seemed to be exchanging presents. Mabel, the fourth member of their quartet, was missing – fighting for Rex. Walker approached the trio, the fire wielder blushing and asking if he could speak to Sarika.

They passed a group of Grins – Marcus, Patrick, Fen, Liam, Whitney and even Adela – who’d started a fire and were roasting marshmallows. And Viv gave them a wave as she cackled at Konrad attempting an impression of a bard song. The last group they passed was all Chaos riders, sitting outside a sett and swapping stories of memorable races over mugs of fire zone whisky.

Eventually Agatha sat down with her legs hanging over a ridge. She patted the ground on either side of her. Kenna looked alarmed, as though she suspected her aunt might throw her over the edge.

‘Now, I don’t want to get all sentimental about this, but I’ve been waiting for the right time to give you these.’ Agatha handed them a package each.

‘You got us presents?’ Skandar ripped into the paper. ‘I guess it is my birthday tomorrow.’

‘It’s not mine,’ Kenna mumbled, opening hers tentatively.

Skandar knew exactly what the present was the moment he opened it. A Chaos Cup jersey. It was white, like his had been last year, with a black spirit symbol on the chest. He glanced over at Kenna’s and saw that hers was exactly the same.

‘These were our mum’s,’ Kenna said, her voice choked in a sob. Skandar turned the jersey over in his hands, and read: ERIKA EVERHART AND BLOOD-MOON’S EQUINOX. His Chaos Cup jersey was dated one year after Kenna’s.

Agatha put a hand on Kenna’s shoulder. ‘She gave them to me before she fled the Island and met your father. I hid them for years, but I’ve never stopped thinking about how…’ Agatha paused. ‘How it was as if she knew she’d never be able to hand them down to her children.’

Kenna looked haunted, old beyond her years. ‘She did know, though – the moment Blood-Moon’s Equinox was killed. She knew her forged bond would kill her in the end.’

Skandar tried to comfort her. ‘Once this war is over, we’ll find a way, Kenn. I won’t let you die the way she did. I promise.’

There was a long silence as the three of them stared out over the valley, and Kenna clutched her mother’s jersey to her chest.

‘I want you to know, Kenna,’ Agatha said, her voice gravelly, ‘that I don’t blame you for Arctic Swansong.’

Kenna turned in shock, her skull catching the light of the emerging stars.

‘You might have brought about Swan’s death, but it was a product of so many mistakes that were not your fault. Your mother’s abandonment, your father’s struggles, the Silver Circle’s war on spirit wielders, the Eyrie’s rejection of those who are different, my failure to bring you to the Island in time… We are all the result of the world that makes us, Kenna. And I think that – against all the odds – you are trying to make ours a better place. Even though it has always treated you worse than most.’

Tears ran down Kenna’s cheeks. ‘Thank you, Agatha. Thank you for saying that.’

Skandar watched a kind of peace settle over his sister’s face. She spoke again. ‘I know you didn’t mean to hurt Mum. I forgive you, too, Agatha.’

Skandar saw his aunt blink very rapidly, tears filling her own brown eyes.

After a while, he looked down again at his mum’s jersey. ‘Do you think the Silver Circle really killed Blood-Moon’s Equinox? Erika said that to me when I was a Hatchling.’

‘That’s what she told me, too,’ Kenna said softly.

‘The truth is, I don’t know,’ Agatha admitted. ‘But my sister was adamant it was a plot to stop a spirit wielder from becoming Commodore for a third time. Knowing what you do now about the Silver Circle, the lengths to which Rex has gone to wipe the spirit element off the face of this Island, what do you both think?’

The question hung in the air between the last surviving members of the Everhart family. Skandar thought about the terrible events that Blood-Moon’s death had put in motion. All the death, the destruction, the hatred, the prejudice. Not just for his family, but for everyone. Had the Silver Circle really started all of it?

As the stars twinkled above, and the sylphs danced in their ancient light, Skandar understood that the war they were fighting was not just for the present. It was to right the wrongs of the past, and to protect the future they all dreamed could be different.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN OLCAN’S WELL

At dawn on the twentieth of March, Skandar, Bobby, Flo and Mitchell landed their unicorns by the ruins of an old church in Northern Ireland. At the very same moment, Skandar hoped that Rex’s forces were chasing Kenna, JJ and the other rebel riders to Inch Abbey. Skandar would be spending his eighteenth birthday with a dragon and an ancient well, but at least his best friends were with him.

‘Is it this way?’ Flo whispered, as Blade tucked his silver wings against his sides. Even though there was nobody around, Skandar could understand why she was keeping her voice down. The place was eerie – the gravestones in the churchyard were crumbling, the church itself had no roof at all, and there was a lake giving everything an ethereal shine in the early-morning light. Scoundrel snorted irreverent sparks, impatient to keep moving.

Bobby rustled something.

‘Really?’ Flo asked. ‘Now?’

Bobby swallowed. ‘When life gives you bread, make a sandwich. That’s wisdom, that.’ She seemed as immune as Scoundrel to the atmosphere of the place – or was pretending to be. Skandar wondered if she’d brought the sandwich with her for moral support. This was the first leymark she’d come to since being imprisoned in the air yard.

Mitchell pointed beyond the ruins. ‘Over there.’ He sounded scared, and Skandar understood why. Mitchell had seen all the other dragons, and now he was the only fire wielder at this last leymark. If they could activate the fire line, he would be the one taking on the dragon guardian.

Olcan’s Well was not hard to find, largely thanks to the colourful cloths that were tied to the leafy trees surrounding it. Mitchell seemed almost frantic when he spotted them, dismounting from Red and jogging over the pathway to the well. ‘Hawthorn trees, yes, rags, water… Excellent.’ The others left their unicorns a little way back, and they joined Mitchell where he stood peering into the well below.

‘Mitchell!’ Bobby said, and the frustration in his name was enough to make him explain what was going on.

‘Thanks to Flo – and the books her librarians brought with them – our research team has gathered quite a bit of information about this well. My mother quickly worked out the Mainlander ritual associated with it.’

Bobby looked up at the scraps of cloth tied to the branches above the water. ‘I’m guessing it has something to do with these?’

‘Exactly. For centuries people have believed this well has healing properties. They dipped their cloths into the water, rubbed them on the affected part of their body, and then tied the rags to these hawthorn trees.’ He pointed at the colourful array above their heads. ‘Once the rag rotted away, they believed they would be cured.’

Flo looked thoughtful. ‘So we need to do the same?’

In answer, Mitchell pulled out four pieces of material from his jacket pocket. They matched the colours of the quartet’s allied elements.

‘More organised than a zebra’s stripes, you are,’ Bobby teased, snatching the yellow one. Skandar raised an eyebrow. He doubted the Islanders even knew what a zebra was.

‘Well, since this leymark is the key to protecting the entire population of the Mainland, I thought it was worth being prepared,’ Mitchell said, nervous under his defensive tone.

‘It’ll be all right, Mitchell.’ Flo placed a hand on his back. ‘You’ll be able to defeat the dragon – you’ll have an affinity with it; it’s allied to your element. You can do this.’

‘Do you really think so?’ he asked fearfully. ‘It has to choose me, because it doesn’t have any other options, but… what if I’m not strong enough?’ He rubbed the wound on his shoulder where Red had injured him last year.

Flo smiled. ‘When I was researching, I read that the First Children’s guardians choose those riders who best demonstrate the qualities prized by wielders of that element.’

Bobby looked smug. Most air-wieldery air wielder, she mouthed at Skandar, pointing to herself.

‘And you’ve always been an exceptional fire wielder, Mitchell. But I think the dragons look for something deeper, too. I think they look for bravery and selflessness and a pure heart. You have all those things and more. Even if the entire rebel army had come with us today, this dragon would choose you.’

Mitchell was actually grinning now, and Skandar couldn’t keep the smile off his face either. He had missed Flo so much; nothing had felt right without her. She always knew exactly what they needed to hear. As he watched her, Skandar’s mind wandered. Was her secret still true? She had said always. Did she feel the same way about him as he did about—

‘Earth to Skandar!’ Bobby was waving a hand in front of his face. ‘Time to dip a piece of fabric into a random puddle.’

Mitchell was already plunging his own red material into the water.

‘Does it matter that we’re not actually injured?’ Flo asked suddenly, clutching her green rag.

‘Aren’t we?’ Mitchell said, looking very serious. ‘It could mean healing hurts we’ve experienced in other ways, don’t you think?’

Mitchell touched the cloth to his cheek, the water dripping down to his neck. ‘My father hurt me by joining Rex. Let this water help me stop punishing him for his mistake. Help me to understand that he was afraid, and that it took a lot of courage for him to join Flo’s rebellion when it counted. Help me let go of all the years he didn’t know how to love me, and heal me enough to appreciate that he’s doing the best he can.’

‘That was… beautiful, Mitchell,’ Flo said as the fire wielder tied his rag to the tree above.

‘I’ll go next,’ Bobby volunteered, leaning down and wetting her rag. She brushed the cloth over the injuries she’d sustained trying to fight her way to Falcon at the yard. ‘I know Falcon’s wild injuries won’t ever heal, and that I couldn’t stop Rex from hurting her.’ Bobby paused, her breath starting to whistle from her throat – the beginnings of a panic attack.

Skandar took her hand, waiting.

‘It’s okay, Bobby,’ Flo encouraged. ‘Take as long as you need.’

Bobby heaved in a breath and another. ‘And I think my hurt goes deeper than what’s visible on Falcon’s body, on my skin. As my bruises fade, I need this water to help me find my bravery again, because the truth is I’m terrified about the fight that’s coming for us. I was so scared when Skandar was taken, and I’m petrified of losing anyone else. I thought I’d lost Flo. I’ve almost lost Isa twice – once to the curse, then at Uffington, but… Help me find the strength to face Rex on the battlefield. I want to be my kick-ass self again.’

Bobby stretched up on her toes to tie her dripping yellow rag round a branch, and Skandar, Flo and Mitchell all moved forward to hug her at the same time.

Bobby rolled her eyes. ‘So dramatic.’ But she hugged them back fiercely anyway.

Flo moved towards the well next, and stretched over the stone to wet her green rag. She took three deep breaths before speaking, wiping the cloth over her skin. ‘I hurt myself this whole past year by making choices that took me away from you three. I hated making those choices, and I know I hurt all of you in the process. I should…’ She swallowed. ‘I should have found a different way, a kinder…’ She broke off again. ‘And you all hurt me, too, I think. By not trusting me, by not believing I was on your side. That I would always be on your side.’ She glanced at Skandar. ‘But I want to heal. I want all of us to heal because you’re the best friends anyone could ever wish for and I—’ Flo burst into tears.

Bobby got to her first. ‘We understand, Flo. We understand why you made those choices – there wasn’t another way. You can’t always keep everyone happy. I know that’s what you always want, but sometimes there’s no easy way through. Sometimes every choice feels like the wrong one.’

Flo squeezed Bobby’s hand gratefully. ‘I guess what I’m saying is I want to forgive you all, and I want to forgive myself.’ She reached up to tie her green rag round the tree branch.

And finally it was Skandar’s turn.

‘As soon as you start tying your rag onto the branch, I’ll run to get Red, okay?’ Mitchell said, his voice shaking. ‘Judging by the previous encounters, the dragon is likely to appear at any moment now.’

Skandar nodded and leaned into the dark yawn of the well to soak his white rag in the water that Mainlanders had believed for centuries could cure their ailments. He felt a little nervous as he pressed the cloth to the bare skin on his neck. All three of his friends had spoken so honestly. He had to voice what he knew he needed to fix.

‘I guess what hurts me the most is people leaving me. I’m always afraid of losing people…’ he admitted. ‘Until I was fourteen, I thought my mum was dead, and then I lost her all over again.’ Skandar paused. ‘I’m terrified of feeling that grief again, of losing anyone I love in this war. If I could, I’d fight Rex alone so none of you had to risk your lives.’ Tears pricked at his eyes. He looked at Flo and somehow more words poured out of him. ‘And I think the possibility of losing people makes me scared to say how I feel out loud, like somehow it makes it more likely the person I love will be taken from me. Like there’s some dark force waiting to snatch away my happiness. I want this water to help me heal that, to help me accept that losing people is part of life. Maybe then I’d find it easier to take the risk, to say what’s in my heart. To be true to myself and to… that person.’

Skandar dropped his gaze from Flo’s, leaning up to tie his white rag right next to her green one. He heard Mitchell running towards Red and sensed Bobby leave too as he fumbled with finishing the knot.

When he turned away from the branch, Flo’s eyes were shining with determination.

‘The dragon is probably…’ Skandar said as she strode towards him.

‘I don’t care about the dragon,’ she said, so close now that Skandar could see the scar on her cheek, the one he’d touched last year.

‘We should get to the unicorns,’ Skandar said, his voice cutting out to a whisper.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Flo whispered back. ‘Do you understand that, Skar? I never left you. I’ll never leave you—’

Skandar couldn’t say who moved first. Only that suddenly they were kissing and it felt like raw elements were fizzing from their lips as they touched – the spark of air, the warmth of fire, the shiver of ice, the strength of earth, the wonder of spirit. It wasn’t scary or awkward or any of the things he’d worried about. It was just them – Skandar Smith and Flo Shekoni. Flo whom Skandar had loved for a long time now. Flo whose biggest secret was that she loved him, too. A spirit wielder and a silver who had chosen love over hate every time. It turned out Skandar and Flo’s kiss made more sense than anything else that was happening in the whole chaotic world.

They only broke apart when Skandar felt a blaze of heat across the back of his neck.

‘Really, NOW?’ Bobby yelled from Falcon a few metres back from the well. ‘You two have the absolute worst timing!’

The fire ley line had activated, its red glow travelling up and past the old churchyard beyond before reaching the shore of the lake. Sparks began to spit up violently from the ground by the well, starting to form—

‘Skar?’ Flo said breathlessly. ‘I would very much like to do that again sometime, so I think we should probably run now.’

Skandar took Flo’s hand, and they bolted from the well towards Bobby and Mitchell. He looked over his shoulder to see the fire dragon perched on its edge – so close to where he and Flo had just been standing. Its body was a raging inferno, its eyes glowing coals, and as it roared there was a flash of spirit magic in the air.

Red was standing beside Falcon, and Mitchell was looking at the dragon with a mixture of horror and determination. Skandar and Flo mounted their unicorns, both testing their magic.

‘Blocked,’ Skandar confirmed to Mitchell, who immediately summoned the fire element into his palm. His tawny cheeks paled.

‘Any sign of Rex?’ Flo asked Bobby.

Skandar felt his stomach flip over as he noticed that her cheeks were still glowing from their kiss. Concentrate on the dragon, Skandar, he scolded himself.

‘Oh, now you’re interested in the leymark?’ Bobby said to Flo, although her tone was teasing. ‘No, no sign of any enemy riders. Not yet anyway.’

‘Then let’s do this,’ Skandar said, full of giddy adrenaline. ‘Are you ready, Mitchell?’

The fire wielder sighed. ‘If I’m honest, I don’t think I’ve been fully prepared for anything that’s happened since the moment I met you, Skandar.’

‘Fair point.’

‘You’ve got this, Mitch!’ Bobby crowed.

‘You have!’ Flo echoed.

Mitchell nodded and rode Red back towards Saint Olcan’s Well, keeping to one side of the ley line that was now fully ablaze.

As soon as Red moved, the dragon did, too. One second it was perched by the well – partially hidden by the trees – the next it was soaring out from the rag-strewn branches, its burning wings spreading smoke with every beat.

‘Get back!’ Mitchell warned, a flaming shield bursting into his hand. Scoundrel, Falcon and Blade retreated towards the old churchyard.

‘At least this dragon is smaller than the earth one,’ Flo said.

