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			Chapter One

			Junior Sky Courier Kiesandra Torsun shifted anxiously in her flight saddle and studied the dark, sullen clouds massing over the jagged summits of Tase and Rynar Peaks. Weather in these mountains changed quickly, which was why many couriers feared flying the routes that crossed the Torgaresh mountains. Kie didn’t share those fears, but she understood the dangers those storms could pose to her and to her beloved skysteed, N’Rah. There was still a patch of blue sky between the peaks, but the winds along the edges of the two separate storms could be deadly.

			Kie bit her lip. If she and N’Rah flew around the storms, they could be hours late to relay, and every late arrival was considered a black mark on a courier’s record. But she was determined to become one of the youngest senior sky couriers ever.

			“N’Rah, please tell me honestly, is it safe to fly between those storms? Are you too tired to try it?” she asked as she pulled off her glove and patted his warm, silky neck. They’d been flying since dawn, and she trusted his weather sense more than her own.

			I am not the least bit tired and going around them will cost us too much time. She heard N’Rah’s cheerful words clearly in her mind as his long wings swept up and down in the steady pace he could hold all day. His copper coat shone, and his mane and wing tips shimmered gold when N’Rah flew through a ray of sunlight.

			“All right, then,” Kie said, her heart pounding. “Let’s see if we can thread the needle between those storms.”

			N’Rah’s wings beat more swiftly. Kie pulled her glove back on before her hand stiffened in the cold air rushing past, and she made sure their precious mail pouch was still tied securely behind N’Rah’s saddle, mail that helped to tie the vast Empire of Prekalt together. Then she checked the flying harness itself, a light, strong rig that crossed her shoulders and waist and clipped into a leather band that ran under N’Rah’s belly.

			N’Rah flew them steadily closer to the two great peaks. A shiver traced down Kie’s back as lightning flashed inside the black thunderheads boiling higher and higher over the mountains. The first drops of freezing rain spattered her face. She had just pulled on her flight goggles and settled herself deeper in the saddle when N’Rah warned her: Hold on!

			She grabbed the dive strap across N’Rah’s withers with both hands.

			A heartbeat later, the first storm draft sucked them down! Certain she’d left her stomach a few hundred feet above somewhere, Kie leaned forward and clenched the strap tighter. The rocky valley floor below rushed toward them with frightening speed. Between her knees, she felt N’Rah’s wing muscles contract as he dove with the draft and then soared out of it just in time.

			“By Great N’Rin’s mane, that was some drop!” she said shakily as N’Rah used his speed to regain altitude.

			That was fun, but the drafts ahead will not be.

			The sky darkened and the wind began to buffet them from all directions. The tops of the peaks on either side now were cloaked in gray waves of rain and hail. Thunder rumbled and boomed off the granite pinnacles. Icy sleet slapped Kie’s cheeks, soaked through her thick woolen flight jacket, and left her shivering.

			Another draft snatched them and tossed them upward with such force that her head snapped back. My neck is going to be sore tomorrow, she thought to herself, but she was careful not to send that thought to N’Rah. He didn’t need to be distracted right now.

			Glad to gain some altitude, N’Rah said, his mental voice strained as his wings beat at the air. The updraft lifted them hundreds of feet before they flew out of it. She could see the top of the pass between the peaks, the blue sky beyond it bright and beckoning.

			Another gust hit them so hard, they were spun partially upside down. Kie swallowed hard and hunched closer to N’Rah’s neck as he righted them. She had to create less drag as he fought the winds. Anxiously, she watched his wings. Skysteeds had been known to strain or break them in the most violent storms.

			Stop worrying about me. I grew up flying in this sort of weather, he reminded her as he folded his wings and dove into another downdraft.

			I know, you reckless horse, she thought at him. Thanks to the pressure on her chest, she didn’t have enough air left in her lungs to talk aloud. As much she longed to be promoted to senior courier, she loved N’Rah more, and she’d never forgive herself if he was hurt helping her to achieve her dream.

			As soon as he skimmed out of the downdraft, he bucked playfully. I am NOT a horse, he replied to her teasing.

			I’ll remind you of that the next time I’m shoveling up your road apples. It was an old joke between them. She let go of the dive strap with one hand to wipe away the rain sluicing across her goggles. “We’re almost to the pass now,” she called.

			Good. I do not like so much rain in my eyes.

			They flew past the two massive rock towers that framed Toras Pass, and almost as quickly as the storms had blown up, the rough air quieted. Kie let go a sigh of relief and pressed her cheek against N’Rah’s neck, now dark with rain and salty sweat.

			“Are you all right? Did you strain anything?”

			I am fine. How is our time?

			Kie sat up, raised her flight goggles, and pulled her precious timekeeper from its waterproof pouch. “We are still right on schedule, thanks to you.”

			Maybe there will be a letter from your uncle waiting for us at Torgaresh Relay, N’Rah said hopefully. I miss him and the old one.

			“They’ve been so busy at the capital, training new skyfighters in the most effective ways to fight chimerae, he may not have had time to write to us.”

			Even though she also missed her gruff, opinionated uncle and his skysteed sorely, she was sure Uncle Dugs was in his element in Pedarth. After believing for years that the voracious three-headed chimerae would return some day to ravage Prekalt, he’d been right. The flying monsters had returned, and his great-grandfather’s old training manual full of skyfighting lore had proved invaluable in the fight to repel the first wave of a massive chimera invasion.

			How did you sleep last night? N’Rah interrupted her thoughts.

			“Well enough,” Kie replied shortly.

			I heard you cry out again.

			“It was just a silly dream,” Kie said, in part because she didn’t want to worry N’Rah, and in part because her awful years at school had taught her it was better not to share grief or fear. “I don’t even remember it.”

			Which wasn’t quite true. She couldn’t remember the details, but the dream had been full of anguished skysteed neighs and the deep roars of chimera lion heads.

			N’Rah peered back at her skeptically, but she was relieved when he said nothing more about her nightmares. Two months ago, Kie and N’Rah had helped the Emperor’s son Prince Shayn lead a motley force of skyfighter cadets, grooms, and Unbound skysteeds in a desperate defense of Pedarth. A huge host of chimerae had attacked the capital while the Emperor and the Skyforce were miles distant.

			The prince’s forces had triumphed in what people now called the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae, but the cost had been terrible. Hundreds of beautiful skysteeds and their brave young riders had died or been injured that day, and Kie had been linked to many of them because after coming to the capital, she had been shocked to discover that she was the Nexara, able to communicate with every skysteed she touched.

			Burdened by those tragic losses and unnerved by her strange, magical gift, Kie had hurried back to her beloved apple orchard and her courier route after the great battle. She’d been relieved to return to her old life, but the memories of the horrendous conflict she and N’Rah had survived kept popping into her head during the day at the oddest times, and they plagued her sleep.

			Resolutely she pushed all thoughts of the great fight into the back of her mind and concentrated on the challenges of their flight today. It was late summer now, which meant she and N’Rah might have to fly through another violent thunderstorm. There was also a chance they might encounter a stray chimera because some of the beasts that had survived the battle still prowled Prekalt, wreaking havoc on isolated villages and towns. She glanced down to make sure her packets of sharp triwires and her bow were ready in case they encountered one of the monsters.

			Midday, Kie and N’Rah took a quick break for lunch. Kie stretched her legs while N’Rah drank happily from a sparkling clear mountain stream. That afternoon they made excellent time, a strong tailwind pushing them along, and the weather stayed clear. Kie noticed the moment N’Rah scented the air and changed their heading.

			“This isn’t the shortest way to Torgaresh Relay,” she protested.

			No, it is not, but I have a surprise to show you that will make you smile. And you did say we are well ahead of schedule.

			Kie scanned the blue skies and massive gray peaks all around them, but she couldn’t see anything surprising yet. “What is it?”

			It would not be a surprise if I told you. N’Rah glanced back at her, a mischievous gleam in his eye. He often looked mischievous anyway, thanks to his wandering white blaze and the white snip on his muzzle.

			Suddenly, Kie spotted dark spots in the air ahead of them, flying over the shoulder of towering Tenoi Peak. “Th-those aren’t chimerae, are they?” she asked as she watched the dark dots anxiously, blood starting to pound in her ears.

			Chimerae would hardly be a good surprise. N’Rah snorted at her in exasperation.

			As they drew closer to the shoulder of the mountain, the sun flashed and flashed again on silver and golden wings.

			“Why, it’s a herd of wild skysteeds!” Kie cried. “It’s been ages since we’ve seen any. Do you know them?”

			They are not my herd, N’Rah replied, sadness in his mental touch. He rarely talked about his own herd and family, even though she often asked about them. Was that because he missed them so much?

			Kie was distracted from wondering about her friend when she saw two yearlings, a black-and-white pinto and a golden palomino, chasing each other. They dove and swooped, performing spectacular rolls and loops that older skysteeds rarely attempted. She grinned at the two young ones having so much fun. The moment the yearlings spotted N’Rah, though, they paused their play. Nostrils flaring, they hovered in the air, watching him curiously. After a few moments, the yearlings flew closer. The palomino filly was bolder, daring to come so close that Kie could see she had the prettiest long blond eyelashes.

			“Good afternoon,” Kie said to them warmly. “Were you playing tag? Human young ones play a similar game, you know.” The yearlings pricked their ears, as if they were trying to understand her. Beyond them, several adult skysteeds grazed the sweet alpine grasses growing between gray rock gullies scoring the mountain’s shoulder.

			A big buckskin stallion with a black mane and tail raised his head and looked their way. Instantly he launched himself into the air. Ears laid back in anger, he charged straight at them. Kie watched him, her heart beating faster and faster. He stopped between N’Rah and the yearlings and neighed imperiously. Tails and ears drooping, the yearlings sprinted back to land beside their mothers. Glaring at N’Rah and Kie, the stallion screamed and pawed at the air.

			Kie swallowed hard. “N’Rah, talk to me. I-is he going to attack us?” Her hands sweating inside her gloves, she glanced down at her bow. She couldn’t bear to harm a skysteed, but she also couldn’t let this wild stallion hurt her friend.

			I am trying to tell him that we mean the young ones and his herd no harm, but he is very angry and very scared. Between her knees, she could feel N’Rah tremble, but his mental voice remained steady. Keep your hands open so he can see you hold no weapons.

			Slowly, she opened her hands and spread her arms wide. The stallion screamed at them again and bolted back to his herd. Nipping at their haunches, he drove them into the air and away from Kie and N’Rah.

			A shudder went through her as she watched the herd vanish behind the shoulder of Tenoi Peak. An angry, wild skysteed stallion was a fierce creature indeed. How she wished she could have talked to him. But she couldn’t mindspeak with skysteeds unless she touched them first.

			“Why did the wild ones run away from us?” she asked N’Rah. “We would never hurt their yearlings. Don’t they believe in the Great Alliance anymore?”

			Many wild ones no longer trust humans, N’Rah said sadly as he turned and flew back toward their regular route.

			“But a strong magic brought skysteeds and humans together to fight the chimerae three hundred years ago. Why doesn’t it help the wild ones to trust humans now?”

			I do not know, N’Rah replied. Maybe even great magics unravel in time?

			A shiver stole down her back. “I hope you’re wrong about that.”

			Many of us still do trust humans, N’Rah said after a moment.

			“I’m so glad you trusted me.” She stroked N’Rah’s neck, remembering the glorious moment N’Rah had agreed to bind with her. The day they had vowed to be friends and partners had changed their lives, forever. But had their binding caused N’Rah to lose touch with his skysteed family?

			She was just about to try to pry more information out of N’Rah about his own herd when Stationmaster Resa’s skysteed, N’Thal, called out to her. The mare sounded desperate.

			Junior Courier Torsun, are you almost here? A chimera attacks the village by our station. We need your help!
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			Chapter Two

			Fear twisting her stomach, Kie sat up straighter in her saddle and squeezed N’Rah’s sides.

			“A chimera attacks Torga Village!” she cried. “We must hurry!”

			As N’Rah bolted forward, his golden wings flashing through the air, she reached for N’Thal’s mind to reply to the skysteed’s desperate summons. Thank the gods Stationmaster Resa had insisted Kie create a link with her mare during her last overnight at Torgaresh Relay.

			We’re still several minutes away, but N’Rah hurries to get us there. What’s happening?

			The Foul One is smashing apart the villagers’ cabins with its tail and savaging our people as they flee, the mare replied. It attacked too quickly for many of them to reach the shelter cave. My human’s family is trapped in their cabin.

			We still may be able to save them, Kie tried to reassure the frantic skysteed. How many couriers do you have at the station right now?

			Four, including my human.

			Tell your courier pairs to try to lure the chimera away from the village. Working together, they must distract it until we get there. Chimerae prefer the taste of skysteeds to humans. Kie shuddered even as she sent these words.

			We will try.

			Kie flattened herself against N’Rah’s neck, trying to create as little wind resistance as possible as her friend raced for Torga Village, his sides heaving. What was the most important information she should share with her fellow couriers right now?

			She reached out to Stationmaster Resa’s mare again. N’Thal, you skysteeds should be faster than the chimera in an all-out sprint, but those monsters can turn swiftly despite their size. Tell your courier pairs to watch out for the bloodgoat head and the sand dragon’s. They can strike quickly, and their reach is surprisingly long.

			I will tell them. My human begs you to hurry!

			We will!

			Kie sat up long enough to loosen her bow and to sling her quiver of arrows around the pommel of her flight saddle. Then she pulled a triwire from its mesh carry sack, careful not to slice her fingers on its razor-sharp wires. Her pulse began to pound in her ears.

			They skimmed over the shoulder of Melanoi Peak, and there lay Torgaresh Relay, a long, low cabin nestled into the edge of a spruce forest. Beyond the relay station rose the sturdy log walls of Torga Village, walls that kept out bears and snow tigers but were useless today against such a remorseless flying foe.

			I see the chimera now, N’Rah reported grimly. There, to the south. The couriers have succeeded in luring it away from the village, for now.

			Kie’s guts tightened even further when she spotted the black-and-tan wings of the chimera silhouetted against the gray rock mountainside. On sinuous necks, the three heads wound about in crazy patterns as it struck at the skysteeds darting past.

			“I see it, too.” She shivered when the wind brought with it the deep roar of the lion head.

			Even as N’Rah carried Kie nearer to the chimera, a brown skysteed flew too close to the monster. The bloodgoat head shot out, its sharp black horns piercing the skysteed’s wing. Kie winced even though she wasn’t linked with the poor animal. Neighing in pain, the skysteed spiraled toward the ground, its wing obviously injured. The other three couriers covered its retreat.

			“Take a moment to catch your breath,” Kie said aloud to N’Rah, while in her heart she prayed her skysteed wouldn’t get hurt—or even worse—in the desperate fight ahead of them. “And then let’s get above and behind that monster.”

			N’Rah climbed and headed west until they were in a good attack position, the late afternoon sun behind them. Kie shook out her triwire and held its three strands carefully away from N’Rah’s side while she studied the chimera. It wasn’t a huge one, but it was still twice the size of a big skysteed, and it was very agile.

			We managed to lead it away from the village, N’Thal gasped. But how can we help you kill this Foul One? Two of our couriers hit it with arrows, but it still flies.

			They must hit one of its three hearts to slow it down. Keep darting around to distract it, she replied to Resa’s skysteed. And try to stay out of our way.

			Kie began to whirl the three weighted ends of the triwire over her head.

			You ready? This time she spoke to N’Rah with her mind, her mouth gone too dry to speak.

			How she wished Topar, Princess Halla, or Prince Shayn were with her. Killing a chimera was never easy, but it was a little less hard with an experienced skyfighting partner at her side.

			I am your skyfighting partner today, and I am ready.

			N’Rah’s brave reply helped to steady her. “Then let’s try a pass down the lion’s side.” The lion head didn’t have as long a neck as the others, and therefore its reach was shorter.

			N’Rah launched them into a dive, and Kie whirled her triwire until it sang. Carefully she watched the chimera’s wing, hoping to catch it with one strand of the triwire and bind it to the beast’s foreleg with another strand. If they could tear its wing badly or bind it, they could make the monster crash.

			The chimera was so focused on the three unhurt skysteeds flying in front of it, the beast didn’t spot N’Rah approaching. They skimmed along its sandy side, right above its leathery, black-veined wing.

			When that wing stroked downward, she released the triwire. It went spinning through the air just as the chimera lunged for one of the couriers’ skysteeds. Kie missed the wing, but the triwire wrapped around the lion’s neck and right front foreleg. As the beast tried to claw at N’Rah, it yanked the triwire, half-severing the lion head from its neck.

			Baring its poisonous yellow fangs, the sand dragon turned and struck at them, but N’Rah had already carried her beyond the monster. The bloodgoat screamed in pain and fury. One of the fastest of the courier pairs, a boy on a bay skysteed, flashed past the chimera and distracted the beast as Kie kneed N’Rah into a turn.

			“Climb again,” Kie urged him breathlessly. They’d lost the element of surprise, which meant it was going to be hard to get close enough to throw another triwire. She grabbed her bow and nocked an arrow as N’Rah ascended higher into attack position. The other skysteeds took turns dashing at the monster, giving Kie and N’Rah precious time to regroup. A blue roan stallion with white wings skimmed so close to the chimera, the sand dragon head almost bit his neck.

			Kie forced herself to look away from the other courier pairs. “I’m going to try for the sand dragon’s heart,” she told N’Rah. “If we can hit that, we might kill this thing outright. Let’s go straight at it, and then duck under its belly as soon as I shoot.”

			When they were three hundred feet above the chimera, Kie made N’Rah wait for a moment to catch his breath.

			I am ready, he said with an impatient snort.

			Kie squeezed her legs and N’Rah arrowed straight at the chimera. It spun to face them, the lion’s head dangling lifelessly, dark purple blood flowing from its neck. The heart Kie needed to hit was in the center of the creature’s chest. The two surviving heads wove back and forth, staring at her with malevolent yellow eyes. Kie forced herself to concentrate on her target and pulled the bowstring tighter. When they were so close she caught a whiff of the rotting flesh in the lion’s mouth, she loosed her arrow.

			The instant Kie fired, N’Rah folded his wings and ducked under the chimera, but the sand dragon head knocked Kie’s arrow away. With an angry hiss, the head shot after N’Rah. Kie gulped as she glanced back and watched its sharp fangs snapping at N’Rah’s haunches. Then his momentum carried them down and past the chimera’s belly, and they were safe, for the moment.

			Whew, that was too close! It got a mouthful of my tail hairs. N’Rah gasped as he fought to gain altitude again.

			Kie bit her lip. This wasn’t working. She was tired from flying all day, and N’Rah had to be exhausted. They had to finish this fight, and finish it quickly.

			We need help, N’Rah broke in on her thoughts. You are the Nexara! Link with the other skysteeds, and then you can talk to them all at once.

			Even though her abilities as the Nexara made her uncomfortable, she knew N’Rah was right. They had to use them now. She reached for N’Thal’s mind and spoke to her and N’Rah at the same time.

			Tell the other skysteeds to fly close to us so that I may touch them. Then we can coordinate an attack.

			Swiftly, the two unwounded skysteeds she’d never touched flew near enough for her to reach out and pat them. Each time, a familiar tingle raced from her hand to the base of her neck, and suddenly, she could hear the skysteed’s words in her mind. N’Cyr was the fast little bay mare ridden by Junior Courier Mac, and N’Yar was a slower but very brave roan stallion ridden by Senior Courier Udella. All three couriers, including Stationmaster Resa on her dappled gray N’Thal, carried bows.

			All right. Working together, we can kill this Foul One, she told the determined skysteeds. Their riders looked pale but determined. She desperately hoped her mental voice sounded more confident than she felt. The four of us need to spread out to the four points of a compass. Tell your humans that you must try to stay higher than the chimera.

			As the courier pairs spread out, the chimera spun to face her. The creature seemed to sense she was the biggest danger. Perhaps she could use that to their advantage.

			N’Thal, ask your human which courier is the best shot.

			She says N’Cyr’s human is.

			All right. N’Rah and I are going to fly straight at this monster again, but at the last moment, we’ll veer to the chimera’s right. While the heads are watching us, N’Cyr, you and your human try for the bloodgoat heart behind the Foul One’s left front leg. But don’t get too close, and get away fast. Tell your human to nock an arrow when he’s ready.

			A few moments later, she saw Mac raise his bow and nock an arrow and she did the same. Swallowing hard, she squeezed her legs, and valiant N’Rah charged straight at the wounded chimera yet again. This time the enraged monster flew to meet them, closing the distance with frightening quickness.

			You decide when we should veer, she told N’Rah, and concentrated on her shot. The surviving heads curled backward, getting ready to strike, the sand dragon’s mouth opened wide. Just as she loosed her bowstring, N’Rah veered, and this time, her arrow did hit the chimera’s chest, but wide of the center heart. She caught a flash of brown out of the corner of her eye. Mac was making his pass.

			Moments later, the bloodgoat head shot straight upward on its long neck and gave a terrible screech. The chimera halted midair while its bloodgoat head flailed and wound about. Then it collapsed and swung lifelessly on its limp neck, while its baleful black-and-yellow goat eyes seemed to glare at Mac racing away with his fist in the air.

			Two heads down, one to go, she sent to all the skysteeds, but remember, the sand dragon head is the most lethal of the three.

			How were they going to finish it off?

			Suddenly, Kie recalled the two wild skysteed yearlings they’d watched this afternoon doing loops and rolls through the air. Then she remembered an attack move from Uncle Dugs’s manual that she and N’Rah had practiced but never attempted in a real fight.

			“N’Rah, now there’s only one head, the Foul One can’t see nearly as well. If the others distract it, could you bring us up under the chimera? We’ll roll right as we fly out from beneath it, and I’ll shoot as we come up in front of its chest.”

			I can try!

			She reached down and patted her brave skysteed’s neck. Hoping she wasn’t making a fatal mistake for them both, she contacted the other skysteeds. Pretend you are terribly hurt. Flutter and lurch about in the air, but don’t get too close. The sand dragon is a predator, attracted to movement.

			As she nocked another arrow, the other three skysteeds began to fly as if they were wounded. The sand dragon head swung away from her to watch the other skysteeds careening and fluttering about in the sky.

			Her pulse thundered in her ears. Please let this work, she prayed to the Messenger, the patron god of couriers, as she pulled her bowstring back and N’Rah dove under the chimera. Had the last head spotted them? Kie gulped as she looked up and caught a glimpse of the tan underbelly of the monster and its long, cruel talons. Using his momentum from the dive, N’Rah swooped up beyond the chimera’s forelegs and tilted into a barrel roll, giving Kie a perfect field of fire.

			There was the monster’s chest! She loosed her bowstring. TWANG! Her arrow sank deep, and she grabbed for the dive strap. Then she was upside down looking at the ground as N’Rah tucked his legs and rotated through his roll. Gripping the saddle hard with her knees, she watched the ground and the sky swap places as she tensed and waited for the sand dragon head to strike at them.

			The moment he came out of the roll, N’Rah plunged them into a dive. Kie looked back over her shoulder frantically. Was the creature on their tail? She couldn’t spot the chimera anywhere.

			Where’s the Foul One? she asked N’Rah, too short of breath to say the words aloud.

			Down there, N’Rah said with satisfaction as he skimmed out of the dive and peered at the ground. The Foul One crashed, and now I think it is dead.

			Looking downward, she spotted the tan-and-black monster sprawled across a sharp outcropping of rock, its three heads lying motionless in a dark puddle of purple blood. With shaking hands, Kie slung her bow. Then she leaned forward and hugged N’Rah’s sweaty neck.

			“We did it! That was some amazing flying. You could show those wild yearlings a thing or two.”

			Yes, I could, N’Rah replied smugly. And you shot well. But now I am tired, hungry, and thirsty. And we must hand our mail off.

			“We’ll do that, and then I’m giving you the best rubdown ever and a double helping of sweet oats,” she promised N’Rah as they flew wearily but gratefully toward the other couriers and Torgaresh Relay.
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			Chapter Three

			They were a sober group of couriers around the dining table at the relay station that night. Senior Courier Udella and her N’Yar, who liked night flying, had already left with the eastbound mail. Stationmaster Resa had gone home to spend time with her husband and children and to help the wounded in the village, but now she was back, her expression determined.

			Like Kie and many other people out here on the borders of the Empire, Resa was Mosai, which meant her skin had a golden tint to it, and her hair was dark brown. She had a strong jaw, which went with the strong temperament necessary to run a relay station well. Resa was a fair, capable woman, and Kie usually got along well with her, but it had become awkward between them since the stationmaster had started suggesting that Kie should give her couriers skyfighting lessons.

			Kie wanted to teach her peers, since she thought all couriers needed to learn some basic skyfighting skills, but she was afraid that would make the Head Courier angry. The one time she’d met with the Head, the woman had been adamant that she didn’t want to lose any more of her couriers to the Skyforce. Kie longed to become a senior courier, with her choice of routes and twice the pay, but Resa might only help her get promoted if she trained the other couriers, and the Head might fire her if she did. Kie forced her tired mind to focus on the others’ conversation.

			“I knew chimerae would be hard to kill,” Resa was saying, “but I didn’t realize it would be that hard.”

			“No wonder our Skyforce took such terrible losses when they fought the chimerae out west,” Mac added, his face thoughtful. Like most Rosari, the richest and most powerful race in the Empire, Mac had bright red hair and freckled skin. About Kie’s age, he had been assigned to Torgaresh Relay a month ago. Some Rosari were snobs and tended to be standoffish, but Mac had kind green eyes and was friendly toward everyone.

			“You all fought as well as true skyfighters today,” Kie said warmly. Mac and his fleet N’Cyr had fought best of all.

			“Mostly we served as good distractions,” Resa admitted, “but you and N’Rah were remarkable. I’ll never forget that barrel roll you performed and your bowshot that finally killed the beast. There’s no denying that your ability to talk with our skysteeds and coordinate our attack made all the difference. I’m surprised you’re not back at the capital training skyfighters, but we’re glad to have you out here.”

			Jimro, a Mosai senior courier and rider of the brown skysteed who had been hurt early in the fight, frowned at Kie. “Speaking of training, we could have fought better if we’d known what you and all skyfighters know, including the best ways to attack these monsters,” he said bitterly. “I’m lucky my poor N’Bene wasn’t crippled for life.”

			“And we should be allowed to carry triwires,” Mac chimed in.

			“But it takes hours and hours of training to learn how to throw a triwire safely,” Kie told Mac. “Throw that weapon wrong, and you could injure your own skysteed badly.”

			“Then our couriers should receive proper training on how to throw triwires,” Resa declared, thumping the table with her palm, “and proper training on how to defend themselves against these monsters.”

			Kie hesitated while she chose her next words carefully. “I agree with you, but the Head is worried that if her couriers become too good at skyfighting, they’ll be conscripted by the Skyforce, and she’ll have no one left to carry the mail.”

			“And in the meantime,” Resa said angrily, “we’re just supposed to keep flying our routes untrained and hoping that stray chimerae don’t attack our skysteeds? I can’t accept that.”

			She leaned back and crossed her arms. “Junior Courier Torsun,” Resa said formally, “as your station supervisor, I request that whenever you overnight at Torgaresh Relay, you teach my couriers how to defend themselves against chimerae.”

			Kie drew in a breath. How could she turn down a formal request from her supervisor? But if this got back to the Head, she and N’Rah were in so much trouble.

			With a sigh Kie replied, “All right, I’ll give your couriers pointers on fighting chimerae whenever I’m here.”

			“Then let’s start right now,” Resa said grimly, “while that fight is still fresh in our minds.”

			Kie spent the next hour going over their battle against the chimera, answering the couriers’ many questions, even while she envied N’Rah, who was already sound asleep outside in the open-air shelter he shared with the other tired skysteeds. At last Resa noticed Kie’s weariness and let her stumble off to the girls’ bunkroom.

			As Kie lay in her bunk, almost too exhausted to fall asleep, her mind churned. In her heart, she knew she had done the right thing tonight. The Head would be furious if she knew Kie was teaching couriers how to skyfight, but couriers did need to be able to defend themselves and their skysteeds from chimera attacks.

			Images from their terrifying fight against the chimera this afternoon kept popping into her head, and each time Kie tried to shove them away. Instead, she made a mental list of all the chores she needed to complete in her peaceful orchard. At last, she fell into an uneasy slumber.

			But sometime in the night she began dreaming vividly.

			She and N’Rah, hovering, faced a giant chimera commanded by a human scourge master. The scourge master’s torso, arms, and head rose from the chimera’s back behind its three necks and looked vaguely human, but he had no legs, for he was magically merged and bound to the terrible creature he rode.

			From the anguished neighs, cries, and roars that filled her ears, she could tell a great battle raged all about them, but in this moment, she and N’Rah confronted this scourge master and its chimera all alone. Somehow they had to stop this creature, or it would lead its army west to tear apart thousands of innocent people in the capital.

			So, frightened young Nexara, we meet again. The cold, insidious words of the scourge master reached into her mind. You are wise to resist your destiny, the scourge master continued, for it will only bring death to you, your skysteed, and all your friends.

			We’ll see about that! she cried aloud, but her voice sounded thin and frail. Numb with fear, she whirled a triwire above her head. Brave N’Rah flew straight at the chimera and feinted at the last moment. Kie threw her triwire, but the monster, directed by a human mind, read the feint, and whirled to meet them. The triwire went spinning off into space, missing the chimera completely. N’Rah tried to dive under the beast, but the scourge master anticipated that, too, and sent the chimera plummeting after them.

			She sensed the huge mass of the creature over their heads as the brown dirt of a farmer’s field came rushing up to meet them. Abruptly, the chimera’s front talons took hold of her shoulder. The beast was going to yank her from N’Rah’s back, and her beloved skysteed was about to crash into the ground!

			“No!” she shouted, and her shout startled her from sleep. She was surprised to find Mac was kneeling beside her bunk, shaking her shoulder. In his other hand, he held a candle.

			“Kie, wake up. I think you were having a bad dream. You were moaning and shouting.”

			Panting hard, Kie sat up in her bunk and rubbed her face. Her cheeks heated when she realized they were wet with tears. “I—I’m sorry if I woke you up,” she said as she hastily wiped the tears away with her fingers. She really didn’t want another courier to see her cry.

			“It’s okay. My dreams tonight weren’t so pleasant, either,” he said with a grimace. He got up and fetched her some water from the pitcher in the corner.

			As she gulped down the water, Mac perched on the bunk across from her, his red hair mussed from sleep. Kie watched him warily. Back when she went to school, she had boarded in Durwen Town because it was too far for her father to come and fetch her home every day. But at Durwen’s school, the town girls had teased her terribly because of her shyness, her simple clothes, and her troubles with reading. When she cried, their taunts grew ten times worse. So she had learned to keep her tears and fears to herself.

			Still, she was grateful Mac hadn’t left right away. The terror of her nightmare still gripped her. It had felt so vivid and real, like her other dark dreams about the battle they’d fought to save Pedarth.

			“We were lucky none of us were killed today, weren’t we?” Mac asked her in a low voice.

			“We were,” she admitted tiredly. “It often takes three or four experienced skyfighters to bring down a chimera.”

			“I’m glad you’re going to teach us more about skyfighting. I want to make sure one of those monsters never harms N’Cyr.”

			“I feel the same way about N’Rah,” Kie said, still shaking from the terror of almost losing him in her dream. “Thank you for waking me up.”

			“Thank you for helping us to kill that monster,” Mac said, getting to his feet. “Resa is right. You really are incredible at skyfighting. I can’t wait to try a barrel roll on N’Cyr tomorrow.”

			“Um, I think you might want to start with some simpler attack approaches first.”

			“We will, but I didn’t even know a skysteed could complete a barrel roll with a rider on its back.” Mac sent her a shy smile. “Do you want me to leave the candle?”

			“No, I’m fine now,” Kie fibbed, for beneath her covers, she still trembled.

			She waited until Mac left. Then she picked up all her blankets and tiptoed out of the station. She could see her way to the skysteed paddock easily. Cerken, the bigger of Prekalt’s two moons, was almost full and shed plenty of silver light, while Little Cira was just setting behind the jagged peaks that ringed Torga Valley. She could see her own breath, because nights this high in the Torgaresh were chilly, even in the summer.

			Moving quickly, she made a nest for herself in a pile of sweet-smelling hay next to N’Rah. He roused briefly and lipped her hair after she slipped under her covers. Comforted by his presence, she soon fell back asleep, and this time, no more nightmares disturbed her slumber.
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			All the couriers currently at the station were scheduled for a rest day, but Kie and Mac asked if they could help the villagers with their damaged homes. Resa told them she wanted them to rest in the morning, but in the afternoon, the villagers would welcome their help. Later, she also expected Kie to give her couriers a flying skyfighting lesson. After Mac and Kie had finished a hearty meal of eggs and sweet cakes, they wandered out to the skysteed paddock and groomed their skysteeds together in the warm morning sun.

			Content with her own company and N’Rah’s, Kie usually didn’t talk much to her fellow couriers, but she had fought a chimera with Mac, and she was very grateful he’d woken her from her nightmare last night.

			“Did you always want to be a courier?” Kie asked him curiously as they brushed their skysteeds’ coats until they shone. “Most of the Rosari boys I met back in Pedarth were obsessed with skyfighting.”

			Mac grimaced. “Until the chimerae returned a few months ago,” he replied, “skyfighting in Pedarth was all about doing well in tournaments. Having nobles gamble big money on the outcome of how I and my skysteed fight never appealed to me.”

			Then he shot her a wry look. “Besides, I’m the youngest of four brothers from a very minor noble house. My parents managed to buy my second-oldest brother a big skysteed, but it was clear it would be much easier for everyone if my parents bought a smaller, less expensive skysteed for me when they realized I was serious about becoming a skyrider.”

			Mac smiled as he began to comb out N’Cyr’s long black mane. “I always thought being a courier sounded like much more fun than joining the Skyforce. I wanted to see Prekalt, and I knew after I finished my training, I could be posted anywhere in the far reaches of this Empire.”

			Plus, he saw me in the auction pen, N’Cyr said as she shoved her nose into Mac’s chest, and I was smart enough to sense he would be just the right skyrider for me, and I would be the right skysteed for him.

			“And so you are,” Mac said, his smile growing even wider as he rubbed N’Cyr behind her ears. “I’ve heard, though,” he said to Kie, “that your N’Rah was a wildborn skysteed. Most wild skysteeds don’t even want to be around humans these days, much less want to bind with them. I’d love to hear the story of how you two found each other.”

			Thank you for grooming me so well. N’Rah rubbed his head against Kie’s shoulder. I like this boy. You should tell him our story while I show N’Cyr that patch of clover I found. Her skyrider would be a good addition to your herd.

			Kie sighed inwardly. Outgoing N’Rah was always after her to make more friends.

			“All right. Let’s go sit and I’ll tell you how I found N’Rah,” Kie said to Mac.

			As they sat on a bench in front of the station and watched their skysteeds graze on the green shoulder of Ratha Peak across the valley, Kie told Mac about the summer she’d camped out in these very mountains, trying to approach a wild skysteed herd. She had desperately wanted to be a skyrider, but her father didn’t have enough money to buy her a skysteed. And so she’d spent weeks climbing up to the high alpine meadows where skysteeds liked to graze.

			Some discouraging days she never found the herd at all, but on happier ones, she did. She loved sitting on the alpine tundra, surrounded by blue forget-me-nots and pink ram’s horn flowers, while she watched skysteed foals play and gambol about. By mid-summer, the herd had come to tolerate her presence on the very edges of their meadows, but every time she tried to move close enough to talk to them, the skysteeds flew away.

			“But one afternoon, a young chestnut skysteed with a white blaze lingered after the others left, and he watched me. Then he flew away, too, and I got pummeled by hailstones on my way back to camp. There I found the storm had blown my tent down and soaked my bedding. I was so cold and discouraged, I was seriously considering giving up and going home when N’Rah landed beside my campfire.”

			Kie grinned as she remembered her shock. “I just couldn’t believe he was there. At first I didn’t dare move, for fear I’d scare him away. Instead, I sat absolutely still and talked myself hoarse telling him all the reasons why I thought I’d make him a fine skyrider. And all the while, he just stared at me curiously.”

			She paused, her throat growing full at the memory. “Then he stepped forward, almost as if he were inviting me to pat him. After I finally found the courage to stand and stroke his neck, I could hear his words in my mind. We recited the Binding Oath together the next day, but I think we were bound from the moment he let me touch him.”

			“By Great N’Rin’s mane, I guess I had it easy when my parents bought N’Cyr for me,” Mac said, shaking his head. “Camping out in these mountains must have been an adventure in itself. But I know you can hear other skysteeds’ words, too. When did you realize you’re the Nexara?”

			Kie crossed her arms and frowned at her boots. “You mean, when did I realize I was so odd and different from other skyriders?” Because the students at Durwen’s school had been so awful to her, she still hated the notion of being “different.”

			“I don’t think it’s odd that you can talk to other sky-steeds. I think it’s wonderful,” Mac said warmly.

			Partially mollified by his enthusiasm, Kie replied, “I only found out about this ridiculous Nexara business a few months ago. I could always speak to my uncle’s skysteed, but I never thought that was strange because I looked after him when my uncle’s rheumatism plagued his joints. It was only after I went to Pedarth to try to get people to pay attention to the skyfighting advice in my uncle’s manual that I realized how unusual it was for a skyrider to hear other skysteeds. I worked as a royal groom for a time, and suddenly I was talking to dozens of skysteeds who weren’t bound to me.”

			Kie stood up and began to pace. “Then some of the older skysteeds remembered that Sian, the young mage who had helped Prince Isen to forge the Great Alliance three hundred years ago, had become the first Nexara as a result of the powerful magic she wove. The Nexara could talk to every skysteed she touched, and she served as a sort of ambassador between humans and skysteeds. But she also had to help Prince Isen command his new army of skyfighters and their skysteeds.” Kie shivered even though the morning sun was warm.

			She stopped pacing and swung to face Mac. His expression was so concerned and understanding, she found herself admitting one of her deepest fears. “I just don’t understand why the magic chose me. I’m afraid there’s been some huge mistake. I love skysteeds with all my heart, but I’m nothing special, and I couldn’t perform a spell to save my life. Look at me!” She gestured to her third-best courier uniform shirt and her worn pants. “I’m just a thirteen-year-old frontier Mosai girl…I’m hardly ambassador material.” She also couldn’t read very well, but she wasn’t going to admit that embarrassing fact to Mac.

			“Well, you certainly are an amazing skyfighter, and I understand the Unbound skysteeds in Pedarth trusted you enough to join the battle to save the capital. You must be a better ambassador than you think.”

			“The Unbound wanted to help, and they were so courageous that day,” Kie said, remembering how the unclaimed skysteeds had bravely ferried weapons to the fight, carried grooms, and dropped nets on the chimerae attacking Pedarth. “They truly made all the difference.”

			“I heard that your being able to talk to so many sky-steeds under Prince Shayn’s command during that battle is what made all the difference. But why are you out here in the Torgaresh working as a courier? Won’t they need you again at the capital if there’s another big battle against the chimerae?”

			Kie rubbed her arms as goosebumps pimpled her skin. She looked at the tall peaks to the west. Beyond them lay the Western Desert, and beyond that were the Broken Lands, where someone had to be creating chimerae again. Was another big battle brewing? Would she have to serve as the Nexara in another great fight, and send more brave skysteeds and their riders to their deaths? That possibility chilled her worse than a Torgaresh blizzard.
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			Chapter Four

			Kie shook off the wave of icy shivers that had stolen over her at the notion of fighting another major battle against the chimerae. She looked away from the sharp peaks that pierced the sky to the west of Torgaresh Relay.

			“There isn’t going to be another big fight against the Foul Ones anytime soon,” Kie told Mac. “I’m off to the village to see if someone needs a hand.”

			“All right,” Mac said quietly. “I’ll come along, too.”

			She was grateful he didn’t ask her any more questions about being the Nexara as they walked to the village. Mac stopped dead in his tracks when they came to the first cabin that had been demolished by the chimera.

			“By all the gods,” he said, his freckles standing out against his pale face. “How did these monsters get so effective at destroying and killing?”

			The chimera had torn the roof off the dwelling, and the heavy logs from the cabin’s walls lay scattered about like children’s playthings. Kie prayed its inhabitants hadn’t been home when the chimera had come.

			“They say the mad mage Yagarth created the first chimerae to purge this entire continent of humans,” Kie said, remem-bering what Uncle Dugs had taught her about the origins of the chimerae. “The mage used a terrible spell to bind together three desert predators: sand dragons, bloodgoats, and lions, which is why chimerae have three heads and three hearts. But Yagarth was killed three hundred years ago by Prince Isen.”

			“So who is still making chimerae in this time?” Mac asked, glancing uneasily to the west.

			“No one knows,” she replied shortly. Someone braver than her was going to have to go out there and find out, one of these days. “There’s a group working on a roof over there. Let’s see if we can help them.”

			Over the next hour, Kie and Mac hauled away broken roof rafters and shingles to a communal woodpile. As they worked, she noticed one cabin had been destroyed completely, and no one seemed to be trying to fix it. A man sat in front of it on the splintered remains of his porch, his face in his hands.

			“Excuse me,” Kie asked an older matron who was directing much of the work, “but shouldn’t we be helping him to fix that one, too?”

			“Aye, Junior Courier Torsun, but Diry won’t let us touch his home. The chimera attacked that cabin first, and the monster killed Diry’s wife and three children. We’ll bury them tomorrow. He’s in shock yet, I reckon.”

			Kie thanked the matron and turned away, her throat tight with grief. Even though the Skyforce had stopped the first chimera invasion, these stray chimerae were causing far too much pain and fear across Prekalt.

			Resa brought them lunch, and the couriers sat together with Resa’s husband and children under a big blue pine. They were a somber group as Resa’s husband told them about the villagers who had been hurt and killed.

			“The Skyforce has to find some way to do a better job of protecting us,” he concluded angrily.

			“It does,” his wife replied. “The problem is, our Empire is so huge. Often a stray chimera attacks a village and slips away before the Skyforce can track it down and kill it. We need more skyfighters patrolling the whole country, and in the short term, we need couriers who can pitch in and help to kill chimerae like we did yesterday.”

			After they helped the villagers a while longer, Resa called Kie and Mac back to the station. There, Kie and N’Rah gave their fellow couriers a mounted skyfighting demonstration. They showed them how to hide in a chimera’s blind spot beneath its wing, and the best way to shoot each of the creature’s three hearts.

			But at the end of the lesson, Kie told her students soberly, “If you can’t use a triwire to cripple and slow a chimera, it will be very, very hard to kill it using only a bow. Remember, most skysteeds are a little faster than most chimerae, so your best defense is to outfly it.”

			Kie went to bed early that night, for she and N’Rah had to take the next westbound mail pouch back to Durwen Relay first thing in the morning. Worn out from helping repair broken roofs and cabin walls with the mourning villagers, Kie fell into a dreamless sleep and was up before dawn. She and N’Rah were ready to fly their route when the night courier arrived an hour early from the east. Rather than hand off in the air, the courier signaled she wanted to relay on the ground.

			Resa and Mac, who was still waiting for his eastbound pouch to arrive from Durwen Relay, crowded around curiously as Senior Courier Thorna jumped from her skysteed’s back.

			“There’s a red emergency dispatch in this pouch,” Thorna declared breathlessly as she tore open one of her mailbags. “It carries the Emperor’s personal seal, and it’s addressed to Kiesandra Torsun, Daughter of the Empire.”

			Kie felt herself blush from head to toe. She never spoke of the formal title she had been given by the Emperor after the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae, and she guessed few of her fellow couriers knew about it. Her friend Princess Halla said her father had bestowed the title on Kie both as a gesture of genuine affection and to recognize the vital role she had played in defending the capital. But how she wished His Supreme Highness had found some other way to thank her. Who had ever heard of a frontier Mosai junior courier with an Imperial title?

			Kie’s embarrassment swiftly changed to anxiety as the senior courier handed her the bright red dispatch. It was stamped with a skysteed rampant, which was the sigil of the Emperor himself and his Rathskayan dynasty. Her blood drummed in her ears as she stared down at it. She wasn’t ready to serve in another bloody conflict as the Nexara. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready.

			Sensing her distress, N’Rah shifted closer and leaned against her comfortingly.

			“Well, ‘Daughter of the Empire,’ aren’t you just full of surprises?” Jimro said, sounding nettled.

			Resa sent him a warning look and then turned to Kie. “You’d best open your dispatch before you take off,” the stationmaster said to her kindly. “You don’t want the wind snatching that out of your hands over the mountains. You can go read it in the bunkroom.”

			“I’ll read it to N’Rah in the skysteed paddock,” Kie said. She vaulted onto his back, and they cantered to the open shed where she had slept two nights ago.

			So, what does the Emperor say? N’Rah asked her impatiently as she scanned the dispatch.

