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PROLOGUE

Two unicorns crossed a battle-scarred plain on a moonless night.

The first unicorn galloped across the Wilderness, urged on by a masked rider. The second unicorn walked in time with its rider’s rotting heart. It was a slow beat, a steady beat, the rhythm of a heart accustomed to chaos.

The masked rider reached the meeting point first, the flames in his eyes the only light in the endless darkness. He watched the Weaver approach; the thump, thump of her unicorn’s decaying hooves beat on the dust like a funeral drum.

The rider’s eyes flickered with fear as the Weaver’s immortal creature circled him. He was always afraid of her. And it made him feel alive.

The Weaver sensed that she instilled terror in him. She would always be feared. And it made her feel nothing.

‘It is time to begin.’

The Weaver’s voice wasn’t quite human, the words decomposing like her unicorn’s wings.

The flaming-eyed spy inclined his head and rode back towards Fourpoint.

The Weaver watched him go, a choked breath of wind catching her black shroud. She did not think about the defeat she had suffered, or the son who had betrayed her. She thought only of the future.

For if she couldn’t win the game – she was going to change it.
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KENNA THE KNOCK AT THE DOOR


On the eve of the summer solstice, Kenna Smith sat on the beach and watched the sun sink into the sea. As the lights of Margate sparkled to life behind her, she took Skandar’s letter out of her pocket, stared at the envelope and then put it away again – unopened. She’d had it for three days. She wanted to read it. She really did. She missed her brother so much that sometimes when she was half asleep, she’d take a breath to whisper to him in the dark. Something silly. Something scared. Something secret. And then she’d remember that his bed was empty. That it had been empty for almost a year. Instead, he slept in a treehouse on the Island, and in the daytime he learned elemental magic with his very own unicorn.

That was the problem with the letters. They reminded Kenna that she was never going to have a unicorn. Two years ago, she’d failed the Hatchery exam that determined whether she was destined to become a rider. That meant she was never going to bond with a unicorn, and she was never going to live on the Island. And ever since Kenna had visited Skandar a few weeks ago and met his unicorn, Scoundrel’s Luck, she was finding it much harder to read her brother’s letters.

She couldn’t stop thinking about the way Skandar and Scoundrel had mirrored each other’s movements like they were carved from the same soul. The way the muscles in the black unicorn’s neck had rippled, sparks flying off his wings like flecks of stardust. The fierce love in Skandar’s eyes when he’d looked at Scoundrel. A bond that went deeper than brother and sister. A bond that could make magic.

Kenna brushed sand off her feet and put her school shoes back on. Her friends had been here earlier – her new ones who didn’t care about unicorns. When she’d returned from watching Skandar’s Training Trial, she’d become so fed up with everyone asking about the Island that she’d venomously announced that it was a worse version of the Mainland and that unicorns were just scary horses with ugly wings. Most people hadn’t liked hearing that, but the anti-unicorn crowd had treated her like their queen.

At break they’d huddled around Kenna and laughed as she told them how the riders were forced to dress in battered old jackets and live up trees. And Kenna had felt a glimmer of hope that she might belong here on the Mainland, after all. That she could do this. She’d even refused to watch the Chaos Cup this year with her dad. She’d pretended not to see the hurt on his face when she’d left him by the TV to watch the world-famous unicorn race on his own. Kenna had stopped herself thinking about how disappointed her mum would have been in her, and instead she’d wandered the deserted town centre with her new friends.

That day Kenna had missed Nina Kazama becoming Commodore of Chaos – the first Mainlander in history to win the Chaos Cup. She’d acted like she wasn’t bothered. But when she’d shut herself away in her bedroom, she’d watched hundreds of clips of Nina and her unicorn, Lightning’s Mistake, passing under the finishing arch. And she’d realised she didn’t really belong with her new friends; that she was only pretending.

Arriving home, Kenna punched in the code for the main door of Sunset Heights and thought about the treehouses she’d glimpsed on the Island. She couldn’t help wishing that she lived with Skandar and his friends in the Eyrie and that she had a unicorn like Scoundrel’s Luck in the stables below. The truth of it, even after two whole years, was that Kenna still wanted a unicorn more than anything else in the world.

‘Kenna?’

‘Hi, Dad,’ she called as she let herself into Flat 207.

He was already dressed for his night shift at the petrol station. She was relieved – some days she had to talk him into going to work, and some days there was no persuading him. But today was an easier day – the kind Kenna reported to Skandar in her letters, not one of the tougher ones she kept to herself.

They stepped round each other in the hallway – a familiar dance. She snagged her jacket on the hook behind his head, as he dropped his keys into the front pocket of his shirt.

‘Did you check the post?’ Dad asked.

What he was really asking was whether there’d been a letter from Skandar.

‘Yeah, I checked it. Nothing,’ Kenna lied.

‘Ah well. Won’t be long, I expect.’ Dad kissed her on the top of the head. ‘Night, sweetheart. See you in the morning.’

Skandar’s letter burned in her pocket as she retreated to her bedroom. Kenna knew she should have shared it with Dad, but she couldn’t face it – not tonight. It was the eve of the summer solstice. Thirteen-year-olds across the country had taken their Hatchery exams today, all hoping to hear five knocks on the door at midnight – to be summoned to become unicorn riders. Kenna was sure that if she’d told Dad about the letter all he would want to do was talk about Skandar being called to the Island this time last year.

In fact, all Dad ever wanted to talk about was Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck. It made Kenna feel like anything she did – getting a high mark in a Maths test, making a new friend, crying herself to sleep – wasn’t even worth mentioning. Though she had to admit she loved seeing Dad happy – for most of her childhood he’d barely smiled. So Kenna was trapped between her own feelings and his.

But she was keeping something else from Dad besides her unhappiness. Kenna was convinced that there had been more to Skandar’s unusual journey to the Island than he was letting on. She’d combed through every book in the library, every website, every forum for evidence that some children were so talented they weren’t required to take the Hatchery exam.

There was nothing. Every child who turned thirteen before the summer solstice was required to take the Hatchery exam. It was in the Treaty. It was the law. Though, apparently, that hadn’t applied to Skandar. Kenna was ashamed of the unkind thoughts that filled her head. How she had always been stronger, faster, cleverer. She’d helped raise Skandar; she would have known if he was exceptional. And – although she loved him very much – he wasn’t. He’d always needed her. And that had to mean Skandar was hiding something.

It was late now. Kenna wriggled under her duvet, placing Skandar’s letter carefully on her bedside table. She’d read it tomorrow. Maybe. She stared up at the ceiling, willing herself not to wait for midnight. It would be the third midnight she’d been left without a knock on the door and a call to the Island. She tried not to imagine her own unicorn, the way she had on the summer solstice her whole life: its colour, its wings, its elemental allegiance.

Knock. Knock.

Kenna sat bolt upright. Had Dad forgotten his keys? But, no, she’d seen him drop them in his pocket.

Knock. Knock.

She wasn’t dreaming. She was definitely awake.

Kenna tiptoed to the front door and hesitated. She’d answer the door if there was another knock. Otherwise she’d be sensible. She’d go back to bed.

KNOCK.

Heart pounding, Kenna threw open the door of Flat 207 and found herself facing a pale man dressed all in black. The man’s green eyes flicked to the left and right of her, and then settled unnervingly on her face. His cheekbones looked dangerously sharp in the corridor light; a strange flash of silver came from his tongue as he opened his mouth to speak.

‘Dorian Manning.’ He held out a thin hand.

Kenna didn’t take it.

‘President of the Hatchery and head of the Silver Circle.’ He cleared his throat importantly and scrunched up his nose like he expected her to say something – it made him look like a sewer rat.

