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For my brothers, Alex and Hugo

– who showed me that love soars through our skies, just as easily as it crosses our oceans
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PROLOGUE

A rider galloped her wild unicorn through a deserted graveyard.

The girl was more skull than skin, the unicorn more skeleton than flesh.

They passed unseen like the tormented ghosts of those buried beneath the trees, unmoved by the crackle of an air-allied leaf or the whisper of a seaweed-strewn trunk.

Woodland creatures sheltered from their anger under earth-allied roots. Each blaze of blood-red leaves dulled at the depths of their bitterness.



They reached a tree, as white and smooth as their own bones.

Goshawk’s Fury rested her nose against the carved bark that read:

BLOOD-MOON’S EQUINOX - DIED IN BATTLE - CHAOS CUP

Kenna Everhart ran her fingers over the letters of her mother’s name.

ERIKA EVERHART - DIED - MIRROR CLIFFS

Kenna pulled a knife from her belt and attacked the spirit tree with a feral cry.

White whittled bark fell like summer snow until Mirror Cliffs had been obliterated and Died had been overlaid with…

MURDERED.

She allowed herself one more howl of grief before mounting her wild unicorn.

It was enough now. Erika’s body was not here. Had never been here.

And Kenna had work to do.



As Goshawk carried her under the colourful trees, Kenna rode on faster.

This place was an elemental memorial to a bond she did not have.

Kenna was allied to all five elements.

And Goshawk would live for ever.

No.

They must both live for ever.



Only two things interested the Weaver’s successor now.

Revenge. And immortality.

For Kenna Everhart would never feel powerless again.
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CHAPTER ONE THE EARTH FESTIVAL


Skandar Smith watched the rays of the setting sun dance through the Eyrie’s armoured trees. From the doorway of the treehouse he shared with his three best friends, he could hear the familiar chaos of them attempting to leave for the Earth Festival on time.

‘Bobby! You haven’t even got your jacket on yet!’ Flo Shekoni cried in despair.

A thump as Bobby Bruna’s boots landed on the metal floor. ‘I refuse to change until the very last second – green just isn’t my colour.’

‘Yes, and yellow matches your sunny personality so perfectly,’ Mitchell Henderson said sarcastically.

‘There’s no need for that,’ Flo scolded, and Skandar suspected Bobby had made a rude gesture at Mitchell. ‘I know you prefer the air season, Bobby, but we do need to leave now, or we’ll miss the festival altogether.’

‘Why do you care so much?’ Bobby grumbled. ‘You hate crowds.’

‘Flaming fireballs,’ Mitchell cursed. ‘I’d forgotten about the rip in this jacket. You can practically see my whole shoulder!’

‘You can wear my jacket,’ Bobby said innocently. ‘I’ll keep my yellow one on—’

‘Mitchell Henderson, if you let her give you that green jacket, I will—’

‘Ooh, go on, Flo!’ Bobby whooped, and then there was laughter and running footsteps.

Smiling to himself, Skandar finally turned round in the doorway. ‘Oi! We’re Rookies now – practically fully-trained, fully-grown unicorn riders.’ He stepped inside the treehouse, narrowly dodging Flo, who was chasing after Bobby, who was hurtling after Mitchell. ‘If you carry on like this, I might find myself some more mature friends. Branch out a bit.’

Flo, Bobby and Mitchell stopped dead, looked at each other and then… ran at Skandar and tackled him on to the pile of beanbags, hooting with laugher.

‘I hate to break it to you, spirit boy,’ Bobby cackled. ‘But nobody else would have you.’

Skandar sighed dramatically. ‘I suppose I’ll have to put up with you three then.’ And for one blissful moment, lying on the colourful beanbags surrounded by his friends, Skandar could almost pretend that he was fine.

Eventually – after much swapping and repairing of jackets – the quartet were riding through the crowded streets of Fourpoint. Skandar and Scoundrel’s Luck had Bobby and Falcon’s Wrath on their left, Mitchell and Red Night’s Delight on their right, and Flo and Silver Blade shining ahead of them, among the sea of green-clad Islanders making their way towards Element Square.

‘Is this festival actually going to be any fun?’ Bobby said.

‘What do you mean?’ Flo spoke over her shoulder as Blade stormed ahead. The silver unicorn seemed to be as worried as his rider that they might be late.

‘Well… earth wielders aren’t exactly known for being party people. If it was the air festival—’

‘Bobby, will you please stop complaining about the season changing?’ Mitchell said, Red’s wings colliding with Scoundrel’s as they squeezed through the narrow street.

Flo looked a bit offended. ‘It’s not that we don’t like parties – it’s just more effort for us than for air wielders. You could turn any situation into a party.’

‘Aww, thanks Flo!’ Bobby said, genuinely touched.

Mitchell chuckled. ‘Yes, I bet Bobby could even turn a burial into a party—’

Flo shook her head at Mitchell, as Bobby raised an eyebrow.

‘Sorry, Skandar.’ Mitchell sounded horrified. ‘I didn’t think. I didn’t mean…’

‘It’s fine,’ Skandar said. ‘Really, I’m all right.’ He’d been saying this since June, and he knew nobody believed him, but sometimes he wished his quartet could treat him less like his mum had died, his sister had betrayed him, and his aunt was on the run. It was why he longed for moments when they were all just silly together, and also why Skandar looked forward to letters from Dad.

Robert Smith was still writing to his son about how proud he’d been watching the Air Trial at the end of Fledgling year. He knew nothing about the terrible events that had followed it. So when Skandar wrote back, he could pretend he was living an ordinary life at the Eyrie with his sister. He could imagine that the story he was making up for Dad was true.

‘I mean, this looks like rather a good party to me,’ Mitchell said, attempting a return to normal conversation as they arrived at Element Square.

It was the first Earth Festival Skandar had managed to attend, and he’d never seen the square quite so beautiful. The earth wielders had grown a knee-high wildflower meadow across it, with colourful blooms bursting through the long grass, which seemed somehow resistant to the trampling of hundreds of unicorn hooves. The whole place smelled fragrant and fresh, and the stalls dotted around were just as strikingly earth-allied: some were cave-like, filled with gems where customers could choose precious stones and have them made into jewellery, while others boasted soil-filled beds, with flowers or vegetables ready to be picked right from the soil and roasted. And there were, as usual, activities to keep restless riders and unicorns amused – a tug of war with flowering vines, an obstacle course involving giant magnets, and a sand-modelling competition boasting ambitious creations. Skandar could already see a replica Hatchery, complete with perfectly round door.

Listening to the cheerful chatter of the festivalgoers, Skandar felt a twinge of jealousy. How could nothing have changed for them, when only a few weeks ago his whole world had been irreversibly altered? Erika Everhart – spirit’s dark friend, the Island’s greatest enemy, the Weaver – was dead. But no matter how many names she’d been given, she’d been Skandar’s mum too, and losing her hurt more than he’d thought it would. Even after everything she’d done to the Island. To his sister. With his sister.

The quartet dismounted – even Bobby looked awed – and they looked around. Skandar pushed away his dark thoughts. He was just about to ask whether anyone wanted to share a sizzling tub of roast potatoes, when three Eyrie riders approached.

Skandar recognised them all. Marcus, with his unicorn Sandstorm’s Orbit, had been chosen as the new squadron leader of the Peregrine Society – the Eyrie’s elite flying squad. Marcus was flanked by Patrick, a fellow Grin, on Hurricane Hoax, and – bizarrely – Bobby’s younger sister, Isabel Bruna, riding her brand-new unicorn, Tsunami’s Herald.

It was easy to tell that Bobby and Isa were related – they had the same severe brown fringe, the same olive skin. But Isa wore her hair long, trapped neatly in two braids, and her eyes were bigger and brighter – as though constantly surprised by whatever trouble she’d started. And where Falcon was slate grey, Herald was as white as snow.

