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      Even after nearly two months of spending hours with them every day, a huge group of airhorses still took Tonn Groyen’s breath. Especially when they flew riderless and free overhead, stretching out their wings before a day of hard work.

      They wheeled and spun, weaving through the air in great patterns that reminded him of the vast machines that made the woolen parts of the uniform he wore. His jacket and breeches were a nondescript tan like all the other riders-in-training, with matching leather added where the clothes took a lot of abuse. They all carried helmets and wore boots in the same drab shade.

      One of the best parts about finally being paired with his own airhorse rather than the constant changes of training would be having riding gear made to match. That small change would drop the possibility of blending in with other riders to non-existent.

      Because the soaring creatures maneuvering so joyfully against the clear blue autumn sky sported all the colors Tonn knew the names for and more. Sunflower yellow, blood red, rich pumpkin orange. Brilliant pink, springtime green, and blue deeper than the sky.

      An equal number of rich chestnut, gleaming white, or earthy brown joined in, not quite as dazzling but no less beautiful in the sky.

      Most of their manes and tails showed different colors from their bodies, completing the dazzling display.

      The sunlight passed through the thin, furry membrane of their broad wings as they glided, highlighting the jewel-like tones even more.

      Tonn stood in his base group of other young riders, most of them somewhere around their middle teen years. They’d all started their training together barely sixty days ago, right before he’d reached his fifteenth year.

      Sometimes the passing time felt like years, others like only he’d only arrived the day before.

      A brisk autumn wind stirred up the short lavender grass of the practice field, carrying the scent of cooking fires all across the hilly, curving streets of Maestar. Tonn couldn’t imagine visiting them all, but he’d already discovered a dizzying array of taverns among row after row of stone, brick, and wooden buildings.

      When he didn’t feel adventurous enough to sample food from all across the great continent of Hanferthen, or when he didn’t want to part with the meager supply of coin he earned in allowance as part of his training, ordinary but filling meals in the lodging house he shared with other trainees sufficed.

      As a city devoted entirely to airhorses and their riders, especially with big portions of each still young and growing, keeping everyone fed in Maestar was a constant occupation.

      Sometimes Tonn wasn’t sure whether his fellow trainees or the group of yearling airhorses they were getting to know grew faster or ate more. He’d sprouted up noticeably since leaving home himself, after constantly feeling like the shortest boy in any room for years.

      He was still shorter than almost everyone in their group—including the girls—but at long last he was gaining ground.

      Right now his red hair was in the midst of growing past his chin: the longest he’d ever worn it. The farming community he’d come from in Hameatha kept far stricter customs for such things than the city of airhorses. He was nowhere near the only young rider—male or female—enjoying a huge expansion of their freedoms in Maestar.

      Tonn was also far from the only one with what even he admitted was a disorganized appearance.

      Questionable as those choices might be, as long as it didn’t interfere with their training or safety, the most the stable masters did was smile and shake their heads.

      And of course the freedom of appearance or clothing or pretty much anything else fell away compared to the incredible thought of someday escaping into the sky with his own airhorse.

      Free to go as he chose, many times faster and easier than the landbound limited to walking, riding a landhorse, or sailing the great and dangerous seas.

      Well, free within reason, and according to the duty that would come along with his final airhorse match.

      Tonn glanced at the stable master for his base group, standing off to the side, hands jammed firmly on her curving hips.

      Stable Master Adur Helander wore the same scarlet as her huge airhorse William, and her close-cropped silver hair sparkled in the sun. She watched the aerial display as intently as the riders-in-training did, but Tonn had no doubt she saw a thousand little details he hadn’t even learned to look for yet.

      Master Adur never tired of reminding Tonn and all the other new riders to “Eat eat eat, but never forget to feed and care for your airhorse first!”

      None of Tonn’s group had their permanent airhorses yet, so that meant many hours spent feeding, washing, and brushing the stable full of yearlings, and sometimes helping out with injured or retired beasts as well.

      Since the airhorses all carried pleasant smells nearly as varied as their colors, Tonn considered time spent with them a small price to pay for the joy of flight.

      He jumped at Master Adur’s sharp voice.

      “How did they learn the flight pattern we’re observing right now? Tonn?”

      He was certain he knew the answer, but a rush of nerves sent his belly twisting anyway.

      “Same way landhorses do, or fish or fowl or anything else, Master. They’re playing. Or at least that’s how it starts out.”

      “Exactly so.” Master Adur’s warm smile balanced out her sometimes-harsh tones and fierce expressions. “The wild colony of airhorses not far from here does much the same every morning when the weather’s fair. Have any of you had a chance to observe them in their own play?”

      Every hand shot up.

      Tonn took every chance he got to take the long walk out past Maestar’s towering city wall, cutting through the low passage out to the rocky cliffs overlooking the sea. He often joined an awe-struck crowd who also made the trip by the faintest light of dawn, hoping to catch a display even more breathtaking than the one over their heads.

      When the wild colony greeted the new day, dancing through the air without any of the routines or discipline working airhorses picked up over the years.

      Master Adur glanced skyward again, where the airhorses were finally taking on the long, slow glide pattern toward the ground.

      When she looked back, she had a wicked gleam in her wide brown eyes.

      “Any of you know why we have the wild colony? Why we don’t simply tame all of them instead?”

