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HERDS

SUN HERD

The Black Foal:

STAR—solid-black colt with black feathers, white star on forehead

Over-stallion:

THUNDERWING—dark-bay stallion with vibrant crimson feathers, black mane and tail, wide white blaze, two hind white socks

Lead Mare:

SILVERCLOUD—light-gray mare with silver feathers, white mane and tail, four white socks

Captains:

OAKFIRE—sable-gray stallion with copper feathers, black mane and tail

JETFIRE—cream-colored stallion with turquoise feathers, flaxen mane and tail, snip on nose

TWISTFIRE—red dun stallion with olive-green feathers, dark-red mane and tail

ASHFIRE—gray dapple stallion with midnight-blue feathers, dark-gray mane and tail, white blaze

Medicine Mare:

SWEETROOT—old chestnut pinto mare with dark-pink feathers, chestnut mane and tail, white star

Leader of the Walkers:

GRASSWING—crippled palomino stallion with pale-green feathers, flaxen mane and tail, blaze, one white front sock

Under-stallion:

HAZELWIND—buckskin stallion with jade feathers, black mane and tail, big white blaze, two hind white socks

Mated Mares:

CRYSTALFEATHER—small chestnut mare with bright-blue feathers, two front white socks, white strip on face

VIOLETSUN—gray pinto mare with violet feathers, dark-gray mane and tail

ROWANWOOD—blue roan mare with dark yellow and blue feathers, white mane and tail, two hind white socks

Single/Widowed Mares:

LIGHTFEATHER—small white mare with white feathers, white ringlet tail, white mane. Star’s dam. Born to Snow Herd, adopted by Sun Herd. Deceased

DAWNFIR—bay Appaloosa mare with dark blue and white feathers, black mane and tail

MAPLECLOUD—ambitious blond buckskin mare with dirt-colored feathers, black mane and tail

MOSSBERRY—elderly light-bay mare with dark-magenta feathers, black mane and tail, crescent moon on forehead and white snip on nose, two white hind anklets

Yearlings:

RIPPLEBREEZE—white yearling colt with dandelion-yellow feathers, white mane and tail

Foals:

MORNINGLEAF—elegant chestnut filly with bright-aqua feathers, flaxen mane and tail, four white socks, amber eyes, wide blaze

ECHOFROST—sleek silver filly with a mix of dark and light purple feathers, white mane and tail, one white sock

BUMBLEWIND—friendly bay pinto colt with gold feathers tipped in brown, black mane and tail, thin blaze on face

BRACKENTAIL—big brown colt with orange feathers, brown mane and tail, two hind white socks

STRIPESTORM—liver-chestnut colt with bright-yellow feathers, red mane and tail, thin white blaze

FLAMESKY—red roan filly with dark emerald and gold feathers

GRAYTHORN—palomino colt with violet-tipped gray feathers, thin white blaze, two white hind socks. Deceased colt of Grasswing, murdered by Rockwing

MOUNTAIN HERD

ROCKWING—over-stallion. Magnificent silver Appaloosa with dark blue and gray feathers, black mane and tail highlighted with white, one white front anklet

FROSTFIRE—captain. White with violet-tipped light-blue feathers, dark-gray mane and tail, and one blue eye. Born to Snow Herd, adopted by Mountain Herd

SNOW HERD

ICEWING—over-stallion. Older dark-silver stallion with powder-blue feathers, white mane, white ringlet tail, blue eyes, white star on forehead. Sire of Lightfeather

PETALCLOUD—lead mare. Power-seeking gray mare with violet feathers, silver mane and tail, one white sock, wide blaze on face

JUNGLE HERD

SNAKEWING—over-stallion. Bay with forest-green feathers, black mane and tail, one white sock

SMOKEWING—successor over-stallion. Bay Appaloosa with brown-and-white-spotted feathers, black mane and tail, snip on nose

DESERT HERD

SANDWING—over-stallion. Proud palomino stallion with dark-yellow feathers, wide white blaze, one white sock
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1

THE DEAL

STAR TROTTED THROUGH THE DENSE PINE FOREST, alone. He wanted to practice his flying where the herd couldn’t see him. The sharp screech of a hawk drew his eyes skyward in time to see a band of pegasi pierce the drifting clouds. They swooped toward land impressively and then circled around, tapping wings as they passed one another in midair. They were Sun Herd yearlings, out with their flight instructor. Star reared, stretching toward them, trying to fly, but his giant wings hung off him like dead tree branches—useless.

