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PROLOGUE

Commodore Nina Kazama has come to inspect the damage to the Hatchery.

She does not know.

Instructor Rex Manning rides with her, his silver unicorn glinting as the sun hits the clifftop.

He has no idea.

Five proud sentinels guard the gaping wound in the Hatchery’s grassy side.

They have not realised.

The sentinels allow the two most important riders on the Island to approach.

Nobody has noticed.

Commodore Kazama peers through to the inner chamber.

Rex Manning, the new head of the Silver Circle, joins her.

They will not believe their eyes.

Commodore Kazama blinks, her vision adjusting to the gloom.

‘Why aren’t the eggs for next solstice in their stands?’ she demands.

But the sentinels have been guarding the monument from outward attack.

They still do not realise it has all been in vain.

The Commodore climbs through the hole, scattering loose earth in her haste. Rex follows.

Every egg stand in the inner chamber is empty.

Every single one grasps thin air.

They are starting to suspect.

Rex is the first one to think it. Nina looks at him and fear snatches at her breath. Their footsteps ring out in the silent chamber as they sprint to the storage level below.

No unicorn eggs.

And the level below that.

No unicorn eggs.

And every level: down, down into the bowels of the ancient mound.

Empty.

And finally they understand.

No unicorns will be hatched here for thirteen years.

An entire generation of riders lost.

Now they stand on the clifftop as the waves crash against the Mirror Cliffs below.

‘Nobody can know,’ Nina says. ‘Promise me!’

‘We’ll find the eggs,’ Rex agrees. ‘The two of us.’

Yet the weight of the truth hangs heavy in the air between them.

The Hatchery is empty.
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CHAPTER ONE SALLY’S SANDWICHES


Skandar Smith was searching for Scoundrel’s Luck. Again. Some might say it should be impossible to misplace a bloodthirsty unicorn. But those people had clearly never met one who was beginning third-year training at the Eyrie. Over the summer, the behaviour of the Fledgling unicorns had become so bad, Skandar was pretty sure they were now completely beyond their riders’ control. And that included Scoundrel’s Luck.

It was the last day of the break before training restarted. Skandar had been searching for Scoundrel for most of the morning: Shekoni saddle balancing on one arm, bridle looped round the other. Now he sat on the Eyrie’s hill, ripping up handfuls of grass in frustration. Scoundrel had been disappearing all summer – Skandar had no idea to where – but they were supposed to be riding into Fourpoint for lunch with the quartet.

On cue, Bobby Bruna came thundering down the hillside on Falcon’s Wrath. She looked quite the ferocious air wielder: with the sleeves of her battered rider’s jacket rolled up, the slate-grey feathers of her mutation visible all the way to her elbows.

Falcon was galloping straight for Skandar, and Bobby waited just a little too long to slow her. Bobby’s mouth twitched as Skandar scrambled to his feet in alarm. Well, that confirmed it – she’d definitely done it on purpose.

‘Have you found him yet, spirit boy?’ Bobby demanded, ignoring Skandar’s ashen face.

Skandar debated complaining about her dangerous riding, but it was nearly lunchtime and a hungry Bobby was not a happy Bobby.

Instead, he sighed. ‘Nope. You go ahead without us.’

‘But we’re meeting your sister afterwards, remember? Outside the Stronghold.’ Bobby dropped her reins so Falcon could snap up a passing rabbit.

Skandar winced as bunny bones crunched.

Bobby ignored him. ‘We need to leave now if we’re going to get lunch at the unbelievable place I found. It gets busy!’

‘I still don’t get why you can’t tell us its name.’

‘It’s a surprise,’ she said evasively. ‘Er… since when is he the late one?’

Mitchell Henderson was riding towards them on Red Night’s Delight. Red looked more demon than unicorn – her mane and tail were flaming brightly, along with her eyes and hooves. But Skandar barely noticed because his own unicorn, Scoundrel’s Luck, was trotting happily beside his fiery best friend.

‘There you are!’ Skandar hugged Scoundrel’s onyx neck – half relieved, half scolding. The unicorn tossed his head happily, the white spirit blaze under his horn flashing in the sunlight. The bond rippled with their combined joy at being reunited, though Skandar was less happy when he noticed that Scoundrel’s black coat – which had been shiny yesterday – was covered in a thick layer of dust.

‘Why’s he so filthy?’ Bobby asked, as Falcon skittered sideways – she detested dirt.

‘I do hate to interrupt,’ Mitchell said sarcastically. ‘But isn’t anyone going to ask if I’m okay?’

For some reason the entire zip was missing from Mitchell’s green jacket, and it was hanging open to reveal the brown skin of his chest.

Bobby snorted.

‘Do not laugh, Roberta. I’m warning you.’

‘What happened?’ Skandar asked gently.

Mitchell sighed, the flaming hair of his mutation billowing. ‘Red happened. She’s been setting fire to things all summer – and now she’s widened her targets to include me.’

Skandar frowned. ‘But she wouldn’t hurt you, would she?’ Okay, the quartet unicorns had been getting more chaotic lately, but surely they wouldn’t intentionally hurt their own riders?

‘That’s why I took my T-shirt off!’ Mitchell said, exasperated. ‘Did you think I was just a bit hot?’

‘I…’ Skandar glanced at Bobby, who was biting her hand to stop herself from laughing. ‘I’m not following.’

‘Red scorched the fabric around the zip of my jacket, so I couldn’t do it up,’ Mitchell raved. ‘Then she did the same to my T-shirt, and burned my spare before I could even get it over my head. I can feel through our bond that she finds the whole thing hilarious. She only stopped when I wasn’t wearing anything on my top half at all!’

‘I hope Red doesn’t start on his trousers next,’ Bobby murmured to Skandar, who tried to hide his grin.

‘What are you whispering about?’ Mitchell demanded.

Bobby recovered quickly. ‘Come on, we’re already late for lunch. Flo’s meeting us in Fourpoint once she’s dropped Kenna off. I invited the blacksmith bard too.’

Mitchell’s eyes widened. ‘Jamie’s going to be there? This is a disaster.’ He gestured to his destroyed jacket, fire pin catching the light as it flapped open in the breeze.

Skandar had an idea. ‘Why don’t you tie Scoundrel’s lead rope round you?’ He passed it up to Mitchell. ‘Then at least the jacket will stay shut.’

Mitchell eyed the blue rope suspiciously but appeared to realise that if he wanted to make it to lunch on time, there was no other choice. And Mitchell hated lateness.

‘You might start a new trend,’ Bobby said mischievously.

‘Oh, do shut up,’ Mitchell snapped, as he fastened the rope round his middle.

Skandar mounted Scoundrel and followed the others down the Eyrie’s hill towards Fourpoint’s main shopping street. Skandar was happy to see that many of its vibrant treehouses – in tones of red, blue, green and yellow – had been repaired after the elemental destruction during Skandar’s Nestling year. And, in the distance, the Spear of the Silver Stronghold pierced the sky once again.

But many other buildings across the Island were yet to be repaired, and Skandar too still felt a little broken by everything that’d happened in June. On the summer solstice, the Island had been minutes from tearing itself apart with its own unbalanced magic – the result of the Silver Circle killing wild unicorns. Skandar, Bobby, Flo and Mitchell had managed to work out how to save the Island by winning the bone staff from the First Rider and his Wild Unicorn Queen. But then Skandar had been faced with a nightmare beyond anything he could have imagined. His sister Kenna had been bonded to a wild unicorn foal. The Weaver – their mother – had forged Kenna a bond just like her own.

Commodore Kazama, horrified yet fair, had allowed Kenna to remain with Skandar while a decision was made about her future with the wild unicorn. At first Skandar had tried to see the bright side. It had been wonderful writing to Dad, telling him that Kenna was at the Eyrie. But once the dust settled, Skandar had started worrying about the forged bond clasped round his sister’s heart. He’d begun checking on Kenna’s destined unicorn – the dapple-grey – in the Wilderness of his Mender dreams. And the longer Nina delayed in making her decision, the more he let himself wonder if there was a way to get that unicorn – that life – back for Kenna.

‘You’re thinking unusually hard about something,’ Bobby observed, slate-grey Falcon falling into step beside Scoundrel.

‘How d’you know?’

‘You get a dent in your forehead,’ she said. Bobby might be loud, but she paid quiet attention to people’s feelings – especially Skandar’s.

‘My sister,’ he said simply. He wasn’t ready to say anything about reuniting Kenna with her destined unicorn just yet. He needed more information.