‘Isa!’ Bobby hissed. ‘What are you doing at the Earth Festival? Hatchlings aren’t allowed!’ Skandar had never heard Bobby sound so like Flo in his life.

Isa tutted. ‘Wrong as usual, hermana. The Commodore changed the rules.’

‘Oh.’ Bobby looked taken aback, but turned her attention to Marcus and Patrick instead. ‘Okay, new question. Why are two Preds hanging around with a Hatchling?’

‘We’re not hanging around with her,’ Patrick protested, his mutated hair sticking up as though freshly electrocuted. ‘She won’t stop following us.’

‘Harsh but accurate,’ Isa said, patting Herald’s neck.

‘Isa—’ Bobby started, but then breathed in deeply as though trying to calm herself. Flo looked on approvingly; she’d been encouraging Bobby to turn over a new leaf with her sister now she was on the Island. The trouble was – as Skandar had realised the moment Isa arrived – Bobby’s sister was really, really annoying.

‘I’m looking for a Rookie,’ Squadron Leader Marcus said, ignoring the sisters. ‘An earth wielder called Elias – rides Marauding Magnet. Have you seen him?’

Nobody had.

‘Is everything all right?’ Flo asked.

‘I’m not sure,’ Marcus said, his face creased with concern. ‘Elias had a lot of friends declared nomads after their Chaos Trials. Instructor Webb hasn’t seen him for days – he’s worried.’

‘He’ll turn up, mate,’ Patrick said reassuringly. ‘Then we can go back to discussing how you betrayed me and chose Fen as your flight lieutenant.’

Marcus groaned good-naturedly as they said goodbye and moved to the next group of Eyrie riders. Bobby managed to grab Herald’s reins before Isa could follow them.

‘How about some sister bonding time?’ she asked in an enormous effort to be nice. ‘We could visit one of the gemstone caves? How about something blue for your element?’

Isa rolled her eyes. Skandar wondered which sister had started the habit.

Stomach rumbling, Skandar turned to Flo and Mitchell, but Mitchell was already riding Red towards a group of blacksmiths listening to a bard singing about the coming harvest. ‘I said I’d meet… I’m just going to see if Jamie…’ Mitchell’s voice was swallowed up by the festival crowd as he went in search of his boyfriend.

‘Potatoes?’ Skandar asked Flo, and she nodded enthusiastically, the silver in her Afro flashing.

As they started to queue, Skandar saw Rex Manning nearby, surrounded by members of the Silver Circle. A shiver went down Skandar’s spine when he spotted Nina Kazama’s mood ring on the Commodore’s pale white finger. Rex had shown his true colours back on the summer solstice when he imprisoned any spirit wielder he could lay his hands on. The other Eyrie instructors had protected Skandar, but he worried about how long Rex would allow that to last.

He turned to Flo. ‘Why isn’t anyone investigating Nina’s death? I’m sure Rex killed her. How can they let a murderer be Commodore? Has Rex said anything to you? About Nina? About me? About Agatha? About what his plans are for the spirit element once—’

Quick as a lightning attack, Flo placed her fingers to his lips and Scoundrel growled. ‘Skar, you have to stop this,’ she said, ignoring the black unicorn. ‘There’s no evidence that Rex killed Nina.’

‘Apart from the fact he’s wearing her ring?’

Flo shook her head. ‘There could be so many reasons for that. Maybe it’s out of respect – weren’t they in the Peregrine Society together?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘I don’t trust Rex either, okay? Not after he tried to arrest you and Agatha. But I really don’t think he’s a murderer. And he’s no more prejudiced against the spirit element than most people on this Island. Remember how he saved us from his father at the end of Nestling year? And he still has Dorian locked in the prison, apparently.’ She swallowed. ‘Rex is a complicated person, I think. I’ve heard rumours within the Silver Circle that he didn’t have an easy time of it growing up.’

Skandar grunted in disbelief. ‘Well, I’m not exactly having an easy time growing up either. And I haven’t killed anyone!’

Flo sighed. ‘I don’t believe he’s as bad as all that. I think he’ll keep Aspen’s word and bring spirit wielders back if you make it to the end of your training. He keeps promises, Skar. I think he just wants the Island to be safe, that’s all.’

Skandar didn’t want to keep arguing. Flo always believed the best in everyone – he loved that about her – but he was convinced Rex Manning was one of the most dangerous people he’d ever met.

‘We’re starting Rookie training in a few weeks,’ Flo said, smiling at Skandar in that way that made him forget where he was. ‘Enjoy what’s happening now, rather than worrying.’

Skandar shrugged, knowing she was also talking about Kenna. He’d noticed Flo paying close attention to him over the last month. Perhaps she’d guessed how he kept going over and over the events from June: Kenna’s betrayal, her attempt to forge a new generation of riders, and – worst of all – the moment she’d killed Agatha’s unicorn, Arctic Swansong.

‘Take it from someone who knows,’ Flo continued. ‘Worrying doesn’t help. What flavour do you want?’ She pointed to the sign above the kiosk.

Underneath the words RITA’S ROLLICKING ROASTIES, were various decisions that customers had to make before ordering their potatoes: crispiness – from doughy to jaw-crunching, saltiness – from sprinkle to seawater, and finally flavour, of which there were at least twenty – everything from rosemary to lemon to beef to chocolate.

‘Do you think chocolate and roast potatoes taste good together?’ Skandar wondered.

‘Only one way to find out.’ Flo winked at him and kneeled down by the wooden planter, searching for a potato hidden within its soil.

Skandar was about to join her when he noticed something odd about the statues at the centre of Element Square. The lightning bolt, waves, and flames were all their usual concrete grey, but the jagged rock for earth was painted with a long white stripe down its centre.

Skandar’s heart beat wildly, his quickening breaths loud in his ears. As panic flooded his senses, the happy chatter of the emerald crowd faded to a low hum. Was painting the statue part of the festival? Surely not. Surely the organisers would have realised the panic it would cause. It looked exactly like that mark. Her mark.

‘Flo?’ Skandar said, his voice shaking.

She looked up at him, alert. They’d been through so much together – she knew fear when she heard it in his voice.

‘Please tell me the earth statue’s been like that the whole time.’ Skandar pointed at the rock. ‘Tell me it’s someone’s idea of a really bad joke.’

Flo stood to look. ‘It wasn’t like that a few minutes ago, Skar.’

Without another word, she scrambled up on to Blade’s back. Skandar mounted Scoundrel, who sent a pulse of calm through the bond, sensing his rider’s unease.

Others were starting to notice the statue now – some pointing, others staring in disbelief, as worry rippled across Element Square.

Within seconds, Falcon and Herald emerged from the sea of festivalgoers, and stopped by Blade and Scoundrel. Skandar was relieved to see Mitchell approaching too, with Jamie sprinting alongside Red through the wildflower meadow. Scoundrel shrieked, as though urging his fiery best friend to hurry up.

‘I don’t understand,’ Isa said, as the quartet moved their unicorns into a defensive circle, shielding Tsunami’s Herald behind them. ‘It’s just paint on a statue, why is everyone—’

‘It’s the Weaver’s sign.’ Bobby’s voice was tense. ‘Like the stripe she had down her face. Like a spirit unicorn’s blaze.’

‘But isn’t the Weaver dead? The Islanders in my quartet told me Commodore Manning killed her!’ Isa insisted.

‘He didn’t kill her,’ Skandar growled. ‘But yes, she’s dead. I saw her die.’

Isa stayed silent.

‘Who would do this?’ Jamie sounded angry.

‘I can think of someone,’ Mitchell said, glancing in Skandar’s direction.

‘But she wouldn’t try anything, would she?’ Flo said softly. ‘It’s too risky. Too many sentinels, silvers everywhere. The entire Council of Seven is here. And the Commodore.’

Then, all across Element Square, unicorns began to collapse.