‘Okay…’ Kenna’s heart beat wildly at his mention of the Hatchery, but she managed to keep her voice level as she tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear. ‘And what are you doing here?’

‘I’ve come to make you a deal,’ he said pompously.

Kenna started to shut the door. This man was clearly some kind of unicorn eccentric. It was just a coincidence that he’d knocked in the first minutes of the summer solstice. The disappointment settled on top of all the others Kenna had suffered, and it hardened her heart a fraction more.

But the door wouldn’t close. Dorian Manning had blocked it with the toe of his shiny black boot.

‘Aren’t you interested in finding your destined unicorn, Kenna Smith?’
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CHAPTER ONE A BLOODY PICNIC


Skandar Smith watched his black unicorn, Scoundrel’s Luck, lick blood off his teeth. It was a beautiful day for a picnic. The August sky was bluer than water magic and the sun’s warmth kept the chill of autumn firmly in the future.

‘Where have all the sandwiches gone?’ Mitchell Henderson asked, his brown glasses halfway down his nose. He shuffled on his knees, searching methodically through a wicker basket.

‘I ate them – obviously,’ Bobby Bruna said, not bothering to open her eyes.

‘They were supposed to be for everyone!’ Mitchell cried. ‘I specifically divided them equally between us…’

Bobby propped herself up on her elbow. ‘I thought this was a picnic. Isn’t eating sandwiches exactly what you’re supposed to do?’

‘Here you go, Mitchell.’ Flo Shekoni crawled across the blanket they were sitting on. ‘You can have one of mine – I already took them out of the bag.’ Arguments were Flo’s least favourite thing, so it was unsurprising that she was willing to trade a sandwich to keep the peace.

‘Did Bobby make this one?’ Mitchell nibbled suspiciously on the edge of the triangle Flo had given him.

Flo laughed. ‘I don’t know, but I’m not having it back now! Give it to Red if you don’t want it.’

Skandar lay against Scoundrel’s flank, the feathery tip of the unicorn’s folded wing tickling his neck. It was the most relaxed Skandar had felt since he’d arrived on the Island over a year ago. And he was happy; how couldn’t he be? Skandar finally belonged. He was bonded to a unicorn. He had friends – Bobby, Flo and Mitchell – who wanted to go on picnics with him. The four of them made a quartet, which meant they shared a treehouse in the rider training school known as the Eyrie. They had all made it through the Training Trial at the end of their first year as Hatchlings and were about to start their classes as Nestlings.

Skandar’s heart beat faster as he remembered the day of the Training Trial, and Scoundrel rumbled deeply, trying to reassure him. After barely making it through the race, Skandar and his friends had come face to face with a deadly enemy – the Weaver – and fought to stop her wild unicorn army attacking the Mainland.

Skandar had tried not to think about the Weaver since – or the horrifying discovery that she was his mum. He tried not to relive her riding towards him and Scoundrel on her wild rotting unicorn. He also tried not to think about how he hadn’t told his older sister, Kenna, that their mum was alive. He rummaged in his pocket to check for the letter she’d sent just before the summer solstice. He didn’t take it out. He just ran his thumb along its edge – as though that could bring her closer to him, could make him feel better about what he was hiding from her.

‘Can you believe training starts again in a few weeks?’ Flo said nervously as she watched her unicorn, Silver Blade, drinking from the river a few metres ahead of them.

‘I wish we could start tomorrow,’ Bobby said. The feathers of her mutation fluttered along her arms with excitement.

‘You just want to start battering people with elemental weapons,’ Mitchell groaned.

Bobby grinned dangerously. ‘Of course I do. It’s jousting! As Mainlanders say, I’m going to have more fun than a flea at a funfair.’

Skandar chuckled at Bobby’s made-up expression. She winked at him.

‘I’d rather stay here.’ Mitchell lay back and closed his eyes. ‘It’s simpler.’

Skandar certainly agreed with that. When he’d first arrived on the Island, Skandar had believed there were only four elements: fire, water, earth and air. But after Scoundrel had hatched, it had become clear that they were allied to an illegal fifth element – the spirit element – just like the Weaver. With a lot of help from his quartet, Skandar had managed to pretend he was a water wielder for most of his first year. The truth had come out eventually, though, and now that everyone – other than Kenna and Dad – knew he was allied to the so-called death element, whispers followed him along every swinging bridge and up every ladder. It was going to be a long time before the Eyrie trusted a spirit wielder.

‘We get saddles before we start training,’ Flo pointed out.

Skandar sighed. ‘You get saddles. I’m not sure any saddler is going to choose me.’

‘You keep saying that.’ Flo frowned. ‘But Jamie was okay with you being a spirit wielder. If your blacksmith is fine with it, why wouldn’t a saddler be?’

‘Jamie knows me. It’s different.’

‘And he’s nice,’ Mitchell added. ‘He said my hair was cool.’ The flaming strands of his hair burned brighter, as though showing off the mutation.

‘Talking of the Saddle Ceremony.’ Bobby was fully upright now. ‘I heard a rumour that Shekoni Saddles doesn’t choose a rider every year. They’re so famous that they only ever present saddles to riders they’re certain will make it to the Chaos Cup.’ Bobby had gone misty-eyed with longing. ‘Flo, you are literally a Shekoni. Surely you know something?’

Flo shook her head, the silver in her black Afro catching the sunlight. ‘Dad won’t tell me anything. He said it wouldn’t be fair, and I think he’s right.’

‘Fair, shmair. You’re such an earth wielder,’ Bobby grumbled, as she got up to brush mud off Falcon’s grey leg. The unicorn peered down at her rider to ensure she removed it all. ‘What’s the point of having a saddler’s daughter as a friend if she won’t spill any secrets?’

It wasn’t just Bobby who’d been badgering Flo for saddler information over the past few weeks. And because Flo didn’t like disappointing her fellow riders, she’d taken to hiding in the treehouse to avoid them. Skandar couldn’t blame the Nestlings for their interest. Securing a good saddler was key to a rider’s success, so everyone was keen to know whether Shekoni Saddles would be at the ceremony. Olu Shekoni was the best saddler on the Island, but he was also saddler to the new Commodore of Chaos, Nina Kazama. Skandar still couldn’t believe a Mainlander like him had won the Chaos Cup or that she was Commodore now – the most important person on the whole Island.

Scoundrel stood up – knocking Skandar playfully with his wing – and went with Falcon to join Red and Blade by the river. They began to play a game that looked like which unicorn can kill the most fish. Skandar wasn’t even sure unicorns ate fish, but Scoundrel and Red were having great fun snapping them out of the water with their sharp teeth. Scoundrel even managed to skewer one on the end of his black horn. After a few rounds, however, Falcon sneakily froze a section of the river with an elemental blast, and Red and Scoundrel both bashed their jaws on the hard ice. Blade snorted imperiously, seemingly disapproving of their foolishness, and watched the fish swimming safely beneath the glassy surface with stormy eyes.

Skandar was glad they’d chosen the water zone for the picnic. Although they had flown less than thirty-minutes from the Eyrie, the terrain was completely different. Rivers and their tributaries ran like blue veins across the flat plane, lush grass growing along their bends. On their way they’d flown over bowing willows where the zone’s residents built their treehouses, and spotted the occasional fishing boat creaking under aerial bridges criss-crossing the canals below.

In the centre of the zone Mitchell had pointed out the famous floating market, where traders from all over the Island set up stalls on the water. Some customers balanced on wooden lily pads to inspect their goods, while others rowed their purchases downstream. Near river bends, water overspilled into lakes where Islanders could swim in the clear water and thirsty animals could stop to drink – when they weren’t being snacked on by hungry unicorns. The zone even had a different kind of smell—

Skandar gagged.