			“Hold on. It’s not easy to read this handwriting. His Supreme Highness’s cursive is very elegant and full of loops.” Concentrating hard, Kie read his dispatch aloud.

			
				My dear Kiesandra,

				We hope you have enjoyed a well-earned break from us, but now we must call you back to Pedarth. We need to send you and N’Rah off on a vital mission as soon as possible. You may be gone for some time, and my children tell me you will be worried about your apple crop. Enclosed is a draft you are to present to the Durwen Relay stationmaster, who is instructed to advance you funds to hire harvest helpers.

				My mother, my children, and I myself all look forward to seeing you shortly.

				His Supreme Highness

				Emperor Chiren Rathskayan IV

			

			She traced the Emperor’s signature wonderingly. She was warmed by his final line, but the summons in it was unmistakable.

			N’Rah peered back at her. Do you think he is calling us to Pedarth to help fight chimerae again?

			“I don’t think so. Going off on a vital mission doesn’t sound like we’ll be fighting, exactly.” But what they would be doing was a mystery. And would they have to go off on this mission by themselves? Well, she’d have plenty of time to wonder about those questions during the four-day journey to the capital. But first they had to fly their route and get the mail to Durwen Relay on time.

			She asked N’Rah to return her to the others.

			“They want us back in Pedarth,” she told her fellow couriers as she dismounted and quickly loaded the mail pouches behind N’Rah’s saddle. She decided not to tell them more, because she didn’t really know more. “I’ll deliver this mail to Durwen Relay and shut up our cottage, and then we’ll be off. I’m sorry to leave you shorthanded.”

			“We’ll miss you both on your route,” Resa said ruefully, “and all those skyfighting lessons I’d hoped you would give my couriers.”

			“My best advice is to fly as fast as you can in the opposite direction the moment you spot a chimera. Don’t ever try to fight one by yourself,” Kie said, looking sternly at Mac and N’Cyr.

			“We won’t.” Mac grinned back at her. “But N’Cyr and I still want to try a barrel roll sometime soon. Fly safe, fly free.”

			Kie nodded to them all. N’Rah, not above showing off a little, reared up on his haunches and performed a neat standing launch, and they were away.
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			Chapter Five

			Kie and N’Rah reached the outskirts of Pedarth, the grand capital city of the Empire of Prekalt, five days later. It had taken Kie most of a day to shut her cottage and arrange for a neighbor she trusted to harvest her apple crop if she didn’t return to her orchard by the fall. One of the perks of being a courier was being able to stay for free at relay stations, so she and N’Rah had enjoyed safe, clean lodgings throughout their long, six-hundred-mile journey.

			She didn’t, however, enjoy worrying about why the Emperor had sent for her. Again and again she and N’Rah tried to guess what the “vital mission” was that he had in mind for them.

			She also didn’t enjoy the attention she attracted at relay stations. She used to be an anonymous junior courier, but now other couriers watched her curiously when they found out who she was, and the boldest asked how many chimerae she’d killed. At least the stationmasters treated her much the same as they always had, and she was grateful that she and N’Rah didn’t run into any chimerae during their trip.

			Now she was trying to decide where they should head first. They were arriving midafternoon, thanks to a good tailwind, and there were so many people she wanted to see.

			“Two months ago, I couldn’t wait to get out of here, but now I’m glad we’re back,” she confided to N’Rah as they soared past the smaller homes and shops on the edges of the city. “I can’t wait to see Terry, Dessie, and Trishop at the stables, and I’m dying to catch up with Prince Shayn, Princess Halla, and the Dowager Empress. But I suppose we can’t just pop in on Imperial royalty, even if they are good friends.”

			We should see your uncle and the old one first.

			“You’re right, of course, but they may be teaching. We’ll just have to join Uncle Dugs’s class if they are.” Kie grinned at the thought. “Let’s head for the Academy.”

			The closer they drew to the center of the great city, the wider and grander the streets beneath them grew. Soon they were flying over the huge mansions of some of the most powerful nobles in the Empire. A long, wide strip of green grass and tall trees, Tavalier Park ran through the center of the city. That was where many of the skysteeds grazed and slept when they weren’t with their skyriders. From one end of the park rose the shining silver amartine turrets of the Imperial Palace. N’Rah headed for a big cluster of buildings and stadiums at the opposite end of the park that made up the Skyfighter Academy.

			Eager to see her uncle right away, she reached out to his old skysteed. N’Tor, where are you, and where is my uncle?

			Youngling, it is good to hear your words in my mind again, the skysteed greeted her warmly. We are just finishing up a class in the old training stadium.

			Please don’t tell my uncle we’re coming. We’d rather surprise him. How is he? Uncle Dugs had a weak heart, and sometimes he had bad spells where he turned gray and his whole chest tightened.

			Pedarth has been good for him and his heart, but he has been missing you.

			And N’Rah and I have missed you both, Kie replied. Our home has been too quiet with you two gone.

			Shortly, she and N’Rah were hovering above the old training stadium. Below them they could see a line of airborne cadets on their skysteeds taking turns shooting at the sand dragon target heart hanging from a wooden three-headed chimera. Even from this height, she could tell the target chimera was now much more elaborate than the homemade affair that two cadets, Kelton and Gunge, had made when she first began teaching them how to fight chimerae the old way. A pang of sadness shot through her. A cheerful, kind boy from the Northern Isles, Kelton had been killed defending Pedarth, like so many others.

			Shoving away her grief, Kie pulled her bow from her shoulder and nocked an arrow. “We need to show these cadets that couriers know how to fly and shoot, too.”

			Should we perform a barrel roll again? N’Rah asked her slyly.

			“Let’s keep that maneuver for when we fight real chimerae. All right, I’m ready, and it looks like the last cadet has finished his pass.” She squeezed N’Rah’s sides, and he dropped into a dive.

			I better not miss this shot! she just had time to think to herself.

			The moment N’Rah skimmed out of the dive, there was the heart target rushing at them. Kie loosed her arrow, and then they flashed past the wooden chimera.

			“Did we hit it?” she asked N’Rah breathlessly.

			Dead center, he reassured her. None of the cadets’ shots were nearly that accurate.

			“Whew! I’d have felt pretty foolish if I’d missed.” She leaned forward and gave N’Rah a grateful pat. They circled around and landed neatly next to Uncle Dugs. He grinned and winked at her before he turned back to his students. They must have been a new crop of first-year cadets, because Kie didn’t recognize any of them. They stared at her with envy, surprise, and curiosity.

			“And that’s exactly how you clumsy land lovers should execute a frontal attack on the sand dragon heart. Now, you’re excused. Get out of here so I can talk to my niece, Kiesandra.”

			Then Uncle Dugs turned to Kie and enveloped her in a big hug while N’Tor and N’Rah sniffed each other’s muzzles happily. Uncle Dugs still smelled like the rose hip tea he drank by the quart and the peppermints he loved. The moment Kie stepped back, she examined him carefully. Like many skyriders, her uncle was short and muscular. He had even less gray hair skirting his bald head than she remembered, but his eyebrows were bushy as ever and his brown eyes alert. He’d put on some much-needed weight and his color was good.

			Relieved, Kie turned to N’Tor. The old dappled gray skysteed held his head proudly, and he’d regained much of the muscle mass he’d lost while recovering from a sand dragon bite. He still had four white scars on his neck, which he’d gotten when he and Uncle Dugs had defended Durwen Town from a chimera attack.

			“Let’s get N’Rah settled,” Uncle Dugs suggested, “and I’ll show you where they’re putting me up these days. How was your trip?” he asked as they walked through a big arched doorway that led onto the green Academy grounds, N’Tor and N’Rah following on their heels.

			As they walked past elegant gray marble classroom buildings and dorms lining a tidy gravel walkway, Kie explained her trip had been uneventful. Knowing he’d be interested, she did tell him about the chimera she’d had to fight with the other couriers outside of Torga Village.

			“No matter what your Head Courier says, you were right to start teaching those couriers how to skyfight,” Uncle Dugs growled. “Could save their lives someday. So you two made that barrel roll shot work, eh? Skyfighters used it frequently back when skysteeds were smaller and more agile. Don’t think a larger, domestic skysteed could pull it off. And here’s my faculty apartment.”

			He opened the door and proudly showed her around his quarters. They included a small kitchen, a cozy living area, and two bedrooms. Best of all, he had a long garden that opened right onto Tavalier Park, so N’Tor could come and go as he pleased. A split stable door led to the garden, which meant Uncle Dugs could leave the upper half open and N’Tor could hear conversations inside. Uncle Dugs received such a nice stipend now for his teaching, he even hired someone to come in every day to clean and bring him meals.

			“It’s quite the life you won for me, girl, and I’m grateful,” Uncle Dugs told Kie frankly as she unharnessed N’Rah in the garden.

			“I didn’t win it,” Kie said as she gave N’Rah a good rubdown. “You won it for yourself by training me so well and by realizing how important your great-grandfather’s manual was. The tactics in that book helped us to save Pedarth, and the Emperor knows it.”

			“The Emperor knows what you did, too, to save his capital, Daughter of the Empire,” Uncle Dugs said dryly, and then he glanced over his shoulder. “Ah, here’s Etta with our supper. She’s the reason my clothes are getting tight. She fusses over me too much, but the woman cooks much better than either you or me.”

			Etta proved to be a stout, talkative, middle-aged Mosai woman with a twinkle in her eye. She served as a housemother in the Academy dorm across from Uncle Dugs’s quarters. While Kie finished grooming N’Rah and poured him some sweet oats, Etta brought their dinner outside to a table in the garden. After Etta left, they dug into her delicious lamb pie and washed it down with plenty of cold, fresh lemonade. Kie particularly appreciated the lemonade, for Pedarth was even hotter and more humid now than it had been back in the early summer.

			As they ate, Uncle Dugs entertained her with stories about his students. He made them sound like a hapless lot, but he obviously cared about them all. She knew from firsthand experience that he was an excellent skyfighting instructor, and she was glad his teaching abilities were being put to good use at last.

			“That was delicious,” Kie said with a sigh when she finished their final course of rich yellow cheese and dayan apples she’d brought Uncle Dugs from home. “So, do you have any idea why the Emperor sent for me?”

			“I don’t,” he admitted, rubbing his chin. “Might have something to do with all the problems Prekalt’s been having with stray chimera attacks. But I’m glad you’re here and I hope he doesn’t send you off somewhere too soon. Why you prefer that orchard on the edge of nowhere to Pedarth is beyond me.”

			Kie refrained from pointing out that her uncle had once stormed away from this very city, vowing never to return. “It’s more peaceful out there,” was all she said. “And it smells better.”

			“I expect you’re right about the smell,” Uncle Dugs admitted with a wry smile.

			Just then a strawberry roan skysteed skimmed over their heads and landed just beyond the garden’s stone wall. Kie’s friend Dessie slipped from N’Forth’s back, and they both came trotting through the open gate.

			“Kiesandra Torsun, you wretch!” Dessie cried. “You came back to Pedarth and you didn’t even let us know.”

			Kie jumped to her feet and ran to meet her friend. “I arrived just a few hours ago. I was going to visit you at the stables first thing in the morning.” Even as Dessie, a Mosai girl who was quite a bit taller and more strongly built than Kie, swept her into a warm hug, Kie grinned at N’Forth. The big, rangy mare had been the leader of the Unbound herd that wandered around the city causing mischief, in part because they resented being passed over at auction. But many members of the herd had chosen to bind with the grooms they carried during the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae, including N’Forth.

			“You are looking well these days,” Kie said, and bowed formally to the mare. Like most of the Unbound, N’Forth used to fly about with a dusty coat and snarls and burrs in her tail. Now her long red-and-white mane and tail were perfectly combed, and her coat shone.

			N’Forth snorted and shook her mane at Kie. No need to get so formal with me, but my human and I are both very glad you are back.

			Next there was a flash of gold and white, and Topar’s pretty palomino mare N’Meary landed next to N’Forth. Topar, still wearing his blue courier shirt, jumped from his saddle and strode straight up to Kie, while N’Meary trotted over to catch up with N’Rah. Topar gave Kie a big hug, too, but somehow it felt different from the hug Dessie had just given her. Topar seemed to sense it, too, for he began speaking the moment he stepped back from her.

			“Well, it’s about time you got here,” he said, a smile lighting his handsome face. His mother was a member of a Ledari clan from the Western Desert, so Topar had brown skin and wore his long black hair in a ponytail. He had inherited green eyes from his Rosari father, Lord General Rennart, who now commanded the Skyforce. “N’Meary and I arrived yesterday. The Emperor sent for us, too.”

			Kie’s heart lifted. Topar relayed out of Durwen, so they’d been friends for years. “I’m so glad he sent for you, too. At least N’Rah and I won’t have to go off on this mission on our own. But do you know what our mission is, exactly?”

			“No,” Topar said, his smile fading. “But I have some ideas—”

			“Looks like someone’s having a welcome party.” A familiar gravelly voice broke in on their conversation. There was Trishop, the head groom in charge of the royal stables, his dour face lit with a rare smile. An old friend of her uncle’s, Trishop had given Kie a job and a place to stay when she’d come to the capital three months ago. Terry, a kind, homely Mosai groom a few years older than herself, stood beside him, bearing a big tray of sandwiches.

			“We had a hunch a group would gather when we heard you had arrived,” Trishop declared while Terry deposited the tray on Uncle Dugs’s table. “And I know how much food my grooms and Academy cadets can eat. Glad you’re back, Kiesandra. Life is never dull when you’re around.” Trishop took a seat across from Uncle Dugs.

			“The senior herd still asks me about their young Nexara through their humans,” Terry told Kie with a warm smile. “They seem to feel they discovered you. Your N’Rah looks well. Flying your courier route must suit him.”

			Terry’s lifelong dream was to bind with a skysteed, but he couldn’t afford to buy a big domestic one at auction. Instead, he’d been saving up to travel to the Torgaresh to try to find a wild skysteed to bind with him. Kie didn’t look forward to telling him the wild skysteeds were growing harder to approach than ever.

			Ruden and Gunge, two of her favorite cadets, arrived next. Ruden was a tall, stocky Rosari and one of the best skyfighters at the Academy. Gunge was shorter, with curly hair and an easygoing disposition.

			“Welcome back,” Ruden said while Gunge just smiled at her and made a beeline for the sandwiches. “We heard you took down another chimera out at one of your relay stations, with a barrel roll shot, no less.”

			“By the Messenger, news does travel fast,” Kie said, feeling her cheeks heat as her friends stared at her. “Four brave couriers helped me to kill that monster, but we really could have used some experienced skyfighters. My first triwire toss just took out the lion head, so then we had to use our bows. It…wasn’t easy.”

			“So that’s why you tried a barrel roll shot,” Topar said, shaking his head. “I would have liked to see that. N’Meary and I pulled one off when we were fighting a big flock of grytocs, but the move made me so dizzy, I’m not keen to try it again.”

			“Do you think our bigger skysteeds could manage a roll?” Ruden asked in his intense way.

			Before Kie could answer him, Etta came out to the table bearing pitchers of cider and lemonade. She made a face when she spotted Ruden and Gunge. “Oh no, you two are here now, too? I’d best go fetch another plate of cookies.”

			The Mosai woman turned to Kie and added quietly, “Those boys come over to chat with your uncle in the evenings. They talk about skyfighting lore and tactics by the hour. He loves the company, and they make him miss you a little less, I think.” She bustled off to the kitchen to find more food.

			Two more familiar skysteeds landed just outside the garden, a lovely golden chestnut mare with a flaxen mane and tail and a small, alert, brown-and-white pinto. Their riders, a boy and a girl dressed far more finely than anyone else in the garden, dismounted and strode through the open gate.

			“Welcome back to Pedarth,” Prince Shayn greeted Kie cheerfully, his hair a tousled bright red mop, as always. “And thank you for giving us such an excellent excuse to leave an extremely tedious banquet early. Hullo, Topar, it’s good to see you, too.”

			Wearing a long, shimmering purple ball gown, Princess Halla floated after her brother and embraced Kie in a warm hug. The princess smelled of violets and sandalwood, and her long cedar-colored hair was styled in a bun covered with a net of shining pearls.

			“I still can’t believe you left us to go tend a bunch of boring old apple trees,” Princess Halla said with exasperation as she released Kie. “If you’d stayed, I’m sure the Nexara would have been the belle of the court’s summer season. You could have kept me company and danced your feet sore.”

			“I’d have been more apt to give my partners sore feet when I stepped on them,” Kie replied bluntly. Clearly her self-absorbed, dramatic royal friend hadn’t changed a bit. “Skyfighting’s way easier than dancing, and I happen to like taking care of my orchard. But I am very happy to see you again.”

			She was just about to ask Prince Shayn if he knew why his father had sent for her and Topar when the skysteeds gathered in the garden respectfully gave way to a plump old chestnut mare with fluffy white stockings. It was N’Talley, the Dowager Empress’s skysteed, and she headed straight for Kie.

			It is about time you came back to us, youngling, the old mare declared.

			Kie performed a deep bow before she spoke, for skysteeds bound to the Imperial family were considered just as royal as their humans. “I did come as soon as the Emperor sent for me. By the way, your stocking feathers are looking as striking as ever, ma’am.”

			She’d met N’Talley on her very first morning working with the senior herd, when the mare had come to find someone to comb burrs out of her fetlock feathers. It was the first time Kie discovered she could speak with other skysteeds besides N’Rah and N’Tor. That surprising morning seemed so long ago now.

			My own groom does a fine job when she is not sick, but you did well enough in a pinch. It is good to have you back, youngling. You have important work ahead of you.

			Before Kie could ask what exactly that work was going to be, N’Talley moved away to stand next to N’Tor. Kie guessed the two them were going to have a good gossip about their friends in the senior herd and their humans while the younger skysteeds milled about.

			N’Rah walked up behind her. It is good to see our herd together again, he said happily, leaning into her shoulder.

			She scratched his favorite spot behind his ears. “It is good to see them all,” Kie agreed, even if she was feeling a bit overwhelmed after spending so much time alone in her quiet orchard. “Let’s go talk with Prince Shayn and see if he knows more about this mission the Emperor wants us to complete.”

			The prince and princess were already talking animatedly with Topar out by the stone wall.

			“So, do you know why the Emperor sent for us?” Kie asked Prince Shayn the moment there was a lull in their conversation.

			“No, he doesn’t, and it’s driving him crazy,” Princess Halla said with a grin. “My brother prides himself on knowing everything important that goes on at the palace.”

			Prince Shayn shook his head. “Despite doing some serious investigating—”

			“Meaning, he’s been listening at doors and stealing peeks at state documents for over a week now,” Princess Halla said, interrupting him again.

			“I still haven’t found out why Father asked you and Topar to return to Pedarth. It’s a sure bet it has something to do with skysteeds and chimerae.”

			His sister rolled her eyes. “I could have told them that without getting in trouble for listening at the Imperial Council’s door.”

			“Well, we’ll all find out tomorrow what Father has in mind for your vital mission,” Prince Shayn said. “I did discover that the four of us are to appear at a secret council meeting in the morning, so try to look surprised when an Imperial guard comes to find you.”

			Kie and Topar exchanged sober glances. In a way, it was a relief to know that the questions that had been plaguing her ever since she opened the Emperor’s red dispatch were about to be answered. But thanks to all this talk of secret council meetings and vital missions, she doubted she was going to get much sleep tonight!
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			Chapter Six

			After a restless night, Kie awoke early and set out her best courier shirt and pants for her meeting with the Imperial Council. Too nervous to eat much, she sat with Uncle Dugs as he wolfed down some warm sweet cakes Etta brought by. Then Kie went out into the garden and groomed N’Rah until he shone.

			Now it was time to groom herself. She washed carefully using water she heated over the kitchen stove and braided her thick brown hair as neatly as she could. She changed into her uniform and examined her appearance in the mirror. Biting her lip, she realized she could see the mended spot from a grytoc slash on her right sleeve, clear as anything.

			Uncle Dugs appeared in the doorway just as she was trying to twist her sleeve so the mended spot didn’t show.

			“It doesn’t matter what you’re wearing,” he said as he walked into the room and stood between her and the mirror. “You hold your head up high, niece, in that council meeting. You’re a Torsun, an outstanding skyfighter and courier, and a Daughter of the Empire. You make me proud every day. Remember that.” He stepped forward and kissed her on the forehead.

			Touched and surprised by the gesture, Kie could only stare back at him.

			“Well, I’m off to try to thump some skyfighting tactics into those cadets’ thick heads,” he said gruffly. “Good luck.” Then Uncle Dugs was gone.

			Careful not to get her uniform dirty, Kie headed out to the garden again and harnessed N’Rah.

			“I hope the Imperial guard arrives soon, or this wait is going to kill me long before some chimera can,” she confided to her skysteed.

			You should not be nervous. The Emperor likes you, and I am eager to learn what it is he wants us to do.

			“But…he’s the Emperor,” she said helplessly. “He’s the sovereign of all Prekalt. He rules everything in our human world. I’m not sure you understand how powerful he is. He could have me beheaded tomorrow.”

			Except he would not, for he is a just and fair man. Perhaps it is a little like meeting our Sky King, N’Rah said thoughtfully.

			Kie stared at him. “You skysteeds have a king?”

			There is always one stallion, deep in the Makar Mountains, who rules all the herds. His word is law to all wild ones, and while he is strong and fit, no skysteed dares to challenge him.

			She was just about to ask him if he had ever met this Sky King when she heard a loud knock on the door. “I’m guessing this is our summons.”

			Taking a deep breath, she hurried inside. When she opened Uncle Dugs’s front door, she found a very tall, very imposing guard dressed in the gold and green colors of the Rathskayan dynasty standing on the threshold.

			“Are you Kiesandra Torsun?” he asked in a deep voice.

			When she nodded, he handed her a message. The contents were easy enough to read. She was to report to the central courtyard of the Imperial Palace promptly at ten o’clock.

			“I can escort you there, or you may fly.”

			“We’ll fly. Thank you, sir.”

			The guard looked a bit startled. Was she not supposed to thank him or call him “sir”? She’d never figure out city ways.

			“You are welcome, Miss Torsun,” he said with a small smile.

			After shutting the door, she ran out to the garden. She was just about to vault onto N’Rah’s back when Topar and N’Meary landed beyond Uncle Dugs’s wall.

			“Did you get your summons?” Topar called to her as he dismounted.

			“I’m to appear before the council at ten o’clock. You?”

			“I’m supposed to be there then as well. Looks like we have a half hour to kill.”

			Kie sighed in relief as she and N’Rah walked through the open gate. She was glad to know for sure that Topar would be in that meeting with her.

			“Did you stay at Central Relay last night, or with your father?” Kie tried to make her tone as casual as possible.

			Topar sent her a sharp look. “I decided to stay at Central, but the Lord General has made it very clear that I’m welcome to stay with him whenever I’m in Pedarth. I just haven’t had the guts to do it yet.”

			“Have you seen the Rennart great house here in the city?”

			Topar smiled sheepishly. “I must admit, N’Meary and I have flown over it a few times. It’s quite a place.”

			“Let’s go see it now,” Kie said impulsively.

			“All right,” Topar said. “I think I’d like that.”

			As their skysteeds flew side by side across the park, Kie snuck glances at her friend. He was frowning now. His Ledari mother had married the Lord General when he was still just the third son of a great noble family, with little chance of inheriting the Rennart title. But then the old Lord Rennart and his other sons had died, and Topar’s father and young bride had been called back to Pedarth. Even though they loved each other very much, the differences in their cultures and friction with his family had driven the young couple apart.

			When Topar’s mother realized she was pregnant, she returned to her desert people, unwilling to have her child endure the veiled insults and patronizing comments she had faced. Topar had never met his father until two months ago. He was astonished to learn the Lord General had never remarried and considered Topar his heir. But Topar wasn’t at all sure he wanted to be Lord Rennart’s heir, and Kie couldn’t blame him.

			“That’s it,” Topar interrupted her musings. Kie pursed her lips in a soundless whistle as she peered down at the elegant gray marble home stretched out beneath them. It was built around a green courtyard so long that domestic skysteeds could take off and land in it, and the great house took up a full city block. Grooms and gardeners scurried about the courtyard, performing their morning chores.

			“That’s quite a house.”

			“I know,” Topar said glumly. “You could probably give every single person in my mother’s clan a room in that place and have a hundred rooms left over.”

			“I heard the Rennart ancestral seat is someplace to the north. It’s probably even grander than this,” Kie said, careful not to call it “your ancestral seat.”

			“I like my father more than I thought I would,” Topar said as he stared down at the house. “But why should I try to get to know his family, knowing they hated my mother and drove her away?”

			“Maybe they didn’t all hate her. And maybe they won’t hate you. You’ll only know if you try meeting them sometime.”

			The wistful look in Topar’s eyes decided her. She reached out to the Lord General’s skysteed, who almost felt like family to her because N’Tor was his sire. N’Tyr, are you still at home or at the palace?

			Greetings, Nexara, he replied warmly. We are about to fly to the palace.

			Your human’s son and I are hovering over you right now. If you hurry, you might be able to catch us, and then your human and my friend could talk.

			Thank you, Nexara. I know my human would like that very much.

			Stalling for time, Kie flew N’Rah around a glass-and-amartine dome built on the top of one of the castle-like towers that rose from the four corners of the house.

			“This looks newer than the rest of the house. I wonder what on earth it’s for?” she said to Topar.

			“Good question. The other Rosari great houses don’t seem to have anything like it,” Topar said as he studied the glass dome curiously.

			“It’s an observatory, of sorts,” said a deep voice, breaking in on their conversation. Kie turned and smiled. The Lord General was hovering near them on his beautiful dappled gray, N’Tyr. A handsome Rosari with copper-colored hair and emerald-green eyes, Lord Rennart still had a trim soldier’s build. It always surprised Kie how much Topar resembled him.

			“Greetings, Kiesandra Torsun and Topar Singu,” the Lord General said formally, but then he, too, turned to look at the glass globe beneath them. “Lassa missed the desert sky so much, I had this built for her.”

			“So she could see the stars in every season,” Kie said softly.

			The Lord General cleared his throat. “She left shortly before it was completed. We should head for the palace if we’re to be on time.”

			Kie urged N’Rah to shift so that the Lord General ended up flying on one side of Topar and she on the other.

			“How was your journey here?” Lord Rennart asked his son.

			“Uneventful,” Topar replied.

			“Mine was, as well.” Kie spoke up to end the awkward silence that stretched between father and son. “But some couriers and I did face a chimera attack five days ago out near Torgaresh Relay. The damage it did to the village before we killed the monster was…terrible.” Her voice thickened as she remembered the desolate villager mourning his dead family in front of his wrecked cabin. “But my uncle told me, sir,” she plunged on, “that your Skyforce is trying to figure out a way to protect people from stray chimerae.”

			“We are,” the Lord General replied. “We’ve tried to organize small attack units we can send out quickly from regional bases to deal with these chimerae when we hear about them, but Prekalt is so vast that we need more teams. We need more skyfighters, period. If the chimerae come at us in force again, I fear we won’t be able to stop them this time.”

			Just then, they passed over tall gray walls and soared past the shining turrets of the Imperial Palace. The Lord General guided them to a grand courtyard. At its center rose a large marble fountain featuring two rearing skysteeds.

			“We’ve been here before,” Kie whispered to Topar after she dismounted. Prince Shayn had brought them here two months ago to try to convince the leaders of the Skyforce to adopt the skyfighting weapons and tactics that had been so effective against chimerae in the past.

			“I hope this meeting goes better than the last one,” Topar muttered. “No one listened to us before. Let’s see if they do this time.”

			Good luck, N’Rah told her as she gave him a final pat. Remember, you will be among friends in there.

			Would she be? The officers of the Skyforce had been anything but friendly last time.

			She and Topar followed his father up marble steps through tall doors flanked by guards, and she was inside the palace again. This time, the grandeur wasn’t quite so overwhelming, but it still took her breath away.

			Instead of looking down at the silver-and-black-tiled skysteed scenes on the floor that had fascinated her on her last visit, she stared at the tapestries along the wall. The first one they passed depicted a young skyfighter with a crown on his helmet. With his sword, he struck at a scourge master on a huge chimera. Beside him, a young Mosai woman on a beautiful palomino skysteed appeared to be drawing a net of golden light around the scourge master.

			It’s the story of Prince Isen and Mage Sian, Kie realized, a strange tingle of recognition skittering down her back. She longed to stop and study the tapestry, but already the others were leaving her behind. The next tapestry depicted with tragic accuracy a great battle between chimerae and sky-steeds. As she gazed at it, Kie could almost hear bloodgoat screams and lion roars, and the cries of wounded skyfighters and their skysteeds. Rubbing her arms against a chill, she moved on quickly.

			She liked the next tapestry much better. It showed the happy moment that hundreds of skysteeds bound with the first generation of skyfighters.

			The last tapestry she came to, which was the first in terms of the story it told, showed the prince and his mage facing a glorious wild skysteed stallion with a chestnut coat and golden wings. Behind the scene in the foreground rose mountains even taller and more jagged than her Torgaresh.

			“I’ve always been fascinated by these tapestries,” a voice said beside her.

			Kie jumped. She was so caught up in the tapestry before her, she hadn’t noticed Prince Shayn approach. His sister stood beside him, wearing a yellow dress embroidered with blue flowers.

			“The first Emperor commissioned these tapestries twenty years after the Great Alliance was formed,” Prince Shayn went on. “I love most of them, but the battle scenes depicting Prince Isen’s last fight against Yagarth always gives me the shivers,” he confessed.

			“Me too,” Kie said fervently.

			“Your Highness,” a palace official called to them. “The Emperor is waiting for you and the Nexara.”

			“We’d better go,” the prince said. “I promise you can come back and spend as much time as you want looking at these.”

			“I’d like that,” Kie said. Somehow she had a feeling these tapestries were important.

			She turned away and held her head high, just as Uncle Dugs had told her to do, but inside her chest, her heart pounded.

			It was time to find out why His Supreme Highness Emperor Chiren had sent for her.
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			Chapter Seven

			With her three friends, Kie passed through two massive wooden doors inlaid with silver amartine scrollwork and flanked by more tall sentries. Then she was inside the large council chamber that was dominated by a white marble table. The last time she stood here, that table had been crowded with Skyforce officers in their maroon-and-gray uniforms.

			Today, only the Emperor and the Dowager Empress sat at it. The Dowager had on an understated green gown, and the Emperor wore a Skyforce uniform and no crown. Yet the two most powerful people in the Empire were imposingly regal, however plainly they dressed.

			The Lord General bowed deeply to the Emperor and his mother and took the chair beside the Dowager. Next, the prince bowed and the princess curtsied prettily and sat across from the Dowager, leaving the two chairs on the Emperor’s right open.

			N’Rah, I’m starting to sense this whole meeting has been carefully planned, and I’m not sure what that means, Kie said to her friend.

			It means whatever you are about to discuss is very important to them, N’Rah promptly replied.

			Her stomach tightening, Kie stepped forward with Topar. She knew by now that if she was wearing trousers in the palace, she should bow. As Kie straightened up, the Dowager, her pale red hair done up in a golden net, nodded to her.

			“You certainly took your time coming back to us, Kiesandra,” the old woman said with a dry smile.

			“I came as soon as I was sent for, ma’am,” Kie replied steadily, knowing the Dowager respected strength and quick wits.

			“You could have come sooner. You and your common sense were sorely missed around here.” The Dowager shot a meaningful glance at her grandchildren, who grinned back at her unrepentantly.

			“You were missed, indeed,” the Emperor said, smiling at Kie. He had a hooked nose that would have made him look very fierce except for the kind light in his green eyes. His hair appeared even grayer than the last time she had seen him, and his face was lined with weariness. “I understand you killed another chimera out in the Torgaresh just five days ago.”

			“With the help of four brave couriers, Your Supreme Highness.”

			“I would like to hear more about this fight later. There is a wild rumor circulating that you killed the beast after executing a barrel roll.”

			Kie felt her face warm. “It isn’t a rumor,” she said quickly, “but my skysteed did the hard part.”

			“I’m not sure our big domestic skysteeds could possibly execute such a maneuver, but your N’Rah is wildborn, is he not?”

			“Yes, Your Supreme Highness.”

			The Emperor looked thoughtful as he absorbed her answer. “Well, we should get on to business.” He gestured to the seats beside him.

			While Kie sat in the chair on the Emperor’s right, she was aware that the guards were closing the massive doors behind them. This was beginning to feel like a secret meeting!

			“So, Kiesandra Torsun, and Topar Singu of the Ledari clan,” the Emperor said. “We’ve called you back to Pedarth because we desperately need your help. I’m sure you’ve heard that our Skyforce took terrible losses out in the Telawa Valley campaign. The Skyforce once numbered over three thousand skyfighting pairs. What fewer people know is how dire our situation truly is. Now, thanks to casualties and injuries sustained by both skysteeds and their riders, we barely have a thousand skyfighting pairs fit to fight.”

			The Emperor nodded to the Lord General, who spoke next. “Those healthy skyfighters we do have are stretched thin, trying to deal with the hundreds of chimerae who survived both battles and continue to prey on towns and villages across Prekalt. We are hunting these monsters down and eliminating them one by one, but not before some of them inflict terrible losses and great fear upon our populace. Thanks to the tactics you and your uncle taught us, we are losing fewer skyfighters, but occasionally they do get injured or killed. Hunting chimerae will always be a dangerous business.”

			The Emperor paused to glance around the table, his face grave. “And what we fear most of all is that another invasion may be coming. Kiesandra, I ask you to remind us all exactly what the scourge master said to you at the end of the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae.”

			Kie drew a deep breath and gripped her chair arms tighter. “He said, ‘You may have won here today, but this fight is only beginning, young Nexara.’ ” She shuddered because his mind had felt so angry and so full of hatred, much of it directed at her.

			“Thank you for sharing that terrifying memory and his words with us, Kiesandra,” the Emperor said, shooting her a sympathetic glance. “The bottom line is, to be able to hunt down the current chimerae terrorizing our people and to fight a possible second invasion force, we desperately need more skysteeds.”

			“What about the Unbound?” Topar asked.

			“Over a hundred of the Unbound wandering about Pedarth have chosen to bind with humans,” the Lord General replied, “and we hope that another fifty of the remaining herd may still choose to bind. One hundred and fifty skyfighting pairs is a help, but we need thousands more.”

			“How about this year’s crop of domestic two-year-old skysteeds?” Prince Shayn asked intently. Skysteeds had to be at least two for their wings to be strong enough to carry a rider safely.

			“Any given year,” the Dowager replied, “our breeding mares all across Prekalt only drop around five hundred foals, and not all of them will have the temperament for skyfighting.”

			“And even if you did train every domestic two-year-old skysteed to bear a skyfighter, you’d still be far short of the thousands you need to defend Prekalt,” Topar said slowly.

			“There are, of course,” the Emperor said, “a thousand more skyriding pairs serving as couriers, but the Head of your service has made it very clear to us, and I agree with her, that keeping communications running across this vast continent is a strategic necessity in the long term, and in the short term, couriers are often the ones bringing us news of marauding chimerae.”

			“I know what all this is about. You want Kie and Topar to recruit some wild skysteeds for you!” Prince Shayn blurted.

			The Emperor frowned so fiercely at his son that Prince Shayn sat back in his chair, looking crestfallen.

			Then the Emperor turned to Kie. “Indeed, as my heedless son suggests, we are hoping that you and Topar would consent to travel to the Makar Mountains, locate the Sky King, and ask him to renew our vital alliance. We want him to encourage young skysteeds from the wild herds from all over Prekalt, including the Western Desert, the Northern Isles, the Torgaresh, and his own Makar Mountains, to bind with humans and join the fight against the chimerae.”

			“How can you be sure a Sky King even exists anymore?” Princess Halla asked doubtfully. “I thought he was just a legend.”

			“One exists all right,” Kie said grimly as she tried to imagine just how dangerous a trip to the remote Makar Mountains might be right now. “N’Rah just told me about him this morning. He said that all the wild skysteeds throughout Prekalt have to obey his orders.”

			“That’s odd,” Topar said. “N’Meary has never spoken to me about a Sky King.”

			“Well, N’Rah never had either, before today. I think the Sky King came up, because, well, maybe I was a little nervous about coming to this meeting.” Her cheeks began to heat again, but she forced herself to forge on. “And I was trying to explain to him how it felt to meet with someone who rules all of Prekalt. Then N’Rah suggested meeting with an Emperor might be like meeting with the Sky King. N’Rah didn’t want to talk about him much. I got the sense that he feels the Sky King is skysteed business.”

			“My N’Talley seems to feel much the same way,” the Dowager admitted. “But when I pressed her, she did tell me a Sky King exists. He doesn’t rule the day-to-day affairs of the wild herds all over Prekalt, except his own Home Herd, but he can command them if he wishes to, and they must obey.”

			His word is law to all the wild ones, Kie remembered N’Rah saying.

			“This, then, is the request we would make of you both,” the Emperor said, his expression grave. “We would like to send you on a secret Imperial diplomatic mission to find and meet with the Sky King. It must be secret because we don’t want our people to find out just how weak our defenses are right now and alarm them. And it will be Imperial because the twins would go along as my personal emissaries.”

			The prince and princess sat up straighter in their chairs, their faces alight with excitement.

			“I hope their presence will serve as a gesture of my respect and my goodwill,” the Emperor finished.

			“I hope their presence won’t create an interspecies diplomatic incident,” Topar said under his breath. Kie knew he liked the prince and princess very much, but their headlong ways sometimes worried him.

			“If he sends his own son and daughter along on this dangerous journey, it will show how seriously the Emperor needs the Sky King’s help,” the Dowager added. “And it will be a dangerous journey for you all, make no mistake.”

			“Which is why we plan to send two excellent skyfighters along with you,” the Lord General said. “Captain Nerone has volunteered to go. She has experience with diplomatic missions, and she would be the commander of your mission if you agree to undertake it. Ruden Mirsar is also willing to accompany you. He would represent the nobility of Prekalt, and as you know, he is a brave and capable skyfighter. This means you would have six in your group. We hope that is a small enough number not to draw chimerae to your scent, and you would have two fighting triads if you did encounter one.”

			The Emperor gazed at Kie and Topar searchingly. “Will you undertake this mission for the safety and future of all Prekalt?”

			Kie turned to look at Topar. He met her gaze, the expression in his green eyes resigned. Unlike the twins, he probably did have a realistic notion of how grueling and dangerous this trip would be. Yet something else troubled Kie far more than the dangers they might face. If their mission was successful, she would be responsible for encouraging more skysteeds to fight and die defending Prekalt. But when their Emperor asked them to serve the Empire, how could they refuse?

			A lump in her throat, she nodded to Topar, and he replied for them both. “We will do our best to find the Sky King and ask him to renew the Great Alliance. We will also try to convince him to ask the wild herds across Prekalt to join in our fight against the chimerae.”

			“Thank you,” the Emperor said, looking so relieved that Kie wondered what it was like to have the welfare of everyone in a great empire resting on one’s shoulders. Maybe he’d been almost as anxious about this meeting as she had been.

			“I wonder how many dresses I should pack,” Princess Halla said brightly.

			“And how soon can we leave?” Prince Shayn asked with a grin.
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			Chapter Eight

			Kie and Topar agreed to meet back in the council room that afternoon with the twins, Captain Nerone, and Ruden to begin the serious planning for their journey. The Emperor left right away on official business, but the Dowager stayed and chatted briefly with Kie about her orchard and her uncle.

			“I did check on Duggan a few times, you know, shortly after he moved here,” the Dowager told her. “I was afraid his memories of his beloved Sharilee might make his return to Pedarth too painful, but he said it made him happy now to see the places they’d been together.”

			Sharilee Lasar was a young Rosari skyfighter Uncle Dugs had loved during the three years he and N’Tor had dominated the Imperial Tournament. But the same afternoon Uncle Dugs had won an unheard-of third title, Sharilee had been knocked off her skysteed so hard in the women’s tournament that her harness had broken and she fell to her death. Heartbroken, Uncle Dugs had left Pedarth, swearing never to return.

			“I think teaching his students makes him happy, too,” Kie said. “He complains about them constantly, but he seems to enjoy their company. And he feels like he’s needed at the Academy.”

			“It is important to feel needed, at any age,” the Dowager said, a trace of sadness in her eyes.

			“Well, those two certainly need you,” Kie said, smiling as she watched the twins talking with Topar. Prince Shayn gestured widely as he made some point with his usual enthusiasm. Their mother had died when they were four, and the Dowager had raised them.

			“Look after my grandchildren for me on this journey, Kiesandra, and remember, they’ve not spent much time outside these palace walls, much less outside of Pedarth.”

			“I’ll do my best, ma’am.”

			Kie was heading out to the hallway to study the tapestries depicting the history of the Great Alliance when N’Rah reached out to her.

			So, what do they want us to do? he asked eagerly.

			They want us to fly to the Makar Mountains, find the Sky King, and ask him to renew the Great Alliance. They are hoping we can convince him to encourage more wild skysteeds to bind with humans to help us fight the chimerae.

			There was a long silence from N’Rah.

			I do not think this is a good idea, he said at last.

			But why?

			It is obvious that the wild skysteeds want nothing to do with humans anymore, he replied.

			Then we must find out why and change their minds. We don’t have enough healthy skyfighting pairs left to hunt down the stray chimerae terrorizing our people now, much less face a new invasion, if one comes.

			A shiver stole down her back as she sent these words to N’Rah. She hated the idea of serving as the Nexara in another big battle in which skysteeds were injured and even killed. But they had to stop chimerae like the one that tore Torga Village apart, and they had to find a way to defend all Prekalt if another massive force of chimerae invaded.

			N’Rah didn’t reply to her at all this time. Puzzled, Kie hurried down the long hall and stepped outside. To her surprise, he no longer waited for her in the grand courtyard, even though N’Meary was still there waiting for Topar.

			Where are you? she asked her skysteed.

			I have gone to the park to graze, he replied shortly. When you wish me to carry you back to your uncle’s quarters, summon me.

			She almost never fought with N’Rah, but when they did, he always turned cool and formal. She could sense he was very angry with her now.

			Topar joined her at the top of the steps. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“I told N’Rah about our mission, and he thinks it’s a bad idea. What does N’Meary think?”

			“She knows the trip will be long and dangerous, but she’s willing to go. She understands that we desperately need more skysteeds to join the fight.”

			“N’Rah must know this, too. I wonder why he is so set against our going to talk with the Sky King.”

			She looked toward Tavalier Park. Perhaps she should give N’Rah some time by himself.

			“Topar, would you and N’Meary mind helping me find N’Rah in an hour or so? I’m going back inside to look at those tapestries that tell the history of the Great Alliance.”

			Topar glanced at N’Meary. “We would be happy to,” he replied after a moment. “I’d like to look at those tapestries myself.”

			Feeling quite bold, Kie turned and nodded to the guards. She thought they might ask what she wanted, but they simply pulled the big doors open for her again.

			I guess there are some advantages to this Nexara business, she thought to herself.

			This time she started at the far end of the hall so she could study the tapestries in their proper sequence. There was a whole second set on the opposite wall she hadn’t noticed earlier because she had been so mesmerized by the first.

			There were twelve tapestries in total, all beautifully woven and amazing in their detail. She was drawn to two in particular. The first depicted the moment the Great Binding was originally created, making it possible for skysteeds and humans to communicate. The event appeared to have taken place on a ledge overlooking a lovely green valley surrounded by tall peaks.

			Mage Sian, golden light streaming from her hands, seemed to be weaving a golden net about herself, Prince Isen, and a chestnut skysteed stallion and a palomino mare. The Mosai mage looked surprisingly young, perhaps just a year or two older than Kie, with spectacles and curly brown hair. Prince Isen appeared young as well, his expression serious and thoughtful. The chestnut stallion, Great N’Rin himself, looked remarkably like an older, stronger version of N’Rah, with the same bright golden wings and tail, and the palomino mare, Merciful N’Saye, looked quite a bit like N’Meary.

			The other scene wasn’t as dramatic, but for some reason it pulled at her. It depicted a meeting of skyriders and their skysteeds in an open-air building in the heart of a green glen. Each skyfighter sat in a chair, with his or her skysteed at their side. At the center of the building lay a beautiful inlaid green-and-white compass rose, displaying the four cardinal wind directions and the intermediate points between.

			She guessed the scene showed the moment the skyfighters decided to track the mage Yagarth to his lair in the Broken Lands, because the next tapestry depicted a desperate fight between Prince Isen, Mage Sian, and their skysteeds against a hooded figure riding a huge battle chimera. All around them, strange rock towers and cliffs erupted from the red sands.

			Goose bumps rose all over her.

			Topar moved to stand at her side. “What’s wrong?” he asked quietly.

			“I—I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve seen this place before, or a place very like it, in my dreams, and they weren’t…good dreams.”