‘What is Nina playing at?’ Bobby exploded. ‘This whole delaying thing is properly out of character for an air wielder. Just make a decision! What does she think these investigations are going to show? The Weaver hiding in Kenna’s saddlebags?’

Bobby had been furious from the start about the tests on Kenna and her wild unicorn foal at the Silver Stronghold – the Silver Circle’s base. She scoffed whenever Flo said that the new leader of the Silver Circle – Rex Manning – was much nicer than his father, Dorian Manning, had been.

‘Well, that’s not exactly hard, is it?’ Bobby had snapped eventually. ‘Rex’s dad almost destroyed the Island last year. Had us arrested for the unicorn murders he was committing.’

Skandar didn’t like Kenna being behind the Stronghold’s shield wall either. An exclusive group for riders with silver unicorns, the Silver Circle were the most powerful organisation on the Island. They had a rivalry with spirit wielders that went back centuries.

‘The Stronghold is the safest place to do the tests, Skar,’ Flo had insisted. ‘For Kenna and the rest of the Island. Injuries from wild unicorn magic never heal, remember?’

Now, a month or so later, Skandar was happy to accept that Flo had been right. Kenna was regularly summoned to the Stronghold and nothing bad ever seemed to happen. She’d be questioned about her time with the Weaver, interrogated about her forged bond and then asked to attempt elemental magic. The sentinels wouldn’t let Kenna ride; she was only permitted to place a palm on her wild unicorn’s neck. So far she hadn’t been able to summon even a spark.

‘Do you ever wonder,’ Bobby asked Skandar, as they rode side by side, ‘what Kenna was doing with the Weaver all that time?’ She sounded hesitant, less sure of herself than usual.

‘Kenna told us that they hardly spoke; the Weaver was focused on preparing to forge her bond,’ Skandar said stiffly. ‘And I believe her.’

‘Obviously I believe her too, but… why would Erika Everhart forge a bond for her daughter and then abandon her to skip on up to the Eyrie? It doesn’t feel very… Weavery.’

‘No,’ Skandar said grimly. ‘It doesn’t. But I’m sure Kenna’s told us everything she knows. She understands how evil the Weaver is now. She wants to be at the Eyrie training as a unicorn rider – just like we always dreamed.’

Though a wild unicorn hadn’t been what either of them had imagined, had it?

Bobby pointed. ‘This way!’

The three friends turned off the shopping street and entered a thicket of trees with a collection of restaurants in their branches. Relaxed chatter filled the air along with the clinking of cutlery. The smells were mouth-watering. Skandar’s stomach rumbled as they passed Island Tacos, but he also spotted options for pizza, curry, tapas, falafel, ramen, jerk chicken and even pancakes.

There was a sudden change in the chatter above: hushed awe in the voices.

‘It’s the Eyrie’s silver!’

‘Olu Shekoni’s daughter.’

‘Look at that unicorn shine!’

Flo Shekoni had arrived. Silver Blade glimmered along the narrow street to meet the rest of the quartet. Silver unicorns were rare and powerful on the Island, and Blade never failed to inspire wonder, however much Flo hated the attention.

Flo caught Skandar’s eye first and smiled reassuringly. ‘Kenna’s fine – more than fine. When I dropped her at the Stronghold, Rex said this was likely to be the final time she’d be called in for tests.’

Skandar’s heart soared with hope. Maybe the new head of the Silver Circle really was an improvement?

Flo looked at Mitchell, who was reknotting Scoundrel’s lead rope round his jacket. She raised a questioning eyebrow at Skandar.

He chuckled. ‘I’ll tell you later.’

Blade followed behind Scoundrel, and Flo inhaled deeply. ‘It all smells so good! My mum always says the food got so much better on the Island after the Treaty.’

Skandar leaned over Scoundrel’s wing, reading some of the menus fixed to tree trunks. He felt a bit daunted. He’d never tried most of the options, and he knew that wasn’t because he was a Mainlander. There hadn’t been the money for eating out when he was growing up.

As Flo, Mitchell and Bobby chatted about foods he’d barely heard of, Skandar threaded his fingers through Scoundrel’s mane. The black unicorn rumbled softly, his stomach vibrating under Skandar’s legs. And somehow, not knowing about different kinds of foods seemed to matter a lot less. Scoundrel didn’t care about any of that stuff.

‘Well, if it isn’t the blacksmith bard!’ Bobby’s loud cry made Skandar look up.

‘Please don’t call me that,’ Jamie moaned, as he approached the four riders.

‘You look really nice, Jamie,’ Flo said.

Gone was the blacksmith’s leather apron with pockets of clanking tools; gone were the smears of ash from working at the forge. He was even wearing a collared green shirt.

‘Oh yeah, d’you think? Thanks,’ Jamie said distractedly, running a hand through his golden-brown hair. His mismatched brown and green eyes found Mitchell, who’d frozen halfway through dismounting from Red’s back.

‘Need a hand there?’ Jamie asked, the ghost of a smile on his lips.

Mitchell released the front of his Taiting saddle and thumped to the ground. ‘N-no, I’m good, I’m fine, I’m excellent,’ he stuttered, pushing his brown glasses back up his nose and desperately adjusting his jacket.

Jamie’s gaze came to rest on the blue lead rope round Mitchell’s middle.

Mitchell’s flaming hair grew brighter. ‘Erm, yes, long story. It was Red; she—’

‘TA-DAHHH!’ Bobby shouted. They’d reached a place called Sally’s Succulent Sandwiches. Bobby was jabbing a finger at the menu on its tree trunk, beaming. Flo and Skandar glanced at each other, confused.

Mitchell was outraged. ‘Are you telling me that your grand plan for this lunch – this lunch you made people attend half dressed – is a sandwich shop?’

‘It’s not a sandwich shop, Mitchell. Sally’s is a sandwich delicatessen. A sandwich restaurant – if you will.’ Bobby stared lovingly at the menu.

‘Sally’s is class,’ Jamie agreed. ‘I come here quite a lot, to be fair.’

‘Well, naturally there’s nothing wrong with sandwiches,’ Mitchell said quickly.

Skandar and Flo dismounted so they could read the menu.
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‘You are kidding me,’ Skandar said, already laughing.

‘Bobby, how did you get Sally to agree to this?’ Flo asked, clearly worried there’d been blackmail involved. For Bobby’s emergency sandwiches were well known to her quartet. Butter, cheese, raspberry jam and Marmite.

Mitchell’s mouth was hanging open. ‘But your sandwiches are a health hazard.’

‘Sally said they’ve been really popular,’ Bobby announced proudly. ‘Come on!’ She looped Falcon’s reins through one of the metal rings provided for rider customers and climbed the shop ladder three rungs at a time, leaving the others to follow.

Inside the treehouse, a woman stood behind the counter. ‘Well, if it isn’t our sandwich-of-the-month creator,’ she cooed as the quartet approached. She had curly black hair, a rainbow-coloured apron and a smiley – slightly pink – face.

‘Hi, Sally!’ Bobby was bouncing on her toes, her olive skin flushed with excitement. ‘Five Emergency Sandwiches, please.’

‘Umm, Bobby, I was actually hoping to get the one with mayo,’ Skandar said quickly.

‘Fire zone chicken for me,’ Mitchell said.

‘I’d like the zingy prawn,’ Flo added guiltily.

Sally tutted. ‘You’re missing out. The Emergency is our top seller.’

‘But does anyone ever order it twice?’ Mitchell muttered to Skandar.

In the end, Jamie agreed to try Bobby’s sandwich if she promised to stop calling him the blacksmith bard. Jamie had never wanted to follow in his parents’ footsteps and become a bard, despite having sung his truesong back in June.

The sandwich shop was clearly well liked. They squeezed past Falcon’s blacksmith, Reece, on their way in, who grunted to Bobby in greeting. He was older, with a greying beard, and not particularly friendly. The story was similar with Red’s blacksmith, who’d made armour for four different riders during her career. Unlike Jamie, they weren’t interested in making friends with Fledglings.

There was only one table left on the platform outside. Jamie waved to a particularly raucous group, and a young woman came over, sandwich in hand. She had bright blonde hair scraped into a ponytail.

‘This is Clara,’ Jamie introduced her, respect in his voice. ‘She’s blacksmith to the Commodore’s unicorn.’

But Clara was looking at Mitchell. ‘What happened to that?’ She gestured to his singed jacket.

Jamie answered to save Mitchell the embarrassment. ‘He’s a Fledgling at the Eyrie.’