‘Although a lot more aggressive,’ Skandar murmured. The fire dragon was dive-bombing Red, missing the unicorn by a few smoky inches each time.

‘Get into the sky, Mitchell!’ Bobby ordered. She turned to the others. ‘Not to be a killjoy, but this is going to be the hardest battle. There’s only one element left on the Mainland, and it’s the same as the dragon’s.’

‘He’ll be all right,’ Skandar said, attempting to convince himself.

Red Night’s Delight took off and met the dragon head on in the sky. Mitchell threw a flaming spear that caught the dragon’s wing, but it was simply absorbed into the creature’s body, making it grow even larger. It roared a column of flame right back, as though it was laughing at Mitchell’s attempt, and Red was forced to swerve sharply.

‘Fighting this dragon isn’t going to work!’ Mitchell called down to them. ‘Defeating it has to be something cleverer.’

‘Be more fire wielder,’ Skandar shouted back.

The water dragon had responded to spontaneity and play; air had responded to competitiveness and focus; earth had responded to truth and empathy; but fire? Fire wielders were passionate and imaginative. They were leaders and planners, the kind of people who thought outside the box, and could come up with excellent ideas under pressure—

The dragon roared again, its flaming jaws wide open to show sharp teeth, as black as coals.

‘Mitchell!’ Skandar yelled urgently. ‘You can use spirit!’

Because Bobby had been wrong. The water, air and earth ley lines were now dormant, but spirit had never been affected. And Mitchell had been learning to use the spirit element. He was one of the best. Because he’d read all about it and spent years soaking in the knowledge from Skandar. Because he had become open-minded enough to imagine it could be a force for good, even when he’d been taught it was evil.

Mitchell’s palm changed immediately to white. A shining spirit bow burst into his hand and he managed to nock an arrow, pulling back the pearlescent string to his chin. The dragon noticed. It flapped its flaming wings in mid-air and stared at the weapon, as though calculating how to react. It seemed almost impressed. Then Mitchell did something odd. He didn’t fire the arrow at the dragon’s chest; he shot it into the sky instead. And then he summoned a spirit javelin, then a sabre, then two daggers, then a mace. Each one he discarded after a couple of seconds, as though he were showing them off to the guardian.

The dragon’s flames ebbed lower as it watched. Then Mitchell began speaking to the dragon in spirit speech, perhaps explaining the exact process as he created each weapon.

Curiosity, Skandar realised. Fire wielders like to know all the answers.

After a few minutes, the dragon appeared satisfied and flew back towards the well. Red followed as far as she could, and the other unicorns chased after her. Skandar was just in time to see the dragon breathe on to each of their coloured rags, which were all tied along the same branch. And, as the rags disintegrated to ashes, the dragon’s whole body did, too, its cinders mixing with the earth around the tree roots.

Bobby clapped Mitchell on the back. ‘Absolutely smashed it!’

Mitchell’s hands were shaking as he dismounted, but his mind was already on the next step. ‘Can you see a spirit symbol anywhere?’

The rest of the quartet dismounted and sprinted to Olcan’s Well. Just below where their rags had been tied, the ashes of the fabric had turned bright white, forming a spirit symbol where they’d fallen to the ground.

Skandar didn’t hesitate. Knowing it would be hard to get Scoundrel into the tight space, he summoned the spirit element the way the Wanderers had taught him. He felt for the power in his bond, but also closed his eyes to gather strength from outside himself – from the roots beneath his feet, from the freshness of the air, from the birdsong on the wind, from the warmth of the sun. He opened his eyes to see the spirit element bright in his palm and sent a shaft of white light at the symbol. He felt Bobby put a hand on his right shoulder, Mitchell on his left, and then Flo thread her fingers through his. And with the whole quartet united beside him, it seemed no time at all before his spirit self had travelled the length of the fire line, aware of his friends’ hands even as he glimpsed the Island miles away.

Scoundrel shrieked from just beyond the well, triumphant.

Skandar blinked, coming back to himself, and closed his palm.

Bobby cheered, Flo cried out with joy, Mitchell shouted with excitement and Skandar grinned – exhausted – as the line winked out. They had done it. Rex would have no access to elemental magic on the Mainland. For now, it was safe.

Skandar’s friends ran back to their unicorns, but he stayed for a moment longer at the edge of the well and remembered the words Agatha had spoken to him the night Arctic Swansong had flown them from Margate. He’d asked why she was telling him about the threat of the Weaver, why she had chosen to bring him to the Island.

Because I think you’ll remember to care about the Mainland, even when you’re a rider. I’ve been watching and I think that’s the kind of person you are, the man you’ll become.

And Skandar thought perhaps she had been right.



The plan had always been for Skandar, Bobby, Flo and Mitchell to join up with Kenna’s decoy force after Olcan’s Well. If the battle with Rex’s fighters was still raging at Inch Abbey, even with only the spirit element in play, then the quartet would be a welcome addition to the rebel forces. If the battle was over, then they would team up with Kenna’s fighters and head back to the Whistling Warren together. But, as Mitchell navigated the quartet to the correct co-ordinates, Kenna and Goshawk flew up to meet them before they could even land. Kenna was clad in new black armour – forged especially for her – though Goshawk still refused to wear even chainmail.

‘Thank the five elements,’ she said over the beating of the unicorn wings. The visor was up on her helmet, and her eyes were fixed on Skandar, as though terrified he’d disappear.

‘Kenn, what’s wrong? What’s happened?’ Skandar scanned the grass below for injured unicorns and human casualties. But most of the riders were just sitting around or standing by their unicorns. There was JJ with Skull Scavenger, dressed in some of Skandar’s clothes, his black hood up; Rickesh patting Tidal Warrior’s neck; Prim talking urgently to him; the spirit wielder twins, Nika and Kira, heads close together as they stood by Beauty’s Abyss and Wild Witch.

‘Rex never followed us, Skar.’ Kenna raised her voice over the wind. ‘I thought he’d worked it out… that he’d found you.’

‘He didn’t come to Olcan’s Well,’ Mitchell confirmed. ‘We took out the ley line. There’s only spirit magic on the Mainland now.’

‘No there isn’t,’ Kenna said. ‘Spirit’s gone, too. I can’t even use spirit speech.’

Skandar and the rest of the quartet all attempted to bring the white magic into their palms. Nothing.

‘I did say we wouldn’t have to worry about a spirit leymark,’ Skandar muttered.

‘I suppose the fifth is always linked to the four others, so removing those four must have taken spirit out, too!’ Mitchell said. ‘You have to admit it’s clever. It fully protects the Mainland.’

Skandar was more relieved than excited. ‘Thank goodness Rex didn’t come,’ he murmured to his sister, thinking of the toxic swords the sentinels carried.

Bobby looked unsettled. ‘If Rex wasn’t with us, and he isn’t with you – where is he?’

The answer to this question became clear as soon as Skandar’s and Kenna’s combined forces flew over the Wilderness at the edge of the air zone. Smoke the colour of all five elements was billowing into the sky beyond the Terraced Valleys. The sounds of a battle were carried to Skandar on the wind – the bellowing of unicorns, the shouting of riders, the clashing of weapons, the yelling of commanders, the screaming of the injured.

Rex had told Flo that he wanted to take the Mainland first.

He had been adamant he wanted to conquer Skandar’s home before the Island.

Perhaps that had all been a lie to ensure the best rebel fighters were away when he entered the air zone with his army. Or perhaps he had simply changed his mind.

Either way, taking out the ley line was the catalyst Agatha had worried about. But Rex hadn’t bothered sending even one of his riders to the leymark. He’d saved them all for the Island. For this.

Because while Skandar and his friends had been fighting a dragon, Rex had started the battle that would decide the war.

‘We need to get to our squadrons!’ Kenna yelled. ‘They’re still in formation.’

Only just, Skandar realised, looking down over Scoundrel’s wing. The squadrons of the rebel army were set out in eight blocks, just as they had practised. But the blocks were buckling as the might of Rex’s huge army attacked – on the ground and in the air. Elemental predators dive-bombed the front lines, picking out targets that were putting up a good fight. Sentinels flew above, too, showering arrows down on the weakening elemental shields of the rebels.

Rex’s army wasn’t organised into mixed blocks like Skandar’s. It was an endless rippling wave of unicorns and riders in shining armour, with the silvers positioned along the front lines.

There wasn’t time for Skandar to say goodbye to his quartet, to Kenna or to any of the other riders flying from the Mainland. There wasn’t time for Mitchell to rest, still exhausted from fighting the dragon. All they could do was dive towards their squadrons – Skandar sending Scoundrel hurtling towards Dancer – and take up their places within the army.

Gabriel signalled to Skandar from Queen’s Price, meeting Scoundrel mid-flight so the riders could speak while hovering over their squadron. But Gabriel was Skandar’s third in command, which had to mean his second in command…

Gabriel’s face was streaked with ash and blood, his expression grim. ‘Niamh and Snow Swimmer were seriously injured in the first wave of the attack,’ he explained. ‘One of the silvers sent in a huge Marauder right off the bat, and we weren’t ready.’

‘Is she alive?’ Skandar couldn’t believe the question was even passing his lips.

‘Just. But we’ve lost Walker and Savage Salamander.’ Gabriel swallowed, fighting back tears. ‘He was frozen in an ice attack by three sentinels, and then one of those toxic swords… It was a quick death, I think.’

Skandar felt like he was going to be sick. He tried to banish his memories of Walker, smiling and tanned on the Ambling Archipelago last year. Skandar had seen him just last night – wanting to talk to Sarika, wanting to share some hope for a future he wouldn’t get to see. But Gabriel had more bad news, reporting that one of their bards – Caitlin – had also been killed and two blacksmiths injured. This couldn’t be real. People couldn’t really be dying. Surely Skandar would wake up soon and this would all be—

‘… and there’s no sign of Rex yet. That’s the situation, Commander,’ Gabriel said. ‘Did you do it? Did you take out the last leymark?’

Skandar nodded and the Mainlander closed his eyes briefly in relief. ‘Holy hurricanes, was I glad to see you lot flying back. Not sure how much longer we could have survived without you.’ Gabriel’s sculpted-stone hair remained eerily still, even as his face crumpled.

Skandar tried to pull himself together. Gabriel and his squadron had been living this nightmare for hours. He needed to help them fight – to make sure no one else died under his command.

‘DANCER SQUADRON!’ Skandar shouted. ‘First four lines of riders into the sky NOW! I need elemental shields up and joined! I need bards taking out as many enemy riders as possible with sleepsong. I need archers with arrows at the ready and sword wielders with their blades out. We are going full-on defensive until I say otherwise!’

Most of the squadron had been too busy fighting to notice Skandar’s arrival. They looked up in surprise and relief. Jamie raised his sword in the air with a triumphant shout, and Skandar knew that it was partly for Mitchell. If Skandar was here, that meant the fire wielder had survived the last dragon.

Skandar landed Scoundrel and joined the archers on the fifth line of five in his squadron. Horror washed over him as he realised he was taking Walker’s place between Mariam and Old Starlight and Billy Bridport and Wicked Thunder. On either side of the unicorns were Reece, Fred and Val, arrows ready to fly. As the riders shouldered elemental bows, Gregory started to sing battlesong behind them. The music pulsed through Skandar, its notes low and staccato. There were no words, but the rhythm made his blood thunder, made him believe that his shot would find its mark no matter the distance.

‘ARROWS!’ Skandar yelled.

Arrows of flame, ice, electricity, rock, spirit and iron-tipped wood flew towards the line of sentinels that was advancing on Dancer Squadron. The sleepsong started up from the remaining bards and it took out the line of sentinels just behind the ones at the front – causing confusion and chaos as riders fell from their unicorns’ backs. Even though he knew he was experiencing the remnants of the battlesong, Skandar felt like laughing – confidence still singing through his blood. We’re outnumbered. So what? And, sure enough, the sudden organisation of the squadron pushed Rex’s forces back slightly.

Skandar’s archers immediately dropped back to make way for the sword line, led by Jamie and former sentinel Lawrence on Poison Chief at its centre. Sabres, twin daggers and broadswords burst into elemental hands, just as metal blades were unsheathed from scabbards. Skandar watched his fighters engage with the enemy, saw Jamie swiping at the leg of Silver Seawitch’s rider. Then Scoundrel took off, Skandar intending to shore up the roof of shields he’d ordered above the soldiers on the ground. Predators were soaring over, attacking the defences, but the squadron’s colourful combination of elemental shields was keeping most of the creatures at bay.

In the sky, Skandar assessed the two armies as they clashed on the air-zone plains. The eight rebel squadrons were holding their ground now. But as Skandar looked out over the rest of the battlefield he was filled with terror. Because the expanse of Rex’s army stretched as far as the eye could see. And, miles back, there were still unicorns coming through the trees of the Sky Forest to join the enemy ranks. An army full of those who were afraid of change. Afraid of difference. An army made up of those who were content to live in a cruel world, as long as they were safe. Because they were scared of a world they could not imagine.

The last note of confidence the battlesong had given Skandar was eclipsed by the roaring of the battle raging below him.

All that was left in his veins was fear.




[image: ]

KENNA THE HERO

When it came down to it, Kenna had never been the hero.

The rebel army was losing. She was struggling to protect her own squadron, her wild magic weakening and unpredictable as Goshawk’s Fury drained Kenna’s strength with every weapon they threw, every shield they summoned.

In the sky, they had just finished taking down an ice lion when she saw three other elemental predators tearing through the ranks of Vixen Squadron. A flaming bear took out Skye Saylor and North-Breeze Nightmare first, though even out of the saddle the former air instructor managed to summon a water shield to protect herself and Clara, who’d been trying to hold the sword line. Kenna sent Goshawk plummeting towards the ground as the second Marauder, an electric leopard, ripped a sparking claw through one of the bards mid-song and then pounced on Otto and Screech-Owl’s Strike. But Kenna landed far too late to save the Wanderer or the bard, elemental debris and blood flying all around her.

JJ was swiping haphazardly with a spirit sword at a young sentinel when Goshawk reached Skull Scavenger. The boy was sobbing as he fought – glancing now and then at Otto on the ground – and, as Kenna managed to blast the sentinel backwards with a pulse of dark fire, she only had one thought. This has to stop.

Kenna took stock of Vixen Squadron. She guessed she had lost about a fifth of her soldiers – to injury or worse. Some of the other squadrons had lost far more. Kenna’s dapple-grey was helping as best she could – the lone wild unicorn dive-bombing the enemy. Yet Rex’s army was not slowing down. The waves of sentinels kept coming. Kenna’s only comfort was glimpsing her brother four squadrons along, Scoundrel diving again and again at enemy unicorns.

There was still time. Kenna’s mind was made up. It had been made up for a while. There was no other way.

As night plunged the battlefield into semi-darkness – the only light now from elemental battles – the armies began to drop back. At some imperceptible signal, most of Rex’s forces swarmed to the centre of the field and began to make camp for the night. It gave both sides the chance to collect their dead and wounded. There had been casualties on Rex’s side, too, though nowhere near as many. Kenna was surprised that Rex was allowing his army to rest, allowing his enemy some respite as well – but she supposed he thought he could afford that luxury given he so obviously had the upper hand. Perhaps he thought the rebels would all be dead by the end of tomorrow. And, without some kind of miracle, he was probably right.

Kenna knew she couldn’t abandon Vixen Squadron just yet. She stayed with the injured warriors – Instructor Saylor and North-Breeze Nightmare, Jordan and Surfer’s Demise, the saddler Lucy Henning-Dove – until the healers arrived. She gently made JJ leave Otto’s side so the healers could cover his body, and told the spirit wielder to help the injured back to the Whistling Warren. She guessed Jordan and his unicorn would have to be treated on the battlefield. Goshawk let out a concerned bellow to Surfer’s Demise, whose wing was broken.