Riders yelled in shock as they were thrown from their unicorns’ backs. Distress flares exploded from the saddles of earth-allied sentinels as they were unseated, filling the square with green smoke. Islanders screamed as unicorns that had been flying over the festival plummeted to the ground, ploughing through stalls and sand sculptures. Sandstorm’s Orbit fell on top of a gem cave and it collapsed, spewing colourful jewels as Squadron Leader Marcus pulled himself from the wreckage.

Scoundrel bellowed in confusion, as he and Skandar watched stone-haired Gabriel leaning over the light grey body of Queen’s Price, pleading with her to wake up. Aisha was calling to Dagger’s Emerald over and over, the flowers in her hair wilting with anguish. Freya was pulling at Earth-Bound Raptor’s mane in floods of tears. Panicking, Skandar jerked his gaze back towards Marcus, where Orbit was lying on a sea of gemstones.

‘It’s the earth wielders,’ Mitchell cried. ‘It’s only affecting earth unicorns!’

‘Apart from Blade,’ Flo breathed, winding her hands into his silver mane as though trying to keep him upright.

Time in the square seemed to slow. Skandar scanned the motionless bodies, wings spread across the ground at odd angles like fallen angels.

‘They’ll be okay, right?’ Isa asked, her face stricken, arms round the white neck of Tsunami’s Herald, as though worrying her water unicorn would collapse too. ‘They’re not dead, are they?’

Skandar opened his mouth to reply but the fallen unicorns answered for him. As one, the earth unicorns rose like ghosts from shallow graves. But they weren’t dead. As their transparent horns glowed eerily in the torchlit square, Skandar realised it was far more terrifying than that.

All the earth unicorns had turned wild.

Scoundrel bellowed, Falcon and Blade screeched, and Herald and Red reared up, as the putrid stench of wild unicorn blasts filled the air. Mitchell was pleading with Jamie to run, and he sprinted away, shouting to nearby blacksmiths that they should take cover in the forges.

Earth wielders across Element Square were all frozen in shock. The unicorns they had loved since they’d first locked eyes in the Hatchery had turned into the monsters the riders had been taught to fear. Coats that had glistened only moments before were now dull. Wing muscles that had taken years to build were wasting away, as well-fed bodies began to shrink and shrivel, the lines and bumps of their bones becoming visible in seconds.

Some riders fled from the square in panic. Others stayed – pleading, begging, sobbing – as their beloved unicorns blasted at anything in range and tore through the square causing chaos. Commodore Manning and his Council of Seven had organised themselves into a defensive line and were firing lightning bolts to try to move the wild unicorns out of the crowd.

‘Stop! He’s not himself! Don’t hurt him!’ Farooq was shouting at them, trying to protect Toxic Thyme from their air magic. But Thyme just snarled at him and barged right past, sending him flying into the tall grass of the meadow.

‘This is horrible!’ Flo cried, as she summoned a sand shield to defend against a wild unicorn’s blast of stinking smog.

‘But how?’ Mitchell threw a fireball in the general direction of Dagger’s Emerald, trying to head her off without injuring her. ‘This is impossible. Bonded unicorns don’t just turn wild for no reason…’

A wild unicorn swooped low over their heads.

A wild unicorn with a rider.

There was a white stripe painted down the middle of the rider’s face from the crown of the head to the tip of the chin. But that was where the similarities to the Weaver ended – for this rider had thorned vines curling up her arm, ice spikes at her throat, lava in her veins, feathers at her ears, a head that was half skull. And even if Skandar had seen none of those things, he would have recognised his sister anywhere.

Kenna Smith landed Goshawk’s Fury amid the chaos of stampeding unicorns, begging riders and fleeing Islanders – and she laughed. And laughed.

Skandar was barely aware of riding Scoundrel through the crowd of screaming earth wielders. He was scarcely conscious of the elemental shields he was raising to deflect blasts from the newly wild unicorns. He hardly heard himself yelling his sister’s name. ‘KENNA!’ A fierce desperation to reach her boiled in Skandar’s veins, even though he had no idea what he was going to do when he got there. Attack her? Hug her?

‘Stop her!’ Rex Manning’s authoritative bark rang out over the bellows of the wild unicorns. The Commodore and his entire air-allied Council of Seven galloped towards Goshawk from the opposite side of the square.

Kenna stopped laughing as she rode Goshawk’s Fury forward – away from the Commodore but towards Scoundrel’s Luck. Goshawk’s rotting wings snapped out, the meadow wilting as her skeletal knees brushed its flowers. For a moment, Skandar thought she was going to collide with Scoundrel, but seconds before impact the wild unicorn took off and soared right over his head.

Skandar fought off tears. Not because Kenna had painted herself to look like the Weaver. Not because she was almost certainly responsible for the earth unicorns turning wild. But because his sister hadn’t even looked at him. He missed her – that was the truth. Even though he knew he was supposed to think of her as the enemy, all he really wanted was to talk about what had happened in June. Was she hurting too? Was she angry – like he was – about Erika Everhart leaving them behind all over again?

Skandar was only vaguely aware of his quartet catching up with Scoundrel.

‘We need to get out of here,’ Bobby said through gritted teeth. She was having trouble protecting her sister from the swirling blasts of the earth unicorns. Isa had barely started Hatchling training and her attempts at magic were doing more harm than good. ‘Herald can’t fly yet; we’ll have to ride for the Eyrie.’

Fourpoint was in complete chaos as the quartet fought their way through, young Tsunami’s Herald sandwiched protectively between them. The earth unicorns didn’t appear to be as wary of human settlements as normal wild unicorns, and Skandar saw at least a dozen tearing through the narrow streets. Others had already set fire to wooden treehouses, or smashed shop windows. Some of their riders were attempting to catch them; others were cowering in doorways or hiding in trees.

‘From bonded to wild. It’s impossible,’ Mitchell said again, as they reached the base of the Eyrie’s hill.

‘Mitchell, it just happened,’ Bobby snapped at him. ‘Clearly, it is possible.’

‘Why wasn’t Blade affected?’ Flo’s voice was barely audible.

‘It could have something to do with Blade being a silver,’ Skandar guessed. ‘Silver unicorns aren’t as affected by spirit magic.’

‘Blade’s the only earth-allied silver, right?’ Bobby checked.

‘Apart from Elora and Silver Soldier,’ Mitchell said, already planning. ‘We should get a message to Agatha and see what the situation is with the Wanderers. Is it all the earth unicorns, or only the ones who were in Element Square tonight?’

Flo was still worrying about Blade. ‘So you’re saying Kenna used the spirit element to do this? That because Blade is a silver he definitely won’t be affected?’

‘We’ll know for sure once we talk to Elora,’ Skandar said carefully, but he was already thinking about how wild unicorns had an affinity with the spirit element. How only spirit wielders could see and break bonds to kill unicorns. And how that didn’t work against silvers.

‘Why would your sister do this?’ Isa asked Skandar accusingly.

He bristled. ‘Kenna’s been through… a lot. I’m not sure she knows what she’s doing right now.’

‘Are you really defending her?’ Bobby asked, incredulous. ‘After Arctic Swansong?’

‘Leave it, Bobby. Okay?’ Flo said more forcefully than usual.

Mitchell ploughed over the tension with practicality. ‘Rather than why Kenna’s done this, the scarier question is how. How has she been able to affect so many unicorns at the same time? That kind of magic, that kind of power, it means…’

‘We’re all in danger,’ Skandar finished.

Because Kenna was more powerful than any rider Skandar had ever seen. And she was grieving – just like he was.

A combination both terrible and terrifying.
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CHAPTER TWO NEW RULES


Numb with shock after the Earth Festival, Skandar’s brain kept short-circuiting and going back to his sister. Nobody outside of his trusted circle knew she was Erika Everhart’s daughter, but – with that white stripe down her face – she had reminded him so much of the Weaver. Had she really turned the earth unicorns wild? Was it all of them? How had she done it? How long would it last? What was her next move?