‘Ohhh. Third year. You should have seen how rebellious Lightning’s Mistake was at the beginning of Nina’s Chaos Trials; I could hardly get her armour on.’

‘So this behaviour is normal then?’ Mitchell asked sheepishly.

‘Very,’ Clara reassured him.

‘And a unicorn disappearing whenever he likes?’ Skandar asked in a small voice.

‘Rarer, but don’t sweat it.’

‘Falcon hasn’t changed at all,’ Bobby said. ‘She’s still perfect.’

‘It’s not nice to boast, Bobby,’ Flo chided.

‘What’s the latest with Nina?’ Jamie sounded worried.

‘The same.’ Clara sighed. ‘She’s gone for hours every day, but I know she isn’t training because she never wears armour. Lightning comes back exhausted. Nina comes back depressed.’

‘What’s wrong with her?’ Skandar asked – thinking of Kenna, and the decision being made about her future.

‘No idea.’ Clara shrugged, the tools in her apron pockets clinking. She turned in Flo’s direction. ‘Your dad tried to talk to her but she’s avoiding him.’

Flo’s dad was Olu Shekoni – the best saddler on the Island. Like Skandar, Nina had a Shekoni saddle.

‘If Nina carries on like this, she’s never going to qualify for the Chaos Cup this year.’ Clara sounded frustrated. ‘We’re supposed to be going for the hat-trick. Nobody has ever done it!’

Skandar’s stomach clenched. The only other Commodore who’d been close to winning three Chaos Cups had been his mum, Erika Everhart, and her unicorn Blood-Moon’s Equinox. But then Blood-Moon had been killed mid-race on their third try and Erika had embraced the darkness of her wild unicorn, becoming the Weaver.

‘Are you all right, Skar?’ Flo asked gently while the others were still talking to Clara. ‘Are you worried about training starting tomorrow? Mitchell’s sure the instructors are going to tell us more about our Chaos Trials.’

‘A little,’ he said, not meaning it. All the other Fledglings had been trying to find out as much as they could about the challenges they’d be facing during their third year. Especially as – just like the Training Trial and Nestling Joust – they’d need to pass the Chaos Trials to remain in the Eyrie. According to Skandar’s older friends at the Peregrine Society, the third-year challenges took place in the elemental zones. They changed every year to make them impossible to prepare for.

Of course, that hadn’t stopped Mitchell studying previous Chaos Trials all summer. But when he’d moved from book research to asking real-life Rookies and Preds to describe their experiences, many hadn’t been keen to talk. Flo worried they were traumatised. Bobby said they were keeping secrets to reduce competition for future Chaos Cups. But Skandar hadn’t really paid attention – he’d been researching something of his own.

‘I’m just going to talk to Craig a second,’ Skandar said, noticing the bookseller across the platform.

Craig owned Chapters of Chaos. He was a friend to spirit wielders, collecting knowledge from older riders whose spirit unicorns had been executed when their element was declared illegal. And he was also the only other person who knew Skandar’s secret hope of reuniting Kenna with her destined unicorn.

Just before he reached Craig, the memory of Kenna appearing in the self-destructing Eyrie resurfaced and Skandar froze. Once again, Skandar heard Kenna confronting him with all the lies he’d told her: about his allied element; about their mother. He’d tried to explain that he was a Mender – a spirit wielder who could use dreams to find and bond riders to the unicorn they should have hatched. Tried to say how he’d dreamed of a wild dapple-grey unicorn that had been destined for her. But it had all been too late. Skandar’s stomach turned over as he remembered that distant look on Kenna’s face, the look that’d made him think he’d lost her for ever.

But then Skandar had said how sorry he was. And Kenna had told him how she’d been so desperate for a unicorn that she’d left the Mainland with the then head of the Silver Circle, Dorian Manning, only to escape him and be taken in by their mother’s promises. Then, with all their mistakes out in the open, the siblings had forgiven each other.

‘What is in this?’ Craig asked, when he spotted Skandar hovering by his table. He was inspecting the jam and Marmite oozing between his bread.

The question broke Skandar out of his memory. He chuckled. ‘You don’t want to know.’

‘How’s Kenna?’ Craig asked kindly, waving Skandar into a chair.

‘At the Stronghold again.’ Skandar took a deep breath. ‘Have you found anything?’

Craig shook his head, bun wobbling. ‘None of the spirit wielders I’ve spoken to so far knows anything about forged bonds, let alone whether they can be broken. They’ve never even tried to break a destined bond – killing a bonded unicorn has been a crime for centuries. And we know what havoc can come from killing a wild unicorn.’

There was a retching sound.

Mitchell was crying with laughter. ‘I did warn you!’

Jamie had taken a bite from his emergency sandwich.

‘I think I might save mine for later,’ Craig said tactfully, as he stood up to leave. ‘I’ll keep searching for the answer, but you have to think about how far you’re willing to go with this. Kenna loves that wild unicorn, doesn’t she?’ The bookseller’s brown eyes searched Skandar’s own.

‘I know, but I-I haven’t even decided whether I’ll say anything,’ Skandar said, faltering. ‘It depends how things turn out for Kenna, you know? I have to keep her safe.’

‘Safe is not always the same as happy, Skandar,’ Craig warned. ‘Remember that.’



The quartet waited to meet Kenna Smith at the end of a silver birch avenue. They’d only been there a few minutes when Scoundrel and Red teamed up to incinerate a branch above Falcon, making her screech with indignation. Then, as she shook ash out of her perfectly combed mane, the entry shield in the Silver Stronghold’s wall lifted.

A lone rider appeared, leading a wild unicorn foal.

Skandar locked eyes with Goshawk’s Fury. The staring contest only lasted a few moments before Skandar blinked, shivering despite the warm September afternoon. The wild unicorn’s eyes were filled with endless shadows and immortal suffering. Goshawk’s Fury was condemned to a life lived in death. And Skandar’s big-hearted, very much alive sister was bonded to her.

Just like Scoundrel as a Hatchling, the wild foal had grown to the size of a horse in the last couple of months. But that was where the similarities ended. Scoundrel’s horn was black like his shining coat; Goshawk’s was transparent and ghostly, her honey-coloured coat already balding and dull. After two years of Eyrie training, Scoundrel’s muscles rippled, his wings full-feathered and powerful. But Goshawk’s bones were visible in places – a couple of knobbly vertebrae along her back, five thin ribs rising and falling as she walked, a hint of a femur as she lifted her front leg. Some of her wing feathers had already fallen out, creating leathery patches, as though they belonged to an oversized bat rather than a great bird of prey.

For Goshawk’s Fury would always be wild. Her bond was forged, not destined. Goshawk had been meant for another rider who’d never made it to the Hatchery on the summer solstice of their thirteenth year. And Kenna had been destined for a different unicorn – the dapple-grey – still out in the Wilderness alone.

As Kenna smiled at Skandar, Agatha Everhart’s warning about Kenna’s wild unicorn bond came floating back to him: Look at what the forged bond did to Erika… Five allegiances pulling you different ways… Five ways for the unicorn’s power to take over.

Skandar had always dreamed that Kenna would come to the Island, that they would become Chaos riders together. But what if the Island believed she was too dangerous to be one of them? What if the Eyrie excluded her? What would Skandar do then?

The thought scared him, and his mind turned again to his half-formed plans, the possibility of a different future for his sister. He resolved to sleep in Scoundrel’s stable tonight and find his sister’s dapple-grey through a Mender dream. To make sure Kenna’s destined unicorn was safe.

Just in case.
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CHAPTER TWO WILD MUTATION


Later that evening, Skandar entered Scoundrel’s stable. The unicorn opened one eye and it flashed between red and black in warning, the bond vibrating with irritation – Scoundrel was annoyed at being woken up.

‘Can I join you, boy? Please?’ Until recently Skandar had never had to ask permission to sleep under Scoundrel’s wing. But now it was necessary. On a few occasions over the summer, he’d been on the receiving end of warning flames or icy winds when Scoundrel had wanted the stable to himself. But tonight the black unicorn ruffled his feathers, as if to say, ‘Oh, all right then – if you must,’ and lifted one great black wing, allowing Skandar to snuggle up beside him.

‘What’s going on with you, hey?’ Skandar whispered, stroking Scoundrel’s side.

Scoundrel rumbled low in his chest, but the emotions Skandar felt through the bond were confused. Skandar rested his head on Scoundrel’s side, listening to the unicorn’s breathing and tried to reassure himself that the Commodore’s blacksmith had said this was normal for Fledgling unicorns.