			“It’s not crazy. It’s probably the magic of the Great Binding reaching out to you again.”

			The Ledari were more comfortable with the whole notion of magic than the other peoples of Prekalt, and Topar had argued before that magic might be guiding her actions from time to time.

			“Well, I wish it would just tell me outright what it wants and leave my dreams alone,” Kie said irritably. She walked back to the scene of the open-air building in the glen.

			“This place looks familiar to me, too, but I don’t remember seeing it in a dream.”

			“It looks familiar to me as well,” Topar said, “but this was woven hundreds of years ago. Wherever that glen is, it probably looks quite a bit different today.”

			They spent another half hour staring at the tapestries and discussing them.

			“Even though they’re just images,” Kie said, “I’m guessing we can learn a lot about the Great Alliance by studying them.”

			“And we might need to understand how the alliance came about the first time,” Topar replied, “if we’re going to strengthen our relationship with our skysteed allies now.”

			“Speaking of our relationships with skysteeds,” Kie asked, “do you ever have fights with N’Meary?”

			“From time to time.” Topar grimaced. “She gets all distant and polite, and I hate it. I also hate that usually she ends up being right, and I end up being wrong. Skysteeds have a great deal of sense, and I think they see the world more logically than we do.”

			“N’Rah gets all distant and formal with me, too.” And mostly he was more logical than she was. But right now there was something weirdly emotional about the way he was acting over this Sky King business.

			“I’d really appreciate it if you and N’Meary could help me find him. He made a huffy comment about my summoning him when I needed a ride back to Uncle Dugs’s quarters.”

			“And you’d rather not ask him for a favor right now,” Topar guessed, looking amused and sympathetic. “We are at your service, Nexara.”

			They returned to the courtyard. Topar gave her a hand up behind him on N’Meary, and the palomino mare quickly found N’Rah standing in a quiet clearing near the center of the great park. Kie asked her friends to put her down nearby. After thanking them both, she went on to talk to N’Rah by herself.

			She paused at the edge of the glen, her stomach in knots. It was awful when N’Rah was mad at her. He was so cheerful and easygoing that it didn’t happen very often. He’d said he was going to the park to graze, but he wasn’t eating. Instead, he appeared to be staring off into space, and the dejected slump in his neck and wings betrayed his sadness.

			She cleared her throat and walked forward into the glen. “I sensed that you were angry with me earlier, but I’m not sure why. We need to be honest with each other, now more than ever. Could you…would you please tell me what I said or did to upset you?” She stopped when she was ten feet away from her skysteed.

			N’Rah turned to face her. I wish you had asked me before you promised the Emperor that you would accept this mission. This was an important decision you made alone that affects us both.

			Kie stared at N’Rah in surprise. She often made decisions for both of them. N’Rah had never seemed to mind before. “You’re right. I should have asked you. I’m sorry. But why don’t you want us to go?”

			Because it is dangerous to travel anywhere in Prekalt right now, and we will have to slip past the vicious vultiren in the Ugoli Desert to reach the Makar Mountains. It is foolish to take such risks when in the end, we will likely fail. You saw how the wild ones fled from us.

			“I hope you’re wrong. I don’t know how the people of Prekalt will survive if you’re right.”

			N’Rah stamped his foot. This is the second time you have mentioned the grave threat to you humans. Skysteeds are in great danger, too, and many of us have already died trying to defend this continent.

			Her cheeks burning, Kie stared at her friend. “I g-guess you’re right. I was thinking about humans first, and…I shouldn’t have. So many brave skysteeds have died trying to defend Prekalt.” Her throat tightened as she said the words. “But both skysteeds and humans are doomed if we can’t convince the wild ones to join us.”

			N’Rah looked away from her. Even though I know this journey will be futile, no matter what I think or say, it will take place. When humans make up their minds, there is no changing them.

			“I did promise the Emperor we would do our best.”

			N’Rah sighed gustily and looked at her again. We sky-steeds understand the importance of keeping promises, perhaps better than humans do. We will make this journey, and I shall do my best to keep us safe.

			“Thank you, and I swear I’ll never again make another important decision, the kind that affects our lives and our safety, without asking you first. Do you forgive me?”

			She held her breath as he studied her, his ears pricked.

			You are my skyrider. Of course I forgive you. He closed the distance between them and rubbed his head against her shoulder.

			She let go a sigh of relief, hugged his neck, and then scratched his favorite spot between his ears. “I’m so glad you’re not mad anymore. I feel sick when we fight.”

			Me too, but I would feel even better if you gave me a dayan apple from home, he said, and sent her a sly look that made her giggle.

			After making sure he didn’t mind carrying her back to Uncle Dugs’s quarters, she grabbed a quick lunch there and two dayan apples for N’Rah. They made it back to the Imperial Palace just in time to join the afternoon planning meeting. Ruden was already there, along with Captain Nerone, a striking Rosari woman with short cedar-colored hair and a strong build.

			Captain Nerone smiled warmly as Kie crossed the room to greet her. “It’s good to see you again, Kie. I thought you went home to deliver the mail and prune your apple trees, and instead, I hear you’ve been off killing chimerae, in a rather spectacular fashion.”

			Kie groaned. “Has everyone in Pedarth heard that story now? I had plenty of help that day.”

			“Well, however you did it, I’m glad you brought that monster down. That’s one less chimera the Skyforce has to worry about.”

			The captain might be Rosari, but she didn’t seem to care about class or station, and she really wasn’t one to stand on ceremony. Soon the captain took the chair at the head of the table, while the twins sat on one side and Ruden, Topar, and Kie sat on the other. Briskly the officer called their meeting to order, and they began creating a list of what each skyrider should bring, and what they, as a group, should bring.

			“Father suggested we take presents to give the Sky King, just like we were making a diplomatic visit to another ruler,” Prince Shayn told them when they came to figuring out what group equipment they would need.

			“So, what would make nice presents for a herd of sky-steeds?” Princess Halla asked. “I can’t see them caring much for incense or jewels.”

			“Some salt and apples would probably be more appreciated,” Topar suggested.

			Kie reached out to N’Rah while the others talked, for she wanted him to feel a part of their meeting.

			N’Rah, what should we take as gifts for the Sky King?

			The wild skysteeds love apples so much, they will fly miles to feast on the ripe ones that fall from trees in the foothills. But there are few apple trees in the mountains. Perhaps you could take along some seedlings for hardy apple trees and offer to plant them in some sheltered mountain valleys near their home ranges.

			That’s a brilliant idea, Kie said and thanked him. Then she shared his suggestion with the group.

			“It’s a good notion,” Ruden spoke up for the first time. “But salt and tree seedlings are going to be heavy. My N’Saran is so big, he can carry quite a load over long distances, but your lighter skysteeds probably can’t.”

			Topar and Kie exchanged exasperated looks. When they first knew Ruden, he used to insult their smaller skysteeds and assume they were worthless. After training with Kie and Topar and fighting chimerae with them, he came to respect their wildborn skysteeds’ speed and maneuverability, but at times like this, he betrayed the fact that he still thought that bigger domestic skysteeds were better.

			“We should also plan on carrying our own food and sweet oats once we reach the Ugoli Desert and leave the last courier stations behind us,” Captain Nerone said. “If we were traveling by horseback, I’d say we need a packhorse.”

			“Do you think we could ask a skysteed to help us?” Prince Shayn asked Kie.

			“No bound skyrider pair would want to be separated for that long,” Princess Halla said. “I know I couldn’t bear to be away from my darling N’Seella that long.”

			Despite her rather dramatic way of saying things, Princess Halla was right. No loyal skysteed would want to be parted from their skyrider for months.

			Kie sat up straighter in her chair when an idea came to her. “So maybe we need an Unbound skysteed to come along. Let me ask N’Forth if she knows of a skysteed who might be willing to make this journey and carry a load for us.”

			While the others went back to making up a packing list, she reached out for N’Forth, the former lead mare of the Unbound herd in Pedarth. After swearing the mare to secrecy, she told her about the journey they planned, and the reason they needed to take an extra skysteed along.

			Do you think any of your herd would be interested in making such a journey with us? Kie asked her.

			I know just the right young stallion. N’Poda is a bit odd, but he is fascinated by the wild ones and has long talked about flying off on his own to visit a wild herd. He would not carry a rider, but he did help to ferry weapons during the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae, and he was one of the first to realize skysteeds could drop nets on the Foul Ones as well as skyriders could. He is clever and brave and very strong.

			So, in what way is he odd? Kie asked the mare.

			You should meet with him, and you will understand, N’Forth replied cryptically. I will ask if he might be interested in going on this journey, and you can meet with him tonight in the park if he is.

			Kie relayed N’Forth’s words to the planning group. They’d just finished making their lists and planning the route they would take when the Emperor strode into the council room unannounced. The lines of worry on his face appeared deeper than ever.

			“Two chimerae destroyed a village out in the Telawa Valley,” he said heavily. “Skyfighters from the closest garrison have been summoned to track them down, but in the meantime, over fifty of my subjects were injured or killed.”

			The Emperor paused to draw in a deep breath. “We must find a way to stop these attacks as soon as possible. You leave on your mission the day after tomorrow.”
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			Chapter Nine

			After eating dinner with Uncle Dugs that night, Kie walked into Tavalier Park to talk with N’Poda. The day’s heat was easing, but the air still seemed horribly humid to Kie. N’Rah flew to join her because he wanted to meet the Unbound skysteed, too.

			A herd is only as strong as its weakest member, my grandsire used to tell me, N’Rah explained to Kie as they waited for N’Poda to arrive. We need to know this Unbound will do his part, both on this journey and in a fight.

			Kie snuck a peek at her skysteed. Just as Ruden was slow to get over his prejudice against small skysteeds, she sometimes thought N’Rah looked down on the Unbound. Maybe that was because N’Rah was so proud of the work he did as a courier’s skysteed, and the Unbound pretty much frolicked about Pedarth raiding people’s gardens.

			Just as the sun touched the horizon, a big black-and-white pinto skysteed landed near Uncle Dugs’s gate. Kie realized she had seen this skysteed during the battle to defend Pedarth. One of his wings was coal black, and his other white. Before N’Poda, she’d never encountered a sky-steed with different colored wings…and different colored eyes! As he trotted closer, she could see one of his eyes was pale blue, and the other brown. The upper half of his face was black, and the lower half looked like he’d dipped it in white paint. He was quite possibly the most unusual looking skysteed she’d ever seen.

			He cantered toward her so eagerly, she was a little afraid he might run her down. He stopped just a few feet away from her and snorted, covering her with warm sneeze mist. Afraid of offending him, Kie stilled the urge to wipe her face with her sleeve.

			N’Rah said formally, N’Poda greets the Nexara and says that you may touch him so the two of you can talk directly to each other.

			Kie reached up to stroke his neck, studying the big sky-steed all the while. Like most of the Unbound, he had tangles in his mane and tail and scars on his sides from fights. But he also looked plenty big and strong enough to carry their gear.

			The moment she placed her hand on him, a familiar tingle swept from her fingers up to the base of her neck. Then she could hear his words in her mind clear as anything.

			Can you understand me? The big skysteed started dancing about so excitedly, Kie took a step back before he could stomp on her toes by accident. Oh, Nexara, please tell me that you can hear my words in your mind, he begged her.

			“I can hear you quite well,” she reassured him. N’Rah, can you ask this big fellow to settle down a bit?

			I just did.

			The big pinto stopped prancing about and stood absolutely still, his gaze riveted on her. His lighter eye was the color of pale blue snow lilies.

			“So, N’Poda, would you be willing to carry a hundred and seventy pounds of our gear out to the Makar Mountains? That’s about the weight of a typical skyrider with flight harness and saddle.”

			I could carry that much weight easily. Is it true you go to seek the Sky King?

			“It is true.”

			But this is wonderful. My dam told me such exciting stories about the Sky King and the adventures he had with his herd. My great-grandmother was a wildborn skysteed, and our family passed her tales down through the generations. I yearn to see the big peaks, defy their treacherous air currents, and graze on the sweet grass that grows in the highest alpine meadows. I have always longed to join the wild ones.

			“Well, this could be your chance,” she said, even as she wondered why he hadn’t gone on his own to the Makar Mountains if seeing those mountains and the wild ones was so important to him. Nothing forced the Unbound to stay in Pedarth. “But I should warn you the trip could be dangerous,” she cautioned. “We may have to fight chimerae and vultiren along the way.”

			I have faced the Foul Ones before, he said, pawing the ground, and I am ready to face them again. I dropped many nets on the beasts during the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae and forced them from our skies.

			N’Poda certainly had a grandiose way of saying things.

			“So, you would be willing to fight to defend your companions’ lives?”

			This I swear by Great N’Rin’s mane, he said seriously. Will you take me with you, Nexara?

			Kie couldn’t think of a reason to say no to the young skysteed, and he seemed so eager to come along.

			What do you think, N’Rah?

			This one has some growing up to do, but he means well enough.

			I think so, too.

			“Very well, N’Poda,” she said aloud. “We would be delighted to have you join our company. Please be here tomorrow shortly after sunrise, and we’ll get you used to wearing a pack saddle.”

			I will have to wear something on my back? He laid back his ears.

			“Well, yes. That’s the only way the sweet oats and gifts we need you to carry will stay in place.”

			But what will the wild ones think of me if they see me carrying human packs and gear?

			“They will think you cared enough about Prekalt to help us make a long and dangerous journey to their mountains.”

			They will not ever take you for a wild skysteed, if that is what you hope, for you are a quarter bigger than any of them, N’Rah added, starting to lose his patience.

			Perhaps we will encounter chimerae on the way to the mountains, and then you can tell the wild ones how bravely I fought, N’Poda said, brightening at the thought.

			“We will indeed,” Kie said, although fighting chimerae on the way to the Makar Mountains was the last thing she wanted to do.

			After N’Poda agreed to return first thing in the morning, he trotted off, his head held high.

			I hope we did not just make a very big mistake, N’Rah said, watching N’Poda disappear into the park.

			“I hope we didn’t, too,” Kie said.

			While her friends spent the next day packing and organizing, Kie tackled the task of getting N’Poda used to carrying a pack saddle. It proved to be a frustrating business. He truly hated the sensation of having something on his back and kept bucking off the saddle blankets and the pack saddle itself. She finally had to threaten to find another Unbound skysteed to carry their gear before he settled down. Once she got the pack saddle on his back and properly cinched up, she loaded rocks into it so he could get used to flying and landing with the extra weight.

			She also tried to groom him, a process he took to only a little better. The young skysteed simply hated staying still. By the end of the day, N’Poda was cleaner and somewhat accustomed to the pack saddle, and Kie was completely worn out.

			At dawn the next morning, seven skysteeds and six skyriders left Pedarth and headed northwest, for the Makar Mountains.
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			The first day of their journey, the weather stayed clear. During the morning, N’Poda was so excited to be outside of Pedarth that he kept flying too close to Captain Nerone’s blood bay, N’Chine, who led them. The irritated mare finally kicked at him. Only mildly chagrinned, N’Poda finally dropped back and pelted Kie and N’Rah with questions about their courier work and the countryside below.

			By noon, though, N’Poda had become much less talkative, and he no longer flew hard on anyone’s heels.

			I think N’Poda is getting tired, Kie commented privately to N’Rah when they stopped for lunch and let the skysteeds drink.

			I do not believe the Unbound in Pedarth spend a great deal of time flying.

			He looked so big and strong, it never occurred to me he might not be in shape for this trip. We might need to redistribute his load a bit tomorrow.

			By the end of the day, the young piebald struggled to keep up with the group, but he never once complained. That night, when they stopped at a relay station, he devoured his sweet oats and fell sound asleep before Kie had finished grooming him. The next morning while the others ate, Kie quietly put part of his load into the other skysteeds’ packs.

			My load feels lighter than ever, he boasted to the other sky-steeds as they cantered into the sky, beginning the second day of their journey.

			That is because the Nexara gave the rest of us half your load to carry, silly youngling, N’Chine told him in exasperation.

			Looking stricken, N’Poda dropped back so he flew beside N’Rah. Is this true, Nexara?

			Kie winced. She had wanted to save N’Poda the embarrassment of knowing she had lightened his load. “It is true,” she told him.

			But I wish to carry my full load and do my part. It is why I am here.

			“I will give your full load back to you when you are fitter. The Emperor needs us to make this trip as quickly as possible.”

			But I— the pinto skysteed started to argue, and N’Rah cut him off.

			We had to fly slower yesterday afternoon because you were tiring.

			Oh. I did not know this, N’Poda said slowly, embarrassment coloring his mental tone. I do not wish to hold the group up.

			The young piebald also had problems getting used to the strangeness of a countryside full of animals and objects he’d never encountered in Pedarth. That day during lunch, N’Poda shied and almost bucked off his pack when a sheep wandered near them and baaed mournfully. On the third day, he bolted into the air during a rest break when a red fox reared out of the grass nearby and pounced on a mouse.

			As N’Rah and Kie went off to retrieve the mortified young skysteed, N’Rah said, Let me talk to him this time.

			“All right.”

			They found N’Poda trembling on the far edge of the meadow.

			What if that fox had been a bear or a snow tiger? N’Rah asked him sternly. Will you always run at the first sign of danger, or will you stay and help us fight whatever threat we face? You swore by Great N’Rin’s mane that you would defend the lives of everyone in our travel group.

			The young skysteed hung his head in shame. It is so different out here in the country. Everything looks and smells strange to me. I am scared all the time. I—I thought I was braver than this.

			“But still, you fly with us.” Kie reached out and gave the skysteed a reassuring pat. “True bravery is feeling fear and pushing past it.”

			Even as she said the words, she sighed inwardly. Who was she to talk about bravery? She was terrified that she wouldn’t be able to order skysteeds into battle if that terrible time came again.

			The Great Binding gave skysteeds the ability to think as humans do, N’Rah said more kindly to the young pinto. Use your mind to control your reflexes. Watch the rest of us, who are used to being in strange places. If we are not scared, then you do not need to be.

			I swear I will try to think before I act, N’Poda pledged to them solemnly.

			But the next morning, his reflexes took over again, and he bucked while Kie was still strapping down his pack. His left wing knocked her off her feet and his buck sent half his load of salt and seedling trees flying. Quickly, Kie stood up again, afraid of what her own skysteed might do or say to N’Poda.

			Oh, Nexara, I am so sorry. Are you all right? And the little apple trees? the piebald skysteed asked as he peered at her.

			“I’m fine,” she said, dusting off the seat of her pants. “And I’m sure they will be fine, too. But you need to get used to your pack saddle. It’s not going to attack you.”

			I know. I am going to concentrate even harder about thinking before I act.

			N’Rah came galloping up then, his ears laid back and his teeth bared to nip at N’Poda, but Kie warned him off with a thought. Patiently, she picked up bundles of apple tree seedlings and placed them back in N’Poda’s packs.

			I am starting to think we made a big mistake in letting this one come, N’Rah said angrily to Kie. Are you all right?

			I’m fine, she reassured him, but a little while later she didn’t vault into her saddle as she usually did, for her left shoulder was too sore. She truly hoped N’Rah was wrong and that N’Poda would settle down soon.

			During lunch, when a huge bustard burst from the nearby bushes with a raucous squawk, all the skysteeds blew and shied and danced about. N’Poda snorted, too, and shivered in fear and shifted his feet, but he didn’t bolt.

			Kie gave him a warm pat. “Well done, my friend,” she told him quietly. “We will make a country skysteed out of you yet.”

			That evening, their party couldn’t reach the closest relay station because a strong headwind had slowed their pace. The humans unharnessed their skysteeds and prepared to camp in a small meadow beside a stream as the sun was setting. Kie was grooming N’Poda when suddenly he twisted about, his shoulder knocking her off her feet again.

			This time N’Rah was close by. Whinnying angrily, he advanced on N’Poda, his teeth bared, but the big pinto ignored him. Instead, neighing in fury, he reared and stamped at something on the ground. He reared and stamped again as Kie jumped to her feet and stepped between the two skysteeds. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the remains of a long beige-and-black-striped snake lying motionless in the grass.

			“N’Rah, NO! You mustn’t bite him!” she shouted. “N’Poda killed a poison mouth. I was about to step on it. He probably just saved me from getting bitten.”

			N’Poda stood there, trembling and sweating. Is the snake dead?

			“It is very dead,” she said with a shudder. She waited until the rest were watching. Then she bowed to the young stallion formally. “I thank you for saving my life,” she said.

			She smiled when her human companions and their sky-steeds crowded close and made much of N’Poda’s bravery, for skysteeds hated snakes. He seemed embarrassed but happy with all the attention. Maybe this incident would boost his self-confidence.

			Later that night, while her human companions sat around their campfire, she was surprised to see all the skysteeds had gathered around N’Poda. They appeared to be staring at him with rapt attention.

			N’Rah, what is going on over there? Is anything wrong? Kie asked, afraid her young charge had gotten himself into trouble again.

			All is well. N’Poda is telling us the story of how Great N’Rin and Prince Isen first met. It turns out our young one is a fine taleteller.

			Kie grinned to herself. Skysteeds loved to listen to stories.

			So maybe we didn’t choose so badly after all. She couldn’t resist teasing him.

			We chose well when we allowed him to come with us, N’Rah replied seriously. I will always be grateful that he saved my skyrider’s life.
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			Chapter Ten

			Kie had been so busy helping N’Poda adjust to life outside of Pedarth, she was slow to realize there were conflicts brewing between her human travel mates. The next morning when it came time to cook and wash up from breakfast, she couldn’t help noticing that Princess Halla sat by the fire, entirely content to let others do the work. Prince Shayn buzzed about trying to be helpful while mostly getting in the way. Ruden seemed to think it was his job to wait on the princess hand and foot. Topar and Captain Nerone did most of the cooking and washing up, and they didn’t look happy about it.

			Wondering if it was just her imagination, Kie held her tongue. The next two nights they stayed in relay stations where their meals were cooked for them, and they didn’t have to make and strike camp. Everyone in their party seemed to get along well enough when there weren’t so many chores to do.

			Over dinner, worried couriers and their stationmasters shared news of chimera sightings and attacks. Perhaps because they felt less comfortable with the Emperor’s children and Ruden and Captain Nerone in their Skyforce uniforms, they peppered Topar and Kie with questions about the beasts. Most nights the two found themselves giving informal lectures on how to survive chimera attacks. They always recommended that couriers and their skysteeds try to outfly chimera, but they also shared useful information on the location of the monsters’ hearts, their sense of smell, and their blind spots.

			“What if the Head hears about us giving these talks?” Kie asked Topar after they finished a particularly long question-and-answer session.

			Topar rubbed his face and yawned. They both had been up since dawn. “We can’t just ignore their questions. Couriers need to know what do to save themselves.”

			“I agree,” Kie said, “but the Head was so afraid that she’d lose couriers to the Skyforce, and I don’t want her to think we’re encouraging any of us to become skyfighters.”

			“I don’t think many couriers will want to become skyfighters. Most of us are too dedicated to the Courier Service. The couriers we talked to tonight just want to know what to do if they do encounter a chimera on their route.”

			“I hope you’re right. The Head seemed so adamant when she warned us that we couldn’t keep killing chimerae and serve as couriers, and that someday we would have to choose between the Skyforce and the Courier Service.”

			“I don’t want to kill chimerae,” Topar replied firmly. “I want to fly my courier route and be left in peace, but if a chimera threatens my skysteed or people I care about, I’m going to fight to protect them.”

			“I’m going to, too,” Kie admitted.

			Still, she had an awful feeling that the skyfighting she and Topar had already done might keep some officials in her service, including the Head, from voting for their advancement to senior courier. Kie knew that Topar needed the extra money he’d earn to help his little brothers and sisters, and he longed for the respect and recognition due to senior couriers just as much as she did.
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			On the ninth night of their journey, Kie overheard couriers at the relay station talking more about vultiren than chimerae. She had heard about vultiren before from couriers who had been posted near the Ugoli, a high desert that stretched from the more fertile regions of Prekalt north and east to the Makar Mountains. The vultiren were a species of huge carnivorous birds that preyed on goats, deer, and wild sky-steeds’ young. Occasionally, the awful creatures even carried off small children.

			“Can a vultiren’s wingspread really be as wide as a skysteed’s?” Topar asked the courier sitting next to him at dinner. An older Mosai with a weathered face, Senior Courier Romad said he’d been flying routes along the edge of the Ugoli for decades, and he knew more than he wanted to know about the vultiren.

			“Oh aye, their wingspan is as wide as our skysteeds’, and their vision is just as acute, and their sense of smell even keener. They soar for hours across the desert and the foothills, watching for prey. They’re different from their vulture cousins, though, seeing as they prefer their food alive and kickin’.”

			When the old courier realized their whole party was listening to him, he went into greater detail and used his hands to demonstrate his words. “When the vultiren attack, they dive and strike like a hawk, and I’ve seen one use its powerful talons to snap the backbone of a small deer like a stick. But if their talons don’t kill their prey, they’ll use their sharp beaks to sever an animal’s spinal cord at the neck or tear their throats out.”

			“I’ve heard they do look much like vultures,” Prince Shayn said with great interest.

			“Aye, but they’re five times larger and fiercer. Their heads and necks are pinkish gray and featherless, and the rest of ’em is covered with dull gray feathers. The males have a white feather ruff, and the females a black one. The males sport a sharp red crest on their heads, the females a long pink wattle hanging under their chins, and it’s the females you really need to look out for. They’re bigger than the males, and twice as fierce.”

			“Do they ever attack couriers?” Kie asked.

			Romad’s face tightened. He pulled his shirt off his shoulder, and she gasped. Two wide pink scars ran from his collarbone to the top of his shoulder.

			“That’s what a hungry vultiren did to me once, when I was a young courier and my N’Pela and I hadn’t learned to watch the skies above us yet. The creature almost tore me from N’Pela’s back, but my harness held, and we dropped into a dive. The vultiren gave up on having me for lunch, but she shredded both of my shoulders. Good thing there was a healer at my next station, and that my skysteed kept her head and flew me there fast as anything, or I’d not be here tonight to tell you this story.”

			“Well, we’re glad you are here,” Captain Nerone said, “and we’re glad you’re willing to share what you know about the vultiren. I’ve heard they are solitary birds, so would a well-armed group of us traveling together have problems fighting one off?”

			Romad rubbed his chin. “In regular times, I’d say you’d be fine, but what worries those of us who fly the edge of the desert is that the vultiren’s behavior is changin’. Usually they do hunt on their own or in pairs. But I’ve run into two couriers now who swore they saw six vultiren hunting in a group or a wake. You can shoot a vultiren with a bow, and you can probably kill one with those triwire weapons you skyfighters favor, but you best always stay together. I don’t know how a single skyrider could survive an attack from six vultiren at once.”

			A strange shiver went down Kie’s back at the mention of six vultiren hunting together. The chimerae hunted in groups of six. Surely that was just a coincidence. The vultiren weren’t a product of evil binding magic and had nothing to do with chimerae. But that night she dreamed of the cowled scourge master again, and this time he rode a huge vultiren with a hideous face and a long pink wattle dangling from its neck.
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			On the eleventh day of their journey, their party left the last relay station behind and headed off across the Ugoli Desert, which was populated by few people and fewer towns.

			“Keep an eye out for those vultiren creatures,” Captain Nerone had told them as they saddled up. “I’d like to think we’re too big a party to interest them, but I didn’t like the stories those couriers were telling us.”

			As they flew, Kie kept scanning the skies, and her fellow skyriders and their skysteeds did the same. The morning passed uneventfully, though, and when they set down for their midday break, Kie was fascinated by the shaggy shrubs and pale green scrub palms with razor-sharp fronds that grew from the beige-gray sand. Claiming the creature made good eating, Captain Nerone shot a dwerbit, an animal with short fur that looked like a very large rabbit and hopped about upright on its hind legs.

			In the afternoon, they passed over the first of the great sand-colored rock fins that scored the surface of this desert. It was pockmarked with holes and ledges, which was where the vultiren made their nests. They saw no sign of vultiren around that fin, nor around the next one they flew over late in the day.

			That night, after they made camp beside a water hole, once again Princess Halla settled next to the fire, sitting on her bedroll and using Ruden’s as a back cushion. Meanwhile, Prince Shayn went charging off to gather firewood and came back with an armload of twigs and branches that let off such noxious fumes, Topar had to stomp out his fire and build it all over again. Ruden hovered near the princess, awaiting her next command, while Captain Nerone skinned her dwerbit and Kie watered the apple tree seedlings and peeled trebith tubers they had purchased from the relay station that morning.

			“This isn’t going so well, is it?” Kie said quietly to the captain.

			“No, it’s not. I’ve been waiting to address our camping problems until you had N’Poda sorted out.”

			“He’s doing much better now,” Kie said. “He’s not as frightened and not trying so hard to impress the other skysteeds.”

			“You’ve done a fine job of managing him, and now I could use your help managing the humans on our mission. Ruden and the prince and princess haven’t had much experience of living rough like this. I thought I’d have Topar supervise and train the prince, I’ll supervise Ruden since we’re both Skyforce, and that leaves you…”

			Kie let loose a groan. “With the princess.”

			“Well”—Captain Nerone sent her a wry look—“she likes you and she doesn’t seem to take offense as much when you tell her to do things.”

			“Until now. I have a feeling that may be about to change,” Kie said glumly.

			After they finished eating the dwerbit and tubers that Kie and Captain Nerone had cooked, the Skyforce officer rose to her feet.

			“All right, my young friends, we still have weeks of travel before we reach the Makar Mountains, and some of you aren’t making useful contributions to the work that needs to be done around camp. I do realize you don’t have as much experience camping, and so we’re going to work in pairs from now on. Topar, you are going to supervise Prince Shayn, Kie is going to show Princess Halla how she can help out more, and Senior Cadet Mirsar, I will make sure you do more than wait on Her Highness.”

			Prince Shayn smiled sheepishly, but Princess Halla and Ruden looked surprised and dismayed.

			“We will start with our new pairings first thing in the morning,” Captain Nerone continued calmly. “Kie, you and Princess Halla will prepare breakfast, Prince Shayn and Topar will clean up, and Senior Cadet Mirsar and I will strike and load the tents. Tonight, Topar will take the first watch, Kie the second, and Prince Shayn the third. The vultiren hunt during the day, but as you all know, it’s possible a chimera could attack us in the night.”

			“Can’t the skysteeds take shifts, too?” Princess Halla asked, her lips set in a pout.

			“Since they will be flying us across this desert all day long, just the humans will keep watch at night. You can always take a daytime nap on your skysteed’s back, but they do not have such a luxury.”

			“I could never sleep on N’Seella’s back.”

			“It’s a good trick to learn,” Kie told her with a smile. “Your harness will keep you from falling off. Couriers catch naps all the time on the safest parts of their routes.”

			“Well, I’m sure I can’t,” Princess Halla said with a disgruntled set to her lovely features.

			“Prince Shayn,” Captain Nerone said, serenely ignoring her, “make sure you roust our cook crew out of their bedrolls by six. I want to be on our way by seven.”
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			Topar woke Kie for her watch in the middle of the night by tugging on her ankle. After rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she crawled out of the tent she shared with the princess. It was so cold that she could see her breath. As she paced back and forth across their camp, she watched Great Cerken slowly set in the west and the ice-white stars wheel about overhead. While scanning the heavens for chimerae, she watched a dozen shooting stars flare and trace silently across the clear black sky.

			She roused the prince at three and dove back into her warm bedroll. It felt like she had just closed her eyes when Prince Shayn woke her again. She turned and shook Princess Halla’s shoulder, but the girl just rolled away from her with a groan.

			“Your Highness,” Kie said quietly in her ear. “You have to get up. We have breakfast duty.”

			Kie crawled outside and hurried into her warm flight jacket. Then she reached back into the tent and shook the princess’s foot through her bedroll.

			“You won’t wake her that way,” Prince Shayn told Kie. “Father’s usually the only one in our family brave enough to do this, but since he’s not here, I’ll do the honors.”

			The prince marched over to the water hole with a small cook pot and filled it. Kie grinned and shivered at the same time. She knew just how cold that water was because she’d splashed some on her face in the middle of the night to fight off drowsiness.

			The prince dipped a cup of cold water out of the pot, crawled into the tent, and poured it over his sister’s head. Princess Halla awoke with a screech that hurt Kie’s ears and made the skysteeds snort and shy. So much for letting everyone sleep a bit longer.

			“Shaynie, I’m gonna get you for that!” the princess swore as she sat up and pushed her dripping wet hair out of her eyes, but her brother had already escaped the tent and was grinning at her from the other side of the fire.

			“Your Highness.” Kie spoke firmly. “You can get even with your brother later, but right now we need to make breakfast for the rest.”

			Muttering under her breath, the princess emerged and hastily tugged on her own flight jacket. Kie showed her how to build up the fire from coals Topar had carefully banked the night before. Then Kie sent her to fill two pots of water and put them on the grate Captain Nerone had rigged over the fire last night. In the meantime, Kie cut several pieces of nut bread and gave half of them to the princess to toast on a stick. Kie slowly and carefully toasted her share over the coals from last night, while Princess Halla carelessly waved her pieces through the flames until most were blackened. Then Kie made her scrape the less burnt pieces for the group, and she made her keep the most blackened ones for herself.

			“I’m not going to eat these,” the princess declared disdainfully.

			“Suit yourself.” Kie shrugged. “But that’s your ration of nut bread for today. You could have some jerky for breakfast instead.”

			Princess Halla’s face flushed a most unbecoming shade of red. Kie braced herself, certain the princess was about to explode. Instead, the girl glanced at the eastern horizon where the clouds were blushing rose and lavender and the golden sun was just appearing, and her eyes widened. As she stared in fascination, her body and her face relaxed.

			“That sunrise is lovely, isn’t it? Back at court, we stay up so late most nights, I don’t get to see many sunrises.”

			With a resigned expression, the princess got to her feet, dropped her charred toast in the fire and went to fetch a strip of jerky from her saddlebags.

			Kie quietly poured her a cup of hot tea. “You can have half of my nut bread if you want.”

			“That wouldn’t be fair. I burned my toast and you didn’t. I wanted to come along on this trip, and I don’t want to be a burden. But”—she paused to savor a sip of hot tea—“I’m very glad we only have to do breakfast duty one morning out of three.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Topar and Captain Nerone had their vexing moments, too, as they tried to teach Ruden and Prince Shayn how to do their share of camp chores. Meals the prince produced turned out scorched and others undercooked because he had problems staying focused. One windy night, all the tents that Ruden had set up blew down on the sleepers inside. At sunset another evening, Princess Halla screamed bloody murder and brought humans and skysteeds running to her the first time a harmless sand beetle crawled across her foot. Kie, Topar, and the captain never complained, and with time, their companions grew more accustomed to camping in the desert.

			Ruden turned out to be particularly clever at arranging the fire and cook grill out of rocks. He always spent extra time fashioning a special seat by the fire for the princess. He watched her constantly and often blushed as red as a ripe dayan apple when she spoke to him. Clearly poor Ruden had a serious crush on Her Highness.

			The princess was fascinated with Kie’s seedlings and often helped her water them in the mornings and evenings, for the hot desert winds constantly dried their roots. She also turned out to be an excellent hunter, once she learned not to chatter on constantly while stalking. In the evenings, she often went hunting with Topar or the captain and brought down game for their cook pot with her bow.

			“That rock goat you shot today was delicious,” Kie said to her in their tent before they fell asleep.

			“It was good, wasn’t it?” the princess said. “It is nice to feel like I’m doing something useful. I never get to do anything useful back home. But I still don’t like getting up so early.”

			The prince proved to be a fine scrounger of firewood, once he figured out what species in the desert burned cleanly, and he was a clever fixer of equipment. But no matter how sharply the captain spoke to him, she couldn’t cure Prince Shayn of his tendency to wander off on his own. Even after a long day of flying, he had to go prowling about. As curious and restless as his human, N’Laure usually went with him.

			On their fourth night in the desert after they’d just made camp, N’Laure contacted Kie in a panic.

			Nexara, my human has surprised two vultiren feeding. He is hurt, and they have him trapped in some rocks where I cannot reach him! You all must come before it is too late!
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			Chapter Eleven

			For one awful moment after N’Laure reached out to her, Kie froze, overwhelmed by the terror she felt in the sky-steed’s mind for his skyrider. Shoving aside N’Laure’s fear and her own, Kie grabbed her bow and quiver and slung them over her shoulder.

			“Prince Shayn is trapped by two vultiren,” she shouted to the others. “N’Rah, we must hurry!”

			Her skysteed was by her side in a flash. She vaulted onto his bare back and tucked her legs snugly under his wing sprouts.

			Which way did you go from camp? she called to N’Laure.

			Straight west, toward the big rock fin, the prince’s skysteed replied. Tell everyone to be careful. These birds are vicious and quick.

			Using her knees, she turned N’Rah west and yelled N’Laure’s warning to the others. She grabbed a hank of N’Rah’s mane just as he surged into a gallop.

			I will not fly high, he assured her as he kicked smoothly away from the ground.

			“Fly high enough to find Prince Shayn and N’Laure fast. I promise I won’t fall off.”

			His golden wings beating at the air, N’Rah raced west, toward the bright setting sun and the large fin of rock that erupted from the desert floor. Suddenly, the sun disappeared, and they were diving down into the long shadow cast by the fin.

			There, I see them ahead of us, surrounded by those big boulders, N’Rah told her.

			Her heart almost stopped when she spotted N’Laure’s white wings and the huge gray wings of the bird that lunged at him. Two enormous vultiren scuttled about on the ground near the bloody carcass of a rock goat. One of the great birds hissed and struck at N’Laure while the other flapped and lunged, trying to reach the prince who was hiding behind three tall rocks that formed a rough pyramid. The air echoed with the vultiren’s terrible harsh barks and growls.

			While N’Rah hovered above the fight, Kie nocked an arrow. Even as she watched, the larger bird snaked its long neck between the boulders and stabbed at the prince with its sharp beak. The prince threw a rock at it, and the huge bird reared back, growling furiously.

			Bring me lower, Kie ordered N’Rah. The angry vultiren had to stop moving long enough for her to try a shot.

			Nexara, I am here, N’Poda cried. Without a rider, the big pinto must have gotten a head start on the rest.

			Help N’Laure keep that second vultiren away from the prince!

			Seconds later, the vultiren attacking Prince Shayn must have sensed them overhead, for it reared back and growled at her. Aiming for its chest, she fired. The vultiren jerked and hissed as the arrow buried itself just below the creature’s feathery ruff. Kie nocked another arrow, but then N’Rah whirled about in the air, almost unseating her.

			The other one comes, he gasped. Kie looked down in time to see the second vultiren launch itself into the air with startling speed. It came at her and N’Rah, hissing with fury, its sharp talons outstretched. N’Rah veered, but more slowly than usual, hampered by his fear of her slipping from his bare back.

			I’ve got one shot at this thing, Kie just had time to think, and loosed her arrow. It struck the great bird’s shoulder, wounding it but not knocking it out of the sky. Then N’Poda and N’Laure were flying on either side of the vultiren, biting and kicking its outstretched wings. They slowed it, but the furious bird still charged toward her.

			Kie snatched another arrow from her quiver. The creature was almost on them! Those talons looked strong enough to rip N’Rah apart. Suddenly, a botan spun through the air. It wrapped about the vultiren’s leg and wing and bound the two together. Hissing angrily, the huge bird lurched sideways and spiraled toward the ground.

			Kie blinked. Topar on N’Meary hovered nearby, his face tight with strain. He had thrown that botan just in the nick of time. He also wore no flight harness, which meant he must have come racing after her.

			But was the prince all right? Trembling in reaction, Kie looked over her shoulder. Captain Nerone on N’Chine coolly fired an arrow into the body of the second vultiren that still hopped about, trying to free its wing from Topar’s botan. The creature collapsed in a mountain of dark gray feathers and lay still.

			“We’ll stay in the air and make sure there are no more of these things flying around here,” Topar said, “if you want to help the prince.”

			“Thanks for getting here so fast. You two just saved our lives, again.”

			“You’re welcome, but…we need to talk about what you just did.” He sent her a serious look before he and N’Meary turned and climbed higher in the sky.

			Troubled by Topar’s odd words and odder tone, Kie asked N’Rah to land them near a gap in the three rocks where the prince was just emerging. His shirt was torn and his back was bleeding from a long gash. For once he wasn’t smiling, and his face was very pale.

			N’Seella landed near the rocks, too, and the princess slid from her saddle. “You are the worst brother in the whole world,” Princess Halla cried as she ran forward and hugged him. “I would have murdered you if you’d let these awful things kill you.”

			The prince winced and patted her back awkwardly with his left hand, and then stepped back. Kie bit her lip. His right hand had a nasty cut that dripped blood onto the beige sand. Captain Nerone firmly pushed the princess out of her way.

			“Kie, fetch the bag of healing supplies from my rig, and a bottle of water,” the captain ordered her as she helped the prince sit on a nearby boulder.

			Kie hurried to N’Chine’s side, grabbed the bag and the water, and brought them to Captain Nerone. She pulled out a bandage and pressed it onto the gash across Prince Shayn’s hand.

			“Put pressure on this,” the captain told Kie, “and help him hold it above his heart while I check his back.”

			Ruden and N’Saran arrived next. Looking very fierce, Ruden had a triwire bag ready in his hand.

			“I’m sorry we took so long,” he said to Kie and Prince Shayn. “The captain ordered the rest of us to use flight harnesses. By the Warrior’s sword, those things are big.”

			“They are indeed,” Captain Nerone replied. “Go help Topar make sure there are no more vultiren lurking in the area, and leave us your water.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Ruden said, and he and N’Saran took off again.

			Gently the captain rinsed the cut across the prince’s back. “I don’t think your back will need stitches, but I’m afraid that hand will.”

			“She got a good piece of me,” Prince Shayn said shakily, “when she reached through the gap in those rocks with her beak.”

			“She?” Kie asked.

			“She was larger than the other one, she had a long pink wattle, and she attacked me first. I think they both thought I wanted to steal their dinner.” Prince Shayn grimaced. “I just came much too close to becoming their dessert.”

			“Her mate was plenty fierce, too,” Kai said with a shiver as she remembered the way the male had launched himself at her and N’Rah after they’d shot the female.

			“Oh no,” Princess Halla cried from where she stood near the gathered skysteeds. “N’Laure is hurt, too.”

			His face stricken, the prince tried to rise to his feet, but the captain pushed him gently down again. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he called to his skysteed.

			“Is it bad?” he asked his sister next.

			“I’m going to work on his hand now,” Captain Nerone told Kie. “You go check on N’Laure.”

			Kie hurried over to the prince’s skysteed. A brown-and-white pinto, N’Laure was almost as small as a wildborn, with an alert expression and intelligent eyes. He was bleeding from two nasty gashes, one along his neck and one on his shoulder.

			“Thank you for helping N’Rah and me fight the male vultiren, and thank you, too,” she said to N’Poda, who was standing watch nearby. “You both were very brave.”

			It was my honor to fight with the Nexara, N’Poda replied formally.

			Thank you for coming so swiftly to help us, N’Laure replied.

			“May I treat your hurts?”

			Yes, please, Nexara.

			As she used clean water to wash both of N’Laure’s cuts, Kie realized the one on his neck was perilously close to his jugular vein.

			“If the vultiren had cut that vein in your neck with its beak,” she scolded the skysteed loud enough for the prince to hear, “we would have lost you tonight, and we could have lost your human. You and the prince mustn’t wander off on your own like this.”

			I know, and I am very sorry, the skysteed said, hanging his head. I promise that my human and I will never do it again.
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			The shaken group of skyriders returned to their camp after dark. They were quiet as they ate a cold dinner of travel biscuits, ham, and cheese.

			“I hope,” the captain said, giving the prince a stern look when they had finished eating, “this evening has been a learning experience for us all. No one is to wander off from camp alone, now we know there are definitely vultiren about. Each night, whoever is on watch is going to harness their skysteed as well, so we can put one skyfighter in the air at a moment’s notice. We’re going to sleep with our weapons beside us, and we are going to practice harnessing our skysteeds quickly. We need to be able to get in the air with our weapons as fast as possible while wearing our flight harnesses.”

			The captain paused to send Topar and Kie a somber look, too. “And if anyone in this party takes to the air again without a flight harness, that person will be doing all our unpleasant camp chores until we reach the Makar Mountains. Do I make myself clear?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Topar and Kie chorused along with the others.

			They all washed up after that, and everyone sought their bedrolls except for Kie, who had the first watch, and Topar and the prince. Kie stared into the depths of their small fire, trying not to relive their recent fight in her mind, but it was no use. Again the huge birds’ raucous, grating cries filled her mind, and again she saw the male racing toward her, his talons outstretched and his red crest raised in fury.

			“The vultiren are horrible, evil creatures, aren’t they?” Kie said to the boys, pulling her flight jacket more tightly around her.

