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This one’s for you, dear reader.


You’re almost home.









I dreamed of a song—I heard it sung;


In the ear of my soul its strange notes rung.


What were its words I could not tell,


Only the voice I heard right well,


A voice with a wild melodious cry


Reaching and longing afar and high.


Sorrowful triumph, and hopeful strife,


Gainful death, and new-born life …


—GEORGE MACDONALD, 1842
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Part One:


The Green Hollows









In the Fourth Epoch, in the year 435, during the peaceful reign of Lander Wingfeather and his wife, Illia Finley of the Green Hollows, a girl was born. Her elder brother Olmer would be the Throne Warden, and the girl was to be the High Queen of the Shining Isle. Her name was Madia, and her beauty was renowned in the free lands of Dang. When she was a young woman of marrying age she paid a summer visit to Ban Rona in the Green Hollows, where King Lander and Queen Illia often sailed when the wind was warm. There they attended the Banick Durga and spent their days in happiness while the Hollowsfolk reveled in gamery. Of all the pleasures of Ban Rona, young Madia most enjoyed stealing away from the games at the Field of Finley to the cavernous halls of the Great Library.


There she met a bright young man named Bonifer Squoon.


—From The Annieriad: The Fall of the Fourth Epoch


AS COMPILED BY OSKAR N. RETEEP, ESQ.


APPRECIATOR OF THE STRANGE, THE NEAT, AND/OR THE YUMMY


CHIEF LIBRARIAN, HISTORIAN, AND BOOK SMELLER OF THE GREAT LIBRARY OF BAN RONA









1


The Slog of War


What happens next?” Kalmar asked.


“How am I supposed to know? I’ve never been in a war,” Janner said.


“But we’ve been here for three hours at least. And we haven’t eaten a thing.”


“Look, all I know is we’re supposed to sit here and be quiet until the tribes are finished pledging—or whatever it’s called. And we’re all hungry, but at least you don’t get cold.”


“How many tribes are left?”


“You can count.”


“Wait, how many tribes did we start with?”


“Kal, can you just find some way to be interested in what’s going on? Mama said this hasn’t happened in decades. And they’re here for you, after all. The least you can do is show some interest. Shh! Here comes a tribesman.”


Janner and Kalmar sat on a wooden platform overlooking the Field of Finley, now covered with snow. These were the fields, Janner remembered, where many years ago Podo Helmer had won the heart of Wendolyn Igiby by competing in the games of the Banick Durga against the roughest and rowdiest of the Hollowsfolk. But there were no games today. Today was about war. Which meant boredom.


That morning, Nia had woken the brothers in their bedroom at Chimney Hill with the reminder that the day of tribute had come, and that as High King and Throne Warden of Anniera, their presence was required. After a quick breakfast prepared by Podo and Freva, Nia presented the brothers and their sister, Leeli, with formal attire.


Leeli got a white dress lined with burble fur and a gray-speckled coat that fell about her like a blanket. It was held around her shoulders by a silver brooch in the shape of a beaming star. When Leeli emerged from her bedroom with the dress and robe on, her hair draped over one shoulder and her cheeks burning with the hope of her own beauty, the boys were speechless. Podo, who was wearing an apron and clopping one-legged around the table collecting dirty dishes, looked up and whispered, “Mother moonlight, she’s pretty.”


The brothers got no such compliments, but they felt handsome in their royal clothes. Kalmar needed no coat since he was already covered with silvery brown fur. Instead he wore a black leather vest lined with bloodred fabric, fastened down the front with shiny silver buttons, each of which bore the Annieran dragon—the same insignia Janner had seen on Uncle Artham’s journals back in Glipwood. Nia draped a black cloak over his shoulders and fastened it at the neck with a silver sun. She tried to put a crown on Kal’s head, not an official Annieran crown, she told them, but something she had commissioned from a smith in Ban Rona, a circlet that would at least make him look kingly enough for the ceremony. But after several failed attempts to secure it over his wolf ears, which constantly twitched, Nia decided to forgo the crown, much to Kalmar’s relief.
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Finally, Janner was given a black coat of polished leather, with boots and gloves to match. When he pulled the gloves on and wiggled his fingers, he noticed on the back of each hand the same Annieran dragon stitched into the leather with crimson thread.


“Here,” Nia said as she draped a black cloak over Janner’s shoulders. He noticed when she drew near to fasten his brooch—which was in the shape of a crescent moon—that instead of looking up at her, they were eye to eye. “When did you get so tall?” Nia asked quietly. She adjusted his cloak and her hands lingered on his shoulders. “You look like a Throne Warden. Tall and handsome and humble. Keep an eye on Kalmar today. This ceremony is exactly the kind of thing he loathes.”


Janner glanced at Kal, who was hunched over the table, brushing crumbs from breakfast into a little pile, then licking them up.


“Kalmar!” Nia snapped, and he jerked upright and wiped his hands on his cloak. “Kalmar!” Nia said again, and he grabbed a napkin from the table and cleaned his hands and cloak with a nervous laugh. “Kalmar!” Nia said, snatching the napkin from him. He hadn’t noticed that it was soiled with sweetberry jam—jam that was now smeared all over his new cloak and his hands, which he absentmindedly wiped on his vest.


“Out!” Nia ordered.


Janner bustled Kalmar and Leeli through the door, where Oskar N. Reteep waited with the sled hitched and ready. Kal bounded into the wagon.


“In the words of Chancho Phanor, ‘You three look magnificent!’ Is that sweetberry jam?” Oskar pointed at Kalmar’s cloak.


Somehow, even though his face was covered in fur, Kal’s cheeks seemed to flush as he reached down and lifted Leeli in behind him. Janner clambered up the other side.


“It’s going to be a fine day, Jewels!” Oskar clicked the horse into motion and pulled his scarf over his mouth. He was already a big fellow, but the many layers of coats, cloaks, and blankets made him look enormous. All Janner could see of the old man was his bright red nose and spectacles peeking out from between the scarf and his cowl; the rest of him was a mountainous pile of blankets.


After an hour of riding through the snow, they crested the hill and saw what seemed to be the entire population of the Green Hollows gathered around the perimeter of the Field of Finley. Out of the silence of the long ride came the sudden racket of the multitude, the whinnies of horses, and the snapping of many flags in the wind. The aroma of campfires mingled with that of meat roasting on spits and the odor of horse manure. Each tribe had erected its own main tent and surrounded it with smaller ones, between which were wagons, horses, and campfires. Thousands of Hollowsfolk stood in groups around the fires. Others had struck up games and were rolling in the snow or chasing one another out beyond the tents.


But the center of the Field of Finley was immaculate, a smooth circular blanket of white as long and wide as an arrowshot. Not a single footprint marred the snow, though the path around it was muddied with traffic. At the section of the field nearest the road, a platform had been erected, and a man standing beside it raised a hand in greeting when he saw the Wingfeathers. Even at a distance, Janner recognized the tall, bearded figure of Rudric, the Keeper of the Hollows.


Janner felt a tug of grief. Rudric hadn’t meant to kill his father, Janner knew that, but it didn’t make the pain or the awkwardness disappear—for either Janner or Rudric, who had scarcely been seen at Chimney Hill in the months since Esben’s death. Rudric was a good man, and Janner liked him, but he had become an emblem of his father’s absence. Janner couldn’t imagine how Nia must feel—Nia, who had been in love with Rudric up to the very day that Esben returned.


Oskar grunted. “Right. Well, as some author surely said somewhere, ‘We’d better get on with it.’” He drove the sled down to the platform and greeted Rudric.


“Oskar, good to see you,” Rudric said. He extended a hand to Leeli, who took it after a slight hesitation and allowed him to lift her out of the wagon and lower her gently to the ground. Then Rudric nodded a greeting to Janner and Kal, though he met their eyes for only a moment. “This way, Wingfeathers. It’s going to be a long day, but this is important if we’re going to be an army worthy of battle.”


Next to the platform was a tent with two Durgan Guildsmen standing guard at the entrance. Their black hoods were pulled low over their faces and their arms were crossed. When Janner and his siblings followed Rudric inside, the guildsmen nodded a silent greeting first at Rudric, then at Janner and Leeli. It was hard to tell if it was his imagination, but Janner didn’t think they acknowledged his wolf brother.


He didn’t have time to think more about it because as soon as he entered the tent he saw twelve tribesmen and as many tribeswomen standing at attention. They were gathered around a long table beneath the iron branches of a chandelier aflicker with candles. Janner could tell it was meant to resemble the great tree of Ban Rona. He couldn’t help noticing the irony that only a few months ago Nia had declared turalay and put her bloody handprint on the tree in order to save Kalmar from the very people who were now pledging their allegiance to him.