‘Did you eat one of Bobby’s sandwiches?’ Mitchell asked sympathetically. ‘I told her nobody likes jam, cheese and Marmite as a filling, but she never listens to anyone, let alone—’

‘Can you smell that?’ Skandar asked urgently.

The unicorns started shrieking loudly down by the water. Scoundrel skittered backwards up the bank, flapping his black wings in alarm. Scoundrel’s fear spiralled with Skandar’s own along their bond. Not here, he thought. Surely not here.

Flo grasped his arm. ‘Skar, what’s wrong?’

There was a gust of wind. Flo’s eyes widened in horror and then Skandar knew he wasn’t imagining the danger. She could smell it too: the rancid smell of decomposing skin, of festering wounds, of death. And there was only one creature it could belong to.

‘We need to get out of here. If the smell is that strong, it must be close!’ Skandar jogged towards Scoundrel, intending to fly him away before danger arrived.

On the riverbank, the unicorn’s neck was wet with sweat. He was shrieking down at something in the water, his eyes rolling from black to red to black again. Skandar looked down too. The others moved to stand beside him.

Blood roared in Skandar’s ears. Distantly, he heard Flo’s scream, Mitchell’s curse, Bobby’s gasp.

There was a wild unicorn in the water.

And it was dead.

Skandar’s mind jammed. It couldn’t possibly be real.

‘I don’t understand,’ Mitchell croaked. It wasn’t something he’d usually admit to.

The wild unicorn’s immortal blood swirled and churned in the flowing water. The smooth rocks and nearby reeds were coated in it, flies already buzzing around a great wound in the unicorn’s chest. Skandar thought the body must have been washed downstream by the current before coming, finally, to rest in this bend of the river.

‘Is it definitely dead?’ Flo whispered.

Mitchell crossed his arms. ‘Well, I’m not going to check.’

Skandar and Bobby jumped off the low bank and waded into the water. The smell of decay was so overpowering that tears sprang to Skandar’s eyes. Scoundrel squeaked worriedly above him, sounding as young as when he’d just hatched. Skandar tried to send reassurance to Scoundrel through their bond, even though every nerve in his body was on high alert: ready to sprint up the bank at any sign of movement from the wild unicorn. Bobby’s mouth was a sharp line of determination as she kneeled close to the chestnut unicorn’s transparent horn.

She shook her head and Skandar bent down next to her, his trousers now soaked with bloody water. One of the wild unicorn’s red eyes was visible on the side of its head, unseeing. Skandar stretched out a hand and gently closed the wrinkled eyelid. Something about the thick eyelashes – so like his own unicorn’s – made Skandar impossibly sad. A rumble of approval came from Scoundrel on the bank.

‘I think this is a young one,’ Bobby murmured. ‘It’s not as gross as some of the other wild unicorns we saw in the Wilderness.’

‘Skandar!’ Mitchell’s voice rang out over the gentle lapping of the river. ‘We have to get you out of here! Spirit wielder? Wild unicorn? You can’t be seen anywhere near this.’

Skandar blinked up at him and Red on the bank. ‘Spirit wielders can’t kill wild unicorns.’

‘Nothing can kill wild unicorns. They’re supposed to be immortal and invincible. And yet here we are.’ Mitchell ran an agitated hand through his flaming hair.

‘Come on, Skar. Let’s go.’ Flo was already scrambling on to Blade’s silver back. ‘I can think of a few people who’d love to blame this on you.’

Dorian Manning’s face flashed into Skandar’s mind. At the end of last year, the head of the Silver Circle had been completely against a spirit wielder returning to the Eyrie.

Once Skandar was safely astride Scoundrel, he took one last look at the wild unicorn’s body in the river below, fear creeping up his spine. Wild unicorns didn’t die. They were supposed to live for ever; they were supposed to be indestructible. But if they could be killed – if there was some way… What dark power had taken the life of an immortal that was supposed to live – and die – for ever?

Mum? Skandar tried to fight the most obvious answer. The idea that she had already regained enough strength to kill an immortal creature was truly horrifying. He wanted to believe she wasn’t responsible, that it would take someone more powerful, more evil, to commit this impossible murder.

But Skandar couldn’t think of anyone worse than the Weaver.
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CHAPTER TWO TRUESONG TROUBLE


Within days, the Eyrie was abuzz with the mystery of the wild unicorn’s death. The body had been found by a patrolling sentinel mere hours after Skandar’s quartet had left the water zone. The instructors had encouraged the young riders not to jump to conclusions about who might be responsible and to wait for the results of Commodore Kazama’s investigations. But rumours about the Weaver were rife, especially as – except for the new Hatchlings – all riders were still on their summer break from training. They had nothing to distract them from the wild unicorn or the Weaver, and Skandar noticed the whispers around him getting louder too.

Everyone knew Skandar had faced the Weaver at the end of his Hatchling year, though most weren’t aware of the details. But since the wild unicorn murder, he had overheard conversations in the dining treehouse – the Trough – about whether Skandar might know anything and whether being allied to the spirit element meant he knew what the Weaver was up to. Being the only spirit wielder in the Eyrie was always going to be difficult, but Skandar hadn’t counted on an unexplained wild unicorn death. And it didn’t seem to matter at all that the spirit element could only kill bonded unicorns, not wild ones.

‘Ignore them,’ Flo had urged Skandar a few days after they’d found the dead unicorn. ‘They’ll forget about it soon enough.’

‘I wouldn’t count on that,’ Mitchell said.

Flo gave him an exasperated look.

‘What?’ Mitchell pushed his glasses back up his nose. ‘You have to admit it’s intriguing! How do you kill an unkillable monster?’

‘It’s not intriguing; it’s horrible! And it’s against Island law for riders to hunt wild unicorns – they’re as much a part of the Island as riders are. They’ve been here longer! Even though they’re not – well – not very nice.’

Bobby snorted. ‘Only you would describe a wild unicorn as “not very nice”, Flo.’ She turned to Skandar, tipping back in her chair precariously. ‘Why is your mum always so dramatic with doing things nobody has done before?’ Bobby counted on her fingers: ‘Stealing the most powerful unicorn from the Chaos Cup, building a wild unicorn army, now killing a—’

Mitchell grabbed Bobby’s chair and pushed it forward so the legs were safely back on solid platform. ‘We don’t have any proof the Weaver is behind this. Not yet anyway.’

‘Who else would it be?’ Skandar said miserably.

The four friends sat in silence for a moment. Then Flo started talking about how worried she was about her first Silver Circle meeting. Her unicorn, Blade, didn’t just look impressive – with his coat that shone like molten silver – he was impressive. Silvers were special on the Island; they were the rarest and most naturally powerful unicorns, and with that came great responsibility… and danger. Now Flo had made it through the Training Trial and into Nestling year, Blade was getting even stronger, and it was time for her to start going to meetings with the other silver riders – the Silver Circle – to learn their history and, most importantly, to develop techniques to control her unicorn’s magic.

‘I just don’t want to let them down. I’m the first silver rider in years! What if I get everything wrong? What if I’m useless at learning to control Blade? What if they don’t like me?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Flo,’ Bobby scoffed. ‘Everybody likes you. You’re the nicest person on the planet – it’s completely exhausting.’

‘Really?’ Flo said, her voice small.

‘Really,’ Bobby, Skandar and Mitchell said together.

‘You honestly think it’s going to be okay? Me training with the silvers?’

Skandar knew this question was mostly for him. Silvers and spirit wielders had a long history of rivalry – mainly because silvers were the only bonded unicorns too powerful for spirit wielders, like Skandar, to kill.

He tried to smile reassuringly at Flo. ‘You’ll be great.’

‘Perhaps don’t mention Skandar too much, though,’ Mitchell advised.