			The prince shrugged and then winced. “Guess I won’t be shrugging my shoulders for a while,” he said with a rueful smile. “I don’t think they’re inherently evil. This is a harsh desert, and the vultiren are suited to this place. I’m still amazed by the deep barking and growling sounds they made. They certainly didn’t sound like any birds I’ve heard before.”

			“I don’t think they’re evil either,” Topar said thoughtfully. “The male was very loyal and determined to protect his mate. But,” he hastened to add when he saw Kie’s startled look, “I’d be happy if I never saw another vultiren, much less had to fight one.”

			“Speaking of fighting vultiren,” Prince Shayn said, “I wanted to thank you both for coming after me so quickly. It was a big risk you took, racing into a fight without your flight harnesses, and I’m grateful. N’Laure or I probably would have gotten ourselves hurt even worse if you hadn’t arrived when you did.”

			He glanced at N’Laure, who was dozing with the other skysteeds. “I realize now it was a stupid risk I took with N’Laure’s life, and yours as well, and for that I apologize.”

			“Apology accepted,” Topar said. “Just don’t do it again.”

			The prince climbed carefully to his feet. “If I’m tempted to do something reckless, my back will be reminding me not to, for a few days at least. I’ve always read that flesh wounds can hurt worse than more grievous injuries. Now I know what a surface wound feels like. It will be fascinating to find out if that’s true, if I ever do get more badly hurt.”

			Kie and Topar exchanged wry looks. “As long as the wound’s not fatal, you mean,” she said.

			“Right. Good point.” He smiled at them sheepishly. “Well, I’m off to try sleeping on my stomach.”

			She and Topar sat in silence for a time after the prince sought his bedroll. “I’d like to believe today made an impact on him. We’ll see,” Topar said at last.

			Now the excitement was over, Kie felt like she could sleep for days, but she knew she wouldn’t rest well after her watch shift unless she found out what was on Topar’s mind.

			“So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

			He met her gaze squarely. “Every time I turn around, you’re doing something dangerous, or I hear you’ve done something dangerous, like shooting a chimera from a barrel roll. You have to be more careful.”

			“But tonight I knew that Prince Shayn was in trouble, and he needed help right away.”

			“Right, and how did you know that before the rest of us?”

			“Because I’m the Nexara, I suppose,” she said reluctantly.

			“Yes, because you are the Nexara.”

			Topar got to his feet. He frowned as he paced back and forth beside the fire. “Because you have this amazing gift that allows you to talk to so many skysteeds, you’ll often know about trouble before the other humans around you do. But if you react first and put yourself in danger before the rest of us can help, one of these days you will get yourself killed, and then Prekalt is going to be in even more trouble if the chimerae invade again.”

			Kie gulped. Topar didn’t get angry very often, and never with her. But without doubt, he was angry now. “I’m sorry if I worried you today, but honestly, I don’t think I could be that important.”

			“You saw the tapestries at the Imperial Palace.” Topar stopped pacing and threw his arms wide. “The first Nexara played a crucial role in saving Prekalt during the first Chimera Wars, and you’ve played a crucial role already. You made everyone understand that the old ways of fighting the chimerae had value. You listened to the Unbound, and we couldn’t have won the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae without them. We can’t lose you. Just promise me that you’ll try to be more careful?”

			“I promise,” she said. “And…thanks again. I really thought that vultiren had us today.”

			“So did I,” Topar said grimly. “Well, I’m for bed. I have to be up again in a few hours.”

			He slipped into the tent he shared with the prince, and Kie was left alone to stare into the flames of their little fire. She jumped when Captain Nerone stepped out of the shadows. Kie had thought the captain was already sound asleep in her tent.

			“Did you hear that?” Kie’s face burned as she looked up at the captain.

			“Some of it, anyway.” Captain Nerone sat down across the fire from her. “I have to say, I agree with Topar one hundred percent. He’s a thoughtful boy and every bit as smart as our brilliant prince. I believe I’ve heard you tell N’Poda a dozen times that he needs to think before he acts. You should try harder to follow your own advice. If another battle is coming against the chimerae, we are going to need our Nexara more than ever.”

			A familiar chill stole down Kie’s back. She hated the fact that they all seemed to think she’d be instrumental in the great fight to come. But how could they all be so sure there would be another big battle, despite what the scourge master had warned? “I swear I will try to be more careful.”

			Shortly after, Captain Nerone sought her blankets, and Kie’s watch shift passed uneventfully. That night in her dreams, she saw a flying army so massive it seemed to fill the sky, and despair and fear froze her heart. As the force drew nearer, she noticed that the enemy flew in scourges of six. When they drew even closer, she realized the ranks of this host were filled not with chimerae—but with vultiren.
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			Chapter Twelve

			The next morning, the prince was quieter than usual, and he moved carefully as he walked about the campsite. It was his turn to take down and load the tents, but Captain Nerone switched the chores around to accommodate his injured back and hand. Kie, who had often used tents like these before, took the lead in pulling them down while Princess Halla rolled them up.

			When the princess picked up the first tent to load it onto N’Poda’s packsaddle, Ruden left the nut bread he was slicing for breakfast and hurried to her side. “That’s all right, Your Highness. Kie can load that for you, or if you wait a bit, I can do it.”

			Topar walked up to Ruden, his green eyes blazing. “That’s the third time in the past two days I’ve heard you suggest that Kie do Princess Halla’s heavy work for her.”

			“But Kie’s more used to physical work.” Ruden stepped back, looking genuinely puzzled by Topar’s anger. “It’s easier for her to carry the tents.”

			“Because she’s Mosai and Princess Halla is a Rosari, and an Imperial one at that?”

			“Because,” Ruden replied, his face starting to flush, “Kie says herself that she’s strong from all the chores she performs in her orchard.”

			“I have news for you,” Topar said, crossing his arms. “Mosai and Ledari don’t exist to make Rosari lives easier.”

			“I don’t think that.”

			“Could’ve fooled me.”

			“Whatever you two buffletwits think, I do want to get stronger, and I intend to do my share,” Princess Halla said, stepping around Ruden with the tent in her arms. When she reached N’Poda, the big skysteed obligingly bent his foreleg, which made it easier for her to reach his pack. Soon she had the tent securely strapped on the saddle.

			“Thank you.” The princess beamed at N’Poda and patted his shoulder. “You are a sweetheart.”

			Captain Nerone stepped between the two boys and sternly reminded Ruden he needed to finish making breakfast for everyone. Ruden stamped back to breakfast duty while Topar stomped off to check on the rest of the skysteeds.

			Kie was very aware of the uncomfortable tension that lingered between Ruden and Topar during the days that followed. The two had never been friends, probably going back to the time when they very first met and Ruden had accused Topar of lying about having killed a chimera. She had hoped that by training and fighting in battle together, the two boys had buried their old animosity. But now she wasn’t so sure.

			The tension between them bubbled to the surface again two nights later. After they had finished eating and before they sought their bedrolls, Ruden quietly fetched a small book from his saddlebags. He sat by the fire again and opened it.

			“What are you reading?” Topar asked, perhaps trying to mend fences.

			“It’s an old book from my family’s library,” Ruden replied. “It’s all about the history of the Great Alliance. I thought it might contain some information that could be useful for our mission.”

			“That’s a good idea. Could I take a look?”

			Ruden handed him the book, and Topar inspected it reverently. He opened the old volume and traced the print on the first page lightly with his fingertips.

			“This must be hundreds of years old,” he said, his expression rapt as he gazed down at it.

			“I can read it to you if you wish,” Ruden blurted.

			Startled, Topar looked up from the book to the Rosari boy while Kie cringed.

			“That won’t be necessary. Thank you,” Topar said coolly, but his eyes smoldered. He handed the book back to Ruden, rose to his feet, and stalked away from the fire into the darkness.

			“What did I say to offend him now?” Ruden asked the rest of them. His chin was jutted out in anger, but his eyes were truly baffled.

			“Oh, Ruden,” Kie said wearily. “Topar probably reads better than you do. Although they don’t own many books, most Ledari are literate, and they prize books and scholarship greatly. My uncle once told me the Ledari wise men know more about the stars and the planets than anyone else in Prekalt.”

			“I—I didn’t know he could read. My father always says the Ledari are nothing but ignorant savages on horseback.”

			“Has your father ever spent time with the Ledari?” Prince Shayn asked Ruden pointedly.

			“Well, no. At least, I don’t think so.” Ruden’s cheeks were bright red now.

			“Well, I have,” Captain Nerone said, “and they are intelligent, curious, loyal, and ferociously brave. I’ve found many, including Topar, are very open-minded, more so than most Rosari I know, which is lucky for you. He might actually speak to you again one of these days.”

			They were a quiet group around the fire after that, and soon everyone except Ruden, who had the first watch, sought their tents.

			Kie peeked out at him through the tent flap before she climbed into her bedroll. Her heart twisted as she watched Ruden sitting all alone, staring broodingly into the fire. N’Saran walked over and nuzzled his hair, a sure sign that Ruden felt sad.

			It can’t be easy to be Ruden Mirsar, she thought as she watched him. His head had been stuffed full of such snobbish, stupid notions from his father, but she sensed Ruden, despite all his pride and stubbornness, was truly a kind boy at heart. Now he was having to figure out which of those beliefs were going to remain his own.

			As she closed her eyes and waited for sleep to come, Kie hoped the tensions between Topar and Ruden didn’t affect the outcome of this mission. If the boys couldn’t work together, the vultiren might tear their team apart.
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			As their party flew deeper into the heart of the vast Ugoli Desert, every day they saw more pairs of vultiren soaring about in the blue sky searching for game. So far, the creatures had left them alone, but Kie wondered uneasily what would happen if they encountered a hungry wake of six of the great birds.

			Soon, Kie had another problem to worry about, besides the vultiren and the friction between Topar and Ruden. As the Makar Mountains along the northern horizon drew closer, N’Rah spoke to her less and less. At sunset, when the sand beetles scraped their wings together in a noisy concert, she often saw him standing away from the other skysteeds, staring at the great peaks to the north. Whenever she reached out and tried to talk to him in these moments, he said he was fine, but she sensed both longing and sadness in his mind.

			When dawn came on the twentieth day of their journey, the first line of the green Makar foothills looked close enough to touch in the dry, clear desert air. As she had on many other mornings, she found N’Rah staring sadly north toward those foothills and the massive mountain ranges that rose beyond them, staggeringly beautiful and formidable in layer after layer of blue.

			“Oh, N’Rah, please tell me, what’s bothering you? What is making you so sad these days?” She reached out and placed her hand on his neck and looked north as well.

			Nothing important.

			“If there is something troubling my skysteed, of course it’s important.”

			I just wish…

			“What do you wish, my friend?”

			I wish you had not said yes to the Emperor.

			Kie dropped her hand from his neck, a wave of frustration, remorse, and helplessness washing over her. “I made a promise to the Emperor, and it’s too dangerous for us to fly back through so much vultiren country on our own. We have to go on.”

			I know all this, N’Rah said, stamping his foot impatiently. But it is foolish that we go into the Makar. The Sky King will not listen to you.

			“You said that before, but why are you so sure he won’t listen?”

			You saw the way the wild herd flew away from us near Torgaresh Relay. The Sky King must have ordered the wild ones to have nothing to do with humans anymore.

			Something about N’Rah’s phrasing caught her attention. “You said, ‘the Sky King must have ordered the wild ones’ to avoid humans. Don’t you know? I thought he spoke to all skysteeds.”

			I stopped hearing his words in my mind when you and I recited the Binding Oath together. That was the day I ceased to be a wild skysteed.

			Kie took a step back and stared at N’Rah. For just a moment, she had sensed such searing loss and grief in his mind that her own eyes filled with tears. She fumbled to find the right words.

			“So you do miss your skysteed family. I’ve always wondered. You talk about them so rarely.”

			Of course I miss them. They were my herd, he said simply, as if that explained everything, and in a way, it did. Over the past few years, N’Rah had often encouraged her to build a herd of her own. To him, a herd seemed to include both friends and family and everyone he cared about.

			Yet N’Rah had given up his herd to bind with her. She couldn’t imagine not being able to see Uncle Dugs ever again. A wave of guilt washed over her. She should have pushed harder to learn more about N’Rah’s family before this, but he’d always seemed so reluctant to talk about them.

			“Can’t you go back and see your herd sometime? I could take a leave from the Courier Service. We could go together, or you could go on your own.”

			The king stallion of my herd hated the choice I made to bind with a human. I am not welcome back now. Please, I do not wish to speak of this any longer.

			She sensed there was much more to his story that N’Rah was leaving out, but she didn’t want to press him right now. At least this was more than he’d ever shared with her before about his past.

			She had always assumed N’Rah’s herd was from the Torgaresh because she had met him there, but as she watched him return to gazing to the north again, she wondered if she had been wrong to assume that. And if he had been born in the Makar Mountains, why, by Great N’Rin’s mane, hadn’t he ever told her?
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			Chapter Thirteen

			After a long, tiring day of flying, they made camp on the edge of a small green seep. So far, they had been lucky enough to find water most nights, in part because N’Rah seemed to have a gift for finding the secret places the Ugoli held water long after sudden, fierce rainstorms from the mountains had blown through.

			Since N’Rah seemed disinclined to talk with her, Kie wandered over to where the rest of the skysteeds had gathered to hear N’Poda tell a story. This had turned into an evening ritual for the skysteeds, and she was happy her young friend had won his place among them.

			“May I stay and listen to your storytelling tonight?” she asked N’Poda.

			I would be honored to have the Nexara listen. Tonight I am going to tell the tale of the sandstorm that almost killed Mage Sian and Prince Isen before they ever reached the Home Mountains.

			The skysteeds often referred to the Makar ranges as the “Home Mountains” because they believed their species had originated there. With a happy shiver of anticipation, Kie climbed up on a nearby boulder and prepared to listen.

			After days and days of riding across the Ugoli, N’Poda began his story, and after many desperate fights against the vultiren, at last the weary prince and his loyal mage could see the foothills rising, green and beckoning, from the hot, dry sands. Cheered that their difficult journey across the desert finally seemed near its end, they urged their tired horses onward.

			Toward noon, they saw dark clouds gather over the mountains and thought little of them, except to look forward to a break from the heat and dryness that a rainstorm would bring. But then Mage Sian noticed her loyal mare Rasafa, a gift from a Ledari desert chieftain, was growing nervous, and Prince Isen’s brave Lorac pranced restlessly. The dark clouds piled higher and higher, and suddenly the mage realized the desert itself had gone silent. The taka birds no longer sang in the scrub palms, and the sand beetles no longer scraped their wings together.

			A tall rock fin rose from the sands ahead of them, the kind the vultiren often used as nesting sites. The prince pointed them away from it, but suddenly, Rasafa took the bit in her teeth and bolted for the fin. At first Mage Sian fought her, but then the girl decided to trust her desert-born mare and shouted at the prince that he should stop trying to turn Lorac, too. He listened and let the stallion run, until the two horses raced side by side across the sands.

			Kie smiled to herself. In general, skysteeds tended to look down on horses, but clearly in this story, Rasafa and Lorac were going to be the heroes.

			The light itself began to turn a strange orange color, and ahead of them, beyond the rock rib, Mage Sian saw a gray-brown cloud, the color of Ugoli sand, roiling toward them, streaks of lightning flashing within its depths. And then she understood that a sandstorm was bearing down on them, the kind that could steal the breath from their lungs and crush the life from their bodies. As Rasafa raced for the rock rib, Mage Sian’s horror grew. The storm moved so swiftly that it clearly was going to envelop and suffocate them all before they could reach safety.

			Although she was far better at binding magics than weather spells, she had to try to save the life of the determined prince she served and their loyal mounts. And so, drawing on the power deep inside her, she called up a counter wind, one so wild and fierce it seemed to slam into her back and push Rasafa and Lorac even faster. Then her magical wind raced onward, filled with the glints of gold that often appeared in her spells. It smashed into the dust storm and stopped it from advancing just long enough for Rasafa and Lorac to dart inside a small cave at the base of the fin.

			Mage Sian was so dizzy from the great effort she had made to call the wind, the prince had to pull her from Rasafa’s back. Then he wrapped cloths around her face, and his own, and the horses’ nostrils. They all huddled together as the sandstorm’s winds howled and raged. When the storm finally passed, the mouth of the cave was completely blocked by a drift of sand. Working together, they dug themselves out. Beyond the drift they discovered a family of dwerbits that had suffocated because they had not found shelter in time.

			Mage Sian and Prince Isen bowed to their brave horses and thanked Rasafa and Lorac for saving their lives. The next day, they continued their quest to find the leader of all the skysteed herds. And so ends my story.

			“Thank you, N’Poda. That was a very exciting tale, and you told it well.” Kie bowed to N’Poda to show her respect for his storytelling, and then she slipped away to rejoin her human companions around the fire.

			“So, what tale did N’Poda tell our skysteeds tonight?” Topar asked her eagerly, for he loved a good story himself.

			She told the others about the sandstorm which had almost killed Prince Isen and Mage Sian before they ever had a chance to forge the Great Alliance.

			“I don’t believe a storm can suffocate a person,” Ruden said, sticking his chin out.

			“I do,” Prince Shayn said, looking up from the journal where he often wrote about the species and terrain they encountered. “I’ve read the sandstorms in this desert can be fierce. Something about the combination of mountain and desert air brews them.”

			“We have sandstorms in the Western Desert, and they can be lethal,” Topar said quietly. “One of my young cousins died when debris from the winds hit his head.”

			“Well, if we run into a storm like that,” Ruden argued, “our skysteeds can carry us well above it.”

			“That is certainly what we will try to do if we encounter such a storm,” Captain Nerone said, “but we will need to be careful of the wild wind currents it generates. As our couriers know only too well, the winds from a strong storm can snap a skysteed’s wing and send both skysteed and rider crashing to their deaths. In the meantime, I’m more worried about running into a big wake of vultiren. N’Chine swears she saw a group of six of those birds to the north and east of us just before we landed and made camp earlier.”

			“Surely we can fight off six of those creatures,” Ruden said dismissively. “They can’t be as hard to fight as chimerae. They’re just birds.”

			Kie cleared her throat. “The ones we fought were awfully fast and fierce.”

			“And they can do a lot of damage with their sharp beaks and claws. They came much too close to killing N’Laure,” the prince said with a shudder.

			“We will avoid a fight with those creatures if we can,” Captain Nerone said firmly. “We are very much on our own out here. A serious injury to a skysteed or skyrider could turn into a mortal one all too easily without healers, and I plan on all of us surviving this trip and returning to Pedarth. We should be in the foothills in another few days, and we should see fewer vultiren from there on.”

			They were a quiet group after that. Before Kie slipped into her tent, she stared out at the scrub palms and jumbled rocks limned by Great Cerken’s silver light. As she drifted off to sleep that night, she was very aware of the emptiness of the vast desert stretching for hundreds of miles all around them. She prayed to the Messenger that she and all her companions, both humans and skysteeds, would survive this journey and make it back to Pedarth alive.
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			The next afternoon, the travelers were flying past a big rock fin that rose from the desert to the west when six dark vultiren erupted from behind it. The wake did not circle and soar the way the great birds often did as they searched for prey. Instead, this group seemed to spot the travelers instantly and headed straight for them. Kie and Topar exchanged worried looks.

			“We can take them,” Ruden yelled, already reaching for his triwires.

			“I don’t want us to fight vultiren,” Captain Nerone shouted over her shoulder from her position flying in the lead. “Let’s see if we can outrun them.”

			She urged N’Chine faster, and soon their seven skysteeds were flying all out. Kie and the others lay low against their skysteeds’ necks to reduce wind resistance as they raced directly north toward the foothills and the great mountains beyond them. Kie was relieved that N’Poda, more travel-hardened now, kept up with the rest. At first it looked like their loyal mounts truly might be able to outfly the huge birds. But slowly, inexorably, the wake of vultiren closed the gap.

			Kie couldn’t help shuddering as she watched the giant birds, flying in a vertical V formation, draw closer and closer. Grimly she reached into her pommel bag and made sure she had three packets of triwires close to hand.

			I am ready to fight, if we need to, N’Rah assured her.

			“Our skysteeds could outfly them without us on their backs, but our weight is slowing them,” Prince Shayn yelled to the captain.

			When she wasn’t looking west at the vultiren, Kie anxiously watched the dark clouds building over the big peaks and foothills. Almost every afternoon they’d seen thunderstorms form over the Makar Mountains. Usually only cooler winds and short, hard rains from those storms reached the travelers in the desert, but today’s storm looked bigger and more powerful than the others. Already lightning flashed in the depths of its boiling dark clouds.

			“I don’t like the look of that storm,” Kie said to N’Rah.

			I do not either. The air feels and smells strange now, and those clouds move too quickly. I think it is a sandstorm, like in N’Poda’s story!

			The captain must have thought the same thing, for suddenly, she turned N’Chine away from the mountains and the growing clouds and headed east.

			Kie looked west again. Now the vultiren were so close she could see the feather ruffs at the base of their naked necks, and the bright red crests on three of the birds. Three males and three females chased them, their great wings driving them through the air. N’Poda, N’Saran, and N’Seella were starting to lag behind the smaller, fleeter skysteeds, their sides heaving and their necks slick with sweat. Her expression determined, Princess Halla had her bow out and an arrow nocked, ready to fire at the first vultiren who came within her range.

			Prince Shayn urged N’Laure up beside the captain. “We should head right for that storm,” he yelled. “On the edges of it, our extra weight would be an advantage.”

			Captain Nerone turned to the prince. Her face was pale. “It’s risky, but you could be right,” she shouted back.

			Kie swallowed hard as the captain headed them back toward the storm. How could the extra weight the skysteeds carried possibly be an advantage? But Captain Nerone was their leader, and Kie trusted her judgment even more than she trusted Prince Shayn’s.

			N’Chine led the group higher and higher as the dark clouds roiled toward them. Kie dropped back to flank N’Poda on the right, and Topar and N’Meary fell back to flank N’Saran on the left, in case the vultiren caught their companions and attacked. Now the great birds were just out of bowshot. Kie shivered as she listened to their strange growls and barks.

			Keep climbing, everyone, and keep heading north, Kie heard N’Chine order the other skysteeds breathlessly.

			The leading edge of the storm, a revolving maelstrom of wind and sand, was directly beneath them now. Kie pulled her flight goggles down to protect her eyes from so much grit in the air. She wished N’Rah had eye protection, too, as he fought his way through the gusts of wind that seemed to pull at them from every direction.

			Hold on, N’Rah warned her, and moments later, an updraft from the storm jerked them upward hundreds of feet.

			Unfortunately, the updraft lifted the vultiren as well. Princess Halla fired an arrow that hit the wing of the lead female that was snapping at N’Seella’s tail, and the creature drew back. Another vultiren drew close enough to stab at N’Saran’s haunches.

			Watch out! Kie tried to warn N’Saran as Ruden threw a triwire at the bird and missed. The vultiren stabbed again, and N’Saran screamed in pain. Desperate to help the big skysteed, Kie pulled a triwire from her pommel bag, but Topar, who was closer, shot a well-aimed arrow that buried itself in the vultiren’s chest. The great bird barked angrily and fell away.

			Suddenly the storm blasted the racing skysteeds with a powerful headwind, the strongest to hit them yet. Kie hugged N’Rah’s neck and watched his wings anxiously as he fought his way forward against the force of it. Beside them, N’Saran, N’Seella, and N’Poda forged onward through the tumultuous air.

			The prince, flying in front of her, shouted something and pointed back at the vultiren, but the howling winds tore his words away. Kie glanced over her shoulder and blinked in amazement.

			The vultiren wake had broken up and scattered as the great birds struggled against the wind. Of course! Because their bones were hollow, their bodies were much lighter than the skysteeds’. The stronger gusts the skysteeds could power through had grabbed the vultiren and tossed them about like so much dandelion fluff.

			N’Chine continued to lead them higher and north, trying to find calmer air, while the scattered vultiren fell farther and farther behind, and then were swallowed completely by the churning clouds. For a time it felt almost as wild as flying through a Torgaresh thunderstorm. Updrafts and downdrafts tossed them about, but the group managed to stay together, and at last, the winds quieted and the clouds dispersed.

			Shortly after that, Captain Nerone led the weary travelers downward to make camp in the foothills beside a small lake. There were hours of daylight left, but the skysteeds needed the rest.

			“Are you all right?” Kie asked N’Rah worriedly as they landed. “Did you strain anything?”

			I am tired, but I am fine.

			After Kie slipped from N’Rah’s back and hugged his neck gratefully, she turned to look at her companions. The humans were a sight, their faces and flight goggles caked with dirt. The skysteeds looked even worse, their glorious wings and sweaty coats dulled with dust. They all headed straight for the lake, where their humans helped to scrub them clean. When she was finished with N’Rah, Kie turned to help N’Poda. She smiled when she saw Topar and Princess Halla were already there, working on the young piebald.

			After their baths, the exhausted skysteeds drowsed in the late afternoon sun, their wings extended while their feathers dried, and Captain Nerone helped a sobered Ruden dress the deep cut on N’Saran’s haunches.

			As the humans sat around a fire that night, they discussed the storm and the vultiren wake.

			“I thought that, even for you, it was daft to suggest we head into that awful storm,” Princess Halla said to her brother. “But I have to admit you were brilliantly right once again.”

			“He was,” Captain Nerone said warmly. “It was a gamble to fly toward the storm, but he was correct when he guessed that our heavier skysteeds could handle the winds that tumbled the vultiren all over the place.”

			“I’m just glad our gamble paid off,” Prince Shayn said, staring into the fire.

			“If we had faced and fought all six vultiren in that wake, I see now that more than my N’Saran could have been badly hurt,” Ruden confessed. Then he drew a deep breath and turned to Topar. “Thank you for shooting that creature, and thank you for hanging back to help us. I know you and N’Meary and Kie and N’Rah could have left our slower skysteeds behind. I’m grateful that you didn’t.”

			Kie’s mouth almost dropped open in surprise, and Topar looked stunned as well. Ruden Mirsar was actually admitting that their smaller skysteeds were better, in at least one way, than his bigger one? That was almost as amazing as their group surviving the vultiren attack and a sandstorm!

			“N’Seella and I are grateful, too,” Princess Halla said with a shudder. “Those birds are terrifying.”

			“I do hope this is the last I hear about larger skysteeds being better than smaller ones,” the captain said with a stern look in Ruden’s direction. “I also wonder if that’s the wake N’Chine saw yesterday. It was strange the way they appeared so suddenly from behind that fin—almost as if they were waiting for us. But it’s hard to believe those creatures could be capable of that much planning or intelligence.”

			The way those vultiren came after us does seem strange, Kie thought to herself as she climbed into her bedroll, her bones aching with tiredness. It almost felt like someone didn’t want them to reach the Makar Mountains.

			That night, she dreamed again of hundreds of vultiren flying in a great host, the sky filled with the hideous sound of their grating squawks and growls.
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			Chapter Fourteen

			The next morning, they left the camp later than usual to allow the skysteeds time to graze on the fresh green grass growing near the lake. They had eaten the last of the sweet oats the night before, and from now on would have to gain their nourishment the way wild skysteeds did.

			N’Rah said little to her as they flew, and she sensed it wasn’t just because he was tired from their race against the sandstorm and the vultiren wake yesterday. Whatever weighed on his mind seemed to be growing heavier as they drew closer to the mountains.

			When she wasn’t worrying about her skysteed, Kie peered down at the rugged terrain beneath them. She lived in the foothills of the Torgaresh Mountains, but her foothills were wetter than these. Spiky bushes and thin gray-green pines grew between sharp rock outcroppings and dry gravel. Grass only seemed to grow where there were small seeps, creeks, or lakes.

			At night they were more careful than ever to slaughter the deer and goats they shot for food far from camp, for they saw tracks of bears and snow tigers frequently now, and sometimes even glimpsed those dangerous predators from the air. As the foothills rose and gradually changed to real mountains, the weather grew colder, both day and night.

			Used to flying for hours at a time through cold mountain air, both N’Rah and Kie enjoyed the cooler temperatures. The rest of her party, including Topar, were accustomed to hotter weather and soon were wearing all the warm clothes they’d brought. Princess Halla, in particular, huddled into her flight jacket and looked cold all the time. Finally, Kie insisted she try wearing her spare hat, a homely affair with lopsided ear flaps that she had knit from soft beige wool. Once the princess realized how much warmer she felt wearing it, the hat rarely left her head. It made Kie smile, seeing her elegant friend walking around camp looking like a Mosai sheepherder.

			One night, when Ruden was on watch, a loud neigh roused Kie from her slumbers.

			Nexara, wake the humans! N’Saran told her. Wild dogs approach our camp.

			“Hi, you, get out of here!” Ruden bellowed, in such a loud voice that Kie didn’t bother to waste time waking the others.

			She scrambled out of the tent and grabbed her bow and quiver. Great Cerken, in his half-phase, bathed the campsite in brilliant silver light. On the far edge of camp, N’Saran neighed again, a clarion call to action, and a chorus of blood-chilling howls answered him. She shoved her feet into her boots and sprinted across the camp. But then she ran into a wall of agitated skysteeds.

			She scrambled to the top of a boulder, trying to look past the skysteeds to see what was happening. Vaguely she was aware that Topar and Captain Nerone were doing the same on nearby rocks. A dozen dark shapes left the shadowy trees beyond the camp and raced toward them in a rush. N’Saran reared and struck out at the leader while Ruden used a flaming branch to hit at the next, setting its thick, shaggy coat on fire. That dog, howling in pain, turned about and dashed back into the cover of the trees. But the others came on.

			Desperately, Kie nocked an arrow and got one shot off, but then the other skysteeds joined the fight, using their hooves to kick and pound, and she didn’t dare fire again in case she hit a friend. The dogs snarled as they attacked, their sharp teeth almost glowing in the dark. Moonlight flashed on the feathers of a skysteed with one dark wing and one light. N’Poda, Kie was proud to see, fought bravely on the right side of N’Saran.

			Within moments, the snarls turned to yips of surprise and pain, and the pack retreated. N’Saran and N’Poda, squealing and snorting angrily, followed the slinking dogs to the edge of the trees. Two dead ones remained, one killed by Captain Nerone’s arrow and the other’s skull crushed by N’Saran’s hooves. Kie shuddered as she looked down at them. The dogs were ugly beasts, with thick brown coats, oversized heads, and massive jaws.

			“They are tursins, I think,” Prince Shayn said as he studied the dead animals curiously. “They have such strong jaws so they can crack the bones of larger herbivores and eat the marrow.”

			“Are you all right?” Captain Nerone asked Ruden and all the skysteeds when N’Saran and N’Poda returned.

			N’Poda had a nasty bite on his right pastern, and N’Saran had a shallower one on his knee. The big piebald still trembled in reaction as Kie carefully cleaned and treated his injury, while Captain Nerone and Ruden worked on N’Saran.

			“I’m so proud of you. You were brave to stand your ground and fight with the others just now,” Kie told N’Poda quietly.

			Thank you, Nexara. The night wind brought us those creatures’ scent, and it was so horribly rank and foul, I wanted to bolt. But then I became angry that those things would dare to try to hurt my friends, and I forgot about being frightened, N’Poda said wonderingly. Is fighting chimerae like that for you?

			“I am always terrified before a fight,” she admitted. “I’m not sure I’ve ever been angry when the fight begins, but soon I get so busy thinking and reacting, I become less scared. You don’t want to forget your fear entirely, though, because it can help you to stay alive.”

			But these days I’m even more scared of ordering others to fight, she thought to herself as she struggled to fall back asleep in her tent. And if we are successful in recruiting wild skysteeds to help us, someday I may be the one ordering them into battle. That thought made her heart sore and kept her from sleep for a long time.

			As they traveled deeper into the Makar Mountains, Kie found herself sharing survival tricks with her companions that she’d learned from herders who lived high in the Torgaresh. One night, after they made camp by a stream full of trout, Kie built a fish trap out of rocks and showed Topar and Prince Shayn how to use their fingers to catch the fish that swam into it.

			She warned the boys, though, to always keep the trout they caught on a string in the water, because bears loved fish. Unfortunately, a few nights later, Prince Shayn built a fish trap and forgot her warning. He had thrown three large, fine trout onto the streambank when a big cinnamon-colored bear appeared and sat down to eat them. The prince had to crouch and stay motionless in the cold stream, his feet and legs turning to ice, until the bear finished its leisurely meal and wandered on its way.

			Kie also showed her companions how to reinforce their tents so they didn’t blow down in a mountain gale, and where to find dry tinder for the fire on the underside of pine and spruce trees, even after a big rain.

			“You learned a lot that summer you lived rough in the Torgaresh,” Topar said admiringly after she brought back to camp a brace of rabbits she’d caught in snares.

			“Hunger is a good teacher.” Kie shrugged ruefully. “I bet you learned a lot about surviving in the desert that spring and summer you went searching for a wild skysteed.”

			“I did,” Topar said, with laughter in his gaze. “I learned that when one is hungry enough, even sand beetles and sand worms can taste good cooked with oil and some seasonings, and a nice big tethi snake can make a whole meal. They taste much like rabbit or chicken,” he assured the princess, who was turning green as she listened to their conversation.

			Although they had to watch constantly for mountain predators now, at least the travelers no longer spotted any vultiren wakes or pairs. As she led them deep into the heart of the Makar, Captain Nerone spent more and more time using a compass and consulting an old map from the Imperial Archives that purported to show the location of the High Valley, the legendary home of the Sky King.

			Every day the mountains seemed to grow taller and more massive. Crowned with pointed crests and mantled with white snowfields, the Makar were even bigger than the Torgaresh, Kie had to admit to her companions. The cold, dry air was so clear, Kie felt as if she could reach out and touch the gray peaks they flew past. Occasionally, they spotted places wild skysteeds had grazed on the alpine clover they loved and left their road apples. But even though the travelers all kept a careful eye out, they saw no wild skysteeds.

			One day at lunch, after they had flown through a pass with a spectacular notched mountain on one side and twin peaks on the other, N’Rah came to find Kie where she sat with the others, repairing a strap from N’Poda’s pack saddle.

			His gaze and his mental tone were serious as he said, The captain is wrong. We no longer fly the right way to the High Valley. It is but a day’s flight to the east of here.

			Kie set the strap aside and got to her feet, her heart beating faster. N’Rah had finally given her a good opening to find out what was troubling him, and she wasn’t going to waste it. They walked away from the others until they were standing together under a blue pine, looking out over a steep, rocky gorge with a river foaming in its depths.

			“I have to ask, friend, because the others will want to know,” Kie said. “How can you be so sure we are flying the wrong way?”

			Because my herd lives in the High Valley, and I could find my way there even if I was blind.

			“Why didn’t you tell me before that you are from these mountains?” she asked, unable to hide her surprise and hurt. “I always thought, well, until recently anyway, that your herd was from the Torgaresh.”

			Because I was not ready to talk of this. Leaving my herd was the hardest thing I have ever had to do. It is…still painful for me to speak of it.

			“Why did you have to leave?”

			N’Rah heaved a sigh and looked out over the gorge. It is a long story.

			“Could you bear to give me the short version?”

			N’Rah looked at her again. The short version is, I disappointed my family. But they also disappointed me.

			She felt such sadness in his mind, her eyes swam with tears. “So this is why you didn’t want to come.”

			N’Rah laid his ears back and snorted at her. I did not wish to come because I knew the trip was dangerous, and I am sure we will fail.

			Her mind raced as she stared at N’Rah. “But if you grew up here, then you must know the Sky King!”

			I did know the Sky King once, but he was old when I left the High Valley, and he may not still live and rule all the herds anymore.

			This time Kie sensed love mixed with despair and hope in N’Rah as he spoke. “If you will lead us there, we will find out soon enough.”

			Yes, N’Rah said, heaving another sigh. We will.
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			Kie’s cheeks burned as she shared N’Rah’s surprising news with her human companions. It was difficult to admit that her skysteed had kept such a huge secret from her. They must have sensed it was a raw topic for both her and N’Rah, though, and she was grateful when they didn’t press her with too many questions.

			As they mounted up after lunch, Captain Nerone quietly asked Kie and N’Rah to fly lead. As they skimmed past mountains and valleys he knew well, at first N’Rah seemed in a nostalgic mood. He told Kie funny stories of the adventures and misadventures he’d had as a yearling. She wasn’t surprised to hear that her friend had been a mischievous youngster who often pushed boundaries and rules, much to the despair of his parents.

			Because he was particularly fond of honey (something Kie did know about her skysteed because he pestered her to bake him honey cookies so frequently), once he almost got his wings stuck in a tree when he was raiding a hive. Another time, he got chased by a hungry bear who decided it wanted the honey N’Rah had spent hours scheming to reach. His grandsire and his father had made him fly sentry duty, a lonely, boring herd assignment, for a month after that.

			“Do you think I’ll meet your father soon?”

			You will not, N’Rah replied, a flat note in his tone. He died fighting hungry vultiren which had come near the valley to prey on our young ones. Those would be the same vultiren that humans promised to protect the wild herds from when the Great Alliance was formed.

			“I’m so sorry about your father, and I’m sorry my people haven’t been better at honoring their side of the bargain,” Kie said, and she wondered if there was anything she could do to persuade the Emperor to change that. “Is your dam still living?” she ventured after a few moments.

			I…do not know if my mother is still alive. Life in these mountains is hard and dangerous. The wild ones do not live nearly as long as skysteeds who dwell in safer places like Pedarth.

			“Would you please tell me a little bit about her?”

			She is very calm and practical. My sire and grandsire were both fierier in temperament, but my mother is like a cool, tranquil mountain lake. She was always the peacemaker in our family.

			“Well, I’m going to hope she’s still alive, and I look forward to meeting her.”

			N’Rah said little to her after that, and Kie decided to respect his privacy. As often happened in the afternoons, ominous clouds began to build over the mountaintops. Lightning flared inside those dark clouds and thunder grumbled. Kie was just reaching for her rain slicker when N’Rah spoke up.

			Tell the others we must land and find shelter. The storms that brew on the peaks that ring the High Valley can be so violent, it is dangerous for even mountain-bred skysteeds to fly through them, and this is going to be a strong one.

			Kie relayed N’Rah’s warning to the others, and just as the winds began to buffet them, N’Rah landed beside a wide, deep overhang at the base of a cliff.

			I have sheltered here before. This should protect us from the worst of the storm.

			They had all just hurried under the overhang when the skies opened. First, gray sheets of rain stormed through, and then a wave of hail that pummeled the grass and plants outside the cave and sounded like a herd of stampeding horses. And all the while, lightning flashed, and thunder boomed and rolled off the rocky summits surrounding them.

			“Thank you for getting us to shelter in time,” Captain Nerone said to N’Rah as they watched the hailstones slice through the meadow beyond the overhang. “I’m glad we’re not out in that.”

			Fascinated by the hail, the prince dashed out long enough to scoop up several stones, wincing as one hit his head and another his shoulder.

			“This one’s even bigger than a silver dashin coin,” he marveled as he showed off his prizes to everyone. He got out his journal and traced the largest stone before it melted.

			“N’Rah says he’s seen hailstones the size of a person’s fist. Those can cause severe injuries or crush the skull of a skysteed foal caught out in a storm,” Kie told the others.

			Then, to N’Rah she said, I’m starting to understand why your wind and weather sense is so good.

			Skysteeds cannot survive in these mountains without it.

			The storm lasted long enough that Captain Nerone suggested they make camp under the overhang. The group’s mood was both eager and tense. Tomorrow, if all went well, they would be meeting the Sky King at last.

			They started off right at sunrise, because N’Rah had told them if they did, they should reach the High Valley by midmorning. Once again, Kie and N’Rah took the lead position. He said very little as they flew over the most craggy and imposing range they had encountered yet, and she could feel the tension both in his muscles and his mind.

			Tell the others, N’Rah said at one point, that if we do meet with the Sky King, you should address him as “Sire.” The Sky King does sire many foals, and it would be better if you did not offend him at the start by using human titles like “Your Majesty” or “Your Highness.” I fear our very presence near the High Valley will be so offensive, he may refuse to speak with us at all.

			As they flew, Kie wondered why N’Rah seemed so certain his reunion with his herd would not go well. I disappointed my family. But they also disappointed me, he had said. N’Rah was so loyal and brave and steadfast; how could he have disappointed anyone?

			Please let this go well for us and for my skysteed, she found herself praying again and again to Great N’Rin, Merciful N’Saye, and the Messenger, and to whatever other gods might be listening.

			Their party was soaring through a pass between two tall peaks and Kie had just caught a glimpse of a wide green mountain valley surrounded by huge peaks when a dozen skysteeds arrowed toward them. As they drew closer, she could see their long manes were tangled, and their coats were crisscrossed with raised scars. They were beautiful and fierce and wild.

			They also did not appear the least bit friendly.
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			Chapter Fifteen

			Kie swallowed hard as the wild skysteeds surrounded them, and four of the largest placed themselves between the travelers and the green valley, obviously intending to block their way. The skysteeds pawed at the air and tossed their heads.

			When N’Rah took another wing stroke forward, a young bay stallion screamed in defiance and shook his mane.

			Kie started in surprise. She could hear the thoughts that stallion was hurling at N’Rah.

			How dare you return here, traitor and banished one? How dare you bring humans to this sacred place? Fireheart, you know the price you will pay for coming back to the High Valley.

			I know the price full well, N’Rah replied steadily, and I dare because the future of our kind is at stake. The chimerae come again, and if we do not stop them, even our most remote refuges will not protect us from their devastation.

			I told you we would not be welcome, N’Rah said in a quick, private aside to Kie.

			“What’s this price he’s talking about? And who is Fireheart?”

			Fireheart is my birth name, and I think they intend to kill me, N’Rah said with strange calm. That is what happens to any wild skysteeds who dare to return after being banished by the Sky King.

			“And you’re telling me this now?” Kie cried as she grabbed her bow and nocked an arrow.

			“Kie, what is going on here?” Captain Nerone called to her, her usually calm voice strained. She and the others had formed a circle, facing the menacing skysteeds.

			“I’m still figuring that out,” Kie said quickly. “Tell the rest to be ready to defend themselves, but don’t do anything to provoke these wild ones.”

			Leave now, or we will kill you and the humans on their weak, tame skysteeds, the bay threatened N’Rah.

			If you attack, you will find us very hard to kill, and several of you will be badly hurt. I cannot leave. I need to speak with the Sky King.

			He does not need to speak with you, Fireheart, the bay stallion said scornfully, and he will praise us for killing you.

			The bay stallion screamed again and launched himself straight at N’Rah, his teeth bared. Her heart thumping against her ribs, Kie drew her bowstring back. It went against every fiber of her being to harm a skysteed, but she couldn’t let this stallion hurt N’Rah! Without looking, she knew her friends were preparing to defend their skysteeds as well. Was this really going to come to bloodshed?

			“STOP!” she shouted desperately at the top of her lungs, as well as with her mind, at all twelve skysteeds advancing on them. “I am the Nexara! We do not wish to harm you, but we will not let you hurt us or our companions.”

			The wild ones braked midair and stared at her in astonishment. The bay stallion shook his head, as if he wanted to shake her words from his mind.

			“We won’t come any further,” Kie said, keeping a wary eye on the surprised bay stallion, who seemed to be their leader, “but we also won’t leave until you agree to send someone to fetch the Sky King. We have made a long, dangerous journey to see him, and my friend is right. The future of your kind and ours is at stake.”

			The twelve skysteeds hovered in place. She guessed they were talking among themselves, but she couldn’t hear their words. Maybe they had to talk directly to N’Rah for her to hear them?

			“I’m not sure why,” she called to her friends, “but I can hear some of their thoughts, and I think they can hear mine.”

			“Well, try to keep telling them we mean them no harm,” Captain Nerone said. “They look like a salty bunch, and I would hate for us to hurt a single skysteed.”

			They are indeed used to fighting, N’Rah told Kie. They are members of the Sky Guard, those who protect the High Valley and the herd. Blackwing, the bay who confronts us now, is one of their captains.

			“How do you know his name?” Kie asked him.

			Because he is my half brother, N’Rah said with sorrow.

			She was just about to ask why his half brother seemed so eager to kill him when N’Rah tensed. His nostrils flared and his ears pricked as he looked past Blackwing. In the distance she saw sunlight shining off golden wings and a chestnut coat the same color as N’Rah’s. She gulped as a lone skysteed flew toward them, his head held proudly, his tail streaming like a banner spun from sunlight.

			As he drew closer, she saw the muscles that rippled under his coat and the many scars that crossed it. This was a stallion used to fighting for his mares and for his herd. This, she guessed, must be the Sky King.

			As the majestic stallion drew closer, the Sky Guard parted ranks to let him through. He stopped just out of bowshot, facing N’Rah, looking like a wild, fierce creature out of legend. His long forelock flowed down between dark eyes that gazed at Kie with intimidating intelligence.

