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To Lt. Col. Matthew T. Schelling, USAF (retired)

Sit Dominus inter me et te
usque in sempiternum.

And to all veterans and their families. Thank you.
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CHAPTER ONE

Halfwind Citadel

Jo Shanks leapt from his bunk and darted for the door. He sped through the opening, then spun and ran back in. Shaking his head, he grabbed the bow propped against the bed frame and slipped the quiver over his shoulder. Jo buckled on his sword belt, snagged his coin purse, and headed for the door once more. It wouldn’t do to show up at the muster without his weapons. He could only imagine what Captain Frye would say to that.

Jo slowed down when he reached the entrance to Leapers Hall, where a crowd had gathered around the open door. Huddled groups of rabbits talked earnestly with one another. Jo noticed angry and worried expressions.

“What’s the word, Lund?” he asked, grabbing his friend’s arm.

“Shanks, nice of you to wake up,” Lund said with a smirk, “just in time for muster, as usual.”

“I had a late night.”

“At the targets, I assume?” Lund patted Jo’s bow. “Listen, Shanks. You know I love you and your long, goofy legs, but if you think a few extra nights at the targets are going to make you a better archer than Nate Flynn, you’re dreaming.”

“It’s been more than a few nights.”

“Still, it’s Nate Flynn. The Nate Flynn.”

“I can beat him,” Jo said, scowling. “I have to beat him.”

“Why do you need to beat him so badly?”

“I have to prove that I’ve got what it takes.”

“Who do you have to prove that to, those brats who used to bully you?”

“That’s one.”

“Lieutenant Drand?”

“Two.”

“That beautiful doe—uh, Misty—who rejected your invitation to the summer mingle?”

“That’s three.”

“Didn’t she say that she’d rather stay the summer single than go with you to the summer mingle?” Lund asked, smirking.

“Three!”

“Captain Frye?”

“Four,” Jo said, frowning.

“And,” Lund continued slowly, “your father’s ghost?”

“That’s five,” Jo said quietly. “A handful to start with.”

“There are more?” Lund asked, then nodded. “Of course there are more. You’re ridiculous, Jo. I don’t know why you beat yourself up. You’re an incredible archer. You don’t need to prove it to anyone.”

“I have to prove it to myself, Lund.”

“Okay, okay,” Lund said, raising his hands with a smile. “Like I always say, I’m behind you all the way. Sadly, I’ll be so far behind that it won’t help any, but I’m definitely behind you.”

Jo smiled, his scowl giving way to a laugh. “So, what’s got everyone so riled up? Surely it’s not the Archer’s Cup.”

“Yeah, no one cares about that, because everyone knows that Nate’s going to win.”

“I thought you had my back?”

“I’m just saying what they think. What do they know? Just because he’s won every archery competition that’s ever been held within a hundred leagues of his presence, it doesn’t mean he’ll win this one. You and I know that you definitely have a chance.”

“Thanks, Lund.”

“He might die… or go blind,” Lund said. “You have a chance, Shanks.”

Jo shook his head. Just then Captain Frye, a stout older buck in an impeccable uniform, appeared around the corner. “Make way, there,” he called, glowering as he marched ahead. Flanked by several grim-faced councilors, he hurried through the press of rabbits and into Leapers Hall.

The crowd quieted as they passed. When they were all inside, the noise level rose again. Jo looked up at Lund.

“Lord Rake has called for a citadel congress at Cloud Mountain,” Lund said, concern plain on his face. “They’ve known about it for a little while,” he said, nodding to Leapers Hall, “but word just got out, and they’re making a decision. They say Lord Ramnor might go. Many of the other citadels are already there.”

“It’s probably a trap,” Jo said, shaking his head. “Isn’t Lord Rake a Longtreader dupe?”

“It gets worse,” Lund said, nodding. “They say Wilfred Longtreader is actually there.”

“At Cloud Mountain?” Jo asked, his eyes wide. “And they haven’t arrested him?”

“No,” Lund said, speaking louder to be heard above the swelling noise in the corridor. “Lantrell Baker said Wilfred Longtreader has the run of the place. They don’t even keep a guard on him. And there are two more Longtreaders with him—possibly three.”

“Unforgivable,” Jo said. “After what they did to betray the king?”

“Think of everyone who lost their loved ones when the Longtreaders betrayed the king to be murdered by Morbin.”

“My mother,” Jo whispered, teeth clenched.

“The lords wonder why we can’t unite to fight Morbin,” Lund said, “while some of them harbor the villains who gave our king and kingdom away.”

Jo felt the anger inside him fan into flame. Most rabbits at Halfwind grew up hating the name Longtreader, but for Jo it was personal. “They should pay. If the lords don’t act, the worst will happen. I hope Jupiter’s heir stays as far away from Cloud Mountain as he can.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Jo squeezed through the crowd, carefully guarding his bow, and then sped through the passage toward the mess. He stepped in and snagged a bag of ready provisions, then hurried out, harassed by the cook’s angry shouts. Jo didn’t have much time, and he could not be late again. Captain Frye would have him shipped to Morbin in a bag.

Jo ate as he walked quickly toward the gate; then he ducked into the hospital. He slowed down as he entered, looking back and forth before handing off his jingling coin purse to an elderly votary. “For the widows again, Jo?” the blue-robed sister asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jo answered, touching his ears, his eyes, then his mouth. “I’m so grateful to you for seeing to this, Sister Lala.”

“But young Jo,” Lala said, looking into the purse, “this is most of your pay again. You can’t give all this.”

He smiled at her and thanked her again. “I’m sorry, Sister. I have to go! I’ll be late.”

Without looking back, he hurried into the hall and ran for the gate. He saluted the sentries and dashed out to Westfield. He passed the rest of his battalion, already there, as the bell tolled. He was in place and at attention before the ringing stopped.

“Arms out!” Lieutenant Drand called, and each buck in line presented his sword for inspection. Captain Frye wasn’t reviewing this morning, so Jo had to deal with Drand, his second least favorite officer at Halfwind Citadel. He inhaled sharply and looked sideways at the approaching lieutenant. Lieutenant Drand reached him, stopped, and squinted at Jo’s sword. Then he carefully took it in his hands and examined it closely.

“Not good enough, Shanks,” Drand said. “A buck’s blade reflects his soul. I see murk and film. What do you mean by showing up at divisions with an ill-kept blade?”

“Sir,” Jo stammered, “I’ve been focused on my bow. I usually—”

“I just reviewed Nate Flynn and his Bracers,” Drand interrupted. “Did you know that he begged to be mustered earlier so he could get to his own training sooner? And guess what? His sword was immaculate. He also didn’t have crumbs dribbling off his chin.” Jo swiped his mouth, looking down as Lieutenant Drand went on. “I seriously consider barring you from the Archer’s Cup finals today.”

“Please, sir,” Jo said, eyes locked on the angry officer, “don’t do that. I’ll do whatever you ask. Please, sir, I need to win that cup.”

Lieutenant Drand squinted at Jo, an angry scowl blooming. “You need? You. Need? Son, I don’t know if you’ve heard the news—probably not, because you just rolled out of bed in time to bolt some stolen provisions and lurch to divisions—but there are traitors on the loose at our sister citadel! There’s a war coming, and our side can’t seem to find enough backbone to pay back the family who gave up our king. Some of us are going to Cloud Mountain. You need to win an archery cup?” He shoved Jo’s sword back at him, knocking him back so he slid on the wet grass. “You need to wake up to what’s going on in the world.”

Drand walked on. Jo got to his feet, resumed his place, and stood at attention until the muster broke. He went through the motions at each energetic drill and listened absently while the fighting forms perfected at Halfwind were emphasized again. The soldiers went through their assembly attack drills, beginning with the rhythmic thrumming and called commands, with energy and focus. But not Jo. He was there in body, but his heart wasn’t in it.

When combat simulation training came, they lined up four deep on each side, in single file, and the first two bucks fought. When one fell to the ground, the second in line would move forward to take on the advancing battler. They battled until one soldier had fought his way through all four fighters. This drill was called Combat Rush and was meant to simulate the close-quarter fighting they could all expect to be in when the war began in earnest.

Jo was third in a line behind two weak fighters, and he knew he would see action soon. His frustration mounted as he thought of Lieutenant Drand’s words, especially since somewhere inside he suspected that the older officer was right. Jo funneled all that feeling into the silo deep inside that told him he wasn’t good enough. He would never be good enough.

The first bucks stepped forward, and the sergeant shouted, “Engage!”

The enormous buck across from Jo’s line growled and rushed ahead, sidestepping a wild punch and shouldering down his first opponent with some ease. He rushed the second, who ducked a blow and landed a kick to his stomach. But the bigger rabbit only caught the kicking foot and twisted the kicker down.

Jo was up.

He darted forward and ducked a devastating punch, moving behind the stout buck. Jo quickly reversed so that he was back to back with his opponent, then bent back to take the soldier across the chest with his arm, dragging him backward to trip over Jo’s poised leg.

The stout rabbit went down, cursing at his defeat.

Jo surged ahead to meet the next, fresher, opponent. Jo feinted left, then rose quickly in a leap, toppling him with a solid kick to his chest. Jo landed and barely had time to switch his attention before the third buck was on him. Jo felt a surge of anger grip him, and he blocked the buck’s rushing strike with an emphatic move that opened up his opponent to a staggering gut punch, so that Jo’s spinning kick sent him to the ground with a thud.

The last opponent came hard at Jo with a feint of his own. Jo bought it and dodged straight into the path of his attacker’s hard kick. He crumpled to the ground, his mouth bleeding and his anger stoked all the more. He got to his feet, shrugged off the medic who rushed to him, and walked away.
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CHAPTER THREE

When they broke at lunchtime, Jo wandered aimlessly around the grounds outside the citadel. He wasn’t hungry. At least not for food. He walked away from Westfield and through a series of paths overhung by thorn-woven canopies. He finally issued into a small glade, where the swish and thud of archers was easy to hear. He crept to the edge of the bushes and peered through. Of course he had come here. Where else?

Nate Flynn shot at far targets as a gentle rain began. He had six companions with him, and Jo recognized the patch on their shoulders. It featured a furry forearm with an archer’s armguard leading up to a fist clenching two arrows. The Bracers were an elite team of archers, ready to be deployed in battle when only the truest aim would do. They were named after the armguard that archers often used, called a bracer, and for their skill at firing two arrows in one shot. Jo had spoken with a few of them and had once been in a mandatory tactics class with Kent Halmon.

Jo had never seen the Bracers at training but had always wondered what it was like. He had so far studiously avoided Nate Flynn, seeing him only occasionally.

Jo peered through the drizzle as Nate took his place. An aide ran across the far side of the glade with a long wooden shield blocking his entire body. The shield bore a crude depiction of a wolf.

Nate sent two arrows, which both found the moving shield dead center just as his fellows rushed him. Before Nate could get another arrow off, he was knocked to the ground, spilling his quiver. They shoved him roughly and struck at his arms. Clinging to his bow, he leaned into a hard shove, then balanced as he snagged an arrow from the pile on the ground. Faster than Jo thought possible, he nocked and fired three arrows in turn, each finding the wooden shield borne by the scrambling rabbit.

“Hold!” a watching rabbit barked. It was their mentor, an aged archer of great reputation, Clay Fletcher. The team relaxed, except for Nate.

“It has to be faster!” Nate called. “Bring more shields, and they must move in a less-predictable pattern. And Junder, you have to hit me harder. That was too soft. You have to really put me off my shot.”

“I don’t want to injure you ahead of the cup,” Junder said, looking down.

“Curse the cup!” Nate Flynn shouted. “I want to win the war.”

“Captain Frye’s orders stand, Nate,” Master Fletcher said, walking up slowly. “You’re right that we can do better here, and we will, but Junder’s right that these cups do matter. They matter because we need to inspire archers to practice hard and see the glory in it.”

“Are the Harbone Citadel archers not revered?” Nate asked, clearly frustrated. “They don’t waste their time on cups and shows. They prepare for the war. They fight.”

“And so do we,” Master Fletcher said, coming alongside Nate. “I love your zeal, Nate. But we need you to be a leader here. And you can only lead rabbits from where they are, not from where you wish they were.” He put his arm around Nate’s shoulder, and they walked to the far side of the field, the old buck speaking earnestly as they walked along.

Jo frowned. He had never realized that Nate didn’t enjoy the archery cups, that the glory Jo thought was so important was an irritating distraction for him.

Jo walked away, head down, and wound his way back through the tunnels and into the warren that was Halfwind. Passing several votaries who were walking in procession out of Leapers Hall, he made his way back to his bunk and collapsed on it.

* * *

“Shanks, wake up!”

Jo’s eyes shot open, and he reached back a fist to strike whoever was shaking him. He relaxed when he saw it was Lund.

“What do you want?”

“It’s time for the Archer’s Cup. If you’re not there in five minutes, you’re disqualified.”

Jo sat up, frowning. “I’m not going, Lund.”

“What? This morning there was nothing more important to you in the world.”

“Yeah, and that was pretty pathetic.”

“No, Shanks. I know I poke fun at you, but this cup is a big deal. It’s one of the three principal cups, and it’s an honor to compete in it, to place. Winning is a key for advancement. Maybe the only key for someone like you, with no connections. You still want to be an officer?”

“I guess.”

“Then let’s go,” Lund said, dragging him off his bunk. “I’ve got your bow and quiver. C’mon!”

Jo stood reluctantly, found he hadn’t even taken off his sword, and jogged behind Lund all the way to Westfield. There, targets were set up and a crowd was gathered to watch the competition. Jo saw Nate Flynn standing with the Bracers, a stoic look on his face that Jo had always thought was an indication of intense concentration. The bell rang twice as Lund ran up to the official, Master Fletcher himself, and pointed back at Jo. Master Fletcher frowned, then nodded. They jogged to the competitors’ circle just as the bell rang out.

“Right on time, again,” Lund said, handing Jo his quiver and bow. “Remember, Shanks, this is an opportunity to impress. If you can place in the top five, you show you’re among the elite. Even top ten is good.”

Jo nodded. “Thanks, Lund.”

“Like I said, Shanks, I’m behind you all the way.” Lund jogged back toward the spectator area, indicating the widening distance with hand gestures as he went. “Way behind you!” he shouted.

Jo smiled, then turned back to the course. Distant targets were set up, and twenty archers stood within the competitor’s circle.

Master Fletcher raised his hands for silence. “Welcome to the finals of the Archer’s Cup!”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Master Clay Fletcher called out over the crowd. “The Archer’s Cup finals are about to begin!” Flanked by two silent officers, he continued as the crowd fell silent. “By Lord Ramnor’s leave, we begin these finals with the most elite archers in our citadel. The Archer’s Cup is an old competition, passed down to us from better days, when Lord Ramnor’s grandfather held the first event at First Warren. It has been held every year since, even in our present days of distress. I saw King Jupiter himself hand the cup to my oldest brother, may the Leapers keep him.” He smiled at the archers. “I saw the king hand the cup to Rand Bowyer, legend of the Harbone archers. Now you have a chance to win the cup and claim the honor!”