As Flo continued to tell them what she was expecting from her first Silver Circle meeting, Skandar couldn’t help but feel grateful that she’d moved the conversation away from the Weaver.



The end of August arrived. The night before the Saddle Ceremony, Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell were in the treehouse – mostly stressing out. Mitchell was sitting on the red beanbag next to the bookcase, flicking aggressively through an enormous book called The Complete Saddle Guide and blurting out random facts like he thought there might be a test: ‘It’s the Eyrie that pays for the saddles… Did you know the saddlers went on strike in 1982?’ Bobby was murmuring tactics to herself for the race they’d fly in front of the saddlers the next morning, while making one of her cheese, jam and Marmite emergency sandwiches. And Skandar was sitting by the unlit stove, worrying about the Weaver and the Saddle Ceremony, while rereading the last letter he’d had from Kenna – the one she’d sent just before the summer solstice:


Hey Skar,

Thanks for asking about me, but honestly there’s not much to tell. I’m fine. School is fine. Friends are fine. Dad is fine. Money is fine – thanks to Dad’s job and your rider money. You said in your last letter that you hope I’m happy, but I think you know the truth really. I can’t stop thinking about riding Scoundrel. I’m sad about not being destined for a unicorn, Skar. I think I always will be. I’m sad that we don’t get to see each other any more – I miss you so much and once a year doesn’t really cut it, you know? And I’m sad because when we were younger we never used to have any secrets from each other. I know you must be keeping things from me now. I’m sure you have your reasons but… Anyway, I guess I’ll just have to wait to feel happy again someday. I’ll be okay, but it’s taking longer than I expected. How’s the Eyrie? How’s Scoundrel?

Love you,

Kenn x



Skandar had been rereading Kenna’s honest words for weeks and they still made his stomach hurt. She was sad. So sad that she wasn’t even pretending to be okay, like she had when they were growing up. It was as though she’d run out of energy to put on a brave face. And she could somehow tell he was keeping things from her. When Kenna had come to the Island in June, she’d said to him: there must be secrets; there must be more. He’d wanted so badly to tell her about the spirit element, about his suspicions that she might be spirit-allied too, and been unfairly barred from the Hatchery door because of it. To tell her their mum was alive. But… he hadn’t. He’d worried he’d just make things worse for her; now he was wondering whether he’d done the wrong thing. He’d replied to her devastating letter immediately, asking more questions about how she was feeling, but Kenna hadn’t sent him a response for nearly two months now. It always took a few weeks for letters to get through the Rider Liaison Office, but this – this was the longest it had ever been.

CRASH!

Flo practically fell through the treehouse door, grinning from ear to ear. She half placed, half dropped four large buckets on the floor.

‘Surprise!’

Bobby squinted over at the buckets. ‘Surprise… you’ve brought us a thousand gallons of milk?’

Mitchell looked up from his book. ‘Florence, we have a very important day tomorrow.’

Flo marched over and flipped the book shut. Mitchell looked more offended than if she’d punched him.

‘Listen,’ Flo said, looking round at them all. ‘It’s been a stressful time, what with the dead unicorn and the Saddle Ceremony tomorrow. I thought we should do something fun tonight.’ She pointed at the buckets. ‘I’ve been planning it for ages,’ she added, sounding more unsure.

‘Great idea,’ Skandar said, moving towards her.

Bobby put down her sandwich. Mitchell slid his book back on to the shelf and all four of them stared into the buckets. Inside was gloopy liquid, each bucket holding a different elemental colour: red, yellow, green or blue.

‘Is that paint?’ Bobby asked.

Flo nodded enthusiastically. ‘It’s not just paint. My mum made it for me, and since she’s a unicorn healer she put elemental herbs in it so it has some magical characteristics and I checked with the instructors and they said it wasn’t against the rules so I was thinking we could maybe paint the inside of the treehouse?’ Flo spoke so quickly, it took Skandar a minute to understand what she’d said.

Bobby was quicker. ‘Paint it any way we want?’

‘Yeah!’ Flo said breathlessly. ‘I thought we could take a wall each and use our own elemental paint.’

‘I love it,’ Bobby said, her tone surprised.

Flo handed her the yellow paint for air. Now Skandar looked closer, it appeared to be sparking with electricity.

‘Fascinating.’ Mitchell picked up the red bucket. The paint was bubbling like molten lava and smoking slightly.

Bobby claimed the wall opposite the door; Mitchell took the one behind the stove.

‘Skar,’ Flo said, handing him the blue bucket. ‘I’m really sorry I couldn’t get you any spirit paint. Mum wasn’t sure how to make it, and also I thought it probably wouldn’t be allowed so—’

‘Don’t worry.’ Skandar tried to sound upbeat. ‘A white wall would be boring anyway.’

Flo looked relieved. ‘Do you want to paint the wall behind the bookshelf?’

Skandar smiled. ‘Sure.’

Although he loved drawing, Skandar had never painted a wall before – they hadn’t been allowed to decorate their flat in Sunset Heights. Nervously, he dipped the brush in the blue elemental gloop. It splashed like water and smelled a little salty too – and that gave Skandar an idea. He began to paint the sea in undulating waves. The colour sparkled blue like the sun on water, and some strokes even came out with glistening sapphire fish scales. When Skandar leaned in he could hear the crash of waves on a distant shore, as if he was holding a shell to his ear.

Standing back to admire the finished result, Skandar realised with a jolt that he’d painted the view from Margate beach. He and Kenna had spent hours on that curve of sand, wishing for a different future. Wishing for unicorns. He really missed her. But looking at the painted sea view, he could almost pretend she was beside him.

The others had finished too. Bobby’s yellow wall was a sparking fizz of unapologetic element spirals, sharp lightning bolts and wild tornado gusts. There was movement everywhere, and standing next to it Skandar could almost feel the wind whipping through his hair. Mitchell’s wall was far more carefully done. He’d covered the wall with intricate painted flames, the red paint crackling and smoking, imitating the real blaze in the wood-burner below it. And Flo’s wall at the front of the treehouse was a jungle of intertwined green plants – trees and flowers growing over and under each other – and the elemental paint smelled like fresh earth, the texture rough and lined like leaves.

The quartet dragged the four beanbags into the middle of the treehouse and sat to admire their handiwork. ‘This was a really good idea.’ Skandar sighed, a silly grin on his face.

‘Yeah.’ Mitchell yawned. ‘It’s completely distracted me from—’

‘So, saddles.’ Bobby turned to Flo. ‘You must know if Shekoni Saddles are going to be presenting now. The ceremony is tomorrow!’

‘I don’t know anything,’ Flo said grumpily. ‘All I know is that if Dad does present, he won’t be picking me – that certainly wouldn’t be fair. And we’re supposed to be relaxing, remember?’

‘Roberta,’ Mitchell said, ‘even if Shekoni Saddles do come, there’s no guarantee Flo’s dad is going to choose you.’

Bobby looked affronted. ‘Yes, he will! I won the Training Trial!’

Skandar’s mouth twitched as he caught Mitchell’s eye. ‘So humble, isn’t she?’

‘If there’s a Shekoni saddle to be had, it’s got my name on it. I’m an air wielder and a Mainlander, like Nina, and I’m going to win the race at the ceremony because I’m the best.’ Bobby straightened the grey feathers round her wrist. ‘It makes perfect sense.’

‘The size of your ego is truly astounding.’ Mitchell’s amazement was genuine.

‘Thanks!’ Bobby got up and walked towards Skandar’s blue wall. He followed her, feeling oddly protective of it. ‘What are you—’

Bobby pulled a piece of white chalk from her pocket. She snapped it and gave half to Skandar. She scanned the cresting waves, then stopped to draw something where the white froth should have been. Skandar was annoyed, until he realised what she was doing.