Rudric took his place at the head of the table and gestured at three empty seats. “Welcome, clans of the Hollows.” Rudric nodded at the children. “Welcome, Jewels of Anniera.”


Then, at once, everyone in the room sat. The Wingfeather children looked around in confusion, then plopped into their seats.


The men at the table all looked like typical Hollows men: barrel chests, long moustaches and beards, faces and hands that bore knots and scars from years of hard work and harder play. And though their clothes differed in color and cut, they all wore a mixture of burly furs and leather that were well-groomed and threaded with patterns and emblems. The women, on the other hand, could not have looked more varied. Some of them were slim and feminine, like Nia, while others, somehow no less beautiful, hulked like the men. Some wore bright dresses and had swords slung over their backs, and others wore plain cloth but had their hair arranged in looping braids. Some were even burlier than the men, with whiskers and warts as ugly as Olumphia Groundwich’s. They sat beside what Janner assumed to be their husbands and it seemed likely that they had administered the wounds that led to many of the men’s scars—yet most of the couples were, in fact, holding hands.


“For those of you who have not yet laid eyes on him,” Rudric said, “I present to you Kalmar Wingfeather, High King of the Shining Isle.”


Every eye in the room appraised Kalmar without a shred of sensitivity. Most of the faces wore their wariness and distaste plainly, though a few gave him sincere smiles and nods of greeting. Janner noted with pride that Kalmar sat up straight and met their eyes.


“Hello,” he said, clearing his throat. “I’m not sure what to say except, uh, that I’m glad you’re here. I don’t know about you, but my life has been pretty messed up by Gnag the Nameless. Somebody has to stop him or he’s going to basically take over all of Aerwiar and turn everybody into … into …” He glanced at his claws and furry hands. The tent fell painfully silent. Kalmar drew a deep breath and held his Fang hands out for all to see. “Into this. Somebody has to stop him. And it doesn’t seem like anyone but the people of the Green Hollows are brave enough to fight back. So like I said, I’m glad you’re here. That’s all.” He hid his hands under the table and slumped back in his chair. “Oh, I forgot.” Kalmar sat up again. “This is my sister, Leeli. She’s a Song Maiden. And my brother, Janner, is the Throne Warden. We don’t know what we’re supposed to do, but we want to help.”


Leeli stared around the table at the Hollowsfolk as if daring them to speak against her brother. After a pause, the clan chiefs and chieftesses grunted their approval and banged on the table with heavy fists so long and loud that Janner thought the table would break.


Rudric quieted the assembly and explained the order of the day, which, as it turned out, would be unbearably boring for all three children. Beneath the twelve clans of the chieftains and chieftesses, there were many separate tribes, and the heads of each tribe, each in their turns, were to come before Kalmar and pledge allegiance to the Shining Isle and its boy king. One clan leader at a time, they marched before the platform on the field. They gave accounts of their clan histories, including tales of greatness in various battles over the centuries, going all the way back to the Second Epoch. Each leader took care to describe his or her clan’s particular strengths and weaknesses. After an eternity of what amounted to boasts, tall tales, and bravado, the clan leader would bow, parade the clan’s flag first before its chief, then before Kalmar, and then mount it beside the Annieran flag.


Oskar took copious notes. Leeli had brought her songbook and practiced whistleharp fingerings, Janner struggled valiantly to pay attention, and Kalmar did his best to stay awake.


The ceremony droned on for what seemed like an eternity until the head tribesman of Ban Soran swaggered before the platform. He was a wiry fellow who wore no shirt, despite the bitter cold. His chest and face were painted with crimson stripes, and he all but snarled when he spoke.


“My name is Carnack, and I pledge nothing to a Fang of Dang.”
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Janner’s Pledge


Oy,” said Rudric under his breath. “I was afraid this might happen.”


“What happens if he won’t pledge?” Janner asked. Rudric didn’t hear him because he was whispering something to the chieftain of Ban Soran.


“What’s going on?” Kalmar asked with a yawn.


“Didn’t you hear what that guy said?”


“I wasn’t listening.”


Carnack still stood before the platform, with his fists on his hips and his nose in the air. Rudric stood and addressed him. “Carnack of Ban Soran! I haven’t seen you for a while. Your chieftain tells me you’ve been patrolling the southern foothills of the Killridges. Is that true?”


“It is,” he said with a snarl.


“Then you have seen Fangs, have you not? And you have fought them?”


“Aye. And they’ve killed my kinsmen. Evil they are, through and through, and I’ll not bow to one today or ever.”


Rudric glanced at Kalmar, who was paying full attention for the first time. “Then what is your challenge, Carnack?” Rudric asked.


“No challenge, Keeper. I’ll fight in your war. I just don’t want to pledge my clan’s blood and bone to a Fang of Dang. If I fight, I fight for the Hollows, not for a monster.”


Janner saw the chieftains and chieftesses shifting uncomfortably. The whole point of the ceremony was to unite the clans under the Annieran flag. Carnack was a splinter in that unity—and a splinter could easily grow into a wedge. Carnack’s chief, Horgan Flannery, addressed his tribesman.


“Carnack, ye fool! Seven tribes have pledged without incident. Why must you be the sore tooth? Do it in the name of the Shining Isle, if not its king. We have a long history with that kingdom, and I mean to preserve it.”


“Come, Carnack.” Rudric held out a hand. “For the sake of our strength.”


“No.” Carnack folded his arms and looked away. “I pledge nothing to no Fang.”


Leeli put her whistleharp away and leaned over to the boys. “Kal, this would be a good time to do something.”


“But what?”


“You could fight him,” Janner suggested. “That seems to be how Hollowsfolk work stuff out. See?” He pointed at Rudric, who was barely restraining Horgan Flannery from leaping off the stage and pummeling Carnack.


“Look at that guy!” Kalmar whispered. “He’d destroy me.”


“No he wouldn’t,” Leeli said. “You’re stronger and faster than any of these people.”


Kalmar sighed and shook his head. “I hate this stuff.”


In one swift motion he leapt from the platform and landed just a few feet in front of Carnack. There was a gasp from Rudric, Horgan, and the rest of the chieftains. Carnack sprang into a fighting stance and backed away, sword in hand. For the first time that day, the perfect snow of the Field of Finley was marked with footprints.


But Kalmar drew no sword, for he had none to draw. Nor did he circle the warrior as if he wanted to attack. He merely stood before him in the snow, his black cloak hanging about him like a shadow.


“What’s your game, wolf?” Carnack spat.


“I don’t have a game.” Kalmar spread his hands to show that he held no weapon. “I just want Gnag the Nameless to lose. Don’t you?”


“I do,” said Carnack after a pause. His sword dropped a few inches.


“Janner, the flag,” Leeli whispered, pointing at the Annieran flag behind them.


He understood in an instant what she meant. Janner removed the Annieran flag, then helped Leeli to her feet. The Throne Warden and the Song Maiden stepped down from the platform and joined Kalmar on the snow. Carnack looked at the three children uncertainly. Conscious of the eyes of every warrior present, Janner planted the Annieran flag in the snow and knelt, pulling Kalmar down with him.


“If you won’t fight for the Shining Isle,” Janner called out so all could hear, “then let it be known that the Shining Isle fights for you.” He stared at the snow and waited for some response. All he heard was the flutter of the flag in the cold wind.


“What say you, Carnack?” asked Horgan finally.


“Aye,” Carnack answered.


Janner heard the thunk of Carnack’s sword as it returned to its scabbard, and then he looked up to see the tribesman stomping back to his tents, head bowed with what might have been humility.


Kalmar raised his eyebrows at Janner and Leeli as they made their way back to the platform in an uncomfortable silence. Rudric affirmed them with a quick nod as they took their seats, and for the rest of the afternoon, the ceremony languished on without further incident. By the end of the day, the people of the Green Hollows and the remnant of the Shining Isle had officially locked arms in alliance.


At dusk, when the tribe leaders and their regiments marched around the field to a medley of Hollows tunes such as “Hound and Horse and Chicken Too,” and “Rounder’s Reel,” and the ever-popular “Grouncing as We Nibble as We Go,” even bare-chested Carnack led his tribe proudly by and raised a hand in salute to Kalmar, though Kalmar didn’t notice because he was busy licking sweetberry stains from his vest.


“A fascinating day!” Oskar declared when the parade was over. “Thank you, Rudric, for allowing me to watch.”