The crowd cheered, and Jo felt his heart warm to the moment. Maybe this competition isn’t as pointless as Nate thought. Maybe it does matter. It was, he knew, his one chance to advance. The image of his father appeared in his mind. His father’s words echoed in his ears: The only way for the lowborn to rise is through great glory. Ambition is the food of glory.

The archers spread out along the lines, and Jo saw to his weapons. He carefully laid aside his sheathed sword—still not clean, he remembered, and he looked up and around to see if Lieutenant Drand was nearby. He couldn’t find Drand, and as he studied the gathered rabbits more closely, he saw that none of the senior officers were present. Nor was Lord Ramnor. They were, no doubt, conferring over the citadel congress invitation issued by Lord Rake of Cloud Mountain. It was just his luck to have his moment finally come and no senior officers there to see it.

“Archers, your first volley in one minute,” Master Fletcher called.

Jo saw that Nate Flynn was on the far side of the columns, and ten archers stood between them, including Junder and Dwane Balder. Still, Jo caught sight of Nate’s thorough preparations. The champion archer bent his eye along the shaft of his arrow and paid careful attention to the fletching. Jo followed his own routine. First, he felt along the shaft with his eyes closed, searching by touch for imperfections that might mean a small deviation in flight. He then examined it by eye, gently flicking the fletching to check its resilience.

This done, he tested his bowstring and stepped to the line. He caught Nate’s eye as the chief raised his hand and the crowd held its breath. Nate’s face was totally relaxed, and nothing could be read in his expression. Jo tensed in concentration, eyeing now the target, some great distance away. He would have to aim a little high, add some extra strength. It wasn’t close enough for a comfortable straight shot.

He tried to relax, but his body felt as taut as his string. The arrow nocked, he took a deep breath. “Archers ready!” Master Fletcher cried. Jo let his breath out slowly as he closed one eye and aimed along the arrow at the target. He drew back his bow.

“Fire!”

Jo hesitated a moment, then released his string. He could hear nothing but the thwick and swoosh as the arrow sped toward the target. He held his steady gaze along the shaft of the speeding dart and watched as it found the center circle.

Jo inhaled as the sound around him returned, and he heard the gallery cheering loudly. His expression never changed. This was what he had prepared for, and it was no surprise. He checked his bow over, then went to his quiver to find his next best arrow while the judges called out the names of archers who were eliminated. He knew that any who had not hit the center circle would be dismissed.

When he turned back to the targets, he saw that half the archers were gone, sullenly marching off toward the crowd, some receiving consoling pats on the back. None were smiling.

The targets were being moved farther away still, and the remaining archers squinted at the distance. Jo glimpsed Nate’s expressionless gaze and then closed his eyes.

Inside his mind’s eye he saw the target, its center lit up like an ember. He focused on it, saw above the target the glowing words Ambition. Glory. Rise. He opened his eyes just as Master Fletcher called out, “Archers ready!” Nothing else existed—only the steady beat of his heart, the calm rhythm of his breathing, and the target. “Fire!”

Jo let go and sent his shaft slicing through the air to the distant mark. He didn’t even watch it go home, so sure he was that it was headed precisely where he intended. He moved back toward his quiver as the thud of impact resounded and the crowd cheered, exclamations of amazement surrounding the gallery. He looked up and saw that Lord Ramnor, Captain Frye, Lieutenant Kout, and Lieutenant Drand had all just arrived. They watched with grave attention as the marshals examined the shots. Captain Frye wore a scowl above crossed arms as Lieutenant Drand spoke in his ear and nodded toward Jo.

“We have three archers remaining,” Master Fletcher called as the spectators quieted. “Kent Halmon, Nate Flynn, and…” Jo was choosing his next arrow, his eyes closed as he ran his hand along its length. “Jo Shanks! These are the last three. Archers, take your places for the final round.”

Jo selected his arrow, turned, and walked back to the line. The final three moved to the inside six columns, leaving a space between each. Jo was in the center, with Nate on his left and Kent on his right. So I’ve beaten the rest of his crack archers. That’s surely something. Only two more to surpass and I’m made. I’m somebody. Then he refocused, closed his eyes, and visualized the target. He heard his father’s words. He focused on the glory he would receive, the certainty that he would achieve something.

He heard a murmur of voices and opened one eye. Captain Frye was talking in low tones to Master Fletcher. Clay Fletcher frowned, looked down, and then nodded.

“For the final round,” Master Fletcher said, holding up his hands for attention, “we will have some innovations.”

Innovations. Jo’s steady breathing changed, and his focus wavered. His mind filled with questions.

Soldiers were hauling buckets toward the field, and Captain Frye was giving more orders besides. “Archers, please turn and kneel by your packs,” Master Fletcher said. They obeyed, and Jo realized that this was to conceal the field from their view. Innovations? What can this mean? Before, it had been simple. One rabbit. One target. That’s all. Hit the center, and you advance. That’s how the cup had always been, as far as he knew. Now what?

Jo listened and tried to perceive, through the noise of the murmuring crowd, what was happening behind him. He heard carts moving, liquid splashing, and feet pounding. It sounded like the rush before an all-citadel muster, mixed with a repair day. After what felt like half an hour, with hunger and worry gnawing at Jo, the master called them back to their lines.

Everything was different. The field was obscured by bales and carts, barriers of all kinds, sprawling all over. The grass was spoiled by black splashes, and Jo couldn’t even tell what the objective had become. Where were the targets?

“Bucks!” Captain Frye called, stepping in front of Clay Fletcher. “The war is upon us. We have traitors to deal with, but with that done we may see action with the enemy very soon.” A cheer broke out from the crowd. Most wore tunics bearing the symbol of the blood moon and crossed spears over their chests. “We are soldiers, and we’re eager to fight—eager to get at the enemy. And our preparations must suit our purposes. Instead of just standing there, securely protected, while they aim at an unmoving object, these final three archers will be tested in an environment more like battle. This will be a true test of battle archery. Are you ready?”

“Yes, Captain!” Nate Flynn shouted. Kent and Jo nodded.

“Here are the rules,” Captain Frye said. “You must hit the two targets corresponding to your color in turn. Kent Halmon will be blue, Nate Flynn, white, and Jo Shanks, red. The targets with your color will be visible only as you advance. There will be a final target—the upshot—that bears all three colors. Its center can only be struck once, as it will give way with a perfect shot. The first archer to hit his first two targets dead center, then knock out the center of the final target, will receive the cup and, what’s more, the honor due a battle archer.”

Jo’s mind reeled as he tried to orient himself to the new rules. He was frustrated, but he tried to lay that aside and prepare for the trial. Just as he closed his eyes and began to focus, Captain Frye called, “Begin!”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Jo’s eyes flashed open, and he saw Nate dash ahead. Jo ran forward, darting between bales and slipping on the strewn hay. Balancing as he came to a stop, he looked up and saw his first target. It was far ahead, a little red flag on it. He drew back his bow and nocked his arrow. Jo exhaled slowly and fired, and the shaft sailed true, striking the scarlet center. He reached for a second arrow, gazing around as he did for the second and third targets. His hand closed on nothing.

Jo wasn’t carrying his quiver. Shooting a panicked glance over at Nate, he saw that his rival was nocking his second arrow. Nate had, of course, remembered to grab his quiver. As Jo sped back to retrieve his, he noticed Captain Frye and Lieutenant Drand smiling wryly, shaking their heads at him. He hurried back to the course. Dodging past some upturned carts and through a maze of bales, Jo rounded a turn to see his second target in the distance. As he readied his bow and slowly exhaled, setting his feet and closing one eye, the field between him and his target burst into flames.

Captain Frye must have ordered pitch to be spread on the field and set ablaze just as Jo arrived. He dashed ahead, leaping through the flames, and landed on the far side. He steadied himself and shot, sending home the second shaft to the target’s center circle. I won’t be stopped so easily, Captain.

Jo felt a growing confidence as he hurried ahead. He darted past the target and scanned the field, now aflame and spewing smoke from many spots, for the last target. The upshot.

Nate was ten steps away, gazing all around in a concentrated frenzy. Both bucks were trying to locate the final target. Jo saw with a quick sideways glance that medics were helping an injured Kent off the course.

It was down to Jo and Nate Flynn now. Just what he had wanted for so long.

Jo sprinted ahead, and Nate ran alongside him. They dodged through a final course of burning carts and bales, ducking under a crumbling arch as they advanced. When the two archers cleared the obstacles, they saw that soldiers with long shields were lined up on either side of them. There must have been twenty on each side.

Jo looked from one side to the other, then dead ahead. He saw the target, set back at an incredible distance. Nate saw it too, and both bucks reached for arrows. Before either had an arrow nocked, rocks began raining down on them. Nate stood firm, nocking his arrow. He had nearly gotten his shot off when a rock struck his arm, sending his wayward arrow sailing into the sky. Jo fared no better, and his shot was wrecked when a rock snapped his shaft in half. Both archers regrouped quickly, Jo nocking another arrow as he danced sideways to try to get another shot off. He realized then that the target was so far away that it was unlikely he could hit its center, even if the rock barrage weren’t happening.

Now the flaming arrows came, darting back and forth across his field of vision, blurring the target and setting the field between them and it aflame. Smoke rose. It was nearly impossible to see the target. Nate rushed ahead and Jo followed, the hail of rocks continuing.

Finally, Nate spun and shot a quick succession of shots at the shields of the rock-hurling rabbits. Jo followed his example, and the two bucks advanced through the gauntlet, firing as they rushed onward. Jo aimed carefully at the shields, eager to stop the rocks without hurting the bucks behind them, though it didn’t seem like they cared much whether he and Nate were hurt. Why were they being so careless with two valuable archers, especially the legendary Nate Flynn? This wasn’t the war.

But it soon will be. That’s what Captain Frye knows.

They sped on, dodging rocks as they continued to fire at the hurlers. Jo focused ahead, trying to peer through the smoke and flame to see the final target. I only want a moment. One look at the target and one moment to fire. Just one second.

The rocks stopped striking as Jo and Nate leapt through a series of blazing patches of grass. The target was in sight again! Each archer reached for fresh arrows, but they were rushed by ten shield-bearing rabbits, who were on them in a moment. Jo tried to nock an arrow, but he was forced to sidestep the first opponent, then was clattered down by the second. He sprang up quickly, dodged ahead, and made it clear of the tackling band. A quick glance back showed that Nate was still trapped by the horde. Jo’s eyes widened, and he turned his gaze on the target as fresh fire sprang to life between him and it. Another hail of stones flew his way, along with the soldiers who hurled them. They would be on him in another instant.

But he had found his moment.

Jo quickly nocked his arrow and aimed, exhaling as he felt the pressure build around him. The shield-wielding bucks were nearly on him, and rocks rained all around. He saw the target and fixed on its center. He let go the arrow just before being smashed by a shield. He fell to the earth, never taking his eyes off the target as his arrow sailed on its way. He saw his arrow miss the center circle and stick just outside it just before he crunched to the ground in the mud.

Before he could find his feet again, Nate danced past him. On the run, while attackers struggled to send him down again and rocks rained all around, Nate loosed an arrow, which sailed sweetly toward the target. Jo was on his knees, caked in mud, as Nate’s speeding shaft broke through the target’s center. A rock struck Jo’s jaw, and he fell hard, his face making a furrow through the mud.

When he looked up again, pain pulsing in his jaw, the crowd had rushed onto the course and were lifting Nate to their shoulders. Master Fletcher handed up the cup, and Nate thrust it into the air to exultant cheers.

Jo sat on the ground as the crowd gathered around Nate, shouting his name.

“Shanks,” a gruff voice said from behind. He turned to see Captain Frye glaring down at him, Lieutenant Drand beside him. “When it really counts and there’s something on the line, you choke. If you can’t make the shot in battle conditions, then you’re no soldier.”

They stomped off, leaving Jo alone in the mud.
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CHAPTER SIX

Lund led Jo back to his bunk, helped him get cleaned up, then left him to rest in silence. But Jo couldn’t relax. He lay on his bunk and replayed the competition again and again, Captain Frye’s word echoing in his ears. You’re no soldier.

In a little while, Lund came back. “They chose the units for the trip to the citadel congress at Cloud Mountain,” he said. Jo sat up, a last little spark of hope in his heart. This might be an opportunity for distinction. But Lund held up a hand. “I’m afraid we weren’t chosen. Several other units and bands are going, but not ours. We’re on duty guarding Halfwind while the best are away with Lord Ramnor, Captain Frye, and the rest.”

Jo sagged. “I can’t believe I missed.”

“Anyone would have missed that shot.”

“Not him.”

“No,” Lund said, nodding, “but anyone else. Anyway, get a little rest. You’ve had a tough day. And you’re on sentry duty with me tonight at midnight.”

“Isn’t anyone else available?” Jo asked, smirking.

“I tried to get someone else,” Lund said, returning the smirk, “but no one wanted to do it with you.”

Jo tried to smile. “I’ll see you then.”

Lund nodded and headed for the door. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, spinning back. “That votary, Sister Lala Loony, was looking for you.”

“Don’t call her that,” Jo answered. “She’s wonderful.”

“If you say so,” Lund said, palms up and shrugging. “Hey, maybe she’d go to the summer mingle with you.”

“Get out of here!” Jo said, hurling a pillow at Lund, who ducked it and disappeared through the door.

Lund was great at cheering him up, but the disappointment Jo felt at the failures of the day, as well as being left out of the adventure to Cloud Mountain—possibly the start of the war—was crushing.

He realized that he hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast, and it was nearly sunset. He was weak, and, even as sad as he felt, he still needed food. He stood up, walked to the door, and almost ran into a rabbit who was walking in.

Nate Flynn.

What’s he doing here? Come to rub it in?

“Jo Shanks,” Nate said.

“That’s right, Nate,” Jo answered, a little more curtly than he intended. “What can I do for you?”

Nate seemed taken aback. “Well, I tried to find you on the field after the cup today. I wanted to congratulate you on your finish. You were incredible throughout the competition. I was really impressed.” He extended a hand toward Jo. Jo took it, mouth open but unable to say anything.

“Anyway,” Nate continued, “I have a proposition for you. That is, if you can stop sulking around like a baby.”

Jo’s eyes shot open, and he found his voice. “I’m not…” he began, but he stopped. He was sulking. It was true. “What do you propose,” he asked sourly, “that we go to the summer mingle?”

“I thought of somewhere better,” Nate said. “Cloud Mountain.”

Jo’s eyes widened, and he looked up. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“Kent got hurt in the cup final, and I need someone to replace him, even if it’s just for a little while. He can’t make the trip, so I want you to stand in for Kent and go with us as one of the Bracers.”

Jo just stared at Nate for a while. “Nate,” he began. Then he looked down. “I don’t deserve it. I missed the big shot! And anyway, I’ve been so wrong about you. I’ve always assumed that everything’s been easy for you, since you’ve been so successful. I haven’t been fair to you. I’m sorry.”

“We’re on the same side,” Nate replied. “We’re not rivals.”

“Not anymore. Thanks, Nate.”

“I’m Lieutenant Flynn now,” he said, smiling. “I was made an officer, and the Bracers have been folded into Captain Frye’s company.”

“Yes, sir,” Jo said, coming to attention.