Bobby had drawn four interlocking white circles: the spirit element symbol.

‘Well, you’re not really a water wielder, are you?’ She winked at him.

Skandar’s heart swelled as he took his own chalk and drew another symbol where the foam of a wave should have been. Mitchell and Flo came over, and Bobby handed them chalk and soon the waves looked frothy with white spirit symbols.

When they were done, Skandar took a deep breath. ‘Thank you – for, you know, being my quartet and—’

‘Okay, that’s quite enough of the mushy stuff,’ Bobby announced, picking up her paintbrush.

‘What are you doing?’ Mitchell asked. ‘We’ve finished our walls, haven’t—’

She flicked yellow paint right in his face. ‘That’s for calling me “Roberta” earlier!’

‘Right, that’s it!’ Mitchell snatched up his own brush and splashed fire paint at her.

‘Stop! Stop!’ Flo said, but she was half laughing. Skandar grinned and grabbed his own bucket, flicking blue paint at Flo.

‘Hey!’ She retaliated with green, and soon they were all trying to duck the flying paint drops, chasing round the central trunk of the treehouse.

Within ten minutes the four of them and the tree trunk were covered with a mixture of elemental splashes. Skandar could feel the fizzing of the air paint, smell the freshness of the earth, hear the crackling of the fire, taste the salt of the water. They collapsed on to the beanbags in fits of giggles, admiring their splattered skin and staring up at the trunk.

Finally Flo asked, ‘Do you think we should wash it off?’

Skandar stood up and quickly dotted white chalk between the other colours on the trunk. ‘Nah,’ he said, smiling. ‘I think we should keep it.’



On the morning of the Saddle Ceremony, the Eyrie’s forest was bathed in bright morning light, the smell of pine strong and fresh. The warren of suspended bridges swung gently; the rider treehouses nestled peacefully in the leafy canopy. Shafts of sunshine hit the armoured trees and the whole training school shimmered so beautifully that Skandar should have been in high spirits. But instead he left breakfast early for Scoundrel’s stable, unable to bear the buzzing conversations in the Trough.

He usually enjoyed eating at the tables perched on platforms nestled in the trees, especially given the generous supply of his favourite food – mayonnaise. But today the conversations about the Weaver had bothered him more than ever. Was she responsible for the wild unicorn murder? How had she done it? Why had she done it? What was she going to do next?

What was she going to do next? This haunted Skandar more than anything.

But today he couldn’t think about any of that. He needed to concentrate on the race in front of the saddlers, rather than worry about his mum killing wild unicorns. The race was the last chance the riders and unicorns had to impress the saddlers before they made their final decision.

Skandar yelped. Scoundrel had just shocked him with the air element because he’d stopped mid-brush. ‘Was that necessary?’ Skandar raised his eyebrows at the unicorn, arm still stinging.

Scoundrel bared his teeth at Skandar in an impression of a goofy smile. Most people would have run a mile from a bloodthirsty unicorn’s teeth, but Skandar could tell the difference between Scoundrel’s I’m going to bite you expression and his I’m messing around to cheer you up expression.

Joy reverberated along the bond between their two hearts like laughter. The rider–unicorn bond was what distinguished Scoundrel from the wild unicorn that had washed up in the river. It joined their lives together – a bonded unicorn could not survive their rider’s death. And it linked them emotionally too: as the relationship became stronger, their feelings were able to move through the bond. Scoundrel always knew when Skandar was sad, and he tried his absolute best to make him feel better.

‘Do you want a saddle, or are you going to hide in here all day?’ Bobby and Falcon’s Wrath stuck their heads over Scoundrel’s stable door.

‘Hide in here all day,’ Skandar mumbled, fiddling with his yellow jacket sleeve, which now had a second pair of wings sewn on to show he was a Nestling. He was full of nerves and excitement. This would be the first-ever race where he could openly use his own element.

‘Come on, spirit boy,’ Bobby urged.

As they headed side by side towards the Nestling plateau, Skandar noticed that Falcon’s grey mane was plaited into a line of tiny round bunches, just visible along her armoured neck.

‘Bobby, what—’

‘Don’t even go there. I’ve been up since six styling those.’ Bobby was probably the last person you’d expect to be up early making her bloodthirsty unicorn look pretty, but Falcon really cared about her appearance – so much so that she fought more ferociously when she felt beautiful. As Bobby liked to say: pampering wins prizes.

Jamie – the blacksmith who made Scoundrel’s armour – rushed up to Skandar as soon as he arrived on the plateau. He didn’t stop talking the entire time as they followed Bobby into the melee of unicorns, riders and spectators.

‘Okay, so what you have to remember is the reason you’re all racing today is for the saddlers who are undecided.’

Skandar frowned down at Jamie through the eyeholes of his helmet. ‘Undecided?’

‘Yes, yes,’ Jamie said impatiently. ‘Some saddlers will have made up their minds at the Training Trial about which rider they want, but others will have a shortlist of three, sometimes more. They’ll have made multiple saddles in preparation. Some riders get presented with more than one saddle and they have to choose which they prefer. It can get quite competitive.’

‘I’m not sure I’m going to have that problem,’ Skandar muttered, as they got further into the training ground. The saddlers chatted and called to each other as they unloaded boxes and set up pointed tent frames, before draping them in colourful tarpaulins that flapped in the breeze. The tent colours – from raspberry pink to deep indigo – matched the individual sashes across the saddlers’ chests, their names emblazoned in bright letters: HENNING-DOVE, MARTINA, REEVE, NIMROE, TAITING, BHADRESHA, GOMEZ, HOLDER… Many of the saddlers stopped to stare as Scoundrel passed, whispering behind their hands.

Jamie ignored this and continued giving Skandar advice. ‘A Shekoni saddle would obviously be the best, but with the whole spirit wielder thing I think they might not be a runner. I’ve always admired Martina saddles. Ooh, a Reeve might be nice, or a Bhadresha—’

‘Jamie, I—’

‘Although there was a big scandal about their leather being flammable, so maybe one to avoid if you’re a fire wielder, but you’re not so—’

‘JAMIE!’ Skandar half shouted.

The blacksmith stopped and looked up at him on Scoundrel’s back.

‘What happens if no saddler picks me?’

‘That’s not going to happen. I don’t think that’s ever happened.’

‘But say it does…?’

‘I don’t think anything would happen exactly,’ Jamie mused. ‘It would make things a lot harder for you, I suppose. You would stick out – although you do already with the whole skeleton mutation and unicorn with a spirit blaze on his head thing.’

‘Thanks,’ Skandar said sarcastically.

‘But, Skandar, you’ll be learning to joust this year. Which basically means you’re trying to knock riders off their unicorns with elemental weapons. A saddle would really help you stay on. Without one, I’m not sure you’d make it through the tournament at the end of the year.’

‘What tourn—’ Skandar tried to ask, but Jamie ploughed on.

‘And even if you did manage to make it through, a saddler is a rider’s ally in the world beyond the Eyrie. They have connections with healers, unicorn-food suppliers, sponsors – some of the best saddlers even sit on the committee that oversees the Chaos Cup Qualifiers.’

‘So basically you’re saying that I need a saddler to choose us.’

Jamie’s expression was serious. ‘I know you’re worried about your reputation, Skandar, but saddlers are competitive. They care about their riders being the best, more than they care whether you’ve helped kill an immortal monster.’

‘Tell me that’s not what people are saying!’

Jamie held up a hand to silence him; Scoundrel sniffed it, smoke curling round his nostrils. ‘None of that matters if you can be the best today, do you see? You’re a fast flier, and now you can use the spirit element you might even be in with a chance of winning the race and then…’ Jamie raised an eyebrow.