And in no time at all, rider and unicorn were asleep inside a Mender dream.

Skandar was getting better at this. His dream presence only collided with Kenna’s for a second – a flash of a white hand that wasn’t his own – before he escaped to sit beside her. The siblings dangled their legs over the edge of a treehouse platform. They had to be somewhere in the Eyrie because when Skandar looked up, all he saw was green. And he’d learned that the dream location matched where the rider was in real life. He didn’t stay long here – it wasn’t Kenna he’d come to check on.

The bond tugged on Skandar’s heart. He and Scoundrel had done this so many times over the past month that he barely glanced at their shining bond stretching out towards the Wilderness.

Skandar touched the white cord, and he rushed along it then collided with—

Where is she?

As Skandar’s dream presence joined with Kenna’s destined unicorn, he sensed the same question coming from the dapple-grey as in every single one of the Mender dreams.

Where is she?

Skandar tried to channel soothing thoughts, tried to picture his sister’s face, but—

Kill. Blood. Alone. Angry.

Skandar shuddered. The wild unicorn was particularly furious today and he was struggling to leave its body, struggling to separate their feelings. He felt a terrible rage descend, dark shadows clouding his vision – and then the pain started. His chest was burning, his head thundering. He’d stayed too long. He always stayed too long. He cried out.

‘Skar?’

Someone was shaking him awake, rescuing him from the unicorn’s endless suffering.

Kenna stood in front of her brother: brown hair tangled, concern on her pale face. Instinctively Skandar reached out for her like he’d done since he was little, and she responded without hesitation. They hugged tight and the pain in his chest and head ebbed away. She smelled like the salt of Margate and the pine of the Eyrie – like home.

‘Was that a nightmare?’

Skandar nodded. It was a good excuse – he’d had nightmares growing up. And he didn’t want to get into the detail of his Mender dreams with Kenna just yet. She knew that he’d dreamed of her destined unicorn last year, but she didn’t know that he was still doing it – or that it hurt him.

‘What are you doing down here?’ Skandar asked, changing the subject.

‘Just checking on Goshawk. Do you want to come?’ There was something mischievous in Kenna’s voice, but he followed her along the curve of the stables, lanterns lighting up unicorn horns over the doors. He liked it when it was just the two of them – they didn’t get much chance, especially because Kenna was currently required to sleep in the water instructor’s treehouse.

Hisses and shrieks echoed behind them, as they approached Goshawk’s stable. It was sandwiched between two of the strongest unicorns at the Eyrie: Celestial Seabird, who belonged to the water instructor Persephone O’Sullivan; and Silver Sorceress, who belonged to Rex Manning. For Rex Manning wasn’t only the new head of the Silver Circle. He had also recently been installed as the Eyrie’s new air instructor.

According to Flo, Rex hadn’t wanted to make a big deal of being the first head of the Silver Circle ever to hold an instructor position at the Eyrie. Skandar suspected it had something to do with Rex’s disgraced father having hunted down wild unicorns last year. He’d tried to kill as many as possible, so that Skandar could never reunite them with their destined riders – the lost spirit wielders who’d been barred from the Hatchery door.

Kenna unbolted Goshawk’s stable door and tried to coax her over with one of Scoundrel’s Jelly Babies. Skandar’s breath hitched with nerves. He didn’t trust the wild unicorn with his sister. Not yet. Possibly not ever. The wild unicorn would outlive Kenna. The forged bond meant Goshawk had not given up her immortality the way Scoundrel had for Skandar. They would never be equals. He tried to comfort himself by thinking of the Mender dream he’d just had – Kenna’s destined unicorn was still out there, still safe.

‘Why won’t Gos eat it?’ Kenna gave up and stuffed the sweets Dad had sent them into her black trouser pocket. Kenna wore the official rider uniform: short black boots, black T-shirt, black trousers. But until her membership of the Eyrie was approved, she wasn’t allowed to wear an elemental rider jacket.

Skandar shrugged. ‘Scoundrel ate one just after he hatched. He probably wouldn’t even like them if I hadn’t given him one as a baby.’

‘There wasn’t much time for Jelly Babies when Gos hatched,’ Kenna said quietly, and Skandar stayed very still. She hardly ever brought up the time she’d spent with the Weaver, and whenever he did she shut him down. Bobby’s words from earlier echoed in his mind. Do you ever wonder…?

‘Kenn,’ Skandar prompted, ‘what d’you mean there wasn’t time?’

‘I wasn’t supposed to be inside the Hatchery, was I? Mum was worried people would find us.’

‘Did you and the Weaver talk much?’ Skandar asked carefully. ‘When you spent those weeks with her?’

Kenna sighed. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Skar. I know everyone wants me to spill all the Weaver’s secrets, but honestly? We hardly spoke. She was obviously planning to… to abandon me after she forged my bond,’ Kenna choked out. ‘She left me, remember? I just want to forget about it all.’

‘Yeah, I know. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—’

But Kenna was looking over her shoulder at Goshawk, and then back towards Scoundrel’s stable, her face shining with sudden determination.

She grabbed Skandar’s arm. ‘Okay, so Instructor O’Sullivan may have mentioned that the instructors have a big meeting this evening about you Fledglings – something about trials? And I was wondering if maybe –’ Kenna took a deep breath – ‘you’d help me ride Goshawk’s Fury?’

The last phrase was a blur of nervous words, and Skandar realised Kenna had been working up to asking him. ‘Kenn, you know you’re not allowed to ride yet, and—’

‘I’m going to be so behind the other Hatchlings,’ Kenna interrupted. ‘I’m sure Commodore Kazama will approve my training any minute. I’m going to look ridiculous if I’ve never even ridden Gos before.’

‘You’ll catch up in no time!’ Skandar reassured her.

But Kenna was tucking the same strand of hair behind her ear over and over in frustration. ‘I feel so detached from her, and I know riding will help. Please, Skar!’

Skandar hesitated. He understood how Kenna was feeling. Only a couple of months ago, Scoundrel had been placed under guard after the Island’s unbalanced magic had affected their bond and filled Skandar with a dangerous bloodthirsty rage. For a few weeks, Skandar hadn’t even been allowed to touch his own unicorn. ‘I don’t—’

Kenna crossed her arms, eyes suddenly hard. ‘I’ll ride Goshawk on my own if I have to. I’m asking for your help, not your permission.’ The fierce look on his sister’s face was her I’m older than you, do as I say look. It was a look she’d learned growing up because Dad hadn’t always been well enough to wear it.

Skandar had defeated the Weaver and saved New-Age Frost. He’d won the bone staff from the First Rider and the Wild Unicorn Queen. Despite wielding the illegal spirit element, he’d made it to his third year of training. He was on his way to becoming the Chaos rider he’d always dreamed of. So Skandar knew he should’ve been able to stand up to his older sister. But he couldn’t bring himself to disappoint her.

Ten minutes later, Skandar and Scoundrel passed through the wall’s east door, with Kenna and Goshawk following in the shadows of the tall trees. Scoundrel’s unease churned in the bond. Skandar tried to send a bubble of positivity back, but it was half-hearted. He was already regretting this. Every burst of chatter from the treehouses above made his stomach lurch; every swaying branch made him jump. And Goshawk kept making creepy hissing noises that sounded like she was about to eat something. He just prayed she wouldn’t set off any rancid blasts of wild unicorn magic – there was no way the Eyrie residents wouldn’t smell that.

They reached the Nomad Tree. It was the first place that had popped into Skandar’s head where riders were unlikely to be hanging out. The Nomad Tree glistened in the moonlight filtering through the leafy canopy. Shards of elemental pins studded the bark – pins that had belonged to riders declared nomads, who’d been required to leave the Eyrie. Nobody liked coming here. It reminded them of the friends they’d lost – and the possibility that if they didn’t keep excelling, a smashed piece of their own pin might end up here too.

Kenna wasn’t interested in the tree. She was already looking over at Skandar expectantly, and the excitement in her eyes was blazing so brightly it softened his heart a little.

Skandar made himself relax. There was no one around. The instructors were holed up in Instructor O’Sullivan’s treehouse. Kenna was going to sit on Goshawk’s back for a couple of minutes and then they’d put the unicorns to bed and nobody would have to know a thing. Skandar might not even tell the rest of his quartet.

He could imagine their responses. Flo would be horrified that he’d let Kenna do something the instructors had forbidden. Mitchell would reel off the plan they should have had in place. Bobby would just be annoyed that Skandar hadn’t brought her along for the ride.

No, he definitely wouldn’t tell them.

