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To Granny—Mary Preston

Domini est salus,

Domini est salus,

Christi est salus,

Salus tua, Domine, sit semper nobiscum.
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CHAPTER ONE

Jo Shanks woke suddenly, gasping and wide-eyed.

A red-furred doe looked down at him, hands on hips and face smirking.

“I thought you were going to sleep all day,” she said. It was Emma, the newly promoted doctor whose expert care had helped him heal after the Battle for Cloud Mountain.

“Hard to sleep,” Jo said, trying to breathe easy and slow his racing heart, “when strange does hover over you with judgmental looks.”

She grinned; then her smile slowly faded. “I’m leaving, Jo.”

“What?” He rubbed at his eyes and sat up. “You’re what?”

“I’m leaving,” Emma repeated, pouring a small measure of purple fluid from a jar into Jo’s cup, “and so are you.”

“I’m sorry, Emma. Hold on. I’m not quite awake yet. I was dreaming . . .” He hesitated, then smiled. “I sometimes dream of shooting arrows again for prizes and glory.”

Emma handed him the cup and smiled. “Take this. It’s your last draft. The archer’s cup. The cup final. Drink it up, Jo.”

He smiled. “Hopefully I’ll fare better with this one.”

“Barely losing to Nate Flynn is no bad outcome,” she said. Jo had lost a close contest with the legendary Flynn just before coming to Cloud Mountain as part of his elite archery unit, the Bracers.

“Where are we going?” He drained the cup with a grimace.

“Well,” she began, stoppering the jar and setting it back on a shelf, “I’m going to Harbone Citadel. They have an outbreak of blue fever. They need help.”

“But that’s so far . . . and so dangerous. Can’t they send someone else?”

“It’s all dangerous, Jo,” she said, taking the cup back and setting it down on the table. “I didn’t become a doctor so I could be safe, just like you didn’t choose to be a soldier for safety. They have sick there, and many of them are children. They’re scared. I’m going.”

Jo nodded. He had come to respect Emma as a more-than-competent doctor during the weeks of his recovery. But more than respect, he valued her friendship. While his wounds healed, she became his primary connection to what was happening in the world. She had shared Heather Longtreader’s gripping story of the dramatic rescue and rise of King Jupiter’s heir, carried off in large part by Heather’s brother Picket. Emma also shared details about the challenges facing the long-hidden heir’s fledgling coalition. Prince Smalden Joveson—Smalls, as his friends called him—was building an alliance to take on Morbin Blackhawk’s preylord tyranny, and Jo was eager to be released from the hospital so he could be a part of it.

“Where am I going?” he asked.

“Home, I think. Halfwind. Anyway, I’m releasing you, and you’ll be someone else’s problem.” She smiled. “Your shoulder will hurt for a while, but you’re well enough to be out of here. I’ll miss you, Jo. I wish you well.”

“Thank you, Emma,” he said. “You’ve made me well. And you’ve been a good friend. May your feet find the next stone.” He touched his ears, eyes, and mouth, closing his eyes for a moment. When he looked up, she was gone.

Jo gathered his few possessions into his pack and left the hospital. He was keen to meet up with his unit, but there was one stop he felt he must make.

A few minutes later, he walked into the Savory Den, joining the line of hungry diners moving up to be served. He was starving and had wanted to feast in this incredible eatery again ever since he’d been confined to the hospital, eating mild meals designed to help him heal. This place had food to bring a buck back from the dead, not just from some battle wounds. Jo stretched, feeling the tight muscles and lingering pain, especially in his shoulder. He gazed around, hoping to spot the portly proprietor, Master Gort, but couldn’t find him.

Then he heard a shout from inside the kitchen.

“Breshwack! I told you not to add anything to this dish, but you seem to have added everything!” That was Gort, and Jo smiled as the shouting continued. “Everything’s not nothing, is it, you air-brained apprentice?”

“It’s only a little salt,” the high-pitched voice of the apprentice replied, “and a teensy handful or two of all your other spices. It’s going to taste amazingly.”

“Amazingly?” Gort shouted so loudly that the entire line, stretching back to the cave entrance, could easily hear him. “What’s amazing is that I haven’t added salt and seven thousand other spices to you and cooked you in a pot for Nitwit Soup!”

“I’m mostly bones,” came the squeaky reply.

“I’ll break your bones!” shouted Gort, and a clanging chase ensued, enjoyed as a fairly usual kind of entertainment by the satisfied diners of the Savory Den. The sound of the mad chase settled down as a thin buck in a messy apron, with white hat askew, came sliding out of the kitchen. He smiled at the diners, waved confidently, then hurried for the door to escape just as Gort waddled out. Gort gazed back and forth, eyes bulging and jaw tight. Not seeing his absent apprentice, he quickly changed his enraged expression to a hospitable one, nodding politely to the offered thanks of the grateful patrons. Everyone seemed to love the food here as much as Jo did.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Gort answered the praising guests. “Please . . . come back and have some more.”

The rotund cook bowed and backed into the kitchen, and the diners returned to their meals.

Jo smiled. Not wishing to lose his place in line or seek out the chef while he was busy and flustered, Jo decided to try to catch Master Gort another time. Instead, he discreetly examined those around him in line. Behind him a young soldier from Chelmsford Citadel waited with five of his fellows. The Chelmsford bucks had been too late to help in the last battle, but they had arrived shortly after, with Lord Felson pledging his support to Prince Smalls. Emma had told Jo that there were now more citadels pledged to the prince than opposed, and those opposed were losing support. He hoped it was just a matter of time before they all united against their common foes. Jo nodded to the soldiers, then turned around. The old buck in front of him, supported by an ornate cane, tottered a little as he shuffled ahead.

“Uncle,” Jo said softly, “may I bring you your portion?”

Jo wasn’t related to the older buck, but uncle was a traditional term of respect. The elderly rabbit turned around slowly, smiled at Jo and nodded, then spoke in a slow, heavy-breathing whisper.

“Thank you . . . my lad.” With his free, slightly shaking hand, he patted Jo’s. “You’re a tall one . . . aren’t you, bucky?”

“I suppose so, sir. How does that seat suit you, Uncle?” Jo asked, pointing to a vacant chair at a table of young rabbits, many of them nurses.

The old buck nodded. “They might not . . . be ready for . . . the energy I bring . . . to dinner conversation.”

Jo led him, very slowly, toward his seat. “I’m with you, sir.”

“My name’s Caldwell . . . I reckon you know yours,” the old buck said, smiling up at Jo.

“Forgive me, Master Caldwell,” Jo said, “my name is Jo Shanks. I’m very pleased to meet you, sir.”

“The pleasure . . . is mine, young Jo,” Master Caldwell said, slowly easing into his seat with Jo’s help.

“Pardon me,” Jo said, addressing the smiling young does at the table, “this is Master Caldwell. Be warned, he’s a champion conversationalist.”

“We’re very pleased to meet you, sir,” a brown doe said, looking up from her meal. “I was just off to get a drink. May I bring you some tea?”

Jo hurried back to the line, and the Chelmsford soldiers motioned for him to resume his spot.

“That’s good of you, soldier,” a short buck at the fore of his fellows said, “to take care of an old veteran like that.”

“Maybe someone will take care of us one day, if we survive,” Jo said, extending his hand. “I’m Jo Shanks, from Halfwind.”

“I’m Ricker, from Chelmsford,” the short buck replied. “You fellas had all the fun without us. Good work, but we were sore not to be in it.”

“I have a feeling you’ll get your chances pretty soon,” Jo said. “How long are you bucks here for?”

“Not sure, really. Our lord is huddled up with the others and the prince. They’ll say ‘Jump!’ and we’ll say, ‘Into which wolf trap should we blindly bound?’ And then they’ll tell us, I guess.”

“I like your take on things, Ricker.” Noticing they were now nearly to the front of the line, Jo turned back to the bucks. “May your feet find the next standing stone.”

“Thanks, Shanks,” Ricker replied. “And, as we say in Chelmsford, ‘May your intelligent scout, and infallible guide . . . not lead you to lose your fluffy backside.’”

“Now that’s a blessing I can back!” Jo laughed, shaking hands with all the Chelmsford bucks.

A tall officer with the Chelmsford arms on his shoulder hurried up. “Ricker.”

“Aye, sir!” Ricker replied, coming to attention and saluting.

“We have a mission for you,” the officer said, his face grave. “It’s what you asked for, Ricker. It’s about as dangerous as they come.”

Ricker nodded, glancing back at his fellows, who suddenly looked serious and certain. Ricker turned back to the officer. “We’re in, sir.”

“Follow me.”

Jo watched them go, his heart sinking. He received and served a meal to Master Caldwell but didn’t stay to eat with the grateful old buck.

Jo wasn’t hungry anymore.
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CHAPTER TWO

Jo walked out of the Savory Den through the cave passage leading outside. The torchlit passage was damper than the Savory Den, and he could hear the small waterfall pouring out over the misty cave mouth ahead. Surly guards extended spears to block his way.

“None can pass out onto the mountain without clearance,” a thin buck said.

Jo’s mouth twisted in anger, and he was tempted to tell them what he had done in the last battle, how he had saved Heather Longtreader’s life with an impossible bow shot that no other rabbit had witnessed. He wanted to say how the desperate shot had torn his already wounded shoulder open and that he had fought on while his fellows fell all around him—and now all he wanted was some fresh air!

He said nothing and turned to leave.

“Shanks,” came a gravelly voice. Jo looked up to see Captain Frye. “Are you out of the hospital, soldier?”

Jo saluted his captain. “Yes, sir. Released just now.”

“Good, good. I want to show you something, Shanks,” Frye said. Glowering at the guard whose spear still barred the way, “Out of the way,” Captain Frye called, and the soldier stumbled back, embarrassed. Captain Frye charged ahead, motioning for Jo to follow.

Jo hurried after the stout older buck. They slipped out of the misty cave mouth, and Jo extended a hand to feel the trickling water. He splashed some on his neck and walked out onto the level ground, where squads of vigilant soldiers kept watch.

“You okay to walk a while?” Frye asked.

“Yes, sir,” Jo replied.

Captain Frye returned salutes and nodded to his fellow captains as his keen eyes took in the defensive setup. Jo glanced at Captain Frye’s badly wounded arm, bound to his body by a thick wrap. His arm had been mangled during the attack as he bravely fended off a wolf.

So many wounds, and the war was just getting started.

They cut across a company of alert bucks and found a winding path down the opposite side of the mountain where Jo had fought during the battle.

“Sir!” A sentry came to attention along the path.

“As you were,” Frye said.

The nervous sentry seemed hesitant to speak. “Are you certain you want to head down the mountain, Captain?”

“If I wasn’t, do you think I would be doing it?”

They carried on. After seeing no one as they walked in silence, Captain Frye motioned to his eyes and put a finger over his mouth.

Captain Frye stepped carefully up a rise and, leaning against a tree, cautiously peered around the edge. Turning back, he motioned for Jo to take his place. Jo did, and, leaning against the tree, he slowly stretched out to sneak a look down the mountain.

Along the riverbank, a large company of wolves was encamped. There were so many. Jo felt conflicting emotions. Part of him wanted to run away, another to empty his quiver into the pack until he had no arrows left.

As Jo turned back, Captain Frye studied his face. The old captain jerked his head back toward the path, and they walked quietly back up the mountain.

“I’ve been thinking, sir,” Jo said, when it was safe to talk again.

“Go ahead, soldier.”

“What if we don’t wait for them? What if we attack while they’re still massing their army?”

Captain Frye nodded. “I’m glad you said that.”

“Thank you, sir,” Jo replied.

“It’s ignorant, and it won’t work,” Frye went on, “but it tells me something about you. It tells me where you are. Stay alert, Shanks. Get back in the fight. We’re going to need bucks like you. Maybe very soon.”

“Yes, sir.” Jo frowned as they made their way past the first sentry station and neared the entrance to Cloud Mountain.

“That used to be Decker’s Landing down there,” Captain Frye said. “The wolves killed Decker and burned his place. They established a beachhead, and we do have to deal with it.”

“How?”

“The lords think an indirect scheme might serve best,” he answered. “And that will require some special teams.”

“I volunteer,” Jo said.

“Your services will likely be required elsewhere, Jo,” Captain Frye said. He paused to catch his breath. “That is, if you’re passed fit for duty by your commanding officer.”

Ahead on the path, a small unit of soldiers headed down toward the wolf encampment. They wore dark colors and were outfitted with the usual weaponry, but they seemed to be going very lightly and moved with a focus he found captivating. Passing by Jo and Captain Frye, the short leader saluted.

“Keep up the fight, Jo,” he said. It was Ricker, from Chelmsford.

“I will,” Jo answered. “You bucks give them the sharp end.”

“We will,” Ricker replied, then turned and headed down the mountain.
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CHAPTER THREE

Jo lugged his pack through a crowded passage, up the stone stairway, through King’s Garden, then past Hallway Round and out onto the village green. He passed happy clusters of soldiers and support staff hurrying purposefully in every direction. While there had been suspicion and fear when Jo first arrived at Cloud Mountain, the atmosphere had shifted since the victory. He had felt it even in the hospital, but out here it could be measured in larger doses. Soldiers stepped higher. The farmers who gathered on the edge of the green beamed. Cloud Mountain was a serious place, more serious than ever, perhaps. But it buzzed with possibility. It hummed with hope. Despite the heaviness of war, he felt it lift his spirits, too. He hurried into the caves.

Soon Jo emerged from the caves onto the long plateau. He squinted up at the seven standing stones, then over at the mass of rabbits breaking camp. He spotted his old tent and hurried toward it.

“Lieutenant,” he said, seeing his commander, Nate Flynn, overseeing the breakdown of their camp.

“Jo,” Nate replied, smiling wide. “It’s good to see you walking around. I wish you could come with us.”

“I can, sir. I’ve been released. Cleared by the medics here.”

“So Doctor Emma says,” Nate said, “but I think she just wanted to get rid of you.”

“As long as you don’t,” Jo replied.