Once her warriors were taken care of, Kenna flew Goshawk back through the Terraced Valleys. The air was oddly still, as though the sylphs had fled from the ferocity of the battle. Leaving Goshawk on one of the wider plateaus, Kenna went in search of her brother. Exhaustion weighed down her every bone.

Where are you, Skar? Kenna called in spirit speech, as she passed Nika and Beauty’s Abyss healing a magical wound on Fire-Storm’s Fury. She peered through the door of every sett, but they were packed with more in desperate need of healing.

‘Is that you, Kenn?’ Albert’s voice stopped her in her tracks.

Don’t do this, the rational part of Kenna’s brain told her. You can’t see him right now. There’s no time. But then there was the other part of Kenna’s brain, which lately had become more dominant. She doubled-back through the open door of the sett.

The fire wielder was lying on a pile of blankets.

‘No,’ she breathed, then more loudly. ‘Albert, you’re hurt!’

‘My leg,’ Albert managed to say. ‘Toxic sword.’

The wound was below his knee. It had been bandaged, but they both knew that wounds from wild unicorn magic never healed.

Albert read the horror on Kenna’s face. ‘It’s okay. I’m better off than most of the others. The healer says the damage isn’t too bad.’

Kenna highly doubted this. Albert was the most hopelessly optimistic person she’d ever met.

You don’t have time for this, Kenna.

‘Al,’ Kenna said, not knowing where to start. She hadn’t meant to see him, hadn’t meant for there to be a goodbye.

Albert reached for her hand. ‘You don’t have to say you love me. I’m not dying, I promise.’

‘I just want you to be happy, Albert.’ The words burst from Kenna all of a sudden. ‘I never deserved you, but there’s someone out there who does. Someone good and kind. Someone better than me.’

‘There’s no one better than you, Kenna,’ Albert said with such certainty that it brought tears to her eyes.

‘You’ll see,’ she promised him. ‘You’ll find them.’ Kenna dropped his hand.

Get out of here, she told herself. You’re on borrowed time.

‘Only if we win this war,’ Albert said, half joking. ‘Only if we survive tomorrow.’

‘You’ll survive,’ Kenna said through gritted teeth. ‘I’ll make sure of it.’ And she didn’t turn round as Albert called after her.

Rushing out of the sett, Kenna almost bumped right into Skandar.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ Kenna said, running her eyes over him quickly to make sure he was all in one piece. A cut over his eye. A bruise on his cheek.

‘Is Albert okay?’ he asked breathlessly. ‘I saw him fall when my squadron merged with Instructor O’Sullivan’s. He took down three sentinels at once, but the third caught his leg on the way down. The healers managed to get to him, but—’

‘He’ll be all right,’ Kenna interrupted. How much of the night had passed? How long did they have? ‘Skar, you have to come with me.’

‘Where? We have to meet with the Rebel Council in ten minutes to go over strategy.’

‘There isn’t a strategy, Skandar,’ Kenna said. ‘There’s no point in you sketching out tactics or drawing up plans of attack. Don’t you understand? We don’t have the numbers. You saw Rex’s army out there. There’s no beating it. If we carry on like this, we’re all going to die. Otto already…’ She couldn’t finish her sentence, remembering how the old Wanderer had looked so free when he’d summoned those birds the first time she’d met him.

Skandar crossed his arms. ‘What are you saying? We give up? I’d rather die than surrender to Rex Manning. Wouldn’t you?’

‘I think I have a way, but I need you to leave the air zone with me for a few hours.’ Kenna knew she sounded desperate, frightened. But she was both those things and more.

‘Kenn, we can’t just leave!’ Skandar protested. ‘We’re squadron commanders!’

‘We’ll be back before dawn,’ she promised, and then played every card she had. ‘Skandar, I need you to trust me. I know I haven’t done much in the last couple of years to earn that, but I am begging you – for me, for Dad, for this Island, for the Mainland. For everything. Please, come with me.’

Skandar stared at Kenna, one of their long looks. The kind of look they’d shared during a childhood that had been unfair to them. When they’d had to navigate a system that had felt like it was hurting not helping them, had been forced to find a way to communicate things children should never need the words for. Hunger. Terror. Loneliness. But they were safe in those long looks. It was where they offered their emotions and secrets to each other in a world that was confusing and chaotic and indifferent.

So Kenna wasn’t surprised when Skandar said, ‘Okay, Kenn. Let’s go.’



‘PIRAN!’ It wasn’t until Kenna hammered on the door of the Cloud Cabin that it crossed her mind he might not be there. Panic gripped her as she yelled his name over and over, disturbing the peace of the low-hanging clouds lit only by the moonlight.

‘Kenn!’ Skandar was next to her, grabbing her wrist to stop her knocking on the glass window. ‘What are we doing here? Who’s Piran?’

‘What in spirit’s name is going on?’ Piran finally appeared at the door, his black hair messy from sleep.

Piran took in the sight of the Smith siblings at his door, his flaming gaze flicking to Scoundrel and Goshawk waiting patiently behind them on the Somnolent Mountain. His mouth twitched. ‘I take it things aren’t going quite as you’d hoped.’

‘The flame-eyed man?’ Kenna heard Skandar murmur, half a question. But she didn’t have time to explain, didn’t have time for the sixth child’s gloating. ‘I’ve changed my mind, Piran. I want you and Flameborn Assassin to take me – take us – to your father.’

‘We’ve had this conversation before, Kenna Everhart. Why should I believe that you mean it this time?’

‘Because we’re going to lose this war if I’m not at full strength.’

‘Why should I care who wins or loses? So Rex Manning is in charge for a few years? That hardly matters to someone like me; someone for whom time means nothing.’

‘I thought you wanted us to run the Island together?’ Kenna said urgently. ‘You said I’d be the second coming of the First Rider, remember?’

Kenna sensed Skandar trying to get her attention, confusion fizzing from him.

Piran narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re just saying that.’

‘I’m not. Help us win this war and then I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll take more than one unicorn, one lifetime. I’ll take hundreds if I have to. And you’ll be at my side. I’ll ensure that you have a legacy far longer than any of your brothers and sisters. I’ll make you a hero of the Island.’

Piran hesitated, calculating. ‘Make me Commodore when you’ve dispatched Rex Manning, and you have a deal.’

‘Kenna, what the hell is going on?’ Skandar finally interrupted, staring between her and Piran.

Kenna ignored him; there wasn’t enough time. ‘Fine,’ she told Piran.

But the sixth child still wasn’t satisfied. ‘Your brother can’t come with us. I might want what you’re offering, Kenna Everhart, but I don’t trust either of you. I won’t be outnumbered in there.’

Kenna wanted to scream with frustration. It was all taking too long. Then she realised she had one more thing to offer Piran. ‘If you allow Skandar to come, too, then I will help you steal your father’s unicorn. You and I will be unstoppable. For ever.’

Piran’s flaming eyes blazed with excitement and Kenna knew she had him. ‘Deal.’

‘The attack will be as we planned, yes? When we discussed this possibility –’ Kenna’s eyes flicked to Skandar – ‘before.’ Before, when she had almost… When her brother had needed her. Just like he needed her now.

Skandar had clearly had enough of not understanding what was going on. He stepped in front of her. ‘Kenn, what are you talking about? Who is his father?’

Kenna turned to him. ‘Skar, we don’t have time for me to explain now, okay? Just wait until we get there.’

‘Get WHERE?’ Skandar shouted in frustration.

‘Trust me, please,’ Kenna begged him. ‘This will help, I promise.’

Skandar crossed his arms, confused and very angry.

‘How do we get there?’ Kenna pressed Piran, looking up at the stars as though they might tell her how long it was until morning. ‘Where’s the entrance?’

‘The entrance is everywhere,’ Piran said cryptically. At the look on Kenna’s face, he sighed. ‘It’s simple really. You need to summon the spirit element and then let it fill your whole bond.’

‘Is that it?’ Kenna asked.

‘And then think of a unicorn who has left this realm behind. The astrals will do the rest.’ Flameborn Assassin approached, and Piran mounted.

‘Kenn, please just tell me what’s happening,’ Skandar begged. He sounded more scared than angry now and she relented, trying to shock him into coming with her.

Kenna pointed at Piran, whose palm began to shine with the spirit element.

‘This is Piran Penhaligon, the sixth child of the First Rider. And he’s taking us to the spirit realm so we can win this war.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY THE SIXTH CHILD

Piran Penhaligon. Spirit realm. Think of a unicorn.

Skandar was not okay with this. He was beginning to wonder if the forged bond had suddenly robbed Kenna of her ability to see sense. How could the flame-eyed man possibly be the sixth child of the First Rider? All the stories said that the First Rider only had five children. And, even if there was a secret sixth child, that would make Piran Penhaligon hundreds of years old. That would make him… immortal.

But you met the First Rider, said a small voice in Skandar’s mind. Why couldn’t this be his son?

Kenna sensed his hesitation. ‘I’m not going to the spirit realm without you, Skar.’

‘I don’t understand why you want to do this.’

‘I’ll explain when we get there. All I can say is that if we don’t go to the spirit realm right now, I am certain we’ll lose this war.’

‘What even is the spirit realm?’

Kenna realised that this was an explanation she owed him. ‘Piran says it’s where the fifth element comes from, that other plane of existence that you draw on when you summon spirit magic. But it’s also a place where fallen unicorns wait for their riders to join them – if the unicorn dies before the rider. It’s the realm between life and death.’

‘That can’t be real.’ But even as Skandar said it, he was besieged with memories. On the Weaver’s dark island he’d heard a terrible, grief-stricken screeching as Simon Fairfax had prepared to accept a forged bond to replace his fallen spirit unicorn. Skandar’s ears had filled with phantom shrieks and the storming of hooves as Federico Jones had clung to the body of Sunset’s Blood, as Desert Firebird had plummeted to the ground at Uffington. And down in the spirit yard, he had been tormented by the anguished calls of unicorns, calls that nobody else could hear.

Kenna tried to read his face through the darkness at the top of the mountain. ‘What—’

‘I think I might have… heard it,’ Skandar said, blood pounding in his ears. He tried to steady himself. ‘But even if it exists, how will it help us? You said something about making yourself strong, Kenn. But even you aren’t powerful enough to win this war by yourself.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ Kenna grunted as she remounted Goshawk. ‘I won’t leave you, Skar. If you don’t want to come, we can stay—’

I won’t leave you. Those words struck him right in the heart. He’d always feared that if Kenna had been given the chance to go to the Island the way he had, she would have turned Agatha down. She would have stayed in Margate with him. She wouldn’t have left him alone in Flat 207. But Skandar had done just that. He had left her. And now… they were losing a war.

So Skandar returned to Scoundrel and flooded their bond with the spirit element. He had spent too long doubting those who loved him. It was time to give Kenna another chance.

The spirit magic of the riders atop the Somnolent Mountain burned like dying stars. Then, as Piran had instructed, Skandar turned his mind to a unicorn soul that had left the world too soon – Arctic Swansong. He shut his eyes, summoning the memory of the first time they’d met. A white warrior unicorn standing in the communal garden of Sunset Heights. Skandar let himself smile, remembering Agatha’s warning that Swan liked to feast on kneecaps. He recalled the feeling of flying away from Margate, the wind whistling through snowy wings.

All of a sudden, the sound of the mountaintop breeze was replaced with a nothingness like Skandar had never experienced before. Not even silence, just… absence.

He opened his eyes.

They hadn’t left the Somnolent Mountain. Thanks to the shining of the spirit element, Skandar could still see the outline of the cabin and the shape of the rock formations, but everything else was now entirely shrouded in darkness, like the stars had winked out. Skandar recognised that darkness. This was the shadow he could call upon – the negative space, the abyss, the other place.

Goshawk and Flameborn Assassin were just ahead, and Skandar tried to push Scoundrel to catch up with his sister and Piran. But his unicorn seemed too terrified to move. Pure fear was hammering into the bond, was making Skandar scared too. Was this some kind of passage, like the one to the First Rider’s tomb? Were they already in the spirit realm?

‘What is it, boy?’ Skandar found himself leaning closer to Scoundrel’s black neck.

Then Skandar sensed something here with them. Something moving ahead of him, above him, beneath him, suspended in the shadow as he was. Scoundrel reared up at the darkness, hooves flailing. Skandar trusted in Scoundrel’s instincts, in their bond. They were in trouble; they just couldn’t see it yet.

Piran’s voice echoed from ahead. ‘Just deal with your own predators. Don’t bother yourself with any of the others.’

Predators?

The shadows writhed round Scoundrel, taking shape.

‘It’s okay, boy,’ Skandar whispered.

It was not okay. Creatures of pure darkness formed round the boy and unicorn, and ahead they swarmed round Kenna and Goshawk, too, though Piran seemed immune. They were only visible in flashes – their wings, their teeth, their talons, their claws – as they caught the light of the spirit element in the riders’ palms.

They were elemental predators, but unlike any Skandar had seen before. A shadowy peregrine falcon soared through the air, its beak aimed right at Scoundrel’s head. At the same moment a snake slithered through the blackness, raising itself for a strike. The outline of a tiger prowled closer, preparing to pounce. Skandar realised that every predator hunting him at the top of the mountain was familiar. They were his – a kind of dark version of all the ones he’d ever created. He could even see the puppy he’d once made while battling Bobby on the Ambling Archipelago.

Kenna’s panicked voice floated back. The dark predators surrounding her were much larger than his. ‘What are these things?’ she demanded of Piran. ‘How do we fight them?’

‘Every time you create a predator in the mortal realm, its counterpart appears here,’ Piran answered. ‘What you’re seeing are the gaps you left when you were moulding them – the blank space between their feathers, the missing teeth in their jaws, the blackness between their claws. And all that negative space joins up to make a predator that was never intended, and—’

Skandar didn’t hear the end of Piran’s explanation, because the shadowy tiger was leaping through the air towards Scoundrel. Instinctively, Skandar blasted a ball of spirit magic at the Marauder’s chest, and Scoundrel kicked out his hooves to do the same. The tiger faltered. Wanting to seize his advantage, Skandar moulded a spirit javelin and aimed it for the shadowy creature’s throat.

It worked. The tiger’s outline lit up for a moment before its whole body blazed brightly, the magic eclipsing its darkness. Then it winked out like the entrance to the spirit yard. Skandar felt Scoundrel’s pulse of triumph in the bond, but he wasn’t taking any chances and had already armed himself with a spirit bow. The shadowy falcon swooped for Skandar’s exposed throat, but, before it could reach him, he let fly an arrow headed right for its chest. The bird lit up just as the tiger had – every feather of its wings visible – and then faded into the inky darkness.

Skandar couldn’t bring himself to share Scoundrel’s triumph each time they dispatched a predator. It felt somehow wrong to destroy these creatures that he had created in the first place. It wasn’t their fault they were stuck here – made of oversights, of mistakes, of nothingness. But they kept coming for him and Scoundrel, and so it felt very much like Skandar had no choice but to defend himself until the darkness stilled.

Finally, Skandar managed to join Kenna and Piran on the shadowy mountain path. The riders stopped talking as he approached.

‘Those weren’t fun,’ Kenna said to Skandar stiffly.

‘Nope.’ He glanced at Piran. ‘Probably could have done with a warning about those anti-predators… or whatever they were.’ He narrowed his eyes at the flame-eyed rider. ‘Why didn’t you have to fight any of them off?’

‘I’ve never created one,’ Piran answered simply. ‘And, knowing their fate here, I never would. They exist only for that one brief moment – the moment when their creator walks towards death. Ordinarily they are protectors, a guard of honour for that final journey. But we are trespassing here, and so they attack.’

‘But we’re not walking towards death, right?’ Kenna asked anxiously. Which made Skandar even more worried.