He sagged against a coarse fir tree, already sweating. It was getting hotter each day, and soon it would be time to migrate to the cooler grasslands in the north. He looked up again and watched the yearlings soar in easy loops. They’d been flying since the day they were born. But he—his wings never worked. If he could just tuck them onto his back, he wouldn’t look so foolish walking amid the Sun Herd steeds in the grasslands.

Familiar voices pierced the silence, wafting on the breeze from Feather Lake. Star pricked his ears.

“Look at me; I’m a dud like Star.”

Star crept to the edge of the trees and peeked through the pine needles. He saw two colts, Stripestorm and Brackentail, playing on the shore. Stripestorm dropped his wings and walked back and forth, imitating and exaggerating the swing-necked gait of a common horse.

Star huffed softly and hung his head. Their joking was why he’d wanted to be alone.

Brackentail snorted. “No, this is Star.” He collapsed his wings and trotted in a circle, bleating, “Mama? Where’s my mama?”

Stripestorm squealed so hard he fell over.

Star turned, galloping angrily out of the forest, ears pinned, and rammed Brackentail. “Don’t talk about my mother!” he cried. They tumbled, head over wings.

Brackentail came up with a mouth full of sand. “Get him,” he shouted to Stripestorm, choking.

Stripestorm charged, flapping his bright-yellow wings for speed, and Star met him, teeth bared. Stripestorm kicked, smashing Star in the chest and knocking the breath out of him. Brackentail rolled over and took flight, and Stripestorm joined him. They hovered over Star’s head and pummeled him from the air.

Star reared, snapping his jaws. Stripestorm lunged, and Star sank his teeth into the smaller colt’s leg, tossing him to the ground. Stripestorm tumbled. “Ooof!”

Brackentail flew in, clubbing Star’s cheek with his hoof. Lights burst behind Star’s eyes, shattering his vision. He shook his head to clear it, wincing at the sharp pain between his ears.

Stripestorm galloped into the sky, then swooped down, gliding toward Star with hooves coiled. Star ducked just in time. “Come and get us,” taunted Brackentail as the two flew circles over his head.

Star glared at the colts, who flew just out of his reach. Brackentail harassed all the foals in Sun Herd, but Star was his favorite target—maybe because Star had no mother to protect him, or maybe because Star was a dud, a pegasus who couldn’t fly.

Star dodged their hooves as they took turns kicking him. The sharp edge of Brackentail’s hoof sliced Star’s shoulder, causing bright-red blood to run down his front leg. “Back off,” said Star.

“Back off,” they repeated, adding a mocking whine to their tone. Stripestorm punctuated their taunting with a kick to Star’s flank, causing Star’s leg to buckle. Star staggered toward the lake, lost his balance, and fell in.

The two colts landed and hooked their wings around each other, nickering and watching Star struggle.

The shore on this end of the lake was steep, and Star sank when a cramp seized his oversize wings. Bubbles burst from his lips as the spasm rolled from his shoulders to his tail. He drifted helplessly to the bottom, his lungs burning, his black legs kicking.

He was destined to become the most powerful pegasus in Anok, and here he was, sinking to the bottom of Feather Lake. He landed upside down, his legs pointing upward and swaying like reeds. It was dark and cold, like the night. Star tried to flip over, to save himself, but he was running out of air.

Prisms of color exploded around him, and he was sure it meant the Ancestors were here and coming to take him to the golden meadow. As he was accepting this fate, suddenly there was thrashing in the water, and bright feathers surrounded him. They took hold of him and dragged him to the surface. His muscle spasm began to dissipate, and as he surfaced, Star spread his wings, floating and gulping huge mouthfuls of air.

“We’ve got him,” said a male voice.

Star blinked the water out of his eyes, hopeful that he would see his friends, or maybe a regretful Brackentail. Instead he saw four strange stallions looming over him. His heart bucked. The bright feathers he thought were those of Morningleaf or Echofrost were actually of his enemies!

Star quickly twisted out of their grasp and bolted, galloping off an embankment and thundering toward the woods.

Amused nickering followed him. “So the rumors are true,” said one of the stallions to another, “the black foal can’t fly.”

A white steed glided past Star and landed in front of him. He had one blue eye and one brown eye. Star skidded on his haunches and turned, almost crashing into the chests of the other three. He’d never seen these pegasi before. He looked around, but Brackentail and Stripestorm were nowhere.

“You can’t escape us,” said the white steed.