Nate slung on his pack and called over to a white rabbit who was bent over and folding his tent. “Owen, we’ve got time for one last practice, right?”

Owen turned, saw Jo, and nodded. “Yes, sir. Hello, Jo. It’s good to see you. You seem well. That’s . . . that’s good.”

They had been through a lot together, he and Owen. The tall white buck smiled stiffly, but Jo saw him tense, his eyes squinted slightly at their corners. Was it just the memory of the battle that caused that half-wincing expression to cross Owen’s face, or did he have some doubt about welcoming Jo back to the Bracers?

“How long have you been back on duty?” Jo asked.

“About a week,” Owen said, looking down. “I’ll be fine. We’re lucky we made it out.”

“We are. Have you heard how—” Jo began, but Owen cut him off.

“I’ll set up some targets, sir.”

Owen saluted Nate, tied off his pack, then jogged past the encampment and toward the catapults. Jo watched him go while Nate spoke up.

“Owen was pretty close to Junder.”

“Of course. He blames me . . . rightly. I was trying to ask, how is Junder doing?”

“He’s recovering,” Nate replied, “but it’ll take a long time. He’s out of this war.”

“But Owen’s still in it,” Jo said. Junder had nearly been killed when Jo had failed to take a risky shot at the wolf who was attacking him. Jo believed Owen held that failure against him.

Jo watched as Owen rolled out two cart wheels painted with smaller and smaller circles ending in a tiny red center Jo could barely see. Owen set up the first, propping it with detachable supports so the painted front faced Nate and Jo, then rolled the next one a further thirty yards beyond the first.

“We just need one, Owen!” Nate called, and Owen let the second target fall. “Come on, Jo.” Nate turned to Jo. “I haven’t had a chance to out-shoot you since the Archer’s Cup final. Though, there’s a rumor going around that you held back a wolf squad on your own with some truly incredible shooting during the battle.”

Jo frowned at Nate. “Who said that?” He was surprised to hear this, because no one on their side had seen it. Only one wolf, himself a deadly archer, witnessed the impossible shot that had saved Heather Longtreader’s life, allowing her to live on and perform her own legendary heroics. His last shot had—incredibly—split the middle of the wolf archer’s shaft as it sped toward Heather’s back. It would have killed her for certain. Only that wolf archer had seen the feat. How could anyone at Cloud Mountain know?

“I heard it from Davvo in the Forest Guard,” Nate said. “He heard it from one of his officers, I think.”

“That’s strange.”

“Is it true?”

“I did what I could, sir,” Jo said, head down.

“Well, do what you can here, Jo,” Nate said, motioning toward the target. “You’re shooting against me, now. And I’m no mug.”

Jo hoped that Nate still included him in the Bracers, though it had been a temporary commission. Sadly, there were places open now due to losses in the attack. Jo was certain that Nate wouldn’t take him on full time unless he was among the very best, no matter what heroics he may have performed. Nate clearly had some doubts—well-founded doubts—about Jo’s arm and his ability to perform in battle. But if Jo could prove he could still shoot, he thought he had a good chance of making his place in the elite Bracers permanent. There was nothing he wanted more.

“We’ll see,” Jo said, slowly stretching his arms windmill fashion. His shoulder ached, but he didn’t want Nate to see how badly. Nate stopped well short of where Jo expected them to shoot from and smiled over at him. They were a long way from the target. Jo nodded, and they set down their gear. Owen shook his head as he moved a few paces away from the target.

Nate strung his bow and tested the tension. He snagged an arrow, examined it carefully with one eye, then nocked it quickly and raised to aim. After only a moment’s pause, he released his arrow. Jo couldn’t even hear the point sinking into the center of the target, and he could barely see it. But see it he did. Owen’s raised thumb confirmed the center strike. Nate grinned over at Jo and gestured with an open hand.

“You can’t do better than that,” Jo heard someone say from behind them. He turned to see Studge. The dark-brown rabbit was grinning at Jo and shaking his head. The remaining Bracers were all gathered there, along with a growing number of fellow soldiers from Halfwind and several other citadels.

It was a crowd now.

“So, the pressure’s off,” Jo answered. He strung his bow and tested the tension. Pulling out an arrow, he glanced again at the distant target, then closed his eyes as he felt along the shaft for imperfections. Finding none, he opened them again. He mimicked pulling back the string to stretch his shoulder once more, then squared up to the target.

Jo nocked and aimed. Inhaling deeply, he pulled back the string. He released his string and breath together. Thwick. The arrow raced ahead, speeding toward the target.

A collective groan sounded from behind the archers as the arrow narrowly missed the top of the target and disappeared from sight.

“It’s a long way away, that target,” a soldier from Kingston said.

“And he was hurt pretty bad,” Studge said, though he sounded disappointed. “It’s his shooting arm, too.”

“There’s no shame in losing to Nate Flynn,” another said.

Studge walked up and patted Jo’s back. Jo glanced at Nate’s disappointed face, then looked back into the distance.

“It’s not so bad,” Studge said. “You just need more time. You’ll be back up to standard. It just takes time.”

“I’m up to it now, Studge,” Jo said, turning his back to the target and smiling at his friend. Behind him, Owen let out a whoop.

Everyone craned to see as Owen raised the second target from the ground fifty paces beyond the first target, where Jo’s arrow was sunk into the center circle. A cheer went up, and the Bracers ran to congratulate Jo as the other soldiers shook their heads and talked excitedly together. Jo smiled as they shook his hand and praised his incredible shot.

“Okay, soldiers,” Nate said, “time to break up and get back to work.”

“Yes, sir,” many of them said, smiling as they returned to their tasks. Owen jogged up and stood with the remaining Bracers in a circle around Jo and Nate.

“Welcome back, Jo,” Nate said.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The prince was there. Smalls. That’s what he had called himself when Jo met him atop the seventh standing stone at dusk not so many weeks ago. Most of his intimate friends seemed to still call him Smalls, but Jo couldn’t do that. Prince Jupiter Smalls was small in height, but he seemed to grow every day in the kind of stature that mattered to bucks like Jo, Nate, and Captain Frye. Or maybe they were only now seeing what had always been there, had always been growing into the destiny for which he was born. He was born to be king. And all that stood between him and his crown were Morbin’s endless hordes of birds of prey, savage wolves, and traitor rabbits.

The prince was holding court in Lord Rake’s conference room, flanked by Captain Wilfred Longtreader and Lord Captain Helmer. Lord Rake, Lord Ramnor, Lord Victor Blackstar, and an old doe were seated next nearest to the prince, along with a few more lords and captains, including Captain Frye, who nodded to Jo. Jo believed the doe must be Maggie O’Sage, of whom Emma had spoken so many times. Many of them bore wounds from the battle. Captain Frye’s bad arm was still bound tight to his body. Lord Rake had a bandage across his head that hadn’t been there a few days ago when he had visited Jo and the others in the hospital. Where had he received that injury? Jo knew the prince had undertaken a dangerous mission alongside some of the lords and Picket Longtreader immediately after the battle, but he hadn’t heard much about the results, other than they hadn’t been successful at finding captive rabbits.

The Bracers stood around the table on the far end across from the prince, Nate in front. More soldiers from other citadels stood nearby. Jo recognized many of them as elite special units from Vandalia, Kingston, and elsewhere. They each seemed ready for sudden action, vigilant and competent.

Jo wondered why he was here.

“Friends,” the prince said, rising to his feet at the head of the table, “thank you for coming.”

Just then, the door opened behind Jo, and everyone turned to see Heather Longtreader enter, followed by her brother, Picket. Emma followed the Longtreaders in, and they crossed to stand along the wall near the prince. The old doe reached back to squeeze Picket’s hand. He left it there, holding hers, as Emma spoke up.

“I beg your pardon, Your Highness,” she said, bowing along with her friends, “I was preparing to leave for Harbone and just received your invitation.”

“Welcome, my friends,” Smalls said. “I’m sorry to change your plans, Doctor Emma, but we have a challenge we must address. Lord Rake?”

Lord Rake rose, bowed to the prince, and turned to the gathered rabbits. “Prince Smalden is right. Our challenge is this: a true citadel congress is needed. We must confer with as many lords as possible, bringing in the remnants of the old protectorate, and unite the various elements of resistance under the prince’s banner.

“In short, we must get the prince safely to Halfwind, and from there, given time, perhaps to Kingston. Morbin hasn’t fully reacted to his disappointment at Jupiter’s Crossing, but we believe he has sent scouts across Natalia to gather information on our movements.”

“With respect, my lord, how can we know what Morbin is doing?” Captain Frye asked.

“I am working with Lord Ramnor to consolidate our scouting networks completely now that our last areas of contention have been settled.” Lord Rake glanced at Wilfred Longtreader, and Jo felt a stab of guilt for how he, Captain Frye, and most of Halfwind had been so certain of Wilfred’s guilt. Captain Frye nodded, and Jo could see he felt the same sting. Lord Rake continued. “I sent an advance team to Halfwind, intending them to move on to Harbone, but they were intercepted by a pack of wolves. These wolves were not part of the force massing at Decker’s Landing. We don’t know where they came from, but they pose a threat to safe passage. Maggie?”

Lord Rake had picked up on a subtle expression from the old doe, and he held out a hand, inviting her input.

She bowed her head to Lord Rake. “Is it not likely that the pack formed after being displaced by the battle at Jupiter’s Crossing? These wolves grow fractious and wild if not corralled by strong leaders. After a while, they turn into something quite unlike the fairly orderly units our soldiers often encounter. They are deadly when disciplined but a different sort of deadly when they grow wilder.”

“Yes. Thank you, Mother,” Lord Rake said, bowing to Maggie O’Sage. “Lord Captain Helmer?” he said, nodding to his friend.

Helmer, the fierce black rabbit who had trained Picket Longtreader and helped lead the forces that beat back the wolves at Jupiter’s Crossing, stepped forward.

“Our plan is to send out two teams featuring the best rabbits from several citadels. These two teams will launch from Cloud Mountain and follow different courses—converging late in the journey. We aim to confuse our enemies and get the prince safely to Halfwind.”

“Along with everyone else,” Prince Jupiter Smalls added.

“Your Highness,” Helmer said, acknowledging the prince with a bow. Helmer yielded humbly, but Jo knew what the older buck was thinking. The goal was the prince’s safety. Everything else was secondary. Eyeing the soldiers standing around the room, Lord Rake asked, “Are you all willing to undertake this mission?”

“Yes!” Jo cried out, just ahead of the more formal consent given by the others. Prince Jupiter Smalls looked at him, smiled, then touched his ears, eyes, and mouth. Maybe he remembered Jo—remembered their meeting atop the standing stone. Jo’s heart swelled.

I would die for this buck. Yes, I would. And I probably will someday.

“There are more precious lives at stake here than mine,” the prince said, glancing over where the Longtreaders and Emma stood, “and it is my desire that we all come safely to Halfwind.”

“Your Highness?” Emma asked. “May I continue to Harbone after and fulfill my mission?”

“I hope so, Emma,” he answered, looking down at Wilfred Longtreader, who nodded. “But we will have to consult and decide once we arrive.”

“There are sick children there, sir,” Emma said, determination plain on her face. It was clear she would be unhappy to be prevented from going.

“There are many children in Natalia, and many not yet born,” Wilfred said. “The prince must consider them all.”

Lord Blackstar looked to the prince, who nodded, then rose and addressed the room. “You are dismissed. We have more planning to do. Stay alert, and rest as you are able. We leave early in the morning.”

Jo bowed to the prince, saluted the lords and captains, and joined the others leaving the room.

Nate Flynn filed out beside him. When they had cleared the room, he patted Jo’s back as they moved through the corridor.

“Looks like we’re right back in the middle of it all, Jo.”

“That’s where archers belong,” Jo replied. “In the center of the target.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

In the dark before dawn the next day, Jo gathered in the Savory Den with Nate, Captain Frye, Owen, Studge, and the rest of the Bracers. They were early, and Jo was checking his gear alongside Studge. Rope. Extra waterskin. Plenty of arrows. Knife. Sword. His pack.

“You cleaned your sword, Shanks?” Studge asked skeptically.

Jo frowned and glanced over to see if Nate had heard. He had, and he cocked an ear Jo’s way.

“I never don’t not clean my sword, Studge,” Jo said. “Come on. You never don’t not know that.”

Nate shook his head.

After they were all certain of their careful packing, the Savory Den’s rotund proprietor, Gort, served them tea and toast slathered with jam.

“Thank you, Chef,” Jo said. “This jam is delicious. Of all the delights of Cloud Mountain, I think I shall miss this place most.”

“It’s my pleasure, young Jo,” Gort replied, unable to hide his delight at the compliment. “This jam’s been in my family for a long time.”

“I can relate, sir,” Jo said, smiling. “My family’s been in a jam for a long time.”

Gort threw back his head as he wheezed and shook, leaning on a chair for support. It was the most physical laughter Jo had ever seen accompanied by almost no sound. “That’s rich as rogues,” Gort said, snorting now. “I’ll have that for my private stock, if you have no objection.”

“None,” Jo replied. “Only remember me, Master Chef, when you take it off the shelf.” Jo was smiling, but a heaviness of heart fell on him as he remembered the serious task ahead and the tragedies he had seen and had a hand in during his time here at Cloud Mountain. Jo glanced across at Owen, whose face seemed unable to hide the woe within his heart.

Gort seemed to pick up on the changing mood, and he waddled off, reciting Jo’s line quietly to himself as he cleared plates and directed his staff to refill mugs of tea.

“Is it just me, or did it just get extremely sad in here—double-quick?” Studge asked, eyes wide. “Pick a mood, Shanks.” He shook his head. “You can’t nearly kill that fat chef with your so-called jokes, then bring everyone down by transporting us to your funeral the next minute. You’re making things weird.”

“I’m sorry my funeral feels weird for you, Studge.” Jo took a long sip of tea. “I’ll try to die in a way that’s more convenient for you next time.”