“Of course, Oskar. Well done, Wingfeathers. I apologize, your highness, about Carnack’s defiance.”


“‘Your highness’ means you, Kal,” Janner said, nudging his brother out of his sweetberry hunt.


“Huh? Oh! Don’t worry about it. I can hardly blame him. I hate the way I look too. When can we eat?”


Rudric smiled. “Your work here is done, children. It was good to see you.” A look of sadness came into his eyes, and then he turned away to speak to the chieftains.


The ride home was quiet, except for Leeli’s snickering at the volume of Kalmar’s growling stomach. Oskar grew oddly anxious the nearer they drew to Chimney Hill, and when they crossed the bridge and rounded the ascent to the house, Janner knew something was amiss. No lights burned in the windows. No lantern flickered on the porch. If not for the smoke rising from the chimney, the place would have looked deserted.


“Where is everybody?” Janner asked.


“I don’t know!” Oskar said, too quickly. “I mean, I’m sure there’s a good reason the house is dark. I mean, I don’t know! Ah! Here we are.”


Janner turned to his siblings, but they were studiously looking away. When he turned back to Oskar, he saw that the old man had already heaved himself from the sled and slipped inside the dark house.


“Why in Aerwiar is he acting like that?” Janner asked. But Kalmar and Leeli shrugged as if nothing were amiss and climbed down, leaving Janner alone in the sled. “Hello? What’s going on?”


Janner muttered to himself as he entered the house after his siblings, annoyed at their mysterious behavior. He smelled dinner, but why were the lanterns shuttered? By the red glow of the fire in the hearth, he saw Podo reclining in his favorite chair, but the rest of the room was dark. Oskar and the others were nowhere to be seen, and if they hadn’t been acting so weirdly, Janner would have suspected that there was some true danger at hand. But if not danger, then what?


“Hello?” he said to the dark room. “What’s going on?”


Then Janner heard a snicker behind him, and a gruff voice said, “Get him.”


Before Janner could utter another word, he was tackled from behind.
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The Thirteenth Muffin


As Janner was pulled to the floor and jabbed from every angle, he finally put a name with the voice he heard: Guildmaster Clout. But why in the world would Clout be here? And why would he ambush Janner in his own home? And why, above all things, would he and several other voices be laughing while they poked Janner in the ribs and legs and gut?


“Happy birthday, laddie!” roared Podo, and at once the main room of Chimney Hill was flooded with lamplight. The cluster of bodies that had tackled Janner dispersed and left him dazed and blinking on the floor. Janner saw not only Clout but also eight of his fellow Durgan Guildlings, dressed in black and grinning. Kalmar howled with laughter and Leeli beamed. Nia emerged from the kitchen with a platter piled high with honeymuffins, then placed it on the table, which was heavy with steaming food.


“It’s my birthday?” Janner asked, which only made everyone laugh harder.


“I had a feeling you’d forgotten,” Nia said. “Things have been too busy lately to keep track of the days, let alone the dates. So yes. It’s your birthday. Your thirteenth birthday.”


At last, a smile spread over Janner’s face. He brushed himself off and greeted his fellow guildlings with playful punches. “Larnik! Brosa! How long have you been here?”


“Long enough to want to eat a henfoot,” Brosa said.


“Let’s eat,” said Kelvey O’Sally. “My dogs are aching for the scraps.”


Janner hugged Podo and his mother, remembering Nia’s comment about how tall he’d grown. How had he forgotten his birthday? He had asked her about it weeks earlier, but with Durgan training, T.H.A.G.S., winter chores, and his anxiety about the coming war, the last thing on his mind was his birthday.


The meal was a combination of his favorites: spice-roasted shadhaunch, butterfire biscuits, hogpig gravy, pumpkin soup, soakbeans, and herder’s meatpie. But even better than the food was the joy he felt in the presence of his family and friends: Guildmaster Clout, Larnik and Brosa, Morsha MacFigg, Churleston James, Joe Bill, and Quincy Candlesmith, along with the two O’Sally brothers, Kelvey and young Thorn (who sat quietly beside Leeli). Janner had been in class and played countless games with these friends, but they had never before gathered at Chimney Hill for a meal. The fact that they had done so in his honor filled him with gladness. They ate and ate, while Podo regaled Janner’s friends with the most embarrassing stories he could think of.


“Like the time ye got yer head stuck in the yard gate!”


“That never happened,” Janner said.


“Did it not?” Podo said, taking a greasy bite of shadhaunch.


“It was a wagon wheel,” Janner mumbled, feeling amidst the laughter that he had never eaten so much in his life.


“Can we get started with the honeymuffins now?” Podo asked, rubbing his hands together with glee. “It’s me favorite part.”


Nia smiled and passed the platter of muffins to Janner with a roll of her eyes. “We might as well get it over with.”


“Mama, these look good, but I’m stuffed.” Janner sighed as he passed the tray to Brosa, who pushed it back toward him with a devious smile. “Aren’t you having one?” Janner asked.


“Nope.”


“Those are fer you, lad,” Podo cackled. “Every last one of ’em.”


Janner looked around the table and was met with nothing but grins, even from Nia.


“It’s a Durgan Guild thing, son. Sorry.”


Janner counted the honeymuffins with mounting dread. There were thirteen. He had just stuffed himself with dinner, and now he was supposed to eat a platter full of sticky sweet muffins? “Do I have to?”


“Welcome to Ban Rona, guildling,” Clout said, leaning back and tossing his napkin onto his plate. “This is my favorite part too.”


By the time he had finished the fifth muffin, Janner was ready to lose his meal and Podo was ready to lose his composure, snorting gleefully every time Janner wiped the sweat from his forehead. The rest of the party had commenced to pleasant chatter among themselves, but always with an eye on Janner’s progress. He was enjoying his birthday less with every bite. When he swallowed a dangerous burp, he pushed away from the table, thinking that the joke had played itself out. But Nia of all people stopped him. “Where do you think you’re going?”


“But there are eight more. Eight!”


“Then you’d better get busy,” Morsha MacFigg said with a snicker.


“Oy. We all had to do it when we turned,” Quincy Candlesmith said.


Janner paced the room for a few nauseous minutes, then sat back down and forced four more muffins down. Podo watched with gleaming eyes, hardly able to contain himself. “Ah, this is the life, lass. Watchin’ yer grandson grow up before yer very eyes.”


Unable to believe he was doing it, Janner at last lifted the thirteenth honeymuffin to his lips. Hot bile rose in his throat, and he decided he would never eat again. No one at the table spoke, and he had their full attention as he bit into the gooey dessert. He figured it was only because he felt so ill, but the final muffin, the one at the bottom of the pile, seemed to taste different. After he swallowed the first bite, everyone at the table stood and began clearing their dishes.


“Wait, that’s it?” Janner said, barely noticing the way he slurred his words. The room was spinning, and he began to suspect it wasn’t just that he had eaten too much. “What was in that last muffin?” he mumbled.


“That’s your birthday present,” said Clout. He took the muffin from Janner and helped him to his feet. “Nia, do you have his pack?”


Janner tottered but felt Clout’s strong hand on his elbow.


“Good luck, Janner,” said Brosa.


Kalmar whacked him on the shoulder. “See you in a few days, old man.”


“Be careful,” Leeli said with a kiss on his cheek.


“What’s going on?” Janner asked, though it sounded more like, “Whazzzzgoingnnnn?” His knees buckled and Clout eased him to the floor.


Clout sat on his haunches and looked Janner in the eye. “You’re thirteen, lad, and one of the finest Durgans I’ve seen in a long time. You’ll be fine. Help me out, guildlings.” Janner felt himself lifted by several hands. Someone pulled his arms through the sleeves of his winter coat, while someone else placed a heavy pack over his shoulders. He was afraid, but whatever they had put in that last muffin made the fear seem distant. Nia hugged him, Podo clapped him on the back, and the next thing he knew he was outside in the freezing air being lifted onto a horse in front of Guildmaster Clout.


Out of the night rode a figure that Janner dimly recognized as Rudric. He was surely uncomfortable being so close to Chimney Hill, and Janner felt an impulse to try to make him feel welcome, but his lips wouldn’t move. Rudric handed Clout something—a sword?


“Make sure he gets this, Clout. It was mine when I was a lad, and I want him to have it, if that’s all right.”


“Oy, Keeper,” Clout said with a nod. “A fine gift.”


Then Rudric nodded at Janner and rode away. Janner wanted to say thank you or at least wave, but his arms were as useless as his mouth.