“We leave in an hour,” Lieutenant Flynn said, then spun to head for the door. Over his shoulder he called, “And clean your sword!”

“Yes, sir!” Jo called, smiling wide.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

An hour later they were on the road to Cloud Mountain. Jo had had little rest and less food that day. They traveled through the night and reached their destination by morning, marching uphill as the rising sun sent long beams of light breaking through the mist. After Lord Ramnor spoke to the hidden sentries in green garb, they passed into the fog-shrouded entrance to Cloud Mountain. In neat teams under their assigned leaders, the selected Halfwind soldiers crossed through a thin trickling waterfall and into a long cavernous passage, issuing at last into a small clean cave set with tables and chairs. Beside it, beyond a wooden wall with an ornate door and a wide serving window, a large kitchen swarmed with workers. A stout rabbit wobbled around the kitchen, shaking his stirring spoon at a cadre of rabbits who cut vegetables, fed fires, and sweated over steaming pots of delicious-smelling concoctions. The squat chef harangued the workers between swiped bites of bread and hurried sips of soup.

Lord Ramnor rushed through another door while their guide, a tall lieutenant named Pacer, introduced them to the cook. “You’re welcome here at the Savory Den,” the cook said, motioning for them to crowd in. “I’m Gort, the proprietor of this establishment. I believe half of you are set to make camp while the other half sit to breakfast. If those prepared to dine would take their seats, I’ll have you all served in a moment. I hope you approve of our preparations.”

Captain Frye gruffly thanked Gort, then led the half set toward their camp through another door, while Lieutenant Kout oversaw the remaining half. The food was brought out, and Jo devoured his quickly. When he brought his bowl to the large window, he was met by Gort.

“Would you like more, lad?” Gort asked.

“I would love more, sir,” Jo answered.

Gort reached inside the window and motioned for a portion of the simmering soup to be ladled into Jo’s bowl. Jo thanked him, turned to hurry back to his seat, and collided with Lieutenant Drand. His soup sloshed over the lip of his bowl and sprayed Drand across his chest. The soup dripped down onto the floor as Jo’s eyes widened. “Lieutenant! I’m so sorry!”

“Just get out of the way, Shanks,” Drand said, his face pinched in disgust. “What are you even doing here? You weren’t selected.”

“I’ve replaced Kent Halmon in the Bracers, sir,” Jo answered.

“Then I’ll need to have a word with Nate,” Drand said, stomping toward the kitchen.

Jo turned to ask for something to wipe up the mess he’d made, but Gort came beside him and motioned him back to this seat.

“Don’t worry about that, lad,” the stout proprietor said. “No harm’ll come of a little spilled soup. Just you eat what you have, and I’ll bring you more.”

In a few minutes, Gort, true to his word, brought Jo another bowl of soup and some extra bread. The other Bracers looked on with envious expressions.

“Thank you, sir,” Jo said. “This is really wonderful.”

“I’m honored you think so,” Gort said, passing his hand over his mouth to hide his wide smile. “You bolt that soup like you’ve never eaten before.”

“I haven’t ever eaten anything like this, that’s for sure! It’s true, I’ve missed a few meals, but I think I’d ask for more of this no matter how full I was.”

“Well,” Gort said, beaming down on Jo, “you need never go hungry here. Come to the Savory Den at any hour, and we’ll be sure you’re fed, lad.”

Jo smiled and thanked him, while behind Gort a door swung open and a rabbit bearing seven trays, each level stacked with a bevy of mugs, stumbled inside. The mugs were lovely, an elegant mix of ornate and sturdy, with rabbit-eared handles and shining glaze. But the precarious way they slid from side to side as the bearer overcompensated back and forth made Jo think they were all doomed to tumble at any moment. Jo half-stood, looking around as others did the same. The top trays slid to the right, while a jerk back by the bearer sent the bottom trays shifting leftward. The stacked trays of mugs began to make an S shape, and the watching soldiers inhaled sharply. The bearer seemed unconcerned, even smiling while waving and exchanging a few words with the diners nearest the door.

Gort heard the groans and saw the concern on Jo’s face. He turned his head, with some difficulty, to see what had distracted Jo from his delicious food. He gasped. “Not again, Eefaw Potter!” Gort cried, huffing as he frantically began to waddle over. Jo stood, wincing as the trays lurched farther back and forth and seemed certain to tumble at any moment. “Master Eefaw, hold still!” Gort cried, picking up surprising speed as he tottered back and forth in a wobbly sprint toward the clueless potter.

Just as Gort gained maximum speed, he slipped on the spilled soup and pitched backward, sliding into Eefaw Potter’s thin legs. The potter fell forward and threw up his arms, sending the seven trays of mugs sailing into the air. Jo winced as the beautiful mugs fell amid a bedlam of desperate diving efforts to save some. The mugs crashed down, shattering in fantastic shards amid the din of anguished cries from Gort, Eefaw, and the watching soldiers.

When it was over and silence fell again on the Savory Den, Gort sat amid the ruins of the seven trays of mugs, holding, in each hand, a saved mug. Eefaw Potter, his wide face stuck in a stunned expression, held two mug handles. The mugs themselves were shattered to bits. Master Eefaw recovered from his stupor, stared around at the sea of shattered pottery, and frowned. He laid his two mug handles down—slowly and carefully, for some reason—then gazed up at Gort’s hands. The last two mugs of the batch. Jo smiled as he saw the relief on the old potter’s face at seeing the two saved mugs.

“Well done, Gort!” Eefaw Potter said, slapping his friend so hard on the back that the mugs were jostled free of the harried cook’s grasp and fell to the ground to shatter amid the horrified gasps of all present.

Gort’s face seemed stuck between fury and sadness, and his left eye twitched as he rounded on Eefaw Potter. “You…” he began, but he choked on the words.

“Well,” Eefaw Potter said, carefully getting to his feet and waving self-consciously at the astonished diners, “looks like I’d better head back to the wheel. Don’t worry, Gort, I won’t charge you for these. And I’ll send my apprentices to clean this up.” Gort’s eyes seemed to be bulging out of his head. He sputtered but still could not find words. “Okay, then,” Eefaw went on, backing up slowly and picking his way carefully through the far-flung mess, “I’ll just be heading back to work. Back. To. Work.”

Jo finished his meal while the staff, unwilling to allow the soldiers to help, cleaned up the aftermath of Gort’s bowling down the odd potter.

Jo was tired, and when they made their way through the secret door, down the long passage, and up the high stairs, he felt sleep overtaking him. He stumbled through a beautiful sunlit garden that stood out beside a wood-walled building and walked past a statue of two heroic rabbits, then through another door and down another long passage. Jo struggled to keep his eyes open as they passed through what Nate, who marched just ahead of him, called Hallway Round. Next, they passed through a door that stood beside two large blastpowder kegs and walked out onto a green beside a large garden on their right.

They walked through the green, seeing several rabbits working in the garden and others heading toward Hallway Round, bearing all manner of tools for their various trades. In the distance, Jo saw a neat village of cottages and, beyond them, a rocky outcropping that seemed to circle, in jagged peaks and dips, the edges of this mountaintop. On the far side of the green, he saw a tree thick with dangling ropes and all sorts of strange constructions attached to the ropes and set on the grass. Amid the mess, a tall black rabbit and a smaller gold-grey buck were fighting with wooden swords. He heard the smack of their parried blows and watched them as he walked on, following Nate along with the rest of the archers. Jo was no expert with a sword, but he saw that they were both very good, especially the master.

“Who is that, Lieutenant Flynn?” Jo asked.

“I don’t know,” Nate answered. “But I wouldn’t want to fight the black one.”

As they watched, the black rabbit rose and kicked the sword free from his student. Jo thought the contest would be over, but it wasn’t. The black buck ran at the younger, chasing him around, striking him with his wooden sword while the younger dodged and tried to dart away. Finally, the student turned and leapt into a kick. The older buck stepped sideways and drove his shoulder into the younger buck, sending him sprawling. When he was on the ground, the black rabbit kicked dirt in his eyes and then leapt on him, striking him again and again.

Jo saw a white doe emerge from the Hallway Round door and walk slowly toward the tree. She stopped while still a long way off and watched the battling bucks, a concerned expression on her face.

“Who’s that?” Jo asked. “She’s beautiful.”

“I still don’t know anyone here,” Nate answered, shaking his head. But he stopped and gazed at the doe as a surly-faced soldier from Blackstone passed them, heading the other way.

“That’s Heather,” the soldier said, scowling. “Heather Longtreader. They’re all traitors, if you ask me.” He shook his head and moved on.

Jo’s expression changed in a moment. “The lovely traitor,” he said, eyes thinning to slits. “What a shame.”

“Let’s go,” Nate said, and they hurried to catch up with the rest.

Jo’s company reached the caves beyond the village, and they followed Lieutenant Kout into an opening in the rock. They carried on through the tunnel until it issued onto a large plateau. The area was lined with catapults and held many camps of soldiers from various citadels. Jo recognized the divided-shield crest of Kingston. One side bore a circle of nine red diamonds surrounding one large green one in the center, and the other side, a simple black star. He also saw soldiers from Harbone and Blackstone, Vandalia and others, spread out over the plateau. Looking right, however, he saw there was one area the camping soldiers kept clear of. There were seven standing stones near the edge and a few old votaries kneeling at the base of the seventh.

Jo looked up to the top of the seventh stone and saw a solitary rabbit silhouetted against the sky. He seemed to be gazing into the distance. Jo followed his line of vision and saw nothing but the drifting fog. But Jo knew what lay beyond the mist. The Great Wood. First Warren. Occupied territory.

Jo looked up at the lone rabbit once again, and then Nate called for him to catch up, so he jogged ahead to make camp with the Bracers in the area Captain Frye had designated for them. The old captain was leading his half of the weary bucks back toward the Savory Den and their long-awaited meal.

“We muster and train at the evening bell,” Nate told the small band of archers. “I don’t intend to waste our days here being idle. After our company muster and drills, we’ll do more on our own. Any questions?”

“Nate,” Junder began, then corrected himself. “Sorry, Lieutenant Flynn. When does the congress begin, and when are they going to put those Longtreader traitors on trial?”

“I don’t know either answer, Junder,” Nate replied. “I only know that we want to be ready when there’s trouble—inside or outside this place.”

“Should we have a class on keeping our swords clean?” Owen, a tall white rabbit with red eyes, asked. They all snickered, and Jo rolled his eyes.

“Set up your tents,” Nate said, and they all went to work. Jo and Nate set up their tent. They would share one, since Kent had always roomed with their leader and, for now, Jo was taking his place.

When the work was done, Nate ordered them all to get some sleep. Jo didn’t need to be told twice. For the second time in two days, he fell asleep with his sword buckled on.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Jo woke, bolting upright at a noise outside his tent. Loud shouting and the clash of steel.

Battle sounds.

Hurried footsteps signaled an urgent approach. He stood up in the small space and ripped free his sword as the tent flap opened and Nate’s head poked in. Nate immediately drew back, an alarmed expression on his face.

“What are you doing, Shanks?” he cried. Now Jo could tell that the sounds outside were simple drills being carried out energetically, probably by another citadel’s soldiers.

“Um, I was, um…” Jo began, searching for an excuse as to why he had nearly taken off the head of his commanding officer. He spied a rag hanging from the tent’s support and brought it down smoothly across his blade. “I’m just wiping down my sword, sir. Getting it, uh, just very, very clean, sir.”

Nate frowned at him, then shook his head. “Listen, Jo,” he said, slipping into the tent. “Captain Frye has already cautioned me for bringing you along. He doesn’t think you’re ready—that you have what it takes. So my first official interaction with the highest officer in our citadel after becoming an officer was listening to him express his intense displeasure at my first-ever decision as an officer.”

“I’m sorry,” Jo said.

“Don’t be sorry,” Nate replied. “Be good. Be worthy of my trust. Be the best.”

“How can I be the best when you’re here?”

“I keep telling you, Shanks,” Nate said, reaching for the flap, “that we’re on the same side. Harbone has the field now. Our muster’s in an hour.” He disappeared and closed the tent flap. Jo took a deep breath and let out a groan.

“Great start,” he said aloud. Then he proceeded to actually clean his sword. When he was done, he believed it was cleaner than any sword ever presented at any muster. He knew this virtually guaranteed it would not be examined, but it had to be done.

Jo saw to his bow and quiver, straightened his uniform, then split the tent flap and walked out into a gorgeous evening on the plateau. The sun was descending amid a carnival of color, pink and purple and every shade between, swirling in vibrant patterns that glowed in the misty sky. Jo breathed in the evening air and then walked toward the towering stones. Seven of them stretched high into the sky to honor the heritage of their ancient ancestors Flint and Fay and all of the Leapers. Jo was a devout rabbit and had considered joining the brother votaries ever since he was young. But when his father had died in debt, passing on to his son his own worst fears of failure and ruin, Jo had dedicated himself to a military life.

Jo’s stroll took him past the open area where Harbone’s soldiers were training and to the foot of the seventh standing stone. He knelt and touched his ears, eyes, and then his mouth. He rose and began to ascend the stairs, always looking up and off at the enchanting sky. As he neared the top, still distracted by the beautiful view, he ran into a rabbit starting to descend.

“I’m sorry!” Jo said, reaching out to be sure neither of them fell. “I was distracted.”

“Me too, friend,” the other answered. He was a short white rabbit, young and very strong. Jo could feel the strength of his grip as they helped each other, stepping back to safety.

“I think I saw you here this morning when we arrived,” Jo said. “Are you considering the contemplative life?”

“It was me,” the other rabbit answered. “Though you’re far easier to see than I am, as tall as you are. I’ve always been, well, a bit closer to the ground. I come up here most mornings and evenings, when I can. It helps me feel connected to the past and,” he said, motioning vaguely toward the Great Wood in the distance, “the future.”

“I’m Jo Shanks,” Jo said.

“I’m Smalls,” the white rabbit answered.

Jo noticed there was no citadel’s symbol on the short rabbit’s chest or shoulder. “Have you been here long?” he asked.

“I haven’t been anywhere long,” Smalls sighed, looking out over the rolling mountains and the wide forest far ahead. “How about you, Jo? Halfwind? Is that your home, or are you just stationed there?”

“I’m from Halfwind,” Jo answered, slowly settling down to sit atop the standing stone. “At least that’s where I’ve been ever since I can remember. Father brought me up there, but he didn’t live too many years after the king fell.”

Smalls sat beside Jo and nodded, a pained expression on his face. “I’m sorry about your family, Jo. So many of us are orphans now. What kind of buck was your father?”

“He was a mason, but he wanted to be an archer. He’d been an archer in the old army and was a crack shot. But his foot was crushed in an accident, and he was dismissed from the service at Halfwind. Captain Frye sent him away, told him he’d have to find another path. So he became a mason. But he wasn’t very good with his pay, and he made some bad decisions. Really, his friends said he was never the same after Mother was killed in the afterterrors. Father suffered intensely from losing her, and he was always angry about those who betrayed the king. He became a… well, he was not at his finest as I grew up. He died very disappointed in himself and deep in debt.”

“I’m sorry for that. It must have been hard.”
 
