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PART ONE
THE RINN OF BARRETH

Nine Moons Make a Realm

Conjured Rinnjinn in Fangdelve keep,
the Rinn of Barreth making.

Pearl of Dik Dek in oceans deep,
mer-made all for the taking.

Kormor’s work, hammer and anvil,
giants of Min Tar she forged.

Terrible beauty Faerathil,
in Rel’ Kah her dreams she poured.

Three hearts bejewel the crown of Dain
Dragon, King, and Naramay.

Lazy lives the long life in twain,
keying a lone memory.

From grove to bird did language fly,
fluttering from Taw to Realm.

Tinker’s Secret? None to tell.

Darwyth’s rising—a wellspring dell.
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Bedtime Tales
Nine years earlier.

E bb Autumn stood tall and slender in his coat of many pockets. He 
was wearing his world-traveling clothes, and while the items in 

his many pockets normally remained private, tonight he had presents.
Lily and Jasper were bouncing on the bed when he knocked. A 

gentleman always knocks. Their uncle had a habit of arriving late or 
not at all, but when he showed up at bedtime, he always had a new 
story in need of telling—as if a thousand-year-old publishing facto-
ry resided in his head. And for this reason, as bedtime drew near on 
Lily’s fourth and Jasper’s fifth birthday, they were listening for him.
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Ebb paused in the doorway, and a wave of concern passed over 
him. He’d missed their party. So many things to do. He brushed a long, 
silver-blond lock out of his eyes and stared with wonder, as if he were 
looking at the two most precious children ever born.

Jasper sat in plain sight, trying his best not to appear guilty by 
association, a situation he found himself in daily. Sometimes twice 
daily. Sometimes fifteen times. Next to him, beneath the covers, lay a 
Lily-sized lump.

A fearsome green dragon figurine rested on Jasper’s lap. It was 
the last present he’d unwrapped that morning. His mother had gasped 
when she saw it, and his father had gone as still and silent as a stat-
ue. Jasper wasn’t sure what that meant, but he knew immediately the 
dragon was special. Its emerald hide sparkled even in the dim light. 
Long whiskers drooped from its jowls, and the eyes in its spiked head 
gave the disturbing impression that they were staring back.

“Come to tell us a story, Uncle?” asked Jasper.
“Possibly,” said Ebb. Striding into the room, he plopped down on 

the bed and rested his hand on the lump. “But where’s your sister?” he 
pressed. “It wouldn’t do to start without her.”

Jasper knitted his brow. He had the look of someone who wanted 
to say something, but had been tasked with remaining silent . . . under 
threat of penalties . . . painful, awful, unrepeatable penalties.

Ebb smiled his crooked smile, which a stranger undoubtedly 
would have said looked sinister, but Jasper knew better. “Gone on an 
adventure again, has she? Leaving you all alone to fend for yourself? 
Did she swear you to secrecy before she left?”

Jasper fingered the tip of the dragon’s long tail. “Nooooooo,” he 
said, swallowing hard.

Ebb took a long look at his nephew. He was growing much too 
fast. Ebb observed Jasper’s increasing mental prowess with both dread 
and fascination, but he felt only pride as Jasper screwed his courage 
to the sticking-place and gestured with his eyes to the lump under the 
covers. Ebb was pleased that Jasper’s need to tell the truth was stron-
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ger than his desire to participate in Lily’s schemes.
“Did you enjoy your fifth birthday?” Ebb asked enthusiastically.
Ebb was no stranger to enthusiasm. In fact, he had an unnatural 

talent for infecting others with the stuff. It was one of his gifts.
No longer burdened with the secret of Lily’s whereabouts, Jas-

per’s eyes lit up. “Yes!” he shouted. “Thank you very, very much for 
the dragon!”

“You’re most welcome, my good man!” Ebb twiddled the tips of 
his long fingers atop the lump beneath the covers. “It’s too bad about 
your sister, though. I was going to give each of you one more present.” 
The lump stirred, but now it appeared as if Ebb’s hand was holding it 
in place. “But I suppose . . . since Lily isn’t here . . . I could give both 
of them . . . to you.”

“You will not!” said the lump in a muffled voice.
Ebb leaned forward, as if listening intently. “What did you say, 

Jasper?” Jasper looked worried again. “Threatened you, did she?” he 
whispered conspiratorially. Jasper nodded, now looking a little sad. 
“Well then,” said Ebb in a louder voice. “No Lily, no present. It’s just 
as simple as that.”

The lump shook violently. “My goodness,” cried Ebb, “what’s 
this?” The instant he lifted his hand, out popped Lily, like a towheaded 
jane-in-the-box.

“Presents!” she said.
“Why, there you are! You had me worried. Tell me, did you make 

any new friends today?” Lily tugged a winged figurine from under the 
covers and drew it up to her chest. A smile spread across her face, ab-
sorbing eyes, nose, and ears before it was finished. “Have you named 
her?”

Lily nodded, flinging hair into and out of her eyes. “I named her 
Blossom!”

Ebb’s fingers flew to cover his lips. One of his fits had seized 
him. They always reminded Lily and Jasper of laughter, but this one 
was so severe Ebb was bouncing, ever so lightly. “Oh, dear me,” he 
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said under his breath. “Do do me a favor, won’t you?” He paused, 
temporarily overcome. “If—no!—when you meet her—” Ebb slid his 
hand over his eyes, covering most of his face. Lily had just begun to 
wonder if something was wrong, when Ebb slowly withdrew his hand. 
“Don’t”—he said in a forbidding voice—“ever tell her that.”

Lily frowned. “Why not?”
Ebb’s smile returned, his demeanor lightened. “Because that’s not 

her real name, of course.”
Lily gave her uncle a cold look. “Her name is Blossom,” she said 

with a frighteningly steely edge for one so young.
“It’s . . . a lovely choice,” said Ebb. “For when your parents are 

around.”
Blossom stood regally on Lily’s knees. Graceful wings draped 

over her shoulders and hung down her body like a long, gray-feathered 
cloak. When Lily pulled Blossom’s arms wide, her wings unfolded 
and spread with all the complexity of a living creature’s. Underneath 
the feathers, she wore a dusky dark blue leotard, tattooed with a black 
pattern that blended so perfectly with her arms and legs that it was dif-
ficult to tell where the fabric ended and her bare skin began. Her wild 
black hair stuck out in all directions like striking snakes, and her face 
was a thing at once both terrible and beautiful. 

Lily peered around the wings and eyed her uncle suspiciously. 
“So, what’s her other name?”

“Can you keep a secret?”
“I like secrets,” said Lily. She turned slightly and gave Jasper a 

superior smile.
“You can’t ever speak her name outside this room, or to anyone 

other than your brother or me. You have to promise.”
“I promise,” said Lily quickly.
“It has to be a real promise.”
“Real promise,” echoed Lily.
“Same goes for you,” Ebb said to Jasper. “Are you in?”
Jasper stared, paralyzed by the blatant subversive tactics being 
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used by his sister and uncle. Lily and Ebb both knew that an actual, 
verbal yes was out of the question. But as the silence dragged on, and 
the opportunity for Jasper to decisively say no began to fade, Ebb held 
up his pinky. “Good,” he said. “Then it’s a pact.” Lily hooked her 
pinky in Ebb’s and stared at her brother. Jasper licked his lips.

“Come on,” hissed Lily. “It’s just a name.”
Jasper held out his pinky and reached halfway. Lily pulled hers 

and Ebb’s closer, but Ebb stopped Lily just shy of hooking their pin-
kies into Jasper’s.

“It’s your decision to make,” said Ebb.
Jasper looked at them both by turns, took a deep breath, and 

hooked his pinky into theirs to seal the deal.
“Her name,” Ebb breathed, “is Faerathil.” Lily’s face softened, as 

if she’d just heard a magic word. “The Faerie Queen.”
“Faerie Queen,” whispered Lily, spellbound. 
“Yes. Oh, yes, most certainly—yes! And she can fly, just like—

Well . . . throw her into the air and you’ll see.”
Lily hugged the figurine tightly. “She won’t!”
“But I tell you she will. I designed her myself.”
Jasper looked at his dragon. It had wings, too.
“She’s too big and heavy!” exclaimed Lily. “She’ll crash!”
Ebb crossed his legs, clasped his knee with both hands, and sat a 

little straighter. “Ah, I see. Well, as you grow older, you’ll discover a 
curious thing about the truth—it plays by its own rules. It cares not 
one whit about your or anyone else’s beliefs. The truth just is. There 
is no stopping or changing it. Further, I would counsel you to prepare 
yourselves, as the truth can be quite far removed from one’s . . . expec-
tations. Now, go ahead—give her a good toss. Do it over the bed if you 
must, and good luck catching her on the way down.”

Lily loosened her grip and looked at her beautiful figurine. “You’ll 
fix her when she breaks?”