“There’s nothing to it,” Clout said as he repositioned Janner and clicked the horse into a trot. The last thing Janner heard as he drifted into unconsciousness was his guildmaster’s voice: “You just have to find your way home. We’ll be waiting.”


When Janner woke, it was early morning. He was lying under a blanket beside the embers of a dying fire in snowy woods, and he had no idea where he was.
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Blindplopped


The white sky, visible beyond the gray skeletal trees, was brightening in the east, but the sun hadn’t yet broken the horizon. Frost covered Janner’s blanket, and the wind had blown a little drift of snow against his pack. He sat up and shook his head, trying to remember how he had come to be there. As the previous night came back to him, he realized how terribly cold he was. A violent shiver began in his stomach and coursed outward to the tips of his fingers and toes. Thankfully, there were enough stray branches that Janner was able to resurrect the fire. He pulled off his gloves and warmed his hands, but he knew that unless he found more wood the little fire would weaken again.


He studied his surroundings, still trying to piece together the strange ending to his birthday party. The fire crackled at the center of a clearing no bigger than a tent. The trees were tall and thin, crowded with bramble and brush, making it impossible to see whether he was in one of the little stands of applewood that dappled the prairie hills or a deep forest farther southwest. He was glad to be in the trees because he could hear the frigid wind and see it raking the treetops. But the more he woke, the more annoyed he felt that his friends and family had left him alone in the wilderness. Someone had said it was a Durgan tradition—well, what a ridiculous tradition! Not only did Clout—he remembered now that it was Guildmaster Clout who brought him here on horseback—abandon him, but he had somehow covered his tracks to make it even more difficult for Janner to find his way home. The snow between the trees appeared untouched by anything other than thwaps and a few birds. Clout, a master of sneakery, would have had no problem disguising his tracks, had he left any in the first place.


Janner spent several minutes collecting firewood and soon had a healthy blaze to warm his bones. When his body stopped trembling, he set his attention to his supplies. He found an unstrung bow and a quiver of exactly thirteen arrows beside his pallet and pack. “Ha ha,” he grumbled. The bow was lashed to a sword and a dagger, comforting weapons for a boy alone in the woods.


The sword. Rudric! Janner unwrapped it and drew it from the scabbard. He admired the stout blade, nicked but sharp and gleaming in the early light. The leather of the hilt was dark and smooth with years of use, and it fit his hand perfectly. “Thank you, Rudric,” he said as he sheathed it.


His backpack, the same one his mother had made for him in Skree before they had escaped Uncle Artham’s tree house, was bursting at the seams. He felt a familiar satisfaction at the way the worn leather had lost its stiffness. He and this pack had survived a gargan rockroach, the Stranders of the East Bend, and even a voyage across the Dark Sea of Darkness—and they both had scars to prove it. He unbuckled the flap and several little bundles of rations wrapped with paper and twine tumbled out, along with an envelope bearing his name. Janner tore open the envelope and unfolded a letter.




Janner,


Your mother tells me that you escaped a factory full of slaves, traveled alone across Fang territory, and found your family in a city built under the ice. You should have no problem with this little test of your Durgan abilities. Every guildling undergoes a similar trial of skill and strength, though it must be said: not every guildling’s birthday is in the dead of winter, and some aren’t ready for blindplopping until their fourteenth or fifteenth year. But you’re more than ready. Too bad for you. You’ve been taught sneakery, hunting, tracking, orienteering, and combat. There’s no reason you shouldn’t be able to figure out where you are, find food, and make your way home—unless of course you encounter a toothy cow, of which there are few in the Hollows. Also, keep an eye out for grobblins, especially in the winter. But you’ll be fine. Just be wary of skonks, because of course they attract the spike-eared vargax, which is only vulnerable in the middle paw—the MIDDLE paw, mind you.


I have full confidence that you’ll make it home without incident. Unless you see the ridgerunners. I forgot about them. They’re getting braver these days, coming into the Hollows in little bands—likely scouting for the Fangs. But don’t worry about them. They probably won’t kidnap you.


Now, you should probably know that when a guildling is blindplopped, as you have been, there is no guardian. No one is watching over you, ready to rescue you as soon as things get difficult. I’m not training flabbits here—I’m training Durgans, defenders of the Hollows. That means you’re on your own. Of course, if you don’t show up at Ban Rona for a week or so, we’ll send out a search party to bring you home, though there probably won’t be much of you left. Your mother grew up here; she knows how it works, and she’s given me her full permission. I expected to have to talk her into the blindplop, but she agreed without hesitation. That should make you feel some pride, boy.


One last thing you should know. By the time you read this, you’ll be feeling hungry. That’s because you’ve been sleeping for two days. It may seem like your birthday party was last night, but it wasn’t. You’re farther from home than you know. A two-day ride could put you pretty much anywhere in the Green Hollows. Have fun!


Guildmaster Clout


P.S. I forgot about the cloven. Don’t let them eat you.


P.P.S. Also, I noticed a thork nest in the stand of trees near where I left you. They’re usually docile, except at sunrise. And don’t build the fire too high! That just makes them angry.





Janner slipped the letter back into his pack and held very still. He heard a snap but wasn’t sure whether it was the fire or a thork in the trees. Clout had taught him that ears work best when eyes are shut, so he closed them and held his breath, listening so hard that he could hear his own heart. Then he had the awful realization that there was something breathing in the trees. And it was behind him.
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Thork Whacking


Janner gulped. Thorks.


What was a thork, anyway?


He sifted through pages in his memory, trying to picture the creature. He knew he had read about thorks in Pembrick’s Creaturepedia, but he couldn’t recall anything specific. I’m about to find out exactly what a thork is, right down to its eating habits, he thought. Just as soon as I turn around.


The creature behind him must have sensed the inner tension in Janner, because in the moments before he sprang, the breathing stopped and he heard some movement. With a prayer to the Maker, Janner spun around with a shout. Before him in the snow stood a hairy creature with a long tongue dangling out of the side of its toothy mouth, watching Janner calmly. Janner froze, the point of his sword only inches from the creature’s snout.


The thork looked strangely like a dog. One of Leeli’s dogs, in fact—a big brown and white hillherder with droopy eyes.


“Baxter?” Janner said, lowering the sword and breathing a sigh of relief.


The dog barked and wagged his tail. Attached to Baxter’s collar was a small tube with a cap at one end. Janner scratched behind the dog’s ears, then removed the tube and slid a parchment from it.




Dear Janner,


Happy birthday! I asked Baxter to keep you company. I’d hate for you to be all alone in the cold hills without anyone to talk to. He’s not supposed to help you find your way home, but if anything really bad happens you can send him back for help. All you have to say is “Get Leeli,” and he’ll come straight to Chimney Hill and lead us to you. Hopefully you’re not reading this out loud, or he’ll already be gone.


Love,


Leeli





“Thanks, Leeli,” Janner said. At the sound of her name, Baxter cocked his head and looked at Janner expectantly. “Thanks! I said, ‘thanks.’” The dog relaxed and licked his hand.


Janner checked for thorks again, then sheathed Rudric’s sword and fastened the scabbard and dagger to his belt. Beneath the parcels of food and dried fruit (and one honeymuffin—the sight of which made him nauseated) were matches, a flask of oil and several strips of torch cloth, fishing line and a few hooks, some salt, a canteen, and his journal. He was glad Nia had thought to include it. It had only been a few minutes since he had woken, and already he felt less alone and more capable of finding his way back. Not only that, but Leeli had given him the (somewhat unfair) advantage of Baxter’s tracks in the snow. All he had to do was follow them out of the woods and back to Ban Rona. He felt a little guilty until he remembered that he was still a few days’ journey away, which was hard enough to do alone.


And then, as Clout had predicted, his stomach growled.


Janner tore the wrapping from one of the parcels and bit into a hunk of dried hogpig meat sandwiched between two pieces of crumbly bread. It was cold, but it was delicious—and at least it wasn’t the honeymuffin. He took a swig of water from the canteen and threw another stick on the fire. The sun was still below the horizon, but the sky was lightening rapidly, which gave the air an illusion of warmth.


Then Baxter barked. Janner turned around to look and almost spat out a mouthful of hogpig. Baxter was looking up into the trees at several whitish blobs squirming along the trunks. If the trees were candles, these things looked like cabbage-sized drops of wax running slowly down. Thorks? When Baxter barked again, one of the featureless blobs opened a mouth as wide as its body and hissed. Its teeth, of course, were long and needle-sharp. As far as Janner could tell, the things had no eyes, no feet, no fur—only mouths. Thorks were white, moist blobs with teeth. At least they didn’t look fast enough to be dangerous.