“You’re doing it again.” Studge shook his head and appealed to Nate. “Can’t you do something about this, sir? It’s got to be against the code of war, or the code of civility, or the one of humor, or some other very important code. The buck’s an outlaw, I know it.”

“Rich as rogues,” Nate mused, smirking as he raised his open hands.

Footsteps echoed in the hall, and soon more of those appointed from every citadel present were there. Elite soldiers, all. Soon after, Prince Smalls and his lords entered, and Jo knelt along with the others.

“Good morning,” the prince said. “We must be off. Thank you for serving the cause in this way. I hope to see you all at Halfwind.” He nodded to Lord Captain Helmer.

Helmer bowed, then turned to the rest. “We are two units, commanded by the prince and myself. The prince will be supported by Lords Blackstar, Ramnor, Rake, and Captain Wilfred. Captain Frye and I will command the advance team. Do as you’re commanded and be bold, bucks. With good fortune, we slip under the enemy’s nose. But always be ready for the worst. Now, listen for your name and join your unit.”

A scramble followed, as the leaders of each group pulled in their personnel.

“Shanks,” Helmer called, appraising him with thin-slit eyes.

“Yes, sir!” Jo rushed to stand alongside him. They were joined by Studge and Owen from the Bracers. Owen, despite his height, was being dressed to look like the prince because of his white fur. A rabbit named Heyward was called, and Jo was concerned to see that this buck appeared far from being a deadly warrior. Jo had the distinct feeling they had just been stuck with the worst soldier among those going. Aubray of Vandalia joined them. Jo liked the look of him. Nearly as dark as Captain Helmer, with a spray of golden brown around his nose and the inside of his ears, Aubray looked a deadly fighter. Emma, Jo was delighted to see, rounded out their group.

The prince’s entourage featured Wilfred, Picket, and Heather Longtreader, the lords, Nate Flynn, and most of the other Bracers. It also included ten more warriors and another medic named Windanner, who had been an assistant to Emma in the hospital. Jo had many questions. He understood dividing the best archers up and sending some with each group. But why hadn’t Emma, who was clearly the best doctor among them, been sent with the prince? He quickly reminded himself of his role and settled into the discipline of following orders.

“That’s all of them, Lord Captain,” Captain Frye reported.

“You can drop the ‘lord,’ Frye,” Captain Helmer said, smirking. “And that goes for the rest of you, too,” he added to Jo and the others in his unit. “A few weeks ago, I was just a brooding outsider who frightened children.”

“A few weeks ago?” Captain Frye looked over doubtfully. “The only thing that’s changed is now you’re a brooding insider. You’ve always frightened children, Helmer, even when we were children.” Jo could see that they had an old friendship and had been through a lot together. They must have fought together for King Jupiter during the golden years—the times of glory.

“Your Highness,” Captain Helmer said, reporting to the prince, “our teams are assembled.”

“All is ready, my lords,” Prince Jupiter Smalls said. “The first group must be away at once. May the Leapers be your light.”

Jo and his comrades from Halfwind, along with some others, including the prince, touched their ears, eyes, and mouth.

Lord Ramnor added, “May our feet find the next standing stone.”
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CHAPTER SIX

Jo’s feet hurt. He ran on, ducking under limbs and peering through fog, as he followed Captain Helmer forward.

“This is not the way we came,” Studge, running alongside him, said between gasping breaths.

“No,” Jo replied. “And it’s not the most direct route, I believe.”

Studge nodded, glancing from Jo to the pair ahead of them, Captains Helmer and Frye. How Frye kept up was a mystery. Jo and Studge were much younger than their commanders, but both were having difficulty.

They had been warned. When they had left the cave mouth outside the Savory Den, Captain Helmer told them the first stage of their journey would be taxing. “We’re going to run hard for a long time,” he said.

“Mostly in the wrong direction,” Captain Frye added.

At the time, Jo had wondered how the heavyset captain, one arm useless and bound to his chest, could possibly endure such a run. Now, as he and Studge followed hard behind Frye, he heard the wheezing gasps from ahead and admired the mental powers of an old soldier who would not be stopped by excuses of his age or fitness. They ran on, down and down, out of the mist and into drier forest, dense and pathless. Dodging branches and shooting through small clearings, they made their way.

Eventually, they slowed and walked a short spell under the cover of trees; then they sped ahead once more. Finally, Helmer pointed ahead. There was a break in green showing several large rocks stacked awkwardly atop one another. “We break at the outcropping.”

“You never hear about an in cropping, do you?” Studge asked, elbowing Jo as they jogged toward the rocks. Studge had stuck with Jo the entire run, leaving Owen to run alongside Heyward, who seemed to struggle with keeping up. Jo had seen Owen encourage the tall, awkward rabbit several times. Studge continued, “It’s always an outcropping. Nobody wants to even think about how that makes in croppings feel.”

“Your jokes are in standing,” Jo said, and Owen, slowing alongside Heyward, groaned. They arrived at the outcropping and began removing their packs. Emma jogged up alongside Aubray, and Jo exchanged a wave with her as she passed him to check on Captain Frye, who had collapsed several yards ahead.

Owen, shaking his head, turned to face his fellow Bracers.

“Bucks, this is Heyward,” he said, motioning to the gasping rabbit beside him.

“My . . . pleasure . . .” Heyward said between deep wheezing and coughs, “. . . to . . . meet you.”

“Heyward,” Owen continued, “this is Jo, and that’s Studge.”

They shook hands. “Here,” Jo said to Heyward, guiding him to a flat rock, “have a seat and catch your breath.” Jo stood, breathing hard, as Owen and Studge crossed to see how their captain was doing. Captain Frye lay panting on the ground, his good arm flung out to the side. Emma was leaning over him, but she didn’t look too concerned. Jo turned back to Heyward. “So, Heyward, what’s your story?”

“I’m just not used to such . . . excessive ambulation,” Heyward gasped. “Much like your captain . . . though my girth is less substantial.”

“Well, you’re still upright, so that’s one for you. But I don’t mean this,” Jo said, “I mean your story. Where you’re from. What you care about. Who are you?” Seeing that the lanky buck was still breathing hard, he raised a hand. “Take your time.”

Heyward took a moment to relax his breathing, then drank long from his waterskin. After corking it with a sigh, he smiled up at Jo. “I keep hedges straight. I’m a hedger. And I have no idea why I’m on this journey. I have invented a few things that work well and improve labors, but I’ve been wondering why I’ve been included on the mission ever since I was ordered to come.”

“You’re not a soldier?”

“No. I mean, yes. I have, of course, undergone all the rigorous—dare I say, excessive—training to which all bucks of age are subjected at Cloud Mountain. I’m adequate with a blade, but nothing near exceptional. As I peered about me yesterday in the prince’s conference, I spotted many well-known bladecraft masters among those present. My primary mind remained focused on the instruction we received, but another part of my mind, a more mechanically inclined and quandary-pondering sector, wrestled with the conundrum of why a strange rabbit like me should be included. What about you, Jo? I had you and your mates diagnosed from the outset as toxophilites. Do I err?”

“We’re archers,” Jo replied, face scrunched in confusion.

Heyward nodded. “Just as I suspected. Excellent.”

“Do you have a fondness for archery?” Jo asked as Heyward stood.

“No,” Heyward responded.

“Oh,” Jo said, taken aback.

“What about you, Jo? You’re from Halfwind, I see.” Heyward nodded to the symbol on his tunic. It bore the crossed spears over the blood moon emblem of Halfwind Citadel, Jo’s home. “What are the unique features of life at Halfwind?”

“Well,” Jo began, “it’s difficult to say. Everyone knows it’s a place of devotion. The votaries are very active and central to life there. There are some elderly votaries—does, mostly—whose charitable work is more inspiring than I can say. They really see those who most try not to see. Our folk are hardworking and brave, I think. We may be a bit rough, compared to Cloud Mountain. But Lord Ramnor is a great leader.”

“Have you ever considered joining the votaries?”

“I always wanted to be an archer,” Jo answered. “But the votaries are close to my heart.”

Heyward nodded and seemed deep in thought. Jo said nothing and even hesitated to take a drink from his waterskin while Heyward seemed on the verge of saying something profound. Heyward finally blinked and looked around. Jo raised his waterskin. Then Heyward turned back, that look of deep thought returning. Jo froze, the waterskin inches from his mouth. Finally, Heyward spoke.

“Do they have hedges at Halfwind?”

“The messiest hedges you can imagine,” Jo answered. Then he took a long swig of water as Heyward nodded seriously and wandered over toward Emma.

Jo gazed after him as Studge and Owen walked back.

“How’s your new best friend doing?” Studge asked, smiling.

“I like him.”

“Good.”

“I’m not sure what he’s doing here, though.” Jo stoppered his waterskin and looped it back on his belt. Studge studied Heyward, who was now talking to Emma.

“My grandfather used to say, ‘Somebody isn’t always what he seems,’” Studge said.

“Take you, for instance,” Jo replied. “You look like a master archer and wonderful fellow.”

“And you, a wit. Some might even say you were an out credible wit.”

Jo bowed dramatically.

“Shanks and Owen,” Captain Helmer called.

Jo shot up and hurried over as Owen turned and walked across to face the captain.

“Yes, sir?” they both said together, saluting in sync.

“Scout the path ahead until you hit the next rise,” Helmer said, glancing over at Captain Frye sprawled out on the grass. He frowned. “Make that the second rise. Listen, after you pass the first rise, there’s a short plateau that will leave you exposed for a time. Beneath that, the ground falls away into a very narrow valley. When you’ve passed under the old stone bridge, you’re getting close to the second rise. The ridges on either side of the valley grow rockier there, and you may see some vines and dark woods on your right. Scan the valley floor from the vantage point of the second rise. Be cautious. Something’s not right around here. Go quietly and stay together.”

“Yes, sir!” they said in unison, standing at attention, looking eagerly into the face of the stern captain. Helmer gazed up at the paling sky, frowned, then took a few steps toward Captain Frye. He stopped and turned back to face the pair.

“Still here, soldiers?” he asked.

Jo’s eyes grew wide, and he stepped forward with a jerk, head swinging back to notice that Owen had stepped the other way. Under Helmer’s disdainful gaze, they then hurried to correct their opposite actions and leapt back, colliding with one another. Jo was knocked back, tripped, and pitched forward again, reaching out to balance with a hand on the ground. Rising again, he made eye contact with Owen, who seemed as confused as he was. Trying to avoid looking back at Helmer, Jo squeezed his eyes shut with a wince, then opened them again and darted off to get his bow and quiver. Jo wanted to explain what had happened to Studge, who was laughing behind his hand, his shoulders shaking, but he ignored this urge and rushed past the rocks and back onto the thin trail. Owen followed, and the two said nothing to one another for a while, until they reached the first rise.

They approached it cautiously, weapons ready. Topping the height, they saw no evidence of anyone, friend or foe. This rise commanded a view of a declining ravine through which ran a small stream. They saw the narrow walls of the hills, the rocky terrain, and the old stone bridge up ahead. They hurried through this exposed area and ran beneath the bridge high above them. The bridge appeared to be natural, with overgrown weeds hanging in unkempt clumps all over the solid stone. There were even a few trees atop the ancient span that connected the two rocky ridges that rose on both sides of the valley.

“Captain Helmer makes me nervous,” Jo said as they began hiking down into a widening landscape, leaving the curious bridge behind.

“Me too,” Owen agreed. “And paired with Frye? Why are we so lucky to get the two harshest officers in all of Natalia?”

“I’d kind of like to see them fight,” Jo said.

“I wonder if they ever did?” Owen asked. “I mean, Helmer has the clear advantage now, with Frye losing an arm—”

“Not to mention that he’s also currently dead back there,” Jo added.

“That also helps Lord Captain Helmer the Moody’s cause.”

“I find it a tremendous advantage,” Jo said, “when my opponent has the thoughtfulness to die before we fight.”

Owen laughed, and they hurried ahead.

It was a while before they came to the next rise. They approached it carefully, arrows nocked as they slowly climbed the face of the steepening incline. Southward, on their right, the land fell away till it met with a wooded ridge where Jo could see tangled vines looping through the tall trees. Away north, the forest was denser, dotted with large rock outcroppings that resembled the place where the rest of the team waited for them. The grass grew thick here on the ridge, and they pushed it aside as they crept higher and higher. As they neared the top, where a spray of large, sharp rocks dotted the hill like an exposed spine, Jo began to feel a welling dread.

A crunching sound. They both bent low, weapons ready. Jo peered at Owen and pointed to his own chest, then his eyes, then up to the ridgetop. Owen nodded, raising his bow a fraction to assure Jo he would cover his ascent. Jo left his bow and quiver and crawled ahead, over the rough rock and scattered stones, to the lip of the rise. He flattened his ears and raised his head to peer into the valley floor below.

What Jo saw made his heart jolt.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Wolves.

More wolves.

Far more than the small pack of ragged scrabblers they had planned for, scores of the beasts were spread wide across the valley clearing below. And far from the feral horde they had heard about, these wolves were resting in divisions of ten to fifteen, spread apart. Some seemed wilder than others, but this band was not what they had been warned about—at least, not anymore. Jo squinted to make out faces, and though the distance was significant, he thought he discerned a brooding tension in their ranks.

Near one of the central camps, Jo noticed a wounded, muzzled pack of wolves shackled to a large stake that had been driven into the ground. They limped and lurched around, growling and snapping uselessly at one another. Some strong leader had taken command here and had reformed these packs after the death of Redeye Garlackson at Picket Longtreader’s hands. It filled him with woe. Things were far worse than the prince and his lords believed.

How were they supposed to get through this?

The sun was rising behind the wide, well-spaced line of wolf squadrons, illuminating the valley. Jo gazed for a few minutes, moving on from the chained wolves to memorize every detail he could imagine their captains asking about when he and Owen returned to report. Then he slowly looked down at Owen, whose expression was all anxiety. Jo shook his head, motioned wide with his hands, and pointed to the edges of his bared teeth.

Wolves. Lots of them.