‘Only in a manner of speaking,’ Piran said cryptically. ‘But before we go on, I must tell you that my father will not be pleased to see the living enter the spirit realm. And even less pleased to see me. He will attack as soon as we pass through. Kenna, we must act quickly.’

She nodded solemnly.

‘What have you agreed to, Kenn?’ Skandar asked urgently. He didn’t trust the flame-eyed sentinel who had blazed in and out of his life on the Island. And now they were expected to battle the First Rider? He’d barely survived last time, and that had mainly been down to luck. He had to understand how this was going to help them win the war. Skandar had no idea how much time was passing and whether the armies had restarted their fighting. He turned to Kenna, determined to get answers

But Goshawk and Assassin were already moving towards an archway that was forming right before Skandar’s eyes. What looked like shooting stars were flying from every shadow to form the shape. Some were larger, some were smaller and, as they found their places in the curve, they made a tiny sound like a bell. Every star hit the arch at a different pitch; every note adding to the beautiful chorus. Then, as the three unicorns moved towards it, some stars detached themselves from the arch and landed on their manes, tails, heads, horns, making them shine just as brightly.

Kenna looked to Piran for an explanation, perhaps for reassurance that the tiny lights weren’t dangerous. Skandar couldn’t stop watching them as more landed on Scoundrel’s back.

‘Astrals,’ Piran whispered. ‘This is the only time the spirit elementals ever make themselves visible. To create the realm’s entrance.’

Even if Skandar somehow lived to be a hundred, he would never forget the sight of them. The astrals were cleaved from the darkness, but the shadowed opening of the arch was wreathed with the twinkling of their shooting stars. Visible only at the moment of death. It reminded Skandar of the way the Eyrie’s entrance opened for spirit wielders, but he knew with a strange certainty that these stars had been here and done this for longer than he could possibly imagine. That the arch would keep forming beyond the memory of any living thing.

Scoundrel, Goshawk and Assassin were now completely covered in the astrals, brighter even than when spirit unicorns took on the appearance of their own pure element. But the moment shining Goshawk disappeared through the darkness beneath the arch – like she’d been swallowed by a black hole at the heart of the brightest galaxy – Skandar felt a presence beside him on the mountain. A dapple-grey unicorn. Kenna’s destined unicorn.

‘What are you doing here?’ he wondered aloud.

Then his sister disappeared completely, and Scoundrel bellowed mournfully after Goshawk.

‘Are you coming?’ Skandar asked the dapple-grey.

But the unicorn only watched him with haunted red eyes as Skandar rode Scoundrel through the star-spun arch.



Skandar’s first wild thought as he passed through the archway was that someone had turned the lights on. Everywhere he looked, there was a unicorn shining with the bright light of the spirit element. Many turned to look at him curiously as he entered, while others were crowding Goshawk and Assassin. Skandar watched his sister stretching out a trembling hand to one of the unicorns – and all the breath left him as he recognised Arctic Swansong, or his essence, or whatever these unicorns were. He was waiting here for Agatha. The thought was joyful and terrible at the same time, and Skandar could see Kenna’s shoulders shaking with sobs.

It’s real, Skandar thought. The spirit realm is real. As he gazed around in wonder, he noticed a second starlit arch way off in the distance – so far that it looked almost impossible to reach. Almost.

A great roar filled the endless space. A roar of fury like one Skandar had heard only once before in his life.

The First Rider and the Wild Unicorn Queen galloped towards the intruders, scattering the shining unicorns. The pair looked as they had in their tomb, their bodies fluid and blurred with the light of the spirit element. The First Rider’s booming voice filled the realm, his mouth a deep swirl of white mist. ‘UNICORN THIEF!’

Then his bright eyes fixed on Piran. ‘How dare you enter here once more! How dare you desecrate this realm with your greed! I will not let you take another unicorn!’

‘You say that every time, Father,’ Piran spat back. ‘But I haven’t come for any old unicorn this time. I’ve come for the original. NOW!’

Twin spirit swords were suddenly in Kenna’s hands and she was riding Goshawk towards the last queen of the wild unicorns. Piran and Assassin were right behind her, a glowing mace swinging. The First Rider roared again, arrows already soaring from his spirit bow. Piran blocked one with a shining shield, Kenna blocked a second, but Skandar had seen the First Rider and the Wild Queen battle before. What would happen if Kenna was killed in the spirit realm? Skandar urged Scoundrel towards her, a spirit sabre forming.

Then Kenna turned Goshawk sharply, so instead of galloping towards the First Rider, the wild unicorn now had her tail to the Queen. And with a battle cry ripping from her throat Kenna sent Goshawk thundering towards Piran and Assassin.

Skandar didn’t have a clue what was going on. He pulled Scoundrel up, unsure how he was supposed to help. Who was he meant to be fighting?

Skandar was close enough to the battling riders to see the shock pass over Piran’s face. Had Kenna tricked him? His father had called him a thief. Things were beginning to slot into place. Kenna had said something about helping Piran steal a unicorn from the spirit realm. Did he want the Wild Unicorn Queen?

The First Rider looked as confused as Skandar. He’d halted the Wild Unicorn Queen and was watching Kenna advance on Piran with his unsettling swirling face. She came at the sixth child with her swords, swiping from the left, then the right. On the third strike she knocked Piran’s mace from his hand, and he barely had time to raise a shield before she came for him again. Flameborn Assassin backed up.

‘You’re making a mistake!’ Piran spat at her, fumbling with his reins.

‘I don’t think so,’ Kenna said. Goshawk reared, giving her rider more height for the next strike.

Assassin backed up further, getting closer to the arch they’d come through. ‘If you think my father will bargain with you, you’re wrong. He thinks you’re an abomination!’

‘Skar!’ Kenna cried suddenly. But Skandar had already worked out what she needed. Piran was going to try to flee back to the mountain.

Skandar galloped Scoundrel towards the starlit entrance and reached it just in time. Scoundrel kicked out at Assassin to make him move away from the arch, and Skandar armed himself with twin swords to match his sister’s. In a blinding flurry of light, a small group of the fallen unicorns moved to block Assassin’s escape route, too.

In his attempt to run, Piran had abandoned any attempt at spirit magic and was – for one crucial moment – unarmed. Skandar and Kenna raised their twin swords to his throat at exactly the same time.

‘Dismount,’ Kenna growled. ‘It’s time to talk to your dad.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE THE SPIRIT REALM

Kenna marched Piran right up to the First Rider and the Wild Unicorn Queen, Skandar following with Scoundrel and Goshawk. Assassin lingered by the arch, as though confused. With one blade still shining in her hand, Kenna forced Piran to his knees in front of his father. Then she bowed her head.

‘Explain,’ the First Rider commanded.

Kenna spoke in a low deferential tone. ‘I am Kenna Smith, daughter of Erika Everhart and Robert Smith. That’s my brother, Skandar—’

‘I know who you are,’ the First Rider thundered. ‘I want to know why you accompanied my son to the spirit realm.’

Skandar felt uneasy; he wanted to know this too.

Kenna’s eyes flicked to the flame-eyed man. ‘Piran found me again earlier this year when I was attempting to return the bone staff to your tomb. I was planning to… I wanted to make a bargain with you. But he told me you’d never help me because of my forged bond.’

‘Go on.’

Piran struggled against Kenna’s sword, and Skandar stepped forward to hold him still.

‘Piran told me who he was,’ Kenna said, ‘how his sister, Elowen, had brought him here to change his destiny. He said that we were the same, that we needed the same thing.’

‘Unicorns from the spirit realm. Stolen unicorns,’ the First Rider said, and the anger in his voice was like a living thing as he glowered down at his son.

Piran said nothing, staring into the black abyss beneath his knees.

‘Since then, Piran has been trying to convince me that I should steal from the spirit realm for myself, that taking a unicorn from here back into the mortal realm – as he has done for generations – was the only way for me to survive.’

Skandar glanced at his sister, confused. But she had years and years left, didn’t she? Even with the forged bond making her tired. And Kenna had said that the Skeleton Curse might have been enough to restore her lifespan, that she didn’t know…

‘I admit that I was tempted to take Piran up on his offer,’ Kenna said, looking the First Rider full in the face. ‘When my brother was imprisoned, all I wanted was my full strength back. So that I could rescue him.’

Skandar tried to catch his sister’s eye, read her expression.

‘And what changed your mind?’ the First Rider rumbled.

‘It was something Piran said.’ Kenna took a deep breath. ‘He said that you stayed here rather than going on into death, because you needed to protect the unicorns from him.’

The First Rider nodded gravely. ‘That is true.’

‘I knew from the moment Piran told me that he drained the life force from these unicorns and shortened their riders’ lifespans that it was a terrible crime. A crime that I’ve committed myself. I see so much of who I used to be in Piran, who I became once I left the Mainland. And that scared me, because I would have burned this Island to the ground if it hadn’t been for my brother. For the forgiveness I’ve been shown. For the love I have in my life – from my dad, from Skandar, from my unicorns, from my aunt, even from my mum in her own way. But I don’t think Piran has ever been that lucky…’ Kenna glanced down at the sixth child sadly.

‘You know him better than I do,’ she continued. ‘Perhaps you suspect how much damage he could do. Perhaps even more damage than me, than Rex Manning. Maybe the damage wouldn’t happen now. Maybe it would be in a hundred years or even a thousand, but I couldn’t inflict that on the world, not when my brother has been fighting so hard for a better future.’

The First Rider looked between the Smith siblings, then dismounted in a swirl of white. He reached down to pull his son to his feet and Piran attempted to struggle free of his father’s shining grip.

‘NO! I won’t give up! I can’t just… die!’

‘It’s time, Piran,’ the First Rider said firmly, and his voice was a father’s now. ‘You have led so many lives that never belonged to you. Too many.’

Piran looked more panicked than angry. ‘You don’t understand. You’ve never understood. Just let me take one more unicorn, one more chance to build my legacy. I need my life to mean something more than this. Please—’

‘You do not need a legacy for your life to mean something,’ the First Rider said. ‘It is our smallest kindnesses that echo down the generations, not our greatest achievements.’

‘That’s easy for you to say! You and Mother founded the Island, and my brothers and sisters made their own marks on history!’ Piran cried. ‘I just want to be someone the Island remembers. I want to be something you would be—they would be…’ He trailed off, unable to finish.

Pain swirled in the First Rider’s eyes. ‘I have always been proud of you. I think perhaps you were too busy looking at your own faults to realise I didn’t see them in you. None of us did.’

Piran swallowed and he looked so young staring up into that ghostly face. ‘What if they don’t want to see me? What if they don’t forgive me for what I’ve done?’

‘Your brothers and sisters have been waiting a long time for you. Your mother, too. And I think you will find that everything you have been fearing all these years has been for nothing – that everything makes sense beyond the arch. It’s time to go now.’

‘I’m afraid of what comes next,’ Piran confessed in a whisper.

And Skandar understood then that Piran had been scared of death. Afraid to see his family again after everything he had done to live the life he’d felt had been stolen from him. Aside from her power, perhaps that was what he’d really wanted from Kenna – a kind of companionship, of belonging.

The fearsome figure of the First Rider took his son into his arms and held him close. ‘I will always be sorry that I made you feel you were not enough. You have always been enough, Piran. For this Island, and for me.’

Piran started to cry, his whole body shaking within his father’s glowing embrace.

‘Shall I walk you to the arch?’ the First Rider offered.

Piran nodded.

So the First Rider took his sixth child’s hand and they walked away together, the Wild Unicorn Queen matching them step for step. Every unicorn in the spirit realm turned its glowing head to light the way, father and son speaking in low tones Skandar could not hear. Then finally the First Rider halted and – without looking back – Piran Penhaligon went onwards through the second starlit arch.

As the First Rider returned to them, a single pearly tear ran down his cheek. ‘I owe you my thanks, Kenna Smith,’ he said. ‘My youngest child can finally be at peace.’

He turned his swirling gaze on Skandar. ‘We meet again, spirit wielder. I believe I owe you thanks, too. You have been protecting my former home.’

Skandar said, his throat dry. ‘I’ve been trying—’

‘The Mainland won’t stay protected,’ Kenna interrupted. ‘Not if Rex Manning wins this war. Not if Skandar dies, not—’

The First Rider raised a glowing hand. ‘I see many things, Kenna Smith. But I do not fully understand why you have risked coming here tonight. I saw the secret you swapped. ‘If Kenna Smith’s fears are true, her forged bond will kill her before the next summer solstice.’ Piran must have warned you how much strength it takes to return to the mortal realm. Strength you no longer have.’

Skandar’s heart was thundering. ‘Kenn? What’s he talking about?’

Kenna wouldn’t look at him.

‘Ahh.’ The First Rider sounded relieved. ‘That is why you brought your brother with you. He will fulfil the truesong’s prophecy.’ He sang under his breath the lines that Skandar had heard three years ago, words he had always believed were about Kenna.

‘Yet another force grows on this Island:

True successor of spirit’s dark friend.

And the storm it will bring when it rises,

Will see all we know brought to an end.’

‘I want to make a deal,’ Kenna said to the First Rider. Her voice was strong, as though she’d practised this part over and over. ‘Let Skandar lead every unicorn out of the spirit realm. Let them be reunited with their riders. Let their bonds be restored. Let them help him win this war.’ Kenna watched the First Rider’s face closely. ‘It must be possible. If Piran managed to steal unicorns from here and return them to the mortal realm, it must be possible to break open the spirit realm.’

And finally Skandar understood why Kenna had brought him here. He looked out across the realm at the hundreds of unicorns that had died too soon. All the spirit unicorns Agatha had executed – including Konrad’s Soul Stealer and Viv’s Folklore’s Reaper. The victims of the skeleton curse – Sunset’s Blood, Marauding Magnet and Vulture’s Voltage. Unicorns killed by spirit wielders in the years before they’d been banned, and in recent months by toxic swords – Desert Firebird stood shining among them, waiting for her beloved rider. With all these unicorns added to the rebel army’s ranks, they could rival Rex’s vast numbers.

A last resort. But they were in the realm of last resorts now.

The First Rider looked like he was mulling it over. He turned to Skandar. ‘If you win, how can I be sure that allowing these unicorns to fight for you is right for my Island?’

Skandar started to panic. What if he couldn’t convince the First Rider, after all this? He knew he would help make the Island a better place, but—

A unicorn was moving towards them through the realm. He would know her anywhere. He had seen her on the path to the Eyrie the very first day he’d arrived on the Island and even as her body glowed with white light, the dapple-grey colour was detectable underneath. Kenna’s destined unicorn had followed her to the spirit realm, and Skandar realised what the First Rider needed to hear.

‘Why can’t the wild unicorns access the spirit realm?’ he asked, wanting to make sure he was right. ‘Why do they have to live for ever?’

‘Because nobody brings them,’ the First Rider answered. ‘As immortals, they must be accompanied here by someone whom death calls.’

‘But Kenna brought two wild unicorns here tonight,’ Skandar said, as the dapple-grey halted next to Goshawk. ‘Because she loves them in the same way you loved the wild foal who saved you down on Fisherman’s Beach.’ He took a deep breath. ‘The wild unicorns need riders, too. That’s what I would do, if I won this war. There will always be those who have destined bonds, but the wild ones should have the chance at friendship and love, as well.’

Skandar was remembering every time the Island had tried to show him this. The way the wild unicorns had protected him during his first year on the Island. The way the Wanderers cared for the wild foals. The way Mitchell had loved Red even once she turned wild. The way Kenna had loved Goshawk so much that she had refused ever to consider abandoning her.

The First Rider still didn’t say anything, but Skandar was convinced. ‘It would end so much suffering, wouldn’t it? The wild unicorns could have companions, and so could the people who so desperately want a unicorn but aren’t destined for a bond.’