‘Watch me get on Scoundrel first, and then I’ll talk you through it,’ Skandar said, pulling himself up on to Scoundrel’s bare back. It felt odd to be teaching Kenna something. Growing up, she’d always been better than him at most things.

Kenna shrugged. ‘Looks easy.’ But there was a wobble in her voice.

‘Okay?’ Skandar checked. ‘I was pretty nervous the first time I rode Scoundrel.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You don’t have to do this right now, you know.’

‘I do,’ Kenna said fiercely.

Skandar gave in. ‘All right then. Face Goshawk’s side like I did.’

Goshawk let out a snarl as Kenna approached, and his sister tried to hide her nervous jump. Scoundrel’s wing joints twitched near Skandar’s knees, as he rumbled a warning at the wild unicorn foal. Scoundrel could sense how important Kenna was to Skandar; they were both ready to summon magic into the bond at the first sign of trouble.

‘And then you need to—’

But Kenna had already launched herself upwards, balancing precariously over the wild unicorn’s back on her stomach. Goshawk bellowed loudly, tossing her ghostly horn from side to side. Seemingly unfazed, Kenna swung her right leg over and sat up, clutching at Goshawk’s honey-coloured mane. ‘Oh yeah!’ she cried, all traces of fear gone.

‘Keep your voice down!’ Skandar warned, although he couldn’t keep the grin off his face. His sister was riding a unicorn at last, and her position on Goshawk’s back was perfect.

‘Trust you to make riding a wild unicorn look easy,’ Skandar pretended to grumble, his heart bursting with pride.

Kenna’s laugh was gleeful. ‘It’s like that time we tried skateboarding. We thought it would help us when we became riders, because of the balance! I was fine, but you fell right on your—’

‘Oi!’ Skandar cried, but he started to laugh too. ‘It is not like that! I’m a member of—’

‘The Peregrine Society,’ Kenna interrupted in a grand voice. ‘The Eyrie’s elite flying squad blah-blah-blah. The Grins this, the Grins that – you talk about them ten times a day.’

‘I do not,’ Skandar mumbled, but he felt giddy. For so long, he and Kenna had had to be sensible. Looking after Dad, there’d been no time for adventures or rule breaking. But now they were on the Island; Dad was happy; they were unicorn riders; and everything was going to be all—

A green glow reflected off the nearest armoured trunk. At first Skandar couldn’t see where it was coming from because it was so bright. But once he blinked, he realised it was Kenna’s Hatchery wound.

‘What are you doing?’ he half shouted, aware of the riders in the treehouses above.

Kenna’s face was only visible in flashes of green light, then red, then yellow, then blue, then white. She didn’t look worried. If anything, she looked triumphant.

‘Stop it, Kenn!’ Skandar suddenly felt unsure of her. She hadn’t been able to summon any magic at the Stronghold, had she? ‘You’re not ready; you haven’t learned to control it. Someone will see!’

BOOM!

Soil, roots and bark exploded upwards. There was so much debris that Skandar couldn’t see anything until Scoundrel blasted a gust of air to clear it.

Goshawk’s Fury was rearing on her hind legs, swirling black smog rising from her back, the visible bones of her skeleton shining in the moonlight. Kenna’s hand had stopped glowing, and she was now clinging for dear life to the unicorn’s neck. Incredibly, this wasn’t the most terrifying thing Skandar saw. It was the Nomad Tree. Kenna and Goshawk’s magic had created an enormous crater round the famous tree. Under the famous tree. And the remaining roots looked rotten, like they’d caught a terrible disease. The tree creaked ominously. Time seemed to slow. Scoundrel looked up at the sparkling trunk, eyes flashing between black and red. Goshawk’s front hooves thumped back down to the forest floor. The trunk of the Nomad Tree groaned, and then it began to tilt—

‘WE HAVE TO GET OUT OF HERE!’ Skandar yelled to Kenna – and, as though they understood the danger, both unicorns careered towards the Eyrie’s wall.

Skandar looked over his shoulder: once, twice – they were still in the fall zone. The sound of splintering wood filled his ears; the tree’s leaves whooshed like heavy rainfall as they caught on neighbouring branches; the pins studding its trunk dislodged, landing in Skandar’s hair like golden hailstones.

Kenna screamed as a falling branch brushed her shoulder. Panicking, Skandar swerved Scoundrel, forcing Goshawk to the left. Miraculously the unicorns burst through the arched door of the Eyrie wall, hooves clattering on the stone.

Skandar threw himself from Scoundrel, and then pulled a shaking Kenna off Goshawk’s back. All he could think was: they can’t find out she did this. Goshawk was spitting sparks as Skandar and Kenna pushed her back into her stable; a smouldering cinder landed on Skandar’s left thumb and burnt his skin.

CRASH!

The Nomad Tree had finally reached the ground. The stone floor of the stables vibrated with the force of its fall. Somebody was going to see them. They were running out of time.

Skandar ignored the searing pain in his thumb and grabbed Kenna’s hand. Scoundrel cantered ahead of them, sensing their urgency. They hurtled along the line of stables, lanterns flickering wildly as they rushed by. Finally, Scoundrel let out a shriek of greeting to Red, as Falcon and Blade peered over their stable doors at the sweaty arrivals.

Only after Skandar had bolted Scoundrel’s door did he notice how pale his sister was. Her cheeks were ghostly white, and she was wincing in pain.

Skandar rushed to Kenna, who was hunched over. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘Skar,’ she whispered, ‘something’s happening to me. Look at my veins!’

Skandar caught her shaking hand as she reached out. Bile rose in his throat. The veins in Kenna’s arm were the deep green of the earth element. Then before his eyes, they solidified into snaking vines that began to bulge out of her skin. He could feel one right on her wrist.

‘Is it a mutation?’ Kenna’s voice was a mixture of terror and excitement.

Skandar was about to answer when Kenna cried out in pain. A thorn had burst through her skin.

Shouts echoed along the wall. The fallen Nomad Tree had been discovered.

‘Argh!’ Kenna cried. More thorns were coming through from vines that now snaked all round Kenna’s right arm.

‘Come on, Kenn,’ Skandar said, his voice unsteady. He supported her weight as they hobbled back out to the forest, ignoring the shouts coming from the direction of the fallen Nomad Tree. Kenna yelped as she climbed the last ladder up to the treehouse, and the two of them practically fell through the metal door.

Skandar’s quartet were settled on beanbags. Bobby was midway through a sandwich. Mitchell was reading a book. Flo was folding a letter. Three pairs of eyes stared back at Skandar for a heartbeat. Then—

‘Help,’ he said in a small voice. He didn’t know what he wanted them to do. All he knew was that he needed them.

Bobby and Flo immediately took Kenna’s weight from Skandar and lowered her down on to the red beanbag. More thorns were bursting through her skin, but she’d stopped reacting. Her face was grey; she barely looked conscious. Mitchell was kneeling down, squinting at the vines encircling her right arm – all the way up and under the sleeve of her black T-shirt.

Skandar was still standing by the open door. This was all his fault. It took him a moment to realise Mitchell was asking a question.

‘What happened, Skandar? It looks like a mutation. How could she mutate without using magic?’

Skandar took a deep breath. ‘She rode Goshawk.’

Flo spoke first. ‘You found her like this?’

‘No. I –’ Skandar hesitated – ‘I helped her. She was sad. I didn’t know what else to do.’ At the expressions on their faces, he started to panic. ‘She had to ride Goshawk sometime!’

Bobby eyed him curiously, though for once she kept whatever opinion she had to herself.

But Mitchell exploded, gesturing wildly. ‘Flaming fireballs! Have you lost your mind? Have you got any idea what the instructors are going to do if they find out that you, a spirit wielder – yes, the spirit element is still illegal on this Island, Skandar – helped your sister, who was bonded to a wild unicorn by the Weaver to – to—’ He spluttered. ‘What exactly were you helping her to do?’

‘How could you take the risk, Skar?’ Flo asked gently, but there was something else in her voice. Anger? Hurt?

Kenna stirred on the beanbag. ‘It’s not his fault.’ Colour was returning to her cheeks. ‘I asked him to help me ride Gos.’

Mitchell’s hair flared ominously. ‘Skandar is not an amoeba. He has his very own brain, though he clearly wasn’t using it.’

Skandar ignored him, more concerned about Kenna. ‘Has it stopped hurting?’

She nodded, eyes wide. ‘It only itches a bit now. The pain was only while the mutation was actually happening.’ She suddenly looked brighter. ‘Can you believe I’ve mutated already? Is it normal for it to hurt?’