			Nexara, this is Thunderwing, the Sky King, N’Rah said calmly. Thunderwing, this is Kiesandra Torsun, the Nexara, sky courier, chimera killer, and my skyrider.

			So some part of the Great Binding must still exist if there is a new Nexara, the Sky King said. Kie shivered as his words reverberated in her mind. His mental voice was deep and rich and…bitter. That is a shame, for I had hoped the misbegotten magic that has brought our kind so much pain had unraveled entirely.

			Kie swallowed hard. This meeting was not off to a good start. But the Nexara was supposed to be an ambassador between humans and skysteeds. Even though words had never been her friends, she had to make him understand how important their mission was.

			She straightened her shoulders, cleared her throat, and said, “Sire, we bring you greetings from Emperor Chiren, descendant of Emperor Isen, who, with the help of skysteeds, rid Prekalt of the chimerae who threatened to kill every skysteed and human on this continent.”

			But he did not rid the world entirely of chimerae, otherwise you and my disgraced grandson would not be here, risking your lives for such a fruitless purpose.

			Kie stared at the Sky King as a jumble of thoughts tumbled about in her head. N’Rah was his grandson? Was this Sky King the one who banished N’Rah from the High Valley? I disappointed my family. But they also disappointed me. Those words haunted her.

			As she struggled to find what to say to the Sky King next, Prince Shayn and N’Laure moved up beside her.

			“I don’t know how it’s possible, but I can hear his words in my mind, too,” the prince told her quickly. “Could I say something?”

			“Go ahead,” Kie said, happy to have some help trying to reason with the angry stallion.

			“Sire, my name is Prince Shayn. I am the son of Emperor Chiren, and we have come a long way to ask you to renew the Great Alliance at a desperate time when our two species need each other more than ever.”

			This would be the same alliance which has reduced skysteeds to human property? The alliance in which humans falsely promised to protect the wild herds from grytoc and vultiren attacks? The alliance which has led to the deaths of thousands of my kind in wars and tournaments? The chestnut stallion laid his ears back and glared at Prince Shayn.

			I have no interest in renewing this alliance, princeling, for it has brought skysteeds nothing but suffering and death. You need us far more than we need you.

			For a long moment, Prince Shayn looked shocked by the disdain in the Sky King’s words, but then he appeared to rally. “We need each other,” the prince replied. “The chimerae are coming, and they are hungrier for skysteed blood than ever. When they have finished destroying the Sky Force and our human cities and towns, they will come looking for wild skysteeds, and then, not even the most remote mountains or deserts will protect you.”

			We will take our chances if that dire time ever comes, but I doubt that it will.

			The bay stallion edged closer to the Sky King and tossed his head eagerly. Did Blackwing still want to drive them off? The Sky King turned toward the bay and nipped him on the neck. Squealing, the bay backed away.

			You are a brave captain, Kie heard the Sky King say, but I wish you would use the brain between your ears more often. I have warned you before, the humans carry weapons that can pierce your heart or slice off your wing and cripple you forever.

			The Sky King turned to face Kie and Prince Shayn once more. There will be no precious skysteed blood shed here today. Too much has been shed already. You may camp below the pass until this time tomorrow. In the meanwhile, Fireheart, I suggest you take your companions to the Binding Cave, and there you will see how little of its magic remains. The Sky Guard has my orders to kill anyone who ventures beyond it. To honor Great N’Rin, I will meet with the Nexara one more time in the morning, and then you will leave the High Valley and never return.

			Sire, I would ask you a question, N’Rah spoke up again. Does Silvercloud still fly?

			She does. I…will let her come see you if she wishes it.

			Kie sensed pain in the Sky King’s words, and she thought his gaze lingered on N’Rah before he wheeled about and flew away. Some of the Sky Guard retreated up the pass, but four remained, including Blackwing, and watched them balefully from a distance.

			“That could have gone better,” Captain Nerone commented. “Let’s head back to that meadow we just flew over. We’ll regroup down there and figure out what to do next.”

			N’Chine turned about and led them back to the meadow, and Kie and N’Rah followed, along with the others. Kie felt dazed. The Sky King had a strong presence and mental voice, and her mind ached from the force of his anger. Her brain also raced with a dozen questions she wanted to ask N’Rah about his past and his family.

			But there was something else she needed know first. “Are you all right?”

			I think so, N’Rah replied. I am very glad the old Sky King still flies. I did not think I would ever see him again.

			“By Great N’Rin’s mane, why didn’t you tell me the wild ones might kill you for returning to the High Valley?”

			Because you had promised the Emperor we would come here, and although I believed this mission would fail, we had to honor your promise. For the future of both of our species, I also knew we had to try. If I had told you about my banishment, you would not have agreed to come, and it was the Nexara’s duty to attempt to convince the wild ones to fight.

			N’Chine landed in a flat, grassy area of the alpine meadow below the pass. The skysteeds and their riders gathered in a circle. They all looked at Kie and N’Rah, their expressions somber.

			“Could you all hear the Sky King’s words?” Kie asked them. The humans nodded and the skysteeds replied they had.

			“Then you know our mission is in serious trouble.” She turned to N’Rah. “Could you share your story with our friends? I think we all need to understand the Sky King and why he seems so willing to let the Great Alliance die.”

			You all are my herd now, N’Rah said resignedly. It is time I explained why I left the High Valley.

			With Kie standing beside him and translating his words for the humans, N’Rah began his tale.

			I was a restless, curious foal, and I grew into a reckless, adventurous yearling. A part of me always felt that I was supposed to be elsewhere, that some heroic future awaited me beyond the High Valley and the ranges that protect it. I loved listening to the old stories, the tales of the Great Binding and the Chimera Wars most of all, but our storytellers rarely told them because my grandsire, the Sky King, disliked them so.

			N’Rah paused for a moment, and his gaze went distant. Thunderwing spent a great deal of time with me when I was a yearling. I think he hoped that, like my father, I would become one of the Sky Guard, those who protect the herd but also are candidates to challenge the Sky King and take his place someday. But I could not imagine fighting my grandsire, and the last thing I wanted to do was stay in the High Valley and be responsible for the welfare of hundreds of skysteeds.

			So, when I was supposed to be on outlying sentry duty, I began to sneak away to watch villages on the edges of the foothills. I found humans fascinating and wondered if I might like having a skyrider as a partner. The third time I snuck away, my grandsire found out, and he was furious. He told me if I left my post again, he would have to banish me.

			I did not truly believe him, and soon I slipped away again, and once again, he caught me. This time, in front of everyone, he declared that I had to leave because I had defied him and endangered the herd, and if I ever returned, every hoof and tooth would be turned against me. I argued our relations with humans were important, and that it was dangerous for us to turn our back on them and the Great Alliance. He refused to listen and claimed the agreement forged between Prince Isen and Great N’Rin had been a disaster for all skysteeds, and so I had to leave.

			For a time I wandered up and down the Makar foothills, spying on humans as much as I wanted. I found, though, that I missed my herd, and I missed the mountains. So I flew to the other great range our storytellers had described in their tales, the Torgaresh. And there, I found another herd. They never completely accepted me, but then you came to the Torgaresh, and I found my skyrider. I truly believe old magic called me to leave the High Valley, and I am proud to be the skysteed who bears the Nexara.

			They were all quiet for a time as they digested N’Rah’s story.

			“Dear N’Rah, thank you for sharing your story with us,” Princess Halla said. “But there’s still something I don’t understand. Why is the Sky King so convinced the Great Alliance has been a failure?”

			I think, N’Rah replied slowly, it is in part because he once bound with a skyrider whom he loved fiercely, and after that skyrider died, he was never the same again.
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			Chapter Sixteen

			Along with the rest of her companions, Kie stared at N’Rah in astonishment. “So you’re saying the Sky King was born a wild skysteed,” she said, “but he chose to bind with a skyrider?”

			Yes, he was born wild. Like me, as a young skysteed, he was not content to stay in the High Valley. But this a tale my mother Silvercloud should tell you. I believe…I hope she will come to see me. Now I think we should fly to the Binding Cave, the place where Mage Sian worked her great magic, and we can talk more there.

			“After all, we are here to renew the Great Alliance,” Prince Shayn agreed. “It can’t hurt to see where it and the Great Binding that made it possible took place.”

			As the party remounted, N’Poda approached Kie. Nexara, please, oh please, may we leave my pack saddle here? I—I do not wish to meet more skysteeds with it on. The wild ones might think there is some honor in bearing a skyrider, but I doubt there is much in serving as a beast of burden.

			“Of course, I will take it off. But please remember, you are no beast of burden, and we never could have made it here without the supplies you carried for us. I still hope we may have a chance to present our gifts to the wild ones.”

			After she unsaddled N’Poda, they flew back up the pass, and this time N’Rah led them through it until they saw the four sullen Sky Guard skysteeds again. Ignoring them, N’Rah turned east, along the natural rim of the great mountain bowl that sheltered the High Valley. They soared along, riding warm updrafts from the valley floor while the four Sky Guard stallions followed behind.

			Kie noticed N’Rah’s nostrils kept flaring as they flew.

			“Does something smell bad to you?” she asked him curiously.

			No, I am catching the scents of alpine clover, wild timothy, dandelions, marshmallow, and so many more plants growing in the park below us. They are the sweet smell of home.

			A tear rolled down her cheek. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have to leave her home, Uncle Dugs, and her orchard, never to return. Her heart ached for her friend and all he had given up. Had the magic of the Great Binding somehow called him away from the High Valley to find her? She shivered to think a spell woven three hundred years ago could have been guiding his actions and made him lose so much.

			N’Rah landed nimbly on a rock shelf. It wasn’t really a cave so much as a long, deep, sheltered ledge overlooking the High Valley. Kie blinked as she looked out at the glorious grassy park surrounded by snow-crowned peaks. The tapestry back in the Imperial Palace had definitely depicted the valley from this perspective. The artist had tried to convey its beauty, but even the most brilliant threads couldn’t capture its splendor. Kie smiled when she noticed dozens of skysteed mares grazing while yearlings and foals flew and frisked above them in the bright sunlight.

			As she glanced about the cave, she heard a trickling sound. There, near the center of the back wall, clear water flowed down the gray rock into a small clear pool surrounded by dark green mosses and ferns. She kept catching glints of gold out of the corners of her eyes. The glints almost seemed to be a part of the air itself.

			“There’s the strangest feeling to this place, almost as if it were waiting for something to happen or for someone to come,” Princess Halla said in a hushed voice as she walked about, her hand on N’Seella’s withers.

			Kie was glad the princess had said that, for she had gotten that impression, too, but it seemed too fanciful to say it aloud.

			“Does anyone else hear their skysteed more clearly now?” Ruden asked, his gaze rapt as he looked at N’Saran. “When we flew up the pass, I started hearing every word N’Saran said to me, without having to listen so hard, and I think I’m even sensing some of his feelings.”

			“I’ve always been able to understand N’Meary well,” Topar said thoughtfully, “but here, I can almost hear the texture of her mental voice, and I can definitely sense her emotions more easily. It’s like our entire bond suddenly became tighter and stronger.”

			“Maybe the magic of the Great Binding is more powerful here because it was created here,” Kie suggested. “Do you all see glints of gold in the air?”

			“No,” Topar said, “but you do?”

			“I keep glimpsing them around the edges of my vision. It’s like sparkles are shimmering in the air itself. It reminds me of that golden net that Mage Sian wove when she worked the Great Binding in that tapestry back at the Imperial Palace.”

			Goose bumps rose on her arms as she said those words. The Sky King wanted to believe the magic of the Great Binding was disappearing, but she was almost sure that some part of it still existed here. They all gathered in a circle near the center of the ledge, their skysteeds close beside them.

			“The Sky King said the magic that brought our species together is unraveling. Maybe that’s part of why cadets like me can’t hear our skysteeds so well anymore,” Ruden said.

			“I’m still trying to figure out how we all could hear the Sky King’s words,” Topar said. “Could he possibly be the skysteed version of the Nexara?”

			“That would make sense,” Prince Shayn said, wearing his thinking look. “Maybe when the chimerae are a danger again, the Great Binding creates a Nexar among the sky-steeds who can speak to all humans, just like Kie can speak to all skysteeds.”

			“Well, if the Sky King is the Nexar, he certainly doesn’t seem to care for humans much,” Princess Halla said with a grimace. “I don’t know how we are going to convince him to renew the Great Alliance when he looks at humans like we’re flies he’d like to whisk away with his tail.”

			Abruptly, N’Rah pricked his ears and sniffed the air. My mother, Silvercloud, comes, along with my sister and my niece, he told Kie joyfully, and stepped away from the circle to gaze out over the High Valley. Kie stayed near the others to give her friend some privacy.

			Three lovely white skysteeds with silver wings, manes, and tails skimmed toward them. Two were adults and one was a foal.

			“I’ve never seen white-and-silver skysteeds before. They’re beautiful,” Topar said reverently, prompting N’Meary to shove his shoulder with her head. “But, of course, they’re not nearly as beautiful as you,” Topar reassured his skysteed and scratched her favorite spot under her chin.

			With stately grace, the two mares cantered onto the ledge and stopped, but the foal landed clumsily, stumbling on her long legs and flapping her wings frantically. But once she was on the ledge, she gave a playful buck and glanced around with curious eyes. Her ears pricked, she trotted straight to meet N’Rah. They nickered in greeting and sniffed each other’s muzzles while the mares looked on indulgently. Both had dark eyes and arched necks, and in their expressions Kie thought she saw some of the same good humor and curiosity N’Rah possessed in abundance.

			After sniffing noses with her son, the older mare turned away and paced regally toward Kie. Then she extended her right foreleg and bent her head in a very creditable imitation of a human bow. Kie bowed deeply in return, wanting to show her friend’s mother proper respect.

			I am honored to meet the Nexara, the mare said, and Kie almost jumped. She could hear Silvercloud’s words almost as clearly as she could the Sky King’s!

			You are surprised that you can understand me? Here, in the place the First Binding between skysteeds and humans took place, our old stories claim that our two species will always be able to speak clearly to one another. Now we know at least that aspect of the old tales is true.

			“I am glad to know this,” Kie replied, “and very honored to meet the mother of my brave friend.”

			The mare turned her head to peer at N’Rah. Fireheart, my son, now it is clear to me why you felt you had to leave us. I will try to make your grandsire see that magic must have guided you to seek out and bind with this young Nexara.

			Whether or not magic influenced me, N’Rah replied with a toss of his head, I did leave my post as a sentry. I did not take my responsibility to the herd seriously enough, and he was right to punish me.

			The mare studied her son. I think you have grown up in the time you have been away from us. I would like to hear all about your adventures.

			I would be happy to tell you of my travels, N’Rah replied to his mother, but first, I ask that you tell my companions about Thunderwing’s past, and why he is so set against humans and the Great Alliance. We have come a long way to ask him to renew it and to allow wild skysteeds to join the fight against the Foul Ones, but today he would not listen to us.

			Sadly, that does not surprise me. Please introduce us to your companions, and then I shall share his story with you.

			N’Rah introduced his mother, his sister Snowflurry, and his little niece Snowflake to each of his human and sky-steed friends. When the foal came to N’Poda, she stared and stared.

			Do you see the same out of your blue eye and your brown eye? the curious foal blurted.

			Indeed I do, little one, N’Poda said gravely, and he sniffed noses with her. But it was his turn to stare when Snowflurry greeted him.

			I apologize for my daughter, she said. We rarely meet strangers, and your coloring is quite dramatic. It is my pleasure to meet you.

			I—I did not mind. I mean, she has nothing to apologize for, and it is entirely my pleasure to meet you. N’Poda stumbled over his words. He watched her admiringly as she moved on to meet N’Laure and Prince Shayn.

			When the introductions were over, Silvercloud raised her head and met their gazes as she began to tell the Sky King’s story.

			When Thunderwing was young, he loved stories about the deeds of valiant skysteeds and their skyriders during the Chimera Wars. He left the High Valley determined to find his own skyrider. Eventually, he bound with a young, ambitious Rosari from a poor noble house. Although Thunderwing was smaller than most tournament skysteeds, he was strong and quick, and they did very well in the standings. But then a splinter from a broken lance lodged deep in his skyrider’s eye during a contest, and the young man died from his injury a week later.

			Thunderwing left Pedarth, mourning his skyrider and furious at the way skysteeds were treated there. He hated the fact they had become property instead of true partners to their skyriders, and he loathed the tournaments they competed in. Once, those competitions might have helped skysteeds to prepare for battle against the Foul Ones, but now they seemed to exist mostly to entertain humans and bring skyriders riches and fame.

			Silvercloud paused for a moment. I think that was part of why he was so angry when Fireheart became fascinated with humans. He was afraid his grandson would bind with a human and have his heart broken even as he had. He would not be happy that I tell you this, but every year on the date his skyrider passed, Thunderwing still slips away to mourn his death.

			The white mare’s eyes were dark with sorrow. And so he returned to the High Valley to pick up the threads of his old life. He was determined to make sure that wild skysteeds should have as little to do with humans as possible. Eventually, he fought his way up to his position as the Sky King, and then he was able to enforce his will upon all the skysteed herds. Occasionally, a few wild skysteeds felt the call to defy him and bind with humans, but over the years, fewer and fewer did.

			And that is why, Silvercloud finished with a sigh, our Sky King refuses to renew our alliance with humans, and I doubt there is anything you can do to change his mind.

			They were a quiet group after Silvercloud shared her story. N’Rah wanted to stay and talk with his mother and sister, so Kie volunteered to remain in the cave and play with Snowflake while the rest of her companions left to set up camp and plan their final strategies for their talk with the Sky King in the morning.

			Kie feared their mission was doomed, but playing with Snowflake cheered her a little. The little filly loved tag. Kie chased her up and down the ledge while Snowflake cantered about, and her mother and grandmother talked with N’Rah. When she wasn’t chasing Snowflake, Kie watched dozens of skysteeds happily going about their daily lives in the valley below. She so wanted them all to stay safe, but if the Sky King wouldn’t allow the wild ones to leave and fight, she was afraid the ravenous chimerae would find this refuge eventually.

			Another fierce storm blew up in the late afternoon, but Kie and N’Rah’s family stayed warm and dry along the back wall of the Binding Cave. Tired out at last, Snowflake lay down for a nap, resting her head in Kie’s lap.

			“How do you survive these violent storms?” she asked Silvercloud with a shudder as large hailstones came crashing down and the winds howled outside.

			The mountains surrounding the High Valley contain several large caves and overhangs. When the sky grows dark and we hear the thunder rumble, we make our way to those caves, and they shelter us from thunderstorms and the worst of the winter winds as well.

			At last, the storm let up, and Silvercloud and Snowflurry had to leave. N’Rah sadly said goodbye to his sister, his mother, and his little niece. Before she left, Kie took another look around the cave and the strange, beautiful glints that shimmered in the air. If those glints meant the magic of the Great Binding still existed, she hoped it would find some way to help them persuade the Sky King to let the wild ones bind and fight.

			As they flew back to the pass, Kie was very aware of the four glowering Sky Guard sentries who followed close behind them.

			I am glad I had a chance to see my mother and sister, N’Rah said to Kie. For me, it was worth the danger of the trip to be with them again.

			“But no matter what we say, you don’t think we’ll succeed in changing the Sky King’s mind tomorrow?”

			No, I do not, N’Rah said sadly. I fear my grandsire’s stubbornness and prejudices are going to doom all Prekalt.
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			The next morning, the travelers rose early and broke camp. They were a tense group as they paced about in the chilly mountain air and waited for the Sky King to appear. When the morning sun had finally risen over the ridge and warmed the meadow where they waited, he soared down the pass and landed on the edge of their campsite.

			His gaze found Kie’s at once. I have come to wish you well, Nexara, the Sky King’s strong voice filled her mind again, but I will not allow skysteeds from any of the herds across Prekalt to fight the chimerae with you. Your kind has not honored the true intent of the Great Alliance, and I would be a poor leader if I encouraged them to do so.

			Kie fought her rising despair. They had to find some way to change his mind. The future of both of their species depended on it. “But we can’t win if the chimerae come in force. If you don’t let wild ones join us, thousands of sky-steed and human lives will be lost.”

			If I let them fight, many skysteeds will most certainly die. If I do not, surely some of my breed will survive in the most remote regions of this continent. I would rather fewer of us remain free than for many to live and become the property of humans who would take them for granted and risk their lives in pointless tournaments.

			Ruden stepped forward and bowed deeply to the Sky King. “Your Majesty, once N’Saran and I spent all our days and energy training for those tournaments you mention, but now that I have fought the chimerae, I realize how foolish those competitions are. I would never risk N’Saran’s life in a tournament again, even if my father ordered me to.”

			I am glad you see the error of your ways, the Sky King said to Ruden, but many of your fellow skyriders still believe they own their skysteeds. At the start of the Great Alliance, humans pledged that skysteeds would be their partners and true equals. Yet how many of you make important decisions that affect both of your lives without consulting your skysteeds first?

			Kie felt her cheeks flame, and she stared at her feet.

			I sense that even the Nexara, the Sky King said sternly, the human who should act as the best example of her people, is guilty of this.

			She sucked in a deep breath and forced herself to meet his gaze again. “I did decide that N’Rah and I would make this dangerous journey to these mountains without asking him first.”

			But she has promised never again to make such an important decision that affects the both of us without consulting me, N’Rah spoke up on her behalf.

			You are foolish to believe your human, Fireheart. I know the value of human promises. How many of you would risk your lives to save your skysteeds? Our kind is so brave and loyal, they would die to save the skyriders bound to them.

			“I would risk my life to save N’Rah’s,” Kie said indignantly.

			So you say, the Sky King replied, his words laced with scorn and disbelief.

			“What if we could change?” she asked, even as she felt her last of bit of hope slipping away. “What if we went back to the way we promised it would be, the way it was in Prince Isen and Mage Sian’s time?”

			“And what if I pledged to you,” Prince Shayn added quickly, “that my father would make sure that humans would do a better job of protecting skysteed herds from grytocs and vultiren?”

			It is too late, the Sky King said with an impatient shake of his head. I will not allow more skysteeds to be exploited by humans who do not respect our species. My grandson, I hope you and your skyrider stay safe during the dangerous battles that lie ahead of you. Now, leave our mountains, and never return here again.
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			Chapter Seventeen

			With heavy hearts, Kie and her companions watched the Sky King gallop away from their camp and leap into the air. As he flew through a shaft of sunlight, his coat glowed like red-gold flame, and then he disappeared through the pass. Silently, they mounted up and headed south, back toward the Ugoli Desert and Pedarth.

			It was a long, tiring day, for they had to fight strong headwinds the entire time. N’Rah found them a dry cave just before the usual fierce afternoon storm arrived. They were a discouraged group around the campfire that night. Even Prince Shayn’s usual optimism and enthusiasm were dampened. Still, he did his best to come up with a new plan to convince more wild skysteeds to join the fight, including contacting herds in the Western Desert and the Northern Isles directly.

			“We can try that,” Kie replied doubtfully, “but N’Rah seems pretty convinced most would not dare go against the Sky King’s will.”

			“I wonder if the magic that gave the Nexar the ability to talk to humans,” Topar mused, “also gave him this ability to command all the skysteeds. If that’s true, it’s unfortunate that this aspect of the Great Binding is actually hurting our efforts to fight chimerae now.”

			“It’s more than unfortunate. It may doom both sky-steeds and humans,” Captain Nerone said bitterly.

			While the others talked, Kie’s gaze fell on the little apple tree seedlings she had tried so hard to keep alive as they crossed the Ugoli.

			When a break came in their conversation, Kie said, “Before we leave the Makar, we should plant the tree seedlings we brought. I know we won’t change the Sky King’s mind, but I feel we ought to do something to show our gratitude to the wild ones for joining the Great Alliance in the first place. Skysteeds might enjoy apples from those trees for a long time to come.”

			“Assuming some of them survive if the chimerae scourge the whole continent,” Ruden said gloomily as he tossed another branch on the fire.

			Captain Nerone rubbed her chin as she considered Kie’s suggestion. “I want us to return to Pedarth as soon as possible to give the Emperor the Sky King’s answer, but I think we could take half a day to plant some trees before we go.”

			In the morning, Kie showed her companions how to plant the seedlings properly. Then they split up into three groups, and N’Rah led those groups to three different sheltered valleys nearby where he and Kie thought the hardy little apple trees might survive.

			“Will the wild ones find the trees if we plant them here?” she asked N’Rah as she used a digging stick she’d fashioned the night before to loosen a rock from the spot she picked to plant her first seedling.

			They will find them, all right, he reassured her. As yearlings, my friends and I ranged far and wide trying to find apples, which did not please the Sky Guard or my grandfather. At least these will grow much closer to the High Valley than the orchards we used to raid in the foothills.

			Both he and N’Poda did what they could to help, pawing at rocks with their hooves and rolling them away from Kie’s planting sites with their muzzles.

			It wasn’t easy, digging in the rocky soil, and soon her human planting partner, Princess Halla, was complaining about the dirt she was getting under her fingernails. She wandered off after an hour or so and climbed up a nearby rock outcropping.

			“That’s strange,” she called down to Kie sometime later. “I see two vultiren wakes. No, N’Seella says there are three, just soaring around in the sky east of here.”

			Kie dropped her digging stick and hurried up to the top of the outcropping where the princess and N’Seella peered to the east. N’Rah and N’Poda flew up and joined her there.

			“It’s so odd,” Princess Halla said. “It’s not like the vultiren are going anywhere. They just keep circling about like they’re looking for something.”

			“But what could they be looking for, so deep in the Makar?” Kie wondered aloud, and then suddenly, a terrible suspicion dawned on her. “Maybe they are searching for the High Valley!” she cried, icy fingers tracing down her back. “We know they like to eat skysteed foals, and they would find plenty there.”

			Moments later, N’Chine contacted her. We’ve spotted four vultiren wakes to the west of us. My human wants everyone to hide under trees or in a cave if you can find one, and do it quickly! She does not want the vultiren to see us and attack. We will regroup after dark and try to slip past them and head home.

			Kie acknowledged N’Chine’s message, but something prompted her to keep staring at the wakes until her eyes watered. “Look at the biggest of those vultiren in the wake to the south of the others,” she said to N’Rah. “Do you see it? It almost looks as if it has two heads.”

			N’Rah stared fixedly into the distance. Suddenly, he stamped his foot and snorted with alarm. Someone has fused and bound a human to a big female vultiren, much like the strange scourge masters we encountered at the end of the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae!

			Kie’s stomach lurched. “So something partly human might be commanding those vultiren, the way the scourge masters command chimerae?” She and Princess Halla looked at each other in horror.

			“Then these wakes must have been sent here to do something much more important than killing a few skysteed foals,” the princess said.

			“I bet they’re here to attack the Home Herd and kill the Sky King himself!” Kie concluded.

			Hurriedly she shared this horrifying news and their theory with all the skysteeds in their party, and everyone agreed to meet up in a cave in the valley where Captain Nerone and Ruden had planted their seedlings.

			Fly here as low and as swiftly as you can, N’Chine relayed Captain Nerone’s orders. We do not want to attract their attention. At least two of the wakes we watch has those abominations commanding them as well.

			Shortly, their group had gathered inside that cave, and they began debating what they should do next.

			“N’Laure and I are both afraid Kie and Halla’s theory may be right,” Prince Shayn said soberly. “If the same evil mage who is creating all these chimerae truly wants to destroy Prekalt, that mage would know about our terrible losses out in the Telawa Valley. That person might also guess that we would try to reach out to the wild ones for help.”

			“So that mage planned for this moment and found a way to strike at the wild herds or weaken them,” Topar said.

			“Remember, the word ‘chimera’ simply means a blending of different creatures,” Prince Shayn pointed out. “Somehow this mage must have figured out a way to create a new sort of human-vultiren chimera that could control a whole wake. It was a brilliant move, if you think about it. Vultiren are among the few creatures in Prekalt capable of killing sky-steeds.”

			Captain Nerone squared her shoulders. “I do agree we have to warn the Sky King as soon as possible.”

			“But without leading those vultiren wakes straight to their goal,” Prince Shayn countered. “If they catch our scent, or see us in the air, we could show them exactly where the skysteeds are that they want to kill.”

			We could stay on the ground as we hurry back, N’Rah suggested, and Kie relayed his suggestion to the others. Thanks to those strong headwinds we encountered, we did not travel so very far yesterday from the High Valley, and skysteeds can run very quickly.

			“It almost makes me wonder if the magic of the Great Binding sent those headwinds to slow us down,” Topar said. “On a normal day we could have flown a hundred miles from the High Valley. Yesterday we barely traveled thirty.”

			“It would be nice to think it’s trying to help us,” Princess Halla said. “I’m afraid we need all the help we can get!”

			They decided to adopt N’Rah’s suggestion and head out right away, for it was only a matter of time before the wakes found the High Valley. Captain Nerone asked N’Rah to take the lead, as he knew the trails and valleys near his home. He started off at a gallop, leaping smoothly over fallen trees and using his wings to lift them over rocks in their way. It wasn’t as fast as flight, but a skysteed galloping on the ground still moved much faster than a real horse. Kie would have enjoyed watching the mountain scenery flash by so quickly, but, like the others, she was constantly on the lookout for vultiren overhead.

			As they raced along trails worn by mountain sheep and deer, Kie found herself thinking about all the beautiful sky-steed foals she’d seen playing and grazing in the High Valley.

			Please, Great N’Rin, let us reach the High Valley before the vultiren do!
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			Chapter Eighteen

			Night had fallen and Little Cira was just rising in the east by the time N’Rah led the weary skysteeds and their riders trotting up the pass. Because they all were so exhausted, they were slow to notice the detachment of the Sky Guard charging out of the dark. In the pale moonlight, Kie recognized Blackwing’s face, twisted with anger, as he flew straight at them.

			Screaming in rage, he threw himself against N’Rah and bit his neck. N’Rah reeled back, squealing in surprise and pain. Then he leaped sideways as Kie grabbed for her bow. Blackwing came for N’Rah’s neck again. This time Kie slapped his nose hard with her bow, and the bay backed off in surprise.

			“NO! You must listen to us!” Kie yelled at them all. “We’ve come to warn you that several wakes of vultiren are searching for the High Valley even as we speak.”

			We do not believe you, Blackwing retorted furiously to Kie and N’Rah. The vultiren rarely venture this far into the mountains. This is just an excuse to return here and flout our Sky King’s command. It is our duty to enforce his justice. Fireheart must die for defying him!

			I will not fight you, Blackwing, N’Rah said steadily. A terrible enemy menaces the Home Herd. We will need your strength in the battle we fear lies ahead against the vultiren.

			Blackwing rushed at N’Rah again. Afraid her weight was slowing her friend down, Kie unclipped herself from her flight harness, grabbed her bow and quiver, and jumped from his saddle. She watched in horror as N’Rah let Blackwing charge right into him. He started to fall, but then he scrambled back to his feet. She winced as Blackwing reached out and bit N’Rah’s shoulder. N’Rah backed away, trembling.

			Sire, Kie reached desperately for the Sky King’s mind, please, you must come! We believe dozens of vultiren wakes plan to attack the High Valley. We came back to warn you of this, but Blackwing just wants to tear your grandson apart, and Fireheart won’t defend himself.

			Briefly, she considered stringing her bow, but she couldn’t bring herself to shoot a skysteed. There was only one way she could think of to defend N’Rah and not spill skysteed blood.

			As Blackwing came at N’Rah again, Kie dropped her bow and darted between the two skysteeds. She held her arms out as the bay stallion reared. Dimly aware that her friends were shouting in alarm, she caught a glimpse of dark hooves descending toward her, and she closed her eyes.

			A moment later, something knocked her off her feet, and then she heard the thud of hoof meeting flesh, and a skysteed grunted in pain. She opened her eyes to see N’Rah standing over her while N’Poda reared next to him, looking very big and very fierce.

			You will NOT harm the Nexara! N’Poda shouted at Blackwing.

			N’Rah must have shoved her out of the way, she realized dazedly, and Blackwing must have struck him. But now N’Rah couldn’t put weight on his front foreleg! Captain Nerone, Ruden, and Prince Shayn ran to stand between N’Rah, N’Poda, and the angry skysteed captain, their skysteeds right behind while Topar and Princess Halla helped Kie to her feet.

			Blackwing, stop this madness immediately! A familiar deep voice filled Kie’s mind. How dare you attack a human? How dare you attack the Nexara?

			The Sky King landed next to Blackwing and the rest of his Sky Guard band. Even in the dim moonlight, Kie could see the great stallion’s ears were laid back in anger.

			But we knew you did not want them anywhere near the High Valley, the Sky Guard captain protested. We thought you would want us to make them leave.

			I did, but not in this violent fashion. Nexara, are you injured?

			“I’m fine,” Kie replied shakily as she hurried to examine N’Rah’s leg, “but I’m worried that your grandson is not.” A broken leg often proved to be a death sentence for horses or skysteeds because their bodies couldn’t stay healthy while they remained still long enough for leg bones to mend. Gently, she touched his right foreleg where it was already beginning to swell.

			Taking a deep breath, she stood and looked N’Rah in the eye. “Can you stand on it, brave friend?”

			N’Rah took a deep breath of his own and set his right foreleg back on the ground. He couldn’t help flinching with pain, but clearly the bone could support his weight. I can, he announced shortly.

			Tears of relief welling in her eyes, Kie hugged his neck, careful to avoid the torn flesh from Blackwing’s bite. “Now we need to get those cuts tended. You’re bleeding.”

			First, we must speak with the Sky King, N’Rah said resolutely and limped around her. Sire, we think dozens of vultiren wakes are searching for the Home Valley.

			The Sky King looked at his grandson. Our outlying sentries have reported seeing large numbers of wakes on the edges of our range today. It is unusual for the vultiren to be flocking in such numbers, but why are you so sure they are coming here?

			Quickly Kie and N’Rah explained to the Sky King about the strange new scourge masters they had encountered at the end of the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae, creatures that were part human and part chimera. “We are afraid that whoever has created the attack chimerae is making these new creatures as well, binding humans to vultiren to make them smarter and more dangerous,” Kie concluded.

			The Sky Guard can fight off twenty or thirty vultiren, no matter how smart they are, Blackwing said with an impatient toss of his head, and Kie relayed his comments to the others.

			Prince Shayn stepped up beside Kie. “But can you fight off hundreds? We spotted at least eight wakes actively searching for you, and there easily could be more.”

			It appears we may have no choice, the Sky King replied grimly.

			“We would like to join forces with you if it comes to a fight,” Prince Shayn said, for during their grueling race back to the High Valley, their group had agreed that they wanted to help defend the Home Herd.

			Blackwing stamped his foot. We need no human help, or the help of their soft, lazy skysteeds.

			The Sky King studied their group, humans and sky-steeds alike. Kie felt as if he were looking deep into her mind.

			I see no soft, lazy skysteeds here, he said at last. They survived the long, dangerous journey across the Ugoli, after all. We would be foolish to turn down this offer. Humans are very clever, and it is a threat created by humans that we may have to face. We shall accept their help.

			Blackwing did not look happy, but he didn’t protest his king’s decision.

			Very well, the Sky King declared. After you tend to Fireheart’s wounds, we shall meet in the Binding Cave and discuss how we will defend the Home Valley if the vultiren do attack us in force.

			The great stallion flew off, followed by his Sky Guard. Kie led N’Rah to the nearby stream and did her best to clean his wounds. They were not deep enough to require stitches, but she could tell they pained him. As soon as she had put salve on them, he turned toward the pass, eager to be on their way.

			“Are you sure you want to carry me?” she asked him. “I’m certain N’Meary and Topar wouldn’t mind letting me ride with them to the Binding Cave.”

			It is my honor and duty to carry the Nexara, N’Rah replied stubbornly.

			Afraid she would hurt her skysteed’s pride if she insisted on riding with Topar, she vaulted into her saddle and clipped back into her harness. N’Rah reared up and performed a standing launch, probably to avoid straining his injured foreleg.

			Soon, they cantered onto the ledge of the Binding Cave. The Sky King, Blackwing, and several more captains from the Sky Guard were already there, along with Silvercloud. They stood in two tense groups, Kie’s party on one end, and the Sky King and his lieutenants on the other. Great Cerken rose above the peaks across the valley, flooding the cave with silver light.

			Lined up like this, we look too much like enemies, Kie said sadly to N’Rah. Somehow we need to find a way to bring us all closer.

			Maybe we will have a chance to do just that in the next few days, he replied. If we survive them.

			So, Nexara, the Sky King began. How do you propose we defend ourselves if the vultiren attack us in large numbers? I know my captains are eager to meet the birds in the air in all-out battle, but I fear if we do that, we will lose many brave skysteeds.

			Kie nodded to Captain Nerone. The Nexara was in charge of skysteed relations, but Captain Nerone and Prince Shayn were much better at military strategy than she was.

			“Sire, before we make a battle plan, it would help to know what you’ve found to be the most effective way to fight vultiren,” the Captain said.

			Blackwing, as one of our bravest and most effective fighters, you may reply to her, the Sky King said.

			The young bay stallion, who had been looking despondent since the Sky King had berated him earlier, pricked his ears eagerly.

			We try never to fly straight at the vultiren, because they are so quick in the air, and because of the damage they can inflict with their sharp beaks and claws. When possible, we drop down on them from above, for their long, thin necks are vulnerable. Often, we can break those with a single bite.

			“So, having an element of surprise is important, along with attacking them from above and behind,” the captain said musingly.

			“I would also think,” Prince Shayn said, “that skysteeds would be faster and could use their greater weight to advantage on the ground. If a skysteed kicks a vultiren in the air, the skysteed won’t have much force or leverage behind the kick. But on the ground skysteeds have some tactical advantages.”

			My name is Sunshadow, a strong buckskin stallion standing to the Sky King’s right said, and I also am a captain in the Sky Guard. I greet you, Nexara and companions. Do you truly think we should meet the vultiren on the ground? We have never fought them there before.

			“Well, you’ll probably have to fight at least some on the ground,” Prince Shayn replied, “particularly if the Sky Guard will be defending your older skysteeds and the young. I assume you must have a place you put your seniors and mares with foals when there’s danger?”

			When we are threatened, Sunshadow replied, the vulnerable ones retreat to the caves, and the Sky Guard protects the entrances to those caves.

			“In a relatively tight space,” the prince said, frowning in concentration, “the vultiren would probably have problems extending their wings and jumping high enough to use their talons effectively.”

			They will use their beaks, though, and those can do plenty of damage, Sunshadow countered skeptically.

			But the birds’ necks will be extended to slash at us, and then their necks are vulnerable, Blackwing pointed out.

			“Perhaps you could work in teams of two?” the prince suggested. “One draws the vultiren’s attack while the other darts in and goes for the neck.”

			That might work, Sunshadow admitted. These are interesting new ideas you suggest. Humans do think differently from skysteeds.

			But what can we do against the vultiren in the air? the Sky King asked impatiently. It would be far better if we could stop them all before they got anywhere near our skysteeds in the caves.

			Captain Nerone rubbed her chin. “Is there some way to make sure we’ll come at the vultiren from behind and above?”

			We could hide some Sky Guard on the peaks surrounding the valley, Sunshadow said. But we only have two hundred mares and stallions in the Guard, and the valley is very big. Some might waste precious time racing to join the fight if they are posted in the wrong place.

			“So it would be a big help if we knew where, exactly, the vultiren would enter this valley,” Topar said.

			“When we were defending Pedarth,” Captain Nerone said, “we had also had very limited forces against a much more numerous foe, but we made sure our sentries were on watch, and they told us precisely where the chimerae would attack.”

			“It would be even better if we could control the timing and location of the vultiren’s attack. What if some sentries let themselves be seen by a wake,” Prince Shayn said, speaking rapidly, “and they would purposely lead the vultiren through the pass near here? You could hide your forces in caves high up on this southern side of the valley, and once the vultiren have flown through the pass, you could attack them from above.”

			I like this plan, the Sky King said slowly, mulling over the idea.

			“You may not like this notion, Sire,” Princess Halla said, “but it would work even better if we had some way to lure the vultiren down toward the floor on this side of the valley. Could you put a dozen of your fleetest mares and oldest, strongest foals just outside one of the caves near here? We would let the leading vultiren get a good look at them, and then the mares and foals would bolt for cover. That way we could be sure the vultiren would head lower, and you could come at them from above.”

			You are right, Emperor’s daughter, the Sky King said grimly. I do not like this idea.

			Silvercloud tossed her head. But I do. I know several mares who would take this risk in a heartbeat. This is our valley, and our herd, and we want to help defend it, too.

			The Sky King sent Princess Halla an exasperated look, and she just smiled back at him sweetly. Over the next hour, they agreed to try the prince’s plan of leading the vultiren through the pass, but only if and when it became absolutely clear the vultiren were searching for the High Valley and were close enough to attack the Home Herd. Obviously, the Sky King still hoped the vultiren had some other goal in mind.

			The meeting broke up shortly after that. The Sky King declared that the Nexara and her companions were welcome to camp in the Binding Cave. Although she was exhausted from the long, tense day, Kie made a poultice for N’Rah’s sore leg, and then she slept restlessly.

			In her dreams she saw a boy and a girl about her age, and they appeared to be standing in this very cave on a bright, sunny day. The boy was obviously Rosari, with a serious face and intelligent eyes. The girl was Mosai, with thick spectacles and curling dark brown hair tied back in a messy ponytail. The boy was speaking earnestly to a chestnut skysteed stallion while a palomino mare looked on. Even in Kie’s dream, goose bumps rose on her arms. The scene reminded her so much of the tapestry she’d seen back in the Imperial Palace, the one depicting the Great Binding in such detail. Could this boy and girl possibly be Prince Isen and Mage Sian?

			Suddenly, the dream changed focus and tone. Once again she saw a vultiren host, so large it darkened the sky as it flew past the great peaks that guarded the High Valley. Ominous storm clouds billowed and built above their craggy summits. Like the first time she had to direct skysteeds into battle, her heart felt as if it were splintering into a million pieces. Suddenly, her mind seemed to freeze, and she couldn’t relay the prince’s orders, no matter how hard she tried. Then she could only watch as the brave Sky Guard and her own friends were overwhelmed by the massive host.

			The slaughter was so terrible, Kie woke up, her heart pounding and skysteed screams still echoing in her head. The sky outside the cave was just starting to gray. Afraid the grim nightmare might return, she slipped out of her camp bed. Shivering from cold and fear, she wrapped a blanket about her shoulders and went to watch the sunrise. She could only hope that her dream wasn’t predicting the future.

			The others rose early, too, and just as they were finishing breakfast, the Sky King and his two captains, Blackwing and Sunshadow, arrived to relay dismaying news from their scouts. They had reported seeing dozens of wakes wheeling about in the skies to the south, east, and west. That meant literally hundreds of vultiren were searching for them now and drawing closer all the time.

			It appears this evil mage who creates chimerae has found a way to command every vultiren in the Ugoli. I have come to believe you are right, Nexara, the Sky King said heavily. They are searching for our valley. There could be no other reason for them to fly so deep into our mountains. Eventually, they will find us, and I fear we could be facing a great host of vultiren any day now.
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			Chapter Nineteen

			“Sire,” Kie said to the Sky King soberly, “I agree that it is likely the vultiren will come here and we will have to fight them soon. For some time, I’ve been seeing a huge host of vultiren in my nightmares, and…I think I’m supposed to pay attention to my dreams.”

			At least you managed to sleep last night, Nexara. I spent most of the night hours thinking, the Sky King admitted. Our Sky Guard has never fought in a large-scale battle, the way you humans have against the chimerae. I understand that you, young prince, directed the successful defense of Pedarth?

			“I only directed half of it,” Prince Shayn countered quickly, blushing a little.

			Silvercloud learned from my grandson that you directed a force composed of green Academy cadets and grooms riding the Unbound, who had never fought chimerae. Yet you helped to defeat a thousand of the Foul Ones, and many of your fighters actually survived this great battle. Therefore, I propose that if the vultiren do come, we share command of our fighters. I know how to fight one-on-one against a young skysteed who would take my position as king. But I do not know how to send two hundred of my Sky Guard against five hundred vultiren and have any of them survive to continue our kind.

			Kie stared at the Sky King and his captains in surprise. Blackwing did not look happy about his king’s proposal, but Sunshadow appeared resigned.

			Prince Shayn cleared his throat. “I am honored by your offer, Sire, but Captain Nerone is the senior officer in charge of our mission. Perhaps it would be…more fitting if she shared command with you.”

			Captain Nerone smiled at the prince wryly. “Thank you, my prince, but I know my strengths. I can train cadets, I can fight, and I can command a small group of skyfighters effectively. But I do not think strategically the way you do. I think it would be most fitting if you accepted the Sky King’s offer.”

			Prince Shayn turned ever paler, his freckles standing out like brands against his skin.