And when Skandar’s quartet tried to settle their unicorns in the stables – brushed them down, filled their water buckets, tossed them a couple of goat legs – the Eyrie was already full of fearful whispers.

‘The Commodore is here,’ Benji hissed from a couple of stables down. The air wielder was treating a wound on Cursed Whisper’s neck – although if it was from wild magic, it would never heal.

Art shrugged. ‘Rex is the air instructor – that’s not exactly unusual.’

‘Well, he’s calling a meeting.’ Benji raised a winged eyebrow.

‘I heard that too,’ Mariam murmured, bolting Old Starlight’s stable door.

‘What? Now? It’s almost ten,’ Niamh said.

‘Could you sleep after what happened tonight?’ Benji capped his ointment bottle.

‘How’s Farooq?’ Mariam asked gently.

Niamh, Benji and Art looked at each other. Farooq was the earth wielder in their quartet.

‘Toxic Thyme bolted from Element Square. I told Farooq it was too dangerous to look for him, but –’ Niamh glanced at Snow Swimmer – ‘you couldn’t stop me searching for my unicorn, no matter how wild she was. And Elias? You were added to his trio for the Chaos Trials, weren’t you?’

Mariam adjusted her headscarf. ‘I haven’t seen him or Marauding Magnet for days. He took losing Walker and Romily pretty hard. I told him we could stick together – the two of us – even though the trials were over.’ She shivered despite the warm summer evening. ‘After what happened tonight, I’m obviously a lot more worried about him now.’

The four riders drifted out towards the Eyrie’s forest, still talking in low voices.

‘Did you hear that?’ Skandar asked Mitchell.

Mitchell nodded, leaving Red’s stable. ‘Elias is still missing.’

‘No, not that. Rex is holding a meeting by the Divide. Right now.’

‘Let’s see what Rowdy Melon has got to say,’ Bobby said, smoothing the feathers along her arm.

‘I wish you wouldn’t call him silly names like that, Bobby,’ Flo said uncomfortably. ‘He is the Commodore.’

‘He’s also a murderer,’ Bobby shot back, ‘so I’ll call him whatever I like.’ Bobby was as convinced as Skandar that Rex had killed Nina Kazama. Especially after hearing the story about how Rex left the Peregrine Society when Nina was chosen as squadron leader instead of him.

‘I mean, even I was a bit dramatic when that stupid bird club chose Skandar over me,’ she’d said.

‘A bit dramatic?’ Mitchell had scoffed. ‘You practically left our quartet!’

‘Didn’t kill anyone, though, did I? There’s jealousy, and then there’s pure evil.’

The problem was, Skandar thought – as they were ushered towards the Eyrie’s clearing by some officious Preds – that nobody else believed Rex Manning was evil. And now he was Commodore, head of the Silver Circle and the Eyrie’s air instructor. The man was impossible to avoid.

The clearing was packed by the time the quartet arrived. Lanterns swung from the branches and bridges above, lighting up the riders on the moonless August night and illuminating the deep grooves of the fault lines. Skandar watched as a platform was raised on ropes. The same platform Aspen McGrath had used when she’d given her speech about rooting out the spirit element three years ago – the thought of it made Skandar feel very old and very tired.

Commodore Manning stepped off a swinging bridge and on to the suspended platform, closely followed by Instructors Anderson and O’Sullivan. Skandar noticed the glint of sentinel masks lurking like armoured ghosts between the leaves.

‘Oh no, look at Instructor Webb,’ Flo whispered, and there was deep sorrow in her voice. It took Skandar a second to spot the moss-haired instructor, his hunched form emerging from the shadowy trees behind Instructor O’Sullivan. His shoulders were shaking, his green cloak was askew, and tears were streaming down his lined face.

‘Moonlight Dust must have turned…’ Bobby tailed off at the awfulness of the whole Eyrie peering up at the earth instructor in his grief.

Then Rex Manning stepped in front of the other three Eyrie instructors and held up a hand for silence.

‘Well, that’s not on,’ Mitchell said, pushing his glasses back up his nose crossly. ‘Rex might be Commodore, but the four elemental instructors are supposed to be equal.’

‘I don’t think he cares,’ Skandar murmured, as Commodore Manning began to speak.

‘First, I wish to address all the earth wielders here and offer my sincerest apologies. My duty as Commodore is to keep all riders and unicorns safe. And I have failed you. Can you forgive me for allowing this terrible atrocity to happen? I am not sure I’ll ever forgive myself.’

Bobby rolled her eyes. But most riders appeared to be hanging on Rex’s every word, and many earth wielders were crying and nodding along.

‘I promise you that my researchers will be working round the clock to reverse what has happened to your unicorns. We will find the answer. To the rest of you here, I say this—’

Rex paused, his cheeks sparking with threads of silver electricity. Somehow it felt like he was looking at every rider individually, and Skandar cringed away from the intensity in the Commodore’s green eyes.

‘The Eyrie is the future of the Island. You are our future, and out there tonight –’ he pointed down towards Fourpoint – ‘that was an act of war. The Weaver has a new name and that name is Kenna Smith.’

Riders near Skandar inched away from him; others turned to stare, whispering behind their hands. Mitchell put a protective arm round Skandar’s shoulders.

Rex continued. ‘Kenna Smith is far more dangerous than Erika Everhart ever was. The dark power she used tonight has affected every single earth unicorn on the Island. Not just the ones at the festival this evening. Every. Single. One.’

‘Except Blade,’ Flo whispered.

More anxious murmurs spread across the crowd. Instructor Webb let out a haunting wail from behind the Commodore.

Oh, Kenna. What have you done? The words cycled around in Skandar’s head.

A slight breeze ruffled the Commodore’s wavy blond hair as he went on. ‘I am not telling you this to scare you, but to prepare you. For we must be prepared. And therefore I –’ he glanced behind him at the other instructors – ‘we, at the Eyrie, will be adapting to this new threat. Which means introducing some changes that will keep us united, strong and focused in the fight against our new enemy.’

Fear flooded Skandar’s body. Change was dangerous. He was the brother of the new enemy, a spirit wielder. Change might mean getting rid of him. And he wasn’t the only one thinking it. Mitchell’s arm tightened round Skandar’s shoulders, Bobby moved sideways to block him from view, and Flo gripped his arm tightly.

‘Instructor Manning, we have not discussed any changes.’ Instructor O’Sullivan’s voice carried across the clearing. ‘We are not your Council of Seven. At the Eyrie all four instructors must agree before new measures are implemented.’ Skandar had the feeling the water instructor was talking deliberately loudly so that everyone clustered round the Divide would hear her.

‘Naturally,’ Rex said silkily. ‘But – as I’m sure you understand, Instructor O’Sullivan – what happened tonight was highly unusual. The changes I am making will keep us all at our strongest, so we may best protect ourselves from future attacks.’

Most riders were too busy looking up at Rex’s confident face to notice his fingers gripping Instructor O’Sullivan’s wrist, forcing her behind him. But Skandar noticed, and the water instructor’s face was pale with shock as Rex began to speak again.

‘Kenna Smith has access – through her theft of Goshawk’s Fury – to five wild elements. In that lies her power. But also her weakness. A bonded unicorn’s greatest strength is in its allied element – and that is something our new enemy cannot truly understand.’

‘What is he on about?’ Bobby hissed, at the exact same time that Mitchell said, ‘I do not like where this is going.’

It felt like the whole crowd was holding its breath. Skandar’s heart hammered impossibly fast.

‘Until this new threat has passed, Eyrie riders will train only in their allied element,’ Rex announced.

Whispering erupted across the clearing. Skandar looked for the other instructors but they were no longer on the platform. Had they left in protest? Or had they been removed by the sentinels before they could object?