‘No,’ Skandar, Flo and Mitchell said together.

Bobby swallowed the last of her sandwich. ‘What’s a bit of pain? There’s no harm done. Look at her! She’s fine! You lot are more dramatic than a snake in a snowstorm.’

Kenna giggled, and then looked a bit sheepish. ‘I did sort of destroy a tree.’

Now she was safe, Skandar felt his anger at Kenna kick in. ‘It wasn’t just any old tree, Kenn! It was the Nomad Tree.’

‘You destroyed the Nomad Tree?’ Flo asked, stunned.

‘Toppled it,’ Skandar said, failing to make it sound like less of a disaster. He turned back to Kenna. ‘What were you thinking, summoning magic into the bond?’

But Kenna was already fast asleep on the beanbag.

Skandar went to fetch a blanket. He was careful to avoid the mutation on Kenna’s arm as he tucked it round her – thorns visible along the vines.

Bobby shrugged. ‘Well, nobody liked the Nomad Tree anyway.’

‘That’s not really the point,’ Flo said quietly.

‘It’s an earth mutation,’ Mitchell murmured. ‘But she’s not earth-allied. There’ll be more of them, won’t there?’

‘Do you think the others will hurt her too?’ Flo asked, sounding horrified.

Even Bobby looked a little worried. And Skandar knew that his three best friends were thinking exactly the same as him: Kenna was allied to all five elements. She had four mutations to go.

What if they got more painful each time? What if she was in more danger than Skandar had realised? His mind went to the dapple-grey unicorn in the Wilderness, to his half-formed plans.

Finding out if a forged bond could be broken suddenly felt a lot more urgent.



Later that evening, Skandar’s hopes that nobody had noticed Kenna’s tree-felling were shattered by the arrival of Instructor O’Sullivan.

The metal door of the treehouse crashed open – startling Kenna awake – and the water instructor stood silhouetted in the doorway, whirlpool eyes swirling dangerously between Skandar and his sister. She spoke only three furious words.

‘With. Me. Now.’

The siblings didn’t dare speak as they kept up with Instructor O’Sullivan’s swift pace. They crossed swinging bridges and climbed multiple ladders, until eventually they reached the instructor treehouses. In different circumstances, Skandar might have appreciated the platform’s flowered entrance arch and the large tree – with lanterns spiralling up its trunk – breaking through its centre. But instead he focused on four grand coloured treehouses, one nestled at each of the platform’s corner trunks, painted to match each instructor’s element. Agatha’s treehouse was a whole bridge away – there were still officially only four elements after all.

The porch of the water treehouse curled over Skandar and Kenna in a breaking wave, as they followed Instructor O’Sullivan’s billowing blue cloak inside.

Though Kenna had been living at the water instructor’s house since she’d arrived at the Eyrie, Skandar had never been inside. He was struck immediately by the glow of glass tanks built into the walls, which were filled with fish of different sizes and colours.

Instructor O’Sullivan saw him staring. ‘In my spare time I rehome injured fish,’ she snapped. ‘Everybody needs a hobby. And my fish are the least of your worries right now.’

Skandar and Instructor O’Sullivan had developed quite a close relationship during his first two years at the Eyrie, but she was often as spiky as her grey hairstyle. He found it impossible to imagine her gently nursing fish back to health.

She rounded on Kenna. ‘I have had multiple reports that you were—’ She broke off, her blue eyes raking up Kenna’s vine-covered arm. ‘You’ve mutated.’

‘Yes, but—’ Kenna started.

‘The thing is—’ Skandar said at the same time.

‘Enough!’ Instructor O’Sullivan boomed. ‘There is no use trying to deny anything. The Nomad Tree may well be beyond repair, and I’ve had ten different riders in here saying they saw you two underneath it before it fell.’

She fixed her swirling eyes on Skandar. ‘You knew Kenna wasn’t allowed to ride Goshawk’s Fury. Floundering floods, what possessed you to break the rules like this?’

‘I didn’t think anyone would s—’ Skandar started, but he was immediately cut off.

‘See? You didn’t think anyone would see the only spirit wielder in training and the girl with the wild unicorn topple one of the biggest and most ancient of the Eyrie’s trees?’

Instructor O’Sullivan turned to face a nearby fish tank and inhaled deeply. ‘If the pair of you had been a bit more subtle, it might have been possible to keep Kenna’s magic between us. But Rex Manning was in my treehouse – all the instructors were – when riders came reporting the news. I’m afraid the Commodore will have to be informed. Why would you risk this, Kenna? The Stronghold investigations were almost over!’

Skandar started to panic. ‘But riders and unicorns destroy things by accident all the time. That’s why some of the trees have armour!’

‘Those riders are not bonded to wild unicorns. Their fate is not currently hanging in the balance.’

Kenna looked like she was going to burst into tears. ‘Do you think Commodore Kazama will decide I can’t train now?’

Instructor O’Sullivan sighed. ‘I don’t think this will turn Nina against you, Kenna – even considering the strength of the magic you must have used.’

‘It was an accident!’ Skandar insisted.

Instructor O’Sullivan ignored him. ‘Commodore Kazama has been on your side since the beginning. But it’s convincing her council and the Silver Circle to allow you to train that has always been the difficulty. No doubt they’ll want to study your new mutation.’

‘Can’t we keep my mutation a secret?’ Kenna asked quietly. ‘For now?’

Instructor O’Sullivan gave her a stern look. ‘Absolutely not. It’s hard enough for the Island to trust you as it is; it will be impossible if you cover up truths about yourself.’

Kenna nodded mutely.

‘From now on I suggest that you are both on your absolute best behaviour.’

‘Yes, Instructor,’ Skandar and Kenna chimed.

Instructor O’Sullivan pierced Skandar with her swirling gaze. ‘I have fought very hard for Kenna and Goshawk’s Fury even to be allowed to sleep inside the Eyrie. Please do not let me down like this again.’

Guilt flooded Skandar. He hadn’t realised how much Instructor O’Sullivan had been helping them.

The water instructor opened the door. ‘Get some sleep, Skandar. It’s a big day for you Fledglings tomorrow.’

Skandar glanced at Kenna. He couldn’t tell if she looked paler, or whether it was just the eerie light of the fish tanks.

‘Your sister will be fine,’ Instructor O’Sullivan said firmly.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Skar.’ Kenna waved feebly, the thorny vines of her brand-new mutation catching the lamplight.
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CHAPTER THREE SOLSTICE STONES


‘Instructor O’Sullivan has a fish hospital!’ Bobby’s voice was gleeful the next morning. ‘She has an actual ambulance aquarium in her treehouse!’

Flo, Mitchell and Bobby had waited up for Skandar the night before, terrified about the consequences of the Nomad Tree incident. He’d barely got through the door before Flo had thrown her arms round him in relief. When Skandar had finished explaining everything, Mitchell had said happily, ‘Of course, rationally I knew they wouldn’t just cart you both off to prison, but I still couldn’t stop worrying!’

Bobby, on the other hand, had been much more interested in the water instructor’s hobby.

‘FISH, though?’ Bobby repeated, descending into gales of laughter for the fifth time that morning.

The quartet were astride their unicorns on the Fledgling plateau – the third level down from the Eyrie itself. The plateau encircled the grassy hillside, with the four elemental training grounds positioned at its compass points.

‘Roberta, will you please stop?’ Mitchell snapped. ‘This is the first training session of Fledgling year – probably the most important of our lives, and we went to bed ridiculously late, and I’m having a hard enough time stopping Red from spontaneously combusting without you going on about Instructor O’Sullivan!’ Red was, at that very moment, attempting to set fire to her own reins.

‘But she rescues fish, Mitchell. FISH!’

‘Enough now, Bobby,’ Flo said firmly, and Bobby quietened.

Watching the other Fledglings on the plateau, they looked almost like Hatchlings again. Romily was clinging desperately to Midnight Star’s mane as he reared on his back legs, lightning bolts erupting from his front hooves. Earth-allied Elias was yelling at Star to stop, as his own unicorn, Marauding Magnet, blasted columns of sand from his mouth. Toxic Thyme, Farooq’s unicorn, was refusing to move forward, stamping his hooves on the ground so hard it cracked. Marissa’s and Mabel’s unicorns – Demonic Nymph and Seaborne Lament – were spraying water over each other and then freezing it with blasts of cold air, so their whole bodies ended up frosted. Even Scoundrel was trying to gallop forward for take-off.