‘And then they could walk into death together,’ Kenna said, looking at Skandar with tears rolling down her cheeks.

He took her hand. He finally understood. Understood it all.

‘But the forged bond is an abomination,’ the First Rider warned.

‘The wild unicorns wouldn’t need forged bonds,’ Skandar explained. ‘Only love would bind them to their riders. Love like there was between you and your Wild Unicorn Queen.’ He remembered what Flo had said after they’d broken out of the Stronghold. Love always wins in the end.

It was a long moment before the First Rider spoke again, and this time his voice was full of emotion. ‘I should like to fight for that alongside you.’ His sigh was heartbreaking in its heaviness. ‘But it is impossible, of course. Once I fully leave the spirit realm, I will not have the magical strength to return as its guardian. My power is stretched thin as it is, and I am rather old and rather tired. I would have no choice but to pass into death on my return.’

‘Piran can’t come back, can he?’ Skandar glanced nervously towards the second arch.

The First Rider shook his flowing head. ‘No, not Piran. But did you not learn the lesson of the bone staff, Skandar Smith? Mistakes, like history, repeat themselves. I am certain the future will bring more unicorns killed, more desperate men. The spirit realm cannot be left unguarded.’

‘It won’t be,’ Kenna said to the First Rider, and a look of understanding passed between them. ‘It’s time you were reunited with your family, don’t you think?’

The First Rider bowed his head, and Kenna drew something from a scabbard at her hip. It wasn’t a sword… It was the bone staff, its elemental veins pulsing in the realm’s light.

‘I think this belongs to you,’ she murmured, and the First Rider slowly took from Kenna the weapon he’d forged from the Wild Queen’s bones.

‘Guard my realm well, Kenna Smith.’ He moved back towards the Wild Unicorn Queen, as though readying himself to mount.

‘Kenn, what’s he talking about?’ Skandar asked. ‘You can’t stay here!’

‘It’s true what the First Rider said, Skar. I can’t leave the spirit realm now. It’s no longer possible. I have two choices. I stay in the spirit realm to protect the unicorns, or I walk on into death.’ She gestured to the second starlit arch.

‘That’s not…’ Skandar spluttered. ‘That can’t be— You can’t! You’re not dead – you’re not going to die!’

‘When I entered the spirit realm, I knew there would never be a way back. That’s why they both came with me.’ Goshawk shrieked and the dapple-grey echoed the sound, a smile tugging at Kenna’s lips. ‘I tried to make Goshawk stay behind – thought maybe she could have a second chance with her destined rider if you found him again – but she’s pretty stubborn.’ Kenna swallowed. ‘So one day I’ll lead them both into death alongside me.’

‘Yes, one day!’ Skandar urged. ‘But not today!’

Kenna grabbed his hands. ‘Skar, listen to me. I will be here, in the spirit realm. Okay? You can visit me whenever you like. I’ll wait for you.’

‘Kenna! No! You promised you wouldn’t leave me. You promised!’ Skandar ripped his hands away and ran towards the First Rider, tears streaming down his face.

‘Can’t you save her? You’re the First Rider! You left here – I fought you in a joust!’

The First Rider was already shaking his head. ‘I am tethered to the Queen’s tomb, where I sacrificed her to make the bone staff, so it is possible for me to appear there. But otherwise I guard this realm. Always.’

No. No. No. Skandar would not accept it. ‘But surely you can get Kenna out of here? She helped your son; she’s saving the Island. Please!’

The First Rider was full of sorrow. ‘I’m no wizard or mage. You must understand, Skandar, that I was just an ordinary boy called George, who discovered an island of bloodthirsty unicorns. There is nothing more to my story than that. There is no magic in me that can help your sister. I really am… sorry.’

Kenna threw her arms round Skandar as the sobs shuddered through his body. Scoundrel let out a mournful bellow that echoed across the realm, Goshawk a resigned screech. ‘I will never leave you. It isn’t possible, Skar. Don’t you see? We grew up together, we love each other, we’re family. You’re part of me, and I’m part of you.’

‘I want to stay here with you, then,’ Skandar said stubbornly, and he knew he sounded five years old.

‘I don’t want you to, Skar,’ Kenna said gently, easing him out of her arms. ‘I want you to go out there and win this war. I want you to change the Island. I want you to bring everything that’s gone wrong with it to an end, just like the truesong said. And I know you’ll do it.’

She smiled. ‘When I look at you, I already know that your kindness will touch every person you’ve yet to meet; I can already see your generosity overflowing into the lives of strangers; I can already hear the laughter on your children’s lips; I can already see the love spreading out from you in a wave and crashing across generations. And I want you to have that life. I want you to live a life that is so full of wonder that it takes your breath away. And then one day – when you’ve lived to a very old age and I can laugh at all your wrinkles – maybe then we can walk through that second arch together, into death, hand in hand.’

‘Please,’ Skandar whispered. ‘I’m scared of what the world looks like without you in it.’

‘Me too,’ Kenna said, and she was crying now. ‘But let me do this, Skar. Let me do something I can finally be proud of, something you can tell Dad about that is completely and unequivocally good.’

Skandar knew that Kenna needed him to accept what she was saying. Needed him to understand that he couldn’t fix her, not this time. That it had been her choice to come here to save them all. That she wanted this.

He thought Kenna saw the change in his face – the resolve, the determination – even before he voiced it. ‘I’ll live that life, Kenn. For you, I promise I’ll live the best life I can. And I can come back here, can’t I? And tell you about it.’

She smiled through her tears. ‘Yes – you and Scoundrel.’ She reached out to stroke the unicorn’s gleaming nose, then reached a hand into her pocket.

‘My last one,’ Kenna said, holding out a blue solstice stone to Skandar. ‘Just in case.’

As Skandar took it, the astrals started to lift from Goshawk and the dapple-grey. But even without the elementals their coats still shone – this time with pure spirit magic to match the others that dwelt within this realm. The tiny bursts of light landed instead on Scoundrel, making him shine ever brighter.

Skandar tried to stifle a sob, though tears still ran down his face. ‘You’d better not go through that second arch without me,’ he managed. ‘I’ll be so mad I’ll have to kill you,’

Kenna’s mouth quirked up. ‘Strange, isn’t it? Everyone was wrong about us. You were never the hero of this story, and I was never the villain.’

‘The story isn’t over yet,’ the First Rider said, riding towards them on the last queen of the wild unicorns. ‘Skandar, there isn’t long before dawn breaks. Your army needs you.’

Skandar hugged Kenna again. ‘This isn’t goodbye,’ she promised. ‘Just see you later.’

He hugged her once more and mounted Scoundrel’s Luck, the First Rider and the Queen beside him. As he rode back through the first starry arch, Skandar looked over his shoulder at his sister standing between her two shining unicorns. He raised his Hatchery-wounded palm once in farewell; she did the same. And, as she waved, she began to glow with the same light as the unicorns around her, her body slowly becoming something close to starlight.

The sight made Skandar want to run back to his big sister, to insist that none of this could be real, that in only a flutter of sparkling eyelashes they would wake up in a bedroom high above the sea, far away from ancient riders and spirit realms and impossible choices.

But he made himself go on.

For her. For her sacrifice. For the Island she had dreamed of.

Skandar hoped Kenna knew that she was the hero of this story after all. For what is a hero but a person who faces the hardest choice and makes it anyway?

And he watched his sister waving, until finally she was obscured by the thundering of a thousand unicorn souls following Skandar out into the dawn of life.




[image: ]

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO RISING STORM

As the morning light shone upon the translucent unicorns flying behind Skandar, their transformations began. Horns turned black, brown, red, white and grey. Bodies and wings and legs and hooves changed to match. The most shocking transformation was of the First Rider and his Wild Unicorn Queen. George Penhaligon looked like an older version of Piran, though with emerald eyes and grey curls. The Queen was still wild, her ancient bones shining out – though some were missing, taken for the staff that was now in her rider’s hand. Her joyful shriek echoed along with the other unicorns, and Skandar knew exactly who they were calling for. And so, even as he grieved for his sister, he had an idea that made him smile.

‘We need to find their riders!’ Skandar called to the First Rider.

‘There is something else I must do. I will see you at the battle.’

‘Where are you—’ Skandar tried to ask, but his words were lost in the flurry of the Queen’s wingbeats as the First Rider soared away.

Skandar and Scoundrel flew at the head of the army of newly freed unicorns, and every so often one would dive from the sky, shrieking with excitement. They flew to the Wilderness beyond the earth zone first, then back over the Sentient Trio, the sight of the Restless Mountain sending a shiver up Skandar’s spine. They flew over Wildflower Hill and over fragrant fields of lavender and thyme. They flew over Fourpoint, where several unicorns landed in the streets, summoning their riders who’d been hiding in boarded-up treehouses, waiting for the outcome of the war. Skandar and Scoundrel flew into the water zone, over the silent floating market, all the way to the Lake of Shoals, the Ambling Archipelago and the Wilderness beyond, more unicorns dropping from the sky at every turn, calling with excitement to their long-lost riders. He watched Sunset’s Blood gallop for Federico, watched Marauding Magnet reunite with Elias, watched Vulture’s Voltage find Finneas, watched Flameborn Assassin descend, too – finally free from his treacherous bond with Piran. As Skandar raised his Hatchery-wounded palm in greeting to every rider he saw, they raised theirs back. And he knew they would fight.

Scoundrel flew on, determined, and Skandar pushed him faster as the sun began to rise in the sky. It wouldn’t be long before Rex’s army resumed their attack. Scoundrel passed over the Lava Bowl, where more unicorns dived. Those still remaining flew on over the fire zone’s desert – catching a glimpse of a sparkling oasis below – before finally entering the air zone just beyond the Terraced Valleys.

Skandar recognised only three of the unicorns that were still with him – Desert Firebird, Soul Stealer and Arctic Swansong. Agatha’s white unicorn was bellowing loudly now, as they touched down in a cornfield and rebels started to emerge from the Whistling Warren. They had clearly been startled by the arrival of the riderless unicorns, and Skandar spotted Flo, Mitchell and Bobby – all mounted and in full armour – among the crowd.

Skandar dismounted, leading Scoundrel towards the rebels. Swan, Firebird and Stealer flanked them, as well as two other spirit unicorns he didn’t recognise. Skandar was desperate to get back to his quartet. Desperate to tell them about Kenna. It didn’t feel real what had happened in the realm, wouldn’t feel real until he told them.

‘It’s Skandar.’ The whisper went through the approaching rebels. ‘Skandar’s back. Stand down.’

‘Has anyone asked him where the hell he and Kenna have been?’ Agatha sounded furious.

Konrad was beside her. ‘I thought I heard a unicorn… I thought for a moment I heard—’

Skandar felt Agatha’s eyes land on him first, checking for injuries. Then he saw her look beyond him – to Arctic Swansong. Her eyes widened, and her hand went to her mouth.

‘By the five elements,’ Viv swore. ‘Is that Reaper?’ She moved towards one of the unicorns – Folklore’s Reaper, he now realised. ‘Is it really you?’

Konrad was already throwing his arms round Soul Stealer’s neck, great sobs juddering through his frame. Instructor Anderson, separated so recently from Desert Firebird, fell to his knees. And Skandar watched Joby’s face break into the most enormous smile as he rushed to the unicorn that must have been Winter’s Phantom.

‘It’s a trick,’ Agatha rasped. She walked to Swan as though in a trance. ‘It has to be a trick.’ She said the last word into his neck, winding her fingers into the unicorn’s white mane.

‘It’s a bargain,’ Skandar explained. ‘Your unicorns were waiting for you in the spirit realm. K-Kenna freed them so they could fight for us in the war.’ His voice broke over his sister’s name.

Agatha’s face was paler than Skandar had ever seen it. ‘So is he… Can Swan stay? Even after…?’

Skandar nodded. ‘All the unicorns’ bonds were restored the moment they left the spirit realm. They’re alive.’

‘All of them?’ Agatha breathed, and Skandar knew she was thinking of her time as the Executioner, of her fellow spirit wielders, of the bone-white trees in the spirit yard.

‘All of them,’ Skandar said, and his voice broke again.

Agatha collapsed against Swan’s side, Skandar half holding her up as rib-cracking sobs shook her whole body.

Elora and Silver Soldier moved forward. ‘I am so sorry to have to interrupt.’ She glanced at Agatha and Skandar next to Swan, unshed tears in her amethyst eyes. ‘But Rex’s army is on the move. It won’t be long before the fighting begins again.’

This was it. Kenna had given everything so that Skandar would have a chance at victory. The next few hours would decide the war. The future.

‘Will there be more unicorns from the spirit realm?’ Amber asked quietly.

‘They’ll be here,’ Skandar confirmed. ‘Once they’ve reunited with their riders.’

‘Well, finally.’ Amber looked both excited and relieved. ‘Some super good news.’

‘We’d better get you some armour.’ Elora took Agatha’s hand. ‘Can someone alert the blacksmiths that we’re going to need everything they can spare?’

Agatha looked like this was the best day of her entire life. Which perhaps it was.

Skandar sensed that Bobby, Flo and Mitchell were waiting for him as he remounted Scoundrel. They knew him well enough to see that he’d been crying.

The quartet’s unicorns walked four abreast across the cornfield, hanging back a little from the rest of the crowd.

‘Do you think maybe you could warn us next time you disappear to another realm in the middle of a war?’ Mitchell said, though his words were kind.

‘Yeah, spirit boy,’ Bobby teased gently. ‘Pretty bloody rude.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Skandar rasped. He could feel his throat closing up now that it was just his quartet, could feel the grief pouring in. The blue solstice stone felt heavy in his pocket.

‘Skar,’ Flo said softly, ‘you said Kenna freed the unicorns from the spirit realm. Where… where is she?’

Skandar couldn’t say it yet. It was just like when he’d started school and other children had asked him where his mum was. The words simply would not come.

But Mitchell, as always, had worked it out so Skandar didn’t have to voice them. ‘She stayed, didn’t she?’

Skandar managed to nod. The explanation came out in jerky pieces. ‘Her forged bond… She was too weak to get out… She’s guarding the unicorns… It’s not goodbye.’

‘I’m so sorry, Skar.’ Flo halted Blade right next to Scoundrel, and Bobby and Mitchell did the same with Falcon and Red, until the whole quartet were in reaching distance of Skandar. They were all around him – their arms, faces, hands – holding him close. And, safe in their embrace, he let himself cry.

When the sobbing finally stopped, Skandar felt his resolve returning. ‘Kenna told me we have to live. So that’s what we’re going to do. She gave us a chance to make this world better, and we can’t let her sacrifice be for nothing.’

‘You said it, spirit boy,’ Bobby said, full of determination. ‘Let’s go win us a war.’



The two armies faced each other on the battlefield once more, the sun lighting the air zone’s cornfields and making the white sails of the windmills gleam. The numbers of the rebel army had increased fivefold with the arrival of the fallen unicorns, now miraculously reunited with their riders. This had clearly rattled Rex Manning, who was now visible on Silver Sorceress in the middle of the front line.

Like the others, Dancer Squadron had absorbed new warriors. At Skandar’s request, it was now positioned in the centre of the rebel army, directly opposite Rex and the silvers who flanked him. Agatha and Arctic Swansong were on Skandar’s right, Viv and Folklore’s Reaper on his left. Just as in days of old, the silvers and spirit wielders would face each other head on.

Skandar looked across the army, trying to catch a glimpse of his quartet one last time. Bobby and Falcon’s Wrath were at the head of Blitzen Squadron, only a few metres away. Mitchell and Red were fighting under the command of Konrad and Soul Stealer, the spirit wielder having taken over Kenna’s Vixen Squadron. Flo was the furthest away with Cupid Squadron, silver helmet shining as Ema Templeton gave last-minute orders.

Please, Skandar begged somebody, anybody.