‘There will now be two Eyrie instructors for each element. All water wielders will be trained by Instructor O’Sullivan and a water-allied member of the Silver Circle. All fire wielders will be trained by Instructor Anderson and a fire-allied member of the Silver Circle. All air wielders will be taught by me and another air-allied member of the Silver Circle. All earth wielders –’ there was a horrible pause – ‘will resume training with Instructor Webb and an earth-allied member of the Silver Circle as soon as their unicorns return to normal.’

‘But – but I’m the only earth-allied member of the Silver Circle,’ Flo whispered in shock. ‘He can’t be expecting me to—’

‘What are earth wielders supposed to do until then?’ Gabriel yelled across the clearing, and other shouts echoed his anger.

‘Florence Shekoni and Silver Blade will undertake training sessions in the Silver Stronghold.’ Rex nodded to Flo, who frowned deeply. ‘All other earth wielders will attend theory classes at the Eyrie provided by Instructor Webb, and then—’

‘What about our unicorns? We can’t just leave them in the Wilderness with the other wild ones!’ It was Marcus who called up to Rex this time. ‘They’re not the same!’

Commodore Manning held up a hand for quiet. ‘For now, they are the same. And you must treat them as such. I do understand the horror of what has happened and some of my – our – changes will be unpopular at first. But we have to be united in the face of this new threat.’

‘Changes plural?’ Bobby glanced at Skandar.

‘Therefore –’ Rex raised his voice further – ‘elemental separation will not be limited to training sessions. From tomorrow morning, all quartets will be disbanded. New quartets will be formed from wielders of the same element.’

There were cries of distress this time. Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Flo stared at each other in absolute disbelief.

‘I AM AWARE,’ Rex shouted, trying to regain control of the crowd, ‘that this is very different from how we usually do things. But there is no better way to unify and strengthen our allied elements than by sharing every piece of knowledge we have. I believe that allied quartets are key to winning this war against the new Weaver. Therefore any rider found breaking these new rules will be treated as an enemy of the Island. Thank you in advance for your co-operation and understanding. Together we will prevail.’

And, with that, Commodore Manning disappeared across the bridge behind him, flanked by sentinels.

The clearing exploded with frantic conversation. Skandar was shocked to find that shouts supporting the Commodore outnumbered the outraged voices. Many believed the Commodore when he said this was the only way. They trusted Rex to protect them. Skandar, on the other hand, trusted him about as far as he could throw him – which was not very far given how many muscles the silver rider had.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ Skandar murmured to his quartet. A few riders were pointing aggressively towards him – particularly those with earth mutations. Were they wondering if he knew what Kenna had planned for their unicorns? If he could reverse what she’d done?

As Skandar entered the quartet’s treehouse, a lump rose in his throat. He took in the elemental paint they’d splashed on the trunk in Nestling year, Mitchell’s blackboard tucked behind an overflowing bookshelf, the noticeboard filled with messages they’d left for each other over the years.

Gone to the Trough because STARVING – see you later. That was Skandar.

At water library for book on solstice stones. Mitchell from last year.

Flo, can you get more raspberry jam after your Silver Circle thing? Bobby, of course.

It will all be okay, I promise! I’m at the stables. Flo from Nestling year.

The quartet slumped on to their beanbags and simply stared at each other.

‘Flaming fireballs!’ Mitchell exclaimed eventually, sounding half furious, half terrified. ‘What kind of sadist decides we should live with people wielding the same element? Oh yes, great idea, Rex. Let’s put all the air wielders together – extroverts, thrill-seekers, rule-breakers – all in one treehouse, which they’ll probably explode for fun within minutes.’

‘You’re right, Mitchell,’ Flo said. ‘We all need to be balanced out, learn from each other. You’ve all taught me so much – how to be more confident in myself, how to face my fears, how it’s okay to be rude sometimes.’ Her voice sounded wobbly. ‘I don’t know what Rex thinks he’s doing.’ It was one of the only times Skandar had heard Flo criticise the head of the Silver Circle.

‘What if we just refuse to join a new quartet?’ Bobby said suddenly. She’d taken off her battered green jacket and all the grey feathers on her arms stood up on end, as though readying for a fight.

Mitchell’s voice was quieter when he spoke again. ‘You heard what Rex said. Anyone who breaks the new rules will be treated as an enemy of the Island. That might even mean prison. And we can’t risk the Commodore having any excuse to arrest Skandar. I hate to say it, but we have to do what he wants.’

‘But maybe not for ever.’ Flo’s eyes were alight with an idea. ‘Skar, you could investigate the bonds between the earth unicorns and their riders – use the spirit element to see if they’re still connected! If we reverse what Kenna has done, won’t everything go back to normal?’

‘An excellent plan,’ Mitchell announced happily. ‘We’ll all be back together in no time.’

Skandar was desperate to believe this and copied Mitchell’s upbeat tone. ‘Let’s visit Agatha before we start Rookie training. There might be earth-allied Wanderers whose unicorns are still with them – they’ve always been better at living alongside the wild ones. Like Flo said, I could take a look at their bonds up close.’ Skandar was the only spirit wielder left with a unicorn, so he alone would be able to see if any trace of the earth bonds remained.

There was another stressed silence as they tried to process the shock of being separated.

‘I wish we didn’t have to leave here,’ Flo said, looking around the treehouse.

Skandar felt his anger building now. ‘Separating us doesn’t even make sense! My sister is allied to all five elements. She’s as strong in fire as she is in water. Why does Rex think restricting us to one element is going to help? Kenna will still win. And Rex must have had reports from his sentinels – he must know how powerful she is. The separation is pointless!’

Bobby blew her fringe out of her eyes. ‘Exactly what I was thinking, spirit boy. I don’t think these new rules have anything to do with uniting against Kenna’s power or whatever rubbish he said down there. Don’t you see? Only allowing us to train in our allied elements gives pure magical strength an advantage over skill. You’ve said it yourself, Flo. Switching between elements is one of the hardest things for silvers to do. But if everyone is forced to stick to their own element – their allied element – then a silver is unbeatable.’

Mitchell was nodding. ‘Not many people on the Island have seen Kenna’s power up close. I think Rex is taking advantage of that. With these new rules he can appear to be doing something against Kenna and establish silvers as top of the food chain.’

‘But Rex is Commodore! He’s already at the top!’ Flo argued.

‘Yes, and he wants to stay there,’ Mitchell said ominously.

Skandar felt fear grip his heart. Bobby and Mitchell were right. There was no way Rex was ever going to allow training or quartets to go back to normal – even if Skandar and his friends reversed what his sister had done. Because Kenna’s attack was an opportunity for more power – and the Commodore had seized it.



Rex Manning didn’t waste any time. The following morning, Skandar and Mitchell were awoken by loud conversation coming from the next-door treehouse. They both swung quickly out of their hammocks and rushed to open the circular window halfway down the trunk.

‘What’s going on?’ Flo’s voice floated up from the living area – Skandar could see her sitting cross-legged on the green beanbag below, leaning over a pile of something colourful.

‘The instructors are next door,’ Mitchell called down.

‘Already?’ Flo croaked.

Skandar looked out of the open window at Sarika, Gabriel, Zac and Mabel standing with the instructors on their treehouse platform. Aside from Skandar’s and Niamh’s, they were the only other full quartet left after the Chaos Trials.

Mabel was pleading with Instructor Webb, her frosted freckles sparkling in the morning sun. ‘But Queen’s Price only turned wild yesterday. Please can you just let us stay together a bit longer – for Gabriel?’

‘I wish I could.’ Instructor Webb’s voice was very solemn, and it looked as though he wanted to say more. He glanced sideways at Rex. ‘But it’s for the good of the Island. Be ready to leave this treehouse in one hour.’

It took a surprisingly long time for the instructors to knock on the door of Skandar’s treehouse. He and Mitchell had woken Bobby, got dressed and then they’d all had time to stare ominously at the door for a few minutes before the instructors arrived.