‘No, boy!’ Skandar cried, turning him in a circle. ‘We’re not flying right now!’

‘What’s got into them all?’ Flo moaned, as the ground beneath Blade’s feet quaked, and smoke billowed around the silver unicorn’s wings.

‘We’re fine,’ Bobby said, shrugging, as Falcon stepped calmly away from Red’s igniting tail.

A white unicorn passed overhead, circled and started to descend. The Fledgling unicorns all looked up, wary of the unfamiliar unicorn soaring towards them.

‘Who’s that?’ asked Gabriel, who’d managed to line up Queen’s Price on Scoundrel’s left.

Sarika paused in plaiting her long black hair under her helmet, looking up. ‘He’s so beautiful. Does anyone know which unicorn that is?’ Her own unicorn, Equator’s Conundrum, snorted sparks jealously.

But Skandar was smiling. Because he’d met this white unicorn once before in a communal garden in Margate.

‘That’s Arctic Swansong,’ Skandar murmured.

And a fully grown spirit wielder landed on the Fledgling plateau for the first time in almost two decades.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Agatha Everhart said breezily. ‘I had to collect someone.’ A chuckle burst from her smiling mouth as she gestured down at Swan’s snowy neck.

‘Not sure I’ve ever seen Agatha smile before,’ Bobby observed. ‘It’s unnerving.’

‘She’s happier than… a woodworm in a wardrobe?’ Flo said, and Bobby clapped.

Mitchell shook his head. ‘Oh, not you as well.’

‘I’ve been giving her lessons on Mainland sayings,’ Bobby said proudly.

Skandar was too distracted to point out that Bobby’s sayings were certainly not from the Mainland. Instead, he was watching Rex Manning greet Agatha. As Swan settled beside Silver Sorceress, Skandar tried to squash his worries. Rex had freed Arctic Swansong, despite his own mother having died as a direct result of the Weaver – a spirit wielder – murdering her unicorn. He’d been kind to Kenna throughout her questioning at the Stronghold. Skandar had to trust that Rex was different from his prejudiced – and now incarcerated – father. As the Weaver’s son, Skandar knew he of all people should understand that a child was not responsible for their parent’s mistakes.

Instructor O’Sullivan blew her whistle, though it made absolutely no difference to the roaring, shrieking and elemental magic coming from the Fledgling unicorns, who’d now recovered from the shock of Arctic Swansong’s arrival.

‘You may have noticed,’ Instructor O’Sullivan shouted, ‘that over the summer break, your unicorns have become less obedient than you have come to expect.’

‘That’s an understatement,’ Mitchell muttered, as all four of Red’s hooves burst into flame beneath him.

‘When unicorns reach Fledgling age, it’s common for them to rebel. They know you well enough to understand how to test you. They are clever enough to know their own strength and power. To put it frankly, they are wise enough to have worked out that they don’t have to do exactly as you tell them.’

‘But what about the bond?’ Farooq called out. ‘Surely Toxic Thyme will have to do as I say eventually? We share feelings!’ The earth wielder sounded panicked, as he fidgeted with the long sprigs of fragrant thyme that snaked through his ponytail.

Instructor O’Sullivan shook her head. ‘You cannot rely only on the bond between your hearts any longer. You must work on your non-magical relationship. You must build up the trust between you: show your unicorn why they should do as you say, why they should fight with you. Show them what your future together will look like. And this next step in your rider training is exactly why the Eyrie requires all Fledglings to undertake the Chaos Trials. Instructor Webb?’

This was the moment the Fledglings had been waiting for.

‘My heartfelt congratulations to you all for reaching your third year of training at the Eyrie.’ Instructor Webb looked pleased to have the undivided attention of the crowd for once.

‘Get on with it,’ Bobby muttered. Falcon flapped her grey wings in agreement.

Instructor Webb gave them a stony look from Moonlight Dust’s back. ‘Fledgling year is the most brutal of them all. For the first time, you will be tested during each elemental season, completing a trial in all four elemental zones. These challenges will force you to rely on your relationship with your unicorn by putting you in different – and often dangerous – situations.’

‘Dangerous?’ Flo squeaked.

Four seasons. Four zones. Skandar felt a pang of disappointment. The Chaos Trials would still be operating on the basis that there were four elements, not five.

Instructor Webb continued, voice gravelly. ‘Throughout the trials you must draw on the elemental magic you have learned so far, quickly adapt to new environments, and rely on your instincts, courage and skill. If you pass, your rider-unicorn bond – both magical and emotional – will be stronger, preparing you for the last two years at the Eyrie and the ultimate goal of qualifying for the Chaos Cup.’

Celestial Seabird snorted and Instructor O’Sullivan took over. ‘To advance from third-year Fledgling to fourth-year Rookie, a rider must collect four solstice stones throughout the trials – an earth, fire, water and air stone.’

At her words each instructor – except Agatha, who grimaced awkwardly – opened their left hand. There was a collective gasp from the Fledglings. On each palm shone a stone that matched the colour of the instructor’s allied element. They were like large gemstones: oblong in shape, with sharp edges and smooth facets that flashed in the morning sun. Mitchell had mentioned something about the trials involving stones, but Skandar had never thought they’d be so beautiful. When Instructor O’Sullivan moved forward, he saw that the glassy blue gem was etched all over with the droplet symbol of the water element.

‘Three things to know about solstice stones.’ Instructor Manning spoke up for the first time, sounding nervous. ‘First, they are sacred objects – symbols of the elements as the source of the Island’s power. Between each trial the stones you’ve collected will be locked away safely in the Silver Stronghold.’

How come the Silver Circle gets to have them? Skandar thought.

‘Secondly, you may be wondering why we’re allowing your rebellious unicorns anywhere near these stones, given that they are precious artefacts.’ Electricity sparked playfully around Rex’s mutated cheeks.

There was some whispering down the line. It was Marissa, Aisha and Ivan, who’d been in a quartet with Albert – the fire wielder who’d been declared a nomad partway through Hatchling year.

Aisha sighed, stroking Dagger’s Emerald. ‘Isn’t Instructor Manning just the nicest?’

‘I wonder if he’s got a boyfriend,’ Ivan whispered, electricity sparking round his irises.

‘Or girlfriend,’ Marissa said wistfully, adjusting her blue-framed glasses.

Niamh shushed them from Snow Swimmer. The water wielder had one ice spike through each ear, like very cool piercings – she wasn’t someone to mess with.

The new air instructor was still speaking. ‘Luckily, solstice stones are indestructible. They’ve been here on the Island for as long as the unicorns; legend has it that the First Rider’s great-granddaughter invented the Chaos Trials and first used the stones in third-year training. The Eyrie has continued her tradition. And lastly –’ there was a loud clinking sound – ‘they’re magnetic!’ Rex had attached the yellow stone to his armoured chest. ‘Once you’ve secured a stone, you must wear it visibly until that particular trial is over.’

‘Rex is making it sound like we’ll be fighting over the stones,’ Flo said worriedly on Skandar’s right. ‘Won’t there be enough for everyone?’

‘From what I’ve read, I highly doubt it.’ Mitchell looked a bit green, though Red had just burped – noisily – in the direction of his face.

Instructor Anderson summed up. ‘After the trials are over, those of you who have secured stones in all four elements will advance to Rookie year. For those without a complete set, you must wait at the Eyrie’s entrance to see if one of your fellow riders – some of whom may have secured spare stones – will decide to save you, by handing over the ones you are missing. If your collection is complete, you can re-enter the Eyrie. Anything less, and you’ll be declared a nomad.’

‘I’m going to get so many spares,’ Bobby murmured to herself. ‘Imagine the power!’

‘If people can get spares, that means we will be fighting over stones,’ Flo said anxiously.

Mitchell looked slightly more confident. ‘I think it’ll be mostly about tactics.’

Skandar was horrified by the idea of reaching the Eyrie’s entrance and not being allowed to re-enter. Especially when the future of the spirit element depended on him reaching his fifth year of training.

Then Instructor Webb made them all feel a lot worse. ‘Fledgling year sees the biggest cull of riders. It is during the Chaos Trials that true riders are born. Quartets will shatter, friendships will fracture, chivalry will give way to ambition. Many of you will fail. But for those who succeed, what will be the cost of collecting every elemental stone? And is a place at the Eyrie worth the price?’

Instructor O’Sullivan rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, thank you, Instructor Webb, for that encouraging description.’

He inclined his mossy head graciously, oblivious to her sarcasm. ‘The Chaos Trials follow the elemental seasons. The final challenge will be the Air Trial, to which your families will be invited.’