“It was that. Debt and dishonor are a heavy burden for any buck to bear, young or old.”

“But your father’s debts, and any disgrace, need not fall on you,” Smalls said.

Jo looked down. “It’s easy to say that when it isn’t your own family’s story.”

“I understand. So how will you come out of it, Jo? You don’t seem the type to settle for dishonor.”

“No, Smalls, I won’t,” Jo said. “I’ve told almost no one this, but I paid Father’s debts.”

“Even though you had no obligation?”

“No legal obligation.”

“I see.”

“And I’ve tried ever since to pursue honor and distinction in the field my father dreamed of. I’m an archer.”

“You must be doing well, Jo. I know the citadels have only brought their finest to this congress, so you must be well thought of at Halfwind. Congratulations.”

“I’m not so well thought of as you might think,” Jo said, glancing back at the tents behind and below them, “but I aim to change that.”

“I hope you gain all you aim for and strike the target in its middlemost heart,” Smalls said.

Jo felt this genuine well-wishing like a blessing. He had no idea why he had so honestly opened up to this stranger. Smalls was young, yes, but when Jo looked into his eyes, he saw a deep well. Jo had told him so much in such a short time, even about paying Father’s debts. Would he next share how he gave the sisters the portion he used to set aside to pay debts? Would he tell this rabbit his deepest secrets? Jo knew that, for courtesy, and to protect himself, he must turn the conversation back.

“What about your father, Smalls?”

“Died as well,” Smalls answered. Jo waited for him to elaborate, but he only stared off into the distance, a look of inconsolable longing on his face.

“What’s your course now, Smalls? Find a calling here, a wife?” Jo asked. Smalls looked down, grimacing as he did. “There is a doe,” Jo said, smiling at Smalls. “I can tell. There’s a doe you have in mind.”

Smalls nodded, then let out a short laugh. “There’s always hope,” he said. “As for my calling, I’m a soldier and a scout, eager to take the war to Morbin, just like everyone else. I don’t know what will happen to me, but I know what I have to do.”

Jo nodded. “May your feet find the next stone.”

“And you, brother,” Smalls said, touching his ears, eyes, then mouth.

Just then, the evening bell rang out.
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CHAPTER NINE

Jo hurried down the steps and jogged over to join up with the mustering bucks of Halfwind. He found Nate and the Bracers, and he stepped into the last slot just as Captain Frye appeared at the head of the company. Jo stood near the middle of the fifty or so soldiers who had been selected for this mission. Each buck stood a comfortable distance away from the next.

“Soldiers, we are officially here as Lord Ramnor’s escort,” Frye began, “but we all know that other kinds of trouble may await us. There are traitors here. We know who they are. They know who they are. So, we must be vigilant. You have had your rest; now we must work.” He signaled to Lieutenant Drand, who hurried to the front of the muster. “Lieutenant Drand will lead you through drill, but I will be watching. Do not put our citadel to shame. Let us show what we are capable of.” He pounded his chest three times, and the entire company followed suit. Then a rhythmic drumming began in the core of the company, and Jo joined in, slapping his thigh in time with the thrilling, thrumming sound.

Lieutenant Drand smiled, then shouted, “Attack positions!” The company burst into action, letting out a fierce cry as they crouched in readiness. “Advance and draw!” he called. The company surged ahead, each buck retrieving his sword and holding it ready. “Battle forms!” Jo joined the others, all swinging their swords in energetic, but careful, maneuvers, keeping their distance from one another.

“Hold and thunder!” Drand ordered. The company stopped moving forward but kept their feet churning in deliberate steps, crouching in a rapid stamp that seemed to shake the ground. Jo’s legs hurt, but he had done this often and knew he had it in him to continue. He wouldn’t let Nate down. The rhythmic rumble stretched on in a swelling anticipation.

“Strike on me!” Drand cried at last, louder than ever, in an urgent order that the eager bucks obeyed with fervor. They swarmed their commander, swords poised and cries ringing out, in a blistering attack that collapsed the space between soldiers. Jo, anticipating the order, pressed ahead, and brought his sword point near Drand’s neck in time with only a few others. They froze there, weapons aimed and holding steady, until Drand, who had not moved, nodded approvingly and called out, “Turn and rally!” Each rabbit drew back and twisted, rushing back to his original mark in line. When they were all set, Lieutenant Drand glanced over at Captain Frye. The old buck nodded. “Partner and clash,” Drand called, and he walked over to speak to Captain Frye while the soldiers paired up. Jo and Owen partnered and began going through sword forms together, working hard and challenging each other intensely.

“You’re good with a blade,” Owen said, surprised. “I mean, you’re by far the worst in the Bracers, but still, not as terrible as I would have thought.”

“Thank you?” Jo smirked.

Owen nodded, smiling mischievously. They kept working for the next half hour, Jo feeling more and more at home among the bucks of Nate’s band.

“How long have you been with Nate’s archers?” Jo asked as they took a moment to catch their breath.

“Six months or so,” Owen answered.

“Is he always as focused and, I don’t know,” Jo searched for the word, “perfect?”

“Nate’s all he seems,” Owen said, “but he has chinks in his armor just like everyone else. A few months back, he almost left Halfwind.”

“I never heard about that. Why?”

“He lets the pressure build and build. He takes too much on himself. He acts like the pressure doesn’t matter. He ignores it; then it comes back and attacks him all at once. It was pretty bad.”

Jo felt a twinge of guilt. He had always thought of Nate as nearly invincible and had envied him for it. He shook his head.

“What is it?” Owen asked.

“I can’t believe how unfair I’ve been to Nate,” Jo said.

Owen nodded and seemed impressed by Jo’s contrition. “Yeah, of all the rabbits to be angry at, Nate shouldn’t be high on anyone’s list.”

Just then Jo saw a grey rabbit emerge from the cave passage ahead and gaze over the plateau as if he was looking for someone. Jo squinted, then pointed, eyes going wide.

“Is that Wilfred Longtreader?” he asked, a knot of anger twisting in his stomach. He knew what the older rabbit looked like from drawings and descriptions.

“I think it must be,” Owen said. He looked on in disgust as Wilfred stood in front of the caves. The loud clang of clashing swords died down as a murmur swelled among the Halfwind company. Jo saw Captain Frye break off his conversation with Drand to angrily ask why none of his soldiers were working. Before anyone else could speak, his gaze fell on Wilfred. His eyes bulged and his mouth bent in a fierce frown. He marched toward Wilfred.

Jo stepped forward, eager to see and hear what would pass. But he had no need to fear not hearing. The whole plateau had gone quiet. Wilfred was looking past Frye, toward the standing stones, then back over the Halfwind soldiers.

“Ah, come to spy out our military readiness, have you, Longtreader scum?” Frye asked, coming almost nose-to-nose with Wilfred.

The grey buck didn’t blanch. “They have been well cared for, Captain,” Wilfred said, glancing over the Halfwind bucks. “If only your breath had been so diligently addressed,” he finished, waving the air between himself and Frye.

“You mock me?” Frye asked in almost a snarl. Jo saw that Wilfred was calm, carefully attending to his surroundings, while Captain Frye was near frothing.

“I do. But you do far worse to me, without even accounting for the foul breath. Mockery is far less severe than slander,” Wilfred said.

“Slander?” Frye fumed. “Do you deny that Longtreaders betrayed the king to Morbin Blackhawk?”

“Longtreader,” Wilfred said, his own anger rising. “Singular. One Longtreader, first name Garten.”

“Do you deny that you answered to your brother, Garten?”

“I do not. I was his right hand.”

“And yet you persist in this fantasy that we’re supposed to believe you knew nothing of the imminent betrayal?”

Wilfred’s head fell, and he rubbed at his eyes. He looked very tired. Jo nodded, and murmuring began again among the Halfwind soldiers. Jo felt as though Captain Frye’s fury spoke for every common buck who hated the name Longtreader and wanted them confronted with their treachery.

After a moment, Wilfred spoke again. “I am ashamed I did not see it coming,” he said, his anger subsiding and his voice much softer. “It’s a shame that I strive every day to erase.”

“You can’t pretend your family is anything other than a cadre of traitors,” Frye said coldly, “and every last one of you deserves justice.”

“Does Lord Ramnor know that you threaten me,” Wilfred asked, “and that you threaten my young niece and nephew? How many children need to be killed to satisfy your slanderous bloodlust?”

“They aren’t really children.” Frye said, his voice growing louder again. “We want justice, and if the lords can’t bring it, then we will.”

“You’re insane, Frye,” Wilfred said, “and I wish you’d see reason and join the actual cause of Jupiter’s heir and the Mended Wood.”

“You don’t get to lecture me!” Frye shouted. “I bled for this cause, and I’ll die for it. I’d give my life in a moment if it meant advancing this cause. Even if that meant going outside the law to deal with you!”

Jo found himself grunting his agreement with the watching soldiers as they not-so-silently urged their captain on.

“You sadden me deeply, Frye,” Wilfred said. “I want you to aim your weapons at Morbin and Redeye Garlackson once more.”

“I am,” Frye said. Then he raised his arm and turned to his soldiers. After a moment’s pause, he cried out, “Strike on me!”

Jo and the rest of the Halfwind soldiers gave a shout and charged toward Wilfred. Captain Frye tore free his sword and, along with fifty furious bucks, leveled it at Wilfred’s neck. Jo’s own blade was stretched out and his face set in an angry snarl.

“What do you say now, Traitor Longtreader?” Frye asked, seething with rage.

Wilfred had a sword at his side, and Jo could tell by his motions that he knew how to handle himself. Yet the sword stayed in its sheath. Probably smart. If he dared draw on Frye, he would be cut to pieces in a moment.

Then Jo heard another voice, a strong, calm tone that sounded familiar. “Wilfred, sir,” Jo heard, “you’ll be late for the meeting with the citadel lords. I know they’re expecting you at their session. Let’s go.” Then Jo saw him, the white rabbit from the seventh standing stone. Smalls took Wilfred’s arm and, though Wilfred was reluctant to step away, as good as forced him to turn and head back into the cave. They disappeared as the sun set.
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CHAPTER TEN

The next days passed quickly, but the tension in Cloud Mountain only rose. Rumor had it that Captain Frye had been reprimanded and warned by the congress—in a narrow vote—not to harass Wilfred Longtreader. Others said that the incident hadn’t even been reported. Still, most of the Halfwind soldiers, and their friends from Blackstone Citadel, seemed certain that the trial of Wilfred Longtreader would be announced at any moment.

Jo joined the other soldiers in congratulating Captain Frye for standing up to the traitor. At lunch one day, Jo saluted the surly captain. “You were right to do it, sir,” Jo said. “Thank you for saying what none of us can.”

“Stay alert, soldier,” Frye said, nodding to Jo with a neutral expression. “Storm’s coming. Be ready.”

That night the storm did come, rolling in just as Jo and the Bracers followed Captain Frye and Pacer out of the Savory Den and into the long cave tunnel. They emerged into the night as the rain started, with thunder booming. A pulsing flash lit up the purple clouds hanging low overhead. Jo felt like the storm was right on top of them. He shivered, and not from cold. Once beyond the cave and into the woods, Pacer led them down the mountain and toward a tower hide. The tower hide was a secret fort built for observation. Jo climbed the rope ladder and went through the hole cut in the wood that surrounded the high, large, but well-concealed tower hide in the forest. Thankfully, a sturdy roof kept off the rain.

“Captain Frye, if you please. The Bracers will observe from here,” Pacer said, motioning to Nate. “I’ll take my bucks into the woods for our perimeter checks. I’ll see you at the rendezvous.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Pacer,” Frye said. “Keep a sharp eye out, lads. Captain Brone of Blackstone says they’ve had wolf sightings the past few nights. Lieutenant Flynn, carry on.”

Nate saluted his commander and gathered the Bracers.

“Studge, Junder, Owen, and Shanks, you’re on first watch,” Nate said. “The rest will sleep until midnight.” They nodded, and Nate assigned Jo and each of the other first watchers to one of the four sides of the fort.

From his perch, Jo had a clear view of several open areas of the mountainside forest. He could see, by squinting in the occasional flashes of light, the wider open lands toward the bottom of the mountain. The tower hide was partway down the mountain, below the usual fog. But in this rumbling storm, there was no wispy wall of mist, only a bank of cloud so heavy and threatening that Jo cringed at its closeness. Right now the clouds seemed to be just overhead, and their thundering rumble rattled his bones.

The lightning, which had so far lit up only the angry clouds above, now sent a searing spike to earth, crackling down to shatter a tree close to the fort. Jo shot up and stumbled back. His heart was racing, but he peered out into the night. He had seen something in the sudden light.

Keeping his eyes on the spot, he waited until the next flash illuminated the clearing. There, he saw three rabbits. It was Pacer’s team. There were two bucks with the lieutenant, and Jo relaxed as the storm went on. Still, Jo kept an eye out, especially in that clearing, to see if Pacer’s team was being followed.

Captain Frye rounded the corner, hands behind his back as he examined Jo’s position and the surrounding scene. “You all right, soldier?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Jo said, “but I saw something, there.” He pointed to the clearing. “It was Lieutenant Pacer’s team, sir.”

“Very good,” Frye began. “Like I said, we have to—”

“Wait,” Jo said, cutting him off. “Look!” he whispered.

Captain Frye turned to see what Jo had seen. A lone rabbit, visible in the frequent flashes of lightning, was crouched near the edge of the clearing where Pacer’s team had just passed. He looked nervously back and forth, even peering toward the fort where two sets of eager eyes gazed down on him.

“Can you make out who he is?” Captain Frye asked in his gruff tone. “My eyes aren’t as young as they once were.”

“I see him pretty clearly, sir,” Jo said, “but I don’t recognize him.”

“Color?”

“Grey or gold, sir,” Jo said. “Maybe both. It’s hard to see color well, especially in this rain.”

“Well,” Captain Frye said, whistling softly. “That’s very interesting. Let’s get down there and see what’s afoot.”

Jo saluted, and they quickly found Nate. “Lieutenant Flynn, leave four bucks here,” Frye said. “The rest, including you, with me. Now!”

“Yes, sir,” Nate said, hurrying to leave orders with the restless bucks.

Captain Frye was already making his difficult way down the ladder, followed by Jo, Junder, and Nate. Reaching the wet forest floor, they followed Captain Frye down the mountainside, toward the clearing where they had seen the grey-and-gold-furred rabbit.

Captain Frye was out of breath by the time they came to the clearing, and they slowed to approach the spot with caution. Jo had his bow out as he scanned the darkness for any sign of movement. When they reached the spot, Frye raised his hand in a signal to wait and pointed to his ears. Jo listened carefully over the pattering rain, continuing to scan the clearing and the surrounding trees.

An agonizing minute passed before they heard a rustling across the clearing. Captain Frye signaled them to stay down, then peered out into the night. Then Jo heard a very familiar sound—the thwick and whish of an arrow fired.