			A pang of sympathy shot through Kie as she watched him. For the first time, it occurred to her to wonder if his memories from the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae haunted him just as much as they haunted her.

			Then the prince squared his shoulders. “Sire, I would be honored to share command of your Sky Guard.”

			Thank you, the Sky King said.

			“If only we had more weapons,” Captain Nerone said, shaking her head. “The six of us in the air can be a big help to your Sky Guard, but we will run out of triwires and arrows quickly. We brought enough to defend ourselves against chimerae and a few wakes of vultiren, but we weren’t planning to fight in an all-out battle.”

			Could you use more wing-shredders and triwires? the Sky King asked.

			Prince Shayn looked at him eagerly. “Yes. Absolutely yes!”

			Then follow us. The Sky King and his captains turned away and launched themselves from the ledge by spreading their wings and jumping off it.

			Kie and her friends glanced at each other. None of the skysteeds wore saddles or harnesses right now.

			“I don’t know about you all, but I don’t want to keep the Sky King waiting,” Captain Nerone said with a rueful smile as she vaulted onto N’Chine’s bare back and sent her plunging after the others.

			So much for the captain’s rule about never flying without a harness! Kie said to N’Rah with a smile. She quickly followed the captain’s example, and the others did as well.

			The Sky King led them down into the valley itself. Kie looked around with great interest as N’Rah soared along. She spotted several groups of skysteed mares grazing, their foals gamboling and frisking in the morning sunshine. Swirls of yearlings raced and played with each other in the air, and older skysteeds gathered to gossip and doze in the shade of the blue pines that dotted the floor of the grassy mountain park. The High Valley was such a beautiful, peaceful place. It was awful to think that it might become a battleground shortly.

			The Sky King flew a short distance west and landed before a dark crack in a cliff wall. He trotted inside the opening, his captains on his heels and Captain Nerone and the rest following.

			“Have you ever been here before?” Kie asked her sky-steed curiously as she looked about. The crack turned into a narrow, winding passage just wide and tall enough for two skysteeds abreast to pass.

			I did sneak in here once as a yearling, but I did not stay long because we were told it was a bad place and that we should never come here. That, of course, made me more curious. All I saw, though, were some wooden trunks. It was quite disappointing.

			The passage suddenly widened up into a round chamber perhaps forty feet across, which allowed all the skysteeds to fit as long as they kept their wide wings folded. It was very dim in here after the bright sunlight outside, but gradually Kie’s eyes adjusted. In the back of the chamber sat four old wooden trunks, covered with dust.

			You will find more wing-shredders and triwires in these, the Sky King said as he nosed the closest box. I was told that Emperor Isen sent them here hundreds of years ago, in case his skyfighters ever did have to help us defend against chimerae or vultiren attacks.

			Ruden and Captain Nerone quickly dismounted and went to open the trunks while the others looked on. The old metal hinges had rusted badly, and Captain Nerone had to use her belt knife to pry the trunks open. Two held hundreds of wing-shredders, carefully wrapped in oilcloth coverings that had kept them from rusting. The third was full of sharp triwires, safely enclosed in mesh carry packets, and the last contained hundreds of arrows still in remarkably good shape considering their age.

			The wing-shredders were somewhat different, though, from the weapons Prince Shayn had found in the Imperial Armory several months ago. Those had looked like large metal insects with six sharp outspread legs, designed to tear through thin wings and steal lift from their enemies. These all looked like metal insects, too, but a loop with a metal handle was attached to the back of each.

			“Why do you suppose these have loops?” Ruden asked as he held one up for the rest to see.

			Why, so skysteeds can pick them up with their mouths safely and drop them on their enemies, N’Poda replied instantly, and Kie shared his guess with the others.

			“N’Poda, I think you’re absolutely right. This is truly a treasure trove,” the prince said, rubbing his hands together. “But we need to move these up to the Binding Cave where we can reach them more easily, both for practice and for battle.”

			He turned to face Blackwing and Sunshadow and addressed them respectfully. “If you agree that some members of your Sky Guard should start practicing carrying and dropping these wing-shredding weapons, perhaps we could ask them to help us ferry them up to the Binding Cave.”

			Sunshadow and Blackwing walked forward and sniffed the wing-shredders curiously.

			Sunshadow and Blackwing agree that these devices could do terrible damage to the vultiren’s thin wings, the Sky King said. They will ask for twenty volunteers to practice learning how to drop these right away.

			“Ruden and N’Saran here are really our wing-shredder experts,” Captain Nerone said, “and therefore they should be the ones to teach you how to drop these weapons effectively.”

			“But wherever we set up a practice drop zone,” Ruden said, “it needs to be a long way from where your mares and foals are grazing.”

			Soon, twenty members of the Sky Guard began picking up the wing-shredders Kie and Topar laid out on the cave floor. Then they ferried them up to the Binding Cave. At first, the skysteeds fumbled a bit, trying to figure out how to use their lips and teeth to grip the metal handles, but soon they all got the hang of it. Some even realized they could carry two at a time.

			In the meanwhile, Princess Halla quickly sorted through the old arrows, deciding which ones still had enough fletching to shoot true. N’Poda flew back and forth several times, no longer embarrassed about wearing his pack saddle now that it was filled with triwires, arrows, and wing-shredders that could help strike against the vultiren if they came.

			He wasn’t embarrassed, that is, until Blackwing, surrounded by some of his Sky Guard friends, stepped in front of N’Poda in the Binding Cave. Kie flinched when she heard the bay stallion say, So, Piebald, is your coloring so freakish that no human wanted to bind with you?

			I have chosen not to bind with a human, N’Poda replied with great dignity.

			And so they use you like a beast of burden, Blackwing taunted him.

			Kie rose to her feet, ready to rush to the defense of her friend, but N’Rah stopped her.

			This is his fight, N’Rah told her privately. If you try to help, the wild ones will never respect him.

			Biting her lip, Kie hesitated while N’Poda raised his head proudly.

			I volunteered to help the Nexara with this mission, for if we are not successful in convincing you to help us battle the Foul Ones, all Prekalt is doomed.

			So you claim, Blackwing said with derision.

			I fought in a battle against a thousand Foul Ones, and I saw good friends torn apart by those ferocious monsters that day. If the Foul Ones invade Prekalt again, not even these great mountains will protect you.

			With that, N’Poda turned away from the Sky Guard captain he’d just silenced and leaped from the ledge, his pack empty now, ready to pick up his next load. Kie scowled at Blackwing before she turned back to helping Princess Halla sort arrows.

			After the group finished ferrying the old weapons up to the Binding Cave, N’Saran and Ruden began demonstrating to their recruits how to drop the wing-shredders on a target he’d created from laying two dead pine saplings together to form an X. Kie smiled as N’Saran and Ruden, working together, managed to hit right on or next to the X every time from a variety of altitudes and spectacular dives.

			Curious skysteeds gathered from all over the High Valley to watch the practice at a safe distance, including dozens of seniors. Then N’Poda eagerly joined Ruden and N’Saran, for he was one of the first Unbound to figure out, during the defense of Pedarth, that by using their teeth they could carry and drop nets on chimerae. His first few attempts today were wide of the target, but the third wing-shredder he dropped from his mouth hit the center of the X, and Kie cheered loudly for him along with her human companions. She was so delighted her awkward young friend was finally impressing the wild ones, particularly pretty Snowflurry, who watched along with the rest.

			N’Rah came to stand beside Kie on the ledge of the Binding Cave. I wonder, he said as he watched Ruden’s audience, if some of the old ones could carry wing-shredders. They could stay safely well above the fight, but they could do some real damage, and I know they would like to contribute, too.

			“N’Rah, you’re brilliant! Let’s go talk to your grandsire.”

			The Sky King was standing at the other end of the Binding Cave with Sunshadow, watching the practice as well.

			I do not think he wishes to speak with me. The pain in N’Rah’s voice pulled at her.

			“Well, I’m not going to approach him without you,” Kie said firmly. “He scares me. He’s much more intimidating than the Emperor.”

			This from a girl who stepped between two angry skysteeds yesterday? N’Rah looked at her wryly.

			“He’s even scarier than that,” she admitted as she placed her hand on N’Rah’s withers. “Come on, we’ll go together, and that way we can make each other braver…like we often do.”

			All right.

			They walked across the Binding Cave, going slowly so N’Rah could hide his limp. Taking a deep breath, she led them straight up to the Sky King. He turned away from the wing-shredder practice to face them.

			“Excuse me, Sire, but we had an idea to share with you. A skysteed doesn’t have to be particularly fast to pick up and drop wing-shredders effectively,” she said. “If you have some older skysteeds who are strong flyers but no longer agile or quick enough to fight vultiren in the air, this is a way they could help. Senior skysteeds before the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae made a huge difference acting as scouts for us, and they took great pride in their contributions.”

			The Sky King looked back at her gravely. I am coming to see, Nexara, that although you are young, you understand my kind well. This is a good idea.

			“Actually, Sire, Fireheart was the one who thought of it.”

			The Sky King took a moment to digest her words. This does not surprise me. My grandson is quite clever when he is not being reckless or irresponsible. I will discuss this suggestion with my captains and some of my former captains who are too slow now to serve in the Sky Guard.

			Without saying another word, the Sky King turned away to confer with Sunshadow.

			You see? He does not wish to talk to me, N’Rah said sadly.

			Well, she replied, somehow we are going to make your grandsire see you’ve grown up a great deal since you left the High Valley. Come on, let’s go see if Captain Nerone and Prince Shayn and Topar are making any progress getting the Sky Guard to try new tactics for fighting vultiren on the ground.

			As N’Rah flew her to the cave on the floor of the valley where the Sky Guard was practicing, Kie peered anxiously at the sky. So far, she could see no sign of vultiren. The Sky King had Sky Guard sentries hidden on the tall peaks near here, watching for the wakes. The awful image from her dreams, of the sky darkened by a vast vultiren host, haunted her. When would the vultiren find this place? She hoped with all her heart that her friends and the wild ones would have at least this entire day to prepare to meet that host.

			In case the vultiren did attack, she’d loaded her saddlebags with triwires and kept her bow strung and close at hand. Her human companions had done the same. Groups of tense mares and their foals grazed near the entrances to their shelter caves, ready to bolt if the sentries raised the alarm.

			Kie and N’Rah landed near a grassy knoll where several of the Sky Guard stood in pairs, stationed to protect the cave entrance behind them. This was the cave where the decoy mares and foals were going to dash for safety, so there was a real chance that the Sky Guard would see fighting here.

			Kie’s lips twitched when she saw Prince Shayn had created vultiren necks and heads out of long, dead tree branches. Holding those branches, Captain Nerone on N’Chine, Topar on N’Meary, and Princess Halla on N’Seella all dashed and twisted about, pretending to be vultiren trying to get inside the cave, while Prince Shayn shouted advice and directions at both groups.

			The skysteed pairs worked together, one trying to lure a vultiren forward while the other darted in and bit the mock-up vultiren’s neck. Some pairs seemed to be getting the hang of the drill already.

			“N’Rah, could you please ask Sunshadow what the Sky Guard think of this drill?”

			As N’Rah trotted off to speak to the skysteed captain, Kie bit her lip. It was cumbersome that outside of the Binding Cave, the skysteeds could understand her if she spoke to them aloud, but she couldn’t hear their thoughts unless they were speaking directly to N’Rah. Should she suggest to the Sky King that she could establish links with some of the leaders of the Sky Guard? But that would mean she would, once again, be relaying Prince Shayn’s orders and sending skysteeds to fight, and possibly die. Acid rose in the back of her throat at that awful thought.

			N’Rah returned quickly. Sunshadow says his skysteeds are complaining about getting pine bark and slivers in their teeth, but he admitted that they all see the advantage to working in pairs when fighting on the ground like this.

			At last, both practice groups took a break, and Kie was pleased to see their skysteeds mingling with the wild ones as they walked to a nearby stream to drink. Silvercloud and her family trotted over to chat with N’Rah while the humans gathered to gulp down some lunch in the shade of a big pine tree.

			“So, how can we be most effective at helping the wild ones when the vultiren do come?” Topar asked.

			“I was thinking some of us could try to go after the wake masters,” Princess Halla said, “much like my archery triads went after the scourge masters when we were fighting to defend Pedarth.”

			“That’s a good idea,” Captain Nerone said. “These human vultiren must have some sort of control over these wakes, or they couldn’t be forcing so many of the birds away from their home territories.”

			“That courier who told us so much about the vultiren,” the prince said musingly, “did say something about the females being dominant. I wonder, if you bound a human with a dominant female, would that help the human control all the birds in the female’s wake?”

			“Well, however it’s happening,” Captain Nerone said practically, “it makes sense to go after the human vultiren whenever we can and hope that disrupts their attack. I think triwires should work well, too, and we should aim for the birds’ necks.”

			“I just wish we knew how many vultiren we could be facing,” Prince Shayn said, running his hands through his hair until it stood on end. “Kie, tell us more about these dreams you’ve been having about a vultiren host.”

			“I saw hundreds of vultiren flying in big vertical Vs, much the way the chimera scourges flew at us when we defended Pedarth.” She didn’t add that there were so many in her dream, they had turned the sky dark.

			“Did it look like there were as many vultiren Vs as there were chimerae?”

			Kie shook her head in frustration. “I’m not sure. I wasn’t exactly counting them. The dream was so frightening, I was trying to wake myself up. But I think I saw at least half as many vultiren as there were chimerae…if we can trust my dreams to be an accurate warning in the first place.”

			“So that means we could be facing at least five hundred vultiren,” the prince said thoughtfully, “and there are only two hundred Sky Guard fighters. We need to find more ways to even these odds. This battle could get spread out all over the High Valley. The Sky King can talk to his Sky Guard instantly, but I can’t. We have to improve our communication with the wild ones in general and the Sky Guard in particular.”

			Kie was afraid she knew exactly what Prince Shayn was going to suggest next.

			Her gut twisted when he turned to her. “Kie,” he said, “I think you should ask the Sky King if you can establish links with several of his captains and their lieutenants.”
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			Chapter Twenty

			Kie clenched her fists in her lap as she looked at her companions. Should she tell them how much she hated the very idea of being the one to order skysteeds to fight? Should she tell them about the pain she felt when an animal she was linked to died? Should she tell them about the nightmares that still plagued her from the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae?

			But her time at Durwen’s school had taught her never to show fear, or to share her grief. Besides, her friends were all so brave, and so willing to risk their lives to help the Home Herd. Surely she could do her part.

			She cleared her throat. “I can ask the Sky King, but I don’t know if his captains and their officers are going to like the idea.”

			“Against such potentially tough odds,” Captain Nerone said, “we need every advantage we can get, and being able to communicate quickly could be a huge help.”

			Was that sympathy she saw in Captain Nerone’s expression? Did the captain have any idea how much she dreaded going into battle again?

			“All right,” Kie said, fighting to keep her voice even. “We’ll go talk to the Sky King.” She got to her feet and turned away from the others before they could see the tears welling in her eyes. Hastily, she blinked them away. She called N’Rah, and they went flying off to find the Sky King.

			Something has upset you, N’Rah said with concern as they flew.

			“It isn’t important,” Kie said, feeling guilty that she was worrying about doing her job as the Nexara while her sky-steed’s grandsire wouldn’t even speak to him.

			“Your mother and sister seem very happy to see you again, and little Snowflake is a sweetheart,” she said, in part to distract N’Rah and in part because she wanted to cheer him up. She sensed that his grandfather’s words earlier today had truly wounded him.

			It is very good to see them again, N’Rah admitted. But I wish…He trailed off.

			“What do you wish?”

			I hope that when this is all over, and if I still live, my grandsire will forgive me. I would like to be able to return to the High Valley to visit, but even more, I would like to know he no longer thinks so poorly of me.

			Kie leaned forward and hugged his neck. “You are the bravest, smartest, best skysteed in the world as far as I’m concerned.”

			You have to think that. You are my skyrider, he said with mild exasperation.

			“But I’m also the Nexara. That means my opinion is more important than just any skyrider’s,” she teased him.

			N’Rah craned his head to look back at her. I think someone is feeling very full of herself today. The respect the wild ones show you is going to your head. Ah, there is my grandsire. I think he is trying to reassure some worried mares and seniors.

			“He looks after them all so well,” Kie said as she watched the Sky King sniff noses with a young foal.

			He cares about every skysteed in this valley, and all the skysteeds in Prekalt, but he is getting old. Soon one of his younger captains will be successful in challenging him, and then he will no longer rule all the herds, N’Rah said sadly.

			After they landed near the Sky King, eventually he left the mares and seniors and trotted over to them. Kie explained why she had come.

			I will not order any of my captains to link with you, he said when she had finished, but I will tell them why you think it will help, and I will let them choose. The more open-minded among them already can see how your clever ideas and weapons will aid us.

			“Have the vultiren gotten closer?” Kie couldn’t help asking.

			Yes, he replied soberly. We have the decoy sentries you suggested posted and at the ready. The vultiren could find us any time now. I go now to talk with my captains about linking with you.

			He paused, though, and looked at N’Rah. The prince claims the two of you are remarkable fighters. Is it true that the two of you killed two Foul Ones on your own in the Western Desert, and many more while fighting in battle?

			“It is true,” Kie said when N’Rah was slow to answer, “but we only survived those fights because Fireheart is so fast, smart, and brave. I am very, very proud to be bound to him.”

			And I am proud to be bound to the Nexara, N’Rah added.

			I am glad my grandson has found honor and a good outlet for his energy, the Sky King said. And then he cantered off, his golden wings, so like N’Rah’s, glinting in the sun.

			“Well, that wasn’t exactly a long talk, but it was a start,” Kie said to her friend.

			I suppose it was, N’Rah said, looking after his grandfather wistfully.
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			A short time later, the Sky King brought several Sky Guard officers to meet Kie as she watched Prince Shayn teach skysteeds how to attack vultiren on the ground. She was surprised there were almost a dozen skysteeds who were willing to let her touch them and link with their minds. She was even more surprised when she discovered Blackwing was one of them, pacing about near the back of the group.

			Kie bowed to the first skysteed in line, a tall, strong, brown appaloosa with white wings and a rump covered with white spots. She was grateful that the skysteed mothers who had the naming of their foals were often inspired by their looks. That should make it easier for her to learn the names of twelve skysteeds all at once.

			She asked if she could touch him, and the appaloosa tossed his head, the skysteed equivalent of yes, and she stroked his neck. A familiar tingle raced up her arm, shoulder, and into the base of her skull. She smiled to herself after Snowdrop introduced himself. His rump did look like it was covered with drops of snow, but to a human, Snowdrop didn’t sound like a particularly fierce name for a stallion.

			A few of the skysteeds seemed apprehensive about her touching them, but most were calm and greeted her politely. When Blackwing arrived at the front of the line, he snorted and pawed the ground. Kie swallowed hard. The wild young stallion certainly wasn’t acting like he wanted to link with her!

			Her pulse beating faster, she stepped forward cautiously, keeping an eye on his forelegs. Only last night, he had almost struck her with his hooves. “Do you wish me to establish a link with you?” she asked him formally, just as she had all the other skysteeds. “May I touch your neck?”

			He tossed his head. When she reached out and touched his shoulder, his skin twitched beneath her hand. The moment she dropped her hand, Blackwing danced back from her.

			Do you understand my words now? he asked.

			“Yes, Blackwing, I do,” she said aloud.

			You should know I let you link with me, he said defiantly, only because I want to do everything I can to protect the Home Herd. But I am sorry that I almost struck you. Humans are more fragile and weaker than skysteeds, and it was wrong of me.

			“I accept your apology,” she said stiffly, “but I am angry that you almost crippled your half brother.”

			The bay stallion glanced N’Rah, who was talking with his mother. I am sorry for that as well, but I wanted to impress the Sky King. He has…always favored Fireheart.

			“Is it a close bond, being half brothers or half sisters among the wild ones?” she asked Blackwing curiously.

			It can be. Fireheart and I were always getting into trouble together. He was my best friend. That was why I was so furious when he chose you humans over us.

			“I am starting to wonder if the magic of the Great Binding gave him much choice. He still cares deeply about the Home Herd, and he has been missing his friends and family. I don’t think I realized just how much until recently.”

			It is good to see Fireheart again, Blackwing admitted grudgingly. But it would be better, when this is over, assuming we still live, if you both left here. This is no longer his home, and humans have no place here.

			Blackwing stalked away. Kie looked after him. Did Blackwing say that about their leaving because he wanted to become Sky King himself someday? She certainly hoped not. He didn’t seem calm or even-tempered enough to rule the Home Herd well.

			Sunshadow was the last skysteed in the line, but he appeared the most eager. His ears were pricked as she stepped forward, bowed, and formally asked his permission to link with her. He bowed respectfully in return and tossed his head, his black mane spilling over his golden coat. After she touched him, he didn’t shy away from her like some of the other wild ones had. Instead, he watched her thoughtfully.

			Now, can you hear my thoughts clearly? he asked.

			“Yes, I can,” she said aloud.

			It is a wondrous thing that we can communicate outside of the Binding Cave. I am happy to know some part of the Great Binding magic still exists. Many of us had feared it had unraveled completely.

			“You don’t seem to resent humans as much as some skysteeds here in the High Valley do,” Kie said, thinking of her conversation with Blackwing just now.

			Your kind have not always honored the terms of the Great Alliance as well as you should have, Sunshadow admitted, but if the chimerae come, I believe the only way we all will survive is if our species work together once again.

			“What are your sentries telling you about the vultiren?” Kie couldn’t keep from asking as she looked at the sky. Dark clouds were starting to build on the big peaks.

			We believe the vultiren will be so close by tomorrow that our decoy sentries will have to lead them here, so we can at least have the element of surprise on our side. Nexara, I hope you stay safe during the great fight that lies ahead of us.

			“Thank you, and I hope you stay safe as well, Sunshadow.”

			As she watched him fly away, she realized that she desperately wanted every skysteed to survive the fight that lay ahead, but she especially hoped that a stallion like Sunshadow, who had an open mind about humans, would live to become Sky King someday.

			Later that afternoon, the gathering clouds and grumble of thunder became so ominous that the Sky King warned his visitors to seek shelter. Shortly after Kie and her companions arrived at the Binding Cave, wild winds flattened the grasses of the valley and tore through the branches of the pines. Sheets of rain came next, followed by waves of hail. Kie and Topar stood near the edge of the Binding Cave, watching hailstones the size of marbles and then the size of eggs pummel the grass and trees of the High Valley.

			“It’s amazing anything is left alive after these storms blow through,” Topar said, shaking his head.

			“I’m so afraid no wild skysteeds will be left alive after a storm of vultiren rages through here,” Kie said with a shiver. And she feared for her friends and their loyal skysteeds, too. “If my dreams are right and five hundred vultiren do attack the Home Herd, so many skysteeds are going to die. Despite the weapons we found and Prince Shayn’s tactics, it’s going to be a slaughter.”

			“I know,” Topar said as he stared out at the storm, his shoulders slumped. Suddenly, he straightened up and turned to Kie, his face ablaze with excitement.

			“I know how we can even the odds. Let’s have the weather help us again. Remember what happened on the way here? The sandstorm blew the vultiren away. These big storms seem to appear every afternoon. What if we could lead this host into one of those storms? We could fly through the start of it and then dive for shelter, and let the winds smash the vultiren against the peaks. Some would survive, but at least those we’d stand a chance against.”

			Kie’s mind raced as she considered his suggestion. “It’s a clever idea, but do the storms happen every day?” She called everyone over to discuss Topar’s idea.

			We cannot be absolutely sure it would storm tomorrow, N’Rah offered, but this time of year, they do blow up most afternoons.

			“So, how are the vultiren surviving these storms?” Princess Halla asked. “It’s too far for them to fly back to the desert every afternoon.”

			“That’s a good question,” Prince Shayn said. “The wakes must be racing back to the foothills or landing and taking shelter before the big winds hit. But if they were chasing our decoy sentries into this valley, and they saw plenty of mares and foals, they might keep flying. If we timed it right, the storm could truly help us. We know our skysteeds can fly through heavy winds that the vultiren, with their lighter bodies, cannot.”

			“It will be dangerous for our decoy skysteeds to fly through those winds,” Kie said, thinking of the fierce weather she and N’Rah often fought in the Torgaresh.

			“It will be even more dangerous for the Home Herd if a vultiren host twice their size attacks them,” Captain Nerone said soberly. “I think we have to run this idea by the Sky King and his captains.”

			Kie reached out to the Sky King and asked him to bring his captains to the Binding Cave when the storm had subsided enough. While they waited, Kie noticed even more golden glints swirling about in the air than usual and wondered what their increase could possibly mean. How she wished they had someone with them who knew about magic, but after Mage Sian’s time, the practice of magic had almost disappeared from Prekalt.

			When the wild skysteeds arrived, Kie, Topar, and Prince Shayn took turns describing how the winds from the sandstorm had destroyed the wake that had been chasing them, and how they thought they might be able to use the mountain weather to even the odds.

			The Sky King and his captains retreated to the far end of the Binding Cave to discuss this idea.

			We think this is another clever notion, the Sky King declared when they returned. If the thunderclouds build, we will send six of our strongest, fastest flyers out to lure the vultiren who search to the south, west, and east of here just before the storm hits. We will put some of our bravest mares and older foals out where the vultiren can see them, and hopefully the sight of so many will lure the wakes into the big winds and hail.

			And if they try to seek shelter in our caves, Blackwing added fiercely, the Sky Guard will NOT let them enter.

			The Sky King looked out toward the tall peaks across the valley, his expression somber. Now we just need for Great N’Rin to send us a storm tomorrow, before the vultiren find us.
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			Chapter Twenty-one

			After the Sky King and his captains left the Binding Cave, the clouds gradually cleared. Kie and her human companions were quiet as they ate a simple meal of travel food and watched the setting sun burnish the mountaintops with golden light and set the high snowfields afire with pink alpenglow.

			The group’s skysteeds had flown down to the valley floor to graze and drink and mingle with the wild ones. Kie smiled when she saw N’Poda must have finally gotten up the courage to talk to Snowflurry, for the two grazed side by side.

			As she made herself eat every bit of her nut bread and hard cheese, she couldn’t help glancing at her friends’ faces. Captain Nerone looked composed, and Prince Shayn frowned, probably thinking about tactics for tomorrow. Princess Halla wrapped and unwrapped a lock of her lovely cedar hair about her finger while Ruden stared morosely into space and Topar gazed to the west, toward the Western Desert where his family lived, his expression resigned. Were they wondering, just as she was, how many of them would still be alive to see another sunset?

			That night, as she lay in her blankets, her mind kept picturing all the awful ways tomorrow might go. She thought about reaching out to N’Rah for comfort, but she could tell from his even breathing that her loyal skysteed was already slumbering.

			She threw back her blankets back and sat up. Almost at once, she noticed someone sitting all alone on the ledge in the luminous wash of moonlight. Kie wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and went to sit beside Prince Shayn, their legs dangling over the edge. From their perch, they could see out over the entire High Valley, cast in shades of gray, black, and silver now. The peaks beyond were rendered into jagged shadows and gleaming silver crests by Great Cerken’s brilliant light. Hundreds of skysteeds slept in family groups, drawing comfort from their loved ones.

			“It is so beautiful and peaceful here,” Kie whispered. Tomorrow it might be anything but peaceful, but she didn’t say that aloud. “You couldn’t sleep, either?” she asked.

			“Not yet, anyway,” the prince whispered back with a sigh. “I keep thinking we’ve forgotten something, something vital that could help us. If the number of wakes you saw in your dreams is accurate, I’m not sure even a storm arriving at just the right time is going to help us defeat the vultiren.”

			“Maybe if we’d had more time to prepare…” Kie’s voice trailed off.

			“Maybe that would have made a difference, but I doubt it.” The prince sighed again. “Our mission is so important, and I feel it in my bones that saving the Home Herd is crucial. But if we fail to save the wild ones and win them to our cause, I don’t see how we can save Prekalt when the chimerae come in force.”

			There was nothing hopeful Kie could say to contradict that gloomy prediction, because he was right.

			He looked around the Binding Cave, his expression thoughtful. “Something is so strange about this place. You know, I think I’ve been seeing Prince Isen and Mage Sian in my dreams.”

			Kie glanced at him in surprise, her pulse quickening. “Really? What do they look like?”

			“I see a boy with dark red hair and a girl with curly brown hair and glasses, and sometimes there’s a skysteed stallion that looks much like N’Rah, and a mare that looks like N’Meary.”

			“I’ve been seeing them, too, in my dreams,” she admitted, and the hair rose on the back of her neck.

			“I suppose it must be a quirk of the magic that lingers here. I think about him a lot, you know. Prince Isen was the youngest of five brothers, just like me. He was determined to show everyone he could make a difference, even if it meant going against his father’s orders to stay and fight the chimerae. And in the end, he did save Prekalt and became Emperor, into the bargain. I bet he didn’t like that part at all.”

			“Would you want to be Emperor someday?”

			Prince Shayn gave a mock shudder. “Absolutely not. I’d be terrible at the job, and I see how the responsibility wears on my father every day. No, I just want to matter. Just like Prince Isen, I want to make a difference.”

			“You’ve already made a huge difference. You saved Pedarth.”

			“You and I and some very brave cadets, grooms, Sky Force fighters, and skysteeds saved Pedarth,” the prince countered. “But I fear we may lose the capital and much of Prekalt yet. If we can’t save the Home Herd, I think we’re doomed.” He rubbed his face with his hands.

			Kie shivered at the despair in his tone. Usually, Prince Shayn was so hopeful and optimistic. “Do Prince Isen and Mage Sian ever say anything in your dreams?” she asked, trying to distract him.

			“No, and I wish they would.” Prince Shayn dropped his hands. “If they have some ideas on how to help, I wish they’d just tell us.”

			“So do I,” she said with feeling. “But as my Uncle Dugs always says, nothing important is ever easy. Try to stay safe tomorrow. Our battle commander should get some sleep.”

			“So should our Nexara.” The prince smiled at her, but the worry never left his eyes.

			“You know, we’ve truly done all we can. You’ve done everything you can.”

			Hoping he might follow her example, she returned to her blankets and slipped under them again. She was sure sleep would never come to her tonight. Yet, slowly, surely, some of the peace of the Binding Cave seeped into her. What she had said to Prince Shayn was true. They had done all they could, and they would do all they could to protect the High Valley and the Home Herd. At last, the sound of the water trickling down the back wall soothed her to sleep, and for once, no nightmares came to trouble her slumbers.

			The next day, her friends said even less as they ate a quick breakfast and checked and rechecked their weapons. Tension and anticipation almost crackled in the air. The Binding Cave looked like an armory now. Princess Halla had laid all the good arrows out in piles where they could land and grab them quickly to refill their quivers. Topar had placed the extra triwires in neat piles as well. And Ruden, with N’Saran and N’Poda’s help, had spread out dozens of wing-shredders here and hundreds more on outcroppings and ledges above the cave, where his drop squad could pick them up easily.

			The morning passed with painful slowness. Ruden ran a short drop practice for his recruits, and the Sky King and his captains had the decoy mares and foals practice bolting for shelter. Snowflurry and Snowflake were among them, their white coats shining in the sun. The older seniors and the rest of the mares with foals grazed uneasily near the caves where they would hide when the vultiren came. Nearby, the Sky Guard cave defenders, made up of stallions and mares without foals, paced nervously about.

			Midday, Sunshadow came to tell Kie and Prince Shayn the bad news that several wakes of vultiren searching to the south, and those to the west, were so close they could find the valley almost any time now. Kie and Prince Shayn looked at each other in despair. It was hours yet before the fierce weather of these mountains could help them. Right now, only yellow sunshine poured down from a deep blue sky dotted with a few fleecy white clouds.

			Dread twisting her stomach and her mouth dry with fear, Kie walked back to the little spring and knelt beside it. That terrible host was coming, and there was so little they could really do to stop it. After she drank from her hands, the cool water eased the dryness of her mouth, but not her panic. She reached out to steady herself by placing her hand on the dark green mosses that grew on the cave wall. The moment she did, once again the sense that something old, that something powerful, waited in this cave came to her.

			But she was just a junior courier. If there was magic here, she had no idea how to summon it! Why had the magic of the Great Binding chosen her to be the Nexara, yet left her so powerless to prevent the slaughter to come? She pounded her fist against the rock. But then a golden glint in the pool at her feet caught her eye.

			As she stared down into the pool, for a moment she thought she saw the girl with spectacles and tousled brown hair again, smiling at her encouragingly.

			In this place, all you need do is ask. The words came to her as clearly as if someone had just spoken them aloud. Kie jumped in surprise and glanced around. Had anyone else heard that voice? The prince was talking to the Sky King and Sunshadow. Her other companions stood close to their skysteeds as they waited, drawing comfort from being with their loyal friends. But no one looked like they had just heard an odd, mysterious voice from out of nowhere.

			On shaky legs, Kie stood, still staring down in amazement into the depths of the pool. Could it really be that simple? All she had to do was ask for help while she stood in the Binding Cave?

			N’Rah trotted over to her, his hooves clip-clopping on stone. Are you all right? he asked her anxiously as he nuzzled her shoulder. Something has startled you.

			“Yes,” she said, hardly daring to hope. “I’m all right. Please, we need to hurry. I want to try something that might help us.”

			Together, they walked quickly to one end of the Binding Cave, away from the others. There, Kie could put one hand on the rocky wall and the other on N’Rah’s withers. They stood right on the edge where they could look out over the vast expanse of the green valley below and the majestic, snow-crested peaks that protected this place. Now it was time to call on the magic that protected it as well.

			But she didn’t want to do it alone. It wouldn’t be right to try to do it alone. The Great Binding had created a partnership, an equal partnership between humans and skysteeds, and she understood now that that magic was strongest when that partnership was honored.

			“I know this may sound crazy,” she said quietly to N’Rah, “but I think I just saw Mage Sian in the spring, or some echo of her that remains in the magic here. She told me we just have to ask, and I think she meant we just need to ask for what we need.”

			N’Rah gazed at her out of serious eyes. And what we need right now is for the storms to come early?

			Kie smiled back at him tremulously and hugged his neck. Of course her wonderful skysteed understood, and he didn’t think she was crazy.

			“Yes,” she said after she stepped back from him. “I think we both need to ask for the storms to come in time to help us fight the vultiren and the creatures who command them.”

			Then we shall ask now, together, N’Rah said simply.

			She placed her hand on his withers and on the cave wall again. N’Rah raised his head proudly and spread his wings. The morning sunlight shone and danced on his feathers, and for a moment, her vision blurred, and she saw another chestnut skysteed with golden wings and a palomino with white ones, standing in this very cave, facing the Rosari boy with a serious face and the Mosai girl with spectacles again.

			Then she found herself in the present once more, and Kie took a deep breath. “Please, help the storms to come in time. Please, help us to protect the Home Herd.” She said the words aloud, and as she spoke, she heard in her mind N’Rah ask for the very same.

			But nothing happened. Kie stared at the clear skies over the peaks, willing clouds to form until her eyes grew dry and she had to blink. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe she was imagining things. Maybe she was a silly, foolish girl to hope that an old magic woven three hundred years ago could actually help them.

			Certainly, the weather outside the cave remained stubbornly clear and sunny.

			Kie let go a sigh of disappointment and dropped her hand from N’Rah’s withers. But then she sensed something stir in the depths of the cave. She turned around to look and gasped. The bits of golden light she’d kept glimpsing out of the corners of her eyes were flowing together from everywhere, from the air, from the cave walls, floor, and ceiling, and from the spring itself. They joined together to form a shining coil of light that spun faster and faster, like a golden whirlwind.

			“N’Rah, are you seeing this?” she asked him hoarsely.

			Yes, and the others do, too, he said in wonder.

			She glanced across the cave. Her friends, their skysteeds, the Sky King, and Sunshadow all stared in amazement as the shining whirlwind grew brighter and brighter. The pressure inside the cave grew until it was hard to breathe, and her ears popped. Just when its brightness grew so intense that Kie had to squint to look at it, the whirlwind spun out of the cave and dispersed into the air.

			Instantly, the strange pressure on her ears and chest eased. But she thought she still could see glints of gold spinning outward, heading for the tops of the mountains all around them and spreading into the sky above.

			“What, by the Warrior’s sword, just happened?” Ruden asked, looking very shaken.

			Prince Shayn was already kneeling where the whirlwind had formed, curiously studying the cave floor. Topar looked across the cave and smiled at Kie. “I think the Nexara called on the magic of the Great Binding to help us.”

			“Well, of course she did,” Princess Halla said, “and it was very pretty, too, but I’m not sure how a bunch of gold sparkles are going to be of much use to us.”

			“I’m not sure, either, but it wasn’t just me,” Kie declared. “N’Rah called on it, too.”

			Look at the skies above the mountaintops, the Sky King told them.

			Slowly at first, and then faster and faster, gray clouds formed above the peaks. Awestruck, Kie gazed as dark thunderheads formed with impossible quickness and boiled higher and higher. Thunder began to boom and echo off rock walls and scree, and lightning flashed in the hearts of those clouds.

			The Sky King raised his head. Sentries, find the vultiren and lead them back here, now! he shouted, and Kie felt the fierce elation in his mind. Old ones, mares, and foals, into the caves, except for those we wish to be seen by our foes.

			Throughout the valley, groups of seniors, mares, and foals galloped for shelter in the caves, and the Sky Guard took up their positions defending them.

			“Time for the rest of us to mount up,” Captain Nerone said calmly.

			Kie vaulted onto N’Rah’s back and clipped into her harness. They moved to stand next to the prince and the Sky King, prepared to relay the prince’s orders and ready to join the fight itself when they were needed. Kie’s belly tightened into a painful knot. The moment she had been dreading for months now was almost here.

			The sentries have let themselves be seen, and they lead the vultiren from the south and the west toward us now, the Sky King informed them. The sentries report that the vultiren to the east are farther off, but they head our way as well.

			Cold, damp wind blew across her cheeks and riffled N’Rah’s mane. Now the light grew dimmer as gray clouds obscured the sun, and gusts of wind rolled across the valley, flattening the long, green grasses.

			The first wake is almost here. Decoy mares, be ready to bolt with your young ones, the Sky King called to the twenty skysteed mothers and their foals below the Binding Cave.

			Kie checked and rechecked her weapons as they waited for the vultiren to arrive. N’Rah stamped once, impatiently. Her mouth grew dry again, and her heart pounded harder and harder.

			Suddenly, four sentry skysteeds, Snowdrop and Blackwing among them, flashed into the valley from the southern pass, flying all out.

			Behind them came waves and waves of flapping vultiren, flying in gray Vs that formed the ominous dark host from her nightmares. Kie shuddered when she heard the raucous, excited cries of the first vultiren to spot the mares and foals on the grass below them. She shuddered again when she saw the first human wake master fused to a huge female vultiren, calling to the birds around it in a harsh tongue that sounded like some horrible mix of vultiren and human speech.

			They have seen you. To the cave! the Sky King ordered, and the milling mares and foals sprinted for shelter. Standing on the edge of the ledge and looking back toward the pass, Kie could see twenty of the strongest and fiercest of the Sky Guard, along with Captain Nerone and N’Chine, gallop forward from inside the cave to defend its entrance. The captain had an arrow nocked and ready.

			I pass command to you, the Sky King said to Prince Shayn. May Great N’Rin grant us victory this day!
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			Chapter Twenty-two

			“Tell Ruden and his wing-shredder force to attack NOW!” Prince Shayn ordered Kie the moment the Sky King passed command of the fight against the vultiren over to him.

			The prince’s expression was cool and determined, even as dozens and dozens more wakes flew through the pass into the valley until its rock walls echoed with their grating cackles and cries.

			“Tell Topar, Halla, and Sunshadow to follow and begin their attacks as well,” he said.

			The moment she had feared for so long was here. As Kie stared down at the dark waves of vultiren flooding into the mountain park like a raging gray river, she knew the Nexara had no choice. She had to do her part if any of the wild ones and her friends were to survive today. Taking a deep breath, she reached out to N’Saran and the others to relay the prince’s orders.

			Sixty skysteeds, hidden high up on the mountainside above the cave, launched themselves into the air, many carrying two or three wing-shredders in their mouths. Ruden, on N’Saran, and N’Poda led them. The winds strengthened, but still the skysteeds were able to soar directly over the wakes flowing into the valley. The wing-shredders fell like silver rain, ripping gaping holes and breaking the wings of the surprised vultiren. The moment they dropped their loads, Ruden’s skysteeds swooped back to the various ledges and outcroppings where more wing-shredders waited for them.

			On the heels of Ruden’s forces, one hundred and fifty Sky Guard skysteeds dove at the vultiren from above, aiming for the birds’ vulnerable necks. The element of surprise gave the skysteeds an advantage, but only briefly. Many of the Sky Guard were able to kill or disable the first vultiren they attacked, but then the other vultiren in their wake turned on them. Skysteeds neighed and vultiren barked as the two forces clashed.

			The wakes did begin to break up as the winds grew fiercer, and the lighter vultiren struggled to fly against the gusts. Swirls of gray vultiren surrounded skysteeds with bright chestnut, bay, and palomino coats. Over the main battle, Ruden’s forces continued to drop shredders where they safely could on the vultiren. In a flash of brown and white, Snowdrop flashed past the cave and bit the neck of a male vultiren about to rake a Sky Guard chestnut mare with its talons. The wounded bird growled angrily as it fell from the sky.

			Kie gulped as she watched Topar on N’Meary and Princess Halla on N’Seella threading their way through the chaotic fight, trying to find and kill the wake masters with their bows. Great N’Rin, keep my friends safe. Please keep all the wild ones safe, she prayed, but she doubted her prayers would be answered.

			N’Rah stamped and danced restlessly, eager to join the fight.

			We will join them soon enough, my friend, she said and stroked his neck, but she understood his impatience. She, too, wanted to be out there helping.

			Rain began to fall in cold, gray sheets, making it harder to see the far edges of the aerial battle. Kie shuddered as the all-too-familiar screams of injured skysteeds reached her ears. It was cruelly clear that there were many, many more vultiren than skysteeds. The valiant Sky Guard was going to be overwhelmed.

			“Please,” she whispered under her breath to whatever magic might be listening, “don’t let these brave skysteeds be torn to pieces.”

			The sky grew darker yet, and Kie sensed the pressure in the air was growing. Lightning flashed and thunder reverberated off the peaks, and the winds grew fiercer.

			“Tell ALL your skysteeds to land and find shelter,” she called to the Sky King. “The worst of the storm is almost on us!”

			She heard him relay the order to retreat. Reluctantly, the Sky Guard broke off the attack to land behind large boulders and trees along the mountainsides. Several landed on the ledge of the Binding Cave.

			Suddenly, Kie realized Ruden, Topar, and Princess Halla were still out there, attacking the vultiren in the rising gale.

			You must seek shelter AT ONCE, she ordered their skysteeds. So much rain and wind were blowing into their faces now, N’Rah took several steps back from the edge.

			N’Meary and N’Seella, carrying their skyriders, landed on the ledge just as the first hailstones, the size of large marbles, sliced down from the sky, making sharp clicking sounds when they hit stone. Topar and Princess Halla were soaked. N’Saran landed moments later, his gray coat slick and black with rain.

			“Oh no, you’ve got blood on your forehead,” Princess Halla said to Ruden in dismay.

			“One of those hailstones cut me,” he replied, wiping the blood away with his hand, “and they aren’t even that big yet! Our wing-shredders did some damage. I think we grounded a hundred or so vultiren, but those things are still scuttling about out there on the ground.”

			N’Poda, where are you? Kie called as she ran to fetch blankets for her shivering friends.

			I help defend the mares and the little ones in the cave. Some of the vultiren fight us to reach them and to get out of the storm.

			Good luck. Let us know if you need reinforcements.

			Kie passed the blankets to her human friends. She smiled briefly as the princess fussed over Ruden’s cut, but all at once, the sky grew even darker, until it seemed like twilight, and another wave of hail came roaring through. These stones were the size of hen’s eggs and bigger, and they created a thunder of their own as they crashed into rocks and trees.

			Driven by the ferocious currents, the hailstones also tore into the vultiren, breaking their wings and bones. Some of the birds tried to perch in the trees on the valley floor while wind gusts sent less lucky ones cartwheeling helplessly through the air. Then the fiercest winds yet blasted through the valley, plucking many of the vultiren away from their perches in the trees and slamming them into the rocky faces of the mountains.

			Kie found herself standing next to Topar and N’Meary. He looked sad as he watched the carnage unfolding out in the storm.

			“I’m glad if the magic of the Great Binding is helping us,” he said, “but those birds don’t want to be here, and they don’t want to fight us. The moment N’Meary and I killed a wake master, the twelve vultiren it controlled simply flew away. It is a terrible thing, this dark magic that forces living creatures to become weapons.”