Skandar felt a warm glow of excitement. Maybe Dad and Kenna could watch him together?

Instructor O’Sullivan waited for the whispering to subside. ‘Therefore, the first trial will be the Earth Trial in mid-September.’

‘That’s only two weeks away!’ Zac cried from Yesterday’s Ghost.

Instructor O’Sullivan ignored him. ‘Until then, training will take place in quartets. You’ll be practising sky battles in groups. You’ll need allies out in the zones, and these initial sessions will teach you how to co-operate. The instructors will mostly just observe today to assess your standard. Be wary – your unicorns may well rebel against your commands. And if you no longer have a full quartet, please come to see the instructors now.’

By unhappy coincidence, Skandar’s quartet were drawn against the Threat Quartet.

‘Look at Alastair’s face,’ Flo said when the battles were announced. ‘He looks like he wants to kill us.’

‘Half his face being rock doesn’t exactly help him look friendly,’ Skandar agreed, as Red sidled up close to Scoundrel.

‘Here’s what we do,’ Bobby said breezily. ‘Skandar and Flo target Meiyi and Amber. Mitchell can attack Alastair and Kobi with me.’

‘It’s a good plan,’ Mitchell conceded. ‘If we stick to that, we’re using our best elements against their worst.’

But as Skandar watched the first two quartets battling, he began to lose hope in their plan. Riders were attempting to engage each other in sky battles, but their unicorns were intent on doing their own thing. Instead of battling, Old Starlight and Queen’s Price were shooting lightning bolts towards the air pavilion – determined to explode it – leaving Mariam and Gabriel powerless. Savage Salamander had swerved away from Sarika and Equator’s Conundrum, not as a tactical move by his rider, Walker, but because Salamander had spotted a juicy-looking bird. The instructors called out occasional pieces of advice from the sidelines, but Skandar wasn’t convinced the riders could hear them. Eventually, they called time – without either quartet being the clear winner.

Next, the whistle sounded for the Threat Quartet to face Skandar’s. The eight Fledgling unicorns thundered forward and snapped out their wings to take off, heading right for each other. Their roars vibrated through the air, making Skandar’s ribs rattle under his chainmail. And, as he’d predicted, the plan the riders had come up with went up in battle smoke.

Ice Prince, Rose-Briar’s Darling and Dusk Seeker headed straight for Silver Blade, preparing to neutralise the powerful silver unicorn first. Amber and Whirlwind Thief had already veered left towards Bobby and Falcon, and looked surprised that Kobi, Alastair and Meiyi were targeting Flo. Clearly, Amber hadn’t been in on the strategy.

Blade reared in the air, bellowing at his attackers. Flo had gone into full defensive mode, her silver armour flashing as she lifted her palm to create shield after shield: ice to block a volley of fire arrows from Meiyi, sand to cushion a barrage of rocks from Alastair, fire to melt Kobi’s frozen scythe as he swung it towards her chest. She was holding them off well, but with three opponents, she was never going to get time to fight back and escape.

Skandar looked around for Mitchell and Bobby, but Bobby was already battling Amber over the air pavilion, and Mitchell, well… Red had clearly decided she’d rather still be in bed and was flying purposefully back up towards the Eyrie’s forest. Scoundrel was luckily still responding to Skandar’s commands, so they left the rest of the quartet behind and swooped closer to Blade, unnoticed.

Skandar summoned the spirit element into the bond, his palm turning white. Immediately the colourful cords between the hearts of the riders and unicorns below shone green, red and blue. Only spirit wielders could see and manipulate bonds, and Skandar fully intended to use that to his advantage.

He let the magic build into a glowing mass between his hands, before letting three separate tendrils of spirit magic fly from his palm. The spiralling power snaked towards the hearts of the enemy riders and entered their bonds, extinguishing the elemental glow in their hands. Skandar had been training in the spirit element all summer, despite the other Fledglings taking a break. And when Agatha cheered from the ground, he knew it had paid off.

Flo looked up at Skandar and time stood still for a moment. He shrugged, she grinned, and then – with calm determination – she showed absolutely no mercy. She threw out a tornado so strong that it spiralled larger and larger as it loomed towards her attackers. Then she switched to firing sandy arrows into the spiral of air so it grew even bigger, picking up the elemental debris.

Snow-coloured Ice Prince abandoned the attack on Blade and hurtled to the ground, refusing Kobi’s attempts to fly him back towards the silver unicorn. Then Blade roared practically an entire waterfall from his mouth and knocked Rose-Briar’s Darling back like a bowling pin. Had Flo lost control? Skandar caught sight of her terrified face before Meiyi and Briar were spiralling towards him.

Summoning the air element, Skandar quickly moulded a trident with lightning sparking between its prongs. He prepared to throw it at Meiyi’s armoured chest. But Scoundrel had other ideas.

The black unicorn flew up over Briar’s horned head, taking Skandar out of range, and then dive-bombed the ground instead.

‘Scouuuundrelll!’ Skandar cried. ‘What are you doing?!’ But as the ground rushed up to meet them, Scoundrel arched his neck upwards and they rocketed back into the sky. Skandar attempted to turn him back towards Briar, pouring his desire to finish the battle into the bond between them, but all he could feel from Scoundrel was a kind of nervous excitement. The black unicorn liked being a rebel right now.

Meanwhile, Bobby and Amber had forced each other to the ground, still battling near the yellow pavilion. They seemed extremely well matched – until Bobby drew back her arm to throw a flaming javelin and Falcon chose that exact moment to rear up on her hind legs. Bobby was catapulted out of her Henning-Dove saddle, javelin extinguishing as she hit the ground with a thud of armour. A hush went over the training ground. Falcon had never thrown Bobby off before.

Scoundrel finally allowed Skandar to return to the central battle. Only Alastair and Dusk Seeker remained fighting Flo and Blade, but the boy was clearly panicking – teeth set in a grimace of concentration as he threw his trusty diamond axe at Flo’s chest. Mitchell – having convinced Red to turn back from the Eyrie – pointed towards Seeker and then—

KABOOM!

Glittering diamond pieces rained past Skandar.

Flo had exploded the axe in mid-air.

A whistle sounded for the end of the battle.

‘Well, wasn’t that fun?’ Mitchell said sarcastically, as Red landed. ‘They weren’t joking about the unicorns rebelling.’

‘I feel like a Hatchling again,’ Skandar grumbled. How was he supposed to get through the Chaos Trials if Scoundrel wouldn’t even fly in the right direction?

‘I’m not sure Hatchling Flo could have exploded that axe,’ Mitchell observed. ‘Diamond is the hardest substance in the world. How did she do that?’

‘She’s a silver,’ Skandar murmured, worrying what this rebellious year would look like for Flo. There were so many horror stories about silvers accidentally killing their own riders in battle – it was the reason so few had ever qualified for the Chaos Cup.

‘Is everyone okay?’ Flo asked, joining them. Blade’s eyes were still smoking.

Bobby trudged dejectedly behind. Falcon looked sheepish and Skandar couldn’t help feeling a little pleased that Bobby’s perfect unicorn wasn’t immune to the Fledgling rebellion.

‘Bobby?’ Flo prompted. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Don’t want to talk about it,’ Bobby grunted, her hair frazzled by Amber’s electrical attacks.

‘Suddenly feels a little unsafe being a unicorn rider, doesn’t it?’ Mitchell said.

Flo actually laughed. ‘What do you mean suddenly feels unsafe? And why are you all looking so gloomy? We won the quartet battle, didn’t we? I thought you all loved winning?’

‘Technically we did win, yes,’ Mitchell conceded.

‘Our unicorns were definitely rebelling less than the Threat Quartet’s,’ Bobby said.

Skandar listened to his quartet finding the positives, seeing their way through the chaos ahead, and felt a burst of hope. They had worked together against terrible odds ever since they’d arrived. And their unicorns had been through it all with them. Their bonds were strong, even if the unicorns were testing them now. In the year to come, surely those foundations were going to matter more than anything?
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SEPTEMBER MENU:
S4LLY’S SUCCULENT SANDWICHES

Water zone tuna with anchovy mayo

@ Earth zone mixed-vegetable deluxe

@ Fire zone spicy chicken and bacon

@ Air zone wasabi and zingy prawn

Candwich of the wouth:
The Emergency Sandwich by Bobby Bruna

ALL SERVED ON FRESH BROWN OR WHITE AIR ZONE BREAD

WITH OR WITHOUT SUNFLOWER SEEDS.
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