“She won’t break.”
“Promise?”
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“I promise.”
Grimacing, Lily hurled Faerathil into the air. Once free of Lily’s 

grip, once free in the air—free! like a jinni out of its bottle—she spread 
her long wings, dipped precariously, then swooped up and away from 
the bed. Lily let out a little scream—Faerathil was beating her wings 
and circling the room.

Ebb playfully fell backward onto the bed and pointed to the ceil-
ing. “Launch your dragon, my good man!” he commanded.

Jasper threw his figurine as hard as he could at Faerathil. The in-
stant the dragon left his fingers, its enormous wings snapped open and 
gave a single great beat, shooting it upward. As if on purpose, it deftly 
dipped one wing, maneuvered past a tall bedpost, then veered back 
toward its intended target.

“Oh, my,” said Uncle Ebb.
Lily and Jasper flopped down on either side of their uncle.
“How long will they stay up there, Uncle?” asked Jasper.
Ebb laughed, pointing to Faerathil as she tactfully avoided a mid-

air collision with the dragon. “I—I don’t really know.” The dragon 
banked hard, flying as if it could sense Faerathil’s flight path. “Did you 
see that?” asked Ebb, pointing at the dragon and sounding astonished.

Lily let loose with a belly laugh. “My Faerathil’s faster than your 
dragon!” she yelled.

“Does my dragon have a name too?” asked Jasper.
“Yes,” said Ebb dreamily. “Morgoroth. Morgoroth the Devourer, 

Keeper of the Magic Flame, the greatest dragon in all the Moon Realm. 
Or so Faerathil would tell you. It was she, after all, who created him.”

After a merry chase, and several near misses, the figurines spi-
raled downward—Faerathil landing on Lily, Morgoroth on Jasper.

Even at the age of four, Lily didn’t miss much. “Moon what?”
Ebb sat bolt upright, looking very surprised—both at himself and 

at his niece. Lily had long been the more mischievous, but now her 
curiosity had made her dangerously observant; in watching Jasper’s 
development so closely, Ebb had somehow overlooked this trait in 
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Lily. Jasper was going to have to work hard to keep up with his sis-
ter, at least until they were older. And how would Lily react when 
her brother was no longer so easily manipulated? Ebb didn’t want to 
know. 

“I . . . I have presents for you,” he said, recovering. “In my pock-
ets.”

The children fell on their uncle like ravenous raccoons. Lily pulled 
out a small pencil worn to a nub. Jasper found a small pad of paper. 
Then Lily pulled out a second pad, and Jasper a third. During the as-
sault, the top button of Ebb’s collar popped open and Lily spied the 
glint of metal at his neck. Quick as a dragon bite, she took hold of a 
thick, golden chain.

“What a pretty necklace,” she said. Ebb’s hand shot up and en-
closed her small one. “Can I see it?” she asked.

“No,” said Ebb firmly.
“Please?” she pleaded. Lily patted a lump on Ebb’s chest, just 

under his shirt. “What’s—”
Ebb grabbed up both of Lily’s hands and looked her squarely in 

the eyes. “No means no!” he said in a voice that would have sounded 
harsh to anyone else. It was a phrase Ebb used only when no amount 
of begging would change his mind, and Lily had heard it plenty.

Lily went back to searching pockets, but something strange had 
happened.

“They’re all empty now,” she said.
“Nonsense,” replied Ebb. He produced a handkerchief from the 

pocket Lily had just searched, brushed off some unseen offense from 
his tan canvas trousers, and then returned it to the same pocket.

Lily dove after it, but again the pocket was empty.
“It’s empty. You lied,” said Lily.
“Are you sure?” said Ebb. “Lying is a pretty big accusation, you 

know.”
Lily folded her arms. “Grown-ups aren’t supposed to lie.”
“But I didn’t.”
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“Did too.”
“Try this one,” offered Ebb, indicating one in a row of pockets 

sewn down his sleeve.
“No!” said Lily.
“Suit yourself.” Ebb offered the pocket to Jasper.
Jasper dipped in his fingers and closed them around something 

cold and hard. With a tug, he pulled out a golden disk the size of a 
drink coaster. Jasper shot Lily a look as though they’d just witnessed 
real magic.

“My turn,” shouted Lily, thrusting her hand into a random empty 
pocket. She drew out her hand very slowly, looking disappointed.

“I think it’s hiding from you,” said Ebb. “Try the next one over. 
That one there.”

Lily reached in tentatively and pulled out a beautiful shell the size 
of a grape.

“It’s so pretty!” she gasped. “What kind is it?”
“The name doesn’t translate well, I’m afraid,” said Ebb, his voice 

suddenly sounding far away. “I picked that one up while strolling 
down a beach . . . while in the company of a most singular woman.”

“Did you give it to her?” asked Lily.
Ebb arched his eyebrows. “Yes,” he said. “I certainly did. If you 

look carefully, you can still see the small hole where she ran a chain 
through it.”

“Where’s the chain now?” asked Lily.
A shadow passed over Ebb’s face. “With her,” he said.
“What’s this, Uncle?” asked Jasper, waving the golden disk.
“That’s a dragon scale,” said Ebb, snapping back to the present. 

“From a very special dragon, named Fendragon.”
“A real one?” asked Jasper, astonished. “It’s not very big.” Ebb 

smiled.
“Dragon scales come in all sizes, many even smaller than that 

one.”
“Are you going to tell us a story, Uncle?” asked Jasper.
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“No. Not tonight, I think.” Jasper’s small shoulders slumped. “But 
if you think you’re up to keeping another secret, I might be willing to 
tell you a tale.”

“There’s a difference?” asked Lily.
“Oh, yes, yes, yes. You see, a story can be made up as easily as 

you please, or not. But a tale, now that’s a moon of a different color. A 
tale is an account of things in their due order, often divulged secretly, 
or as gossip. Would you like to hear one?”

“Yes, please,” said Jasper.
“What’s gossip?” asked Lily.
Ebb eyed his niece and nephew shrewdly.
“We’ll be quiet,” offered Lily, crawling under the covers—stan-

dard practice for bedtime stories.
Ebb tucked them in. “What I’m about to say, I don’t say lightly. 

And if I am truly to tell you a tale, then it must stay here”—Ebb tapped 
the tip of his finger to Lily’s temple—“and here”—followed by a tap 
to Jasper’s temple—“in the little black boxes that live behind your 
eyes. You must never breathe a word of it, especially to your mother 
and father. Do you understand?”

Jasper made the dragon pretend to sniff the golden scale. “I won’t 
say anything,” he said.

Lily held the shell to the Faerie Queen’s ear. “Me either,” she said.
“You won’t find the tales I bear in any books. Well, at least not any 

books around here. My tales are from the Moon Realm.”
“Where’s that?” asked Lily.
“Sshh!” said Jasper.
“The Moon Realm is a place where nine moons, or worlds—de-

pending on one’s cosmogony—swirl around one another like—”
“What’s cosmogogonanny?” asked Jasper.
“Sshh!” said Lily.
“It’s complicated,” explained Ebb. “Let’s just say . . . the locals 

each have their own ideas about who’s in charge and leave it at that, 
shall we?” They nodded. “Good. Very good. Now, the surprising thing 
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about the moons in the Moon Realm is that they circle their sun as a 
group, bunched up together, as if caught inside a big, ball-shaped net.”

“But don’t they smash into each other?” asked Jasper.
“No,” said Ebb. “But neither do they stray far. They do, however, 

at very special times, come so close that the tops of the tallest trees of 
one moon can brush up against the treetops of another.”

“That’s close!” said Lily.
“Why don’t they smash into each other?” asked Jasper.
“Because they don’t. Now, less talking and more listening. On 

the moon Dain, high on a hill, in the beautiful city of Perianth, lived 
three very special souls: King Mondain, Queen Naramay, and Fen-
dragon, the Dragon King. They lived in peace, harmony, and friend-
ship: the king and queen in their castle, and Fendragon, along with all 
his dragon kin, high in their perch-towers, looking down on the city 
and people they so dearly loved.”

Lily raised her hand. “Do tales have talking squirrels?” she asked 
softly.

“No,” said Ebb. “Those are only in stories.”
Lily and Jasper exchanged a dubious look. “Some people are just 

sad when there aren’t talking squirrels,” said Lily. Jasper nodded.
“I think you will find there are other . . . beings . . . who are every 

bit as interesting as talking squirrels.”
“Like what?” asked Jasper.
“Well . . . let me think,” Ebb’s gaze wandered around the room, as 

if looking for inspiration. “The Rinn,” he said finally. “They live on a 
moon named Barreth. . . . They’re cats, of a fashion.”

“Cats,” said Lily, clearly unimpressed.
“Yes . . . more like lions, actually, with wider faces.” Ebb con-

tinued. “A full grown Rinn is a little larger than one of Ms. Jenny’s 
Clydesdales.”