Knock. Knock.

‘What if we refuse to open it?’ Bobby said fiercely. ‘What if I fight them? What if—’

Flo pulled the air wielder into a hug. ‘It’s all right, Bobby. It’ll be all right.’

Mitchell turned to face them all. ‘What we have to remember – no matter what they say or do – is that we’ll always be a quartet. We chose each other. And we can keep choosing each other. They can’t take that away from us.’

‘Forking thunderstorms, Mitchell, open the door before you make me cry,’ Bobby said. And when Skandar saw her stricken expression, he realised that – for once – she was serious.

‘Good morning!’ Rex greeted them with a wide smile and a sparkle in his cheeks, as though he was about to deliver exceptionally good news. ‘Wonderful to see you all awake already. Change is exciting, isn’t it?’

The quartet glared back at him. Even Flo didn’t return his smile.

Rex cleared his throat a little awkwardly. ‘Right then. I’ll go first – Roberta? Ready to hear who will be in your air-allied quartet?’

‘My name is Bobby,’ she said in a voice filled with venom.

Rex ignored this and peered down at his yellow clipboard. ‘Your new quartet will be Anoushka and Sky Pirate, Zac and Yesterday’s Ghost, and Ivan and Swift Sabotage.’ Rex looked up at Bobby expectantly.

She put a hand on her hip. ‘What do you want me to say? Thank you?’

Skandar saw again that dangerous flash in Rex’s green eyes, but the Commodore simply moved out of the doorway for Instructor Anderson and his red clipboard. The fire instructor’s usually merry expression was completely absent, the flames at his ears burning very low. When he spoke, his voice was gentle. ‘Mitchell? Your new fire-allied quartet will be Art and Furious Inferno, Ajay and Smouldering Menace, and Meiyi and Rose-Briar’s Darling.’ Mitchell tried to stifle his choke – Meiyi had been a member of the original Threat Quartet.

‘You okay?’ Skandar checked, but Mitchell was looking down at his boots.

Then Instructor Webb listed the members of Flo’s new earth-allied quartet, but the only pair Skandar recognised was Marcus and Sandstorm’s Orbit. Flo looked bewildered and Instructor Manning stepped forward to explain. ‘I thought it would be beneficial for you to live with Preds. You’ll need to learn as much as you can from the older riders. As the only earth silver in the Circle, you and Blade will be taking on teaching duties as soon as the other earth unicorns return to normal.’

Flo took two deep breaths, something she often did when gathering the courage to speak her mind. Then: ‘This is madness, Rex. What are you doing?’

Skandar tensed. Mitchell’s hair flared. Bobby clenched a fist in silent celebration.

Rex didn’t respond but Flo wasn’t finished. ‘I’m a Rookie. You can’t expect me to teach other riders. They’ll never respect me, and why should they? I’m nowhere near the best in my year, let alone among the Predators.’

Rex frowned as though confused by Flo’s reaction. ‘Of course they’ll respect you. You’re a silver, Flo. Never forget that.’

‘But I don’t want to teach!’

‘You will because I’m asking, Florence. And I am the Commodore, and you swore your loyalty to the Silver Circle. There is nothing further to discuss. Instructor O’Sullivan?’

Rex waved the water instructor forward as a way of ending the conversation. Flo was shaking from head to foot – though with fear or anger, Skandar didn’t know. He put a gentle hand on her arm, and she shut her eyes for a moment, steadying herself.

Instructor O’Sullivan’s cerulean cloak filled the doorway and her swirling blue eyes held Skandar’s. There was some kind of battle raging across her face. Finally, instead of reading from the clipboard, she lowered it to her side.

‘Skandar, I have always treated you as an honorary water wielder, so I will assign you to a water-allied treehouse should you wish it. But the truth, so far unacknowledged –’ she glowered at Rex – ‘is that you are a spirit wielder, and the Eyrie has permitted you to train as such for the last two years. The decision is yours.’

Everything had happened so quickly in the past twelve hours – Kenna, the earth unicorns, Rex’s new rules – that Skandar hadn’t even thought about which quartet he would be joining. Would he be alone if he chose spirit? Who would train him with Agatha gone? Where would he live?

‘Skar?’ Flo prompted, and he realised they were all waiting for him to choose.

He imagined the training sessions he and Scoundrel’s Luck would have to endure. They’d only be allowed to train in the water element – Scoundrel would hate that. It would be like going back to Hatchling year, unable to be themselves.

‘I won’t hide who I am,’ Skandar answered. ‘I’m not a water wielder – I never have been and I never will be. It’s kind of you to offer, Instructor,’ he added. ‘But Scoundrel’s Luck and I are allied to the spirit element. So, well, that’s… that.’

There was fierce pride in Instructor O’Sullivan’s eyes. ‘Very well. As the only spirit wielder, I think it’s probably best that you move into Instructor Everhart’s old treehouse.’

‘Persephone, we have not previously discussed this—’

She rounded on Rex, her cloak swishing. ‘Just as you failed to discuss any of your changes with us before introducing a completely new and, may I say, extremely damaging system to the Eyrie. Vexing, isn’t it?’

‘I can have you replaced; you know.’ Rex was smiling – his voice was steady, polite even – but it sent a shiver down Skandar’s spine.

‘I dare you to try,’ Instructor O’Sullivan growled, her words as spiked as her grey hair.

The air fizzed with tension, until Rex broke it by addressing the quartet as though nothing had happened. ‘You have one hour to gather your belongings. We will be back to direct you to your new treehouses shortly.’

Bobby took the opportunity to kick the door shut so it slammed in Rex’s face.
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CHAPTER THREE ACTING SKILLS


Once the instructors had left with their clipboards, Skandar, Bobby, Mitchell and Flo had no choice but to prepare for their quartet’s separation. Packing up took much longer than they’d expected. Skandar in particular had acquired so many more belongings than the few he’d brought in his black rucksack from the Mainland three years ago. He had to borrow two more bags from Mitchell.

Finally the quartet heaved their things down the treehouse trunk and gathered in the empty space. Everything was bare, and far too tidy.

‘I’ve decided we’re all being very overdramatic about this,’ Bobby announced, as she crammed her last jar of Marmite into her rucksack. ‘Let’s meet at the stables in an hour. The treehouse is just where we sleep; it’s really not that big a deal.’

‘That’s true!’ Mitchell said, visibly cheering up. ‘They can’t stop us spending time together. It’s only training and sleeping when we’re required to be apart.’

‘They didn’t technically say that we can’t meet in treehouses,’ Flo said, looking excited. ‘And Skandar’s got one all to himself. We can all go to Agatha’s later, can’t we?’

The relief made Skandar laugh out loud. ‘Flo! You rebel!’

She beamed at him, delighted.

Bobby bowed flamboyantly. ‘She learned from the best.’

Knock. Knock.

‘Florence?’ It was Instructor Webb.

‘No!’ Flo cried, her smile vanishing. ‘Not yet! Stall him, please!’

‘Sorry, Instructor Webb. We’re all naked right now!’ Bobby yelled. ‘Give Flo a minute to put her clothes on.’

Mitchell and Skandar muffled their laughter, while Flo pulled a fistful of something out of her green jacket pocket.

‘Do you all have the bracelets I made you for your birthdays last year?’ she asked.

Bobby, Skandar and Mitchell each held up a wrist. Not one of them had taken Flo’s gift off.

‘Okay, give them to me. Quickly!’

They slipped the circlets off their wrists, and Flo dropped to the floor and started laying out more bracelets. There were twelve in total, each made with all five elemental colours.

‘Is this why you never came to bed last night?’ Bobby asked, her eyes wide.

Flo nodded and began giving out the bracelets. She pressed three into Skandar’s hand – one with the words Bobby and Falcon accented in yellow thread, one with Mitchell and Red in scarlet, and Flo’s own, threaded green with Blade’s name. Skandar saw that she slipped the white threaded bracelet he’d been wearing on to her own wrist, and gave Mitchell and Bobby two new Skandar and Scoundrel bracelets.