Owen nodded, motioning for Jo to come back down. Jo nodded in return but glanced back across the valley one last time.

A massive raptor flew up behind the central pack, beating its wings till it rose before the sun to become an outlined figure whose wings seemed fringed with fire. It paused in partial eclipse of the rising sun and cast a long, sharp shadow across the valley. The darkness fell on Jo, and, eyes wide and terrified, he let go and slid from the lip of the rise down to the edge of the tall grass.

“Hide!” he whispered sharply. The two bucks flattened in the grass as the shadow stretched to cover them. Jo could feel it, could sense the absence of the new sun’s light. He finally risked a glimpse aloft and saw the razor talons beneath the wide, dark form that sent ancestral shivers through Jo’s whole body. He trembled at the bird’s great bulk. Then its hooked beak cracked to shriek a shrill warning that echoed over the valley.

Jo shook with a terror he had never yet known. But his eye remained on the predator. It was enormous, and its feathers appeared black against the sun. A terrible name came to Jo’s mind.

Morbin Blackhawk.

The raptor banked overhead, beat its wings three times, then flew back over the rise toward the wolf pack camps on the valley floor. Jo wanted to run as fast as he could back to their unit, but he also felt paralyzed with fear and nailed to his place of thin concealment in the grass. Which was right?

Owen recovered first, rising and shaking out his limbs. He knelt over Jo. Owen pointed to his own chest and eyes, then up to the ridge. Jo’s eyes grew wide, and he shook his head. Don’t be a fool, Owen! Owen raised two hands, a gesture calling for calm, even as he gulped and looked up at the ridge. Jo recalled, with some frustration, that Owen was technically his superior.

Jo took several breaths and slowly rose to his knees as Owen crawled to the hilltop to see the valley floor for himself. Owen’s eyes widened, and he shook his head in disbelief. Soon, he motioned for Jo to join him. Jo crawled up slowly to peer once more into this valley of death, this long line of impenetrable foes encamped.

Jo gazed along the stretched line of wolf pack camps spread wide and disappearing into the woods on either side of the valley. As he peered into the woods and tried to gauge the pack numbers, an ear-splitting screech filled the air. Jo felt Owen’s arm and heard his gasp. Jo’s head swung back in time to see the massive raptor descend on the imprisoned wolves with lightning speed and lethal ferocity.

Jo and Owen watched a moment, disbelieving, as the wolves’ grim muffled and frenzied cries echoed across the valley. The rabbits exchanged horrified glances, then slid down the hill, gathered their weapons, and sprinted back the way they had come.

The victim wolves’ agonized cries haunted their frantic retreat, followed by mournful howls. A last screech rent the air, followed by a ghostly silence.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Reaching the camp at last, they found Captains Frye and Helmer sitting apart from the rest of the squad. Helmer was smiling at something Frye had said. Both grew serious, rising when they saw Jo and Owen sprint, panic stricken, into the camp.

Jo was bursting to tell all they had seen, but he was certain Owen—who outranked him—would feel the same, so he was silent. But Owen said nothing, so they stood there in front of these imposing commanders in stupefied silence.

“Shanks, report!” Captain Frye growled.

So Jo did. He reported. Owen added details Jo left out. The rest gathered around and listened in grave silence at the two scouts’ report. In a few minutes, the captains had asked every question they needed to and took hasty council, not bothering to move away from the group. Emma made Jo drink and ordered him and Owen to sit.

“The line might stretch to Blitter’s Fork,” Helmer mused.

“Yes,” Frye answered. “This changes everything.”

“Not everything,” Helmer said. “We still have to get the prince across.”

“Or back.”

“Yes,” Helmer agreed, rubbing his chin. “Or back.”

Frye seemed to have a sudden realization. A grave one. “If they’ve gone as far as the fork, or even to Jonston’s Glen, then we might not be able to get him back to Cloud Mountain.”

Helmer seemed to see it too and shook his head. “The best way may be forward, then. And if that’s so, then I’m lost as to how we might get past this raptor. He’s a hunter, this kite?”

“Kite, sir?” Jo asked. “Not a hawk?”

“No, soldier,” Helmer said, “it’s not Morbin you saw. It’s a black kite, likely one of the Dronzer family. Not one of the Six, or even close. He’s lethal, to be sure, but he’s not so big or deadly as Morbin. Not by a long shot. Still, he’s a cruel predator. And we are just his kind of prey. He’ll settle for rogue wolves for now, but he’s bent on more tender meat. If he knows there are rabbits about, and I’m afraid he may, then the hunt will be on.”

“We can’t let the prince be hunted,” Jo said. “It has to be us.”

Frye and Helmer exchanged glances, then nodded. “It may come to that,” Frye said. “And we have to somehow get word to the prince without leading the villains to him.”

“We’re trapped?” Heyward asked, a tremble in his voice.

“I’ve seen worse,” Helmer said.

“Have you ever killed a raptor, Lord Captain Helmer?” Heyward asked.

“No,” Helmer answered flatly. Heyward hung his head. “But,” Helmer continued, “a raptor has never killed me. So, we’re even.”

Heyward smiled, and Jo felt the tension ease a little.

“The day is young,” Captain Frye said. “And I have no doubt that should this kite feast on Helmer here, he’ll grow sick and die from the poison.”

“I can only hope,” Helmer added, “that I rot his innards.”

Frye stepped across to a patch of dirt, and he picked up a stick. He motioned for the group to observe as he scraped out a rough map. “We are here, west of Halfwind. If we go further southwest, we run into what was Decker’s Landing and is now a wolf garrison. The prince’s party left Cloud Mountain an hour after we did, so they will be somewhere around here.” He indicated a spot some distance behind their own path. “Helmer and I believe that it’s possible the enemy may know of our departure and have our—and more importantly, the prince’s—retreat cut off.”

“How could they know?” Aubray asked, frustrated.

“Traitors are part of our story, soldier,” Captain Frye replied. “All us older bucks remember working alongside a buck named Garten Longtreader. Morbin often works against us by working among us.”

“We made some provision for this,” Helmer said, “letting word get out that we were going north, that Aubray was leading us toward Vandalia. And we began that way. But our bluff may not have worked. Regardless, Frye is right. The way back may be barred, so we have to figure out how to get the prince through to Halfwind.”

Captain Frye frowned. “Our scheme was to finally come here, by roundabout paths, and cross the valley ahead and so proceed on. From there it’s only an hour’s run to Halfwind’s covered mazes and gates. The prince is supposed to follow us through. We have already passed the places where we expected the wolves might be.”

“So, we’re stuck?” Aubray asked.

“Why don’t we go around them?” Emma asked, studying the map. “Southeast? They can’t be stretched so far.”

“Yes, that’s possible,” Helmer said. “But we would have to double back and find the prince’s party to warn them, and that hunter kite could be overhead at any moment, and then we may lead him, and his wolves, to the prince.”

“So we can’t warn the prince?” Studge asked.

“I don’t think we can risk it,” Helmer said. Frye nodded. “His party will be here soon. Our job is to make a path through.”

“But there’s no way through that line,” Owen said with conviction. “It’s impossible.”

“Owen’s right,” Studge said. “And if we don’t send someone back to warn them, won’t we just be letting Prince Smalls fall right in their death trap?”

Jo had been thinking as the others spoke. Helmer caught his eye and raised an eyebrow. Something about the valley scene stayed with him, something in the behavior of the wolves, but he couldn’t quite make a connection of meaning.

“It’s a closed gate,” Aubray said, shaking his head.

“Shanks,” Helmer said, and the group went silent. Jo looked up and around at them all.

“We have to open the gate,” Jo said.

“How?” Emma asked.

“Like Aubray said, if we think about the valley as a gate,” Jo said, a vague outline of a gate taking shape in his mind, “then we need to find a way to open it. How? We hit the sides, north and south, causing the middle to split and swarm in each direction. Then the gate is open.”

Helmer frowned and glanced over at Frye, who studied the map. “It might be our best hope,” Helmer said. “We’d be better off with a hundred soldiers instead of eight, but we can split into two groups of four and see what kind of damage we can do.”

“I’m not a soldier,” Emma said.

“You’re in my army now,” Helmer answered. “You’re with me, doctor. And Jo and Heyward.”

Studge, Owen, and Aubray gathered their things and moved toward Captain Frye.

“Wait a minute, Helmer,” Captain Frye said. “Just because I’ve only got one good arm doesn’t mean you’re taking two inexperienced—”

“That’s Lord Captain,” Helmer said, “and I’m taking these three. We have to act fast and at the same time.”

Captain Frye nodded and saluted with a wry smile. “It’s got to be big, Helm. I may use my blastpowder vial.”

“Good idea. Do you want mine?”

“No, I have enough.”

The lord captain nodded, returning the salute. “In one half hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

Owen and Studge stood behind Captain Frye. Jo, standing behind Helmer, raised his bracer wrist guard with a fist over his heart. They returned the gesture, then spun to follow Captain Frye.

Jo wondered if he would ever see them again.
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CHAPTER NINE

They were running again.

Jo sprinted alongside Emma, leaping over large rocks and sidestepping vines as they worked their way south along the forest edge of a high hill. Heyward labored hard but kept apace with Helmer as Jo and Emma stayed tight behind them. They had taken to the high ridge on the right side of the valley and now sprinted past the old stone bridge. Jo wanted to run across it, but there was no time.

“What’s your plan, Captain?” Heyward wheezed, dodging around a tree.

“I’m working on it.”

“What about a fire?” Jo said. “Distract them with a fire?”

“That’s the lazy, unimaginative solution,” Helmer replied, not looking back.

Jo exchanged glances with Emma, who was laughing. She mouthed the word lazy to him. He shrugged.

“I’m working on a solution. Might help if you younglings would shut up.”

“Unimaginative younglings,” Emma added, poking Jo. Jo smirked back as they ran on.

They hurried through another tract of vine-tangled trees, then slowed when the second rise, now far to their left and ahead, became visible between breaks in the trees.

“The valley is on the other side of that ridge,” Helmer said, pointing. “It means we’re close to the wolves. If Jo’s recon was accurate, there’ll be scouts at the high point of that hill to our right and sentries ahead about a hundred paces, just beyond that rise.” Helmer handed Emma his long knife and looked over Heyward’s blade. He frowned but passed it back. “Listen, they have caves on the other side, so Frye will be able to hit the wolf squad hard, then disappear into the caves when things get hot.”

“No caves over here?” Jo asked.

Helmer shook his head, kicking one of the large rocks. “Just high trees and these thick vines. Reminds me of the Great Wood, near Harbone. Shanks, go ahead and locate exactly where the sentries and scouts are. Not as fast as you can, but just shy of it.”

“Yes, sir,” Jo answered, turning toward the spot ahead where Helmer had said the wolf sentries would be.

Behind him, the conversation went on.

“I have an idea,” Heyward said. “May I, Lord Captain?”

“It’s about time,” Helmer replied. “Let’s hear it.”

As Heyward’s whispers grew too faint to hear, Jo crept along as quickly as he could quietly go. He scurried from tree to tree, hidden well behind the dangling vines. These vines are amazing. He jogged on until, away on his left, he saw the small rise where he and Owen had spied on the enemy camp. Jo slowed down. He knelt and peeked out from behind a large black-barked oak tree teeming with tangled vines that stretched up to the tops of the oak’s powerful limbs.

Wolves.

A wolf encampment. No sentries that he could see. Some dozed, while others sharpened blades, bickering as they worked.

“Makes us wait,” one surly wolf groaned. “Starves us.”

“Holds us back,” another growled. “Doesn’t know the pack’s way. Muzzled and killed our brothers.”

Jo’s heart beat fast, but he forced himself to watch and listen for several seconds more. Then he turned and sprinted. He struck a large rock and fell hard, spilling his quiver. His eyes went wide, and he lay still beneath the black oak, hoping the wolves hadn’t heard him.

For a few seconds he heard nothing but his heart pounding in his ears.

Please, no.

Then he heard the scraping blades and the bickering resume. He slowly got to his feet, retrieved and replaced his arrows, and sprinted back to his friends. When he arrived, they all stared at him wordlessly. Heyward looked guilty. Emma squinted and bit her lip.

“What?”

* * *

A few minutes later, Jo was back at the base of the big black oak, tied up with vines and an easy target for the wolves. He shook his head and took several deep breaths. Glancing up at the sun, he took one last breath. This better work.

“Let me go!” he shouted, straining at the vines. “Come back here, you villains!” He paused a moment to listen. Hearing sharp, barked calls and heavy footfalls racing his way, he carried on. “Come back and face me!”

The pack of eight raced around the base of the oak, eyes wide at the strange quarry they saw. Toothy grins and harsh laughter preceded a darting snap near Jo’s ears. The largest wolf, a pale grey veteran with a black stripe down his spine, stepped in front of the slavering pack.

“What are you?” Black Stripe asked in his harsh, broken speech. “How here?”

“I betrayed the rabbit cause,” Jo said, terror touching every word. “I sold secrets to the wolf garrison at Decker’s Landing. The other rabbits found out and left me here.”

“For us?”

“They hope you’ll kill me,” Jo said, his voice trembling.

“They right,” said a silver youth whose hungry gaze seemed certain to spell death in moments. “You’re food now, rabbit.”

Black Stripe snapped at the silver youth and batted him with the butt of his spear. The youth yelped and danced back but then stalked the perimeter of the pack, never taking his hungry eyes off Jo.

“If we give to Preylord Solus, then he reward,” Black Stripe said. Jo glanced from the silver youth to the pale grey veteran, certainly hoping that Black Stripe would win the debate or fight that seemed certain to erupt at any moment. The veteran’s face was slashed and scratched, full of bare spots where battles had bled and marked him. “But if we eat now, then make our own reward.”

The gathered pack clearly approved of this second option, and their howls of delight brought the sound of more footfalls. More wolves came. More slavering jaws and more hungry eyes. Black Stripe struggled to keep his place in the front, his position as decision-maker for all. The pack would soon decide for themselves. “Think we eat,” he began.