‘Then a saddler might want me anyway, even if I’m a spirit wielder.’

‘Exact— Hey! Watch it!’ Around thirty people barged past Jamie towards a wooden platform to the left of the starting bar. Unlike the riders – who were wearing jackets in air-season yellow – this group were all dressed in different colours. Scoundrel snorted sparks, watching them form a semicircle on top of it, as though about to perform. The platform stood atop a nest of green vines that grew up and over to create a flowery canopy. A man and a woman waved in Jamie’s direction. He scowled.

‘Who are they?’ Skandar asked.

‘My parents,’ Jamie said uncomfortably. Jamie and his parents hadn’t exactly been on the best terms since he’d decided to become a blacksmith, rather than a bard like the rest of his family. They still tried to convince him to become a singer any chance they got.

‘Are the bards about to start?’ Mitchell asked from Red’s back; Flo and Blade and Bobby and Falcon were on either side of them.

‘Yes,’ muttered Jamie.

‘Is it true they compose a new song for the Saddle Ceremony every year?’ Flo asked enthusiastically.

‘Yes,’ Jamie said again, sounding like he wanted the ground to swallow him.

Bobby wasn’t interested in the bards at all. She had her eyes fixed on the saddlers’ tents.

‘I don’t think Dad’s coming,’ Flo said in Bobby’s direction, her voice barely audible over the excitement of people and unicorns alike, as Nestlings, saddlers, instructors and spectators all gathered in front of the stage. ‘I can’t see his orange tent anywhere.’

‘Maybe he’s just late,’ Bobby snapped.

‘If Shekoni Saddles aren’t here then the best saddler is probably—’

Mitchell was cut off by an explosion of song from the bards. The wall of sound washed over the gathered crowd, and even the unicorns fell quiet, listening to the interlocking melodies. The notes swooped, dived and rose again, weaving in and out of each other playfully. It was the most beautiful music Skandar had ever heard. Somehow the rise and fall of the notes captured perfectly the way he felt when he and Scoundrel flew together – the thrill and the joy and the pure fun of it. The bards swayed, leaning into their harmonies, their faces transfixed with the same bliss mirrored on every face in the crowd. The notes started to climb to a crescendo, to the highest of heights when—

The music jolted.

Something was happening on stage. Notes popped and disappeared like burst balloons. Only a few bards were still singing; the others had turned, distracted by an elderly man who was being helped to the front of the stage. Skandar’s eyes widened as steam billowed from the man’s ears, flaming patterns fizzed above his head, the air either side of his arms sparked with lightning, the stage shook under his feet.

‘What’s happening?’ Bobby and Skandar whispered in unison.

‘Truesong.’ Jamie’s eyes were fixed on the old bard.

‘Really? Really?’ Flo sounded delighted. ‘I’ve never heard one before!’

‘But what is a truesong?’ Skandar hissed.

‘Shhhh!’ People on either side of Skandar’s group shushed them.

All the bards had stopped singing now. The crowd held its breath in the silence, watching the old man bent double at the very edge of the stage. And then with the elements dancing around him, the bard straightened and began to sing:


‘This Island belongs to the immortals;

So it’s been since the hatching of time.

The immortals belong to this Island,

So I warn of a terrible crime:

Take the life of one dying for ever,

And the Island shall have its revenge.

Spill the blood of the elements’ ally,

And all five shall be used to avenge.

There is only one hope for us mortals,

To atone for an immortal’s death:

Win the fight for the First Rider’s last gift,

Taking form at the Queen’s final breath.

Only then will the thunderbolts silence,

Only then will the earthquakes be stilled.

Only then will the floodwaters shallow,

And the flames of the wildfires be chilled.

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.

This Island belongs to the immortals;

So it’s been since the Eyrie’s first chime.

The immortals belong to this Island,

So leave them to live for all time.’



The bard finished singing, took a shuddering breath and collapsed, exhausted. There was a smattering of applause, but most people were murmuring to each other in worried tones. Others had scribbled down the words of the song and were showing their friends.

‘Revenge?’ said someone nearby. ‘How can the Island get revenge?’

‘Only one hope, he said. But the First Rider’s long gone, isn’t he?’

‘Did you hear the part about wildfires? Earthquakes?’

‘Did he sing something about the spirit element?’

‘Why is everyone looking at Skandar instead of the old guy who just made fireworks dance around his head?’ Bobby demanded.

‘What are truesongs?’ Skandar asked again, although this time he was worried about the answer.

Mitchell sniffed. ‘Flaming unicorn dung is what truesongs are.’

‘Mitchell, don’t be rude,’ Flo said quietly. She turned to Skandar. ‘Bards sing all the time, but only one song in their whole lives will be their truesong.’

‘I don’t get it,’ Bobby announced.

Jamie answered this time. He sounded worried. ‘The words of a bard’s truesong tell us things about the past, present or future that are true – completely true.’

‘Debatable,’ Mitchell murmured.

Bobby wrinkled her nose. ‘Like singing fortune tellers?’

‘Unsurprising that there are people who believe this nonsense on the Mainland too, I suppose,’ said Mitchell. Jamie looked up at him sharply, and Mitchell’s hair flared guiltily in response.

Skandar swallowed as he felt the eyes of the crowd on him. They clearly believed the song, but what had it said? He could only remember snatches. Out loud, Skandar asked, ‘It said something about spirit, didn’t it? About revenge?’

‘You can’t think about that right now,’ Jamie answered quickly, although Skandar didn’t miss him exchanging a concerned glance with Flo. ‘You need to get to the starting bar for the race.’ Bobby and Falcon had already begun to head towards the other Nestlings.

‘Islanders take truesongs far too seriously,’ Mitchell scoffed.

But Skandar was beginning to panic, and caught up with Falcon. ‘Bobby, did you hear the song? I don’t understand—’

‘Skandar, it’s not the best time. I’ve got a race to win.’ Falcon spat hailstones at Scoundrel, who sneezed in retaliation.

‘Please.’

Skandar saw Bobby roll her eyes through the holes in her helmet. ‘I didn’t actually understand a word of it, but it definitely said how killing wild unicorns is a bad idea yada yada, then revenge is coming somehow doo-bee-doo, something about a First Rider’s gift cha-cha-cha, and something to do with spirit’s dark friend.’

‘Spirit’s dark friend? What does that mean?’

‘Skandar, the bar!’ Bobby shouted suddenly, as Scoundrel approached the metal bar that would rise for the start of the race. Skandar swerved into the smoky, sparking mass of unicorns blasting any element they felt like and barging for good positions. All the Nestlings were here, not just those from Skandar’s Hatchling training group. Scoundrel’s mane froze over and then melted in his excitement, drenching Skandar’s hands and knees.

He spotted Alastair riding Dusk Seeker up and down the line of unicorns. He was talking to a couple of riders Skandar didn’t know very well – Naomi and Divya – and pointing over at Skandar.

Don’t think about the song. Don’t think about the wild unicorn. Don’t think about the Weaver. Just race, Skandar told himself. Blade and Red slotted in either side of Falcon and Scoundrel at the bar. Red’s rust-coloured armour scraped against Scoundrel’s black chainmail. The air was so full of swirling elemental debris from the young unicorns that Red’s flaming fart of greeting was completely lost in the tangy mixture of magic.

‘What’s Alastair up to?’ Mitchell shouted. Skandar wasn’t surprised Mitchell had noticed – he’d been bullied by Alastair and his friends before he’d even arrived at the Eyrie.

Skandar shrugged, convinced it would be nothing good.