Nate Flynn darted out a hand, undercutting Captain Frye’s feet as the arrows sped overhead, and the old captain tumbled down. Jo got to his knees as he and Junder quickly nocked and fired a return volley, sending several shots into the darkness from which their attackers had fired. Junder got to his feet and darted right, firing as he moved wider. They were trained for this. To make a target harder to hit, you split up to widen your force. Jo sprang up and headed left. After a few steps, he leapt from a rock, firing in midair as the sky crackled and split with a twisting dart of lightning. Landing, he rolled over and took cover behind a tree.

A quiet moment passed in which Jo could hear his heartbeat, Captain Frye’s wheeze, and the steady sound of the slowly weakening rain.

Then they came.

Wolves broke into the clearing.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Three of the massive creatures surged toward them across the clearing. Their attack was covered by arrows shot from at least one more wolf in hiding.

“Run!” Captain Frye called, and the three younger rabbits quickly obeyed. There was no shame in a strategic retreat when the odds were this bad.

Jo risked a last shot into the forest, but he turned to flee before he could see if it had helped stifle the lupine archer in the darkness.

It was a mad scramble back up the mountain, and he had never run so fast. Nor ever had he felt so powerless to escape. The wolves were too big, and too fast, to just dart away from easily. And he kept slipping on the wet, muddy ground.

“Split up and get to the fort!” Captain Frye called, making a sideways leap into a thicket. Nate and Junder broke the other way, running in a wild panic. Jo saw that Junder had lost his bow and that Nate had no space to get a shot off. If he turned, the wolves would be on him. Jo dove into the thicket behind Captain Frye and rolled through a thorny tangle of brush before finding his feet again in a desperate terrified rush. He ran and ran, twisting through the forest, madly zigzagging back toward the fort. He couldn’t find Captain Frye, but he ran on and on until his breath came in short, painful gasps.

When he could run full out no more, he risked a backward glance.

Nothing.

Jo had been fortunate. The wolves had not found him, and he was, for now, out of immediate danger. He considered remaining where he was, trying to stay safe. But his orders were to return to the fort, so he moved on, doing his best to locate anything recognizable to guide him back that way.

He ran as quietly as he could, ears attentive for any noise. The rain had stopped and the clouds were breaking up. A full moon appeared, and the forest suddenly became much clearer. Jo began to run faster as he sensed he was getting nearer the fort. Seeing a familiar marker in a rotting tree, he broke through an opening and into a small clearing. What he saw there filled him with terror.

A wolf, jaws open, on top of Junder.

Junder wasn’t moving, and the wolf was poised to destroy him. A cloud passed in front of the moon, dimming what light there had been. Jo unslung his bow and reached for his quiver.

One arrow.

Was Junder alive? The wolf bore down on the young rabbit just as another wolf appeared and Captain Frye came bursting into the clearing. The scene was chaotic, and Jo felt his heart racing. He raised the bow and nocked his only arrow. He aimed. That wolf ’s so close to Junder! Jo was afraid he’d hit his ally. How could he live with himself if he killed a fellow soldier instead of saving him? He aimed, trying to ignore the other wolf in the clearing, the presence of Captain Frye, and the endless list of horrible things that could happen if he failed.

He waited. Breath in. Breath out. And waited.

“Shoot!” Captain Frye called, rushing the other wolf in Jo’s periphery.

Jo took a breath. Another breath. The second wolf slammed into him and sent him sprawling to the mud as everything went black.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Jo woke up in Cloud Mountain, his head aching. He was in the hospital, and an auburn doe with white spots was leaning over him.

“What’s happening?”

“You’re fine,” the red doe said. “You had a rough time, and you’re resting. But you’re okay.”

“What happened to me?” Jo asked. His memories were muddled.

“You were knocked unconscious in the forest last night,” the doe said. “You were on patrol.”

Jo’s memory of the night before came back in startling scenes, his first glimpse of combat lit up by lightning in the rain and ending in the moment he failed to fire when the wolf was on top of Junder. He began to squirm, his breathing coming faster and more shallow. His heart was racing.

“Calm down, soldier,” the doe said, taking his hand and placing her other hand calmly on his chest. “You need to breathe deeply right now.”

“Junder! I didn’t shoot,” Jo almost shouted.

“Listen to me!” the doe said firmly, tightening her grip on Jo’s hand. “You listen to me, soldier. Right now I’m your commander, and I’m telling you to take a deep breath.”

The authority in her tone got his attention, and he turned to look in her eyes. “I didn’t shoot,” he whispered breathlessly. “I was afraid I’d—”

“Take a deep breath, now!” she insisted. Jo obeyed, breathing in deeply. “Another?” she asked, her eyes locked on Jo’s and demanding his attention. “That’s better,” she said as he took more deep breaths in turn. “Keep that up, please. Now, what’s your name?”

“I’m Jo,” he answered, his heartbeat slowing a bit as he listened and followed her instructions. “Jo Shanks.”

“I’m Emma, Jo. It’s nice to meet you. Now,” Emma went on, “you’re in the hospital and you’re going to be fine. You got a knock from the attack, but you’re okay. We don’t have to rush anything, soldier. You’re not missing anything.”

“Then why are there so few here?” Jo asked, looking around the sparsely occupied room.

“Good question,” Emma said, grimacing. “So, earlier—a few seconds ago, in fact—when I said you aren’t missing anything? That wasn’t accurate. You’re missing a huge thing.”

“Oh. So about you saying that I’m okay. Is that true?”

“Mostly,” she said, taking her hand off his chest.

“What are we missing?” he asked.

“It’s a big meeting of… uh, well, everyone,” Emma said, letting go of Jo’s hand and digging into her satchel. “They’re going to try to fix all the heated division, the angry infighting, and the irreconcilable discord with—if I’m not mistaken—a concert and some good speeches.” She rolled her eyes.

“That ought to do it,” he said, smiling.

“That’s what I think too,” Emma replied with exaggerated agreement. “I mean, if a concert can’t heal longstanding political and interpersonal strife, then what can?”

“And if you add in the speeches,” Jo said.

“Yes, I had almost forgotten about the speeches,” Emma replied, filling a bottle with a foul-smelling ointment. “With the speeches added to the music, I’d say we should expect Morbin’s surrender by morning.”

“At the latest,” Jo agreed.

Emma couldn’t help it. She laughed, spilling some of the ointment on her sleeve. “Brilliant. Now my sleeve will smell like dungnettle all day.”

“At least you’ll be able to wake up unconscious rabbits with only a wave of your wrist,” Jo said, wiping at his nose.

“True,” she replied, smiling down on him as she returned the bottle to her satchel. “Now, how are you feeling?” She put her hand over his heart again.

“A little better.”

“Keep breathing deeply, and try to relax,” Emma said.

He nodded, getting in several deep breaths before speaking again. “My friends. Junder and Nate Flynn. What happened?”

“There were a few casualties in the fight out on the perimeter last night,” she said. “Junder… he was hurt pretty badly.”

“He lived?” Jo gasped. He had been so afraid that his indecision had cost Junder his life. “How is he?”

“It will be a while before he can walk,” she said, looking down sadly, “and he’ll never shoot a bow again.”

“It’s not your fault,” came the words of a buck nearby. Nate Flynn walked up from behind Jo’s bed. “You weren’t sure of the shot, Jo, so you didn’t take it. That was wise.”

“I froze,” Jo said, looking down, then away. Anywhere but at Nate or Emma.

“So Junder lost an arm,” Nate said. “He’s got another one. He’ll probably still be better with a sword than you are.”

“I’m sorry, Nate,” Jo said, looking up at him with shining eyes. “I should have shot.”

“The shot was taken, an imperfect shot at that, and the wolf ran off. We got you and Junder back here, and all’s well. Far better than it could have been.”

“Who took the shot?” Jo asked. He already knew.

“That’s not important. What’s important is getting you healthy again.”

“I’m fine,” Jo said, “according to this fine doctor, Emma, who has a reputation for honesty and for smelling good.”

Emma smirked. “I’m not a doctor, and he can’t go anywhere yet,” she said. “Doctor Zeiger has to release him. And he still needs care.”

“I thought you said I was fine!”

“I want you to talk to a friend of mine, and I’ll take you to meet her tomorrow. Her name is Maggie O’Sage.”

“I’ve heard about her,” Jo said, frowning. “Isn’t she the crazy old lady who sits on a porch staring out into the mist?”

“Yes,” Emma said. “I want you to talk to her.”

“I need to go back on duty,” Jo said, throwing off the covers and swinging his long legs out of the bed. “The war’s coming.”

“You’ll follow orders, Jo,” Nate said, stepping over and forcing him back onto the bed. “Right now, you’re under care. And if you have to see Magnut O’Grave, or Doctor Ziglar, or whoever they want you to see, you’ll do it. That’s an order.”

Jo frowned.

“Thank you, Officer … Bucksteady, or whatever your name is,” Emma said, nodding to Nate. “Jo,” she said, turning back to her patient. “I’ll be back in a bit. Don’t go anywhere,” she said, winking at him before walking away, “or you’ll get in army trouble from that buck there who tells you what to do.”

“When I get out of this hospital, I’m going to make sure I never have to come back to one ever again,” Jo grumbled.

“Good luck with that during the war,” Nate said. “I’ll come and check on you tomorrow, Jo. Keep your head up, buck.”

“Yes, sir,” Jo said, saluting as Nate walked off. Then he finished under his breath, “Anything you say, Bucksteady.”

He sat in lonely silence, frustrated at not being able to get back to the Bracers even though he felt fine. Fine, other than the headache. And it was an intense one. He rolled over in his bed and closed his eyes. He tried to relax, but the image of a wolf in the woods and himself frozen, unable to take a shot, haunted his waking dreams. He tried to distract himself by thinking of his encounter with Emma. She was a lovely doe, and what a wit! Was it possible she really didn’t know who Nate Flynn was? Or was she just being funny?

What would it take to be so illustrious that you were known all over Natalia? He opened his eyes and looked for Emma, but she wasn’t there. He closed them again and saw a vision of the wolf in the woods, looking up at him with bloody jaws. He willed the image away, and it was replaced in his mind by one of his father. Old, withered, and bitter. “You must make a name for yourself, son,” he had said more than once. “You must strive and strive and strive until honor surrounds you and glory descends on you like a crown. They will give you nothing. You must take it, no matter the cost.”

But here he was, in a hospital with no real injuries, having missed his first true shot at mild glory. As rabbits filed back into the hospital, he pulled his blanket over his head and wept. He kept on weeping till he slept.

Jo was awakened not long after by screams. Urgent cries echoed around the now frantic hospital.

“Wolf attack!” shouted the terrified rabbits. “Wolves, inside Cloud Mountain!”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jo hurled off his blanket and sprang out of bed. He searched beneath the bed and found his sword, quiver, and bow. He slung on his bow and quiver, then buckled on his sword belt while he ran. He hadn’t had time to think. He was only reacting.

Where should he go? He could run to the plateau to join up with his company, but that was too far away, and he hoped they wouldn’t even be there now. He didn’t even know where the hospital was—where he was. Screams punctuated the sounds of confusion and terror that surrounded him. He ran into the hall and saw a nurse bending over a slain soldier; her shocked face featured wide, unblinking eyes. The wolves had been here, just outside the hospital. More urgent cries came to his ears, with desperate screams just ahead. He didn’t know where he was, but he could hear, and he ran toward the screaming.

Jo ran through a doorway with a shout, fear becoming fuel for his wild charge. He passed bucks and does on the ground, killed or wounded by the rampaging pack. He ran through a long corridor, then took several turns that left him standing once more in front of what he thought of as the hospital gate. Emma was there, trying to help make order of the frightening scene. She was shouting commands and tending the wounded nearby. Warning that more wounded would be coming soon, she ordered some dazed does to prep the surgery. A horn sounded loud and shrill, and Jo ran from the hospital entrance, terrified but eager to find the battle. Just as he stepped into the hallway, five wolves filled it and charged toward him. He drew his sword and stepped back into the hospital gate, crouching in a defensive position.

Jo knew he couldn’t hold the gate against five wolves, but he was determined to die trying. He glanced back at Emma and said, “They’re coming.” He saw her eyes go wide, then he turned back to face the fury of the assault. The wolves came then and rushed by the gate in a blur, bypassing the hospital to head back the way they had come. Jo was startled and, for a moment, couldn’t speak.

He turned to see Emma at his side. She had taken up a cast-down sword and was standing guard with him. “They’re retreating,” she said, gasping.

“Where are they headed?” Jo asked, peeking back out the large opening.

“You can’t leave us here,” she said. “Help me defend this place. They’ll be bringing so many wounded here. I need help.”

Jo was going to agree, but just then a series of shrieks resounded in the hallway. “I have to go!” he said.

She nodded. “Go!”

Jo left the room with a leap and slid sideways on the stone floor before finding his feet and rushing ahead. More horrible screams filled the hallway, and he sped on, following the sound. He came upon one dreadful scene after another, but he kept charging on with a fierce determination to stop the creatures responsible. He had to find those wolves and take the fight to them. Fear had given way to anger, and he ran on with a desperate desire to reach the enemy.

Soon he was joined by other bucks from every citadel. Beside him ran a soldier from Vandalia, the blue and gold banner bright on his chest. They ran on together, though Jo let the other lead, since he clearly knew the way better.

“This way!” the Vandalia soldier shouted, and they broke through the door to the Savory Den, sending chairs flying as they crashed through on the trail of the escaping pack. Jo saw how devastating this first line of the attack had been. The wolves had done great damage here as they entered the secret opening to Cloud Mountain.

“Medics!” Gort was shouting. “Send for medics!” A buck peeled off from Jo’s ragtag band and hurried back to the hospital. The rest charged on.

At last they came to the foggy mouth of the cave and dashed through the trickling spillover and out into a chaotic scene of blood and smoke and desperate cries.

Jo spotted Captain Frye, fifty yards away, battling with a wolf. Smoke obscured the fight, but Frye was not alone. Jo sprinted ahead while the wolf sent a spear at Captain Frye’s middle. Frye dodged and brought his sword down in a massive overhead slice. The wolf deftly sidestepped the strike and lunged at Frye with its jaws wide, snapping into the captain’s arm. Jo closed the distance, driving his sword into the wolf. Two other bucks, Owen and Nate, joined him in killing the wolf. But Captain Frye’s arm had been mauled cruelly. The old captain got to his feet slowly, ignoring the awful wound as he cursed. Lieutenant Drand found him, and they conferred quickly. Nate, Jo, and Owen checked on the nearby wounded and gathered arrows from the battle, slipping them into their quivers.

“The Longtreaders are behind this,” Owen growled. “I have no doubt!”

“They arrive, then key leaders of every citadel gather in one place, and that place is immediately attacked,” Nate said. “It was them all right.”

Owen spat. “Curse the Longtreaders.”

Jo was furious, at the Longtreaders, who had so plainly betrayed them, and at the wolves who had accomplished such a devastating strike. He wanted to act. “What now, sir?” he asked, interrupting Frye’s conference with Drand. Drand nodded to Frye and hurried back into the cave.

“We pursue!” Captain Frye said, pointing. “We’ll head southeast over the mountainside, then veer west toward Decker’s Landing and their garrison.”

“Captain, your arm?” Nate asked, frowning at the wound.

“Of course,” Frye answered, his eyes thinning to slits. “I’ll only slow you down. And I need to rally more fighters here. Go!”