For a moment they fiddled silently with the saddler knots to secure the bracelets under their green jacket sleeves.

‘It’s like Mitchell said.’ Flo showed them the bracelets stacked on her arm. ‘We’ll always be a quartet, and I thought it would be nice if we had these to remind us of that. You know, when we’re sleeping in different treehouses.’

‘I love them,’ Mitchell declared immediately.

Bobby looked down at her own bracelets in wonder. ‘These are so deeply unfashionable, but somehow I never, ever want to take them off.’

‘They’re perfect,’ Skandar said, and hugged Flo for so long that Instructor Webb cleared his throat from outside the door.

‘It’s time to go, Florence.’

Skandar felt stomach-churning panic as Flo moved out of his arms. There was so much he’d wanted to say to her since the end of the Chaos Trials, but he’d never quite managed to find the words.

‘I’ll see you all a bit later,’ Flo said – though she was looking only at Skandar, and he thought perhaps there were lots of things she wanted to say to him too.

Mitchell was collected next, clutching the bracelets on his arm like a lifeline. And when Rex came for Bobby, she refused to say one word to him.

Skandar waited on the blue beanbag, staring at the seascape he’d painted two years before, and trying to fight off the waves of sadness that now hit him whenever he was alone. In recent weeks he’d found that he needed constant distraction – by his friends, by Scoundrel – just to keep his head above water. And now his quartet had been separated, he didn’t know how he was going to deal with these times when there was nowhere to hide from his jumble of confused emotions. He should be happy that the Weaver was dead, but most of the time he swung between anger and sadness. He should hate Kenna for killing Arctic Swansong, for turning the earth unicorns wild, but all he could do was wonder whether she felt like she was drowning too.

In fact, he had done more than just wonder.

Not long after the Weaver’s death, Skandar had snuck out from the treehouse and attempted a Mender dream with Scoundrel. It was the only way for him to check on his sister. But it hadn’t gone well. When Skandar’s dream presence had first collided with hers, Kenna’s emotions had been in such furious turmoil that he’d thought he’d somehow ended up colliding with a wild unicorn instead.

When he’d eventually managed to separate himself, Skandar had sat next to Kenna on a strange treehouse platform made from different shades of metal. For a moment he’d forgotten that people couldn’t have conversations in Mender dreams; that this wasn’t really Kenna. He’d talked to her, his phantom words hanging in the air unanswered. And her silence had been overwhelmingly awful. He’d sobbed so loudly that he’d woken himself up and out of the dream altogether. He had not tried it again.

Now the bond with his unicorn filled with an emotion that wasn’t his own – a pulse of playfulness, a dose of hope and boundless love. ‘Thanks, Scoundrel,’ Skandar murmured. Even though the unicorn was metres below, he could feel his rider’s emotions spiralling and he was helping as best he could. For a few seconds, Skandar felt brighter, but then another wave of sadness arrived, and not even Scoundrel could keep it from crashing over him. As a result, when Instructor O’Sullivan came to collect him, Skandar practically ran out of the treehouse.

As they made their way to Agatha’s old treehouse, the water instructor and spirit wielder edged past other riders clutching belongings. Thinking of his aunt made Skandar feel even sadder. He’d been out to see her with the Wanderers, but it wasn’t the same as being able to pop over for a cup of fire zone tea anytime he liked – and Agatha was different too. The first time Skandar had visited her after Swan’s death, she’d barely been able to speak for grief. It was no surprise. She’d lost her sister and her unicorn in one fell swoop.

Instructor O’Sullivan’s face was as grim as Skandar’s thoughts when they eventually reached the treehouse. But it didn’t stop him asking a question he hadn’t been able to in front of Rex.

‘Instructor, you know how you called this whole new quartet thing “damaging” earlier?’

‘I did say that, didn’t I?’ Her eyes were deep whirlpools.

‘How come you – the Eyrie – are letting Rex get away with this? I thought the Commodore didn’t have power here; I thought—’

‘You thought you were safe,’ Instructor O’Sullivan finished for him, and her voice was so desolate that it chilled Skandar to his bones.

‘I just mean, I thought the instructors had the power to stop something like this.’ Skandar was aware that he sounded like he was blaming her. Perhaps he was.

She sighed and faced him in the doorway. ‘The problem is that Rex Manning is one of the instructors. He has power here, power as Commodore and power as head of the Silver Circle. I was worried about him the moment he searched your treehouse unsanctioned last year, but then when he announced his temporary leadership after Nina’s death…’ She grimaced. ‘The Island never envisaged that one person would have all three roles.’

‘So will he replace you? Like he threatened?’

‘I don’t think so, although I’m sure he’d like to. He wants to make everything look peaceful. He wants to appear like he has everything under control at the Eyrie, at the Stronghold, in Council Square. I considered resigning in protest, but…’ She hesitated. ‘As long as I’m here, I can at least try to protect all you riders, as best I can.’

Skandar frowned. ‘From Kenna, do you mean?’

Instructor O’Sullivan shook her head. ‘No. From the Commodore. In my experience, sometimes the most dangerous men are the ones who style themselves as our saviours.’

Dread settled in Skandar’s stomach. ‘Will he even try to reverse what Kenna has done?’

‘Oh, I’m sure he’ll make some effort,’ the water instructor said dismissively. ‘But it won’t be for the earth wielders – it’ll be to make himself look good. Even better, I should say. He’s very popular inside the Eyrie and outside it. That’s part of the problem.’

‘But doesn’t he care about the unicorns going wild? About what their riders are going through?’

‘No,’ she said simply. ‘Because it’s not happening to him.’ Instructor O’Sullivan pushed the door open for Skandar and placed one of his bags in the doorway.

‘Well, he’s never going to reverse what Kenna’s done if he’s got an attitude like that,’ Skandar said angrily. ‘Not if he doesn’t even care about the earth wielders.’

‘Correct,’ Instructor O’Sullivan agreed. ‘But then perhaps it falls – as always – to the kind of people who do care. The ones brave enough to bend bad rules. Those with courage and recklessness running through their veins?’ She raised a sharp grey eyebrow and left Skandar standing on the treehouse doorstep.

Had Instructor O’Sullivan really just encouraged him to break the rules?



For the rest of August, the atmosphere at the Eyrie was the strangest Skandar had ever known. The Hatchlings restarted their training, separated by allied element and forbidden from summoning any other. This worked when the Instructors’ domes were up, but at all other times the baby unicorns ignored this rule and blasted any of the four elements they fancied. Bobby’s sister, Isa, found this very funny, and Skandar supposed she hadn’t known anything different. Even the quartet separation wasn’t such a big deal for the Hatchlings – they’d known each other less than two months.

Meanwhile nobody would have known that Skandar, Bobby, Flo and Mitchell were no longer an official quartet. Rookie training didn’t start until September, so – much to Skandar’s relief – they spent every possible moment together, carefully avoiding Rex. Agatha’s treehouse became their regular meeting place, and on most balmy earth-season nights they slept in their unicorns’ neighbouring stables, rather than in their new allied treehouses. This wasn’t technically against the rules… yet. As Flo had said, it wasn’t that the riders in her new quartet were horrible – they just weren’t Skandar, Mitchell and Bobby. Mitchell, however, didn’t share her opinion. He avoided his new treehouse at all costs, convinced that Meiyi would murder him in his sleep.

It was terrible to see earth wielders aimlessly wandering the Eyrie. Many had abandoned the training school altogether – like Gabriel, who’d gone off to search for Queen’s Price despite the warnings in the Hatchery Herald about stampeding wild unicorns and the curfews in Fourpoint after dark. Interestingly the earth unicorns seemed to feel a pull towards places where humans gathered – unlike true wild unicorns who stuck largely to the Wilderness.