Star’s feathers stood on end, and he was breathing hard, prancing. “What do you want with me?”

Two stallions, a gray and a buckskin, clamped their jaws at the base of Star’s wings. Another, a pinto, spoke, but not to Star. “We’re ready, Frostfire,” he said to the white stallion.

The stallion kicked off, angling his violet-tipped blue feathers, hovering over Star’s head. “Let’s go before those two colts we scared off tell Thunderwing we’re here.”

“No!” Star screamed. Searing pain ripped through his shoulders as the stallions lifted him by the roots of his wings and carried him into the sky. Below him the trees shrank, and Feather Lake contracted into a mere blue swirl. He dangled between the two sweating stallions, their heavily muscled wings pumping in synchronized rhythm as they headed east—toward Mountain Herd’s territory. Star’s scattered thoughts gathered into one heart-pounding realization. They were taking him to Rockwing!

Star had to get away before they reached the Vein, for if he crossed that into Rockwing’s territory, it was doubtful he would make it out again alive. He thrashed and managed to yank one wing out of the gray’s mouth. The sudden shift caused the buckskin still holding him to cartwheel into a nosedive. The two of them spiraled toward the dry foothills, Star’s free wing whipping uselessly in the wind. The speed of the drop, the thrill of the heights, and the fear of the landing coursed through his veins like liquid lightning. Was this what it felt like to fly? Star wondered.

Star turned his head and saw the white stallion, Frostfire, follow them. The stallion curved his wings, banking sharply, and plunged toward the falling pair. He caught up to them and snatched Star’s loose wing in his teeth, stopping his fall. Frostfire and the gray stallion worked together to stabilize their captive and resume their flying altitude.

“What’s wrong with you?” Frostfire shouted over the whistle of the wind.

Star pinned his ears and glanced back toward Sun Herd’s territory, shrinking in the distance. The sky behind him was empty. Where was Thunderwing? Brackentail and Stripestorm should have arrived in Dawn Meadow by now and sounded the alarm. Star knew that as over-stallion, Thunderwing could assemble his flying army in minutes.

The stallions held him so tight he could feel each of their individual teeth. The foothills were behind him now, and ahead was the Vein, the neutral seam that ran between each territory of the five herds. Star had never traveled outside his own Sun Herd’s territory.

He struggled, more afraid of Rockwing than of falling to his death; but the stallions bit into his wings harder, and droplets of blood oozed between his feathers. Star shut his mouth and focused on steadying his breathing as he sailed through the pale and chilly afternoon sky. The Blue Mountains rose up in front, framing Valley Field, the home of Sun Herd’s closest enemy, Mountain Herd, and its over-stallion, Rockwing.

The steeds flew him up into the mountains and through a dark cloud. The mist blinded him, and the unreasonable fear that they would bump into something gripped him. He sucked in the moist air, choking on it, and his legs galloped for purchase; but he succeeded only in scattering the clouds. The stallions snorted with amusement and dropped toward the forest, their hooves skimming the top branches. Star’s gut lurched from the rapid descent, and his damp hide and feathers caused him to shiver. Below he saw three deer hopping through the aspens, avoiding the wide, black shadows of his captors’ wings.

After what seemed like a long while, they finally crested a ridge and entered Rockwing’s territory. As they swooped over an alpine lake and a meadow thronging with Mountain Herd steeds, Star looked down to see the herd grazing or preening their feathers. A gold dun mare tilted her head skyward as their shadows crossed the sun. She noticed Star and neighed, “It’s the black foal of Anok!”

Before the first echo of her cry had faded, the meadow erupted into chaos. Foals stampeded, mares bared their teeth for battle, and warriors took flight, their eyes glowing with a violent mixture of awe and terror. Frostfire and the stallions holding Star landed at the northern edge of the grassy valley. When Star’s hooves touched the soil, he was let go.

Star’s sore wings collapsed at his sides. Frightened, he turned in a slow circle. Thousands of pegasi faced him, their expressions fierce and their feathers vibrating. The Mountain Herd steeds were short, with wide faces and thick legs like tree trunks.

Star swallowed as fear washed over him. He wished he had not gone into the woods to practice flying alone. At the same time he thought how strange it was that this fierce herd was afraid of him.

The sound of flapping wings made Star turn his head as a brilliant silver Appaloosa with dark blue and gray feathers landed a winglength away. His thick neck was arched and proud as he trotted toward the black foal. “They call you Star?” he asked.