Janner drew his sword and waited at the base of one of the trees. When the thork was low enough, he whacked it so hard that bits of bark flew from the tree. He hit the thing square in the center, and the blow nearly split it in two. But the white mass reshaped itself, snapped its teeth, and continued its descent. Janner whacked it again, and this time the mass split in half. Some of its goo stuck to his sword when he pulled it away. But the thork squirmed itself back into one blob, clacked its teeth together, and crept on.


As Baxter growled and bounded from tree to tree, Janner saw a thork drip to the snow, then ooze its way toward the dog’s rear leg. He jumped behind Baxter and struck the blob, slowing it but doing no damage.


A quick look overhead told him that there were hundreds of the blobs descending from the trees surrounding the fire. If he didn’t get out soon, he’d be trapped. Janner shoved the food back into his pack, rolled up his blanket and pallet, and grabbed the bow and quiver.


“Come on, Baxter!”


The dog leapt over three of the thorks already squidging through the snow.


Janner had to go. He didn’t think to follow the dog’s tracks, nor did he have time to be sure he had collected all his belongings. He squirmed around one tree where a blob crept by at chest level and backed into another where a thork snapped at his pack. He weaved through the trees, jumping over some thorks and ducking under others, looking back now and again to be sure Baxter was faring well. After a few minutes of hard running, Janner and Baxter burst from the line of the forest and tumbled into the snow.


When he had caught his breath, Janner stood and brushed himself off, making sure they had left the thorks behind. The sun had crested the horizon, and it gilded the wintry hilltops stretching away for miles. It was beautiful country, and the vastness reminded Janner not only that he was far from home—but that he was lost. Whichever way Baxter had come into the woods to find him, it wasn’t here. And there was no way Janner was going back into those woods to find the trail. Part of him was glad, because it meant the test was fair again, and with a prayer of thanksgiving for Leeli, he sat next to Baxter, relishing the sun’s warmth as he finished the breakfast the thorks had interrupted. He was surprised to realize that, alone in the bright snowy morning, he was happy.


This was different than his trek through the Stony Mountains with the Fangs lurking around every corner, not to mention the burden of shame he had felt for losing his brother in Dugtown. He was a year older now, he had trained for months with the Durgan Guild, and he doubted he was in any real danger from Gnag the Nameless here. Otherwise Guildmaster Clout wouldn’t have blindplopped him, not with a war brewing; Nia wouldn’t have allowed it.


He had nothing to worry about. He was well provisioned and well equipped. He was healthy and warmly dressed—even warmer with Baxter leaning against him. Janner looked out at the vast landscape, quiet but for the twitter of a few birds in the branches and the whisper of the prairie wind, and was delighted by the solitude. The knowledge that many miles away he was watched for by his friends and family gave him a lonely sort of peace.


The sun warmed the left side of Janner’s face. That meant he was looking southeast. He closed his eyes and imagined the map of the Green Hollows hanging on the wall at the Great Library; he had seen it a hundred times, and it came to him easily. The line of forest lay at the eastern edge of the Hollows, in the Outer Vales. The woods stretched away on either side, but on the left it hooked inward again and followed a ridge into the distance.


“That’s southeast,” Janner said aloud. He squinted his eyes and thought he detected in the horizon’s haze the hint of snowy peaks. He was pretty sure those were the Killridge Mountains. If that was true, then the forest at his back was the western sweep of the Blackwood.


The Blackwood? Surely Clout wouldn’t have left him there—unless he was far enough north that there was little danger of encountering a cloven. Or maybe there was plenty of danger, and that was part of the point of the blindplop. Either way, Janner was pleased that he had at least oriented himself. He knew more or less where he was.


So what now?


If he bore southward, he would eventually run into a road that led to Ban Rugan, where he could get better directions and some warmth. That shouldn’t take more than a day, should it?


“I’m not getting any closer by sitting here,” he said, patting Baxter on the shoulder. “Let’s go, boy.”


Janner heard another snap of a twig in the trees but figured it was a thork or a thwap or even a diggle of some sort, so he didn’t bother to turn around. It didn’t occur to him that it might have been a ridgerunner.


Janner never made it back to Chimney Hill.
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The Houndry Corps


On the morning Janner set out from the forest, Leeli harnessed her four fastest dogs to her sled for the short ride to the Guildling Hall where she was to meet the O’Sally boys for an orientation training session. A passel of puppies had just been weaned, and they were ready to begin their journey into doghood under the guidance of what Leeli and the O’Sallys had named the Houndry Corps.


The moment war had been declared, the mood in the houndry had changed. Before, Leeli had delighted the O’Sallys with her quick mastery of dogspeak and she had spent most of her time teaching the pups the basic behaviors (“sit,” “lie down,” “come,” and “dance”), but now she and Thorn spent most of their days running drills with the sleds so that the dogs would be quick to understand and obey in the heat of battle. Biggin O’Sally had told her that war hounds were traditionally used to transport weapons, supplies, and information to the front, after which they would transport wounded and dead to the rear for either medical attention or burial.


“’Tis a noble calling on these hounds, lass,” Biggin had said, the pup in his arms wagging its little tail. “Many will die, but not without meaning. They die for their friends, and that’s the next finest thing to life itself.”


The thought didn’t calm the trouble in Leeli’s heart. Winter was ending.


Every morning for weeks now, she had taken her crutch under her arm and made her way through the snow to the kennel at Chimney Hill. Podo had made her a new crutch that had at its foot a sort of snow boot, which kept it from stabbing through to the frozen earth every time she leaned on it. Instead of Lizardkicker, Podo had merely carved Leeli’s name along the shaft, and she had noticed with a pang of sadness that the letters were sloppy and uneven—a big difference between that and the bold, sure hand that had carved her nickname back in Skree.


Today, when she stood on the front stoop and breathed in the cold air, looking out at the view of the Green Hollows from Chimney Hill, she didn’t bother bidding her grandfather good-bye because he had fallen back to sleep as soon as breakfast was finished. Podo seemed to be aging suddenly, just as winter seemed to be turning to spring all at once. Only a week ago the drifts had been pristine and thick as cotton, and now mud seeped through the ruts where her sled passed. The snow-packed road down from Chimney Hill was darkening, and she knew it would soon be a sloppy mess, impassable by her sled.


Leeli fastened her crutch to the sled and eased herself into the kneeler. She made a series of clicking sounds with her tongue that set the dogs heaving. When she got to the base of the hill and crossed the stone bridge to the main road to Ban Rona, she reined in the dogs and looked to her right. Every day for three days, she had watched the snowy lane, praying to the Maker that she would see Janner and Baxter strolling home, but there had been no sign of them. Nia assured her that, though it might take a few days, Janner was more than capable of finding his way home, but Leeli detected the worry in her mother’s eyes. That was why she had sent Baxter.


Leeli steered the dogs left and let them run. She sped up the road to the first hard turn, then veered the sled away from the road and into an irresistible slope of untouched snow. The dogs yipped as if to thank her for the gift, and the Song Maiden of Anniera laughed in answer. They sped together, the girl and her dogs, faster than any horse and sled could have gone, and arrived at the houndry only minutes later in a spray of snow.


As Leeli climbed out of the sled, she felt a welling anxiety in her heart and knew its source. It wasn’t just that Podo’s time was coming—it was because spring meant war. And war meant death and pain and terror. She had seen enough in her nine years to know that even if the Hollowsfolk were victorious against Gnag the Nameless, victory would come at a terrible price. She had heard Janner and Kal’s friends in the Durgan Guild talk about the coming war with a sort of relish, as if they looked forward to the fighting. Nia had explained that it was only their way of mocking their fear, of establishing their defiance of it. It wasn’t that they would prefer war to peace, she had said, but that they knew they must fight, and if they must, then they would rather face it sooner than later.


But Leeli had come to cherish each day at Chimney Hill, each meal with her family, each visit to the houndry, each hiss of the sled on the snow, each speeding trip through the streets of Ban Rona, each kind face that greeted her. The mud beneath the snowmelt and the scrape of stone on her sled’s runners was as sad to her as the deepening wrinkles on her dear Podo’s face. How terrible was the truth that it was unstoppable, no matter how earnest her prayers.


When she had unharnessed her dogs and sent them to the houndry (there was a dog-sized entrance at the rear of the building), Leeli pushed through the front door and discovered Thorn O’Sally on his hands and knees trying to coax a puppy from beneath a bench. Several adult dogs were nosing their way between his arms, trying to get the puppy themselves.