Lily’s eyes opened wide. “Can you ride ‘em?”
“Oh, yes. The men and women of Dain who have that privilege are 

called Dainriders. You have to be kind of . . . born into it, of course.”
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“What else?” said Jasper, now clearly on the hook.
Ebb thought. “On Min Tar, there are giants—eighteen feet tall! 

They use their forges to fold magic into things.”
“There’s magic?” asked Lily.
“More magic than you can wave a wand at. Of course, the Tinkers 

use steam and arcane knowledge to make things you would think use 
magic, but don’t. They’re so secretive, they won’t even tell the name 
of their moon! And Dik Dek, which is one giant ocean, is alive with 
coral cities, filled with merfolk, seahorse dragons, and pearls and gar-
dens the likes of which you would have to see to believe.”

“Your pictures!” said Jasper.
Ebb looked down at his hands. “Yes . . . all of my paintings are 

of the Moon Realm. And they will mean much more to you after you 
know the tales that go along with them. So . . . now . . . may I start?”

Lily and Jasper leaned back into their pillows, looking very 
pleased.

          
Nine years and hundreds of tales later . . . Ebb went missing.
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Oscar Knows Things

L ily eyed the piece of bark up close and compared it to the pic-
ture in her book. They didn’t match. They never matched. She 

scowled.
Dark shadows drifted across Ebb’s bright green lawn. A breeze 

kicked up, carrying with it the ringing sound of Mr. Clippers’ shears, 
snipping and snapping at errant strands of grass. The vast network of 
branches above Lily’s head sighed, and a great shifting sea of bright 
amber leaves waved at her . . . mockingly, she thought.

Lily slammed the book shut, tucked it under her arm, and slowly 
turned to face her brother, who was inspecting leaves on the same tree. 
“You wanna go in the house?”
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“Of course I want to go into the house. But Dad told us to wait.” 
Jasper glanced at his sister. “You heard him. He’s in a mood.” Jasper 
opened his own book and held it close to his face. None of the pictures 
matched the leaf in his hand. They never matched.

“What kind of tree,” complained Lily, “has a broad amber leaf, 
never changes color, and never sheds a leaf all year?”

“Ebb’s amazing mysterious never-evergreen?” said Jasper. They’d 
been over this before.

“Maybe it’s a mutant,” said Lily. “Like a unicorn.”
“It wouldn’t be like Ebb to give us a problem that couldn’t be 

solved.”
“Agreed,” Lily sighed. “But . . . but did he really give us this 

task?”
“Of course he . . .” Jasper stared off into the branches above. “I 

mean . . . he gave us that feltleaf willow. And . . . that Tasmanian 
mountain ash . . . a couple years ago. And that juniper thingy out back 
beside the . . . pool . . .” Jasper turned to Lily, shock dawning on his 
face.

Lily crossed her arms and nodded. “We did this to ourselves,” she 
confirmed.

“No!” said Jasper.
Jasper shot a glance at the many-windowed, sun-drenched brick 

of his uncle’s mansion. The house, its gardens, and the lone tree in 
front, stood on a curious hill known as “The Egg.” A large, geographi-
cal oddity, the hill was shaped exactly like an egg with one notable 
exception: after a steep twenty-foot rise, it was tabletop flat.

“Why’s Mom so worried?” asked Lily.
“I wish I knew, Lil.” Jasper sighed.
“I mean, it’s not like Ebb hasn’t been on long trips before.”
Jasper got down on his hands and knees and combed the grass 

with his fingers, looking for anything that might have dropped from 
the tree. “No cones, no flowers, no catkins, not so much as a grain of 
pollen! How does this tree ever bear fruit?”
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“She’s freaking out. Why is she freaking out?”
Jasper thought for a moment. “He vanished.”
“He’s vanished before,” said Lily.
“Never for this long.”
“He’s a grown man,” countered Lily.
Jasper raised his eyebrows. “Time of year? We move a ton of trees 

and shrubs in the spring. She wants him at Treling.”
Lily tilted her head, rolling this idea around. “I like it. He’s needed 

here, he hasn’t checked in, and she hasn’t been able to reach him.”
Jasper gazed past the tree’s enormous trunk to the narrow end of 

the egg, across the long, oval-shaped swath of green, to where the trail 
vanished over the edge. “Mom and Dad should be here by now.”

“Maybe Mom stopped to take cuttings,” suggested Lily. “It’s a 
beautiful day. Hey, I know.” She made an effort to sound casual. “Let’s 
go up to the porch and wait for them there.”

Jasper laughed. “You’re not getting inside. I know what you want 
to do.”

“You do not,” said Lily quickly, but she suspected he did.
Jasper continued to stare across the egg.
“Don’t waste your time looking for them,” Lily advised. “Dad’ll 

let Bruford off the leash when they’re close. The instant he sees us 
he’ll start barking his fool head off.”

“If he doesn’t have it out with Mr. Clippers first. What is it with 
those two?”

As if on cue, a dog barked. Jasper took several quick steps away 
from the tree’s trunk. Lily turned silently toward the mansion and set 
off at a full run.

Bruford, black and shaggy, bounded over the edge of the egg and 
onto the perfectly manicured grass. He ran straight for them and then 
veered off, making a beeline for Mr. Clippers. Barking madly, the dog 
began moving in a strange loping hop. Mr. Clippers, who was the size 
of a push lawn mower and just as low to the ground, raised his two 
long metallic arms and began snipping his shears like castanets. Using 
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his eight shiny legs, he pivoted in time with Bruford’s every lunge, 
waving his shears to protect his gleaming black solar-paneled cara-
pace.

“Yep, just as I suspected. The lure of Mr. Clippers was just too—” 
Jasper, turning, discovered Lily was gone. “Lily?” he said, his voice 
rising, and he took off after her.

She was sprinting toward the center section of the mansion, which 
rose four stories tall and was flanked on either side by a long two-story 
wing. Dark green ivy clung to the lower brickwork. Near the second 
floor, the first patches of red brick appeared, and by the third floor, 
the ivy was only tendrils, lacing upwards like green lightning. Lily 
streaked toward the double doors.

Jasper overtook his sister faster than she would have liked. He 
arrived at the doormat a dozen steps before her, landing on it with an 
impressive thwomp. Gasping for air, Jasper straightened up and lifted 
his face to a large bronze door knocker, shaped like a lion’s head but 
wider, with deep black sockets where its eyes should have been. It was 
a Rinn, straight out of the bedtime tales. Of course, when their parents 
were around, they pretended it was just an ordinary lion’s head.

“Wake up, Rinnjinn!” he cried, as though addressing a living thing.
In response, the knocker’s bronze eyelids snapped shut with a 

clank. When they reopened, a moment later, the sockets held a huge 
pair of bright blue eyes. The knocker emitted a sound like a throat 
being cleared, or maybe a yawn. The eyes scanned aimlessly, first 
right, then left. Jasper coughed. The pupils narrowed to slits and low-
ered themselves as if to glare at him. As Uncle Ebb’s creations went, 
Rinnjinn was unimpressive. He always woke in the same way: first he 
looked side to side, then he canted his eyes down. If Jasper wanted to 
look straight into them, he had to plant his feet in just the right place 
so they’d make solid eye contact.

“Who goes there?” boomed Rinnjinn.
“Jasper Milfoil Winter,” he said, hoping the hidden microphone 

would identify him on the first go. He waved his palms around like 
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giant paddles. “Ninja Master!” he added.
He was rewarded with a loud click. “Enter, young master,” said 

Rinnjinn, his voice trailing off, his pupils growing wide, and his eye 
sockets once again going dark.

Jasper excelled in physical contests. But Lily had not quit trying 
to keep up with him, or taking him by surprise. In a rush, she squeezed 
past her brother and pushed open one of the doors, planting her left 
foot just across the threshold and her right firmly on the doormat. 
Now barring the way, she held the thick door sandwiched between her 
open palms, smiling as she panted. A bead of sweat trickled down her 
brow, several locks of blonde hair plastered wetly against her flushed 
cheeks. The siblings looked so much alike they could have been twins. 

Jasper could see it was dark in the great hall. He felt its coolness 
leaking out past his bare legs.

“Dad told us to wait!”
Lily smiled. The effect was at first wolf-like, and wicked. And 

then she was just Lily, smiling. She ducked her head into the darkened 
hall, then back out. 