			It is terrible, but is that not what you humans turned skysteeds into? the Sky King asked Topar, resentment back in his tone.

			Kie was startled when quiet N’Meary raised her head and answered the Sky King before Topar could. Sire, it is not the same at all. Three hundred years ago, Great N’Rin and Merciful N’Saye chose to bind with humans to help save all Prekalt from the Foul Ones. Skysteeds today choose to bind in Pedarth, and a few wild ones like me and your grandson chose our human partners of our own free will. No one forced us to. There is a world of difference between an involuntary binding and a voluntary one. This, she said, looking back out at the crippled and dying vultiren, is terribly, terribly wrong.

			The Sky King appeared surprised to receive such a confident answer from a young mare. Topar smiled at N’Meary proudly and stroked her neck. For the first time, Kie realized how independent and strong N’Meary must be to have chosen to bind with a human over the wishes of the Sky King.

			“When the storm lets up,” Prince Shayn said into the awkward pause that followed N’Meary’s pronouncement, “someone needs to put all those crippled vultiren out of their misery, and it’s safer for us to do it from a distance with our bows and our triwires than it would be for the Sky Guard.”

			“Let’s concentrate on hunting the wake masters first,” Princess Halla suggested, “and if we can kill them, maybe more of the vultiren who can still fly will just leave like those others.”

			The hailstorm ended as abruptly as it began, and the rain eased. As the visibility improved, Kie could see Ruden and Prince Shayn were right. There were dozens of crippled vultiren growling and flopping about on the valley floor, but many more seemed to have been carried away entirely by the savage winds.

			Thank you so much, she said to the gods, the mountains, and the magic itself that had saved them. But as the wind shifted, sounds of a terrible fight reached her. She looked down at the cave where the decoy mares were hiding. Over a score of vultiren were climbing over each other trying to reach the cave, and more of the grounded birds were heading that way.

			N’Chine, are you all right down there?

			No, we need help! My human has emptied her quiver, N’Chine replied, and now many of the crippled vultiren have spotted this cave, and they are desperate to find shelter in it.

			We come! Kie promised her. As she vaulted onto N’Rah’s back, she told her companions and the Sky King that N’Poda and N’Chine needed more help and Captain Nerone more arrows. The prince sent his sister, Topar, and Ruden at once to reinforce the group defending the mares.

			The prince turned to the Sky King. “Sire, for the grim work that comes next, Kie and I should join the others.”

			I agree. Your arrows and triwires, which strike from a distance, are the best way to finish this fight. A grounded vultiren is still a dangerous creature.

			“Are you ready, my friend?” Kie asked N’Rah as she nocked an arrow.

			It is time to do our part, N’Rah replied. He leaped off the ledge and they soared out over the sodden grass, now dotted with angry, crippled vultiren. Ruden was finishing them off with triwires because he wasn’t particularly skilled with a bow.

			The crowd of vultiren outside the cave that sheltered the decoy mares kept growing as the frantic birds were driven by their instinct to flock together and to get inside someplace safe and dark. Kie winced as she listened to their cries and the fierce neighs of the Sky Guard holding them back. Princess Halla and Topar already hovered over the desperate vultiren, firing as quickly as they could nock and aim their arrows.

			Kie shuddered as they drew closer. So many vultiren had already been killed that their bodies formed a gray mound. The living birds scrabbled and hopped their way over it, only to be thrown back by a line of determined skysteeds. But how long could that line possibly hold? The vultiren were so much more numerous than the defenders.

			She spotted a flash of black and white. There was N’Poda, rearing, kicking, and biting, right in the thick of the fight! Princess Halla must have dropped a quiver of arrows into the cave because Captain Nerone was shooting her bow as swiftly as she could fire.

			Praying that they would survive the onslaught, Kie aimed at a vultiren directly below her and fired. As soon as that vultiren fell, another took its place. She was just nocking a second arrow when she saw a flash of gold and red as the Sky King skimmed over the mass of vultiren to join his Sky Guard.

			His battle neigh echoed across the valley like a clarion call as he reared and struck and struck again at the giant birds. The Sky Guard seemed to take heart from his arrival, and their line continued to hold. In the meantime, Kie aimed and shot arrows until her arms and her heart were sore. It was terrible, sad work, but finally they killed the last of the grounded vultiren trying to force their way into the cave.

			Nexara, you must bring the medical supplies as quickly you can! N’Chine called to her.

			We will, Kie promised her. N’Rah carried her swiftly back to the Binding Cave, and she caught up the medical bag that they had brought along to treat injuries during their journey. By the time she returned, most of the mares and foals had left the cave by flying over the awful pile of dead vultiren, but some of the Sky Guard with the worst hurts remained. Snowflurry and little Snowflake were there too, standing next to N’Poda. The black-and-white skysteed stood with his head lowered as he trembled and his sides heaved.

			“Oh, N’Poda,” Kie cried and hurried to the young stallion. He was bleeding from dozens of wounds on his forelegs, chest, and neck. Some of the other defenders, including Blackwing, were also injured, but none as terribly as her friend.

			Slowly, N’Poda raised his head as if it was a great effort and looked at her. Nexara, I did not run this time, he said proudly. But then his eyes closed, his legs buckled, and the piebald stallion collapsed.

			Fighting her panic, Kie reached into the medical bag while Captain Nerone knelt beside N’Poda and examined his hurts.

			I did not know the Unbound possessed such courage. He fought as bravely as any of our Sky Guard today, Blackwing admitted to Kie from nearby. I do not think we could have held them back without his strength.

			“Kie, put direct pressure on these two gashes on his neck,” Captain Nerone ordered, “while I sprinkle some of this clotting powder on his other wounds. He’s lost a lot of blood, and he’s still losing it. We can’t get at his right side, but it appears the worst of his cuts are on his forelegs, chest, and neck anyway.”

			Kie caught up two dressings and pressed down on the bleeding cuts. She bit her lip as the white bandages under her hands swiftly turned scarlet, and she pressed even harder. “I—I think both of these need stitching right away.”

			She was horribly afraid the deeper gash was bleeding so freely because a vultiren beak or claw had nicked N’Poda’s jugular vein. If that had happened, there was nothing they could do to save him. A painful lump rose in the back of her throat and her eyes brimmed with tears she did her best to blink away.

			Although this young one fought like a cornered snow tiger and deserves all the help you humans can give him, the deep voice of the Sky King said, reverberating in her head, I ask the Nexara to aid some of my Sky Guard who have the worst injuries.

			Kie glanced up to see the Sky King standing nearby with Princess Halla and Prince Shayn beside him. She was starting to protest when the princess cut her off.

			“We can help the captain take care of N’Poda,” she said firmly, kneeling beside Kie and placing a hand on her shoulder. “You and Topar should see to the other injured sky-steeds. The Sky King says some of his Sky Guard are willing to let the Nexara touch and treat them, but they won’t let the rest of us.”

			Kie took a deep breath. As much as she hated to leave N’Poda, she could see the sense in the suggestion. After Prince Shayn took over putting pressure on N’Poda’s bandages, Kie got to her feet. When she looked about the cave, she realized there were a half dozen wounded skysteeds standing nearby, including Blackwing, who was bleeding from a deep cut on his right shoulder near his wingsprout.

			She went to work on Blackwing first, carefully sprinkling clotting powder on that wound.

			“I don’t think the muscles of your wingsprout were damaged.” She did her best to reassure him, for all skysteeds had a terrible fear of being grounded.

			Thank you, Nexara, he replied as she gently washed his shallower wounds with clean water Topar brought to her. Then she placed a numbing and healing ointment on each. Even though she was terribly aware of the captain working over N’Poda’s prone body nearby, she forced herself to focus on an injured dappled gray mare waiting next in line.

			Kie had just finished treating the mare when she found Princess Halla standing at her elbow.

			“H-how is N’Poda?”

			“He’s still out cold and he’s lost an awful lot of blood,” the princess replied. “The captain stitched up those two deeper cuts on his neck and bandaged them. So far, that seems to have stopped the worst of the bleeding. Now we just have to hope.”

			Kie could hardly swallow past the big lump in her throat. Skysteeds only lay down flat when they were sick or seriously injured, and N’Poda looked so vulnerable lying there.

			A liver chestnut stallion stepped forward next to be treated. Leaning over to grab another packet of clotting powder, she glimpsed motion out of the corner of her eye. She twisted about in time to see a huge female vultiren erupt from the pile of carcasses. Something with a vaguely human face and feathered arms was fused to the female’s neck. It was a wake master, and it held a loaded bow!
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			Chapter Twenty-three

			With a triumphant growl, the female vultiren leaped into the air, her talons extended wide, and landed on the Sky King’s back. Kie watched in horror as the being fused to the vultiren focused on her with angry, crazed eyes and raised its bow. The Sky King reared, desperately trying to throw off the giant bird.

			Just as the creature opened its sharp beak to tear at the Sky King’s throat, there was a flash of gold and chestnut. N’Rah launched himself at the vultiren and fastened his teeth on her neck. The bird screamed and raked him with her right talon, but N’Rah held on tenaciously, keeping her from striking at the Sky King.

			“Kie, move!” she heard Topar yell. A second later, someone tackled her just before an arrow whizzed past her head. She hit the cave floor hard, jarring her hands and shoulders.

			Desperate to help her skysteed, Kie rolled and sat up in time to see Princess Halla fire an arrow into the wake master’s chest. At the same time, Captain Nerone shot the vultiren in the heart. Jerking and hissing, the great bird fell away when the Sky King reared again and N’Rah let go his grip on its neck.

			“Kie, are you all right?” Topar asked her shakily. She was startled to find him sitting beside her on the cave floor. He must have been the one to tackle her out of the way.

			“Yes, thanks to you. Th-that thing really meant to kill me.”

			Her legs trembling, Kie got to her feet and hurried over to check on N’Rah. The vultiren’s talons had raked his left shoulder and side.

			“The cuts are long, but they don’t look too deep,” she tried to reassure him.

			I will be fine, but how is my grandsire?

			Captain Nerone was already examining the Sky King’s hurts. “Sire, the vultiren’s talons scored your side, but thanks to your grandson’s quick reflexes, the bird wasn’t able to use its beak to injure you more seriously.”

			Indeed. I believe Fireheart kept the bird from ripping out my throat.

			Kie went to look more closely at the wake master who had wanted to kill her. Its whole upper body was covered with gray feathers, but its face was human…and definitely feminine! Kie sucked in a breath in surprise. The creature’s long dark brown hair was caught back in a braid decorated with beads and more feathers.

			“I think this wake mistress planned to kill both the Sky King and the Nexara,” Prince Shayn said grimly, “and she came far too close to succeeding.”

			“But she looks so young,” Kie said, struggling to understand what she was seeing. “She doesn’t look much older than us.”

			“It makes sense you’d have to fuse someone very light to a vultiren if you wanted the bird to still be able to fly,” the prince said. “Maybe, too, whoever created her figured out a girl could control a female vultiren better than a boy could.”

			“So she might have been completely human before some horrible binding spell changed her?” Goose bumps rose on Kie’s arms, and she shuddered.

			At that moment, the vultiren girl’s eyes fluttered open. They no longer held crazed hatred. Instead, they were full of pain and fear. Breathing hard, she raised herself up on one elbow and peered at the dead vultiren she was bound to. When she saw the arrow protruding from its chest, she gave a cry of anguish and fell back. A tear leaked down her cheek and she reached out to stroke her vultiren’s neck. Then her eyes closed again, and her hand fell away.

			“Maybe…we should try to tend to her,” Kie said uncertainly. She couldn’t imagine the pain she’d feel if she lost N’Rah, and clearly this wake mistress cared deeply for the vultiren she’d been bound to.

			Topar knelt to check the girl’s neck for a pulse. “It’s too late,” he declared, his eyes dark with sorrow. “She’s already gone.”

			Kie clenched her fists and drew a deep breath. “N’Meary was right. This sort of binding is horribly, terribly wrong!”

			Someone will have to stop the evil human who creates such abominations and creates the Foul Ones as well, the Sky King said gravely.

			Prince Shayn looked in turn at the body of the wake mistress, the pile of dead vultiren, unconscious N’Poda, and the bleeding members of the Sky Guard still waiting to be treated. He straightened his shoulders and turned to face the Sky King. “I swear by the blood of Prince Isen that runs in my veins that I will find this mage and will do whatever I must to destroy him.”

			Even though he was just a boy, Kie knew Prince Shayn would find a way to attempt such a dangerous quest, and her stomach sank. What chance did a boy with no magic have against a powerful Dark Mage?

			Good, the Sky King said simply. Now, if someone could put some of that useful powder on my cuts, we should head out with the Sky Guard to make sure there are no more of these abominations left hiding anywhere in this valley.

			After Captain Nerone treated the Sky King, most of Kie’s human companions left to aid the Sky Guard in searching the valley and the mountains nearby. Snowflurry and Snowflake remained beside N’Poda’s still form, and Topar stayed to help Kie treat N’Rah and the remaining Sky Guard. When they were finished, Kie hurried back to check on N’Poda. His heart still beat, but his breathing was shallow and rapid.

			She sat beside his head and stroked his jaw, her hand crossing the place the white of his head turned to black. My friend, please try to stay with us. You have so many more stories to tell, she said to him with her mind and her heart. Now we have defeated the vultiren, you have the whole High Valley to explore, and many more wild ones to meet.

			“Is there anything we can do to help him?” Topar asked her quietly.

			Kie didn’t look up from N’Poda because she didn’t want Topar to see the tears brimming in her eyes. “C-could you bring our big cook pot and fill it with water? If he does wake up…when he wakes up”—Kie corrected herself—“we should have some water ready for him to drink.”

			Topar and N’Meary slipped away, and soon they returned with the cook pot full of water and placed it near N’Poda’s head. “I’m happy to sit with him for a while,” Topar offered. “You should go take a break. You’ve had quite a day.”

			“We all have. I should go see if there are other skysteeds that need to be treated.” She forced herself to her feet, a wave of tiredness slamming into her. N’Rah stood watching the pile of dead vultiren, clearly suspicious there might be another wake mistress hidden in it who could be a danger to his skyrider.

			“Do you want to see if you can talk any of those other skysteeds who fought the vultiren into letting us treat their hurts?” she asked him. “We still have one bag of clotting powder left.”

			We should keep that powder for the trip home. The wild ones are not used to having their hurts treated, N’Rah reminded her wryly, and they will take pride in the scars they will carry from this day.

			“All right then. Maybe we can return to the Binding Cave for a few minutes. I could use a bit of quiet.” She felt so raw and shaky and torn up inside about N’Poda and the dark magic that had transformed a girl not much older than her into a weapon full of hate.

			N’Rah agreed to fly her to the cave, and she vaulted onto his back. As he climbed upward, she spotted several skysteeds lying on the floor of the valley. “No one told me about those injured skysteeds. We should try to help them, too!”

			We did not tell you because it is too late to help them, he said, his mental voice heavy with sorrow. They died during the fiercest part of the battle, before the storm blew the vultiren away.

			Her heart twisted. “I—I didn’t realize we had lost so many,” she said thickly as she forced herself to count them. At least twenty skysteeds had lost their lives defending their beloved valley.

			The vultiren are formidable foes. Truly, we would have lost many, many more of the Home Herd if you had not figured out how to summon the weather.

			“I’m not sure I figured it out. I think Mage Sian told me, or an echo of her told me,” Kie said, grief pressing on her chest like a boulder. N’Rah landed on the ledge of the Binding Cave, and she was very relieved to see it was empty.

			She slipped from his back and patted N’Rah’s shoulder. “I—I need to be alone for a bit,” Kie told him, afraid she was going to burst out sobbing at any moment.

			N’Rah eyed her doubtfully. Very well, but call if you need me.

			As soon as N’Rah flew away, great, tearing sobs did well up inside her. Kie sank down on her knees near the spring and buried her face in her arms. She cried for the skysteeds who died today, and for funny, sweet N’Poda, who might not ever wake up again to tell his stories, and for all the brave skysteeds and their riders who had died defending Pedarth. She even cried for the vultiren and that strange, poor girl who had been used so cruelly. A part of Kie wanted to run away to her quiet orchard, but she was afraid her grief would just be waiting for her there.

			What grieves you so, young Nexara? You and the magic you summoned brought us a great victory today.

			Hastily, Kie brushed her tears away with her fingers and looked up to see the Sky King standing nearby, peering down at her past his long forelock. She must have been crying so hard, she hadn’t heard his approach.

			“B-but a score of your Sky Guard died today,” she blurted, “and all those vultiren, and that poor bird girl, and it’s my fault that N’Poda could be dying. He wouldn’t even be here if I hadn’t asked him to help us.”

			But that young one was overjoyed to be here. The brief time I spoke with him, he admitted it had been his lifelong dream to see this valley and to meet the Home Herd. He made his own choice to come along on your journey, and he knew it would be dangerous. This is not your burden to bear.

			Kie drew in a shaky breath as she considered his words. “I suppose you’re right about that, but it still hurts. It all hurts. I just don’t think I’m brave enough to keep doing this. I’m still mourning the hundreds of skysteeds we lost during the battle to save Pedarth, and now those we lost today, and I’m scared we’ll lose N’Poda.”

			She didn’t want to cry in front of the Sky King, but his dark gaze was so understanding, the sobs welled up inside her once again and more tears spilled from her eyes. “I—I’m sorry,” she gasped. “You probably think I’m a silly, weak human for crying like this. That’s why I came up here. I wanted to be by myself so no one could see.”

			I do not think you are weak. I think you care deeply about my kind, as a good Nexara should. Although my species cannot cry as humans do, we grieve for every skysteed foal we lose to vultirens or to snow tigers. Together we will grieve for the brave skysteeds we lost today, and for all those who died recently and three hundred years ago defending Prekalt from the Foul Ones, and I hope you will join us when we do.

			“I would be honored,” Kie said, even as she wondered how she could possibly keep from bursting into tears in front of the whole Home Herd.

			The Sky King tossed his head. Young Nexara, I sense you have spent too much of your life alone. Grief and pain are not emotions to be borne by oneself. They are emotions to be shared with your herd. Grief shared is a grief that heals more quickly and cleanly. But grief that you dwell on and keep to yourself can fester and turn bitter. This I have found out the hard way.

			Kie wondered if he was thinking about the young skyrider whom he still mourned.

			Call Fireheart to you now and share your grief and pain with him. That is a start. And join us when we mourn the passing of the brave members of our Sky Guard. We will celebrate their lives and thank their spirits for ensuring the safety of the Home Herd. It could not hurt to call upon the magic that lingers here, or to appeal to Merciful N’Saye for your young friend’s life. And now I go to grieve with the skysteeds who lost courageous members of their families today.

			He turned and walked away from the spring.

			“Thank you, Sire,” she called after him.

			He paused to look back at her. Thank you for reminding me that some humans do still respect and care about our kind. Then he spread his glorious golden wings and leaped from the ledge, flying off to bring comfort to others. Kie walked to the ledge and stared after him. She was touched that he had made such an effort to bring comfort to her.

			She called N’Rah, and he came to be with her, and she cried into his mane until she had no more tears left to cry. Together they walked to the spring and solemnly thanked the binding magic and its creators, and together they asked that N’Poda’s life might be saved.

			But this time no glints of gold gathered in the air. The cave remained dark, still, and quiet, and Kie was terribly afraid that whatever magic it once contained had now been completely spent.
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			Chapter Twenty-four

			That night, Captain Nerone and Princess Halla went hunting, and for the first time in a long while, their party enjoyed roasted goat. Kie was so worried about N’Poda, though, she barely tasted her meal. As soon as she finished eating, she left the others to relieve Ruden, who was taking a shift sitting next to their injured companion.

			When N’Rah landed quietly in the cave, Kie saw that loyal Snowflurry and Snowflake were no longer at their posts. They must have slipped away to graze and drink.

			She smiled to herself as she watched Ruden reach out and stroke N’Poda’s neck.

			“Hey, my friend, you better wake up soon,” he said to the unconscious skysteed. “I think you might break that pretty white mare’s heart if you don’t.”

			Ruden must have sensed Kie’s presence, for he glanced up. The moment he saw her, he jerked his hand back and his cheeks colored. Why would he feel embarrassed for showing he cared about an injured skysteed? Perhaps Ruden thought Rosari skyfighters weren’t supposed to be compassionate, but obviously, Ruden did care.

			“Has he woken up at all?” Kie asked.

			“I’m afraid not,” he replied as he stood. “I’ve been using this cloth to dribble some water into the side of his mouth, and he does swallow it from time to time. I saw a healer do that for two skysteeds who had lost a lot of blood after we fought to save Pedarth. She also added salts and sugars to the solution. Do you think we should try to do the same?”

			“Ruden, you’re brilliant! It certainly couldn’t hurt.” Kie beamed at him.

			“I really hope he makes it,” Ruden said as he looked down at N’Poda. “I used to think the Unbound were a pretty worthless lot, but N’Poda’s more than carried his weight this trip and during the battle we just fought.”

			“Yes, he has,” Kie said. “Now, you better get going before Topar and Prince Shayn polish off the last of dinner.”

			“They better not eat it all,” Ruden said, hurrying across the cave to where N’Saran waited for him. “I’ll send someone back with those bags of salt and sugar we brought as presents for the Sky King,” he promised, and they flew off.

			Then she and N’Rah were alone in the cave next to N’Poda, with a small mountain of dead vultiren just a bowshot away. She sat so she didn’t have to look at the terrible pile. Instead, she watched N’Poda. His breathing was still too rapid and shallow, but at least he hadn’t bled through his bandages. Picking up Ruden’s cloth, she carefully lifted N’Poda’s upper lip and dripped some water onto his tongue. Some rolled off it, but eventually he swallowed.

			I also thought many of the Unbound were worthless, N’Rah admitted as he watched N’Poda sadly. Maybe it is because I am so proud of the work we do, and I could not understand how they could choose to spend their days raiding gardens in Pedarth when our whole continent is threatened by chimerae. But now I see how wrong I was. N’Poda has shown me how wrong I was.

			Captain Nerone arrived shortly with their bags of salt and sugar, a blanket, and a small oil lamp. She took the cook pot and refilled it at the nearby stream, and then she helped Kie dissolve some salt and sugar into it. Kie dribbled some of the new solution onto N’Poda’s tongue. The first time, it just flowed through his jaw. But the second time she tried giving him a little, he did swallow.

			Captain Nerone’s expression was sorrowful as she looked down at the injured skysteed. “What a game, brave fellow you’ve turned out to be.”

			“I’d like to stay up with him tonight,” Kie said.

			“Very well. I’ll come relieve you before dawn.” The captain turned and frowned as she looked at the vultiren carcasses. “We are going to have to do something about this before we leave. When the temperature warms up, these carcasses are going to stink to high heaven.”

			“Maybe we could burn them? Sela pines ooze lots of sap, and their cones are great for starting fires. There’s a big stand of them growing near the pass.”

			“That might work. One of us should talk that idea over with the Sky King.” The captain swung aboard N’Chine. “Kie, you know,” she added gently, “if N’Poda doesn’t get up by morning, he’s probably never getting up again.”

			“I—I know.” So you just have to get up tonight, she thought at him while she stroked his neck.

			After the captain left, N’Rah and Kie walked outside to watch the last of the sunset. While she was admiring the fiery alpenglow on the high peaks and trying to appreciate the fact that she and N’Rah were still alive, Snowflurry and Snowflake landed beside her, along with an old, dappled gray skysteed stallion Kie had never met before.

			Nexara, this is Stormwind, and he is one of our finest storytellers, Snowflurry said. We believe the spirit of a badly injured skysteed is more likely to stay here on this earth if its herd wills it to remain. We are not your friend’s herd, but the Sky King has promised that through his valor, N’Poda has earned a place with us if he wishes to stay in the High Valley.

			Kie’s throat tightened at this news. “I can’t imagine anything that would make N’Poda happier.”

			We do not wish him to leave us, and we know N’Poda loves stories, Snowflake said, swishing her short little tail, so the Sky King asked our master storytellers to take turns telling him their best stories all night long. And we get to listen!

			Feeling very grateful to the Sky King, Kie walked back into the cave with the others, past the pile of their dead foes. Before he began his storytelling, Stormwind invited Kie to pat his neck.

			This way you can hear my stories, too, he said after she had established a link between them, and I can enjoy the honor of speaking directly to the Nexara who called the great storm that saved us. It is not every day that a humble storyteller like myself gets to meet a figure out of legend.

			Kie blushed as she made herself comfortable in her spot next to N’Poda. She didn’t feel the least bit legendary. Mostly she just felt tired and sad. She lit the oil lamp and went back to dribbling fluid into her friend’s mouth as she listened to Stormwind start telling a tale.

			And what a storyteller he was. He began with a story about Wandering Star, one of the skysteeds’ favorite heroes and explorers, and he told it so vividly, Kie felt like she was living Wandering Star’s adventures. Stormwind made her feel the wild winds of the hurricane that blew the skysteed explorer so far out over the Eastern Sea, he almost died of thirst and exhaustion before he found land. She shared Wandering Star’s relief and joy when he finally landed in the Northern Isles and drank deeply from a clear spring and grazed on the sweet clover growing beside it. Eventually, the great skysteed explorer would decide these islands were the perfect place to establish a new skysteed herd.

			As the night wore on, Kie grew even more grateful for the skysteeds’ comforting presence and Stormwind’s wonderful tales. For little while, anyway, his stories helped her forget the devasting storm she had helped to call and the battle plan she helped devise that had taken the lives of so many vultiren and the strange humans bound to them. The tales also blunted a little of the worry she felt as she watched N’Poda lying so still, except for his hurried breathing.

			Is there a particular story our Nexara would like me to tell tonight? Stormwind asked her when he was done recounting Wandering Star’s adventures.

			What story did she wish to hear? Kie glanced over her shoulder at the dead vultiren and made up her mind. “Could you please tell me the story of how Prince Isen and Mage Sian, Great N’Rin, and Merciful N’Saye battled the mad Mage Yagarth out in the Broken Lands?”

			She shivered even as she made the request. For so long she had tried not to think much about who was creating the chimerae in the present because she wasn’t comfortable with the whole notion of magic. Yet clearly magic had summoned the storm today that had saved them, and clearly some terrible binding magic had bound that girl to a vultiren.

			Now Prince Shayn had pledged to find that person or people responsible for creating the chimerae and creating a vultiren host to wipe out the Home Herd. If he was going to travel to the Broken Lands to kill a powerful mage and possibly die in the attempt, she wanted to hear what the skysteeds remembered about Prince Isen and Mage Sian’s desperate mission there. Any scrap of information she could learn might be a help to her brave friend.

			It would be my honor to recount the story of how Prince Isen and his companions vanquished the mad mage, Stormwind said gravely.

			He began his tale by describing an important meeting held near the center of the beautiful new Tavalier Park that Emperor Tuaren, Prince Isen’s older brother, had built for his skysteed allies. They met in the Amphitheater of the Four Winds, a special venue designed for skysteeds and humans to gather in comfort when they discussed matters of vital importance to both species.

			Kie sat up straighter at the mention of the amphitheater. Was that the place depicted in the tapestry back at the Imperial Palace, the one with a compass rose at its center?

			N’Rah, do you remember this Amphitheater of the Four Winds? she asked him privately while Stormwind continued with his story. You’ve spent more time exploring Tavalier Park than I have.

			No, it is strange, he replied, but I have never seen it. Maybe it has been forgotten or lost?

			How could they lose a whole amphitheater? she asked, perplexed.

			I do not know, he replied, sounding equally puzzled.

			Well, we are going to find it again when we get back, she said firmly, and I’m going to ask the Emperor to start holding important meetings that impact skysteeds there. Then she focused on Stormwind’s tale again.

			Mage Sian and N’Saye and several other influential skyrider pairs who had survived the long, grueling Chimera Wars attended, he was saying. They had gathered to discuss the fundamental problem on everyone’s minds. Every time they thought the chimerae were truly vanquished, the monsters appeared again to wreak havoc across Prekalt.

			Skysteeds and humans alike agreed that the carnage wrought by the Chimera Wars was so terrible, they needed to make certain Yagarth never made more of the creatures through his terrible dark binding magic. This time, instead of just fighting the chimerae, someone would have to track Yagarth to his lair and destroy him once and for all, or Prekalt might never know peace again.

			Prince Isen and Mage Sian, N’Rin, and N’Saye all volunteered for the dangerous mission. It had been over a decade since they had forged the alliance with the skysteeds that had saved Prekalt during its darkest hours, and all four were weary of losing both human and skysteed friends to the Foul Ones. With a small group of their most valiant companions, they traveled across the Western Desert and entered the Broken Lands.

			There, they lost many of their party to dangerous and strange chimerae they had never seen before, like a snake that put them all to sleep with its song, and desert jackals who could talk and reason like humans, and sand leopards with wings. These and many more were the results of Yagarth’s countless experiments in binding magic. At last, Great N’Rin, Prince Isen, Merciful N’Saye, and Mage Sian won their way past these creatures and confronted Yagarth himself. He flew out from his fortress high in a red rock cliff to meet them on the back of a battle chimera, twice the size of his usual creations. This monstrous chimera was stronger, faster, and fiercer than any they had fought before.

			Kie shivered. That huge chimera sounded almost like the one she had seen in her nightmares.

			The battle was long and hard, but in the end the prince and his mage, aided by their clever and courageous skysteeds, slew both Yagarth and the terrible creature he rode. After they had recovered from their hurts, they returned to Pedarth, and the Foul Ones did not trouble Prekalt again for three hundred years. And so ends my story.

			Kie looked at Stormwind in surprise. “But do you know how they slew such a dangerous and powerful mage and his battle chimera?” It seemed like he was leaving out the most important part.

			I am afraid I do not, Nexara, the old skysteed said regretfully. We try to repeat the old tales exactly as they are told to us, to preserve our history as correctly as we can. I was taught that our heroes fought Yagarth, they slew him, and they survived. I am sorry I do not know more.

			Stormwind pricked his ears and looked toward the mouth of the cave. Ah, I see our next storyteller has arrived.

			Kie got to her feet and bowed to Stormwind to honor his storytelling, and she bowed to the new storyteller, an old black mare with black wings and lively eyes. After Kie had stretched her legs and established a link with Blackshadow, she sat beside N’Poda again and listened to another set of wonderful stories. The old mare proved to be just as good a storyteller as Stormwind had been, but she told happier, funnier tales. Many were about Quickwing, a clever, mischievous skysteed hero who got usually out of scrapes by fooling his enemies. Some of Blackshadow’s stories made Kie laugh aloud.

			Her eyes were burning with tiredness, though, and little Snowflake had fallen fast asleep at her mother’s feet when the old mare finished another tale, late in the night, and asked Snowflurry and Kie, Do you have any requests?

			I should very much like to hear the story of how Quickwing fooled the sky pirates, N’Poda said weakly.

			Kie jumped in surprise. She glanced down and saw N’Poda’s blue eye was wide open and staring up at her.

			“Dear N’Poda, you’re awake again!” She leaned over and hugged his neck gently. “This is wonderful, but can you get to your feet? It would be much better for your body if you could stand.”

			“Lie too long, die too young,” my mother used to say. He lifted his head and pricked his ears when he spotted Snowflurry. I thought I smelled your scent and the little one’s, he said, and whickered warmly to the mare, and she whickered back.

			He rolled from lying on his side to his stomach, his front legs curled under him. He laid his ears back and shivered in pain. It feels like I flew through a glass window again, he said, his voice tight with strain.

			“Again?” Kie exclaimed. “That’s a story you need to tell me later. You do look as if you flew through one today. If you can get to your feet, I promise I’ll put numbsalve on those cuts for you. And you can have my last slices of dried dayan apple. I’ve been saving them for a special occasion.”

			N’Poda glanced at Snowflurry again and heaved a sigh. No point in putting this off, I suppose. He stretched his forelegs out and gathered his hind legs beneath him.

			Kie bit her lip. This was the crucial moment. If he wasn’t strong enough to stand, they wouldn’t be able to save him. His great wings swept downward at the same moment he pushed up with his hindquarters.

			He stood! But his legs were splayed out like an unsteady foal’s, and he almost fell over. N’Rah and Snowflurry were beside him in a flash, steadying him with their own bodies until he had his legs safely beneath him.

			Kie moved the cook pot to where he could drink from it easily. He drank it dry, and she swiftly fetched him another pot full of water. Then she fed him the dried apple slices she’d promised and applied numbsalve to all his cuts that weren’t bandaged. That took a while because he had dozens. As she worked, she heard N’Poda talking with Blackshadow.

			I am grateful to you and the storyteller before you. I could hear your excellent stories, and they brought me back from the glorious place where I wandered.

			What was this place? Blackshadow asked curiously.

			A valley even more beautiful than this one, with clear streams and meadows full of soft grasses, wild timothy, and clover. I was tempted to stay there, but the stories and the presence of all of you—N’Poda shot a shy look at Snowflurry—called to me.

			“I’m awfully glad you chose to return to us, because we have some very happy news to share with you.” Kie grinned. “Snowflake, do you want to be the one to tell him?”

			Oh, yes! The foal trotted over to N’Poda and gazed up at him adoringly. They made quite a sight, the small, graceful white foal and the big, battered piebald stallion standing almost nose to nose. The Sky King has said you may stay here in the High Valley with us, if you wish, when your friends return to Pedarth.

			N’Poda snorted in surprise and craned his head to look at Kie, wincing when he moved too quickly.

			Is this true? he asked impatiently.

			“It is, indeed.” Kie hurried to stand where he could see her without craning his head. “The Sky King was very impressed with your bravery. You have won yourself a place with the Home Herd.”

			And I could stay here forever, and learn all the stories from the best storytellers of our kind? N’Poda sounded dazed with happiness. But…I promised to help you, Nexara, on this journey, and a promise is a promise. If you need me to aid you on the trip back to Pedarth, I will come.

			“I don’t think you’ll be up for the flight back across the Ugoli any time soon. Besides, now that we have planted the seedlings and will be leaving the salt and sugar here, we’ll have a lot less weight to carry back with us.”

			Then I should like to go drink from the stream outside and get away from the stench of these dead birds. I still am very thirsty, and I want to get better as fast as I can, so I can start learning more stories and meeting more of the Home Herd.

			Kie smiled to hear her friend sounding more like his enthusiastic old self. He had to walk very slowly, and N’Rah and Snowflurry stayed close in case he needed help, but at last N’Poda reached the stream. There he drank long and deep, and even grazed a little, before he fell into a doze. Kie curled up nearby in her blanket, almost too tired to sleep. For a time, she watched shooting stars trace across the clear night sky while N’Rah slept nearby.

			She was fairly certain it wasn’t the magic of the Great Binding which had saved N’Poda tonight. Instead, it was the magic of friendship and caring and a good story that had brought him back to them.
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			Chapter Twenty-five

			Early the next morning, the Home Herd began their memorials for the members of the Sky Guard who had lost their lives defending the High Valley. Remembering what the Sky King had said about sharing grief, Kie made a point of attending the first and all the rest that followed, and N’Rah came, too. She wasn’t surprised to see that Prince Shayn, N’Laure, Topar, and N’Meary attended them all as well. Last night over dinner they had said that they wanted to show their respect and sympathy for the Home Herd’s great losses.

			At the first memorial, Kie soon discovered these events were both formal and informal affairs. The family and close herd members gathered around the fallen, a young strawberry roan mare with bright red wings. No longer embarrassed by her grief, Kie cried freely as she stared at the beautiful sky-steed stretched out on the green grass, never to fly again.

			After a long moment of silence, the Sky King began to speak. In the fiercest moments of our aerial battle yesterday, Redwing dove between a vultiren and her captain. That brave, acrobatic dive saved Sunshadow but cost Redwing her life. Redwing has always been a courageous member of our herd. Last spring, she single-handedly drove off a hungry bear that menaced her niece, young Buttercup here.

			A palomino yearling and her mother stared sorrowfully down at Redwing.

			The Sky King paused and then added in a lighter tone, Some of you may remember that Redwing demonstrated her remarkable flying skills at an early age. When she was barely more than a foal herself, she developed a fondness for alpine tedde grass. She often would fly up to the most inaccessible ledges and steepest cliffs, much to the chagrin of her mother, her father, and myself. Now the earth will reclaim her body and cover her with soft green grasses while her spirit roams the bright heavens. May she fly free in the high winds forever.

			May she fly free in the high winds forever, the others repeated the Sky King’s words.

			More skysteeds, one at a time, proceeded to share their own memories of Redwing while some members of the group grazed and the foals frisked about, enjoying the warm sunshine. When the group had no more stories to tell, the Sky King moved on to the next fallen skysteed, a young buckskin stallion, and a new cluster of skysteeds gathered around him, and he spoke again. Kie cried at each memorial, mourning the brave skysteeds whose lives were cut too short. In her heart, she mourned, too, for the hundreds of skysteeds they’d lost defending Pedarth, for truly all, she was coming to understand, had died in the same great fight.

			But the day was beautiful, the clear mountain sky overhead bluer than alpine forget-me-nots, and somehow each skysteed’s memorial helped her to accept the terrible events of yesterday and the dreadful battle she and N’Rah had survived months ago. As she watched Prince Shayn listen to the Sky King speak, she hoped he was finding some peace and comfort as well.

			Midday, she slipped away long enough to check on N’Poda. She was relieved to find he was still on his feet and grazing hungrily while Snowflurry and Snowflake kept a watchful eye on him. Captain Nerone assured Kie that she would change his bandages later in the day.

			That afternoon, no storm clouds formed over the high peaks. When the last memorial finally ended, Kie and N’Rah wandered off to sit together in the shade of a big pine tree. She leaned back against N’Rah’s side while he dozed, and she enjoyed the sigh of the mountain wind in the branches overhead and the peace of the valley.

			She was surprised when the Sky King landed beside their tree. How are you, Nexara?

			N’Rah jerked awake, and they both scrambled to their feet.

			“Better,” she replied. “How are you faring, Sire?” she asked boldly, for his day had been much sadder than hers.

			He let loose a gusty sigh. I believe I am ready to hear a happier story, but first, I must thank my grandson for saving my life yesterday. It has become clear to me that the Home Herd is very lucky you chose to return to us when you did. Please, Fireheart, will you tell me of how you came to meet your skyrider?

			Kie’s throat tightened, and she hugged N’Rah’s neck happily. Then she sat with her back against the big pine and listened to N’Rah tell his grandfather about how he met his skyrider, and then he told him about their work as sky couriers, and finally a little about how they came to fight chimerae.

			Later, as the sun was setting, Kie asked the Sky King if he would like their party to burn the pile of dead vultiren before they left the High Valley. After hearing how they proposed to go about it, he agreed it was a good idea. She also asked if they could harvest some hay for the return trip, for the forage in the Ugoli had been very sparse, and the sky-steeds had eaten all the sweet oats they’d brought during the trip here. He gave permission for them to do that, as well.

			So, the next day, Kie and half of her companions set to work chopping sela branches and ferrying them back to the cave. In the process, they got sticky sap on their hands and clothes and hair. The other half began cutting grass and spreading it out to dry for the journey back to Pedarth. Even though it was hard work, Kie was glad they had a good excuse to remain in the valley a little longer, for N’Rah spent much of that day talking with his grandsire and his mother and his sister.

			That night, as Kie and her human friends sat around a campfire in the Binding Cave, Prince Shayn asked her the question that was on all their minds. “Do you think the vultiren attack, and seeing those new human-vultiren abominations, changed the Sky King’s mind about allowing the wild herds to fight with us?”

			Kie gazed into the depths of their fire while she considered his question. “The Sky King is talking to N’Rah again, and he did say he was grateful we came to the High Valley. But since he was so against allowing his wild ones to fight the chimerae, I don’t think we should get our hopes up.”

			But she shuddered to think of what would happen to Prekalt if the chimerae came again while the Skyforce was so short on fighting pairs.

			After two long days of chopping, Captain Nerone declared they had laid enough branches on and under the pile to burn the carcasses thoroughly. And so, just after nightfall on that second day, Captain Nerone and Ruden walked around the mountain of dead vultiren and lit the branches, starting at the back of the cave and moving swiftly around to the front.

			The wood caught quickly, and soon the entire pile turned into a pyre that burned for hours, giving off a dense, greasy smoke that smelled horribly of burnt feathers. But by morning, the fire was out and the poor vultiren reduced to a stack of smoking bones and ash that no longer posed a health hazard to the water and air of the High Valley.

			That sad chore completed, the companions packed their gear for a final time, including all the hay they’d harvested, and mounted up. They flew down to the floor of the valley to say their final goodbyes to N’Poda. They found him telling a story to Blackshadow, Stormwind, and Snowflurry.

			The travelers waited respectfully for N’Poda to finish his tale. When he was through, Kie was delighted when Stormwind and Blackshadow complimented him on his storytelling before they trotted away.

			Oh, Nexara, the storytellers here do not know many of the tales I know, N’Poda told Kie excitedly as he swished his tail, and they very much want to hear them, and I cannot wait to hear their stories. Stormwind said I may train with him, and in time, I might become a master storyteller for the Home Herd. I cannot believe it! I am so glad I said yes when you asked me to come on this journey with you.

			She told the others N’Poda’s good news, and they all congratulated him warmly and thanked him for helping them on their journey to the Makar Mountains.

			“Truly, we could not have made the trip across the Ugoli without your help,” Captain Nerone said.

			Then it was Kie’s turn to say goodbye to him. “I know you will have a happy life here, but I will miss you,” Kie said, a lump in her throat. She hugged N’Poda carefully, avoiding the many cuts on his neck and chest.

			I shall miss you as well, Nexara, and I thank you for your faith in me. I know I will be telling stories about your adventures for years to come.

			Just as Kie stepped back from N’Poda, Sunshadow landed nearby.

			The Sky King wishes to speak with you and Prince Shayn before you leave. He is waiting for you in the Binding Cave, Sunshadow told her.

			Her heart beating in hard, hopeful strokes, Kie informed Prince Shayn about their summons, and they vaulted aboard their skysteeds. The prince’s face was pale and set as N’Laure and N’Rah climbed upward and then landed nimbly inside the cave. They all knew that the outcome of their mission, and the future of all Prekalt, depended on what the Sky King would say to them next.

			The chestnut stallion was waiting for them on the ledge overlooking the valley. They dismounted and stood next to their skysteeds as the Sky King turned to face them, his dark eyes serious.

			It seems fitting that I tell you this, he said slowly, in the place where the Great Alliance was forged between our species hundreds of years ago. It is not often that I am forced to admit I am wrong, but in this case, I know have been. Just days ago, I saw how a new danger created by humans can reach deep into these mountains and threaten this herd and our most sacred refuge. I saw how well your weapons worked, how clever humans can be, and how devoted you are to your skysteed partners. I did not think a human would risk her life to protect her skysteed, and yet you stepped between Blackwing and Fireheart that day.

			She held her breath and her whole body tensed as the Sky King paused to sigh deeply. Would he change his mind?

			I have no choice but to let my skysteeds join this fight if both our species are to survive, he declared soberly.

			Kie released her pent-up breath. Now they had a chance! Now Prekalt had a chance when the chimerae invaded again.

			“On the behalf of my father and all Prekalt, I thank you, Sire,” Prince Shayn said, looking as relieved as she felt.

			But, the Sky King said and pawed at the floor of the cave, I have three conditions which will not be easy for you to meet, even as courageous and resourceful as you two have proven yourselves to be. When you return to Pedarth, you will make sure skysteeds are treated as full equals to their human partners once again. Skysteeds are to be consulted in all affairs that affect their lives, rights, and futures. This is how it was at the start of the Great Alliance, and this is how we expect it to be from now on.

			Kie and Prince Shayn exchanged looks. They had already been talking about this very change.

			“We have some ideas on how we can change the status of skysteeds back in Pedarth and throughout the Empire,” Prince Shayn replied. “Because Kie asked him to, my father has already changed the laws so that all skysteeds can bind with the human of their choice.”

			You must also promise me that skysteeds will no longer be treated as property.

			Sire, N’Laure said, as a skysteed raised in Pedarth, I must point out that most domesticated skysteeds have been quite content to be property and let humans make decisions for them. It is easier for some of us to let the humans do the worrying, and the thinking. But I agree that it is past time that we do more thinking for ourselves. The return of the chimerae has shaken our world, and we need to have a greater say in how we fight to save that world.

			Then I shall expect you, the Sky King said to N’Laure, to lead by example and show your domesticated friends how to think and make decisions for themselves. Fireheart, I expect you to do the same. You left us in part because you felt like you needed to make your own decisions and forge your own path, and I hope you continue to do so with your brave skyrider at your side.

			Yes, Sire, N’Rah replied promptly.

			“What is your second condition, Sire?” Kie asked, her guts twisting. What if he named a condition that they couldn’t possibly meet?

			My second condition is that skysteeds will no longer be allowed to fight in those dangerous, pointless tournaments that claim far too many human and skysteed lives. It is appalling, too, that humans wager such vast sums on the outcomes of those games.