Star shut his mouth, afraid to speak. He knew that unless Thunderwing was prepared to start a war, he couldn’t rescue Star from the depths of Rockwing’s territory. His fate was in the wings of this unpredictable herd, and Star had not been in this much danger since the day he was born.

“Come with me,” said the battle-scarred stallion.

Star hesitated for a moment, and Frostfire shoved him forward. “Follow Rockwing.”

They trotted to a clump of white cedars and halted.

“I will make this quick so we can get you back home before you’re missed,” Rockwing said.

Star blinked rapidly. They were going to let him go?

“Thunderwing is going to execute you on your first birthday.”

Star said nothing, hoping they hadn’t dragged him here just to tell him that.

Rockwing narrowed his eyes. “But you already know that, don’t you?”

The patchy clouds drifted, allowing the sun to peek through. Star closed his eyes and let the rays warm him. “Yes,” he said simply. He knew he was scheduled to die this winter, but he was still relieved to know he wasn’t going to die today.

“I’m offering you a deal that will save your life,” Rockwing said.

Star opened his eyes. “What?”

Rockwing continued. “The over-stallions of Anok are afraid of you. I’m not.”

Star looked the silver Appaloosa in the face. Rockwing’s belligerent eyes were shiny and black, like the hard shells of beetles.

“Do you know why they’re afraid of you?” Rockwing asked.

Frostfire squeezed Star’s wing harder so he would answer immediately. “Because they think I’m the destroyer, not the healer,” Star said, grimacing.

Rockwing huffed. “They don’t care which one you are. Whether you unite the herds through peace or conquer them through war, they will lose their power. That’s what they’re afraid of.”

Star glared at him. “So why aren’t you afraid of me?”

“I want to make a pact with you.”

A deep chill settled in his heart. Star shook his head and whispered, “No.” Frostfire shoved his wing back so hard, his legs buckled and he saw stars.

“Let him go,” said Rockwing.

Frostfire let go, and Star fell, then staggered to his hooves.

“If you join me, I will protect you from the over-stallions of Anok,” said Rockwing. “I’ll make sure you receive your power from the star, and then we’ll unite the herds into one and rule them side by side as dual over-stallions. Everybody wins. No one gets hurt.” He leaned into Star, almost touching foreheads with him. “And no one gets executed.”

It didn’t sound like the worst thing to Star, but his gut roiled. “The other herds won’t agree to that. Like you said, they’re afraid of losing power.”

Rockwing nickered. “You can force them to unite. They don’t have to want it.”

“But that’s not uniting; that’s conquering.”

Rockwing pinned his ears. “Do you want to save your life, black foal? Thunderwing will kill you, and if he fails, then Icewing will, or Sandwing, or Snakewing. Of the five herds, I’m your only hope.”

Star imagined his mother’s gentle white face. Lightfeather had not migrated with him for hundreds of miles and then died giving birth so that he could repay her by conquering the five herds of Anok. She believed that when he received the fire from the ancient, golden star that appeared over Anok every hundred years, he would be a healer, not a destroyer. And she wasn’t the only one who believed it. There were others in Sun Herd who believed it too. Star took a deep breath and shook his head. “No, Rockwing. I won’t do it.”

Rockwing charged, closing the few feet between them, slicing the forest floor with his sharpened hooves. “You will,” he shouted.

Star crouched, ears flat, tail tucked, bearing the wrath of the over-stallion, which washed over him like a hot breeze and yet caused his legs to tremble. They stared at each other for a long time, but Star didn’t back down.

Rockwing lashed his tail. “Your herd won’t protect you, Star. Come to me when you change your mind. I’ll be waiting.” He nodded at Frostfire. “Take him away.”

Frostfire pushed Star, then led him out of the shade of the trees. The gray and the pinto joined them, and they swept Star up and out of Mountain Herd’s territory.

They flew low this time, darting between the oaks in the open plains. And then they dropped Star into Feather Lake and flew away.
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SECRETS

STAR PLUNKED INTO THE SHALLOW END WITH A loud splash, startling a flock of geese. He trotted out of the lake, shook himself, and collapsed, exhausted, in the coarse sand.

He lay for a long time, swatting flies with his tail and thinking about what had just happened. The Hundred Year Star blazed next to the sun, visible even during the brightest day. It followed him, seeming to stalk him from space, and it grew larger each day. In seven cycles of the moon it would be winter and Star’s birthday. At midnight the star would drop low in the sky, transfer its fire to him, and transform him, maybe into a killer—if he lived that long.