“There are more,” Jo said quickly, “and if you’ll swear to spare me and take me to Preylord Solus, I’ll tell you which direction they went.”

An energetic barking began, and eager howls pressed in all around Jo. He blinked as hot, foul breath hit his face. Black Stripe snapped at several wolves pressing forward and turned back to Jo. “What way?”

“Untie me,” Jo said.

Black Stripe snapped his teeth together an inch from Jo’s nose, then brought his spear’s heft around in a swift action that ended against Jo’s neck. The small rabbit was pressed against the tree, gasping for air. “What way went?” Black Stripe repeated.

“Okay, okay!” Jo gasped, his throat barely able to make a sound. “That way,” he choked out, his tear-filled eyes aimed up the south hill. At once, the thirty wolves and more who were gathered around took off in a wild dash, while Black Stripe stayed and studied Jo. He released the pressure on Jo’s neck at last, and Jo coughed and coughed. The old wolf barked commands, and two more wolves were compelled to stay as well, whining as they gazed up the hill. Then one of the wolves, bearing a bow and quiver, looked back at the prisoner. He came closer, then turned to Black Stripe.

“Seen this rabbit,” he said.

“When, Bant?”

“At battle last. Master archer, this. Maked shot to split my arrow halfway to rabbit doe’s back. A can’t-have-ever shot. Hero for them.”

“Archer master?” Black Stripe growled, turning back to Jo with a grin. “Hero of arrow shot?”

“He must be mistaking me for another rabbit,” Jo said, stuttering.

“You lie, buckrabbit?” Black Stripe asked, and his companions stepped closer, sensing an imminent kill. “Lie and escape?”

“Lie?” Jo asked. “Why would I lie . . . when I can fly?”

A loud grunt came from above. The vines fell away to reveal a rope that had been fastened around his waist and ran up to a high branch of the massive oak. As it came taut, the rope pulled Jo up with a sudden lurch and swept him aloft in a swift ascent. Midair, he produced his bow from behind his back. As he flew up the tree side and Black Stripe drew back an arm to pin him with his spear, Jo nocked an arrow and sent it straight into the old wolf’s heart. As Black Stripe fell dead, one of his companions leapt after Jo and was shot down by an arrow from Helmer, who was perched beside Emma and Heyward, high in the tree. Jo’s second arrow was released a moment before Bant could release his own.

The rope’s pulley reached its end, and Jo dangled high in the oak like a lost doll. His friends pulled him up and untied him. They helped him into the safety of their hastily made hideout in the oak’s branches.

Emma hugged Jo, then checked him over for injuries.

“He’s fine,” Helmer said, brushing off a leaf caught in Jo’s fur. “There.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Heyward, you did it!” Jo said, slapping his new friend on the back. “It worked!”

“Well, to be frank,” Heyward said, “the velocity was more significant than I had expected. But I am pleased that the counterweight did indeed cause you to rise with adequate pace. I have always loved the idea of a rabbit in flight.”

Jo peered over at the heavy rock tied around with the other end of the rope that Emma and Heyward had shoved over the edge. It had worked and pulled Jo up just in time. Jo could hardly believe it. He was still amazed that Heyward had worked out how to get it into the tree to begin with. There was more to the lanky buck than he had first guessed.

“I’m just glad you’re not hurt,” Emma said, as Jo winced and held his side. “Well, not too badly.”

“We’re not done here,” Helmer said, reaching for a vine leading to the ground and sliding down it with surprising agility. Jo followed, then Emma.

Reaching the bottom, Helmer cut free the large stone, and together they rolled it behind an even larger rock. They dragged the wolves’ bodies into a discreet ditch, covering them with a pile of cut vines and leaves.

Jo gazed around, eager to be back up the tree before more wolves showed up. Helmer leapt for a vine and climbed the height, with Emma and Jo following, one after the other.

“This is much slower,” Jo said, grunting, “than Heyward’s way.”

“Well, we can’t do everything for you, son,” Helmer said. “At some point on this mission, you’re going to have to do something to help out.”

“Sure,” Jo said, shaking his head. They reached their hidden perch, and Jo gazed around, allowing himself to feel some relief. “Did we do it?” he asked, disbelieving.

“It’s a long way from done,” Helmer said. “Climb up to the top and see if you can get a clear view of the valley and the north side. See if Frye has lit his fire.”

“Captain, please!” Emma said. “Can you give Jo a break? I’ll do it.”

Helmer hesitated, and Jo thought he saw a hint of worry on the old soldier’s face. Then he nodded.

Emma began her ascent, deftly making her way higher and higher in the oak. Jo watched her go. When the limbs grew too thin, she stopped. When they heard her groan, Helmer leapt up and began making his hasty way up the limbs. Emma met him on her way down, and they both returned to the hideout.

“There’s a fire,” Emma began. “The valley is clearing somewhat on the edges, but the bird . . .” She looked at Jo.

“Lord Solus,” Jo said.

“He’s not my lord,” Emma shot back. “Anyway, the raptor Solus is staying. He seems to be gathering a force there in the center. The valley is not safe to pass.”

“What will we do?” Heyward asked, and they all looked to Helmer.

“I need to see this for myself.”

“Two or three can see the valley from just a bit higher up,” Emma said.

Helmer nodded and began to climb.

“I’ll wait here,” Heyward said quickly.

Jo and Emma hurried after Helmer, and soon the three of them were perched on branches high enough up to see the valley clearly and even command a view of the far side, where smoke rose amid a rocky, tree-dotted hillside. The valley center was just as Emma had said. Lord Solus shrieked orders and harried the agitated packs under his command. He slashed and screeched, kicked and killed, driving the wolves to their duty.

On their side of the valley, a lone wolf darted into the clearing, headed back from their ridge. The wolf looked back up their way, then sprinted toward Lord Solus.

“This is bad,” Helmer said flatly.

Jo and Emma exchanged glances, then turned to watch the wolf. While all the others had darted off the other way, this one was running back to his master. It took some fighting to get through, but he made it to Lord Solus and gave his report. The massive raptor looked right at them—or at least in their direction—then beat his wings to rise into the sky.

He flew straight toward them.

They gazed in terror at the raptor. Helmer cursed, and Emma gasped. Jo was speechless.

“What is it?” Heyward called from below. “Is something wrong?”

“Run, Heyward!” Helmer shouted. “Get down. Get out. Run! You too!” he shouted at Emma and Jo. Just as Jo was about to start clambering down behind Emma, who had made her start, he heard an explosion from the other side of the valley. Heyward looked up from the ground below, then darted off. Jo stopped his descent, then scrambled up again in time to see Solus bank and head back across the valley toward the sound of the blast on the opposite ridge. As the kite screeched and swept low to investigate, the wolves in the valley grew restless.

Jo tried to see what Solus was searching for, but he could spot nothing among the far hills.

“There!” Helmer said, pointing down to the rise before the valley floor where Owen and Jo had first seen the wolves and raptors. Owen was there, sprinting desperately across the clearing! Just as Owen made it halfway across, still terribly exposed from above, if not to the wolves on the other side of the ridge, Studge took off from cover to dash into the clearing.

“Come on!” Jo said, his fists tight and his heart pounding. “Run, bucks!”

“Oh, no,” Emma said, her voice breaking. She had scrambled back up the tree alongside Jo. “Oh, no, no, no.” She took Jo’s arm as he looked past his fleeing friends to the massive raptor clearing the far ridge. Solus, who had banked back once again, not falling for the ruse of the explosion, was nearly on them.

“No!” Jo shouted, but Helmer clapped a hand over his mouth.

“That won’t help them now, son,” Helmer said. “But it might get us all killed.”

Jo stared, disbelieving, as Aubray, too, bolted from cover just as Solus loomed above him. The young buck tried to turn back, but a scything strike from the raptor’s talon ended Aubray’s adventure.

Solus then turned his attention to Owen and Studge. They were next.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jo’s mouth hung open. Blinking, he drew an arrow and aimed at the raptor racing now toward his friends. “Down!” Helmer was shouting. “Get down!” The old captain knocked Jo’s arrow loose and pulled him down, forcing him to follow Emma and clamber down the tree. They slipped and fell, scrambled and plunged down limb after limb, until they reached vines they could slide down, burning their hands and arms. After hitting the bottom, they hurried up the hillside, not even sparing a second to look behind them.

Helmer ran hard, staying close to Emma, and Jo followed their wild scramble up the hill.

Darting through the forest, they came to another section of black-barked trees, which led into a patch of dead and decaying wood. They soon found several fallen trees, rotting and hollow, slumped against one another, with vines woven all around.

Behind them, that hideous screech returned.

Jo followed his friends, sprinting across dead logs. He risked a glance back, hearing the awful sounds of beating wings and the screech repeated. Solus was just beyond view, edging into the clear sky behind and above them. When Jo faced forward again, Helmer and Emma were gone. Everything seemed to slow, and he gazed ahead, dumbstruck. A spray of musty dust suspended in sunbeams. Green trees a blur ahead, beyond this sick and brittle patch. Then closer and closer and closer, the coming of the winged beast behind.

He felt his foot gripped, and he tripped. He was falling.

Breaking through a rotting block of withered wood, Jo careened into a pit amid a spray of churned-up dust and shards of bark. He landed hard on his left shoulder and tumbled into a solid stump, striking his head with a thud.

His head swam. He lay still a moment. Opening his eyes, he saw a blurry vision of Emma looming in shadow above him. Sunlit lines played over her face as she placed a single finger over her mouth and whispered, “Shhh.”

Jo nodded, and his head ached with the shaking. He closed his eyes and waited for the world to stop spinning. It eventually did, and after what seemed like a long time, he heard Helmer speak quietly.

“Heyward found a hiding place.”

“You’re safe, Jo,” Emma said softly, “for now. We all are.”

“All?” Jo asked, squinting up at Emma, then looking around. He saw only Helmer, Heyward, and Emma. Tears came, blurring his vision.

“Now it’s about the prince, Jo,” Helmer whispered, his hand laid gently on Jo’s back. “That’s what your friends would want.”

Jo nodded and sat up, clearing his throat and wiping his eyes. “Yes, sir. What do we do?”

“We figure it out,” Helmer answered. “We make a way.”

“We didn’t open the gate,” Emma said. “Our plan didn’t work. The prince walks into a trap. The wolves are still there. That murderous raptor’s still out there.”

“Did you see how the wolves were dying to get away?” Jo asked, voice still thick with emotion. “Even those brutes there under the tree, when I was tied up, were angry. They hate Solus.”

“Wolves have always been savage,” Helmer said. “It’s only rare wolf commanders who’ve managed to organize and discipline them. King Garlacks and his son, Redeye, did it. The legendary King Farlock in the far north has done it. But ordinary wolves want to be wild. These beasts here all know Redeye’s dead now. Some of them were there. So, it’s natural that they are hard to keep in order. Solus has to kill some and threaten all in order to keep them in check.”

“Who cares about them? Our problem is that he’s hunting us, now!” Heyward said. “And His Highness, soon.”

“He’s hunting us,” Jo said, running a hand over his mouth. “He’s hunting us?”

At that moment they heard the screech again, and a shadow passed over them in their bunker, blotting out, for a moment, the lines of light they had.

“Hunting us,” Emma repeated in a whisper.

“Well,” Jo said, a surging anger giving fire to his words, “what if we hunt him?”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

What do you have in mind, Jo?”

Helmer asked.

Jo closed his eyes for a moment, searching for the scheme that seemed to slowly be coming into focus.

“Did you ever play bouncer?” Jo asked. They shook their heads. “It’s a game, a very popular game, at Halfwind. The details aren’t important. But you sometimes play as teams, and when we’d have a good plan and play, we’d gather up before the next bouncer round and come up with a new play.”

“This is fascinating, Jo,” Emma said, “but how does this help us?”

“My favorite thing to say in those moments was ‘same play.’ Understand?”

“You’d run the same play that had just worked?”

“Exactly.”

They made their plan quickly, each rabbit expanding and bringing their own unique strengths to the scheme. Unsure of how long until Solus returned, and knowing the prince would reach the valley soon, they worked desperately. Jo saw it all unfold in flashes while he ran errands to help the others, mostly Emma and Heyward.

Heyward emptied his pack, and a cascade of unlikely supplies poured out. An auger, an axe, a spindle, and a tiny hammer were among the stores Heyward had seen fit to carry on his journey. Jo brought two stones to Emma, one flat and smooth and the other heavy and rough. She thanked him and hurried to grind a small, hard clump into a powder, mixing it quickly with oil from an unstoppered jar placed beside her open satchel.

Helmer handed Emma a vial, then asked Jo to help him. The old captain had a sword between two stones, and he was lifting the hilt to warp the blade. Jo added his muscle to the struggle, and soon the blade hooked.

“That ought to stick in firm,” Helmer said. Jo nodded.

They did this to two more blades. Then Jo ran over to follow Heyward’s instructions for cutting lengths of rope.

“Last drinks,” Helmer said. He drained his waterskin and tossed it to Heyward, who drank the last of his first waterskin and emptied out his second on the ground. Jo tossed both of his to Heyward as well, and soon the hedger was at work on them all, filling them with Emma’s concoction.

“We have to go,” Helmer said, a question in his expression.

Emma exchanged glances with Heyward, then nodded to Helmer. “Nearly there, sir.”

“Shanks,” Helmer said. “Scout the route, one last time.”

“Yes, sir,” Jo said, saluting as he glanced up at the sun. Then he hurried up the hillside to a ridge that ran along the rim of the valley as it narrowed back toward the old stone bridge and the open plateau beyond. There was a high point a short sprint farther up the hillside, but he wanted to get a sense of the path they planned to take. He crouched by another black-barked oak, noticing several in the area surrounding the rotten pit from which they had recently emerged.

These trees must be diseased. They blacken and rot. He looked around in every direction, fretfully glancing up at the sky repeatedly. No sign of Solus. He ran for the high point, dashing up the incline, hopping over wolf tracks as he went. He thought the top should command a view of both the south—the direction they’d sent the wolves on their errant quest to find Jo’s supposed captors—and the valley back to the north.