The three archers rushed into the misty forest and plunged down the mountain. There were terrible sounds behind and before them. They raced on, leaping wide ditches and ducking under bending limbs. Jo tried to stay focused and track the path that Nate set. In a moment, they came to the fort they had been in last night, charging on beneath it. Jo tried to force out the memory of the failure that haunted him: Junder lying prone beneath the frenzied face of that bloody wolf. And just as that image came into his mind, they crashed into a clearing and saw a band of rabbits being overwhelmed by wolves.

“Archers, unleash!” Nate cried, sending a series of furious arrow volleys at the enemy. Wolves fell by his well-aimed arrows as Jo and Owen let loose from their own bows. The put-upon bucks were soon recovering, driving back the wolves. The remaining wolves fled into the cover of the far side of the clearing and raced away. Nate sped after them, Jo and Owen on his heels. But when they were halfway across the clearing, arrows aimed from the direction of the fleeing wolves flew right at them. Owen went down, an arrow piercing his leg. Nate and Jo stood over him, returning fire as other rabbits came and dragged Owen away. The situation was reversing quickly, and the wolves came tearing back into the open once more, reinforced by more of their frantic pack.

“Pull back!” Nate called, trying to rally the remaining bucks, many of whom were archers, back to his position. “Rally on me!”

Jo kept shooting, even as arrows grazed his face and arms and the furious pack charged ahead.

Brave bucks met the charge, and the scene descended into a chaotic struggle between the overmatched rabbits and the brutal wolf assault. Nate finally dropped his bow, seven unspent arrows in his quiver, and drew his sword to deflect the death-dealing strike of an enemy pike. The pike split, and the frenzied wolf hit Nate hard with a broken half. Nate crumpled to the ground. Jo swung his blade at the wolf, but it dodged away and struck out at a Blackstone soldier.

Jo was desperate to help Nate, who wasn’t moving, but he felt a presence behind him. He turned in time to see a leaping wolf snapping at his head. Jo jerked away just enough and saw the slavering jaws close on his shoulder, sending a piercing pain through his body. As Jo went down, the wolf ’s short blade raked across his side, tearing a new wound that added to his agony. Jo fell, and the wolf moved on to strike the next nearest rabbit. More pursuing rabbits poured into the clearing, and Jo’s attacker was laid low by a perfectly-aimed arrow. He turned to see who his savior had been but saw the Harbone archer fall just at that moment.

Jo was bleeding badly, stretched out and barely able to move. He watched helplessly as the wolves overcame the small band of rabbits, and he saw every archer fall in turn. Nate was down, both he and Owen lying motionless nearby. Other archers from every citadel, their bows broken and arrows scattered on the ground, lay still beside their Halfwind comrades. The clearing, which had so recently been a scene of a brutal battle, now fell eerily silent. Jo could hear the faint clamor of battle from down the mountain as, gritting his teeth, he checked his wounds.

Jo was no medic, but he knew they were very bad.

Struggling to his feet, he tried to pursue the fight, but he was confused. He stumbled away from the horrible scene, not really knowing where he was going. He staggered painfully, step by slow step, until he could go no farther. He leaned against a tree, trying to regain his balance and focus. Soon he sagged to the ground.

His pain subsided and his mind felt thick. He found it hard to focus. He noticed the leaves on the trees. The forest blurred as one leaf seemed to swell, suddenly plain to Jo in all its tiny details. He smiled, feeling himself beginning to slip down in his mind.

He was falling. Falling down. Down. He was losing his hold on the world as the forest and its astonishing leaves began to slip from his attention. It was replaced by images of his father, shaking his head. Of Captain Frye, Lieutenant Drand, Nate Flynn, and a host of other notables, all shaking their heads in disappointment at him. The images became blurry, even in his mind. He blinked and saw them all better but could not remember why they were there, and soon he didn’t even know who they were. Before things went black, he no longer cared.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Waking at the sound of heavy footfalls, Jo blinked his eyes open and saw a white doe leap over a fallen log, then skid to a stop. She spun, face twisted in indecision. Then he recognized her. Heather Longtreader.

His attention sharpened with a sudden surge of anger. She ran toward him, glancing back down the mountain and then back at Jo. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’ll make it,” Jo answered gruffly. She hesitated a moment, then ran over, examining his wounds before carefully rolling him over and helping him rest his head against the tree. She went to work, tearing some cloth loose and bandaging his wounds. Jo wavered between joy at being helped and anger at who was kneeling in front of him. He began to lose the scene and all meaning again.

“Help!” she cried out, loud and desperate. But he was falling again. Losing himself. “Wounded! Here!”

The forest disappeared in an avalanche of black. “Stay with me,” he heard her say, but it was as if she was calling to him from across a lake. She disappeared for a moment, then was there again, shaking his face.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Jo Shanks,” he said, his attention returning and, with it, the familiar anger.

“Okay, Jo. You have to hang on, all right? Help is coming. My name’s Heather, and I’ve stopped the bleeding. You’ll be okay; just sit tight.”

“Why are you helping me?” Jo asked, voice hoarse. “You’re a Longtreader. The wolves… You betrayed us.”

“No, sir,” Heather answered, bending to kiss his cheek like an older sister might for a sick younger sibling. “Never. But I must leave you now, Jo, and I’m sorry for that. But be strong. Today we strike a blow against our foes.”

It was impossible to doubt her sincerity. How could this be? Jo’s mind was struggling with the complexity of a world where a Longtreader could be a friend, not a foe. “Wounded, here! Help!” Heather Longtreader called again. Then, with one last compassionate glance at Jo, she tore off down the mountain.

Jo was alone again. Still wounded, though Heather Longtreader had said she stopped the bleeding. And her words gave him hope. If it was true, and it seemed everyone would soon know if it was true, then it was possible that the secret citadels could unite against Morbin. Rabbitkind could work together for the cause of the Mended Wood. Heather Longtreader could even be a key to how that might come about. Looking down at his well-tended wounds, Jo found it impossible to believe that a young doe would dash into danger, stop to help a Halfwind soldier, and continue her selfless charge down the mountain if she were in league with Morbin.

Reeling, Jo tried to sit up. He felt a sharp pang of guilt at how he and his fellows had treated the Longtreaders. What if they were all loyal, as Lord Rake had always said? What if Garten really had acted alone? Garten Longtreader was far away, in the Preylords’ High Bleaks stronghold. Wilfred was here. His niece and nephew were here.

Jo felt lightheaded, but he focused all his energy and tried to stand. He tottered and, leaning against the tree, was able to find his balance again. He knew getting back to Captain Frye and the Savory Den was impossible, but his friends were nearby, hurt or worse. If they were still alive, he had a duty to help them. He was desperate to help them.

Jo struggled forward, resting every five or ten steps against a tree, then walking on, slowly making his way to the clearing where Nate and Owen had fallen. It was an awful sight, but he scanned the field for his friends. So many soldiers down, and broken bows scattered on the ground. Not all the bows were broken, however, and arrows were everywhere. Hanging the best bow he could find over his neck and shoulder, he gathered up as many nearby arrows as he could and filled his quiver. I have to find Nate and Owen.

He heard a low moan nearby, and he swiveled to see a soldier wincing in pain, lying on his back. Jo slowly made his way over and saw by the buck’s bloodstained tunic that he was from the Forest Guard of Cloud Mountain. The wounded rabbit had a quiver of arrows at his side. An archer, then.

“It’s going to be okay, soldier,” Jo said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. He knelt beside him with a grimace. “Help’s on the way. I just came from up the mountain. The medics are coming.” This was a little more optimistic than honest, but it wasn’t a lie. They had to be sending help. The medics would be coming soon.

“I won’t make it,” the soldier said. “I won’t ever see the Mended Wood.”

“Hey,” Jo said, chiding in his best schoolmaster tone, “I just got word that we’re reversing this whole attack. Today we strike a blow against our enemies.” I hope that’s true.

The soldier smiled weakly while Jo tried, weak as he was, to bind his wounds. His hands were shaking, but he did the best he could. The soldier fell silent, and Jo, with a long sigh, settled down to rest a moment. But there would be no rest.

A band of wolves entered the far edge of the wide clearing, their wild eyes frantically scanning the scene for fresh prey. They hadn’t seen Jo yet.

Then Heather Longtreader broke into the clearing, sprinting up the mountain.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Heather couldn’t see the wolves. She was splitting the center of the wide clearing, and they were on the far side, just emerging from the forest.

Jo’s heart sank. Five fresh wolves against one doe, who was unaware of their presence, and two half-dead bucks on the other side of the clearing. Jo glanced at the Cloud Mountain archer. He wasn’t moving. One buck, then.

One buck. One bow. One quiver.

Jo was the last archer.

The wolves saw her, and the first four snapped into action, tearing after her. The last wolf readied his bow but found that his quiver was empty. The wolf archer began to search the ground nearby for an arrow. Heather kept her gaze ahead, and Jo noticed that her arm was bound by a makeshift sling. She was already hurt. Jo did not know why, but he felt in that moment it was absolutely essential that she be protected. He felt it with a sudden urgent certainty that seemed to surge up from deep inside. He had no choice but to act.

The wolves came in a frenzy as Jo rose, inhaling as he did. He nocked his first arrow and blew out a ragged breath as he fired. The arrow caught the foremost wolf on the shoulder, and it went down, howling in agony. It scampered off as Heather sped on. The second wolf fell by Jo’s more steady shot, never to rise again. Jo’s confidence rose, though he could feel, with intensifying pain, that the binding on his wounds had unraveled and he was bleeding freely again.

No time for that. He nocked his next two arrows at once, aiming carefully as the ravenous pair surged desperately close to Heather’s heels. He breathed out, ignoring the tearing pain in his side and shoulder, and fired his brace of arrows. The third and fourth wolves fell with mournful howls.

Agonizing pain coursed through his side, and his shoulder felt on fire. Still he nocked another arrow, this time raising it to trace the last enemy. The archer wolf had found his arrow. When Jo raised his bow, the wolf released his own arrow, aimed right at Heather.

It seemed to happen in slow motion: Heather, rushing up the mountain. Jo, raising his bow as he saw the wolf aim his. Too late! The wolf ’s arrow racing toward Heather’s unprotected back.

Jo didn’t have time to think. He snapped his arm along the darting path of the arrow and fired his own with a force and concentration he had never yet used. His arrow burst forward, aimed not for the wolf archer but ahead of the speeding arrow the wolf had shot.

Jo tracked the path of his desperate shot as it sped through the air between the wolf and Heather. He watched, eyes wide, as his arrow’s sharp tip split the center of the wolf ’s speeding shaft, snapping it in half.

Heather dashed into the cover of trees, unharmed. She had escaped, and Jo had accomplished the most incredible bowshot imaginable. The only one who had seen it was the archer wolf, who stood staring across the clearing, uncomprehending. Jo reached for another arrow and, when he raised it to aim, saw nothing there. The wolf had retreated into the forest.

Jo sagged to the ground, wounds torn open by his extreme effort and a weight of exhaustion pressing on him. His strength was gone, and the fresh blood flow meant he was in grave danger once again. He closed his eyes and settled onto the ground, fading into a half-dream.

No disapproving voices haunted his vision, nor were any angry faces shaking their heads at his shame. Jo believed he was dying, but a weary smile played across his face.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Jo Shanks awoke in the Cloud Mountain hospital, again. After surgery, he had been nursed through days of weakness and fever that left him feeling sluggish and confused. He had dreamt, but not of disheartening failures or impeded glories. He saw no vision of his father or Captain Frye, looking down on him in disappointment.

When he opened his eyes, fully awake at last, Captain Frye was looking down on him. The surly old soldier was clearly making his rounds to see the Halfwind wounded, though he was badly wounded himself. His arm was fitted with bandages and bound to his body by an elaborate wrap. Frye was flanked by Lieutenant Drand and Nate Flynn. All of them looked battered but reasonably well, considering what had occurred.

Seeing Nate, tears started in Jo’s eyes. They had survived the first battle of the war.

“Back in bed, Jo?” Nate asked. “Back in the hospital? You’re no sage, that’s for sure.”

“Owen?” Jo asked, voice hoarse. 

“Alive,” Nate answered. Jo smiled and let out a relieved breath.

“Shanks,” Captain Frye said, “it’s good to see you awake. We were… concerned.”

Jo sat up, too quickly he found, as his shoulder erupted in agony and his head swam. He managed a wincing salute as Captain Frye scowled. “Lay still, soldier,” he said. “You nearly had your arm torn off.”

Jo nodded, the battle playing out in his mind in vivid detail.

“We found you in the clearing, after the battle,” Lieutenant Drand said. “It looked like a horrific struggle.”

“I got knocked out, Jo,” Nate said. “I don’t remember much.”

“Reports of what happened in the clearing are sketchy,” Drand said. “Did you see much?”

Jo remembered everything. He had been a hero. He had saved Heather Longtreader with a shot he would never have believed could happen unless he had seen it himself. Done it him-self. Here was an opportunity for glory unlike anything his father could have ever dreamed of for Jo.

“What happened out there, soldier?” Captain Frye asked.

“Nothing much, sir,” Jo answered, glancing down at his carefully bandaged wounds. “We were engaged with the enemy, and I was hurt in the battle.”

Captain Frye stared at him a long moment, then nodded. Then he and the other officers moved on to the next wounded soldier.

A few minutes later, Emma came in, a wide smile on her face.

“Awake at last,” she said, feeling his head. “No fever!” She listened to his heart and asked him to breathe deeply. “Stronger. Very good, indeed.”

“Thank you for saving me,” Jo said.

Emma smiled at him and then dug into her bag. “I brought you something to read.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a book that’s setting the whole of Cloud Mountain on fire,” she said, beaming with excitement. “Copies are being made, and the scribes can’t keep up! It’s going to inspire the cause all over Natalia.”

He took the little book in his hands.

“Who wrote this?”

“Heather Longtreader,” Emma said, then added with pride, “my very best friend.”

“Heather Longtreader?” he asked, gasping.

“Yes,” Emma answered, beaming. “The Longtreaders saved Prince Jupiter Smalls.”

“Smalls? The prince?”

“Yes, that little white rabbit is Jupiter’s heir. Everyone is talking about him. Prince Jupiter Smalls!”

“I’m amazed,” Jo said. “And this is Heather Longtreader’s story?”

“Yes! It tells what Picket Longtreader did—Jo, he flew! The book says it all, but one problem is that it doesn’t say much about how brave Heather was. She rallied the soldiers to save the prince after Picket rescued him. I’m amazed she survived at all. She was right in the thick of it. I don’t know how she made it.”

Jo smiled, tears starting in his eyes. He wiped them away and began to read.

The End
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Hello there. I’m Sam. I hope you enjoyed reading The Last Archer as much as I enjoyed writing it. Writing is very hard work, but while I write I love to imagine you reading and enjoying a new adventure. That keeps me going. (That and chocolate.)

I have so much respect for you as a reader. I hope that shows. The time I spend creating stories in The Forge is well spent if it means you receive the gift of a little bit of light and joy and hope. I believe in the power of stories. I believe that when they hint at a rebuke to the darkness, when they whisper to us that a hero may rise to set things right, they tell the truth. So, in a way, these stories are true. My friend Heidi Johnston says that the best stories “are not an escape from reality, but an escape into reality.” I believe that. And because I believe that, I made this for you.