“Lily!” said Jasper.
She bit her lip. “I just want to see if his coat’s inside.” Jasper knew 

better than to believe her.
Bruford’s bark sounded louder. The enormous black dog had giv-

en up on Mr. Clippers and was now streaking in their direction.
“Well, looks like he still has his nose,” said Jasper, but when he 

turned back, Lily was gone. Again.
Jasper pushed wide the thick door. He stepped quickly across 

the landing past the two tall bookcases that flanked the entrance. The 
wedge of daylight streaming in shrank as the door behind him swung 
shut. Not wanting to get caught on the stairs in the dark, Jasper paused 
just for a second to look for Ebb’s coat, the one with all the pock-
ets, among the various cloaks, coats, and hats on the pegs that lined 
the walls. The narrowing wedge of daylight was nearly gone. Jasper 
glanced at the remaining steps. They were cut to resemble scalloped 



OSCAR KNOWS THINGS

17

waves and would be hard to manage in the dark.
“It’s not there,” called Lily tauntingly.
Jasper raced down the last few steps, reaching the hall just as the 

door clicked shut.
Lily laughed. 
“Lily,” Jasper called, “we shouldn’t be in here.”
Jasper followed the sound of her footsteps, ahead and to his left. 

She was making for the foot of the mansion’s main staircase, where 
the old bridge telegraph was located. As he got closer, and his eyes ad-
justed to the darkness, the telegraph’s round, softly glowing faceplate 
appeared. It was divided into sections like a pie filled with wedge-
shaped text; he could make out the words FULL, HALF, SLOW, 
DEAD SLOW, STAND BY, and STOP. A dark arrow hovered over 
the word STOP.

Having reached the telegraph first, Lily grasped its big brass lever 
and gave it a pull. Still making his way across the hall, Jasper saw the 
arrow sweep across its face, a small bell dinging as the arrow passed 
from one setting to the next. It passed all the wedges, hovered over the 
word FULL, then pulled back and came to rest on the word HALF.

The high-pitched whine of an electric turbine sounded from be-
low. The smooth marble floor gave a momentary shudder before set-
tling down to a low, murmuring pulse. She’d done it now. The Tesla 
generator was roaring to life somewhere underneath them, charging 
hundreds of banks of capacitors with electricity. A powerful electro-
magnetic field now coursed through every room of the mansion, ex-
tending even to the grounds, supplying electric power through the air 
to any device designed to make use of it.

A wash of sea-green light began to fill the hall, as though it were 
shining down onto the mansion’s walls. But the source of the light 
was one of Uncle Ebb’s many illusions, and Lily and Jasper were con-
vinced that the light was coming from inside the walls themselves. 
However, these were not normal walls. Instead, they were fantastic 
coral reefs, full of colors, encrusted in shells, sea fans, and anemones. 
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The light on them played in ripples, suggesting warm rays of sunlight 
cast through rolling waves. Caught in the hypnotic effect, Jasper’s an-
noyance with Lily evaporated. He drifted toward the reef, transfixed 
as always by his uncle’s creations.

The bottom two feet of the walls were paneled in dark wood, in-
tricately carved with scenes of swimming seahorses and mercreatures, 
and vast undersea castles half-hidden in forests of leafy kelp. But it 
was the coral walls that enchanted the eye. Tucked among the coral 
crags, brightly colored sea anemones lifted slender tendrils and began 
testing the air, which smelled more and more like the sea with every 
passing second. Pale pink shells, large and small, slowly opened and 
closed. Purple, pink, and yellow sea fans began to twist and sway, as 
though being gently buffeted by slow-moving ocean currents.

Lily crossed the hall and joined Jasper. She cupped her hands on 
his shoulder, leaning her head against his arm. Directly in front of 
them was a strange-looking seahorse, its tail tightly clutching a small 
golden perch embedded in the reef. 

Covered in varying shades of bright red plumage, he couldn’t 
have measured more then ten inches fully stretched out. All along the 
reef were mounted more of the small golden perches, each occupied 
by equally strange-looking creatures, though the rest were more bird-
like—or were they fish? It was hard to tell. Their wings were short 
for wings, and their fins were long for fins. And their mouths, though 
wide like fishes’ mouths, were hard like birds’ beaks. And now, with 
the Tesla generator supplying electricity, they had begun to twitch, 
their heads jerking in little jolts as the airborne electric current pulsed 
through their bodies.

The red seahorse untucked his head. Still quivering, he stretched 
out his stubby wings and began testing them in short, rapid bursts. 

All along the reef wall, birdfish were testing their wings. Some sat 
still, moving only their flamboyant crests up and down; others spread 
their fins wide, like brightly colored sails. The seahorse, whose name 
was Oscar, began opening and closing his eyes in a way that always 
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made Jasper think he was running some kind of internal systems check. 
Presently, Oscar opened his beak and let out a loud burble-squawk.

Lily grinned at him. “Well, hello, Oscar!” Lily had been five when 
she named him. He was the only birdfish to have an official name and 
the only seahorse. Oscar was a favorite. 

With an explosive flapping of wings, Oscar popped upward a foot 
or more before settling down and once again clasping the golden perch 
with his long tail. He shook his head, ruffled his feathers, and opened 
his eyes wide to take stock of his surroundings, eventually settling his 
blinking gaze on Lily and Jasper. This appearance of wise scrutiny 
was completely at odds with his birdbrained nature. And yet. . . .

Lily nudged Jasper. “Oscar knows things,” she whispered. 
And it was true. In fact, of the many electrimals that lived in and 

on the grounds of Uncle Ebb’s mansion, Oscar was one of the very 
few who remembered things from one day to the next.

Suddenly, all the birdfish began flitting and popping above their 
perches, each species making its own strange gurgle-chirp or glub-
whistle. There were at least a dozen different species in all, each 
modeled on what appeared to be a blend of brightly colored tropical 
bird and fish. There were canary-yellow ones, which Lily called flit-
doodles because of how easily they were spooked, and shimmering 
green ones, which Jasper called cloy-twins because of their habit of 
snuggling up together. Some had intricate patterns. Some sported deep 
blues, fuchsias, or oranges. Others were streaked with white or spar-
kling silver over velvet black. 

Oscar gave a sharp cry and launched himself from his perch. Tak-
ing their cue from him, all the other birdfish lifted off and began dart-
ing in, out, and around the coral reef wall, quickly forming into a 
flowing, prismatic flocskool. Oscar cut a frantic path, and they were 
hard-pressed to keep up with him. Occasionally, smaller flocskools 
would split off and surge in different directions before eventually real-
izing their error and racing back to the main skool.

Lily and Jasper exchanged puzzled looks. “How odd,” he said.
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“What’s wrong with them?” said Lily, her smile fading. “They’re 
not quieting down. Why aren’t they quieting down?”

Normally the birdfish would have settled into a slow and majestic 
swim, their little wings beating like hummingbirds’, as they wound 
their way in and out of the coral’s dark crevices, pretending to look 
for food. 

But not today—not if Oscar had anything to say about it, which he 
most certainly did. Poking his head out of the larger holes, he would 
call out shrilly, pausing for a second as though listening, then call 
out again—only much louder. Occasionally, he would stop and hover, 
whipping his head back and forth. This activity positively panicked 
the other birdfish, and they engulfed him in a blur of bright wings as 
they looked about in confusion. Then Oscar was off like a shot, zip-
ping down the reef and disappearing into one of the entryways that led 
into the rooms flanking the hall, leaving the others to flock behind him 
as best they could. 

“I think he’s looking for something,” said Jasper slowly.
“Or someone,” said Lily. “Do you think he could be calling for 

Uncle Ebb?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him so frantic,” replied Jasper. 

“How would Oscar even know how long it’s been since he last saw 
Ebb? Do you suppose he has some kind of internal clock that runs 
when the generator’s off?”

“You mean like a little watch battery that keeps the day and date?” 
asked Lily.

Jasper nodded. “I don’t see why not.”
Oscar’s plumed head popped through a hole in the coral directly 

in front of them, unfurling his crest to its full height. He looked wild-
eyed at each of them before blasting out a gurgle-chirp. As the utter-
ance trailed off, it rose in pitch, as if Oscar were asking a question. 

Now this was something new.
Lily and Jasper shared a brief glance, each wondering if the other 

was thinking the same thing. 
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“Oscar?” said Lily, leaning closer. “What is it?”
Oscar wormed his way through the narrow hole and wound his tail 

about a bit of protruding coral, tucking his stubby wings. He leaned 
toward Lily, staring brightly at her through his jeweled, coral-pink eye 
as his plumed crest slowly furled and unfurled. From the other side 
of the wall, sounds of panicked birdfish erupted, no doubt due to the 
disappearance of their leader. 

As Oscar stared Lily down, the flocskool streamed back into the 
great hall, pouring around doorways and through larger openings in 
the reef. It was as if they were in a race to reach him first. Oscar gave 
the merest nod to Lily and then Jasper and then did a very strange 
thing: he launched himself away from the wall and out into the center 
of the hall. 

Taken by surprise, Jasper jumped back, angling sideways. Not 
even Oscar had ever shown such boldness before. Hadn’t Ebb pro-
grammed the birdfish to keep to the reefs? When it came to crossing a 
room, they always took the circuitous, wall-hugging route. Lily knew 
this very well, having as a young girl made many unsuccessful at-
tempts to tease or trick them away from their walls with treats—or 
threats.