Finally reaching the top, he peered over the edge. It was impossible to see far, because the woods were thick and the ground didn’t fall back away but was level for a short distance before rising again. He could see nothing that way. But he could hear.

Wolves were coming. He could hear their clawing footfalls and a chorus of angry howls.

Turning back, he scanned the valley.

More wolves. Headed right for their spot near the rotten pit. They streamed into the forest as Solus, back in command in the valley, screeched orders, struck out at his officers, and harried the wolves to follow his commands. All this Jo saw in a glimpse, a picture he had to interpret with meaning. But he had seen enough to know the basics of what was happening.

They had to go. Now!

Rushing back to his friends, he found them ready.

“They’re coming,” Jo said, “from both north and south. Wolves. Lots of them.”

“Then let’s go west,” Helmer said.

They carried their bulging waterskins, each fitted with rope and tied to a bent blade, as Helmer led them out of this desolate section of wood. Soon they were rushing ahead, up the high hill, backtracking through woods that skirted the edge of the valley. West. Back to the plateau.

Ahead, they made for the south side of the old stone bridge. When halfway there, beneath a canopy of sunlit limbs, Jo saw a pale blur out of the corner of his eye. He turned and nocked an arrow, crouching as all his attention focused on the spot.

“Hold,” Helmer whispered, his fist in the air. The others skidded to a halt as Helmer drew his bow and spun slowly to probe their surroundings.

Jo stepped closer. His mind worked back to the blur that had caused him to pause.

“Jo, wait,” Emma said, stepping forward. He glanced back to see Helmer grip Emma’s arm to stop her from following Jo.

“Come out,” Jo said, still aiming his arrow.

He heard footsteps.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jo?” The question came from the thicket ahead into which Jo aimed his arrow. It was the voice of someone familiar, and afraid. Owen stepped out from behind a tree, hands up. Jo lowered his bow and ran over to embrace him with incredible relief.

Emma crossed over as Helmer kept watch, and she looked him over for wounds.

“I’m okay,” Owen said, seeming to disbelieve it himself. “I made it into the woods and hid in a pit with wolves—dead wolves—until that raptor got distracted and flew off. I waited for a while, then hurried this way, hoping I might still be able to warn the prince somehow. To tell him we failed and to help with the fight.”

“We haven’t failed yet,” Emma said. “The fight’s still on.”

“Did you see Studge fall?” Jo asked.

“No,” Owen said, “but everything sounded awful behind me.”

“What about Frye?” Helmer asked.

“He was still alive when he ordered us to try to cross,” Owen answered. “He was trying to help us get to you and survive while he took the brunt of the wolf attack.”

“I’m glad you’re okay,” Jo said, his arm around Owen’s neck. Amid the pain of losing Aubray—though he had not known him well—and fears over Studge’s fate, Jo felt a welling joy at reuniting with Owen. All is not lost.

“We have to go,” Helmer said, and he began running. The others followed, and Jo explained their scheme to Owen as they went.

“I love bouncer,” Owen said. “But didn’t you always—and I mean always—lose at bouncer?”

Emma glanced over with a skeptical smirk. “He didn’t mention that.”

“Didn’t seem important,” Jo said, shrugging.

The band rushed ahead, unable to keep from frequent backward glances. In a few minutes, they came to a place where the forest thinned and gave way to more rock. This section of forest had neither the tangling vines nor the rotting trees. It was strange, though, to see the long stone span across this narrower part of the upper valley, covered in long grass and dotted with trees. Hearing footfalls behind, they sped across the old stone bridge.

Jo pitched his pack next to a tree and allowed Heyward to, once again, circle his hips and chest with a rope.

“Same play,” Heyward said.

Jo nodded, and Heyward sprinted with the other end of the rope to secure it around the upper branches of a medium-sized tree. After tying the rope tightly, he raised a hand to Jo. Jo nodded as Helmer positioned the contraptions Heyward had made from rope, the bent blades, and the swelling waterskins that now held the combustible concoction Emma had improvised. They worked in the center of the bridge, but Owen waited on the bridge’s edge. Having staged several articles of clothing and other nonessentials from their packs along the hillside in an effort to bait the wolves into avoiding the bridge, he now stood, scouting the path the wolves had to come by.

“We’re ready,” Emma said to Helmer. She and Heyward ducked into the long grass atop the bridge.

Helmer pointed to Owen, then dropped into cover. Owen saluted Captain Helmer, then Jo. He sped up the hillside, away from the bridge, and began climbing the highest tree in sight. Jo knelt low and watched Owen go, glancing back and forth nervously between his friend and the path where wolves would soon come.

Owen had just disappeared into the heights of the tree when the wolves came tearing through the forest. Jo didn’t move. He was well hidden as he watched. Their hope lay in the trap Owen had made. The first wolves through were the youngest, most eager, of the pack.

They took the bait.

Jo sighed as the pack, more and more frenzied, crashed into the forest beyond the bridge. They raced on right under Owen’s tree. Owen stayed out of sight, and the rabbits on the bridge barely breathed. When most of the wolves were through and the last of the pack straggled past, Jo began to hope their plan could work.

Then Solus, with a terrifying screech, rose over the valley and sped their way.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Jo’s heart pounded. He had never been so afraid. From their earliest age, rabbits instinctively fear birds of prey. Still, he had never felt this before. This was pure terror.

Preylord Solus raced toward the bridge, eyes scanning the valley and the hills on either side. Jo was convinced the raptor knew now that something was afoot, possibly something that could mean glory and promotion back in the High Bleaks, where Morbin Blackhawk and his raptor kings ruled.

Solus must never return to Morbin. He must never meet Prince Smalls. He must not take another soul. He must not see another sunrise.

A screech split the air as Solus swept to Jo’s right, then banked back and dipped low. Closer and closer he came.

Jo scanned the clearing past the bridge where knots of weary wolves panted past, a few pausing to rest, some keenly peering across the bridge.

Turning back to the valley, Jo saw that Solus was surprisingly close. He knew it was time.

Jo stood, attracting the attention of a wolf, who sprinted at him. An arrow sped from high in the treetops to slow the attacker, tripping him to slide into a trunk a few steps from Jo. An arrow from behind Jo finished the wolf off.

Jo saluted Helmer. “You’re bringing that tree down, right, Captain?”

Helmer dropped his bow and lifted the small axe. He nodded at the tree trunk, half rotten and already chopped partway. “It goes down, and you come up. Same play.”

“Everyone knows the plan, right?” Jo asked.

Emma rehearsed it again. “You—the bait—fly up, and the bird misses you. As he emerges on the other side, we set the hooks in him, attached to these lit skins of explosives. He flies ahead and—”

“Boom,” Helmer said, glancing back at Solus. “Time to go, lad.”

Jo saluted again; then he turned and leapt off the bridge.

He fell, and, for a moment, he was convinced he was plunging to his death. But the rope caught, and Jo swung out in a long arc that sent him high enough to see the bridge top again. Then he swung low and under the shadows of the ancient stone span.

I didn’t die. Not yet, anyway.

His swinging slowed and he had nearly settled beneath the bridge, dangling down low, when he looked up again.

Solus was so close. The raptor saw him and darted down, talons poised to cut him to pieces. Above, he heard chopping. The tree groaned.

Solus beat his wings to increase his speed, focused on the rabbit dangling from the bridge. Jo saw his own end in the raptor’s terrifying expression. The cold, murderous visage that had spread death among his fellows, cutting down Aubray and likely Studge, if not Captain Frye too. Jo couldn’t know that. But he knew they had to stop Solus now. Had to hunt the hunter, kill the killer.

Tearing through the air, Solus aimed straight for Jo. More chopping above, and the sound of the tree bending. Nearly on top of Jo, Solus glanced up. Eyes narrowing, the bird broke his pattern and—to Jo’s horror—adroitly rose, banking up to just above the bridge.

Jo heard the sound of scraping devastation as screams resounded from above. Solus was tearing through the treetop preparation of his friends.

Jo hung there, useless, as their plan fell apart.

Huge clods of dirt and grass, tree limbs and stone cascaded down around him. Jo squinted into the rubble and saw a sprawling rabbit, falling.

Jo flashed out a hand to snag Emma’s arm and held her there in between the bridge and a certain death below. Solus, having scraped the bridge top, now took to the air again with an agonized shriek. Rising high again with several beats of his powerful wings, Solus flew ahead. Jo saw, to his astonished delight, that Helmer had somehow hooked the improvised waterskins to the raptor’s back. But they were not lit.

Jo heard a few desperate chops above, and he pulled Emma close. They held each other tightly as the tree—to which Jo’s rope was bound—pitched off the opposite side of the bridge. Jo and Emma shot up. Crossing the lip of the bridge, Jo let go of Emma, and she tumbled onto the grass. As he let go of her, he reached for his sword. But it was going to be too late. The cut-free tree would pull him on, wrenching him off the other side of the bridge.

Then Helmer leapt and slashed the rope, slicing Jo free of the plunging tree’s drag.

“Quick!” Helmer cried. “I don’t know how long the hooks will hold!”

The top of the bridge had been wrecked, but Helmer had somehow found a way to get their combustible brew sunk into the monster’s back by the improvised hooks they had made from their blades.

“Flint!” Jo cried, and Emma was there, striking the stone to spark a flame that caught in the dry grass and kindling they had prepared.

“Oh no!” Heyward cried, pointing ahead.

There, on the plateau ahead, came the prince’s party, pouring into the valley just as Solus loomed above them with a furious cry.

The prince and several of his band loosed desperate arrows at the attacker, but they had no significant impact. Dodging most, and unshaken by those that hit his hide, Solus sped ahead. The raptor bore down with a vengeance to wipe out Prince Smalls and his company.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Jo’s arrow tip was lit. Raising the flaming shaft, he nocked the arrow and gazed down its length. It was a long shot. A difficult shot for anyone at that distance. And the target was moving.

Jo took a second to aim and exhale, then released the string to send the shaft racing toward the attacking raptor.

The burning arrow did not hit the bird’s back. That’s not where he was aiming. Instead, it struck one of the waterskins hooked in the raptor’s hide and swollen with Emma’s mix of flammables, including a glass vial of blastpowder.

Solus, swooping toward the prince with a harrowing cry, burst into terrific flames. He rose quickly with the blast, and fire spread to the edge of his vast wingspan. Half destroyed, the charred remains of the once-proud preylord smashed into the rock at the prince’s feet.

Jo stood and watched, slowly lowering his bow.

“What a shot, Shanks!” Owen cried, whooping as he ran across the bridge to congratulate his friend.

“You did it, Jo!” Emma said, hugging him.

“What a hit!” Heyward cried, rushing up.

Jo embraced his friends, then sagged into Owen’s arms.

Then Jo fell to his knees, hands covering his face as he exhaled. Opening his eyes again, he saw Helmer crossing toward him. The group grew suddenly silent, and Jo looked down, awaiting the congratulations of the gruff old captain.

“Let’s get a move on,” Helmer said, brushing past the beaming bunch of young rabbits.

Jo laughed, shaking his head, and hurried after Helmer. The others followed.

They soon reached the plateau where the prince huddled with several advisors, including Picket and Heather Longtreader. Emma ran to Heather, and they embraced as the prince strode ahead to shake Helmer’s hand.

They bowed to the prince, and he smiled at them. “That was some shot back there,” Smalls said.

“Your Highness,” Helmer said, “we need to get through this gap, now. The raptor Solus is dead, but we still have to get you past the wolves. They could be back at any moment.”

Prince Smalls nodded and motioned for his team to follow as he hurried alongside Helmer. Jo ran out ahead with Owen beside him, eyeing the tree line on the ridge as they passed, once again, beneath the old stone bridge.

Hearing howling in the woods on their right, the rabbits broke into a run. Jo sped ahead and wider to the right, certain he would see—at any moment—a massive pack of wolves swarm down out of the woods.

But all he saw was two rabbits, one old and stout, arm bound to his chest by a bandage. The other was young and brown and bore a bow. Jo’s heart leapt as they joined the band and hurried ahead.

The rabbits made it to the last rise and rushed down into the abandoned camp, sneaking past the stinking station where Solus had gathered his unruly packs.

After breaking into the woods beyond, the company of rabbits hurried on for another hour, till Helmer called for a halt near a valley on the edge of Halfwind.

Jo gazed back at the company, picking out Helmer and Picket walking side by side. They were outlined against a setting sun, black silhouettes against a blaze of orange and peach. He crossed to report to Helmer, squinting to make out the old soldier’s face.

“Captain Helmer, how can I help?”

“Jo Shanks,” Helmer said, “have you met my apprentice? His name is Picket Longtreader.”

“I have heard of him,” Jo said, smiling as he took Picket’s hand. “Seems like I read the name somewhere.”

Picket shook his head. “Sisters.”

“Jo is one of our finest archers,” Helmer said, “as you saw.”

“He’s a fowler,” the prince said, walking up.

“A fowler, Your Highness?” Picket asked.

“Yes, one who hunts the fowl,” Smalls said, “a fowler.”

“A fowler,” Helmer repeated. “I like this word.”

“We’ll need more fowlers to win this war,” the prince said. Then he crossed to speak with Heather.

“Jo Shanks,” Helmer said, “you have somehow given me an idea.”

“What is that, sir?” Jo asked, believing he might finally be really receiving the compliment he had longed for from the gruff old buck.

“That you,” Helmer began, “need significant extra training. I might allow you to join our training sessions once we get to Halfwind. What do you say to that, Picket?”

“I say welcome, Shanks,” Picket said, “and get ready to experience lunacy on an entirely new scale.”

Helmer smiled.

Picket grimaced.

Jo winced.

Heyward trotted over. “What’s happening over here?”

“The beginning,” Helmer said, “of something audacious.”

