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PROLOGUE

The cameraman heard the unicorns before he saw them.

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

The cameraman smelled the unicorns before he saw them.

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

The cameraman felt the unicorns before he saw them too.

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

The cameraman watched the unicorns glide across Margate beach.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He just hoped the footage would prepare the Mainland.

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

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

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


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

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

Then, finally – there she was.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Thoughtful of you to organise my getaway ride.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What do you mean?’ Agatha asked sharply.

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

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


COMMODORE CAPTURES CHILDREN OF THE WEAVER

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



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

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

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

Skandar scanned the second article.


THE COMMODORE NEEDS YOUR HELP!

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Albert shifted awkwardly.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Because of Kenna?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The trunk opened with a crackle of electricity.

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

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

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

Like all was not lost. Not yet.
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CHAPTER TWO DISCORD


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bobby snorted. ‘Who says offspring?’

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

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

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

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

‘Five,’ Mitchell answered immediately.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Skandar choked in alarm.

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

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

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

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

‘Come and see for yourself.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Sorry about that,’ Skandar mumbled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Agatha was compulsively rubbing at her cheeks.

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

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

‘I’ll be careful,’ Skandar promised.

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Skandar, Bobby and Kenna raised their right palms.

‘NOW!’ Mitchell cried.

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

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

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

Skandar was going home.

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then he saw the smoke.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Four down. Three to go.

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

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

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

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

Five down, Skandar counted.

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

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

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

‘Is your shoulder—’

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

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

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

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

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

‘GO!’ Bobby echoed. ‘We’ve got this!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I can explain,’ Kenna croaked.

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘In the square?’ Skandar asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Skandar nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Skandar’s eyes widened.

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

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

‘That was reckless,’ Mitchell breathed.

‘Genius,’ Bobby corrected.

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