The flocskool crashed together where, just moments before, Oscar 
had perched. Two long-tailed, orange bob-jabs squeezed out of the 
pile-up. They shot out in pursuit of Oscar, exchanging looks of terror, 
as if neither could believe what the other was attempting. The remain-
ing birdfish surged down the hall, taking the long, sensible way around 
to the staircase. 

They resembled a brightly colored, screaming roller coaster—ca-
reening down the hall, rising and dipping. At the end of the hall, while 
squeezing above the double French doors, the flocskool caused a noisy 
traffic jam. Occasionally, birdfish would pop loose and, like salmon 
shooting the rapids, spurt ahead before wriggling back into the rest of 
the flocskool.

Lily and Jasper followed Oscar’s path across the hall to the stair-
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case. The first of the birdfish to arrive were none too happy to find only 
Lily, Jasper, and two alarmed looking bob-jabs. Where was Oscar? 
they seemed to want to know. As the rest of the birdfish gathered, a 
dizzying hysteria built.

A neon-blue grib-peck mounted himself imperiously on the stair 
rail’s towering newel post, which was carved to look like a family of 
merfolk rising through a column of water. As the little blue puff-ball 
glared down at Jasper, its eyes growing ever darker and more baleful, 
it issued a loud glub-whistle of protest or possibly outrage—you could 
never be certain with those grib-pecks; they were always on about 
something. Ears ringing, Jasper winced and pointed up the staircase. 
Two more grib-pecks settled on the newel post, one on a merman’s 
arm, the other on a mermaid’s head, and began mimicking the first.

Jasper covered one ear and pointed up the stairs. “He went up 
there, you birdbrained fish!”

The three grib-pecks stared blankly up the stairs and, clearly un-
impressed, turned back to Jasper, glub-whistling more loudly than be-
fore.

Just then, from the second floor, came the distinct sound of Os-
car’s whistle. Taking flight as one, the birdfish vanished up the stair-
case in a bright mass of swirling, flapping colors.

All was quiet.
Lily and Jasper leaned forward, peering up after them. 
An instant later, a thunderous clack echoed through the great hall. 

Startled, they turned to see their red-faced father gathering up his 
wooden walking stick to smite once more the stone landing of Ebb’s 
great hall.
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A Coin of  the Realm

L ily and Jasper wheeled to face their father. Tay Winter stood in 
the open doorway, framed by the bright light of the outdoors. His 

face was flushed, as though he had run the last portion across the egg.
“I thought I told you to wait for us,” he said indignantly.
Jasper felt a sudden stab of guilt and failure, whereas Lily, won-

dering what might happen next, felt a dark thrill. Neither of them, 
though, wasted any time before pointing fingers and blurting out ac-
cusations.

“She went inside! She turned them on!”
Lily’s mouth and eyes opened wide. She looked, very much to her 

credit, genuinely shocked. “You were the one who opened the door!” 
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she said pointedly.
Now it was Jasper’s turn to look shocked—although unlike Lily, 

he was. Stung by the sudden and unexpected shard of truth, he winced. 
There was no denying it: he had awakened Rinnjinn; he had unlocked 
the doors.

“But—” began Jasper, “but—you were the one who went in!” he 
retorted hotly. “And you turned on the birdfish!”

Lily met her father’s gaze fearlessly. “Daddy,” she pleaded, sound-
ing very earnest, “we waited until Bruford was in plain sight. And we 
never left the great hall. We didn’t so much as look into another room.”

“It’s true,” said Jasper, taking up the case just as their mother 
walked onto the landing.

Jasper froze, cursing his timing, and wondered if Lily had some-
how planned that.

Lily couldn’t read the look on her mother’s face. Her brother 
Ebb’s long absence was making her moods unpredictable. It had been 
nearly a month now—a very long time for Ebb to be away and unac-
counted for.

Tay cast his eyes down and sighed. Lily knew her father couldn’t 
stay angry for long, a trait she exploited often and with great abandon. 
And had there been any real harm? All they did was open the door and 
step inside! They had waited, after all, until they saw Bruford.

Still, he’d told them not to enter the house. 
Lily watched her father wrestling with what to do. Jasper, unable 

to meet his mother’s glare, hung his head, heat rushing to his cheeks. 
Their mother began to speak, but Tay put a restraining hand on her 
forearm. “Linnea,” he said mildly. Lily suddenly realized she hadn’t 
properly reckoned on what her mother might say.

But before she could say anything, Oscar’s loud whistle broke 
the silence. He barrel-rolled down the staircase, a streak of fuchsia, 
the entire flocskool of birdfish glued to his tail. They made a terrible 
racket, swarming Tay and Linnea, who instinctively raised their hands 
in defense. But the birdfish meant no harm, and after Oscar led them in 



CHAPTER TWO

25

a half-dozen tight turns around the Winters, he peeled off, disappear-
ing with the flocskool up the staircase.

“What was that about?” cried Linnea in alarm, still waving one 
arm at nothing in particular.

The whistle sounded a second time and down came Oscar as 
before, again with his whole flock, encircling the confused parents, 
swirling around and between them in tight figure eights, only to vanish 
back up the stairwell.

Tay, holding a protective hand near his head, pointed to the bridge 
telegraph. “Jasper,” he bellowed, “turn that thing off!”

Instantly, Oscar and his flocskool came down once more. This 
time they descended like a soft, silent rain, landing and perching as 
still as statues on whatever object came first to talon. In the silence, 
Oscar slanted his eyes back and forth between the children and their 
parents. He looked positively chastened.

The entire family gazed at the frozen birdfish. Lily’s mother shook 
her head.

“Crazy little things,” she muttered.
Lily’s father gave them a long look, sighed, and then hooked his 

cap on one of the nearby pegs. He tossed his walking stick a bit too 
forcefully into a bin filled with umbrellas and walking sticks.

“Jasper, Lily,” he said, looking distracted. “Your mother and I will 
need some time alone in Uncle Ebb’s study. You may putter about as 
you wish.” He hooked his wife’s arm in his own, and they descended 
the stairs without another word, disappearing through the first door-
way on their right.

Lily turned to her brother. “Mom is worried.”
Jasper nodded, then held up a hand to shush Lily. Their mother 

was speaking.
“You don’t really think they’re involved, do you, Tay?” she said, 

her voice fading.
“It’s always been a possibility,” said their father. “They’ve been 

nothing but trouble since the day they were born.”
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“But surely they—” and the rest trailed off too softly for Lily and 
Jasper to understand.

Lily frowned, her lip sticking out slightly. “You don’t think . . . 
you don’t think they could mean us, do you?” she said uncertainly.

But before Jasper could answer, Oscar let out an ear-piercing bur-
ble-squawk and launched himself directly at them, the flocskool in 
tow. They rounded Jasper sharply and then twisted around Lily, quick-
ly forming into a fast-moving figure eight of fluttery bright colors. 

They were traveling so fast and so close that Lily was afraid to 
move. At last, her arms pinned to her sides, she began to laugh.

“The feathers!” she giggled. “They tickle!”
“I’m afraid to move my arms!” yelled Jasper.
“I know! Me too!”
Then Oscar broke free and flitted up the stairs, lighting on the old 

grandfather clock that towered on the landing. The flocskool followed 
him noisily, settling all over the clock and the coral reef behind it. The 
birdfish were loud, but Lily and Jasper could still make out Oscar’s 
plaintive whistling over the din.

“Lily—” said Jasper, his eyes growing wide. “Oscar knows some-
thing . . . and he’s trying to tell us what it is.”

Jasper raced up the stairs two at a time, Lily right on his heels, and 
with every step, the coral walls brightened. Light purled across their 
surface as if it were shining through only a few feet of water.

The second floor ran perpendicular to the great hall for the full 
length of the mansion’s long wings; the corridors vanishing in each 
direction were called the North Hall and South Hall. As Jasper peered 
down the twin halls, an uneasy feeling crept over him, like he was be-
ing watched. But there wasn’t an electrimal in sight.

Suddenly he was engulfed by a colorful tornado of wings de-
scending from the third floor. Jasper twisted around, trying to spot 
Oscar. That’s when he saw it—or thought he saw it. About twenty feet 
up North Hall, just for a second, something—or someone—ducked 
through an open doorway and out of sight.



CHAPTER TWO

27

“Uncle Ebb?” yelled Jasper. There was no reply.
A moment later Lily stepped into the swirling flocskool, now thin-

ning rapidly as the birdfish diverted down South Hall. 
Lily eyed her brother, still staring at the doorway where he thought 

he had seen something.
“What is it?” asked Lily. “Did you see him? Did you see Ebb?”
“I don’t know—I saw something. It could have been—but Uncle 

would have answered, right?”
“You probably saw Finder,” offered Lily, as she stared down the 

hall at the departing birdfish. “He never answers when he’s on a job 
for Mr. Phixit,” she said quickly, grabbing Jasper by the elbow and 
giving him a hard tug. “Come on, they’re getting away!”