Skandar decided to take this behaviour as a good sign. Perhaps it showed their unicorn–rider bonds were not gone for ever? He was desperate to visit Agatha and talk to the Wanderers about using the spirit element to investigate. But the challenge was getting out of the Eyrie.

After Gabriel and some of the other earth wielders had left to search for their unicorns, Rex had introduced a whole raft of new ‘safety measures’. Preds had been put on rotas to patrol the Eyrie walls, riding after dark had been banned, and four silver-masked sentinels had been stationed at the Eyrie’s entrance. The measures were supposedly for everyone’s protection, but they also made it almost impossible to get beyond the elemental walls without a valid excuse.

Jamie had also struggled to get in to the Eyrie, since he visited much more often than other blacksmiths. Mitchell had spent hours inventing new excuses for him, but one evening Skandar found the fire wielder with his face buried in Red’s mane, distraught because Jamie had been turned away.

‘Everything is wrong,’ Mitchell choked out, as Skandar guided him to sit down on the straw. Red blew a comforting warm breeze over the two of them. ‘I don’t… I don’t like change. I hate not having a treehouse I can go back to. And I miss Jamie, and missing him feels like –’ he paused, struggling to voice it – ‘like someone is pressing on my chest and I can’t take a deep enough breath.’

Since Mitchell and Jamie had got together, Skandar had listened very carefully when Mitchell spoke about the blacksmith. And he had found himself searching – in the way the two whispered to each other, or held hands so effortlessly – for how to solve the puzzle of his feelings about Flo. Something had shifted for Skandar at the end of the Air Trial. And he found himself thinking about her all the time, as well as choosing to sit next to her rather than anyone else when they were in Agatha’s treehouse. Whenever she touched his arm now, it was as though her hand was fizzing with the air element. But he didn’t know what he was supposed to do about any of that, and he felt too shy to ask anyone.

Out loud Mitchell continued to worry. ‘And how will we ever get out of the Eyrie unseen? The sentinels aren’t exactly going to miss us, are they? We need to talk to Agatha and work out what Kenna has done so that everything can go back to normal. I miss normal! I took normal for granted. Erm, Skandar? Are you even listening to this rant? I need a response if it’s going to be at all satisfying.’

‘I’m sorry, but I’ve just had an idea about how we can get out of the Eyrie!’ Skandar’s mouth twitched into a smile. ‘Among the riders we know, who would you say is most capable of causing a very loud and annoying distraction? Apart from Bobby,’ he added.

‘Isa, of course,’ Mitchell answered immediately. ‘Those sisters were raised on raw confidence with a side helping of sarcasm.’

‘Exactly. If anyone can distract those sentinels, it’s a Bruna.’



On the last day of August, Scoundrel, Falcon, Blade and Red waited near the Eyrie’s entrance, hidden in the shadows of the armoured trees. The quartet had eventually managed to strike a bargain with Isa, who was a very tough negotiator. It turned out that what she wanted most of all was to be chosen for the Peregrine Society in her Nestling year – something her older sister had never achieved. Therefore, in return for distracting the sentinels, Skandar had agreed to give her tips about fast flying. She’d also demanded ten emergency sandwiches – not because she liked them, but because she wanted to irritate Bobby.

‘Come on, Isa,’ Bobby muttered, as they waited between the trunks. ‘It would be just like her to go back on her word after she’s eaten my sandwiches.’

‘Try to trust her, Bobby. Remember?’ Flo encouraged.

Mitchell snorted. ‘I’m with Bobby on this one. Isa’s attitude doesn’t exactly shout reliable, does it?’

‘OH NO, MY UNICORN IS COMPLETELY OUT OF CONTROL!’ Isa’s voice was so loud that Flo winced, as Tsunami’s Herald came careering out of the trees in a white blur.

‘OH NO, PLEASE HELP, I’M GOING TO COLLIDE WITH THE ENTRANCE TREE. I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO LEAVE THE EYRIE, OH NOOOOO!’

‘My sister has many talents, but acting is not one of them,’ Bobby whispered, as Isa slowed Herald to a complete stop, leaned down to place her palm on the trunk, and opened it in a whirl of water. She glanced over her shoulder, nodded once towards them, and then galloped Herald through the gap.

‘Stop her!’ Skandar heard one of the sentinels yell from the outer wall.

‘HELP ME, I’M A HELPLESS HATCHLING! I CAN’T STOP! I can’t…’ Isa’s voice grew fainter as Herald carried her further away from the colourful entrance. And, as predicted, two sentinels chased after her. But the other two remained – just visible through the open entrance. That was where Skandar came in.

In a perfect imitation of Rex Manning’s voice, Skandar’s spirit speech sounded in their ears. Report to the Silver Stronghold immediately.

One of the sentinels looked over his shoulder, as though he thought Rex had perhaps called the instruction through the entrance.

‘Better not argue with the boss,’ the other sentinel said – and they too left their posts at the Eyrie’s gate.

‘Quick, before it closes!’ Mitchell cried, and the four unicorns barrelled through the opening Isa had left in the trunk.

Even with the sentinels gone, it was still too risky to fly, so the quartet galloped down towards Fourpoint.

‘Well, Isa definitely committed to her role. You can’t argue with that,’ Bobby said, once they were safely hidden within Fourpoint’s narrow streets.

‘My ears are still ringing.’ Flo tipped her head from side to side.

Skandar chuckled. ‘She must really want to be a Grin.’



As the quartet passed through the final fragrant rosemary field and on to the rougher moorland of the earth zone, Skandar blew the cuckoo whistle to alert the Wanderers. He was painfully aware of Kenna doing the same along the earth fault line the previous year, and for a moment he could hardly breathe thinking of how much had changed since then. Kenna’s betrayal. Swan’s murder. His mum’s death.

‘I’ve just had a terrible thought,’ Bobby said, sounding appalled.

‘What?’ Mitchell asked, and Skandar was pulled from his own dark thoughts.

‘If all the air wielders are training together, I might have to partner up with Amber every single day.’

‘I thought you were going to say something dreadful,’ Flo scolded over her shoulder.

Skandar laughed. ‘She isn’t that bad, Bobby. Give her a chance.’

‘I did give her a chance – I saved her skin at the end of the Chaos Trials, but that doesn’t mean I signed up for seeing her smug face all the time.’

‘I still don’t really understand why you— FLO!’ Mitchell interrupted himself. ‘Watch out!’

At the front of the group, Silver Blade was rearing up, hooves flailing.

‘What’s he seen?’ Skandar asked, confused.

‘Back him up!’ Bobby called.

‘I can’t!’ Flo cried.

And when Falcon skittered sideways, Skandar saw the problem.

Ahead, roots had risen through the crack of the fault line and wrapped themselves round Blade’s legs like living chains. Green vines then burst from the roots themselves, flowering with black honeysuckle, and encircled the silver unicorn’s stomach as though trying to pull him down on to the line.

Blade went berserk. He bellowed and blasted magic and attempted to buck. Flo was thrown over his silver head as he struggled to escape. She landed with a thud right on the fault line just in front of his great hooves.

Skandar, Bobby and Mitchell flung themselves from their unicorns and ran towards Flo; she was surrounded by an eerie green glow radiating from the fault line.

Bobby was the first to reach her, but she suddenly rubbed her hands over her eyes, as though trying to wipe something away. ‘Arghhhh!’ When she turned back round, her whole face was plastered with thick mud.

Mitchell had barely taken a step into the green glow when he was forced backwards – his body covered from head to toe in sand, like he’d walked through a desert storm.

‘You won’t get through!’ Mitchell cried, as Skandar stepped towards the glow himself. ‘We need a different plan.’

‘I’m not leaving her!’ Skandar called, before dropping to his knees and making his way along the deep groove of the fault line towards Flo’s motionless form.
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