God bless you and keep you.
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Chapter One

THE SLAVE WHO SANG

Heather closed her eyes, wincing as she lurched forward. She was shoved roughly toward the hangar at the far end of Morbin’s lair, held at knifepoint by her uncle.

“Now you’ll join the slaves,” Garten Longtreader growled. “You’ll see what it means to defy Lord Morbin.”

Heather did not answer her uncle. Barbed retorts formed in her mouth, but she swallowed them down. I need to stay alive now.

Morbin Blackhawk’s lair was in an uproar. A slave had sung a song of defiant beauty in the dark heart of the Preylords’ kingdom. Lord Gern was scouring the palace for her. For the slave who dared to defy them.

For the slave who sang.

Gern didn’t know who it was. Nor did Morbin know the secret singer’s name.

But Heather knew. Heather had heard that voice a thousand times.

The singer was Sween Longtreader, her beloved mother.

“Here!” Garten shouted, signaling for a waiting bird to stoop. Heather followed her uncle onto the raptor’s back. At Garten’s command, the eagle leapt free of the platform and dropped, descending quickly into the predawn darkness. Heather’s heart was in her throat, because of the sudden drop but also because she feared for her mother.

The bird extended its wings, caught the current of wind, and sailed forward through the vast area of uncountable trees. Heather saw, by the light of perched torches, that the trees were crowded with elaborate structures of various sizes and shapes. These all clung to the trees, dwellings nestled in the curve of huge limbs. She had never seen structures of this size. Though the sun still slept, there was a buzz of humming industry and innumerable lamplights illuminating a busy hive of hurry all around. She saw silhouetted forms scurrying in and out, and all along dimly lit paths. Many were rabbit forms. She streaked by in dizzy flight, wondering a thousand things about those lives lived among the enemy’s trees. Did these rabbits even see the raptors as enemies?

The bird twisted through the massive heights of the High Bleaks, the historic home of the Lords of Prey. Heather was seeing what no free rabbit had ever seen, the swollen base from which the Preylords hatched their hateful scheme of conquest and enslavement on all of Natalia.

And it had worked. She was, she realized with a pang, joining the slaves. She was no longer free.

But Emma, the princess and heir of King Jupiter, was free. And so the cause for which Heather had traded her liberty, and very likely her life, was alive.

That truth was like a flint strike in her heart. A spark of hope.

They broke through the corridor of tall trees, and Heather gasped at the sudden gaping space. In the middle of the impossibly high forest lay a barren area, a giant crater in the hard stone of the mountain. A river ran down the mountain and spilled down the high wall in a waterfall. A heap of trash, impossibly wide, rested against the lip of the plunging pit. The vast dump was burning and wafted scatterings of ash into the acrid air. Ash floated over the pit and drifted snow-like down and down on a small city at its rocky bottom.

“This is Akolan,” Garten called above the howling wind. “It’s one of two cities I superintend. The other is First Warren, the former stronghold of the old king. This one, far away in the High Bleaks, is Akolan. It’s your home now, if you can stay alive. Your family has a bad habit of trying to get killed.”

Did he mean Mother? Did he know she was the slave who sang?

“Of course I know,” he said, reading her face. He looked away. “I would know that voice anywhere.”

“Is she…?” Heather began.

“She put herself in great danger, of course.” There was a look of mixed appreciation and anger on her uncle’s face. “But she has a knack for getting away.”

“She does?”

“She escaped from my trap all those years ago,” he said, eyes staring off into a hazy past. Then he shook his head and went on. “She’s no helpless doe. Like you, there’s far more to her than what’s obvious.”

“Is your brother—is my father here?” she asked, suddenly desperate to know. “And Jacks?”

Uncle Garten’s eyes flashed. “We will not speak of him!”

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly.

They were circling the great pit now, avoiding the worst of the falling ash. Heather saw a thousand firelights below and the outlines of neighborhoods sprawled across the bottom of the city cut from stone. She thought she made out a circle in the center, with several distinct groupings of light surrounding this wall in the middle of the city. For that is what it was, a wall. And within that wall blazed the most light.

“For Sween’s sake,” Uncle Garten went on, calmer, as they began to drop into the massive cavern, “I do not acknowledge any connection. She knows I won’t go out of my way to hurt her, but neither will I assure her safety. I am, after all, Morbin’s ambassador. That is my first duty.”

Heather wanted to say so much, ask so much, yet she knew she must choose her words carefully. But her own anger was beginning to boil.

“To whom are you an ambassador, Uncle?”

“To Bleston—now Kylen, I suppose,” he said, “to First Warren, and to everyone here,” he pointed at the grim city below, “in Akolan.”

“To this prison camp of a city?”

“Yes.”

“To these rabbits you helped enslave?”

“Yes,” he said, his words growing harder.

“I’m sure Grandfather would be proud,” she said.

“You should know, oh great Scribe of the Cause, that we each tell ourselves a story about our place in the world.”

“But the story needs to be true,” she said.

“Who is to say what’s true?” he asked. “All who claim to know it are only seeking power. Which side is right? History will decide in a hundred years.”

“If you’re on the side that murders, betrays, and enslaves,” she said, “that might give a hint.”

“To the Lepers’ District!” Garten shouted forward, enraged. The bird swooped hard left and dipped down, finally gliding above the far northern edge of the city. They flew past the moonlit waterfall, heard its constant roar and rumble in the otherwise quiet night. There were few lights to be seen here on the edge of the pit, and a foul stench rose from the mangled hovels below. She couldn’t quite make out the ground but could feel that they weren’t quite near enough to land.

“Here’s where you get off,” Garten said bitterly. He rammed his elbow into her head, knocking her back to roll off the bird’s back.

She fell into the dank, foul darkness below.


Chapter Two

AN EMERALD GEM INSIDE

Heather screamed. Panic rose as she fell, limbs flailing, hands grasping for hold in the putrid air. There was nothing to grab, nothing to hold. There was only the air, the night, and a wild, terrific fear.

She struck a canvas sheet, slung taut and pegged in the rock. It gave way against her force, first stretching, then tearing in two in a spray of ash, spilling her into a hard-floored hovel. Heather crunched onto the stone, her shoulder bearing much of the impact. She screamed again, this time from pain. Her eyes bolted wide with fright, and she rolled to an awkward crouch, scanning her surroundings.

Heather was in a dingy tent, further wrecked by her graceless entrance. A foul stench filled her nostrils, and she gagged, glancing over at a fire, over which hung a giant pot. Retching repeatedly, she tried to think clearly. Her uncle had called this the “Lepers’ District,” and she was beginning to understand why.

She heard moaning outside but could only see the jumbled squalor inside the tent, illuminated by the fire and the pale glow of distant stars through the ash falling above the rent canvas.

The moaning grew louder, and she heard muffled whispers, groaning grumbles that rose to an angry pitch. She didn’t know what to do. Feeling for the satchel always strapped over her neck and shoulder, she thought of her duty as a healer and felt compassion for any rabbit set apart as a leper in this foul, putrid prison. But this bag held far more than medicine. There was an emerald gem inside. Her satchel suddenly felt so heavy that it was hard to hold up.

She needed to eat. She needed to sleep. She needed to get away from whoever was groaning outside this tent.

She had to survive. For Mother. For… did she dare hope? It had been so long since that awful day in Nick Hollow when last she saw her father, a dim grey blur in a haze of smoke, surrounded by countless prowling wolves. To have any hope of seeing him and Jacks again, she had to act now. No matter how tired, wounded, and afraid she was.

Now. Now!

Heather crossed the stone floor and grabbed at a half-lit log, catching it up and spinning to face the first of the surging forms breaking through the tent flap opposite her. She didn’t hesitate. Heather flung the fiery brand.

The burning log sailed into the corner, striking the rope tied to the peg, splitting the knot and collapsing that side of the tent. Energized to find her feet were still as fleet as ever, in three strides she bounded through the split canvas and into the night. She sped through a dark street, kicking up a thin chalky residue of ash, while the crowd was left behind, confounded.

Heather had no idea where to go, but she thought anywhere that took her far away from the stench of the Lepers’ District was the right direction. She sped on.

The streets were only narrow stone-bottomed paths between tattered tents and ramshackle sheds. She heard the groaning crowd behind as she ran on. After a hard run of several minutes, cutting unpredictable patterns through the shanty-packed blocks of streets, she paused to catch her breath. She looked to the impenetrable sky, obscured by the falling ash, not knowing whether the sunrise was something to hope for or not. Does the sun even shine in this forsaken crater?

She heard a muffled curse around the corner, answered by an angry retort. This sent her running again. Glancing back at the pit wall, she shifted her pattern of escape to take her as far from the edge of the high pit as possible. Breaking through the narrow streets, she found she was running free of the hovels and into a rock-strewn waste. In the distance she saw, by moonlight, the vague curve of the high central wall she had spotted from above. She jogged on, forward toward a faint glow in the distance. Soon she saw the outline of more buildings and, getting closer, she saw by scattered lamplights a neat neighborhood of modest stone houses. Here the ash was mostly cleared away, swept in dusty heaps at the street corners.

She slowed a moment, taking in the stunning contrast between this flickering vision and what she had just escaped. This neighborhood, which seemed to stretch for miles and miles, was only remarkable in contrast to the tract of squalid shacks she had left behind.

She entered a wide street, lined on both sides by two-story homes. Stone staircases were cut into the sides of the houses. Hearing footsteps and harsh whispers, she darted up the stone stairway on the side of the nearest home. Reaching the top, she dropped down and crawled through a film of grey dust to the rooftop edge, peering over at the moonlit street below.

She saw three shadowy figures emerge on the far side of the block, walking quickly. Then another group rounded the corner, and the two halted some ten steps apart.

“What’s o’clock, friends?” an older rabbit asked.

“’Tis seven, I think,” a younger replied. “What’s the word?” he asked as the groups merged. Heather watched them warily. It can’t be seven o’clock. What can they mean? A code, perhaps?

“Preylords spotted,” the older rabbit replied. “Dropped a package in the LD.”

“They didn’t land, did they?”

“No,” the older rabbit said, “our scout says it was a drop-off. He was dropped pretty hard.”

“Did the L’s get him?”

“No, they did the usual routine. But he bolted before they could close in.”

“Great,” he said, grumbling. “Stretch,” he called.

“Yes, sir?”

“Get your bucks together. We’ve got to find this interloper, and quick.”

“Aye, sir.”

“When you find him, bring him to the LT’s.”

“Aye, sir,” Stretch said. “Wisp, Gripple, and Dote, let’s go.” She heard quick footsteps fading into the night, and the group thinned.

“Speaking of LT,” the younger rabbit said, “did she make it back?”

“Not yet. That’s why he’s still at home. Waiting for her.”

“I’m headed that way.”

“May your feet find the next stone,” the older rabbit said, then hurried off.

“Aye,” the younger said. He heaved a long sigh and headed back the way he had come.

The group broke up, and Heather remained motionless.

What was she supposed to do? There were bands of rabbits looking for her, and she didn’t know who to trust. She was hungry, frightened, and exhausted.

Heather glanced up and down the street, then crouched to creep along the wall. She paused to gaze across the rooftops toward the massive cliff at the pit’s edge and the long, thin waterfall that left the crater’s lip high above and fell into a reservoir beyond the Lepers’ District. She could see movement in the “LD,” as the rabbits below had called it, torches darting through the streets between ramshackle sheds. Even here, she could still catch the faintest whiff of that horrific smell. She looked around, taking in the spreading rooftops in every direction, separated sometimes by a larger road that gathered the threads of several lanes. The tops were caked with ash. Then she saw the curving wall in the middle distance, higher than her rooftop, so it was impossible to see what was on the other side. She crept down the steps and leaned back into a patch of darkness against the house wall. She felt the need to move, but she didn’t know where to go. Surely not to that tall wall that seemed to stretch on and on into the night. But where?

She decided she would head toward the reservoir and try to get some water. That would at least satisfy her thirst, and then she could decide after where to turn. Looking carefully back and forth, she stepped into the street and began to jog.

“Hold it!” she heard from behind her. She stopped, glancing around for possible avenues of escape. “Arms where I can see them!” Heather obeyed, her mind screaming at her to run, run, run!

“Got something here,” she heard. It was a gruff voice, similar to those she had heard earlier.

“Good work.” Another voice. Older.

“Who are you, and what are doing out after curfew?” the older one asked.

“I’m Mags,” she said slowly, “and I was with Stretch. We’re looking for the package that fell in the LD.”

“A nightpad, huh?”

“Just doing my job,” she said. Every escape route was risky. If she ran for the nearest lane, she had no idea if it would even connect to anything. She might be trapped. She assumed they had weapons.

“Your job,” the older one said, walking up behind her, “is to do as you’re told and follow the law.”

“Right,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’ll just head home.” She took a step and heard a click. A bolt flew past her ear and sank, with a thud, into the wall beyond.

They had crossbows.

“Make another move, and you’ll never be home again.”

“Understood,” she answered, nodding as she fought back tears. They had her. She was caught again. Who were they, and what would they do with her? She was tired and discouraged.

“Where’s your preymark?” the younger rabbit asked, moving into view. He wore a black uniform with a round red collar. His armor was dark, and at one shoulder stood out the small sharp silhouette of wings.

“What?” the older said, grabbing at the white cloth on the neck of her medic’s uniform. “No preymark?”

“I left it at home,” she said, with no idea what they could mean. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Let’s take her in,” the older one said as they grabbed her wrists and bound them tight.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, a sob starting in her throat as she was spun around to face two large rabbits in grey uniforms.

“Longtreaders, of course,” the shorter one said. “Where else would we take you?”


Chapter Three

THE FAMILY NAME

They were taking her to “Longtreaders”! Her heart leapt. She wanted to say “That’s my family!’ and explain all the horrible things that had led her to be here. But something told her to keep silent. Maybe it was the angry caution of the two officers who had caught her. Maybe it was that she had seen so much betrayal she could never trust anyone again.

Kyle—or Prince Kylen as he was known now—had been the first to turn her usually trusting heart wary. He had betrayed her beloved Smalls to the enemy, and it took an incredible rescue from Picket to reverse Kyle’s crime. Then there was Perkinson, a close friend to both she and Picket, who had gained their trust and pretended to be their friend while he murdered  Lord Ramnor and enabled the great treachery of Prince Bleston. And, of course, her uncle, Garten Longtreader, the legendary betrayer of King Jupiter himself. He had brought their family name into dishonor and, much worse, had been the architect of Morbin’s victory, which set in motion the tyranny that had spread to every corner of Natalia.

She walked on, prodded occasionally by the gruff older rabbit. “Get on with ya.”

“I’m tired,” she said, barely audible.

“You should be in your bed, then, and not out rambling in the night without your prey-mark like a causer.”