The second floor of Uncle Ebb’s home was like a museum, albeit 
one with glowing coral reefs for walls. Tall glass curio cabinets stood 
every few feet, and piled between them was just about anything you 
could imagine: busts, telescopes, sculptures, shields, saddles, whole 
looms still threaded and in working order, piles of books, barnacled 
anchors, and fully garbed mannequins, some in splendid gowns or 
cloaks, some in full suits of armor.

Between the cabinets, the reef walls were covered with dozens of 
small shelves, pictures, and brass hooks. From the hooks hung dag-
gers, short swords, and belts.

Ebb’s paintings peppered the walls. Portraits of merfolk mounted 
on seahorse dragons; hammer-wielding giants striking anvils before 
glowing forges; groomed Rinn, sphinx-like on their thrones; lavish 
interiors; castles; pitched battles; glowing horizons immense with 
overlapping moons—all were well known to Lily and Jasper through 
the forbidden bedtime tales. Long had they studied these paintings, 
matching snippets of tales and pieces of maps, searching for new clues 
or insights into the twists and turns of Uncle Ebb’s ingenious mind. It 
was a long-played game, one they still played today, but there was no 
time for that now.

The birdfish doubled back and fluttered about, brushing against 
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their arms and cheeks and using Jasper and Lily’s bodies like moving 
islands to crisscross the hall. 

Oscar darted out a doorway, whistled loudly, and ducked back in. 
The birdfish took off after him, and Lily and Jasper sprinted to catch 
up. The room they entered was large enough that the birdfish returned 
to their habit of hugging the walls on both sides, dipping around the 
furniture and picture frames as they spread out, their servos and mo-
tors silent. Lily and Jasper slowed to a walk.

They passed through several rooms in this fashion, the flock re-
joining and splitting at each new doorway. When there was more than 
one doorway, Jasper and Lily would wait mid-room until it became 
apparent which way Oscar was taking them.

The journey ended in a darkly paneled room. The birdfish circled 
aimlessly before becoming strangely calm and alighting wherever 
they could find purchase. Dust motes hung in the air. And though it 
was one of the chief jobs of the birdfish to collect and transport dust to 
the dustbins, they simply perched and stared.

Directly opposite the entrance was an enormous nine-sided win-
dow. Through it shone the distorted crown of an immense tree. Liquid, 
golden, it glowed like the surface of a great sphere. Two long-tailed 
orange bob-jabs clung precariously to a grille in the middle of the win-
dow, their long tail feathers pressed like fans against the wavy glass.

Jasper compared their position to his woefully incomplete mental 
map of the mansion. He knew exactly where they were now: just under 
the eaves of the mansion’s second story. Oscar had delivered them into 
one of Uncle Ebb’s personal rooms. Jasper jumped back nervously.

“Lily! We’re not allowed to be in—”
“Hush,” whispered Lily, stepping further into the room. “They 

brought us here for a reason.”
On either side of the door, rows of brass hooks held cloaks, coats, 

and jackets. Half the floor was taken up by two large, haphazard piles 
of clothes, many of which needed laundering. Shallow shelves over-
flowed with hurriedly piled hats, ties, belts, keychains, wallets, gloves, 
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and every other accessory you could imagine. 
Lily picked up a glove from a nearby shelf. “Odd place for a 

cloakroom.”
Jasper stood in the doorway, holding fast to the doorjambs as if 

afraid of being sucked into the room.
“Lily!” he hissed, “Dad will have a fit if he catches us here.”
Lily continued to glance about, looking for Oscar. “We’ll just be 

a minute. Calm yourself.” She beckoned to Jasper, tossing her blonde 
hair. “Come on in. Even the birdfish don’t seem to mind it—and there’s 
not a speck of coral reef in sight.” Lily smiled in that strange way that 
Jasper always thought made her seem so much older. She seemed to 
save it for very disturbing times . . . like now.

Jasper looked at the birdfish dotting the walls; what Lily had said 
was true. “They must be malfunctioning. They’ve strayed too far from 
the generator or something.”

“That’s ridiculous. They’re fine. The reason is obvious,” said Lily, 
laying the glove back down and picking up a red velvet ring box. Pry-
ing it open, she frowned at its emptiness.

“Obvious?” said Jasper, sounding put out. “Obvious how?”
Lily smiled, put the box back where she’d found it, and picked up 

another. This one was covered in green velvet. “They do it,” said Lily 
imperiously, “because Uncle has programmed them to do it. Simple 
as that.”

The green box had three trees embossed in gold on the lid. When 
Lily opened this one, she gasped. Inside was a ring, set with a large 
round piece of polished bone wreathed by tiny golden wings.

“Lily!” Jasper took a step into the room and snatched the box from 
Lily’s hand, closing it and returning it to the shelf. “These are his pri-
vate things. We’re not . . . to . . .” 

A glint from something in the umbrella stand caught Jasper’s eye. 
He pushed aside the walking sticks, frilly parasols, and dark umbrel-
las, revealing the hilts and scabbards of several swords. He fished out 
a jewel-encrusted one and gave the hilt a yank, partially freeing the 
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blade. It was bright silver, with a long line of runes engraved down its 
center. The light from the window caught the blade oddly, making it 
difficult for Jasper to focus. At the grip jutted two cross-guards, each 
studded with a moon, one full, the other crescent. When Jasper subtly 
pronated his wrist, the moons shone iridescent, like mother-of-pearl.

Oscar burble-squawked, and instinctively Jasper dropped the 
blade and scabbard back into the umbrella stand. The scabbard hit the 
bottom of the metal container with a hollow bang, and the blade re-
sheathed itself, hidden once again among the swords, walking sticks, 
and umbrellas.

“Oscar!” exclaimed Lily, holding a hand to her heart. “Was that 
really necessary?”

Oscar dove between them, spread his wings, and glided to a row 
of coats hanging on the wall. He looped his tail around a big brass 
hook shaped like a praying mantis. With an impressive tug of his beak, 
he deposited one of the coats unceremoniously onto the floor.

Lily knelt down to pick up the coat. “Really, Oscar? Seriously? 
This place is messy enough without you—” This time Oscar dropped 
an outsized topcoat on Lily’s head. “Hey!” Lily batted at the coat. 
Oscar added a gray wool hunting cloak, a black dress cape, and a 
houndstooth waistcoat. “Help!”

Jasper bent over to help, and Oscar cut loose a heavy cavalry-
man’s greatcoat. It looked like something from the Napoleonic Wars. 
The sudden weight unbalanced him, and he toppled onto Lily.

Oscar emptied half the rack before they could untangle them-
selves. Jasper was the first to free himself and see it.

“Oh, no!”
“What is it?” asked Lily, her voice muffled from the pile of coats.
Jasper jumped up and began replacing the coats as fast as he could. 

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”
But Oscar kept unhooking the coats as fast as Jasper could replace 

them. With a mighty heave, Lily popped free of the pile and spotted it.
“Jasper! We have to solve it!”
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Oscar let out a low whistle and nodded his head.
“No we don’t,” said Jasper, replacing the black dress cape, which 

Oscar promptly unhooked and let fall to the floor. “We have to get out 
of here. We’re in Uncle’s private quarters! What if we get caught?”

“No, Jasper. This is why Oscar brought us here. First he tried to 
tell Mom and Dad, but they didn’t understand. Now he’s telling us.”

Jasper dropped the cavalryman’s greatcoat and turned to face the 
wall. Carved deeply into the wood was one of Uncle Ebb’s bestiary 
puzzles. This was the seventh they’d encountered. Each of the previ-
ous ones had unlocked a secret: a drawer full of candies, a shortcut 
to another room or the outside, a secret playroom filled with stuffed 
animals. One puzzle led to a maze they still hadn’t solved.

Anyone could look at the carvings and admire the artist’s handi-
work. But if you knew a little Moon Realm lore, and you knew the 
basic structure, you could solve the puzzle. All the principal denizens 
of the Moon Realm were represented—all but one. The missing one 
left you the clues you’d need to solve the puzzle.

“I see Rinn,” Lily said, pointing to one of the enormous cat-like 
creatures, who lay on his back, belly-fur exposed, laughing ridicu-
lously.

They both held out a finger, an unconscious gesture unchanged 
from childhood.

“That accounts for Barreth,” said Jasper. “One moon down. Hey, 
aren’t those Tinkers tickling the Rinn’s belly?”

“Those little guys, yeah.” Two fingers. “Can you imagine a real 
Rinn putting up with that?”

Lily and Jasper looked at each other.
“They’d eat ‘em,” they said in unison.
“Well, that takes care of the Secret moon,” said Lily. “Look here. 

Where is this long coil headed? It looks like part of a dragon, and what 
are those two people doing along the edge?”