      This time the group of trainees managed to stare everywhere but back at their stable master, Tonn included. He and probably all the rest of them knew the answer, and had almost since the day they arrived in Maestar.

      The whispered gossip and intensely curious discussions about this topic never seemed to stop.

      But Tonn wasn’t sure any of them would have the courage, or the confidence, to say it out loud.

      Then one raised her hand, and Tonn wasn’t all that surprised after all. Mranes not only seemed to do the work of three when it came to feeding and grooming time, she also seemed to know nearly as much as Master Adur or any of their other teachers.

      Even without all that and wearing the same tan clothing, Mranes was too striking to overlook all on her own. She stood several inches taller than Tonn, and her brown skin and curls almost the same color were most unusual compared to where he came from. Almost everyone in Hameatha had the same pale skin as Tonn, and either red or blond hair.

      Here he’d joined trainees with much darker skin, or a reddish or blueish hue.

      He’d caught sight of an unforgettable rider with violet skin and sky blue hair a few days before, and she’d even worn the brilliant flowing robe of an Honored Mage.

      “Maestar’s wild colony is primarily for breeding, Master Adur,” Mranes said, “especially for their first time. That helps keep our airhorses healthy and strong.”

      The rosy flush Tonn saw in Mranes’s cheeks only made her more appealing, but the way she held her chin high kept him from even thinking about telling her so.

      Master Adur raised one eyebrow and nodded at the same time, again with her encouraging smile.

      “That’s correct, Mranes. Anyone care to explain why that makes a difference?”

      Tonn was distantly shocked to hear his own voice, and he was certain his blush wouldn’t be anywhere near as pleasant to look at as Mranes’s was.

      “We do that with landhorses were I grew up, or they did. My family does. Making sure they don’t pass along bad traits, I mean. Sometimes they rotate out animals with other families for that reason. We also did with cattle and fowl, and I know sheep and such, they’re the same.”

      The too-fast jumble of words finally registered with Tonn’s ears, and he was sure they would burst from the rush of heat.

      Thank all the powers that be, Master Adur only nodded and smiled again.

      “You have it, Tonn. Our long tradition of having male and female airhorses mate with the wild colony helps keep weakness from building up in either group over time, and brings strength and vitality for all the airhorses. And to be blunt, I believe letting these somewhat tame beasts spend time with their wild mates does their hearts and minds a world of good.”

      She looked over her shoulder where they’d now landed, and Mranes took the opportunity to grin at Tonn.

      Who promptly blushed even harder.

      “Now, they’re warmed up and ready,” Master Adur said, “and I saw no signs of soreness or injury in their flight. We’ll learn more about how to watch for that in the weeks ahead. Airhorse yearlings do their best to hide their injuries or physical difficulties so they won’t be grounded, much like two-legged trainees do. Both with roughly equal measures of success. For now, you’re off for your morning flights.”

      Everyone headed toward the airhorses, now prancing and stretching their wings at the other end of the vast practice field. A thick line of trees marked the far edge where it butted up against two more for older trainees perfecting more difficult skills than Tonn’s group had yet been allowed to attempt.

      That tree-lined boundary marked the sharp lines that every trainee knew must be respected at all times, walking or flying. Even the airhorses seemed to understand that rule. Crossing into another group’s practice field was certain to get a rider-in-training grounded for a painfully long time, and no possibility of talking their way out of it.

      Only Mranes called out a question.

      “Any instructions on which airhorses we should ride this morning, Master Adur?”

      All the trainees stopped, and Tonn was sure he wasn’t the only one wondering why they hadn’t asked. They’d been rotating since their first day, giving themselves and the airhorses a wide range of practice in different combinations. Usually following the suggestions of the nearest stable master.

      Master Adur’s smile broadened.

      “I expect many of you have grown fond of one beast over the last several weeks?” She paused while Tonn, Mranes, and everyone else nodded. “Then choose on that basis. If you can’t work out any disputes, ask me or another stable master for guidance. But do try to work it out yourselves first. Or let the airhorses decide for you. You’ll soon learn to trust their good judgement in many things. And their magic.”

      That set off a flurry of curious and excited conversation. Tonn still knew almost nothing of the world of magic, and the striking blue-skinned rider he’d spotted was the first time he could remember seeing an Honored Mage. But all of the trainees were thrilled with the idea of airhorses having magic beyond what let them fly every bit as well as any great hunting bird.

      Tonn was delighted and only a little bit frightened when Mranes fell into step beside him. The fact that she had such a sweet and friendly disposition to go with her intelligence and beauty somehow made her more intimidating, at least to him.

      “Have a favorite picked out yet, Tonn?”

      He glanced at her, hoping desperately that they hadn’t grown attached to the same airhorse.

      “There’s one the orange of a fine autumn squash who seems to like me. His hooves, mane, and tail are as blue as the sky right now.”

      Her eyes caught the morning sunlight, and he noticed how bright green they were.

      “Oh, he’s a beauty. Nice and solid, too, and steady in the air.”

      Tonn chewed his cheek for a second before he spoke.

      “What about you? Which is your favorite?”

      Mranes looked ahead, then pointed.

      “See the indigo with her wings up just now?”

      He gasped at the sight. The intensely colored deep blue wings stretched much higher than the others around her, and her broad back did as well. Unlike most of the others, she was the same vibrant color all over.

      She was also one of the few yearlings who’d
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