Let them live.

An eerie quiet settled over the battlefield and a truesong line the First Rider had sung echoed through Skandar’s mind: And the storm it will bring when it rises. This was the beat of calm before that storm, the peace before the bloodshed.

From the majestic white back of Arctic Swansong, Agatha gave Skandar a nod. ‘Time to fly, little spirit wielder.’

Skandar pulled down his visor, a signal to his squadron. Bards began to sing battlesong across the entire army, every note thrumming through the rebel riders, every rhythm urging them forward with bravery in their hearts.

Rex shouted a short, sharp command.

And the storm began.

The entire front line of Dancer Squadron wielded spirit sabres, and Skandar found himself raising his own over his head and yelling with all his might as their unicorns charged forward. But they were not staying on the ground. With more riders able to protect the infantry from above, the unicorns were freer to engage in sky battles. Scoundrel’s wings snapped out, black feathers shining, and he roared furiously as the sky embraced him.

Skandar aimed for Rex, but the silver leader dropped back, and hovered over the lines towards the middle of the battlefield. Coward, Skandar thought, though his anger was quickly replaced by alarm as a flaming eagle dived for him – controlled by Ayana, one of Rex’s generals. Scoundrel roared a fierce jet of water at the bird and it extinguished, leaving Skandar free to slash at Ayana with his spirit sword. She was too slow with her shield and took a hit to her shoulder. At the same time, Scoundrel kicked a sandstorm up from his hooves and Silver Phoenix was temporarily blinded, bellowing with fury. The fire-allied pair were forced to drop down to the ground and met with a clash of rebel weapons.

In fact, the ground seemed to be a place where fewer and fewer of the enemy riders wanted to end up. This was partly down to the rebel infantry, but mostly because of the bards. Aside from the constant chorus of battlesong, the bards were now protected enough to use the full extent of their powers. When a line of sentinel unicorns managed to get far too close to Dancer Squadron – one of the riders throwing a flaming javelin right through Jamie’s line of sword wielders – Skandar signalled to Gregory to switch from battlesong to sirensong. The effect was immediate.

The haunting high notes had the enemy riders turning their elemental magic on each other. They appeared to have no control over their actions and Skandar watched, with a combination of relief and horror, as the line of masked riders fought among themselves until they were herded away by the confused line of sentinels behind. The sirensong had given Dancer Squadron enough time to re-form its sword line and gain vital ground.

Across the battlefield, other commanders were also making full use of their bards. Ahead of Elora’s Dasher Squadron, entire lines of sentinels and a few silvers had been taken out by sleepsong, the sleeping forms of unicorns blocking those trying to advance behind them. The bards were also using memorysong – Skandar had seen Rickesh and Tidal Warrior trapped in a sky battle with two silvers, but when a bard from Comet Squadron had started singing, one of the silver riders became completely transfixed in mid-air, as she watched her worst memories play out in the sky.

Agatha and Arctic Swansong were creating predator after predator somewhere on Skandar’s right – a prowling wolf, a snarling lion, a soaring buzzard. And the other spirit wielders were faring just as well against the silvers, many of whom had no idea how to identify which weapons were real and which were illusions. It helped that the rebels were all now used to communicating in spirit speech, keeping them one step ahead of Rex’s fighters.

Soon the sky was a kaleidoscope of elemental colours. A few sentinels had come for Skandar, but he couldn’t help feeling that perhaps Rex had given the order that he was to be avoided. Perhaps the head of the Silver Circle wanted to take him alive so he might be forced to return the Mainland’s magic. Or perhaps he just wanted to kill Skandar personally. Either way, Scoundrel would try to engage silvers in a sky battle, but they’d veer off to fight another target, giving Skandar the chance to keep checking on his friends across the battlefield. And, although he felt that things were going well in Dancer Squadron, the casualties from both armies across the field suggested that they were now very evenly matched.

Skandar was relieved to spot Falcon above Blitzen Squadron. Thunder clouds were gathered around Bobby, and she threw down three lightning bolts from her palm, each one wiping out a sentinel. Skandar followed her aim and saw that the soldiers she was aiming for were bearing down on her sister and Tsunami’s Herald below. Isa had somehow trapped herself in a pocket of the enemy army and was swiping at the sentinels surrounding her with a frozen trident, Herald roaring. There were too many of them, until…

Mateo and Hell’s Diamond soared towards Isa. Mateo leaped from Diamond’s back in mid-air, landing on the ground, and rolled into the midst of the sentinels attacking Isa. His palm ignited – blasting a fiery storm of rocks at the enemy riders – and Isa kept up her relentless sword attack as they tried to fight their way out. Another one of Bobby’s lightning bolts took out a sentinel, who screamed as he fell from his saddle. But it wasn’t enough.

A silver rider swooped down behind Mateo and stabbed him with a toxic sword right through a gap in his armour. Skandar couldn’t hear Isa’s cry of horror, but he saw her rushing to Mateo. In her fury, Bobby swooped down on the rest of the sentinel circle, blasting them with pure electricity – bolstered by the spirit element – until they finally scattered.

Skandar didn’t have time to process what he’d just seen because Niamh, who’d recovered from yesterday’s injury, was flying Snow Swimmer towards Scoundrel. Her face was grim.

‘I just saw Konrad and Soul Stealer go down,’ Skandar’s second-in-command reported. ‘Huge Marauder practically tore them from the sky.’ Her voice was flat, as though she was supressing her emotions.

Skandar couldn’t believe it. Konrad? The rider who’d finally been able to teach Skandar to love the spirit element. The rider who had taught young Erika Everhart.

He tried to keep it together. ‘Who was second-in-command of Vixen Squadron?’

‘Albert and Eagle’s Dawn, but they’re still too injured to fight.’

Skandar remembered who was the third with a jolt. Terror gripped him. ‘So Mitchell and Red Night’s Delight are now commanding the squadron?’

‘I thought you’d want to know,’ was all Niamh said, ice spikes flashing at her ears as she soared towards a sentinel who was raining wildfire down on Dancer’s archers.

Skandar glanced at Jamie, who was mid-battle with a sentinel who’d fallen from his unicorn. Mud and gore covered the blacksmith, his teeth gritted as he lifted his sword above his head for a winning blow. Skandar couldn’t tell him. Not now. Mitchell would be fine… He had to be fine.

Awash with magic, the sky over the battlefield was turning a deep purple. Elemental explosions ignited the clouds like dark bruises – unicorns and riders flashing violet as they fought on through the magical debris. The ground below lit up in time with the clash of weapons, and it was impossible to tell where one army ended and the other began. But Skandar’s gaze found Mitchell in the sky; he was flying at the head of riders from his squadron, giving orders in spirit speech. Among them, nodding seriously, was his father, Ira.

Skandar forced himself to look away and decided that since nobody wanted to battle him in the sky, he would land Scoundrel and fight alongside Fred and Reece. He swept methodically at oncoming unicorns and riders with his spirit sabre, while Scoundrel set everything ahead of him on fire with well-timed blasts. Skandar was desperately trying to make himself forget that Bobby and Mitchell were now both commanders of squadrons. That their job was to protect their fighters, above even themselves.

Occasionally he glanced over at Mitchell and Red, checking to see that they were still airborne. They were causing havoc with wildfire attacks that were spiralling into enemy lines, taking down sentinels still fighting on the ground. So, as he looked up from a rider he’d just defeated with a blow to the leg, Skandar didn’t understand why Mitchell suddenly stopped his flames. Why Red was flying towards the back of Vixen Squadron.

Then he saw the silver bearing down on Talia Middleditch.

Eoin and Silver Warlock had managed to break through Vixen Squadron’s defensive line and get to its bards – to the queen of battlesong. And Skandar already knew that Mitchell was going to be too late, as Eoin sent a single bolt of lightning right at the bard’s chest.

When Talia fell, it was like all the music stopped in the whole world. Every single one of the bards on the battlefield stopped singing and looked over at Vixen Squadron. Jamie looked up, too – at Mitchell, now screaming at Eoin in challenge as Warlock and Red locked themselves in a sky battle, then at his mother’s body lying on the ground.

‘JAMIE!’ Skandar yelled. The blacksmith was mid-battle and the sentinel opposite him was going for a killing blow.

Jamie heard Skandar’s shout and instinctively ducked sideways. The blade that had been aiming for his neck sliced his shoulder instead. Skandar threw himself from Scoundrel, and sprinted towards Jamie, but Gabriel was already there. The earth wielder forced the sentinel back with a flurry of sand, as Jamie writhed in pain on the ground.

‘HEALERS!’ Skandar shouted. ‘I need a healer to get him off the field.’

‘No!’ Jamie choked out. ‘I can carry on. I want to kill that silver. My mum! She’s—’

Skandar kneeled down among the elemental debris and the blood and grabbed Jamie’s chin. ‘You are not dying under my command, do you understand? Mitchell would never forgive me. And I would never forgive myself if I let you fight injured. Get off this field. Get patched up. And then come back for your revenge.’

‘Is that an order, Commander?’ Jamie asked, his eyes full of fury and grief.

‘It is,’ Skandar said. ‘You’ve looked out for me every race I’ve flown. This is me looking out for you.’ And he made way for the two healers rushing towards Jamie with a stretcher.

Skandar needed to be in the air again to assess what was happening. He rushed back to Scoundrel. He felt like the battle was turning, and not in their favour. Mateo. Konrad. Talia. And those were only the deaths he was actually sure of. How many more were there? How many more friends would they lose?

Skandar managed to spot Whirlwind Thief in the air, with Amber sending a devastating number of lightning daggers at three sentinels who’d been stupid enough to chase her.

Amber’s okay, Skandar thought, relieved. He was about to look for his quartet again, when there was a flash of silver to Skandar’s right, and he didn’t even check to see who the rider was before he sent a huge frozen javelin – amplified by the spirit element – soaring towards Silver Cyclone. It was a lucky strike. The rider was unseated and Cyclone had to dive to save her before she crash-landed in the battle raging below.

And that was when Skandar saw Flo’s dragon.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE THE LAST STAND

Flo’s dragon cast an enormous shadow over the battlefield. Enemy soldiers were trying to out-gallop it, their unicorns retreating towards the Sky Forest. Wiping the sweat from his eyes, Skandar realised that the Mythical-level predator was almost an exact replica of the earth dragon Flo had faced at the Battle of Uffington. Almost. This one looked a lot angrier, and it roared out thorns. Hundreds upon hundreds of the giant spikes flew from its mouth, piercing the soldiers below with their sharp points. Blade hovered safely above Cupid Squadron, where the green power of the earth element was being drawn up from his rider into the predator.

Then the sky darkened further. A second Mythical was writhing through the air towards the dragon. Skandar recognised it as a kraken, a sea monster fabled to sink ships with its many tentacles. And this one had tentacles that were sparking with electricity. Skandar had just glimpsed the air magic being drawn up from Rex, when an ice arrow came soaring towards Scoundrel. Skandar managed to melt the weapon with a quick flick of a fire shield, tracing it back to Brad and Silver Pirate, who were hovering in the air ahead.

BOOM!

Both Brad and Skandar were distracted by the almighty noise.

The Mythicals were fighting over the battlefield. Skandar found it almost impossible to concentrate on attacking Brad. He could see Rex and Flo were both trying to move their predators over the enemy’s soldiers. The elemental debris from the Mythicals was causing havoc for whoever was beneath them.

WHOOSH!

Two more sentinels came hurtling towards Skandar, toxic swords swinging. Distracted by their arrival, Skandar was a little too late blocking Brad with a flaming broadsword and almost took a hit to the knee. Luckily, Scoundrel saved him from permanent injury by swooping left at the right moment. The unicorn roared impatiently, as if to say, Concentrate. Did you forget there’s a war on?

Then Swan was there, and Agatha shot three spirit arrows in quick succession. One took out Brad, and the second two sent the sentinels plummeting.

‘I think Shekoni’s winning!’ Agatha yelled through her helmet, jabbing at the sky. ‘Let’s go! We’re too visible out here. Especially you.’

The two spirit wielders had strayed a long way from Dancer Squadron, and as Scoundrel soared back over the battlefield Skandar took stock of who was injured, who was tiring, who was still fighting. Who was…

‘Where’s Lawrence and Poison Chief?’ Skandar asked Niamh as she came to give him another report.

Niamh just shook her head.

‘CHAAAAARRRRRGE!’

Both riders startled at the rallying shout. A huge number of sentinels had managed to pour through a small gap that had opened between the Dancer and Blitzen Squadrons.

Scoundrel and Swimmer both dived, Skandar already building an elemental predator over his head. He sent the spirit falcon down to attack the sentinels from above, to try to stop them slashing with their toxic swords at the fighters on the edges of both squadrons. Bobby had the same idea, her flaming hawk forcing some of the soldiers to retreat. Skandar signalled to his bards for sleepsong, though a couple were ominously missing. Bobby shouted, ‘ARROWS!’ at her archers.

That was when Skandar saw Marcus and Patrick. The pair were right in the middle of the fray, trapped between their fellow panicking fighters and the advancing sentinels. Sandstorm’s Orbit and Hurricane Hoax were both rearing up at the incoming unicorns, the boys fighting side by side. Patrick had a sparking trident that he jabbed at the enemy riders. Marcus was swinging a heavy rock mace. But there were so many sentinels – too many – and the friends were pulled from their saddles, magic blasting from their hands, then disappearing…

No, Skandar begged. Please no.

Bobby was rallying her fighters, trying to get them out of the crush. Joby and Winter’s Phantom were desperately battling to protect the blacksmiths in the sword line, but then Joby was unseated, lost in the melee.

There was flash of sparking light over the battlefield. Flo’s great dragon had its jaws round two of the kraken’s tentacles, and was pulling at them like a dog with a bone. Rex was clearly agitated – shouting – as more and more power was drawn up from him and into the struggling sea monster.

Skandar had a hunch what Rex was shouting. And he was not prepared to allow the silver leader to hurt anyone else he cared about. He didn’t know if Marcus and Patrick… He didn’t know about so many others. But he would stop what Rex was about to do.

So Skandar soared Scoundrel away from Dancer Squadron to block the riders who were flying straight for the dragon’s creator.

Flo met his eye, nodded seriously, and then focused her attention back on the Mythical above her. It had grabbed another buzzing yellow tentacle in its jaw.

Skandar sent a blast of spirit magic from his palm towards the four riders coming for Flo. All of their attacks died in their bonds, and he followed up by throwing a flurry of diamond daggers. The unicorns dropped from the sky, riders screaming as the weapons hit.

Then two things happened that turned the tide of the battle completely.

First, Flo’s dragon finally tore Rex’s kraken apart in a shower of sparks.

Second, the First Rider and the Wild Unicorn Queen joined the battle.

And they were not alone.

Thundering through the Terraced Valleys came the biggest herd of wild unicorns Skandar had ever seen. They bellowed their war cries across the air zone, the ground vibrating as their skeletal hooves hit the earth in time with their symphony of suffering. The last queen of the wild unicorns had convinced her herd to fight for her. One last time.

A shudder seemed to pass through Rex’s army, their terror palpable as they watched the wild unicorns emerge. Some stopped mid-fight to stare at the First Rider and were struck down by Skandar’s soldiers, who were keen to press their advantage. Some sentinels looked like they were contemplating turning and running. The eight squadrons began to gain more ground, the rebel army cheering at the arrival of the Island’s founder and his host of wild unicorns. And Skandar knew in that moment that his army would win.

He imagined the next hour. He imagined the silvers falling one by one as the wild unicorns tore them apart. He imagined the rebel squadrons pushing Rex’s soldiers all the way back to the Sky Forest – where they would die among the trees, in the place their leader had killed Nina Kazama. He imagined Flo and Blade summoning a Mythical of every element and taking out scores of enemy soldiers. He thought of Mitchell and Red burning the battlefield to ash, incinerating anything in their path. He pictured Bobby mercilessly hunting down every last sentinel who had harmed Falcon during her imprisonment.