Jasper pushed aside a coat. “Um . . . giving a dragon a manicure?”
“‘Three hearts bejewel the crown,’” said Lily, quoting from Ebb’s 
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poem. “So that accounts for Dain. Three moons down.”
Three fingers.
“This foot is obviously connected to a giant, although it’s silly 

big.”
“And I see plenty of birds. That accounts for Min Tar and Taw.” 

Fourth and fifth fingers. “Hold on. I don’t see any merfolk,” said Lily. 
“Not a one.”

Jasper removed the last of the coats at the edges of the panel. 
“You’re right.” Lily and Jasper moved closer, examining every inch. 
“Well then, that’s our clue. So what have they left behind?”

“The emery board that woman is using on the dragon’s nails is a 
starfish,” Lily blurted.

“Good one,” said Jasper.
They stared longer. “As puzzles go, this one is just absurd. There’s 

no narrative.”
“It’s like a nursery rhyme,” Lily agreed. “Maybe the starfish is the 

only clue.”
“No. Good things come in groups of threes,” he said.
“‘And better things come in three groups of threes,’” said Lily, re-

peating one of Ebb’s sayings. “There! On the Rinn’s tongue. A pearl.”
“You sure? Could be a piercing.” Jasper nudged Lily with his el-

bow.
“On a Rinn? Not likely, idiot. That’s two. But where’s the third?”
With a sudden burst of his wings, Oscar dropped down and landed 

on Jasper’s bicep, where his purchase was precarious at best. Jasper 
raised his arm, and Oscar inched his way down until he was pecking 
forcefully at Jasper’s index finger.

“He wants you to point,” said Lily.
Oscar’s crest rose and fell, and he made a low whistle that sound-

ed very impatient.
“That’ll be enough from you, my little friend,” said Jasper. “And 

staring at me like that isn’t going to help one bit.”
Jasper pointed his finger and Oscar nipped the knuckle of Jasper’s 



CHAPTER TWO

33

thumb.
“I think he wants you to go in that dir—”
“And that’ll be enough out of you, too.” Jasper moved his hand to 

the right. Oscar held out his wings.
“I think he wants you to—”
“Shut it.” Jasper raised his finger until he was pointing to a group 

of trails meeting in the far background of the scenery.
“Trails,” stated Lily. “Paths. Roads. I don’t get it. How does that 

fit with an ocean-covered moon?” asked Lily.
“The shape! They form a trident!” said Jasper. As he spoke, he 

pressed all three of the clues at once, using an elbow to reach the star-
fish. A loud creak sounded in the opposite corner of the room.

Behind them, a floor-to-ceiling gap opened where the walls met. 
Lily approached slowly and gave the walls a push, revealing a 

darkened passageway. She stepped back and gave her brother a quick 
smile. “After you, oh ninja master.”

Jasper deposited Oscar on a pair of red leather dress gloves and 
gave Lily a cordial nod. “To the brave go the spoils,” he said, striding 
past her into the darkness.

Lily’s face fell. “Wait . . . spoils? What spoils?” She darted after 
her brother so fast she bumped into his back. Shuffling from side to 
side, she tried to find enough room to squeeze past him, but the pas-
sage was too narrow.

“What do you see?” she said, making little jumps to try and see 
over his shoulder. “Is that light? Tell me what you see.”

Within ten feet, the passage opened into a long, narrow room that 
ran under the eaves. An inch-wide skylight ran the length of the room, 
and underneath rested nine enormous glass globes. Each one sat on a 
squat bronze base atop a low pedestal.

“They’re terrariums,” said Jasper, tapping the closest one.
Lily bent down low. “Look, there’s writing,” she said. Foreign 

scripts, each strikingly different from the next, were etched into the 
bases.
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Jasper studied the writing. He paused before the only globe com-
pletely filled with liquid. “I’ve seen this one, in one of the paintings.”

“The one of the merfolk library?”
“Yes!”
Lily started. Something had moved in the globe. The narrow band 

of light from the ceiling created a veil within the globe. In its center 
was a colorful lump of living coral, crags swirling with the frenetic 
movement of minute crustaceans and slowly undulating anemones.

Jasper pushed his forehead against the glass and cupped his hands 
around his eyes. “They’re alive. Unless . . . you don’t think they could 
be electrimals, do you? I mean . . . they’re so small.”

“Never underestimate the ingenuity of Mr. Phixit,” said Lily, re-
peating one of Ebb’s mantras.

Jasper smiled. “I suppose—”
Lily gasped and ran to the far side of the room. “Jasper! Come 

look!”
In the far corner, covered in dust, stood an old dress mannequin 

made of yellowed canvas, empty of clothes. Draped around its neck 
was a necklace with an elaborate pendant.

Jasper’s mouth dropped open. “Ebb’s necklace!”
Lily and Jasper had seen it many times, always around Uncle 

Ebb’s neck, but they had never seen what dangled from it. That had 
always remained hidden, no more than a lump under his clothing.

Lily delicately fingered the necklace’s thick chain.
“Why is it here?” asked Jasper.
Lily lifted it off the mannequin’s shoulders and examined it in the 

light. The pendant was made of an outer ring and an inner disk. Con-
necting the two were a dozen thin tines, evenly spaced like the spokes 
of a wheel or the hours on a clock. 

“What’s that? In the center?”
Lily flipped over the pendant, examining both sides as best she 

could in the thin veil of light. The tines grasped only the very edge of 
the coin, allowing both sides to be easily viewed. 



CHAPTER TWO

35

“I think it’s a coin, a gold coin.”
Lily fitted the pendant into the palm of her hand. There was a fob 

on the outer ring, perfectly placed for her thumb to open or close it. 
Mounted on either side of the outer ring was a crab-claw-shaped set of 
pincers made to clamp down on the coin front and back.

“Why would it need these pincers?” Lily said. “When it’s already 
held in place by these tines?”

“Don’t fool with it,” warned Jasper.
Opposite the fob was a long, curved lever, shaped to look as 

though it were part of the outer ring of the pendant itself. It had a neat 
little catch, such as you might find on a bracelet to keep it from open-
ing by accident.

Without thinking, Lily undid the little catch and pulled the lever. 
It swung open easily, and the tines retracted into the outer ring with a 
neat click. Now the pincers alone were holding the coin in place.

“What are you doing?” hissed Jasper.
Lily swung the lever back, and the silver tines shot back out of the 

outer ring and re-clasped the coin, much to Jasper’s relief.
“Why is Ebb without his necklace?” mused Lily. 
Jasper shrugged.
His sister’s eyes brightened. “Let’s take it home!”
Jasper took half a step backward, his palms upraised before him. 

“No way! Lily, Mom and Dad will want to see that.”
Lily pressed the necklace tight against her chest. “Oh, come on. 

Just for a few days. Please? We can show it to them later. We can give 
it to them—tomorrow!”

“I—no—” Jasper hesitated, “Dad will want to see it. I’m sure of 
it. It might be important.”

Lily knew he was right. Still . . . Mom or Dad would take it.
“What if I just drew it? Please? Let me draw it! I’ll do it in one 

night. We can give it to them in the morning—first thing! Please?”
“You’ll show it to them in the morning?” asked Jasper, dubious. 

His sister nodded fervently. “First thing?”
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“Promise! Real promise!” Lily began carefully coiling the neck-
lace.

“I . . . I don’t know, Lily.”
“Just one night.” She stuffed it into her jacket pocket. “Uncle 

Ebb’s been gone for so very, very long. What difference could one 
night make?”

“Just one night?” Jasper relented.
Lily smiled. “Just one.” Then she pointed to the nearest globe. 

“So, what do you make of these?”
“I was thinking . . . there are nine of them,” said Jasper. 
“Nine moons make a realm,” Lily whispered.
“Exactly.” Jasper grinned and tapped the glass of the center globe. 

“‘Pearl of Dik Dek in oceans deep.’”
“‘Mer-made all for the taking,’” said Lily, completing the line.
“Dik Dek is all ocean!” said Jasper.
Jasper and Lily peered at the script. There were two short words 

that might have been Dik Dek at the very top, with smaller writing 
below.

“We should search all the paintings for more script,” said Lily, 
“see what tales they’re connected to. It might give us a clue.” 

“I agree, but why would Ebb make these terrariums?” Jasper won-
dered aloud. “And why would he hide them away like this?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think terrarium is the best word for 
them.”

Jasper gave Lily a quizzical look. 
“What then?”
“They’re for moons. How about . . . lunariums?”
“Lunariums!” laughed Jasper. “That’s perfect. That’s exactly what 

they are.”
They peered through all the lunariums, looking for any kind of 

clue but finding none. Eventually, Jasper rose. “Mom and Dad won’t 
be busy forever. And we still need to visit Mr. Phixit.”