“There you are,” a voice rang out, its familiar tone lifting his spirits. It was his best friend, Morningleaf. He looked up to see the chestnut filly soar down out of the fir trees, followed by the twin foals, Bumblewind and Echofrost.

They landed next to him, chattering and cheerful. Morningleaf greeted him, blowing softly into his nose. His friends obviously had no idea he’d just been transported into the heart of Mountain Herd and back. Already it felt like a dream.

“We’ve been looking for you,” said Morningleaf.

“Did you see Brackentail and Stripestorm?” Star asked them.

“I saw them,” said Bumblewind. “They came running out of the woods like they were being chased by wolves.”

“Did they say anything?”

Bumblewind looked at his twin sister. She shrugged her wings. “Not to us. They joined up with the other foals to play.”

“Are you okay?” Morningleaf asked, nodding at the cut on Star’s shoulder. She rushed to examine it. “Did Brackentail do this to you?” She looked around for the brown colt, her ears pinned.

Star soothed her. “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.” But he couldn’t believe Brackentail and Stripestorm hadn’t gone for help. Members of his own herd had left him to die. Already he saw that Rockwing’s words were true. Heaviness and emptiness rolled through him at the same time.

Morningleaf looked back toward Dawn Meadow, Sun Herd’s main grazing land, and scowled. “He’s a featherhead, but Star, why were you out here alone? It’s not safe.”

Star twitched his ears. “I was practicing.” He wouldn’t tell anyone, including his friends, about Rockwing’s offer. His friends would worry, and Sun Herd was already suspicious of him, and they didn’t need another reason to fear him.

Star glanced at Morningleaf, feeling unhappy that he couldn’t tell her what had just happened. Her dam, Silvercloud, adopted Star after his mother died. Ever since, he and the chestnut filly shared everything. Morningleaf’s eyes swept his oversize black wings, dusty from dragging on the ground, his torn feathers hanging off the edges like moss. “Any luck with the flying?” she asked.

Star shook his curly black mane. “No. I can’t even lift my wings off my back, let alone flap them.”

“Did those colts see you trying to fly?” Morningleaf asked. “Is that how the fight started?”

Star swished his tail as if he could erase the day. “No. They talked about my mother.”

Morningleaf narrowed her eyes. “Don’t listen to them. Your mother is a legend.”

“I know,” Star whispered, nodding his head. Each century when the Hundred Year Star appeared, a black foal was born to one mare in Anok—and this century, that mare had been his dam, Lightfeather.

Morningleaf took a deep, proud breath. “No pregnant mare could have migrated alone, with no help from the herd, like she did. She’s incredible.”

Star knew all about that, but it didn’t make him feel any better, because his mother had died and was gone forever.

Bumblewind trotted to Star and wrapped his wing around his neck. “Anyway, if you keep practicing, you’ll fly one day, Star. I know it. Nightwing was born a dud too.”

Morningleaf smacked him. “Don’t talk about Nightwing.”

Star exhaled. Nightwing was a black foal that lived four hundred years ago. The prophecy of the black foal decreed that the Hundred Year Star would transfer its supernatural fire to the colt at midnight on his first birthday. The star would then disappear for another hundred years, and the black foal would become the most powerful pegasus in Anok. But black foals were not regular pegasi to begin with, the most obvious difference being their color. Black coats existed for land horses, but not for pegasi. And their long legs and oversize wings, malformations that caused life-threatening early births, also made them different from the others in their herd. The foals who survived were duds, and most starved to death. But Nightwing had been an exception—his mother had survived.

Since a mare from a different herd was chosen each century to bear the black foal, the herd that received the special colt was known in Anok as the guardian herd. It was the over-stallion’s right either to protect or destroy the rare colt, who some pegasi viewed as dangerous and others viewed as extraordinary. This century’s guardian herd was Sun Herd, and the over-stallion, Thunderwing, viewed Star as dangerous. Thunderwing didn’t believe any one pegasus should wield so much power and vowed to end Star’s life on his birthday. He’d sent messengers to all the herds informing them about his decision.

Star shuddered just thinking about his upcoming execution. The fire of the Hundred Year Star terrified the steeds of Anok because it could be used to unite them or destroy them—and no pegasus, not even Star, was sure if he would have any choice in how the power affected him. All the old stories pictured Nightwing as a polite and friendly foal right up until his first birthday, and then he’d turned on the herds, attacking them, setting their grasslands on fire, and driving
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