Instructor O’Sullivan rode her unicorn, Celestial Seabird, along the starting bar with Instructor Saylor on North-Breeze Nightmare. Skandar heard Instructor O’Sullivan muttering to the air instructor. ‘Honestly, this ceremony gets more and more elaborate every year. And now a truesong?’

‘I think it’s rather lovely.’ Instructor Saylor smiled warmly at the Nestlings, her honey curls wafting in the breeze. ‘It reminds me of getting my own saddle.’

‘That truesong didn’t sound “very lovely” to me. It sounded like a warning.’ Instructor O’Sullivan’s swirling whirlpool eyes landed on Skandar, who’d been eavesdropping. She dodged a fire blast from Sarika’s unicorn, Equator’s Conundrum and rode Seabird towards him. ‘You look worried,’ she snapped. ‘Explain.’

‘Erm, no. I’m fine,’ Skandar lied.

‘Where’s your spirit pin?’ she asked, her tone as pointed as her spiky grey hair. Skandar’s hand went to the pocket of his jacket. He drew out the gold pin with its four entwined circles, and held it up for Instructor O’Sullivan to see.

‘I don’t know whether I should wear it today,’ Skandar murmured, thinking about the muttering of the saddlers.

‘Nonsense,’ Instructor O’Sullivan barked. ‘I might have allowed you to be an honorary water wielder, but you’re a spirit wielder in here.’ She touched her hand over her heart. Her bond. ‘Show the saddlers you’re proud of your element.’

Scoundrel screeched and the morning sunlight caught the bright white blaze that ran down the centre of his black head.

Instructor O’Sullivan grinned at the unicorn. ‘Show them you’re not ashamed. Scoundrel’s Luck certainly isn’t. How about pulling that sleeve up, too? Your mutation really is something.’ She raised one eyebrow, waiting.

Skandar didn’t dare argue with Instructor O’Sullivan. So he pushed up the sleeve of his yellow jacket, exposing the translucent white skin of his spirit mutation. The tendons and bones shone through his arm like a skeleton in the sunshine, from the inside of his elbow all the way down to his wrist.

Skandar couldn’t work out whether the instructor’s words had made him feel better or worse, as he watched her gallop Seabird out of the starting bar’s way.

‘On my third whistle, the bar will rise,’ she called.

Meiyi and Rose-Briar’s Darling barged Gabriel and Queen’s Price sideways a few unicorns down. Then Briar’s fire blast forced Niamh and Snow Swimmer, as well as Zac and Yesterday’s Ghost, out of the line so that Kobi and Ice Prince and Alastair and Dusk Seeker could take their places. Skandar couldn’t help but notice that the fourth member of the Threat Quartet was missing. Amber and Whirlwind Thief were further down the line of unicorns.

‘Should be an easy race for you, spirit wielder!’ Meiyi shouted.

Alastair and Kobi laughed loudly, and Skandar tried to ignore them.

First whistle. Scoundrel sliced his shining black horn from side to side, his eyes rolling from red to black then red again. The atmosphere along the starting bar was charged with energy, unicorn muscles bunched, horns sparking.

Second whistle. Skandar plunged his hands into Scoundrel’s black mane, ready for take-off. He couldn’t stop thinking about what Instructor O’Sullivan had just said:

Show the saddlers you’re proud of your element.

Third whistle.

Show them you’re not ashamed.
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CHAPTER THREE THE SADDLE CEREMONY


The bar creaked and banged as it shot upwards for the start of the race. As if he knew this was his chance to show the saddlers just how fast he could go, Scoundrel took off in under two strides, his wing joints exploding outwards in front of Skandar’s knees. The grass of the plateau jerked out of view, the crisp wind making his eyes water. They were first in the air. They were in the lead.

A flash. A bang. A scream.

Skandar looked over his shoulder to see Mabel and Seaborne Lament crash-landing below. Then, through the sky-battle smoke, a chestnut unicorn advanced on Scoundrel, the crackle of a star mutation on a rider’s forehead.

Amber and Whirlwind Thief were coming for them – just like at the Training Trial. But Skandar wasn’t going to lose this time.

Skandar summoned the spirit element along the bond and into his right palm – the palm scarred with the wound Scoundrel’s horn had given him in the Hatchery over a year ago. Spirit magic filled his hand, and it glowed white as Thief barged Scoundrel’s right shoulder. Amber’s yellow bond shone brightly between her and Thief’s hearts – a sight only a spirit wielder like Skandar could see. Then her palm glowed blue for a water attack, and she blocked Scoundrel’s path forward.

The black and chestnut unicorns faced each other in mid-air, as other battles raged behind them around the Eyrie’s hill. Thief reared up, pawing the sky with sparking hooves, teeth bared just like her rider. Scoundrel screeched at his opponent, black wingtips lighting up white as they pumped at his sides.

Show them you’re not ashamed.

The aroma of cinnamon and vinegar filled Skandar’s nostrils – the way the spirit element always smelled to him – but he forced the air element into the bond alongside spirit until his palm glowed yellow. At the same time Amber’s water attack streamed from her palm like a crashing fountain and Thief blasted liquid from her horn. Gallons of water frothed and swirled towards Skandar through the sky with enough force to knock him clean off Scoundrel’s bare back.

Show them.

As the water crashed towards them, and the air element filled their bond, Scoundrel began to change the way only a spirit unicorn could.

First his mane, then his tail, started to crackle with electricity until they were alive with lightning, the black colour draining away like ink. Then the unicorn’s stomach, hindquarters and neck became pure magic until Scoundrel was sizzling with raw energy. It was like riding an electrical storm, the spirit element allowing Scoundrel to become the air element itself. The black unicorn screeched in triumph, and it was impossible to tell where his jaw ended and the lightning began.

Skandar had been so afraid the first time Scoundrel’s whole body had turned to fire that he hadn’t tried any attacks. But now he was allowed to wield the spirit element – and he wanted to fight. He wanted to win. So he sent a lightning bolt from his palm right into Amber’s stream of water. Almost simultaneously, Scoundrel’s whole body pulsed and electrical charges exploded from the unicorn’s sparking frame, colliding with the water coming from Amber’s palm and Thief’s horn.

‘Well done, boy!’ Skandar cried.

Amber screamed and Thief roared as the electric current shocked both rider and unicorn. But instead of fighting back, Amber and Thief soared down towards the ground.

‘Coward!’ Skandar called after her.

But then he noticed the others.

One by one, Nestlings were dropping out of the sky. Out of the race altogether. Scoundrel was slowly returning to his usual black colour, but Skandar barely noticed as he watched Kobi abandon his sky battle against Flo mid-ice blast, Blade screeching in confusion as Ice Prince landed. Sarika and Mitchell had been fighting a furious fire battle, the sky smouldering between them, but suddenly Equator’s Conundrum dropped away. Skandar spotted Niamh and Snow Swimmer swerving from Bobby and Falcon, joining the rest of her quartet – Farooq and Toxic Thyme, Art and Furious Inferno, Benji and Cursed Whisper – on the ground.

Now, ahead of Skandar, the sky was completely clear. Of smoke, of elemental debris, of unicorns. Of everyone, apart from the three riders that made up Skandar’s quartet.

Scoundrel joined Blade, Falcon and Red as they flew towards the finishing line, leaving the other Nestlings on the plateau below.

‘What’s going on?’ Bobby shouted over the unicorns’ beating wings. ‘Why aren’t they racing?’ Falcon screeched along with her rider’s anger as they descended towards the saddlers.

‘They’ll all be disqualified,’ Mitchell said, ash streaked across his face. ‘If a rider lands before the finish, it’s automatic disqualification.’

As the quartet touched down and crossed the finish together, there was a shocked silence. No applause from the saddlers. No congratulations from the instructors, who were just staring at the rest of the Nestlings dotted along the course.