“Back, girls!” Thorn said, shooing the dogs away. He changed his voice to a pleading falsetto. “Here, puppy! Come to Thorn, lad. That’s it. Ow!” He jerked his hand out of the puppy’s mouth and sucked on it. “Leeli, this stubborn pup won’t come out fer nothing. Took a whole haunch of hogpig from the table when I wasn’t looking, and now it won’t come out.”


As soon as the other dogs saw Leeli, they barked and bounded toward her. She scratched their ears with one hand while she limped across the hay-strewn floor. “Thorn O’Sally, bested by a puppy.”


“Oy, I’m afraid so. Look at this!” Thorn showed her three red punctures in his hand.


“Which puppy is it?” Leeli leaned her crutch against the bench and knelt.


“Take a guess,” Thorn muttered as he plopped onto the bench with a huff, nursing his pride as much as his hand. “Frankle’s been trouble since he was littered, and it’s only getting worse. The other dogs are starting to take a dislike of him too.”


Leeli peered into the shadows and saw the three-month-old puppy curled up against the rear wall, guarding a hogpig bone with its front paws. She looked into its eyes and saw fear. Fear and strength. The two together could twist into the kind of blackness that would make it a mean dog, suited for little but a collar and a rope. The strength wasn’t a bad thing, but the fear coiled around it meant trouble. And she knew the only way to save the dog from itself was to unravel the fear enough to cut it away.


She clicked her tongue and hoped Frankle understood her meaning: “I’m your friend. Eat your meat.”


“What are you doing?” Thorn asked. “Where’s my hogpig haunch?”


“You can have my lunch if you’re still hungry. There are bigger things at stake than your belly, you know.”


Thorn looked at Leeli as if she were crazy. “Like what?”


Leeli tucked her hair behind her ear and beckoned for Frankle’s mother, Yora, to come near. Yora nuzzled Leeli’s chin till she laughed. “Which is more important, a good lunch today or a good dog for the next fifteen years?”


“Ask my stomach,” Thorn grumbled. Leeli removed a henmeat sandwich from her satchel and offered it to him. He shook his head and stood. “That’s all right. I like hogpig better.”


Thorn crossed the houndry looking as pitiful as a wet dog. Even when he was pouting, Leeli liked him. From the very beginning he had treated her not like a weak girl with a bad leg but like a friend. It was the children at school who tried to be too nice who got under her skin. Kindness was fine; it was pity that raised her hackles. Thorn opened the pens where the rest of the puppies were yipping for their training session with Leeli. She tore off a hunk of her sandwich and held it discreetly under the bench until Frankle gingerly took it.


“Let’s get started,” Leeli said as she grabbed her crutch and stood. She made a series of clicking sounds, and the rowdy puppies tumbling about at Thorn’s feet immediately formed themselves into a line and sat at attention, tails wagging so fast they raised a cloud of dust. Leeli glanced behind her and saw with satisfaction that Frankle’s muzzle and front paws had emerged from under the bench. She thought she detected a wagging tail too. Good. The knot was loosening.


Just as Leeli turned back to the puppies, the front door of the houndry flew open. Biggin O’Sally stood in the doorway, panting.


“Princess Leeli,” he said. “Come with me. Now.”


“What’s wrong?”


“I don’t know. I was out in the practice field with the pack when Rudric sent Doffer with a message that we should get to the great tree as soon as we could. Said things were real bad.”


His face was so grave that Leeli didn’t bother to correct his grammar. “What does that mean?”


Biggin O’Sally shook his head as he lifted Leeli into his dogsled. “I know what I think it means.” The dogs sensed his fear and whined, pulling at the harness in their eagerness to run. Biggin looked at Leeli, and she saw the word in his eyes before he gave voice to it. “War.”
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The Call of the Moonraiders


Biggin took the reins and turned to his son, who stood in the doorway with a look of shock on his face. “Thorn! Find Kelvey and suit the battlehounds. When you’ve finished with that, get the messenger dogs ready and send them to Green Hill Press on Cherry Lane.”


But Thorn’s feet were frozen. He and the puppies looked equally dismayed.


“Now, boy!”


Thorn jumped and stammered, “Yes sir,” then bustled the puppies back into their pen.


Biggin shook the reins and whistled. As the dogs barked and lunged forward, Leeli had the terrible feeling that this was the last time she might see Thorn, the houndry, and the dogs she loved so much. Biggin’s fear meant that something unforeseen had happened, and she was afraid to ask what it was.


The Hollish army was supposed to invade Gnag the Nameless’s stronghold, not the other way around. She couldn’t imagine how the Fangs could make it past the sentries at the Watercraw or the lookouts stationed on the edges of the Green Hollows or even the ships that scoured the Dark Sea of Darkness for sign of a Fang invasion. The grim look on Biggin’s face—his moustache was drawn so low it looked like it might fall off—told her not to ask.


The sled hissed through the gates of Guildling Hall and down the hill to Ban Rona. When they arrived, it seemed that the whole city was crammed into the great hall, just as it had been for Kalmar’s trial many months ago, except this time everyone was eerily silent.


When those at the back of the crowd saw Leeli, they parted so she could pass. She unfastened her crutch, and Biggin lifted her from the sled—something she would never have allowed her brothers to do. Leeli and Biggin made their way forward until the enormous trunk of the great tree was visible. When at last she saw the platform at the base of the tree, her eyes strayed to the dark handprint where her mother had sealed Kalmar’s freedom.


Kalmar and Nia stood on the dais beside Rudric and several other Durgans fitted in black uniforms. Each of the Durgans had a bow drawn, its arrow trained on a figure standing in their midst. A Grey Fang. It towered over them, taller and more muscular than any Leeli had ever seen. It was arrayed in armor and wore a blue cape; its fur was a shade brighter and longer than most, which added to its striking appearance. Indeed, the beast would have looked regal but for the hideous snarl on its face and the way its eyes burned with contempt for every soul in the hall. An empty scabbard hung from its belt.


The Fang turned toward her and sneered. Its voice was as deep as thunder. “The Song Maiden. I cannot understand why the Nameless One frets over such a foul little thing.”


“Careful, Fang,” said Rudric evenly. “If you want us to hear what you have to say, you’ll have to be alive to say it.”


“What’s happening?” Leeli said, hurrying to Nia’s side.


“This beast,” Rudric said loudly so all could hear, “was captured at the Watercraw. It claims to come with a message from Gnag the Nameless, and its lack of arms compels us to listen.” The Keeper of the Hollows placed a hand on the handle of his war hammer and faced the Fang. “And our possession of arms compels it to speak.”


The Fang rolled its eyes. “Even without a blade I could widow most of the wives in this hall. Enough with your blustery talk.”


The Durgan bows creaked threateningly, but Rudric raised a hand. “Let the monster talk. I want to know what empty threats he and his master have for us. Go on, Fang.”


“I’ve come to offer you peace.” The Fang said the word “peace” with a hint of mockery. “Gnag the Nameless has no interest in the Green Hollows. He only wants the Jewels of Anniera. Give up the three children and avoid this war. That is his offer.”


“You can’t be serious,” Nia said.


“That’s what I thought too,” said the Fang with a chuckle. “We Fangs are all so … excited about this war. We would hate to miss it. Now give me your obvious answer and I’ll be on my way.”


Leeli wondered if it would be better for her and her brothers to give themselves over. Wouldn’t it save the lives of many in the Hollows? Even if they fought the war and defeated Gnag, victory would surely come at a terrible price.


“Never,” said Nia.


“Fine, then!” boomed the Fang with a wicked smile. “You think your children are more important than all the children in this city and all the rest of the cities in the land. I expected as much—from an Annieran. As did Gnag. Are you Hollish fools in agreement, then? Are you willing to die with your families just to save the Wingfeather children? Do you even know why Gnag wants them? Perhaps he’s merely lonely in the Castle Throg and wishes to be delighted by the company of these three talented children. Is that worth the sacrifice of your offspring?”


Leeli glanced at Kalmar. He was looking at the floor, ears twitching, no doubt thinking the same thing she was. Leeli saw in the faces of the Hollowsfolk a great struggle. They hadn’t asked for this war. They had been getting on quite peacefully before the Wingfeathers appeared. There was some truth in the Fang’s words. Perhaps it was time to give up. If there was some chance that she and her siblings could save the Hollows, shouldn’t they do it?


“Never,” repeated Nia.