A causer? What can that mean? She was too tired to think it through. Her mind was spent. All that remained was a dull, callous caution that urged her into silence. She trudged on, down stone streets, until they crossed a wide space toward that massive wall, which seemed to wrap around the entire center of the city. The ash fell heavy now, making it hard to see. Guards with long pikes and crossbows slung at the ready stood outside a wide gate in the wall. She saw by torchlight the black wings on their left shoulders. When they came near, the guards crouched in a defensive posture. They shouted, “Who goes there?”

“Loyal fellows,” her captors replied.

“Then what is the sign?”

“We are here and alive!” they called back together, and they walked on, pushing her ahead as the guards called up to others on top of the wall, then formed a line, through which she was led, as the gate slowly opened just wide enough for them to enter. She heard the guards shuffling back into place as the gate clanked shut behind her.

She was inside a massive compound encircled by the wall. It was dark, but she saw the outline of many buildings in the moonlight and some activity of uniformed rabbits like the ones at the gate and those who led her on. They turned left and walked alongside the wall until they came to a large stone building with a broad banner above the door. She couldn’t make out the symbol, though she strained to see it.

“Go on, outwaller scum,” the guard said. She was urged on, and she entered the building.

Inside, she was placed on a bench alongside three other rabbits, two of whom were slouched and unconscious. Both wore red neckerchiefs. The third was huddled on the edge of the bench, head down, with his arms wrapped around his knees. He had a blanket draped around his back. He snuck a glance at her, and she smiled wearily at him. Then his head dropped again and he rocked back and forth, disappearing into the blanket.

There were guards all over, angry faces showing over stiff red collars as they worked at their various tasks. Several officers scowled at desks, sifting through stacks of paper. Others marked wall charts and sorted forms. She watched them until her vision began to blur.

Heather’s tired mind tried to focus, to be present in this moment. She tried to make sense of the anxiety that battled with hope inside her. Would she see Father? Was Mother safe? What about Baby Jacks? Her gaze grew hazy, and her mind dipped in and out of the present until finally sliding over into sleep.

She was in a dark place. The air was thick with fog. A thousand smooth rocks lined the bottom of a damp cave. A slippery voice whispered in her ear. “They will awaken and shake the world. We will have our revenge.” Then a scaly hand reached out and grasped her own. She felt her hand shaking, and she screamed.

Then she was awake, and she found she was lying down on the bench, and the shy rabbit was grasping her hand, whispering to her, “It’s all right now. You’re okay. Don’t scream anymore, please.” He was patting her hand and making soothing noises. She swallowed hard, her eyes darting around the room. She nodded, coming fully awake and realizing she must have called out, arousing the irritated interest of some of the officers.

But as she calmed and they could see she was no threat, they returned to their tedious work, and she lay still. The shy rabbit had covered her with his blanket, and as the dream dissipated, she found she was almost comfortable. She was still tired, hungry, and very thirsty, but the nap had relieved her very urgent need to rest.

“Thank you,” she whispered, reverently touching her ears, eyes, then her mouth.

The young rabbit nodded, smiling as he looked down.

“What is this place?” she asked, as quietly as she could.

The rabbit looked puzzled, peering into her eyes intently, almost, she thought, as if he was trying to figure out if she were being serious or if she had been hit on the head. “You okay, Whitey?” he asked in a mumbled whisper.

“I’m fine,” she answered. “I’m just…” She weighed how much to say, deciding she could trust this rabbit so far. “I’m not from here.”

“I wondered when I didn’t see no preymark,” he said, grabbing at the red kerchief around his neck. She was beginning to understand what that meant now. “We haven’t had any new’ns for quite a while. We’d heard they were finished bringing ’em. Say the Preylords kill all prisoners in the field now. How’d you get here?”

“They dropped me in the Lepers’ District.”

The rabbit recoiled. “They didn’t touch you, did they?”

“No, no. I ran away before I even really saw much of them.”

“Powerful contagious, the lepers,” he said, wiping his hands on his shirt.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“They call me Hadley,” he said, touching his temple.

“Why do they call you that?” she asked.

“Because,” he whispered conspiratorially, “it’s my name.”

“Listen, Hadley,” she said, smiling, “what happens here?”

“I’m set to serve a turn in the jake for breaking curfew. As long as I can stay away from Captain Vitton, I’ll be okay. But they know who I am. Not sure what they’ll do with you. They don’t treat outwallers well here,” he whispered even lower, “especially if they’re causers.”

“So, is an outwaller someone who lives outside the big wall?” she asked. Hadley nodded. “What’s a causer?”

Hadley glanced back and forth and came close to Heather’s ear. “The resisters.” Heather nodded.

“They said they were taking me to… to the Longtreaders,” she said carefully.

“Of course,” he said. “You’re here. This is Longtreaders High Command inside the Sixth District.”

“Longtreaders High Command? Sixth District?” she asked, a knot forming in her stomach.

“Yeah, Dumbster,” he said, pretending to knock on her head playfully, “this is District Six, where all the Longtreaders live, including the head rabbit himself, the main Longtreader.”

“Who’s the main Longtreader?” she asked, worried.

Hadley leaned in close again. “The Commandant,” he whispered. “The most evil rabbit who ever lived. He’d just as soon skin somebody as say good morning. Most folks comes to his attention end up dead, or worse. But don’t worry; you’ll probably just see one of his lieutenants, and though they’re bad enough, they’ll just put you in the jake, and you’ll spend some time for the crime of being out at dark. Like me. It’s none too pleasant, but it’s better’n getting mixed up with the Commandant.”

She began to weep quietly. All those old fears of her father being a traitor came flooding back. But she knew it couldn’t be so. Her father was no traitor. He was loyal to the cause, as everyone said. But so had Uncle Garten been, for a while.

“Buck up, Whitey,” Hadley said. “You won’t see him. He’s above such petty matters. Now Lieutenant Long is no picnic neither. Hope you don’t get him. He likes to strike out over nothing. Captain Vitton is worst of all, but he’s mainly interested in causers. Only gets at ordinary outwallers when things are slow.”

“When you say the Commandant is a Longtreader,” she asked, “what do you mean?”

“I mean he’s head of the Longtreaders, the peace force here in Akolan. They enforce peace on us. I mean, for us.”

“So they’re the good ones?”

Hadley’s face pinched in a noncommittal twist, and his head bobbed back and forth. Heather nodded. She relaxed a little. It was clear they were just using the name Longtreader, probably based on the fact that Garten Longtreader was the highest ranking rabbit in Morbin’s order. “So, this Commandant is just a Longtreader in office alone, right? What’s his real name?”

“Welp, that’s the funny thing,” Hadley said, bending closer. “He’s a real Longtreader all right.” Heather gasped. There was motion near the door. Hadley continued. “They say he’s Ambassador Garten Longtreader’s own brother.”

“All right, girl,” an angry guard called. She turned to see an open door. “The Commandant will see you now.”


Chapter Four

ESCAPE FROM CLOUD MOUNTAIN

Picket ran. He never expected to be back at Rockback Valley so soon, but here he was, rushing through the moonlit night across the pocked and ruined field at the base of Cloud Mountain. He and Helmer were leading a band of rabbits, mostly soldiers, who were evacuating the mountain hideaway, home of the heralds of the Mended Wood. They were one of ten divisions, all fleeing in different directions at the same time. The plan had been hastily ordered by Emma, after consulting with her council. It had been Maggie’s idea to split into so many groups, some intended to regroup miles away and others to continue on to safer havens. The wounded, old, and infirm were headed for Halfwind Citadel, away from danger.

 Picket and Helmer had a different destination.

“This way,” Helmer called, his tone urgent. The company formed up behind him and sped toward the woods that lined the valley. Picket dodged craters and quickly picked his way through in the moonlight.

“Watch your step, bucks!” he said, pointing to a charred ruin of a catapult tilting on the edge of a bombed-out crater. It had been very little time since a catapult like this, perhaps this one, had sent him sailing into the sky to glide and fight at impossible heights. He shook his head and ran on, resuming his keen attention to their surroundings. “When should we split?” he asked, jogging up beside Captain Helmer.

“When we get to Jupiter’s Crossing, I think,” Helmer replied. “I want to see these bucks to some degree of safety. I think we have a little while yet before word of Heather’s trick gets back to Morbin’s army.”

Picket’s uncle, Garten Longtreader, had said there would be no attack on Cloud Mountain by the massive second force waiting not far off. That is, if Princess Emma, King Jupiter’s heir, were turned over to their evil adversary, Morbin Blackhawk. Emma had made the deal, but Heather intervened, bravely taking Emma’s place and buying the rabbits time to escape from the waiting army of wolves and raptors, commanded by Morbin’s Preylord lieutenants.

“I hope you’re right about Morbin’s forces,” Picket said.

“I know what you’re thinking, lad. I’m less settled about the Terralains.”

Picket was worried about them. The Terralain army had seemed to be allies at first, but later their leader, and brother to the fallen King Jupiter, Bleston, had betrayed them to Morbin and tried to turn over Princess Emma. Picket had intervened, and now Bleston and many of his main accomplices were dead. His son and heir, Prince Kylen, was weak from wounds but alive.

“Me too,” Picket said. “Who knows what Kylen’s army will do after they find out what I did to their king?”

“You ended him,” Helmer said with a growl, “as any noble buck must have done in your place.

Though few could have done what you did.”

“I let him fall,” Picket said, his eyes wide with the memory.

“You did right, and you rescued the princess. You saved the cause, son.”

“But if we have to fight Morbin and Kylen, well…” His voice trailed off.

“Don’t worry,” Helmer said, “things will get worse.”

“Very comforting, Master,” Picket answered. “But fighting both armies would be unimaginable.”

“We can’t really hope to beat either,” Helmer said, “which is why we’re retreating.”

“I prefer to think of it as regrouping.”

“If only nicer words could make an awful thing less so,” Helmer said, limping as he ran, “we’d be having a good time.”

Picket smiled and moved apart from Helmer, slowing to be sure the rear of the group wasn’t lagging. After an eerily quiet run, they reached the edge of Jupiter’s Crossing, and Helmer called a halt. There were nearly fifty rabbits in this company, and they had been sent this way to draw any enemies away from the more vulnerable units.

“This is where we leave you,” Helmer said, motioning for a tall rabbit to step forward and stand beside himself and Picket. “Lieutenant Drand will lead you to the rendezvous. Be bold, move quickly, and stay sharp. This war is far from over. I hope Captain Picket and I will see you again soon.” He motioned to Picket.

“Only do your duty,” Picket began, “and remember that our side fights because of love and loyalty. We fight for freedom and for the vulnerable—”

“So says the murderer!” A shrill call rang out in the forest, stopping Picket with his mouth still open. The company turned to see Tameth Seer, the old guide to Prince Bleston, emerge from the woods a little ways away. Behind him stepped a band of tall, strong Terralain rabbits. “So says the assassin. So says the killer of kings.”

Even at this distance, Picket could see the anger seething on the faces of the old rabbit and the strong-armed soldiers with him. They looked furious, their muscles tense, eager to act on their rage.

Helmer stepped toward them. “Listen, wise one. I’m not sure who told you what happened, but Bleston betrayed us. He tried to take Princess Emma and made a deal with Morbin. Picket only defended himself, and the prince was killed.”

“King Bleston never betrayed anyone!” Tameth Seer screeched. “King Bleston was the noblest of rabbits. When Prince Kylen, the heir of all Natalia, is well again, he will set things right with all parties. But for now, the assassin Picket Longtreader must be handed over.”

Picket stepped forward and began to speak. “Stay back, Picket,” Helmer ordered. “You’re wrong, Tameth Seer.” He looked past the old rabbit to the soldiers fairly snarling behind him. “I speak as a soldier to soldiers. We have been led into many battles by the delusions of corrupt leaders who lie for their own ends. Please don’t let this withered old fool warp your minds with his poison.”

A tall Terralain officer stepped forward and drew his sword beside the grizzled old rabbit. He looked into the seer’s eyes, then back up at Helmer. “Tameth Seer is a holy rabbit. You profane the land of Terralain and all her own when you speak thus of him. Turn the murderer Picket Longtreader over to us. He will kneel to justice,” he said, raising his sword, “or justice will make him kneel.”

The rabbits had stepped forward on either side of the wood so that the Terralains were lined up with the tall captain, and all of Helmer’s company was lined up beside him. Picket’s fellows did not like the way they spoke of one they considered a hero.

“The Silver Prince tried to kill Emma, his own niece, then tried to kill me,” Picket said, stepping ahead of his band. “I didn’t want to do what I did. I had no choice!”

“We have no choice but to condemn you for murder!” Tameth Seer growled in his brittle, breaking screech. The Terralains began walking forward. Picket noticed quickly that there were fewer of them across the way, but they were well-rested, unlike his own company, and much stronger.

“Please!” Picket said, drawing his sword, raising it, and then dropping it to the ground. “We’re all rabbits. Morbin is out there. We should be allies!”

But they kept coming, moving in with malicious looks.

“This is your last chance,” Helmer called, bending to pick up Picket’s sword and handing it to him as he drew his own. When there was no reply and they kept coming, he spun to his band.

“What do we do, sir?” Lieutenant Drand asked.

Helmer’s face bent into a sour frown. “Knock ’em stiff, bucks!”


Chapter Five

A POISED SWORD

The two sides clashed in the moonlit wood, sparks leaping off of crossed blades. The quiet of a few moments before vanished in the harsh noise of close battle. Picket leapt in, heartsick grief giving way to anger. True, these rabbits had once saved them from certain death at Halfwind, but their leader had also betrayed them. And the rescue at Halfwind was probably only part of the plan with Morbin. Picket seethed at the injustice of his accusers. He was no murderer, but neither was he afraid to raise his sword.

He did so now, grappling with a Terralain soldier nearly twice his size. He blocked an overhead slice, deflecting it deftly as he spun and drove his own blade toward the soldier’s middle. It glanced off the black breastplate, but Picket saw the shocked look on the soldier’s face. He had underestimated the smaller rabbit. Picket followed the jab with a leaping spin and kick that sent the soldier stumbling back. The tall rabbit tripped on a root and pitched backward. Picket loomed over him with his sword poised, his heart pulsing with rage. Just then, Picket saw the woods swell with more rabbits, and his heart sank. Another band was charging in.

Then from the shadows stepped Jo and Cole.

Jo raised his bow, as did the next thirty archers with him. “Terralains, drop your weapons!” Cole shouted. Picket glanced back from Jo to the soldier lying beneath his blade. It was all he could do to stop his sword from doing its awful work. His hand was shaking. He looked across at Tameth Seer. The old rabbit seethed as he was covered by several rabbits with swords.

The sword trembled in Picket’s grip as all the injustice he and Heather had experienced flashed through his raging mind. Heather, who was in the clutches of Morbin himself because of their betrayal. His face was contorted with anger as he raised his sword overhead, glaring at the silver stars on the soldier’s breastplate. The Terralain arms, the symbol of the Silver Prince.

“Pick?” Jo whispered.

“We have them, Picket.”

Picket glanced back at Jo. His friend’s face was firm, an eyebrow arched with a question.

Picket looked from Tameth Seer to the soldier, then back at Tameth Seer. “I am no murderer,” he whispered fiercely, sheathing his sword.

Thank you for reading this preview. Visit www.sdsmith.net/ember3 for news about The Green Ember Book III: Ember Rising.
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