			“We agree,” Prince Shayn replied with feeling. “The tournament season has already been canceled for this year because so many skyfighters have been engaged in real fighting against the chimerae. Honestly, it will not be easy to convince the Rosari nobility to give up their tournaments in the long term, because they use them to win the funds to support their noble houses. But my father has hated this system ever since one of my brothers died in a tournament. Since that day, the Emperor has been looking for a good excuse to end the tournaments permanently. Your condition gives him just such an excuse.”

			Prince Shayn paused to clear his throat and shifted his weight. Clearly, he was nervous about these conditions, too. “What is your third condition, Sire?”

			That you keep the promise you made to me two days ago, young prince. You vowed that you will find and destroy the evil person or persons creating the Foul Ones and these new creatures who forced hundreds of vultiren to leave their nests and home territories to attack us.

			“I swear I will do all I can to keep that promise, even if I must lose my life in this endeavor,” the prince replied solemnly. “If I should die, my father will continue to send skyriders to the Broken Lands until this threat is eliminated once and for all, and Prekalt can live in peace again.”

			Very well. Then I shall reach out to all the herd stallions who rule in my name and let them know that I will allow our skysteeds to bind with humans and join the fight against the Foul Ones. When Great Cerken is full again two months from now, the wild ones will gather at places my emissaries will arrange with you in advance, and you can bring young humans who wish to become skyriders and will treat our wild ones well.

			The Sky King turned back to face his valley. He let loose a rich, deep neigh, and she heard him call with his mind: It is time for us to say goodbye to the Nexara and her companions.

			From all over the valley, the wild ones came, mares and stallions, fillies and colts. They gathered in a joyful, magnificent host in the air before the Binding Cave, the sunlight shining on their brilliant wings and manes. Blackwing and Sunshadow and the surviving members of the Sky Guard were there, as well. Kie’s throat tightened as she watched, for she had never seen such a glorious sight.

			We all thank you for helping us to defeat the vultiren, the Sky King said, looking at Kie and Prince Shayn again, and we pray that you stay safe in the great fight which lies ahead.

			Kie blinked in surprise as the regal stallion stretched out his foreleg and bowed. Kie and Prince Shayn and their skysteeds all bowed deeply in return. Then Kie and the prince vaulted aboard their skysteeds. N’Laure and N’Rah leaped from the ledge, soared over the valley, and the rest of their party flew to join them as they headed toward the pass.

			The Sky Guard escorted their group as they flew between the two great peaks that shielded the southern entrance to the home valley. Kie looked over her shoulder at the lovely green place one last time, and then the rocky shoulder of a mountain hid it from view. Several miles beyond the pass, the wild ones turned back, and the travelers began their journey back to Pedarth.
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			Chapter Twenty-six

			The travelers’ trip back across the Ugoli proved to be long but relatively uneventful, in part because they saw only a few vultiren circling about in the desert skies. Kie couldn’t help feeling guilty that so many of the great birds seemed to have disappeared, but she knew she would make the same choices again to save the Home Herd.

			The skysteeds grew lean from the long days of flying and eating so little grass.

			We will be fine, N’Rah assured a worried Kie, but we are all looking forward to eating some sweet oats and real grass again.

			Thanks to strong tailwinds, they reached the first relay station on the edge of the Ugoli eighteen days later, and that night both the human folk and their skysteeds feasted. They flew faster once the skysteeds were eating sweet oats again and arrived in Pedarth ten days later, in the middle of the afternoon.

			The night before, Captain Nerone had been keen to share their good news with the Emperor immediately, but Kie and Prince Shayn had convinced her that they should try to honor their agreement with the Sky King right at the start of their return. So, instead of flying to the Imperial Palace, their group spread out over Tavalier Park, searching for the Amphitheater of the Four Winds where once skysteeds and humans had met as equals.

			The tapestry Kie and Topar had studied had depicted a big, round, open-air building shaded by tall trees. The building must have crumbled over the centuries, but Kie was hoping they could find the foundations for its roof supports, or the beautiful mosaic floor inlaid with that intricate compass rose.

			Weary from days of flying, her searchers were growing tired and discouraged when Topar suddenly waved to Kie.

			“Look down there,” he said excitedly, “right at the center of the park. N’Meary thinks those trees are planted in a big circle.”

			“Why, N’Rah, isn’t that your favorite grove on the edge of that circle?”

			It is, indeed. Perhaps I have been sleeping in the Amphitheater of the Four Winds!

			Kie called to all the skysteeds in their travel group, and they dove down to explore the circle of trees more carefully. A wide grassy area stretched between them.

			“It’s certainly very level here,” Prince Shayn said.

			“This old pile of bricks could have been a foundation for a roof support,” Ruden called to them.

			“This could be one, too,” Topar said from where he prowled about a brick pile overgrown with grass and vines on the other side of the clearing.

			Kie strode to the midway point between the two piles and began digging at the grass. Catching her excitement, the other humans joined her while their skysteeds watched with great interest. When she cut through the thick grass with her belt knife and peeled it back, there was a mosaic edge of some design in green, gold, and white.

			“I think we’ve found it!” She grinned at the others. Working together, soon they had uncovered most of the compass rose. It was still a bit muddy and dirty but remained in remarkably good shape.

			Kie got to her feet, wiped the dirt from her hands, and glanced around her. “This is where we should meet, then, to tell your father and the rest of his council and their skysteeds about the bargain we’ve struck with the Sky King.”

			“I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces when I tell them their meeting venue has been changed by order of the Nexara,” Prince Shayn said with relish.

			“It’s not really by my order,” Kie said quickly. “It’s by order of the Sky King, our key ally in the fight against the chimerae.”

			“Father may understand, but some members of his council are not going to be happy about this,” Princess Halla warned her.

			“Well, if they want to hear our news, and if they want the wild ones to become our allies, they need to come here with their skysteeds,” Kie said firmly.

			After Princess Halla and Prince Shayn left to deliver her summons, however, Kie found herself pacing back and forth across the clearing. “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?” she asked N’Rah. “What if they don’t come? We just sent an order to the most powerful people in Prekalt.”

			Begin as you mean to go on, my mother always says.

			“And Silvercloud is a very wise mare.” Kie smiled at him briefly, so glad she had had a chance to finally meet his family. “But just because we mean to make skysteeds our full partners again, doesn’t mean the Imperial Council is going accept such a big change easily.”

			Right now, they need the wild ones too much to anger the Sky King, and hopefully they will be smart enough to realize that.

			Kie hoped with all her heart that N’Rah was right. Their travel group retreated to the shade, and the skysteeds enjoyed some excellent grazing while Kie’s belly knotted tighter and tighter. A very long hour later, the Emperor and the Imperial Council arrived on the backs of their skysteeds, along with the prince and the princess. The Imperial ministers who weren’t bound to skysteeds arrived by carriage and horseback. Many of the Imperial ministers were frowning, but she was cheered when Lord General Rennart and the Dowager Empress sent Kie guarded smiles and the Emperor nodded to her after they dismounted.

			Kie was startled when the Emperor’s handsome coal-black N’Shire walked up and bowed. She bowed back, and then he spoke to her directly, for she had linked with him before.

			I see you continue to shake things up here in Pedarth, Nexara, but in the best of ways. You have my full support in your efforts. My human, for political reasons, may not be able to express that support too openly, but know you have his as well.

			Then N’Talley approached and bowed deeply to her, which made Kie feel even more uncomfortable. Youngling, you continue to be full of surprises, but this is a particularly good one. I think we skysteeds have far more common sense than humans, and my skyrider agrees with me. I am very ready to have more of a say in our affairs.

			The old mare paused to glance around the clearing. I remember hearing stories about the Amphitheater of the Four Winds when I was a foal. We shall have to make sure this place is put to rights quickly.

			Then the Lord General Rennart’s gray N’Tyr walked up to Kie and bowed. It is past time we skysteeds exercised more influence on how the Empire is run, and my human feels the same way.

			Kie hadn’t met or linked to most of the skysteeds paired with the Imperial ministers, but they lined up, too, one after the other. With great formality, N’Rah introduced them and explained that each wished to link with the Nexara. Some of the ministers looked surprised that their skysteeds were asking to talk directly to the Nexara, and one older Rosari nobleman looked angry, but the meeting did not begin until every skysteed had bowed to Kie and she had established links with them all.

			Then they gathered in a circle about the compass rose, each skysteed standing next to his or her skyrider. The ministers who weren’t skyriders stood in a group. Kie and Prince Shayn, surrounded by their traveling companions, described their trip across the Ugoli and their decision to help the Home Herd fight against the vultiren. Kie’s cheeks heated as Prince Shayn described the moment she and N’Rah had called on the magic of the Great Binding, and the storm they so desperately needed had appeared. Some of the ministers looked at her in wonderment, and others in obvious disbelief.

			Then the prince explained the agreement they had made with the Sky King in exchange for the wild ones joining the fight against the chimerae. Few of the skyriders present openly opposed the Sky King’s condition that skysteeds be treated as equals from now on, probably in part because they didn’t want to anger their skysteed partners. But some of the non-skyriders did not look happy about the proposal.

			“As much as we respect our skysteed allies,” one minister said, “is it truly a good idea to let them have such a strong say in our affairs? They are only animals, after all.”

			“My skysteed would like to remind you,” the Dowager said scathingly, “that skysteeds are animals who think and reason, in large part due to the magic of the Great Binding humans performed upon them.”

			“How I am to be reimbursed for all the skysteeds I will no longer be able to sell,” another minister protested, “if the animals are no longer to be considered property?”

			“The Imperial government will reimburse you for the value of your current skysteeds,” the Emperor replied promptly, much to Kie’s delight.

			Several more protested the end of the tournament system. “How are we to support our lands, our families, and our servants?” Lord Splenn, the Emperor’s chief treasurer, asked angrily.

			“Perhaps we should try some of the ways noble houses supported their families and servants before the tournaments were established,” Lord General Rennart suggested. “We used to make do with the income our lands produced and with the money we made by trading goods. We might not live as richly or extravagantly as we did before, but I’m sure we’ll get by, and in the meantime, we’ll stop losing promising skyriders and skysteeds to these pointless games.”

			“These ‘pointless games,’ as you call them,” Lord Splenn hissed, “have been the center of our lives here in Pedarth for generations, and now you just want to end them because some skysteed a thousand miles from here tells us to?”

			The Emperor held up his hand. “N’Shire would like me to remind all the humans present that the Sky King controls all the wild herds. If you want their help fighting the chimerae, you will join us in promising the Sky King that we will end the tournaments, and you will hold to that promise.”

			Kie smiled to herself, pleased that N’Shire had spoken up.

			“That assumes the chimerae are still a threat,” Lord Splenn said. “We don’t even know if they will invade again.”

			“N’Tyr says you can be sure the chimerae are coming,” the Lord General said grimly. “Obviously a great deal of thought, effort, and planning went into turning the vultiren into weapons that could wipe out the Sky King and the Home Herd. I agree with him. Someone wanted to make sure we couldn’t get any help from him or the wild ones he commands.”

			The council proceeded to debate the issue of whether or not the chimerae would return, and Kie was encouraged when several more skysteeds shared their opinions. All believed the threat of the Foul Ones wasn’t over yet, even though some of their humans were skeptical.

			At last the Emperor held up his hand. “This is enough discussion on this topic of whether or not we will face another chimera invasion,” he said. “Our Nexara heard that scourge master promise they would return, and that is proof enough for me. As for the matter of tournaments, you all know that my beloved son Prince Rodard died in one. I have despised them ever since but allowed them to go on. However, I will not lose the Sky King’s help because we are too inflexible to give up these competitions. We have already suspended the games for the duration of our conflict against the chimerae, and I now decree they are canceled forever.”

			The Emperor turned to Kie and his son again. “What is the Sky King’s third condition?”

			Kie bit her lip. She knew the Emperor and his mother were not going to like the third and last part of their agreement with the Sky King.

			Prince Shayn cleared his throat. “Your Supreme Highness,” he replied, “his third condition is that I should travel to the Broken Lands, discover who is creating these chimerae, and destroy them. If I die in the attempt, then you shall send others on the same mission until it is accomplished and the chimerae no longer threaten Prekalt.”

			The Emperor gazed at his son, his face impassive. “Did the Sky King ask this of you personally?”

			“I—I offered.”

			The Emperor sighed heavily. “Of course you did.”

			“You have three other sons,” Prince Shayn said apologetically, “and they all are far more suited to ruling Prekalt than I am.”

			“I do indeed, but that does not mean your life means any less to me, or to your grandmother. Very well. We shall honor the Sky King’s third condition, and we will talk more about how to accomplish that. In the meantime, we thank you all for succeeding in a mission that proved to be even more challenging and dangerous than we expected. This meeting is adjourned.”

			“And I promise that when we meet here again,” the Dowager added, wiping the perspiration from her face with a lace handkerchief, “we will provide the humans on this council with seats, and everyone with shade!”
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			That night, Kie and N’Rah stayed up late telling Uncle Dugs and N’Tor all about their trip. They were fascinated and appalled to hear about the vultiren host and the strange wake mistresses who had commanded it.

			“I’m glad to hear the magic of the Great Binding still exists, and that you found a way to call upon it. We’re going to need all the help we can get if the chimerae come in force again,” Uncle Dugs said.

			He laughed aloud to hear that the members of the Imperial Council had to stand or sit on the grass at the first meeting in the Amphitheater of the Four Winds, but he sobered again when he heard the tournaments had been canceled by Imperial decree and that Prince Shayn would be traveling to the Broken Lands.

			“It’s about time they got rid of those cursed games,” Uncle Dugs said, his eyes dark with sorrow. Kie knew he was thinking of Sharilee, the skyfighting Rosari girl he had loved all those years ago. “The Emperor will have trouble with those obstinate Rosari over eliminating the tournament system, mark my words. And if that prince asks you to go to the Broken Lands with him, you just tell that boy no, you hear me? You’ve already done enough, more than enough to help Prekalt.”

			Kie looked down at her hands. The very notion of traveling to a place full of the strange and terrible chimerae Stormwind had described in his stories terrified her, much less challenging the powerful mage who must be creating those poor creatures. But it didn’t seem fair for the prince to have to make such a dangerous journey by himself.

			“I’m quite sure he won’t ask me to go,” she said honestly enough. But whether she and N’Rah might be brave enough to volunteer to go was a whole different story.

			Kie fell sound asleep in her uncle’s guest room, and despite her fears about the Broken Lands, she slept soundly. When she sat down to a very late breakfast with Uncle Dugs, she saw a message addressed to her propped up against the sugar bowl.

			It was from the Head Courier Ilsay Milsun, the most powerful person in the entire Courier Service, asking her to report to Central Relay at eleven o’clock, this very morning!
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			Chapter Twenty-seven

			Kie stared down at the note signed by the Head Courier. At the top was a beautiful image of a flying skysteed, printed in indigo ink. Abruptly, Kie’s appetite fled.

			She reached out to N’Meary. Did Topar get a message from the Head this morning?

			Yes! the mare replied promptly. I can tell he is very worried about it. He is to report to the Head at eleven.

			That is when I’m supposed to report to her as well.

			At least she and Topar would be facing the Head together. Kie was horribly, sickeningly afraid that the Head had heard about their telling couriers how to fight chimerae. The one and only time Kie had met the Head before, the woman had made it very clear she didn’t like the fact that two of her couriers had done so much skyfighting. She was afraid the Skyforce might conscript more of her couriers when she desperately needed them to deliver the mail across the vast reaches of Prekalt.

			But how could Kie have refused a direct request from Resa, her supervisor at her home relay? If the Head was angry with her, it wasn’t fair, and Kie hoped she’d find the courage to tell her so. All she had ever wanted once she joined the service was to be a good courier, and someday work her way up to senior courier where she could have better wages, the respect of her peers, and her choice of routes.

			Kie spent an hour brushing N’Rah until he shone, and then she changed into her best uniform shirt and pants. Usually, visiting the elegant yellow marble building that housed Central Relay filled Kie with pride, but today she was too nervous to feel anything except trepidation and an upset stomach. As N’Rah landed in one of the open green fields that surrounded Central, she spotted N’Meary and Topar touching down nearby.

			I know you are worried that the Head may be angry with you, but truly, you have not done anything wrong, N’Rah said as he rubbed his head against her shoulder. Couriers need to know how to protect themselves and their skysteeds from these chimerae menacing the countryside.

			“I totally agree, but I’m afraid the Head disagrees with both of us,” Kie said, even as she surreptitiously tried to brush some of his chestnut hairs off her sleeve.

			“But we didn’t really tell them how to fight chimerae,” Topar said as he strode up to them. He must have just overheard her last comment to N’Rah. “We were telling our fellow couriers how to avoid and survive chimera attacks.”

			“But I’m not sure the Head is going to see the difference,” Kie countered anxiously.

			“I’m not sure she will either, but there’s no point in our dithering about out here,” Topar said, his face tight. “Time is ticking.”

			Kie knew Topar needed his job even more than she did, for his mother and his four little half siblings depended on the money he sent home to them. Please, don’t let us get fired today, she breathed in silent prayer to the Messenger as she and Topar walked inside the building, past the huge sorting room where people waited patiently to pick up their mail from all over the Empire. They went to the desk in front of the hallway that led back into the service’s offices.

			“We’re here to see the Head Courier,” Kie said to the man at the desk. “I’m Junior Courier Kiesandra Torsun and this is Junior Courier Topar Singu.”

			The man glanced at them curiously. “But you’re both so young, and you’re so…small,” he said to Kie.

			Kie bristled, but before she could say anything scorching, Topar said quickly, “Could you please let the Head know we’re here? We don’t want to be late.”

			“All right,” the man said, looking disappointed that they weren’t inclined to chat, and he motioned that they should follow him back down the corridor. He led them up a set of steps and announced their names to a woman working at a desk. After glancing at them sharply and at the timepiece on her desk, she rose to her feet and slipped inside the large door behind her. In the meantime, Kie checked her shirt one last time for stray skysteed hairs.

			“The Head is ready to see you,” the woman declared when she returned.

			Kie and Topar glanced at each other, straightened their shoulders, and followed the woman through the door. Kie’s heart was beating almost as fast as when she faced a hungry chimera. They entered a sunny room lined with large windows overlooking the flight fields beyond. The Head’s assistant indicated they should wait in front of the Head’s desk, and then she left them.

			The Head, a slim Mosai woman with keen brown eyes and graying hair worn in a bun, removed her spectacles and looked up from the papers on her desk.

			“So Topar Singu and Kiesandra Torsun, our famous chimera-fighting couriers, have returned,” she said dryly. “I understand your mission to persuade the Sky King to allow the wild ones to fight chimerae was successful.”

			“It was, ma’am,” Topar said for them both when Kie was too tongue-tied to speak.

			“Congratulations. I hope some of those wild ones and their skyriders will choose to join the Courier Service when our fight with the chimerae ends,” she said briskly, “but that is not what I wanted to speak with you about today.”

			She reached out and tapped a letter with her spectacles. “I received this fascinating and passionate letter from Stationmaster Resa at Torgaresh Relay a month after you left on your mission to the Makar Mountains.”

			Kie stared down at the letter, her face burning. Oh, Resa, I hope you haven’t cost me my job!

			“She claims that you helped her couriers to save her village from a chimera attack, in a rather spectacular fashion. Furthermore, the lessons you gave them in chimera fighting later helped to save the life of Junior Courier Mac Nesar and his skysteed on one of his courier runs. She argues quite forcefully that you should be allowed to teach all my couriers how to survive chimera attacks. I also have heard from a stationmaster near the Ugoli that your advice saved one of his couriers from being killed by a chimera.”

			The Head paused to heave a sigh. “At our last interview, I expressed my dismay over you both demonstrating such aptitude for chimera fighting. I was afraid the Skyforce might conscript more of my couriers. Now, I believe the Emperor does understand how key it is for the security of Prekalt that our service continues to deliver the mail on time. Stationmaster Resa’s letter, plus the fact that we have lost three brave couriers to chimerae in the past month alone, has changed my mind. We do need to teach our couriers how to survive attacks from these monsters.”

			The Head studied them gravely. “To ensure the safety of our couriers and their skysteeds, I should like to give you two the following special assignment. I want you both to start teaching my couriers here in Pedarth how to evade and avoid chimerae, and in the worst-case scenarios, how to defend themselves from chimera attacks. Those couriers, in turn, will train others at their stations until all we all know what to do when confronted by these creatures.”

			Relief flooded Kie. This was something she could do, and do well, for her service. “Ma’am, I would like nothing better.”

			“And I as well,” Topar added quickly.

			“Good. My assistant will start setting up times you can teach couriers who are overnighting here. But perhaps you should refrain from teaching them how to do barrel rolls…at least, not right away,” she said with a glimmer of humor in her eyes.

			“Oh, no, ma’am,” Kie said fervently. “We would teach couriers, first and foremost, to try to run from chimerae, not fight them. We want couriers and their skysteeds to survive these encounters.”

			“I see you truly do care about our service, Kiesandra,” the Head said, her eyes warming, “and you care about sky-steeds. By the way, you neglected to mention during our last interview that you are the Nexara, and now my skysteed tells me that you have insisted that skysteeds have a real say in how the Empire is run and that those foolish tournaments be ended once and for all.”

			“Actually, ma’am, it was the Sky King who insisted on those changes.”

			“But you made sure his wishes were carried out. As the head of this service, I need to know about the major changes taking place in our Empire, and since you seem to be the instigator of a remarkable number of these changes, I’m going to make a point of talking with you more often.”

			The Head stepped away from her desk and went to her door. “Now that our official business is completed, you two may sit, and we’ll have some lunch. I must admit, I have always longed to travel to the High Valley myself, and I have always wondered if the Sky King existed. Now I can’t wait to find out all about them both from two of my own couriers.”

			“Oh, the Sky King exists, ma’am.” And he’s even more intimidating than you are, Kie thought to herself, but she was wise enough not to say those words aloud as the Head spoke with her assistant.

			Soon the woman appeared with a lunch tray, and the Head proceeded to ask them about their journey to the Makar Mountains and their adventures there as Kie and Topar devoured some truly excellent sandwiches, followed by some mouthwatering pastries. Now that their official interview was over, the Head relaxed and allowed them both to see her more informal side and dry humor, making them both laugh over stories of her own misadventures as a junior courier.

			As soon as their lunch was over, the Head rose to her feet, and Kie and Topar did as well.

			“I think it is past time our capable skysteeds had more of a say in how Prekalt is run, and my N’Thear more than agrees,” the Head said in her brisk way. “I wish you the best of luck in implementing the changes the Sky King asked for, and in the meantime, my assistant will be in touch about times you two are going to be teaching other couriers in our service.”

			Kie let go a deep breath as they stepped outside Central Relay. “Well, that went better than I expected.”

			“It did, thank the Messenger,” Topar said fervently.

			“But I think the Head intends for us to start teaching her couriers right away, which means I’m going to miss my harvest,” Kie said with a sigh.

			“I thought you had a neighbor all lined up to pick and market your apples,” Topar said.

			“I do,” Kie said sadly, “but harvest is one of my favorite times in the orchard.” In the fall, she could see the tangible results of all the effort and love she’d put into caring for her trees in the fruit they bore. It was so satisfying to fill baskets and baskets with the apples her trees produced.

			“Well, hopefully you’ll be there for your harvest next year,” Topar said with a sympathetic smile.

			As she gazed back at him, Kie remembered that she’d seen Topar and N’Meary land outside of Central Relay before their meeting with the Head, but usually Topar stayed in the large complex of courier dorms when he was in Pedarth.

			“So, where did you two sleep last night?” she asked.

			“I stayed at my father’s house,” Topar admitted. “He asked me to come have dinner with him after the meeting yesterday, and he seemed so glad and relieved I’d made it back from our mission in one piece, I thought I could be brave enough to have one meal there.”

			“So, how did it go?”

			“I’m not sure I could ever feel at home in that house,” Topar replied, looking rueful. “There was gold and amartine everywhere, but we ate in his study, and at least that room wasn’t quite so shiny. It was nice that he cared so much, and I was glad to have someone to tell about what we went through out there in the Ugoli and the Makar.”

			Kie felt a pang. She should have asked Topar to come have dinner with her and Uncle Dugs last night, but she was very glad Topar had spent more time with his father.

			“I think the wild ones taught me not to take family for granted,” Topar was saying thoughtfully. “It was wonderful the way they looked out for each other. I realize I do have a whole family here in Pedarth that I should try to get to know. Tomorrow, I’m going to meet some of my cousins and an aunt who was very fond of my mother.”

			“Oh, Topar, I’m so glad to hear that,” Kie said.

			“But I’m not going to become the next Lord Rennart, no matter what my father wants.”

			Kie wisely made no comment to this. Instead, she said lightly, “I bet the dinner you ate was better than the one served in the Central Relay dining room.”

			“You have no idea,” Topar said with a reverent smile.
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			Chapter Twenty-eight

			Kie stood with her friend Terry, a young Mosai groom from the royal stables who had always longed to be a skyrider. Right now his cheeks were flushed with excitement. On the other side of her, Sheri, one of the few schoolmates who had been kind to her back in Durwen Town, shifted restlessly. They, along with four hundred other anxious young skyrider candidates, searched the blue skies overhead for any sign of the wild skysteeds who were supposed to come to this wide, green meadow in the Torgaresh foothills today.

			Two months had passed now since Kie and her companions had left the Makar Mountains. Across Prekalt, wild skysteeds who were willing to bind were flying to various rendezvous points to choose their skyriders. In the Western Desert, Topar and N’Meary were helping Ledari candidates meet the wild ones. In the Northern Isles, Princess Halla was supervising the binding between the wild ones there and candidates from the islands, and Prince Shayn had taken several hundred candidates from Pedarth and its surroundings to the middle of a much safer Ugoli Desert to meet up with wild ones from the Makar Mountains.

			“Are you sure they’re coming today?” Sheri asked for the third time as she watched the sky, her voice strained.

			“I’m sure. N’Rah is with them, and he has an excellent sense of time,” Kie reassured her patiently.

			She knew the candidates would be crushed if the wild ones didn’t appear today. N’Rah had volunteered to visit the various Torgaresh herds, helping young skysteeds to understand what it was like to bind with a skyrider, and what it was like to fight chimerae. He’d been gone for a week now, and she’d missed him sorely. She’d kept plenty busy, though, teaching couriers at Runat Relay on the Pedarthian side of the Torgaresh how to deal with chimera attacks.

			N’Rah, are you coming?

			We will be there shortly.

			Are you all right? Kie asked, for she sensed he was feeling stressed.

			I am fine, but I am losing patience with a few of the wild ones who cannot decide if they wish to bind.

			It is a big decision, one that will change their lives forever.

			It is good they are taking this choice seriously, N’Rah admitted. I keep telling them their hearts will know the right skyrider to choose, or if they should bind at all, but some are having problems believing me.

			If only enough skysteeds would come so that all the candidates present could bind. Terry, in particular, would be so disappointed if he wasn’t chosen. During the Battle of a Thousand Chimerae, he had experienced a terrible loss. He flew with a brave skysteed named N’Tarin who had previously been bound to the Emperor’s son—the prince who had died tragically from a fall during the Imperial Tournament. Terry had been so thrilled to fly with the beautiful black-and-silver skysteed, but then N’Tarin had been mortally wounded while saving Princess Halla’s and N’Seella’s lives. Despite his injury, N’Tarin had managed to land Terry safely on the ground before he died.

			Terry had mourned N’Tarin for months, but the prospect of binding with a wild skysteed had lifted his spirits. Today, Kie prayed that the magic of the Great Binding would help some skysteed to sense what a wonderful, caring skyrider Terry would be.

			Kie turned to look at the sky again. She caught a glint of gold and chestnut as a host of skysteeds appeared from behind a white, fleecy cloud, with N’Rah leading them all. Happy goose bumps rose all over her at the sight of hundreds of wild skysteeds flying together, their manes and tails flowing in the wind and their wings shining in the morning sunlight.

			An excited murmur rose from the crowd as the skysteeds drew closer.

			“Take your places,” Ruden bellowed as he strode about the meadow, and the candidates hurried to stand in the neat rows marked by stones that Kie and Ruden had laid out earlier. “The skysteeds will come to you, and they’ll have a better chance of finding you if you remain spread out.”

			Kie sent him a grateful smile. Ruden was much better at crowd management than she was.

			“Remember, these are truly wild skysteeds who haven’t been around people before,” Kie called out into the hush that had followed Ruden’s announcement. “They may spook and fly away if you approach them. Let them approach you and let them touch you first.” She’d already told the candidates this a dozen times, but now was the moment it was crucial they followed her instructions.

			N’Rah landed first and cantered gracefully across the meadow to her side. Ecstatic to see him again, she flung her arms around his neck.

			“That was too long a week,” she confessed with a sigh.

			It was, but we both did good work these past seven days.

			Behind N’Rah, the boldest of the wild skysteeds started landing in the meadow while the shyer ones flitted about excitedly overhead. Ears pricked, their heads high, the first wave of wild ones trotted up and down the rows of eager candidates. Suddenly, a dappled gray mare with a silver mane stopped dead in her tracks and turned to sniff a Mosai girl. The girl’s eyes grew wide as the mare rubbed her head against her sleeve.

			Kie hurried to the girl’s side. “It’s all right. You can touch her now.” Hesitantly, the girl raised her hand and stroked the mare’s neck while she gazed into the skysteed’s eyes.

			“I can hear her words in my mind,” the girl told Kie wonderingly. “She says I may call her N’Fyre. I—I think she’s the most beautiful skysteed I’ve ever seen!”

			“Congratulations!” Kie said warmly. “You two are well on your way to being bound now. Try to find a quiet spot where you can become better acquainted.”

			Looking dazzled, the Mosai girl and her N’Fyre wandered off to the edge of the meadow. Like magic, more and more skysteeds headed straight for certain candidates. Kie was so busy making sure those initial bindings went well, she couldn’t stay with Terry and Sheri. Still, she glanced back frequently at her friends, hoping with all her heart that they would be chosen.

			The first wave of the bolder skysteeds picked their skyriders after a short time. As the first pairings walked to the edges of the meadow, a second wave of shyer skysteeds landed and began their search. Kie held her breath as a large, skittish bay stallion approached Terry cautiously.

			“Hullo there, big fellow,” Terry said calmly, and he smiled. The bay halted and gazed at Terry, his nostrils flaring. Then he tossed his long black mane, stepped closer, and shoved his head against Terry’s chest, and Kie let out her breath in a happy sigh.

			“He says I should call him N’Sere,” Terry said, his voice thick as the stallion rubbed his head up and down against Terry’s arm, almost knocking him off his feet.

			“Do you think…it’s okay for me to touch him now?”

			Kie’s eyes prickled with happy tears. “Oh, yes, I think it’s quite clear that he’s claimed you as his own,” she said with a laugh as the stallion began nibbling at Terry’s hair.

			More and more of the second wave of skysteeds made their choices, but still Sheri stood huddled all by herself, her expression despondent. Kie hurried to her side, feeling awful because she’d been the one to convince Sheri to come here today and try to bind. Still, three skysteeds hovered in the air over the meadow, peering hopefully at the remaining handful of candidates.

			Suddenly one of them, a beautiful golden chestnut mare with a flaxen mane and tail, landed near Sheri. Hesitantly, her ears pricked, she sidled closer. A Rosari boy boldly walked up to her. The mare danced back from him and almost bolted back into the air.

			“Both of you stay absolutely still,” Kie said sharply, “and let her choose.”

			After an agonizingly long moment, the mare stepped toward Sheri again, her ears pricked.

			“Say something to her,” Kie whispered.

			“Hello,” Sheri said softly. “I’d be honored to be your skyrider, if you’d let me.”

			“Now, hold your hand out, so she can sniff it if she wants,” Kie told her.

			The lovely mare took another step forward and sniffed Sheri’s palm. Then, with a happy sigh, the mare pushed her muzzle against Sheri’s hand.

			“Now you may pat her neck,” Kie said.

			Sheri reached up and stroked the mare’s neck gently. “I can hear her, clear as anything,” the Mosai girl said in amazement. “She just said I can call her N’Jiel, and she wants me to be her skyrider.”

			“Congratulations!”

			Sheri tore her gaze away from the mare. “Oh, Kie, thank you for coming to find me in Durwen. I’m not sure why you thought of me, but I’m so glad you did.”

			“I knew you sincerely loved skysteeds, and that’s probably the most important qualification for becoming a skyrider.”

			“You know, I’ve always been sorry we weren’t kinder to you at school,” Sheri said in a rush.

			“You were always kind to me.”

			“But I should have stood up against the others when they bullied you, and that’s what would have really helped. I was just so scared of Betta.”

			Kie smiled at Sheri. “I was, too, and look at us now. We’re both skyriders while Betta’s still just a bully.”

			“Yes, we are,” Sheri said, a smile of disbelief lighting her features as she turned back to N’Jiel.

			To give the pair a chance to get to know each other, Kie walked away to console the last two candidates who hadn’t bound. A Rosari boy and girl, they had been so arrogant and pushy during the candidate training, Kie had wondered if any skysteed would truly want to bind with them.

			“Why didn’t you make those last few skysteeds land and choose us?” the boy asked Kie angrily.

			“My parents will hear about this,” the girl added. “I can’t believe I traveled all the way out here to the back of beyond for nothing.”

			“I can’t make the wild ones do anything,” Kie said, “but I am very sorry they chose not to bind.”

			For all their bluster, the rejected candidates both looked envious as they watched the others walking about with their skysteeds.

			“If you really wish to bind with a skysteed, you could try again next year,” Kie told them. “The Sky King has promised to let more wild ones come to these rendezvous spots next fall.” But she doubted these two would bind unless they learned to be kinder and humbler over the course of the next year.

			She turned away from the disappointed candidates. N’Rah trotted to her side, and they joined Ruden, who was sitting under a tree and leaning back against N’Saran’s side. For once, he looked relaxed and happy, and N’Saran did, too.

			“That was pretty terrific,” he said with a smile. “It reminds me of the best day of my life, when N’Saran and I recited the Binding Oath together.” He paused for a moment, and his frowning look came back. “I suppose we ought to encourage this lot to start reciting the oath soon.”

			“I don’t think there’s any hurry. No matter what we’ve been taught, I think the binding actually takes place that amazing moment a skyrider hears a skysteed’s words in their mind that first time.”

			“That is an amazing moment,” he said. “You could be right.”

			“There, was that so hard for you to say?” Kie teased him.

			Ruden made a wry face. “I’m coming to realize there are many things I probably was wrong about, and my family was wrong about. It’s not a very comfortable feeling.”

			“I suppose it’s not, but maybe it’s better to figure some of those things out for yourself now.” Kie smiled at him encouragingly. “Anyway, tomorrow is soon enough to get our new skyriders officially bound and start their training.”

			In the morning, wagons waiting down in Runat Town would arrive with four hundred flight harnesses and saddles, along with several instructors from the Skyforce to help Ruden and Kie teach these new skyriders and their skysteeds how to fly together. Every candidate they’d picked could ride well, but there was a world of difference between being a good horse rider and a good skyrider. Then they had months more work to learn how to skyfight effectively.

			“They’re going to have to put in a lot of effort before they’ll be ready to fight chimerae,” Ruden said soberly, echoing Kie’s thoughts.

			“That’s true, but today was a joyful day, and for right now, I’m going to concentrate on being happy for them all, and for my friends in particular,” Kie said firmly. She looked out at the green meadow and smiled at the sight of hundreds of dazed and delighted young people walking and standing beside their new skysteed partners.

			She was so very glad for Sheri, and Terry, and for everyone else who had bound with skysteeds today.

			“Ruden is right,” she said to N’Rah later as they watched the sun set over the Torgaresh. “They have so much work ahead of them, and pain, too, if the chimerae come in force again and these skyriding pairs have to battle the Foul Ones.”

			We may face grief again, and lose good friends again, both human and skysteed, if we must fight, N’Rah said sadly.

			“But thanks to the Sky King, I feel more comfortable about sharing my fears and my grief with you and my friends and family now,” Kie admitted.

			These are feelings you should share with your herd, N’Rah said. I am glad that we went to the Makar Mountains. It was good to see my family again, and thanks to the agreement we made with my grandsire, skysteeds will be treated as equals from now on, and they and their skyriders won’t get hurt in useless tournaments.

			“And if and when the chimerae do come again, thanks to the Sky King, at least now there is hope for Prekalt,” Kie said and hugged her skysteed.

			I think we should celebrate all we have accomplished together with a dayan apple and some honey cookies, N’Rah said slyly.

			With a laugh, Kie strode off to find her saddlebags, N’Rah trotting along at her side, as always.
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			Kie stared into the distance, her innards churning as she blinked her dry eyes against the hot desert wind. N’Rah had to be wrong. Those skyriders couldn’t be fighting chimerae! All the monsters had been killed centuries ago.

			But now N’Rah had flown her close enough that she could see several large tawny shapes wheeling around a band of skyriders. For a moment, the nearest winged beast was silhouetted against the blue sky, and it had…one, two, three heads! And then the desert wind brought with it the deep, rumbling roar of a lion.

			“You’re r-right,” she stuttered, even as cold terror seized her. “Should we run for Durwen station and warn Riken? He has to know. He has to warn the Empire!”

			But as N’Rah raced closer, it became obvious that the fight was not going well for the skyriders. At the center of their band, a gray skysteed fought to stay aloft, its damaged wing flailing at the air. Another rider slumped forward, unconscious, against his skysteed’s neck while two more riders struggled to protect their injured. The air thundered with the full-throated roars of lions and the harsh cries of the bloodgoat heads as they tried to tear at the skysteeds with their sharp black horns.

			We have to help them! N’Rah cried.

			“All right,” Kie said. Abruptly, the panic making her thoughts tumble about disappeared, and a strange calm took its place. “Take us higher. I want the sun in the chimerae’s eyes.”

			Three wing strokes later, they hovered above the fight. The rider on the injured skysteed fired arrows at the chimerae, and a second skyrider sliced at the beasts with a sword. When one of the chimerae advanced on the injured gray, a third rider on a smaller pinto skysteed darted past the monster, obviously trying to distract it. The chimera chased the pinto for several wing strokes, but then it turned back toward the stricken skysteed again.

			“Let’s try to hit the sand dragon’s heart.” She turned N’Rah toward the chimera menacing the injured skysteed. A hit to the largest of the chimera’s hearts could, in theory, kill the creature outright.

			She sent N’Rah into a dive and pulled her bowstring back. They flashed closer until the chimera’s tan-and-black wings flapped below them. N’Rah swooped beneath its left wing into the creature’s blind spot, and a wall of sand-colored hide slipped past. She gripped her bow tighter. The monster seemed so much bigger than Uncle Dugs had described! It was twice as tall and twice as long as N’Rah, and three arrows already protruded from its side.

			As they skimmed past the beast, Kie turned back and fired into the center of its chest. The lion head, surrounded by a thick brown mane, twisted on its strong neck and roared at them so loudly that her whole body vibrated from the sound. A second later, the stench of the rotting flesh caught in its teeth made her gag. The sand dragon head, on a much thinner and longer neck, struck at them in a blur of black scales and yellow fangs, but N’Rah had already carried them beyond its reach. The fury in the chimera’s hiss made her tremble.

			“We have to use the triwires,” she gasped to N’Rah as he climbed swiftly above the fight again. “That thing has four arrows in it, and it’s still flying.” Which meant she must have missed her heart shot. She slipped the bow over her shoulders and ripped the first triwire from its packet. Three razor-sharp wires, four feet long and weighted with spiked metal balls at their ends, were joined at the center with a small wooden handle. Careful to keep the wires away from N’Rah’s wings, she whirled the triwire over her head until it hummed.

			Concentrating hard, she gauged the chimera’s wing strokes. Her timing had to be perfect. With her seat and legs, she sent N’Rah into another dive. This time they skimmed past the chimera on its right, and as its wing reached its lowest point, she threw the triwire. It went spinning through the air, sunlight glinting on its sharp copper strands. One wire sliced halfway through the chimera’s thin wing hide. The second wrapped around the talon protruding from the wing’s leading edge. The last caught the monster’s front leg. Then they were past it.

			She glimpsed movement behind them and leaned hard to the right. N’Rah dove right as the chimera’s spiked tail whistled through the space where they’d been moments earlier.

			“That was close. You all right?” she asked breathlessly as N’Rah pumped his wings to gain them altitude once more.

			Yes, but the Foul One is not, N’Rah replied with fierce satisfaction.

			She glanced down. The triwire had bound the chimera’s damaged wing to its leg. Screeching frantically, the monster beat at the air with its good wing as it plunged in tight circles toward the ground. One of the remaining four chimerae broke off the attack and dove after it.

			Moments after the first one crashed, the second one landed on top of it and began to feed.

			Kie ripped the second triwire from its packet. When she looked up again, a slim boy seated on the pinto skysteed hovered beside them. He had bright red hair and a thin sunburned face, and he was dressed as simply as a sky courier, except that he didn’t wear a blue uniform shirt.

			“Toss me that third triwire,” he said.

			“If you’ve never used one, you could slice your skysteed’s wing off.”

			“I know how to use a triwire,” he said impatiently.

			Something in his level green gaze convinced her. She backed N’Rah closer to the pinto so their wings wouldn’t tangle. Kie stretched out her hand, and the boy grabbed the packet from her.

			“We should probably save the prince.” She gestured toward the boy below them on the injured skysteed. She guessed he must be the prince because of the fancy maroon uniform he wore.

			“I’m all in favor of saving princes,” the boy said as he ripped the triwire from the packet. “I’ll take the chimera on the right. You take the one on the left. The captain is chopping apart that third one.”

			Even as she watched, the woman with the sword severed the bloodgoat head from the neck of a chimera attacking the group from the west, and dark purplish blood sprayed through the air.

			“All right.” Kie took a deep breath and forgot about the boy. She concentrated on the chimera trying to gut the injured skysteed and the prince who rode him. She whirled the triwire and sent N’Rah into another dive.

			Focused on the injured skysteed, the chimera’s heads didn’t spot them as they glided along beside it. The moment the chimera’s wings flashed downward, she flung the triwire. While the weapon still spun through the air, the monster lunged toward the gray skysteed. The triwire sliced into the chimera’s foreleg but missed the wing completely.

			Screaming in pain and fury, the creature whipped around. Now Kie faced all three heads of an angry chimera. This thing looks nothing like Uncle Dugs’s target tree! she thought. Then the lion head roared so loudly that her ears rang with the sound, and she couldn’t think at all.

			Read on in

			
				[image: Skyriders]
			

			Available now!

		

	
		About the Author

		Polly Holyoke grew up in Colorado, where she spent her childhood skiing, camping, reading, and dreaming up fantastical stories. Polly went on to graduate from Middlebury College and become a middle school social studies teacher. She lives with her husband and their two daughters, as well as two cats, two Chihuahuas, and a beagle. Visit her online at PollyHolyoke.com

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo.]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

		_146925280_

	

OEBPS/images/001_SkyKing_9780593464441_all_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_iii_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/003_SkyKing_9780593464441_all_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593464458_title_page.jpg
Ot ff0

THE SKY KING

POLLY HOLYOKE

VIKING





OEBPS/images/page_1_7.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780593464458_cover.jpg
P

FROM TﬁE A\WARD-WINNING OR OF THE NEPTUNE PROJECT

1 \OLLY:‘ OLYOKE





OEBPS/images/page_vi.jpg





OEBPS/images/004_SkyKing_9780593464441_all_art_r1_4.jpg
“AN EPIC ADVENTURE THAT WILL LEAVE YOU
BREATHLESS AND ASKING FOR MORE.”
—JAMES PONTI, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
AUTHOR OF THE CITY¥ SPIES SERIES






OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN YOUNG READERS

0







OEBPS/images/page_328_4.jpg
SKYRIDERS





OEBPS/9780593464458_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Polly Holyoke


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Skyriders and Skysteeds


						Chapter One


						Chapter Two


						Chapter Three


						Chapter Four


						Chapter Five


						Chapter Six


						Chapter Seven


						Chapter Eight


						Chapter Nine


						Chapter Ten


						Chapter Eleven


						Chapter Twelve


						Chapter Thirteen


						Chapter Fourteen


						Chapter Fifteen


						Chapter Sixteen


						Chapter Seventeen


						Chapter Eighteen


						Chapter Nineteen


						Chapter Twenty


						Chapter Twenty-One


						Chapter Twenty-Two


						Chapter Twenty-Three


						Chapter Twenty-Four


						Chapter Twenty-Five


						Chapter Twenty-Six


						Chapter Twenty-Seven


						Chapter Twenty-Eight


						Acknowledgments


						Excerpt from Skyriders


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Start


						Copyright


						Table of Contents


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						x


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


			


		
	


OEBPS/images/page_30_3.jpg