“I should add,” said the Fang with a sigh, “that we have you surrounded. We know you’ve been gathering for war and all that nonsense. We’ve mustered the troll cities of the southern jungles. We’ve conscripted the Pirates of Symia, and they’re waiting in the straits for orders to advance. Oh, and the Wanderers of the Woes have united under Gnag’s rule. They needed little persuasion. Not only that, but the Woes have made such wiry fighters out of those humans! Gnag hardly needed to Fang them. But he plans to—and with scorpions, no less! They’ll be beautiful. I’m sure you’ll meet them soon enough—if you refuse this offer, that is.”


The Hollowsfolk shifted on their feet. Even Rudric looked unsettled. Fang Scorpions? Leeli shuddered to imagine it. And if she and her brothers merely said yes and went with this Fang to whatever fate Gnag had for them, it would all be over.


“Why does Gnag want us?” Kalmar said in a voice that seemed very small.


The Fang cocked its head and studied Kalmar without mockery, without its sneer. “That’s a good question, young one.” Leeli was horrified at the tone of affection in the Fang’s voice. It was as if it considered Kalmar an ally. “Why don’t you come with me and find out? I can tell you there’s such strength in Gnag’s army. You know that. You of all people. You and I could outrun, outsmart, and outfight this entire city. Save them and save yourself. Come with me, Fang.”


“I don’t want more strength,” Kalmar said. “Strength has only ever gotten me in trouble—at least the kind you’re talking about.”


“What other kind is there?” the Fang said with another roll of its eyes.


Leeli limped forward on her crutch. She pulled her hair from her face and stood as tall as she could, which wasn’t very. “Stop talking to my brother.”


The Fang bared its teeth at her.


“Aye,” said Rudric. “Go back to Gnag and tell him that if he wants the jewels, he’ll have to come and get them.”


“If we don’t get him first,” Kalmar said, stepping to Leeli’s side.


The Fang looked around the crowded hall before bursting into laughter. It was an awful sound. The Hollowsfolk cowered before it. Leeli’s cheeks flushed with annoyance at the people of Ban Rona, a people supposedly renowned for their strength were all but quaking in their britches before a single Fang. She knew it was more than just the Fang they feared—it was the loss of their families’ lives, the destruction of their homes. But their lack of resolve made Leeli angry.


She pulled her whistleharp from her coat and played “The Call of the Moonraiders,” an old Hollish fighting song the O’Sally brothers had taught her. Its melody was fierce and stirring from the first notes, and in seconds the Hollowsfolk found their strength. They pumped their fists in the air and shook the boughs of the great tree with their voices.




Ride like the moon in the starfield


Silver and fine, silver and fair


Deep in the heart of the darkness


To shatter the night, to scatter and scare


The moon, round as a warshield


Sail the heavens and scale the sky


Now we dagger the darkness,


Ruin and doom, Moonraiders fly!





The Fang’s ears flattened and it snarled, first at the assembly and then at Leeli, who stared unflinchingly at the beast as she played. The Fang covered its ears and writhed as if the melody were a poison in its brain. Finally it could bear the song no more, and it flung itself at Leeli.


The Durgans loosed their arrows. Leeli screamed. The furry hulk raced toward her as arrows thunked into its hide. Leeli curled into a ball, waiting for an impact that never came.


She opened her eyes amidst the cries of alarm and saw Kalmar standing between her and the Fang, sword drawn. The Fang was dead, headless and prone. Seconds later, it crackled into dust and clumps of fur that lifted gently into the air, along with cheers from the Hollowsfolk.


Leeli wiped her eyes, which were leaking against her will, and hugged her brother. Her heart was troubled, and she could see the same in Kalmar’s eyes. “People are going to get hurt. Because of us.”


“People are going to die because of us,” he said.


Leeli didn’t have time to sort out what she was feeling because Nia wrapped them in a hug. “That was perfect,” she said. “The Hollowsfolk needed to see that. They won’t give you up for anything now.”


That was what Leeli was most afraid of.


Rudric kicked the empty Fang armor. “Well,” he said. “I guess Gnag has his answer. War it is.”


Someone outside screamed. Leeli heard the pounding of feet on the roof of the hall. Through the tall windows she saw shapes in the sky, like a flock of wheeling buzzards. Then with a piercing shriek a creature burst through the leafless branches of the great tree and alighted on a limb.


And so on the seventeenth day of Threemoon, the first winged Fangs descended upon the Hollows and the second battle of Ban Rona began.
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Territory Dispute


Janner walked over hills and valleys, trudging through snow that came up to his shins. The effort warmed him so much that he removed his jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, happy to feel the bright sun on his skin even as his breath fogged the air. Baxter tailed him part of the time but spent most of the journey exploring. Janner spotted him every now and then as a dark speck on some distant hilltop, nosing through the snow after a hidden rodent or trotting into a valley to investigate a scent or sound. But at regular intervals Baxter would appear at Janner’s side again, either for his assurance of Janner’s presence or for Janner’s assurance of his.


When the sun rose high, Janner’s hunger demanded his attention so he began looking for a place to stop and eat. He came upon a stand of brush, crawled between the branches, and discovered a frozen creek at the bottom of a cleft in the earth. The snow around the bushes was marked with a multitude of tiny, graceful footprints, probably from young flabbits and starbirds seeking water and whatever winter worms could be found in the shadows. Janner slipped down to the ice and broke the surface with his boot heel. He straddled the creek and dipped his canteen into the water and waited as it gurgled full, trying to keep his hands dry. Baxter peered down at him and yipped.


“Don’t worry, I’ll get you some. Then we’ll eat,” Janner said.


Then, to his great annoyance, his foot slipped from the icy rock and splashed into the water. He shook his boot and sighed, dreading how cold his foot would be once the water seeped through. When he looked up again, Baxter was gone.


“Baxter?” Janner capped the canteen and slung it over his shoulder, then scrambled out.


The lonesome stand of brush in the lonesome field of snow was no longer lonesome. Baxter was struggling in a net surrounded by ridgerunners—more than twenty of them, by Janner’s estimation. They looked like a regiment of children bundled in white furs and leather, out for a day in the snow—except for the slings, spears, and daggers they wielded, and the wicked smile on every face.


“You’re in our territory, boy.”


“What?” Janner suddenly felt cold again. “I’m sorry, sirs, but I don’t think so. I was at the edge of the western woods and have been walking southeast for several hours. Ban Rugan is just a few hours away.”


Janner found himself talking to one ridgerunner in particular, though he wasn’t the one who had spoken. Instinct told Janner that of all the ridgerunners, this one was their leader. He was a few inches taller than the others, and he had a narrow face, even for a ridgerunner. He seemed to be trying to stare through Janner’s skull and into his brain. The others were merely scowling, but this one studied him with an intensity that gave Janner the shivers.


“Your territory begins at the Killridge Mountains.” Janner pointed east at the ridges that rose from the white horizon. “And those mountains are a long way from here.”


“A long way, indeed,” said the ridgerunner. “Such has our territory been expanded by Gnag the Nameless. All of the Hollows, in fact, are under our dominion now.”


“Fruit!” one of the smaller ridgerunners cried, with a shake of his spear. The others nodded sagely.


“The Green Hollows isn’t yours just because Gnag says it is.” Janner knew he should have felt afraid, but he didn’t. “And that dog isn’t yours, either. Let him go.”


The main ridgerunner folded his arms, shrugged, and said, “Let the dog go.”


Janner was as stunned as the ridgerunners. “Really?” he asked.


“Yes. We’re here for fruit, not prisoners. We’d have to turn around and drag you back to the camp, and that’s four days from here. I don’t see any harm in letting a little boy and his dog go free.” Baxter squirmed out of the net and ran to Janner’s side as the ridgerunner stepped forward and extended his hand. “My name is Nizzik. Have you any fruit?”


Janner shook his hand warily. “Mine’s … Janner.” He searched Nizzik’s eyes for any hint of recognition and saw none. “Uh, yeah. I have a little.” Janner dug through his pack and gave over a handful of dried xynocks and the last few slices of an apple. He also insisted they take the honeymuffin.


“Honey isn’t fruit,” the ridgerunner said, sniffing it. “But it’s close. I thank you.”


“You know, the Hollowsfolk aren’t just going to let you have their winter stores.”


“Why not?” asked one of the ridgerunners. “Gnag said we could have it all.”


Janner had a hard time keeping a straight face. “But Gnag doesn’t have any say in what happens in the Hollows. The war hasn’t even been fought yet.”


The ridgerunners muttered to one another and shook their heads.


“What?” Janner asked.


“That’s not what we were told.” Nizzik looked perplexed. “The Grey Fangs at the borderlands informed us that the new army would invade Ban Rona today. They promised a quick victory. The war should be over by now. That’s why we came.”


Janner felt a knot tightening in his stomach. “What do you mean, ‘new army’?”