Yes. Skandar imagined their entire victory – the screams, the bloodshed, the vengeance – as the wild unicorns joined the rebel lines.

He hated the idea of all of it.

And on the cusp of victory Skandar realised he didn’t want to win. Not like this.

He flew Scoundrel over the squadrons and yelled to their commanders in spirit speech. To Elora, to Mitchell, to Lori, to Bobby, to Prim, to Ema, to Instructor O’Sullivan, and finally to the First Rider. PUT DOWN YOUR WEAPONS! STOP FIGHTING! PARLEY! PARLEY!

The commanders looked up in confusion. They could not comprehend Skandar’s order. The tide was turning. They were going to win the war. It was everything they wanted. But Skandar knew that it wasn’t, not deep down. His friends and allies were kind, and loving, and gentle, and thoughtful, and wonderful. Skandar would not let Rex turn them all into heartless killers. He would not save the Island like this.

But even though the squadron commanders were now attempting to implement Skandar’s order, they were finding it impossible to stop their warriors. Many were too far away to hear or too distracted to notice spirit speech. Skandar realised that he needed everything to stop – just for a moment.

‘Help me, Scoundrel,’ Skandar begged. ‘I need you.’

And Scoundrel understood. Perhaps the unicorn had even put the thought of a parley into Skandar’s head. Perhaps, just like his rider, Scoundrel did not want to see any more death. Skandar’s palm pulsed black and the midday sun grew blindingly bright before winking out and leaving everything in shadow.

STAND DOWN! Skandar yelled in spirit speech. I HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY!

And he didn’t know whether it was the sudden darkness, or the words he was shouting inside everyone’s heads, but an eerie silence fell. The bards stopped singing, the clashing of elemental weapons ceased, the roaring of the unicorns quietened, and the thundering of rotting hooves stilled. All was calm as Skandar hovered Scoundrel over the middle of the dark battlefield and began to speak. He knew he should try to sound impressive or commanding, but in the end he just decided to be himself. To say what was in his heart.

When I was growing up, all I wanted was to become a unicorn rider – just like so many of you on both sides of this war. This Island was more than just a place to me. It was freedom. It was escape. It was a chance at a different life – a life of unicorns and magic and adventure. But it has become so much more than anything I could have imagined.

Skandar looked through the shadow for Bobby, then Flo, then Mitchell. They were listening intently to his spirit speech in the darkness, keeping their unicorns calm.

I’ve found the kind of friends who love me for who I am, even when that’s been hard. Even when that’s put them in terrible danger. The kind of friends who make this Island my home. I know they would fight with me to the very end of this war, to the very end of everything. But I am so tired of them having to fight. So tired of them risking their lives. I am so tired of bloodshed, of enemies, of silvers against spirit wielders. And I know you all are, too! Because you have family and friends you don’t want to lose either. I bet so many of you, like me, have been looking out across this battlefield to make sure they were still alive, still safe. And, like me, you’ve felt the horror of realising that some of them weren’t.

Murmuring rippled through the darkness, and Skandar took courage from it.

Rex has you all focusing on our differences, but when it comes down to it, we are the same. We love this Island. We love the unicorns that grace us with their magic. We love the way the seasons change, and the excitement of the Chaos Cup. We all want to be safe, and happy. We all want to be free to be ourselves, and to live our lives in peace. The Island has lost its way, and I know many of you have abandoned hope – have forgotten how to imagine another, better way. But I promise you it exists. I promise you we can get there together.

He thought of Kenna. Of what she’d sacrificed herself for.

Do you know why there are so many wild unicorns on the Island? In the time of the First Rider that was never the case. Back then we treated wild unicorns as we should be treating each other, with love and friendship. We are the problem, not them. But the First Rider fights with my army today because he believes that everyone makes mistakes. He believes that we can all be better, that we can learn to love each other again – even the wild unicorns.

Skandar banished the shadow, yet the armies below him stayed still, silent. And he found himself looking straight at Rex Manning hovering in the air on Silver Sorceress.

So I will no longer meet hate with hate. I want to break this cycle of bloodshed and suffering right now. I don’t want anyone else to die – today, or tomorrow or the next day. That means my army will stop fighting. They will lay down their weapons. They will step away from their unicorns.

Below him, Skandar heard swords clanking as they were dropped on the ground, saw elemental weapons extinguish, saw his riders dismounting in a wave of movement. His heart hammered as he removed his breastplate in solidarity.

Rex, your army should do the same. If you don’t attack us, we will not attack you. You spoke of a future free from fear. Let’s make it happen. We can end this.

‘You’re a fool,’ Rex shouted at him. ‘This is a plot, a trick. You think I would ever surrender to you? A wielder of the death element, a child of the Weaver, a Mainland spy.’

‘I’m just a boy,’ Skandar said evenly, no longer using spirit speech. ‘A rider like you. The only monster is the one you’ve created in your head.’

‘My army will not stand down,’ Rex snarled at him.

But he was wrong. On the battlefield below, Rex’s soldiers started to drop their weapons. Skandar saw sentinels he recognised – among them Alastair and Mabel – pulling off their masks and throwing them to the muddy earth. He saw Kobi abandoning his toxic sword and dismounting from Ice Prince, old friends from the Eyrie letting elemental weapons wink out. Tom Nazari, the famous Chaos rider, led Devil’s Own Tears towards the ranks of the rebels – and once he had set that example, more followed, their weapons abandoned.

Rex was livid. ‘PICK UP YOUR SWORDS! I AM ORDERING YOU TO FIGHT THEM!’ But nobody listened to him. More of his soldiers started to mix with Skandar’s forces, though everyone was a little hesitant. Some of them had literally been fighting each other when Skandar’s shadow had descended. There was no triumph on either side. No sense of who had won and who had lost. They were all exhausted; they were all on the verge of tears; they had all lost people they loved in this war – and something of themselves, too. Perhaps the joy and relief and triumph would make sense in the weeks to come, but for now all they had the strength to do was stand shoulder to shoulder – sentinels and bards, silvers and saddlers, blacksmiths and healers, Wanderers and Chaos riders – and say: Enough. That is enough now.

Behind them all, the First Rider and Wild Unicorn Queen watched on with their herd. Even from this distance, the smile on George Penhaligon’s face was as clear as starlight.

‘Please, Rex,’ Skandar tried once more, Scoundrel’s wings beating in time with the silver feathers of Sorceress. ‘The Island needs peace. Nobody wants to fight any more. Look at them.’

Rex watched the scene unfolding below with horror, until his gaze snapped back to Skandar – a dangerous glint in his green eyes. The crackle of lightning gathered in his palm and he drew it back for one last vicious strike. A strike full of malice, and grief, and pain, and fury, and disappointment, and maybe even fear.

Skandar wasn’t ready for it. He’d been too busy hoping to talk sense into Rex – too busy watching the soldiers below – to shield in time. Scoundrel shrieked in panicked warning, as Rex’s lightning bolt flew right towards Skandar’s unprotected chest.

There was a rush of air, the beating of wings, the stench of immortal death. A wild unicorn blocked the sky between Scoundrel and Sorceress. But it did not stop there. It lowered its skeletal head, its bat-like wings propelling it forward at full speed towards the silver rider, its ribcage flashing in the sun. Sorceress screeched and blasted magic, but it was no use.

The wild unicorn kept coming until it was close enough to drive its transparent horn right through Rex’s heart.

And no rider could survive that.

It wasn’t until Rex and Sorceress were plummeting through the sky that Skandar recognised the wild unicorn now hovering in the air in front of him.

It had once belonged to Erika Everhart.
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KENNA THE GUARDIAN

Kenna had become the guardian.

As fallen riders and unicorns entered the spirit realm, she met them one by one – Goshawk’s Fury and her dapple-grey welcoming them home alongside her. The riders didn’t speak as they walked on through the second arch and into the peace of death, but she felt that words would have been inadequate anyway.

Some of the fallen, she recognised. Konrad and Soul Stealer, Marcus and Sandstorm’s Orbit, Patrick and Hurricane Hoax, Talia Middleditch, Freya and Earth-Bound Raptor, Lawrence and Poison Chief, Moira the Secret Swapper, Instructor Webb and Moonlight Dust, Joby and the spirit unicorn he had lost so many years before. She shed tears as she saw two of her generals enter – Adela and Smoke-Eyed Saviour and Mateo and Hell’s Diamond – but they smiled at her in greeting and farewell as they passed through the second arch. There was no Albert and Eagle’s Dawn, though. That made her hope shine brighter. And there were many others who walked through the second arch who must have come from Rex’s army.

Then when Rex Manning himself entered the spirit realm, matching Silver Sorceress step for step, she let herself hope a little harder.

Though it was not until Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck thundered through the first arch that Kenna really let herself believe it.

She read her brother’s face as Scoundrel galloped towards her. And – mixed with the grief, and the exhaustion, and the sorrow – she saw it. A spark of triumph in his eyes. Of life. Skandar and Scoundrel were not the same as the others. They were not destined for the second arch.

And they had won the war.

Skandar threw himself from Scoundrel’s back and she ran towards him across the dark abyss. They threw their arms round each other, and Kenna just kept saying. ‘You did it. You won.’

Eventually Skandar said, ‘I stopped the fighting. I couldn’t do it any more – all that death. All that bloodshed.’

And that made so much sense, because Kenna had seen far fewer riders than she’d expected come through the spirit realm since Skandar had left her, especially given the size of the opposing armies. It shouldn’t have surprised Kenna that her brother had wanted the kindest outcome for everyone. He had always had the biggest heart of all.

‘I saw Rex and Sorceress,’ she said.

‘Mum’s unicorn killed him.’ Skandar sounded sorry. ‘I couldn’t stop Rex. I couldn’t convince him. I tried…’

‘He was too far gone, I think,’ Kenna said sadly.

And then Skandar was telling her everything that had happened, and Kenna was reminded of how he had used to do this when he was younger. Telling her every detail of his day so she could almost picture herself with him while he ate a ham and mayonnaise sandwich at lunch or drew a new picture of a unicorn in his sketchbook. Kenna hadn’t realised how much she’d missed it.

Her heart leaped even further when Skandar started talking about Tyler Thomson, Goshawk’s destined rider. Her brother was just explaining how the rebel forces had freed Tyler – along with the other spirit wielders still being held in the hanging prison – when he was interrupted by the arrival of the First Rider and the Wild Unicorn Queen.

George Penhaligon hardly slowed as he passed the Smith siblings. He spoke quickly and clearly. ‘Make sure you give the Mainland back its magic, Skandar Smith. Fill those lines with all the elements when the time is right. When it’s safe.’ Then he inclined his head like an old-fashioned gentleman, which Kenna supposed he was.

‘Thank you,’ Skandar called after him, as the queen of the wild unicorns galloped towards the second arch.

Kenna watched them go through together, finally, into death. ‘He’s been waiting a long time. I guess I’d be in a hurry, too.’

A shadow passed over Skandar’s face at that moment, a conflicted look in his eyes. ‘Kenn, if you want to go on… into death, I’ll understand. It must be lonely here. I won’t always be around to keep you company. You could see Mum again. You could—’ His voice cut out.

Kenna understood how much it had taken for her brother to say that. How much he didn’t want her to leave him. He had always been as selfless as he was reckless. She smiled at him. ‘I’m not lonely here, Skar. I have Goshawk’s Fury and I have… Silver Shadow.’

‘Wait… what?’ Skandar’s mouth fell open. ‘The dapple-grey. Your destined unicorn was a silver spirit unicorn?’ He stared at Silver Shadow, who looked very pleased with herself.

‘That’s why you don’t see silver wild unicorns out in the Wilderness,’ Kenna explained. ‘They don’t turn full silver unless they’re bonded. Like white blazes appearing on spirit unicorns.’

Skandar looked stricken as his eyes darted between Silver Shadow and Kenna. ‘But you could have been… Imagine if…’

‘Turns out my life would have been absolute chaos either way,’ Kenna joked.

Skandar half sobbed, half chuckled.

‘I don’t think the Island was ready for a silver spirit wielder,’ she said more seriously. ‘But perhaps it will be now.’ Kenna put a hand on Skandar’s shoulder. ‘Thank you for letting me know that I don’t have to wait for you if death calls me. But I don’t think I’ll be going through that second arch without you by my side.’

Time passed. It was impossible to know how much, and Kenna began to worry that Skandar was going to stay with her longer than he should.

‘It’s time for you to go, little bro.’

He looked hurt.

She squeezed his hand. ‘There’s a big mess out there for you to sort out. The spirit realm is no place for the living.’

‘But I’ll come back to see you,’ Skandar promised, as he mounted Scoundrel.

‘I know,’ Kenna said, smiling at him. ‘Just make sure you do a lot of living in between.’

And, as the shining girl watched her brother ride back through the first starry arch, she raised her wounded palm once in farewell.

She hoped Skandar knew that he was the hero of this story after all. For what is a hero but a person who uses kindness to end a war?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR THE SPIRIT FESTIVAL

‘Well, hello there, folks! I’m Declan Dashwood, this is the Chaos Cup, and I’m as surprised as you are that we’ve all managed to survive this long. Once more we find ourselves watching a historically unprecedented Chaos Cup. The Qualifiers took place only last month, and before that we were all, you know, fighting a rather large war. But enough of all that nonsense. Today on the summer solstice we get a new Commodore, but who will it be? We’ve all got our favourites, and they’re lining up behind the starting bar as we speak.’

‘Declan’s just the best, isn’t he?’ Jamie said to Mitchell, a few seats down from Skandar. The blacksmith still had his arm in a sling from where his shoulder had been sliced by the toxic sword. Healers – both rider and unicorn – had been trying since the end of the war to find a cure for all the wild injuries. Skandar still had hope that they would succeed.

Mitchell looked pained. ‘I mean… he does get rather distracted when he’s commentating. Shouldn’t he be telling us who the competitors are?’

‘You know who the competitors are,’ Jamie said, giving Mitchell a kiss.

‘You’ll hurt your shoulder!’ Mitchell protested, though that didn’t stop him from kissing his boyfriend back.

‘Don’t care,’ Jamie said. It was good to see the blacksmith smiling. It had been rare these past weeks while he’d tried to come to terms with the death of his mother.

‘Shhh,’ Flo said. ‘You’re missing Declan saying her name!’ She squeezed Skandar’s hand. He glanced down at the three new friendship bracelets stacked up on his wrist. He knew that the other members of his quartet were also wearing their gifts from Flo. Would always wear them.

‘… Amber and Whirlwind Thief are in with a good chance. Then I like this water wielder, Rickesh and Tidal Warrior, as well as fire wielder Primrose and Winter Wildfire. All three of them are former Peregrine Society members. And then finally we have the favourites: Bobby – I have been told to call her “Bobby” not “Roberta” on pain of death – and Falcon’s Wrath.’

Skandar, Flo, Mitchell and Jamie cheered very loudly.

‘I don’t know if she’ll win,’ Robert Smith warned. He was a few seats down from Skandar, sitting between Sara Shekoni and Ira Henderson. ‘There are a lot of famous riders in this race.’

‘Oh, Dad!’ Skandar cried, half laughing. It was so wonderful having his dad on the Island, even just for a few days. Robert Smith could have stayed, of course. He had more than earned that with all he had done to protect the Mainland from Rex. But he said he’d finally built a life for himself back in Margate. He had someone who loved him, after all – Maggie from number thirty. And he could visit Skandar any time he liked. Though he was a little disappointed his son wasn’t entering the Chaos Cup this year.