The silence didn’t last long, though. As the other riders trotted towards the finishing line and the saddlers’ tents, the four instructors started yelling at the wielders of their own elements, demanding to know why they’d abandoned such an important race. The saddlers also raised their voices in frustration, complaining that their last chance to make up their minds about the Nestlings had been ruined.

‘It’s embarrassing is what it is!’ Instructor Anderson was telling Meiyi, the flames around his ears flaring. ‘What kind of a stunt were you all pulling? The saddlers are here to watch you race, not drop from the sky! I’ve half a mind to declare you all nomads and throw you out of the Eyrie immediately.’

Meiyi glanced over at Skandar and answered loudly. ‘None of us felt comfortable racing once we saw Skandar use his element. Especially after what the truesong said: spirit’s dark friend? I mean, it couldn’t be any clearer – Skandar is a spirit wielder.’

Skandar couldn’t believe what he was hearing. So this had been planned? He remembered Meiyi’s taunt at the beginning of the race, Alastair going up and down the line of riders. Had they convinced the other Nestlings he was dangerous? He felt all his shame flooding back. The shame that came with trying – and failing – to fit in.

Skandar was blushing and fighting back tears as Kobi said, ‘We don’t know what Skandar’s capable of. What if he killed that wild unicorn, Instructor O’Sullivan? What if he’s not against the Weaver, like he said, but teaming up with her? What if that’s the revenge the truesong was talking about? What if he sets his sights on Nestling unicorns next?’

Flo jumped to Skandar’s defence. ‘Skandar is not killing the wild unicorns!’ she cried, just as Mitchell shouted, ‘That is not a justifiable interpretation of the truesong.’

‘I’m very disappointed in you,’ Instructor O’Sullivan spat at Kobi, turning away. She blew her whistle for quiet several times.

‘There’s no time to race again.’ Instructor O’Sullivan sounded flustered. ‘I’m sure most of the saddlers had already chosen their riders before today, so… I suppose, I suppose we have to get on with the ceremony now. Line up in front of the tents, please!’ She blew her whistle again for good measure, as though that could make things less awkward. Many of the Nestlings were still muttering, though Skandar couldn’t hear what they were saying as they had left huge gaps on either side of his quartet. He tried to take a deep, steadying breath.

Bobby, on the other hand, was not taking any deep, steadying breaths. ‘I can’t believe this!’ she cried, as she dismounted and pulled Falcon into line. ‘Not seeing us race properly might affect the saddlers’ choices.’

‘You won the Training Trial last year, Bobby,’ Mitchell spluttered, his temper frayed too. ‘I think you’ll be fine.’

‘Shekoni Saddles isn’t here, though!’ Bobby raged on. ‘And they’re the ones I want. I want to have the same saddle as Commodore Kazama!’

‘There are plenty of other great saddlers here,’ Flo said reassuringly.

‘I’m sorry, Bobby. It’s all my fault,’ Skandar murmured.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she snapped at him. ‘It’s not your fault you’re a spirit wielder. Not your fault some old bard decided to sing a prophecy right before the race. Not your fault that you’re a magnet for trouble every—’ Bobby was distracted from her rant, as the saddlers rolled up the fronts of their tents with a flourish to reveal their precious designs.

All the saddles had the same basic shape – two leather flaps to sit either side of a unicorn’s spine, a seat that curved at the back to support the rider and a high pommel at the front to hold on to – but each saddle had its own personality. Some were bulky and made a statement with heavy chains in elemental colours adorning their edges, while others were elegant and simple, with stitching rather than metalwork for decoration. The Nestlings stared hungrily at the creations sitting proudly on their display stands, wondering which saddler would choose them. A few were still casting terrified glances at Skandar. Were they genuinely afraid of him? Surely they wouldn’t have risked dropping out of such an important race if they weren’t? Or had they been pressured by Alastair, Kobi and Meiyi?

There was a noticeable drop in the level of noise as the saddlers lifted their designs and flooded towards the line of Nestlings. Scoundrel didn’t like this at all. He tried to back away, as though he was under attack, and he wasn’t the only unicorn who was spooked. A white-faced Romily dived sideways as Midnight Star’s black mane ignited, and two saddlers had to duck as water blasts came their way. Skandar didn’t blame the unicorns. The saddlers were practically running towards them, shoving each other out of the way.

In a few short minutes, however, many of the riders and unicorns had already been paired up with a saddler. Flo had been the first to be chosen by Martina Saddles – the head saddler was sobbing as they celebrated together in her bright blue tent. She would make every saddle the silver unicorn would ever need, and share in his success.

But not one saddler approached the spirit wielder. Skandar’s heart sank: would he be the only rider left without a saddle?

To make things worse, two saddlers had approached Mitchell – Nimroe and Taiting – and he was trying to choose between them. It was obvious to Skandar that Mitchell liked the Nimroe saddle best. He kept running his hand along the ash-coloured leather and fiddling with the little gold flames studded around the leather flaps. For some reason, though, he kept returning to the Taiting saddler. It was rare for Mitchell to be indecisive, especially when it came to something he’d researched.

‘Just pick the Nimroe – you obviously like that one best,’ Skandar told his fire wielder friend impatiently. And let the other one present a saddle to me, he thought.

‘It’s not that simple,’ Mitchell murmured. ‘I’m not supposed to go with a Nimroe saddle; my father—’ He stopped himself. ‘Anyway, Taitings are really good too. Some would say better; my family have been riding in them for generations.’

‘You know best.’ Ever since Mitchell had made it through the Training Trial, Ira Henderson had been writing stern letters to his son about the importance of training hard and befriending the right people. Skandar assumed that he, a spirit wielder, was not the right people, so he decided to leave Mitchell to it. He didn’t want to make things worse.

Mitchell looked longingly at the Nimroe saddle. ‘I’ll go with the Taiting.’

The Taiting saddler beamed. ‘Just like Ira. Your dad will be so proud. He was telling me only last week that after your performance in the Training Trial, he has high hopes of you becoming Commodore one day.’ Her yellow sash dropped from her shoulder as she pumped Mitchell’s hand enthusiastically.

Mitchell didn’t meet Skandar’s eye as he left the line.

Amber Fairfax and Whirlwind Thief were the only other pair left now. Amber hadn’t placed very well in the Training Trial after Mitchell had battled her, but Skandar couldn’t help thinking something else was going on. Perhaps it was the fact that her spirit wielder father, Simon Fairfax, had been caught helping the Weaver last year.

But then, inevitably, Amber was chosen by the disgruntled Nimroe saddler. After all, unlike Skandar, Amber was only related to a spirit wielder – not training as one.

Now all the other riders and unicorns were celebrating in the colourful tents, cheers erupting and corks popping as the saddlers opened bottles of fizzing liquid that matched the colours of their tarpaulins. But still no saddlers approached Scoundrel, even those who hadn’t been able to secure a unicorn at all. Disappointment tugged at Skandar’s chest and shame coloured his cheeks. What had he expected anyway, after his fellow Nestlings had dropped out of the sky rather than race him? After the truesong had reminded everyone about the danger of the spirit element? What saddler would want to be associated with a rider like that?

Skandar was about to ask Instructor O’Sullivan if he could return to the Eyrie, when two figures crashed through the gate to the plateau. Skandar squinted at the orange-clad strangers, trying to make them out. Until he realised they weren’t strangers at all.

Shekoni Saddles had arrived.

Olu Shekoni – Flo’s dad – and Ebb – her twin brother – put up their orange tent calmly, as though everyone on the training ground wasn’t staring at them. Ebb cracked open the only wooden box they’d brought with them, and the sound felt deafening in the stunned silence. Olu lifted out the saddle with one muscled arm, and marched straight towards the only remaining unicorn.
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