The ridgerunner smiled. “You’ll see.”


He had to get home. He had to get home now.


“Come on, Baxter,” Janner said. He jammed the food back into his pack, slung it over his shoulder, and ran, heedless of the amused look on the ridgerunners’ faces.


That afternoon, he happened upon a troll.
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A Fang in the Dungeon


What is it?” someone cried.


Kalmar hardly had time to study the winged creature because Rudric had already put an arrow through its chest. It fell to the ground, exploding in a cloud of dust. But seconds later, another of the monsters crawled along a thick tree limb through an opening high above.


“A bat,” Kalmar said to himself. “It looks like a bat.”


The creature looked exactly like a bat, in fact, except for its long arms and legs, not to mention its armor and sword. Its wings retracted along its back as it crawled nimbly on the underside of the limb. It was covered in a light brown fuzz that was thin enough to reveal the veiny muscles of its forearms and calves where there was no armor. But the creature’s face was the most hideous. Its nose was turned permanently upward as if someone had slapped it on the back while it was pretending to be a pig. The bat creature’s eyes were milky white and a few sizes too big, like its pointed ears. Its wrinkly face seemed to be stretched in an eternal, evil grin. It was no surprise that its teeth were many and sharp.


As Kalmar watched, the claws of its hands and feet retracted, and it swung down with a screech, spreading its leathery brown wings wide to glide to the floor. Several arrows thudded into it as it flew, and it burst into another brown cloud of dust as it hit the base of the tree.


“Gravy!” Oskar cried. “They’re everywhere!”


Three more Bat Fangs appeared and flapped about near the ceiling, dodging arrows and screeching. One of them spotted Leeli and dove for her. Kalmar dashed to his sister and yanked her out of the way just as the creature sped past.


“Get her out of here!” Nia grabbed Kal’s shoulders and thrust her face into his. “Kalmar, take her. No one here is as fast as you. Go.”


Kal nodded, lifted Leeli into his arms, and raced through the shouting throng. He could see the Hollowsfolk beset by hundreds, perhaps thousands, of the Bat Fangs outside; the great hall afforded no shelter because there were now several of the beasts circling overhead and more slinking through the upper doorways and windows. The great tree was infested. The only safety he could imagine was down in the dungeon.


When he got through the iron door, he swung it shut and eased Leeli to the ground. He could see her blinking and remembered that her eyes needed time to adjust to the sudden darkness, even with the lanterns flickering on the walls.


He heard someone—or something—rattling the handle and leapt back just as the door opened a crack. The racket of battle poured into the hallway again, and a bat-like face pressed itself through the opening, hissing. Kalmar punched it and tried to push the door shut again, but a fuzzy brown arm reached through, clawing at the air. Its long yellow fingernails scraped at the iron. Kal rammed the door with his shoulder again and again, so hard that he half feared and half hoped the thing’s arm would fall right off. With a final heave, he slammed the door and shuddered at the sight of three bloody fingers protruding for a moment before turning to dust. Leeli slid the latch and locked the door, squeezing her eyes shut at the terrible scraping and beating on the other side.


“Mama’s out there,” she said.


“So is Oskar. And Rudric. But Mama told me to get you out of there. This is the best I could come up with.”


Leeli grabbed Kalmar’s arm. “Where’s Grandpa?”


“Probably still asleep at Chimney Hill.”


“We have to find a way out.” Leeli started down the hallway, and Kal trotted beside her. “I need to get to the houndry.”


“Leeli, those things are outside. They have the place surrounded. Besides, this is a dungeon—there not being a way out is kind of the point. Thorn will be all right.”


“It’s not Thorn I’m worried about,” she said. “It’s Janner. He’s trying to get back here, remember? I need to send a dog to warn him.”


“He’s probably safer than we are right now. Even if he’s close, he’ll be able to see what’s going on from a distance. He’ll be all right. He’s a Durgan now.” Something crashed into the door and made them jump. “Come on,” Kalmar said, taking one of the lanterns from the wall. “We need to find a place to hide.”


Then Kal stopped in his tracks. He felt an odd shiver in his belly and the fur on his back rose. He smelled something. Something rotten and sweating, and it smelled familiar. It smelled like—


“Kal, what’s wrong?”


“Huh?” he asked over his shoulder.


“You were growling.”


“Sorry. Just … just scared, that’s all.”


But it was more than that. He hadn’t been in the Keep of the great hall since his first night in Ban Rona, months ago, when the Hollowsfolk had beaten him and locked him away because of his Fangness. Seeing the damp, stone walls with fuzzy tree roots snaking through them recalled that terrible night and the hopelessness he had felt—and a certain creature in the cell next to his own. Nuzzard, he thought. That was its name. The Fang from the dungeon. It was still alive, still breathing and sniveling in the dark. Worst of all, it smelled like him. Like Kal.


He felt a familiar wave of dizziness and shook his head to clear it. He had felt that same sensation, that of falling into a sudden sleep, when he had stolen the hens and hogpiglets for Esben months ago. Kalmar hadn’t told anyone, but some nights he still woke up out in the snowy hills, not remembering how he got there. It was getting harder and harder to keep that dizzy fog from taking over.


Something banged on the door again, but this time he heard voices too.


“Open the door!” It was Rudric.


“Stay here,” Kal said, backing Leeli against the wall a little way down the corridor. He sprinted back to the door, drew his sword, and yanked back the lock.


Oskar, Guildmaster Clout, Nia, and a host of others poured through. Rudric stood outside, batting at the air with his hammer. Several Hollish warriors flanked the onrush of bodies, battling the Bat Fangs overhead to keep them at bay as the corridor filled.


Kalmar leapt through with his sword drawn, but when he looked up, he froze. The great tree crawled with hundreds of the beasts—Bat Fangs and Grey Fangs too. They shook the great limbs and squealed like rats. More of them wheeled about, circling the trunk of the tree as if reveling in their victory. One of them grabbed Kal by the arm, snapping him out of his shock. He beat it back with his sword, then fought alongside the Hollowsfolk until the last of them were through the door.


“Is that everyone?” Rudric bellowed.


“Everyone in the Keep, at least!” shouted Nibbick Bunge. “Shut the door! More are coming!”


Just before the door slammed, Kalmar watched with horror as one of the last of the warriors was jerked off his feet and lifted, screaming, out of sight.


Rudric jammed the lock into place and pressed against the door, panting, while the Fangs pounded and scratched. “Help me!” he ordered, and several other men, women, and even a few children pressed against the door.


“Kal! Where’s Leeli?” Nia spun him around and looked at him frantically.


“She’s all right. She’s fine.” Kal took Nia by the arm and pulled her down the corridor to where Leeli waited among the others.


Nia squeezed them both tight. “Janner’s out there,” she said. Kal had never seen her so upset. She was usually calm in the face of great danger, but she wasn’t merely afraid; she was angry—at herself. “I can’t believe I let them blindplop him. I should never have let him out of my sight. This is my fault.”


“Mama,” Leeli said, “this is Gnag’s fault. Not yours. Like Kal said, Janner might be safer than we are.” Nia put her face in her hands and shook her head. “We’re the ones who are stuck in a dungeon, surrounded by monsters.”


“Maybe you should have blindplopped us too,” Kal said.


“Next time, please just blindplop us all,” Leeli said with a smile, and Nia laughed a little through her tears.


Rudric pushed his way through the crowd. He was sweaty and covered in flecks of blood that weren’t his own. “Are you three all right?”


“Yes, thank you,” Nia answered without looking at him. Rudric nodded awkwardly and moved away to check on the rest of his people. Kal and Leeli watched him go, then looked at each other sadly.


“In the words of Erwail in Quarvue Cloodge’s excellent animal tale Squirrel Gets Away, ‘Are we trapped in here?’” Oskar jiggled his way toward them with the First Book under one arm, as always. He had three claw marks on one of his cheeks.


“I think so,” Kalmar said. “I can smell Fangs outside. Too many to count.” He smelled people in the great hall too. Lots of them. People who hadn’t made it, who had died because of him and Leeli. He hated the thought of it.


After a few minutes, one of Rudric’s men gave orders that everyone was to spread out, and then he informed Nia that they had an open cell reserved for the Wingfeathers to rest in. They followed him down the long, dark hallways, past cells where the wounded were being tended to and where folk were arguing over what to do next. The soldier waved them into a cell, bowed, and stood guard outside. Kalmar and Leeli sank to the floor beside Nia while Oskar paced, all of them listening to the soldiers making plans and blocking doors and windows while the bats screeched and the wolves howled.
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