‘Of course my sister will win,’ insisted Isa Bruna from the row behind. She was still grieving Mateo, though she had struck up a friendship with Albert, who was sitting next to her. Albert had been devastated by Kenna’s decision to stay in the spirit realm, but Isa had managed to get through to him – helped by their shared grief and a love of Mainland chocolate bars. Craig was also sitting in their row, along with Olu and Ebb Shekoni and a bunch of former Grins – Fen, Liam and Whitney. Skandar automatically looked for Marcus, Patrick and Adela… but of course they were gone. That had been happening a lot recently.

‘Robert has a point,’ Agatha said, from her seat between Elora and Instructor O’Sullivan in the row in front. ‘This is a star-studded race.’

Skandar managed to laugh at the absurdity of Agatha and Dad agreeing on something. Especially since Dad kept intentionally annoying her by referring to her as Aunty Agatha. And it felt good to laugh. He hadn’t done it much over the past three months of grieving for their sky-fallen friends. And of course there was Kenna. Telling Dad had been one of the worst moments of Skandar’s life.

Once the war had ended, Skandar had flown to Margate to break the news in person. Within the four walls of Flat 207, Skandar had told Dad everything. About Erika, about Kenna, about Rex. All of it.

‘Well,’ Dad had said, smiling through his tears, ‘I always said your sister would do something special with her life. Turns out I was right. She gave her own to save all of ours. There’s nothing more special than that.’

That thought was what kept Skandar going over the next few weeks. It stayed with him as the Rebel Council reversed the elemental separation Rex had imposed on the Island. Stayed with him as they freed the wild unicorns and remaining prisoners from the Stronghold, and as he reopened treaty negotiations with the Mainland. The thought stayed with him, too, as Craig started compiling his notes for a new Book of Spirit. And Skandar held on to the thought most tightly of all when he began the difficult conversations about how the Island needed to change.

He wanted more training options for riders – so that not everything was about the Chaos Cup – and an elected Council to govern alongside the Commodore, as they’d done during the rebellion. He wanted the Island’s magic to be at the forefront of everything, like he’d learned from the Wanderers. And he was determined that the wild unicorns should be part of all their lives. Although the unicorn–rider bond would always be special, the remaining members of Kenna’s Originals were pushing hard for an Island where destiny did not play such a big role in whether a person was allowed a connection with a unicorn. The Mainlanders among them particularly loved the idea of a new kind of Hatchery exam, where children who dreamed of a life on the elemental Island – the way Skandar and Kenna had done growing up – were given a chance to connect with a wild unicorn. The Wanderers had already offered their expertise – insisting that the idea could work if everyone kept an open mind.

‘Not a small shopping list you’ve got there,’ Agatha had observed when he’d gone over his speech with her before presenting it to the Rebel Council. ‘You do know that the next Commodore and their own Council will have to agree to it all, too.’

‘I know. To be honest, we’re all hoping it’s going to be Bobby. She’s definitely confident that it’s going to be her.’

Agatha had looked down at his piece of paper. ‘So we’ve got to work out how exactly we’re going to befriend the wild unicorns, without them killing us first?’

‘Yep,’ Skandar had said, chuckling nervously.

‘It’s a nice idea, but you could do with an actual plan,’ Agatha had teased.

‘Story of my life,’ Skandar had agreed.

‘I’ll help you, little spirit wielder.’

And that had made Skandar feel so much better.

Flo’s excited voice pulled him from his memories. ‘She’s still in the lead, Skar!’

Skandar’s eyes flew to the screen and the magnificent sight of Bobby Bruna in full armour, a yellow spiral painted across her back, filled his vision. She was shouting with triumph, Falcon roaring beneath her. They’d just sent Ema Templeton and Mountain’s Fear back a few places with a water attack that had washed over the whole sky. Aspen McGrath and New-Age Frost were in third, but they were locked in a sky battle against Prim and Winter Wildfire, with Rickesh and Tidal Warrior behind them. So as Bobby passed the final aerial marker for the last quarter of the race, there was only really one other rider who was going to challenge her.

‘Bobby is going to be furious if Amber beats her,’ Mitchell said, frowning at the screen.

‘Amber isn’t going to beat her,’ Flo said confidently. ‘Look!’

Storm clouds were gathering above the racecourse; thunder rumbled ominously in the sky. As Falcon and Thief raced towards the stands, Amber looked up briefly.

‘Oh-ho!’ Declan Dashwood cried. ‘As they approach the arena, Bobby Bruna has something up her sleeve.’

Bobby looked sideways at Amber and mouthed a word that looked awfully like Sorry.

Then she let rip. Palm glowing, Bobby punched it at the sky as Falcon dived towards the sand. Forked lightning exploded from above, aiming right for Amber and Thief. They were forced to swerve sideways, right over the stands – and as they passed over Skandar, he thought he heard Amber laughing.

The crowd were on their feet as Falcon’s Wrath landed on the sand of the arena. ‘BRUNA! BRUNA! BRUNA!’ Just before she went under the arch, Bobby looked over her shoulder – just once – at where the rest of her quartet were jumping up and down in the stands. She pointed, as if to say, This win is for all of us. And, as Falcon thundered under the finishing arch, Skandar knew with all his heart that was true.

‘Bobby Bruna is the new Commodore of Chaos! Bobby Bruna and Falcon’s Wrath win the Chaos Cup! We have a new Commodore, and although she’s an air wielder, we’re doing things differently on the Island these days. Her new Council will be chosen by all of us in the coming weeks. Isn’t that a fun new thing? I personally cannot wait to see what she does next… And in second place we have Amber Fairfax who is… well… she’s chasing after our new Commodore. Amber has thrown her helmet on to the sand. I’m not sure if she’s going to hit Bobby or— Ah, good. Nobody panic. It’s just a kiss.’

‘Finally,’ Flo said as Bobby kissed Amber back very enthusiastically indeed.



As had been tradition in the old days, the Chaos Cup celebrations ran straight into the Spirit Festival, so Fourpoint was packed that evening. Skandar walked the crowded streets of the capital with Flo, Mitchell and Bobby and tried to take it all in. They had done it. The war was over. One of his best friends in the world had just become the Commodore of Chaos. And they were all going to help change the Island for the better.

Though it was already changing.

Because there had not been a Spirit Festival on the Island for over two decades, and tonight it seemed as though everyone was in the streets celebrating the element that had caused Skandar so much pain and so much joy. The quartet had dressed in white – Skandar a white t-shirt and trousers, Mitchell a white suit, Bobby a short white dress, Flo a white Kipper Knitters jumper and skirt. But many had opted for different elemental colours this evening – some were even wearing all five at once in honour of the element that linked them all. The crowd looked like a beautiful celebration of all the magic the Island had to offer. At last.

‘I think this might be my favourite festival ever,’ Flo said to Skandar as she admired the gleaming spirit symbols that had been hung from treehouse platforms. He still couldn’t believe how easy it was to reach out and take her hand, and how quickly she threaded her fingers through his in return.

Mitchell and Bobby were walking side by side, their arms slung round each other’s shoulders. The quartets’ unicorns were following just behind, messing around and attempting to snatch food from stalls. Skandar guessed his friends were talking about tomorrow – and the next day, and the next day. It still felt impossible that there would be next days. Back on that terrible battlefield, everything had ground to a halt – time, life, tomorrows. But now there was so much to plan for the Island’s future. Tonight, however, all Skandar wanted to do was enjoy the moment. He knew it was what Kenna would have wanted. He felt for the multi-faceted blue stone in his pocket. He hadn’t used it in the final battle. And he was certain he never would.

As night fell, the quartet entered Element Square. It was lined with stalls selling every kind of food imaginable – from the Commodore’s Emergency Sandwiches, courtesy of a beaming Sally; to Ike’s Imaginative Ices in all five element colours; to Fred’s Frothing Fish Sticks, where Fred had decided to create a ‘mystery-flavoured’ fish stick to honour the spirit element. It still tasted mostly of fish. Bards sang triumphant songs on every corner. Some were pretty gory new compositions about Rex Manning’s death, but others – which gathered much larger crowds – were hopeful tunes about the power of love and friendship.

Skandar was just wondering whether he could possibly fit in any more food, when he was distracted by a brilliant bright light descending from the night sky. Then another. Then hundreds.

‘Are they shooting stars?’ Flo wondered as everyone stopped to stare. Bobby’s mouth was open in a big ‘O’ as more lights filled the sky, dropping like white tendrils from a firework display.

Mitchell adjusted his glasses, trying to work out exactly what he was seeing. ‘Did you organise this, Roberta? Is this in celebration of you?’

She laughed. ‘As much as I’d like to take the credit, it wasn’t me.’

The bright lights were settling on the tops of treehouses, along swinging bridges, over the statues in Element Square, around every stall, in unicorns’ manes. They’d even begun to settle on the people watching them fall from the sky.

Flo giggled as a few blazing lights clung to her shoulders.

‘Do you know what they are?’ Mitchell asked Skandar, who was staring at one of the shining lights that’d landed on his hand.

Skandar was grinning from ear to ear. ‘Astrals,’ he breathed.

‘Come again?’ Bobby said.

‘Spirit elementals. Usually they’re made of shadow. They only show their starlight in the spirit realm. But tonight…’ He trailed off, wonder stealing his words as he watched the whole of Fourpoint bathed in starshine.

‘Tonight they’re celebrating, too,’ Flo said, smiling.

Once all the astrals had settled, their light blazing through the capital like burning stars, the bards joined in song so that Element Square began to writhe with dancing. Skandar expected Bobby to be very overexcited about this, but instead she turned to the rest of the quartet and said, ‘Do you fancy going home?’

Flo looked completely shocked. ‘But you just won the Chaos Cup! Don’t you want to celebrate all night? I was preparing myself for getting no sleep at all!’

Bobby smiled a little shyly at her. ‘It’s just a bit crowded out here, don’t you think? I’d rather it was just us for a while.’

The quartet had temporarily moved back into their treehouse at the Eyrie, and once they’d found their unicorns and ridden through the shimmering streets, they sat around on their old beanbags, the walls still decorated with their elemental designs.

‘I’m so glad nobody painted over them,’ Flo said happily as she sipped a mug of fire zone tea.

Skandar studied his own seascape, the frothy waves covered in tiny white circles. ‘Not even the spirit symbols.’

‘Although someone did steal my blackboard,’ Mitchell said grumpily. ‘Who does that?’

‘It really is the worst thing to have happened in the entire war,’ Flo teased.

‘Very funny.’ Mitchell turned to Bobby. ‘You’re very quiet for a new Commodore.’

Skandar had noticed it, too. He had expected Bobby to be full of energy and excitement after the Chaos Cup win. Instead, she seemed withdrawn, thoughtful. She had not even been interested in dancing under the light of the astrals. Perhaps she was worried about the responsibility of being in charge of the Island. There was so much change to come. But just as Skandar was about to reassure her that they would all help her, she started to speak.

‘What’s going to happen after the new Hatchlings walk the fault lines later tonight? We can’t stay in this treehouse any more. There won’t be space. Especially with riders being in quintets, not quartets, now the spirit wielders are here.’

Mitchell laughed. ‘Roberta, you’re the Commodore! You’ll have your own private quarters.’

But this didn’t seem to reassure her at all. ‘What if I don’t want to live in Council Square? What if I…’ She trailed off, struggling for the words.

Flo worked out what was going on. ‘You want us to stay together. The four of us?’

‘Yes,’ Bobby breathed. ‘That’s what I want.’

‘You don’t want to branch out?’ Mitchell teased. ‘Make friends who don’t drag you into wars every five minutes?’

‘Oh, shut up, Mitchell!’

‘Yes, shut up, Mitchell,’ Flo scolded lightly.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘I feel the same, obviously. As I’ve always said, a quartet is four people. It makes the most sense when we’re together.’

‘Of course it does,’ Flo said, and she leaned over to hug Bobby’s arm.

All three of them looked at Skandar, who was grinning from ear to ear.

‘I guess we’re finding a new treehouse,’ he said.

And then the quartet were on their feet – hugging and crying – and all Skandar could think was that he was looking forward to it. To living. To life with his wonderful friends and their ferocious unicorns.

Glorious life in all its elemental colours.
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EPILOGUE

Later that evening, the new riders led their freshly hatched unicorns into the Eyrie’s clearing. The golden ring shone on the Divide at its centre, marking the place where the four fault lines met. Officials flitted around, making sure head collars were properly fastened and lead ropes secured. Above, the swinging bridges and treehouse platforms were packed with Eyrie riders who had returned to the training school from the elemental yards or the Silver Stronghold. They waved coloured flags in the lantern light – hoping for new fire, water, air, earth or spirit wielders – and the buzz of excited whispers filled the air.

The Eyrie bells began to ring. Four people emerged from the crowd, and positioned themselves at four points an equal distance from the gold circlet of the Divide. Each wore a different coloured cloak: red, blue, yellow or green. They would be handing out the elemental pins to the Hatchlings as the fault lines ignited in the colour of their allied elements. Instructor Anderson to the fire wielders, Instructor O’Sullivan to the water wielders, Instructor Templeton to the air wielders and Instructor Scott to the earth wielders.

Elora Scott had given up her position as Pathfinder to become an instructor, handing over that responsibility to Albert and Eagle’s Dawn. The Wanderers would always be needed – even with the Island changing, there would always be those who needed somewhere different to belong. Elora said it was because she was too old to keep moving around the zones, but Skandar suspected she liked the idea of teaching young riders – especially on an Island that was trying to embrace the wild unicorns. Particularly alongside the spirit instructor Agatha Everhart and Arctic Swansong, who was waiting just beyond the treeline for new wielders of her element.

Concealed in the shadow of the armoured trees were Commodore Bobby Bruna, Flo Shekoni, Mitchell Henderson and Skandar Smith. The quartet’s hands were joined in excitement, hoping for the future they had yearned for almost as long as they had known each other.

Mitchell looked over at the nervous Hatchlings clutching at their new unicorns’ lead ropes. ‘They’re never going to understand what it was like, are they? What we went through during the war.’

‘I don’t want them to,’ Flo said quickly. ‘Nobody should have to go through what we did.’

‘It’s what we fought for,’ Bobby said seriously. ‘This.’ She gestured to the first rider leading her unicorn towards the Divide’s golden circle. ‘So that all they have to worry about is which element they’ll be allied to and which quintet they end up in.’

The whispering of the onlookers increased in volume. ‘A silver! It’s a silver!’

Skandar glanced at Flo, giving her a smile laced with memories. ‘Remember how you hated all the attention you got after Blade hatched?’

‘And then I fell for an illegal spirit wielder,’ Flo said, laughing, ‘and I got a whole lot more attention.’

‘Sorry about that.’

‘Apology accepted.’ Flo leaned over to kiss him.

‘Not now, you two,’ Mitchell hissed. ‘Look – she’s stepping into the circle!’

Bobby ignored them all, her eyes fixed on the fault lines. She had refused to wear the ceremonial air cloak for the Walk and had instead opted for her battered war armour. Even so, she looked every inch the Commodore. And it suited her.

Skandar watched the thirteen-year-old Hatchling. She looked very nervous, and she kept tucking her brown hair behind her ears as it blew about in the breeze. Finally she managed to encourage her silver unicorn on to the Divide.

All four fault lines burst to life at once. Flames roared, waves crashed, a hurricane swept along its line, the earth shook – and underneath the silver unicorn’s hooves the Divide exploded with the light of the spirit element.

‘A silver spirit wielder,’ Mitchell said excitedly. ‘She’s a silver spirit wielder!’

‘Well, this is a very good start to my time as Commodore,’ Bobby declared.

‘She looks a bit like Kenna,’ Flo whispered.

And somewhere, just out of sight, Skandar thought he heard the joyful laugh of a timeless girl and the jubilant shrieks of her two bloodthirsty unicorns.
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