The End
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Chapter One

JO, COLE, AND HEYNA

Jo Shanks crept through a tangle of trees on the edge of the Terralain camp. Looking back, he saw that Cole and Heyna Blackstar were still behind him. The jet-black twins seemed at ease, despite the unsettling odds of being only three among several thousand enemies. Jo wasn’t so calm. He absently patted his quiver, locked down and fastened tight on his right side, and pressed ahead. He had to be careful of these new arrowheads with their tiny flint-and-fire mechanisms. I don’t need to blow myself up, here. He smirked and adjusted his pack, with its ramrod staves crossed in an X pattern poking out behind him.

He paused at the edge of a clearing. Bright blazes from successive sentry fires dotted the way to the camp’s center, splashing dashes of light along a path clotted with guards. Jo frowned.

It will be better if we don’t have to kill any rabbits to get what we came for. Jo eased past a momentarily distracted sentry and disappeared again in a black patch of shadow, closer now to the elusive center of the camp. He peered ahead, trying to make out among the shadows shaking in the flickering firelight which of those tents might hold the answers he sought.

I wonder if Cole and Heyna made it past the last guard yet. Glancing back, he nearly cried out. Cole’s face was inches from his own.

Behind her smirking brother, Heyna smiled. “You seem tense, Jo,” she whispered.

Jo sighed, shaking his head. “I’m prepared to die by getting caught,” he whispered, “but not by heart attack because of you two idiots creeping up on me like that.”

“Which tent is our target, Jo?” Cole asked, peering into the darkness. Jo turned back to the camp.

Heyna quietly swept aside a knot of braided branches to get a closer look. “Where’s a tent that looks like it belongs to a scary old maniac?”

“He doesn’t scare me,” Jo said, unable even to convince himself.

“Not as much as we do, anyway,” Heyna said.

“Shhh,” Cole hissed, as two guards broke off from the nearest fire and walked straight toward them. Jo eased onto the ground, eyes wide. He held his breath.

The guards’ faces were masked in shadow, but their forms, dark against a blaze of fire behind, were distinct. One seemed average size for the Terralains—still quite tall and strong by Jo’s reckoning. The second was, even by Terralain’s outsized standards, truly massive. Their words, too distant and quiet to be heard at first, grew distinct as they came closer.

“. . .always understood. And anyway, we won’t get a chance to even prepare for the festival.” This was the larger soldier. “We’ll never get home on time.”

“I know why you want to get back for the festival, Tunk.” The shorter guard was speaking. “Just you focus on the battle coming. We knock these betraying bucks on the head, then we head home to the revels.”

They stopped ten paces from Jo, Cole, and Heyna.

“I’m focused, Dooker,” the giant Tunk said. Jo saw now that the rabbit had grey fur with a white ring around his right eye.

“Stay sharp. See you at next shift,” Dooker said. Tunk saluted, and Dooker hurried on past them, peering into the woods as he worked his way up to the next sentry fire.

Jo didn’t move. Tunk turned, his back to the forest, and gazed around, back and forth. Seeing none of his comrades, he took off his helmet and scratched his head. “Itch all day . . .” he muttered. Jo and his friends didn’t move. Tunk replaced his helmet, cocking it more comfortably on his head as he pivoted, his eyes thinning to slits, and peered into the forest. Jo closed his eyes, hoping the hulking buck’s vision wasn’t sharp. After an agonizing minute, Jo opened his eyes and saw that Tunk was turned away again and seemed to be gazing at the distant fires and the moon, alternately. Jo glanced over at Cole, then Heyna. Both twins nodded. It’s time to move on. Jo rose to his knees, then carefully found his feet.

Tunk began humming, and Jo froze. Then the great buck’s hips began to shift, and the humming grew louder. Jo exchanged a worried glance with Cole and Heyna. Then all three looked over at Tunk, whose hips were now moving back and forth while his foot began tapping.

“Come, ye fine . . .” Tunk began, mumbling at first. Then, finding his melody, he sang softly as his dancing grew more assured.

“Come, ye fine does,

And look upon me!

For I move like a moonbeam,

On the swaying trees.

Come, ye fine does,

And look upon me.

My limbs are all nimble,

My heart is all free!

Come, ye fine does,

And look upon me!

If you like my dancing,

Why, then I’ll dance with thee!”

He danced as he sang, leaping and sliding, with such swelling energy that Jo’s mouth dropped open and he had to be pulled away by Heyna, who followed her brother along the edge of the forest, closer still to the center of the camp.

Jo glanced back, fearful that they had been heard, but Tunk’s song continued, along with his dance, until a noise from the sentry station further back caused him to stop, stiffen, and set his helmet straight again. Jo shook his head.

They were much closer now, and Cole pointed to a large pavilion just outside the big central fire, around which rested many soldiers. Jo followed his gaze and nodded. Then Cole pointed past the pavilion to a section of readied catapults surrounded by blastpowder barrels.

“Okay,” Jo whispered, and the Blackstar twins nodded.

Cole shifted forward, and Heyna squeezed Jo’s arm. He smiled and saluted, and his friends disappeared into the shadows.

Jo, alone now, turned to the pavilion, scanning for a way in. Five Terralain soldiers were stationed outside the entrance to the large tent, each with a red shoulder shield. These bucks were a different breed than Tunk and Dooker. He remembered them from their days at Halfwind Citadel. An elite guard for Prince Kylen. They never spoke, only peered about them intently, their bodies calm but alive to every motion.

How am I supposed to get past them?

The central fire burst with an explosion.

Jo knew at once what had happened. Well done, Blackstars!

In the smoke, the red-shouldered guards darted ahead, drawing swords and arcing out in a practiced advance toward the direction of danger.

Jo saw his chance. While the guards moved toward the fire, Jo sprinted across and dove at the tent’s bottom. He hit the ground and tried to slip under the edge but found it was sewn closed. He ripped free a knife and sliced across the seam, splitting it in time to slither between the wall and floor. Inside, he lay still. He could hear the waning noise outside. It was quiet in the tent.

The space was ample, but not vast. It was a leader’s tent, provisioned with arms mounted along its wall and a desk strewn with papers. Maps lay stacked on the desk’s edge, and a wooden throne stood on a slight platform raised midway before a long solid curtain hid the other half of the inside space. Around the room the banners of Terralain, black field dotted with silver stars, were displayed on modest mounts hung with lanterns.

Jo listened a moment longer, then rose slowly. He was creeping toward the desk when he heard loud voices just outside.

“Stand aside!” a confident buck cried.

Jo dove behind a banner, then rose to peer around as two figures entered. One, a short, stout buck with a worried expression, had his sword drawn. The other was a lanky strange old buck with beads and jewels braided into his fur.

Tameth Seer.

“Your Highness,” Tameth Seer said, his voice at a strange high and grating pitch, “I sense no danger to your brother’s life from assassins.”

Your Highness? Brother? Who can this be? Jo looked on, fretful.

“But what about Captain Vulm?” the stout buck asked quietly, gently dividing the inner curtain to gaze inside. Satisfied with what he saw, he stepped back.

“Of course, yes,” Tameth said. “That was very sad indeed. But he had not the protection Prince Kylen has. Please, my dear Prince Naylen, trust me—as your father did. As your brother does.”

“Father is dead, Master Seer.” Naylen gripped the armrest of the wooden throne. “My brother seems near death.”

“Do not worry, my prince.” Tameth stroked the young buck’s shoulder. “Picket Kingslayer and the Red Witch will pay for what they have done. They will pay for it very soon.”

“Ought we attack them?”

“Yes, of course,” Tameth replied. “With the forces you have brought with you, we will crush them and seal our pact with Morbin. We shall rule the rabbit lands, and Morbin shall rule those of the raptors. It is settled.”

“You believe, honored seer,” Naylen began, “that Morbin will honor the pact?”

“I do, yes,” Tameth Seer said. “Has he not honored it with his ambassador? Garten Longtreader stood before us and swore it on the bloody edge of his blade. On his own niece’s blood.”

“He killed his own niece.” Naylen grimaced.

“Ambassador Garten killed their Scribe of the Cause. He cut down one of their leaders. This is war. He did what he had to do in service of his lord. The important thing is that Heather Longtreader is dead.”


Chapter Two

A FAMILIAR STRANGER

Jo’s heart sank. It can’t be! Tameth Seer had just said that Heather was dead.

“I wish Kylen were himself,” Naylen said, gazing back with concern at the thick curtain, behind which rested Kylen.

“Trust me with this diplomacy, my prince, and prepare yourself to reap the revenge you so justly deserve! Revenge your father’s betrayal and murder by Picket Longtreader.”

Jo focused in. This is what he had come for: specific intelligence and gauging the will of the Terralains.

“I should very much like to meet Picket on the field,” Naylen spat. “But the rest . . . they are rabbits, like us.”

“Do not think of it as attacking fellow rabbits who simply oppose Morbin,” Tameth said, guiding Naylen to sit on the wooden throne, “but as avenging your father and establishing your brother’s rule. It is what your father wanted—to establish Kylen’s throne.” Tameth Seer hunched at Naylen’s elbow. “Of course, my prince,” he said, quieter and with a significant tone, “your brother may fall, and the throne may come to you.”

Naylen closed his eyes a moment, lost in worried thought. Then he leapt up, shaking his head. “Forbid it.”

“Do not worry, Prince Naylen. We will see to your brother’s curing. I have seen him coming in battle. I have seen a flood sweeping his enemies away. I have seen it.” The old buck’s eyes seemed to glaze over, and he tottered.

Jo scowled from his hiding place. Tameth shook his head and then refocused on the young prince at his side. “But know this. One must either sacrifice for great accomplishment or sacrifice great accomplishment. It does not come cheap. There is death for heroes in all tales and history, and they buy the glory that follows with blood. This war will be no different; so be steadfast and shrink not away from your destiny.”

“Can you ever see me in your futures?” Naylen asked. “Or is it still hidden?”

“What I may see, I may see, but what I have not seen, I cannot say.”

“Your riddles used to amuse me.”

“Your future is an untold tale,” Tameth said, and Jo thought the old soothsayer was angry at his blindness concerning the young buck, “so you must be bold to write it yourself.”

“I just want Kylen to rise and lead us to glory.” “Come now,” Tameth said, motioning toward the slit in the tent through which they had come. “Let’s away. We must speak to our captains. We must finalize the attack plan.”

Naylen nodded, then stepped to the curtain to take another look at Kylen. The young buck frowned. Then his face hardened to anger, and he strode out of the tent alongside the tottering seer.

Jo leapt from his hiding spot and hurried to the desk. He scanned the papers and snagged those he deemed useful, stuffing them into his pockets. Finally, he took fresh paper and pen. Dipping the pen in ink, he wrote a note, blew on it, folded it, and raced across to the throne. Jo reached beneath it, then sprang over to the curtain, parting it to look within. There, sickly and thin, slept Kyle. Jo wanted to drive his fist into the wretch’s face, but he settled for a mumbled curse as he turned to rush out.

Jo tripped as he turned back, tumbling roughly off the platform and into a mounted lantern, which spilled and broke on the floor beside him. He quickly smothered the flames, but a groan sounded from the other side of the tent and he heard cries from outside. Jo scrambled to his feet and darted for the side of the tent—the opposite side from where he had cut his way in—and dove for the edge. The noise grew louder as he reached for his knife. It was gone! He must have lost it when he slithered into the tent. He thought of pulling his sword free but saw a fine blade with a jewel-encrusted handle mounted among other arms along the tent wall. He snagged it and stabbed his way out of the canvas wall, just as the red-shouldered guards burst in.

Outside again, he glanced back and forth, then turned to race toward the section of readied catapults. He slipped his new knife into his old sheath and sprinted ahead. A Terralain guard turned as he approached and made ready to give the alarm, but the soldier was silenced by a devastating kick from Heyna. She spun and checked the guard, then motioned for Jo to follow.

He followed, rushing past several bound and gagged sentries, as he and Heyna weaved their way toward Cole. Then Cole was just ahead, sword flashing in the moonlight as he hacked away at the taut rope binding a giant catapult arm.

“They’re going to use all this against us!” Jo said, withdrawing the staves from his backpack. He locked them in place and slipped his arms through the straps. “They’re going to attack First Warren. Soon!” Heyna, already fitted with her pack, helped Jo secure his buckles.

“They’re coming,” Cole called.

“Get in!” Heyna cried. Cole nodded and abandoned the thin unbinding line as he leapt into the catapult’s massive bucket.

A swarming band of soldiers rushed at them. Jo and the Blackstars hadn’t been seen yet, but that would soon change. “Cut it, Cole!” Jo cried.

Cole swiveled, drew a long thin blade from its sheath, and hurled it at the taut rope holding the catapult back. The knife sliced through the rope remainder, breaking the tension to release the catapult arm in a rapid lurching launch that sent the three friends skyward at a nauseating pace.

Jo recovered first. He spun and drew out his bow, bending to secure its string with expert ease. Reaching his flight zenith, he unlocked his quiver, dragging out a mini blastarrow in one smooth motion. As he began to fall, he nocked the arrow, aimed, and released the string in one deft motion. The heavy-headed arrow zipped away as Jo secured his bow and sent out his arms wide to engage the glider.

The flint-and-fire arrow found its target, and the packed blastpowder barrels blew apart in a raucous rupture that showered the night sky with great sprays of orange and gold. Catapults in line broke apart in the shattering blast. The concussive wave reached Jo, and he rose on the dissipating force. He turned, settled into the breeze, and sailed ahead—back toward First Warren. He felt grateful to be alive and happy to have ruined some of the weapons that would have soon been aimed at those he loved. He was glad to strike out against those who would destroy the cause for which he would gladly lay down his life. After all, Tameth Seer—villain though he was—wasn’t wrong about the cost of the cause. It would be won with lives.

Heather. Oh, no. How will I tell Picket?

Jo felt a stab of pain, and he twisted, losing his easy glide. An arrow protruded from his side. More arrows followed. The Terralains, rushing along the ground, shot at the moonlit gliders. Thankfully, Cole and Heyna were far enough ahead of him to be clear of their fire.

An arrow shot through his left glider wing, causing him to dip. Another ripped through his taut right wing, then another. He was hit again, but this time a buckle blocked the deadly point. His glider was failing, even as he managed to stretch ahead to reach beyond the farthest enemy archer’s aim. But the damage was done. His glider, already an imperfect device, was unbalanced by great tears, and he fell lower and lower till he landed roughly among a grove of trees somewhere between the Terralain war camp and First Warren.

Jo checked his arm, which had turned awkwardly in his landing. He determined it was okay and scrambled down the tree. He landed hard and rolled over. Taking a deep breath, he sprang to his feet and checked the moon. He would run toward First Warren and hope for the best. As he started, he heard a voice from behind.

“Hands up.”

Jo stopped.

“I said, hands up.” This warning was punctuated by an arrow shot from behind him, which stuck fast in the tree just above his head. Jo raised his hands.

“Turn around slowly.”

Jo obeyed, resigned to his fate. He consoled himself that he had taken out some of Terralain’s capacity for war and that Cole and Heyna had escaped with the needed intelligence. Well, some of it. When Jo had turned all the way around, he gazed at the figure before him. It was a strong rabbit, though not so tall as the Terralains he had just seen. A hood covered his face. Behind him, a swarthy band held weapons ready.

“Who are you?” Jo asked, peering into the shadowy face, a small spark of hope flickering in his heart. The rabbit peeled back his hood and smiled. Jo laughed aloud. “I thought you were dead!”


Chapter Three

RECALLED TO WAR

Picket limped along a wide path leading back to the farmhouse. He gripped a long, rotting beam of the split rail fence and pulled himself forward. He had rested, as commanded by Princess Emma, but he felt now he must move. It wasn’t only that he wanted to do his part amid the preparations for the coming battle at First Warren but that he began to feel his fire for the fight waning. Picket was tired. He felt old, almost. Haggard and weary. He had all but outrightly defied Emma’s insistent order for him to spend a few days at rest, angrily arguing with her so loudly that her staff and court were alarmed. But having grimly accepted his sentence and come to Helmer’s run-down family farm for a short retreat, he now found it hard to think of leaving.

Picket hadn’t been safe for so long. He hadn’t had a home, a proper home, for what felt like years. As for family, he had only had Heather and Uncle Wilfred since that day the wolves attacked and he lost his home, happiness, and, for a while, hope. Picket didn’t know if Uncle Wilfred was even still alive. But this farm, Helmer’s family farm where Airen and Weezie lived, felt both homey and safe. Safe. He felt a deep, soul-weary longing to stay.

So he knew he must go. Must move. His errand wasn’t over, not so long as Heather and the rest of their family might be alive, nor as long as any rabbit in Natalia trembled beneath the vast, ravenous shadow of Morbin Blackhawk and his Preylords.

Picket leaned against the yielding fence and gazed across at the sagging farmhouse set amid an ocean of pale, swaying grass. The setting sun sprayed rays of gold that played along the prancing grass and glinted on the old house. He watched on and on as the sun dipped lower. His hands played absently with sticks he’d gathered along his walk. Picket took his knife and trimmed and scored the stout twigs, fitting them together in their center. From his pocket he withdrew a ribbon, long and blue. Tying the several sticks together, he stared through tears at what he’d made.

Hurried footfalls sounded behind him, and he swung around, hand darting to his sword hilt. It was Weezie, running up with a smile.

“Don’t cleave me in two, Picket Packslayer.” She raised her hands as she crossed the last yards between them. “I have word from the city.”

“Am I recalled?” Picket asked.

“You are, Captain Longtreader,” she said. “The princess wants you back tonight for a council. It seems the enemy might be on the move.”

Picket nodded, then turned back to glimpse the last glowing light fall on the swaying field. He limped away from the fence, drew back, then launched his creation. He sent the starstick sailing through the air, its blue ribbon rippling in the wind. It rose and fell, disappearing at last amid a dark, distant patch of tall grass.

Picket stared at the spot, blinked, then turned back to Weezie.

“Should we go get it?” Weezie asked.

“No,” Picket replied, limping ahead. “I’ll find it after I find Heather.”

Weezie nodded, catching up to him as they crossed toward the house. The evening settled in as they walked, and the house began to glow with lamplight. Airen emerged onto the porch and gazed out into the deepening evening. Seeing them, she smiled and returned inside. Picket’s leg was getting better, but it still ached. His limp seemed certain to be a lifelong reminder of these days of war, however long his life would last. He gazed up at the first stars, marking the vague traces of the warrior constellation high above.

“Was that my ribbon?” Weezie asked.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Weezie frowned in mock severity. “Picket Thingstealer, bane of the does.”

Picket sighed. “You’re never going to let me forget that song, are you?”

“No. I can’t see that ever happening.”

They entered the house.

Not long after, he was hugging Airen and taking his leave.

“Thank you,” he said.

“This will always be home to you, Picket,” Airen replied, smiling. He nodded, wiped at his eyes, then set out along the path as Weezie hugged her mother.

“I’ll be back as soon as I’m able,” Weezie was saying. Picket heard their whispered affection and then the sound of the door closing. He thought of his own mother and how long it had been since he’d seen her. Weezie caught up to him and took his arm.

“I can walk without help, Weezie,” he said, glancing at her grip on his arm.

“I know,” she said.


Chapter Four

THE DAWN ALARM

Alongside Weezie, Picket entered the city center of First Warren. By the light of a thousand torches, rabbits crafted elaborate defense works all over the square. Atop the walls, blue-robed votaries and stout soldiers from various citadels installed bowstrikers and other assets. Across the city center, soldiers and staff from all over Natalia worked side by side on a hundred urgent errands. Picket smiled to see the unity in the work. Diligent masons stacked long smooth sections of stone beside the palace roof, binding them together, while others stacked still higher sections above, ending in what looked like curling bridgework below. Elsewhere earthworks were being created with vast ditches situated around high, hardy mounds. But these were only in higher places. Forges fired, and sweating smiths pounded out arms beneath the starlight.

“I’m angry that she’s left me out of this work,” Picket said.

“She’s no fool, Pick,” Weezie answered. “She knew you’d never rest here. And resting’s what she needed from you. You’re not missing out on the work; you’re doing it. She needs you as fresh as possible for what’s ahead.”

Picket grunted.

“You make a good point,” she replied. He grunted again.

Soon they were inside the palace, hurrying past the sentries, who saluted, wide-eyed, as they saw Picket limping past. Weezie smiled at their awe.

“Need a hand?” Weezie asked as they reached the foot of the stairs.

“Actually, they’re easier than flat ground,” Picket said. Taking the bannister in hand and pulling himself up, he took several steps at a time.

They reached the top and moved into the long corridor leading to a large hall, busy with officers and soldiers coming and going.

“Captain,” an officer called. It was Lieutenant Warken, saluting as he ran up. “Captain Longtreader, if you please, Princess Emma awaits you in the council room.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Picket said, then started for the room.

Lieutenant Warken coughed. “Sir, I’m sorry,” he said, glancing at Weezie. “The council is for only the highest ranking lords and officers by the princess’s invitation.”

Picket frowned and was about to speak, but Weezie shook her head at him, then smiled at Lieutenant Warken. “Of course, Lieutenant. I came only to make sure he didn’t get lost. And you should have seen how much help he needed on the stairs. Picket,” she said, turning back to him, “I’ll be waiting for you beneath the seventh standing stone.”

“But Weezie, I’m sure—”

“Go on, Pick. I’ll wait for you there.” She smiled and turned around, then walked back the way they had come. Picket watched her go for a while, then spun and limped ahead.

Picket saluted the guard outside the door, then entered. Inside, lords and captains sat around a large oval table. Emma sat at one end, flanked by Lord Blackstar and Mrs. Weaver. Next to them sat Helmer and Lord Morgan Booker. Lords Ronan and Felson whispered together. They had all been talking, but a silence spread as they noticed Picket come in. An odd reverence, Picket thought, showed on most faces. Some saluted, and others bowed. Helmer frowned.

“So good of you to join us, Lord Layabout,” he said. “Find a seat, Picket, if you can manage the strain.”

Picket grinned. He much preferred Helmer’s needling to the strange awe he seemed to inspire among even the highest ranked rabbits. “Lord High Captain Helmer, Your Royal Lordship, Defender of the Crown and Cause, I thank you,” he said, bowing neatly to his master. “It’s good to see your manners survived the last battle unaltered.”

Helmer shook his head, but a corner of his mouth turned up as he glanced over toward Emma. “Your Highness, I think we’re all here, now that our resident legend of folk songs has arrived from his country estate.”

“Welcome, Captain Longtreader,” Emma said, smiling tenderly at him. Picket bowed, then found an empty seat beside Heyward. “My lords and captains,” Emma continued, “I am reliably informed that Morbin is massing his army north of Grey Grove, and what we have awaited is nearly upon us. We expect his attack within the week.” She nodded to Captain Frye.

“Your Royal Highness.” Captain Frye bowed before turning to address the room. “We don’t expect to be ready with our defenses before ten days.” He glanced at Heyward, who nodded. “This intelligence, which was hard won, is ill news for us.”

“We must press on,” Emma answered. “What else can we do?”

“Press on,” Lord Morgan said, and others nodded and echoed his assent.

“Your Highness,” Mrs. Weaver said, “we must meet with the Terralains at once. It is vital.” Emma nodded, concern playing over her face. She glanced at Helmer, who looked away.

“And get the most vulnerable away safe to Harbone,” Lord Ronan added. “Unless they are already safely away.”

“The last travelers are preparing to leave now,” Helmer said. “I’m afraid we must send a sizable escort along, due to the nearness of the enemy.”

“I do not like it,” Mrs. Weaver said, shaking her head.

“What else can we do, Mother?” Helmer asked, no hint of rebuke in his tone.

Mrs. Weaver shook her head. Picket thought he read the meaning of her concerns. Nowhere is safe. All choices are heavy with peril.

“They go to Harbone,” Emma said firmly. “It is the best decision I can make. I will go with them, and the same escort that sees them there will bring me to meet Prince Kylen of Terralain.”

“I will assemble a party, Your Highness,” Helmer said, bowing his head quickly to her.

“Lieutenant Heyward,” Emma said, “is the coordinated defensive unit working well together?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Heyward said. He coughed nervously and glanced over at Picket. Picket nodded to him confidently, and Heyward continued. “Lord Captain Helmer has raided every battle burrow with help from Harbone’s Captain Brafficks and Lord Ronan’s elite guard. Emerson is overseeing the installation and fitting out of the bowstrikers and other defensive measures. He has helped equip the Highwall Wardens and hardly taken a break since your victory.”

“Our victory, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Go on, Heyward.”

“I am heading up the special constructions, under Captain Helmer, and my team of brother votaries from Halfwind has been excellent. As Captain Frye said, at our current rate of preparation, we need at least ten days.”

“Thank you, Heyward. Counterintelligence?” she asked, looking back at Captain Frye.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Frye said, looking cautiously around the room. “I will have a full report for you by morning.”

Emma nodded, then gazed around the room. Picket thought she looked tired and thinner. “What are we missing?” she asked. “We are doing our best, I know. And I appreciate how hard you’re all working. I do. But do any of you have ideas we need to hear? Is there any way to shorten our preparations?”

“Your Highness,” Lord Blackstar began, “our messages sent to all secret citadels might yield reinforcements, but it seems unlikely to greatly reduce our need.”

“Thank you, Lord Blackstar. If any arrive, you will see to their integration into our forces and preparation.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“The trouble is, we don’t have enough personnel or time,” Lord Ronan said, frowning, “and we can’t manufacture either.”

“Which leads us back to the Terralains,” Mrs. Weaver said. “So much hinges on what they do.”

“I wouldn’t expect too much from them,” Lord Blackstar said. “Tameth Seer has poisoned them into thinking we betrayed and murdered Prince Bleston.”

“And that’s not all he’s doing,” Emma said. “But still, we must try. I sent an embassy for peace days ago, but they haven’t returned. Meanwhile, I have taken other, more covert, measures.” Another glance at Helmer. Picket frowned.

“Maybe Picket should sit that meeting out,” Helmer said. “The Terralains don’t love his folk songs.”

Picket’s frown turned into a smirk.

There was a knock at the door. Lieutenant Warken entered and, folding his hands behind his back, waited to be acknowledged.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Emma asked.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness, but a band from Halfwind just arrived,” Warken said, “and their leader is demanding to speak to you.”

“Their leader?” Emma asked. “Who might that be?”

The door was pushed open, and a gallant grey rabbit strode in. “Wilfred Longtreader, Your Highness,” he said, bowing very low, “reporting for duty.”

Picket leapt to his feet. “Uncle Wilfred!” Sidestepping his chair, he limped quickly across to fold his uncle in an embrace. He felt the strong arms close around him. “I thought we’d lost you. I can’t believe you came. How is this possible?”

“There’s much to tell, Picket, but you can thank Old Jone for my recovery when she arrives,” Uncle Wilfred said, giving a final squeeze to his nephew’s neck. He broke free and turned to face Emma. “But first I must share urgent intelligence. Forgive me, but that’s why I insisted on the interruption, Your Highness,” he said, bowing once again.

“Please, go on.” Emma stood up.

Uncle Wilfred bowed, then cleared his throat. He looked to the door just as Jo, Cole, and Heyna came in. Lord Blackstar stood. “Your Highness, I found Jo in the forest, then caught up with the Blackstars at the west gate. They learned that Bleston’s second son, Naylen, recently arrived with vast reinforcements. Prince Naylen has emptied their lands of soldiers, and their coming makes the Terralain strength nearly twice what it was. Tameth Seer is rallying the army to attack.”

“Attack?” Emma asked, frustration vivid in her drawn face. “Attack where? Who?”

“Here, Your Highness,” Uncle Wilfred said. “They mean to attack you here and unite rabbitkind behind Kylen. Then Tameth Seer will finalize a new alliance with Morbin.”

“When?” Helmer asked.

“At dawn. They attack at dawn.”
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