“You more than me,” said Lily, smirking at her brother’s anxious 
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face.
Jasper took a deep breath. “Do you think he’s fixed it?”
“He better have, or Dad’s going to kill you.”
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Mr. Phixit

Uncle Ebb’s workshop, which occupied the entire third floor, was 
a giant windowless room filled with aisles of parts, cannibal-

ized and half-finished inventions, and junk—lots and lots of junk. The 
staircase emptied right into the middle of it. The walls gave off a dark 
blue light, as though these reefs were deep under the sea. The electri-
mals that lived here were also different: large-mouthed, bulbous-eyed, 
with long dangling spines. They moved slowly, gliding along the walls 
like miniature deep-sea dirigibles.

Mr. Phixit sat directly in front of the landing. He consisted of 
two arms mounted to the sides of what looked like a tall dresser with 
exactly ninety-nine drawers. A sizable worktable was attached to the 
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front of the dresser, and Mr. Phixit could raise and lower it to reach 
all his drawers. The worktable was ringed by all manner of tools that 
Mr. Phixit could easily grasp and use. At one time or another, Lily had 
looked through most of the drawers, which held nuts and bolts, wire, 
solder, batteries, screwdrivers, wrenches, and many other items for 
which she had no name.

On the corner of the worktable was an old, beaten-up keyboard 
with a tiny black-and-white video screen. By default, Mr. Phixit kept 
his table in a lowered position, so that a person standing in front of 
him could easily use the keyboard and read the tiny screen.

Jasper tapped the keyboard’s space bar, and it fell off, clattering 
to the floor.

Lines of text rapidly scrolled across the video screen, stopping to 
display Job 247ab6 in progress and Parts Needed, followed by a long 
list of odd parts. The message Parts Missing blinked at them.

In the center of the worktable sat Job 247ab6.
“What do you suppose it is?” asked Lily.
Jasper reattached the space bar to Mr. Phixit’s keyboard and began 

rummaging through several low-rimmed boxes labeled Fixable, Un-
fixable, and Finished.

“I can assure you I have no idea.”
Jasper fished something shiny out of the Finished box.
“Yes! Dad’s pocket watch!” he yelled, pumping a fist high into 

the air.
Lily laughed. “You’re lucky he hasn’t noticed it missing.”
“It was an accident!” said Jasper, his face turning a deep shade of 

red.
Lily emptied the contents of her pockets onto the edge of the 

worktable. Cupping her hands, she pushed the little pile next to Job 
247ab6 and typed Parts arrival for Job 247ab6. The space bar fell off 
again, along with the letters R and J.

Little spotlights on Mr. Phixit’s two arms winked to life. His arms 
swung down noisily, and four tiny video cameras, mounted in pairs on 
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each arm, scanned the worktable and the items from Lily’s pockets. 
He poked and prodded the pile with his thin metal fingers. One by 
one, the items under the heading Parts Needed vanished from the tiny 
video screen. A second after the last item winked off the screen, Mr. 
Phixit began opening and closing drawers, pulling out various objects, 
and laying them on the worktable. He rearranged the items Lily had 
brought and set to work on the strange object that was Job 247ab6. 

“Poor Mr. Phixit. It would be so much easier if we could just talk 
to him.”

Jasper raised his eyebrows. “I wouldn’t hold your breath on that 
one, Lil.”

Lily picked up the space bar and carefully tapped it into place, fol-
lowed by the letters R and J. That done, she gingerly typed: “New Job: 
replace keyboard with upgrade.”

Jasper laughed. “That ought to confuse him.”
Lily tenderly patted one of Mr. Phixit’s arms. “Shut up, Jasper. Mr. 

Phixit has been very good to us. It’s only fair that we try and take care 
of him every once in a while.”

Jasper shrugged. “Okay, but you’re paying for the new keyboard 
out of your pocket. I don’t see why you don’t just tell him to glue his 
keys back on better.”

“I’ll get whatever parts he wants. As long as they don’t cost too 
much,” she added, sounding unsure.

They both knew that Mr. Phixit wouldn’t look at the keyboard job 
until he’d finished as much of Job 247ab6 as he could, given the parts 
he currently had on hand. Once he’d reached a roadblock, or finished, 
he’d get started on whatever was next on his internal docket.

“He might not even want a new keyboard. He’ll just tell us what 
he needs . . . and we’ll get it for him. Just like always.”

“All right,” said Jasper, glancing at his dad’s watch. “We better 
check in with Mom and Dad.”

Seemingly oblivious, Mr. Phixit continued his work as Lily and 
Jasper descended the stairwell, headed for the study off the great hall.
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Their parents’ mood was unchanged.
“Get into trouble, you two?” asked their father. Jasper was sure 

Tay knew they’d been up to no good, if not what they were up to in 
particular. Lily, however, could tell that her father was fishing, and 
before Jasper could stammer an answer, she stepped in.

“We didn’t break anything, if that’s what you mean.” She gave her 
father a playful nudge as she walked out the door.

On the walk home, Lily couldn’t stop thinking about drawing the 
necklace. After almost a mile of silence, Linnea draped her arm over 
Lily’s shoulder and squeezed. “How’s your work for the website com-
ing along?” she asked.

Lily pulled her eyes away from her brother. “The web designers 
keep trying to jazz it up, and I keep telling them it should look as much 
like the print catalog as possible.”

“Well, maybe it’s time for Treling to move into the modern era,” 
said Linnea. Lily and Tay rolled their eyes.

“But the fonts and layout are already super-hip-archaic old-
school.”

“What about the sketches?” asked Linnea.
“The old artwork is fine!”
“Yours are better. I want to see finished product by the end of the 

week.” 
“So,” began Jasper, “this summer . . . do I get to work on the big-

ger equipment and work in the Wa—”
“No!” interrupted both parents at the same moment.
Treling was a substantial tree farm with orderly nursery rows and 

greenhouses, but on its northern border lay a great expanse of forest 
known simply as The Wald. Jasper and Lily never worked within The 
Wald, where the big trees grew. The rill, a meandering and unpredict-
able stream, separated farm from forest. The only easy way in or out 
was the old stone bridge next to Gwen and Myrddin’s small cabin, a 
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spirited walk north from Stonewood, the farmhouse where Lily and 
Jasper lived.

“But with the website coming online, we’ll be busier than ever be-
fore. And with Ebb not—” Linnea shot Jasper a hard look. He changed 
his approach. “Gwen and Myrddin are old. How can the four of you 
expect to run Treling without more help from us?”

“Ebb will be back,” said Linnea. “Until then, I’ll teach you more 
about how the machinery works.”

“But I already know how it works. And I have some ideas for im-
provements. If I spent more time with Mr. Phixit, I could make some 
smaller-scale prototypes to test—”

“Mr. Phixit has enough to do without you making up tasks for 
him,” said Tay.

“Like what?”
Giving Jasper a knowing look, Tay tapped his wrist and patted his 

pocket.
The rest of the walk proceeded in silence, all the way to the kitch-

en door, the highest-traffic spot in any farmhouse.
Stonewood wasn’t on the National Register of Historic Places in 

Pennsylvania, and it wasn’t the first house built on the property—that 
honor went to Gwen and Myrddin’s cabin. Nor was it the largest house, 
which was Ebb’s mansion, but it was an old farmhouse, built at a time 
when settlers hewed wood in much the same way as ancient Egyptians 
carved stone. Part of the home had once been an attached barn, a fea-
ture that in seventeenth-century Pennsylvania allowed for easier care 
of the livestock during hard winters. But the old barn, which included 
a stone foundation and huge, exposed wooden beams overhead, had 
long ago been converted to living space for the family.

After dinner there were dishes to wash, followed by make-up 
homework that Lily hoped would boost her borderline grade in alge-
bra. And then there was Treling’s website. Lily’s mother had given her 
the job of overseeing its design, but not the power to make the final 
decisions. Where Lily wanted flipping pages, the original woodblock 
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artwork, and all the original handset fonts, Linnea wanted something 
. . . different. But what that different was, Lily had yet to decipher or 
concede to.

Lily trudged up to her room, sat down at her desk, and called her 
friend Isla Gorpmarch. Isla had been Lily’s best friend since kinder-
garten, and she was brilliant. Lily wanted to run some ideas past her. 
But Isla didn’t answer. Lily waited until the beep, held the phone in 
both hands in front of her face, and screamed as if she were being mur-
dered. She shrieked, “Website! Website! It’s killing me!”

Lily tossed the phone onto the litter that was her desk. She picked 
up her current sketchbook and hesitated. She slid her hand into her 
pocket, letting her fingers tangle in the cool metal links of Uncle Ebb’s 
necklace. But the necklace would have to wait.

She opened to the sketchbook’s first page. She had drawn Stone-
wood at an angle to show off the old barn. Above the house was a large 
rectangle around the words: Treling Tree Nursery. Under that it said: 
Est. 1701.

Below the house, she had written in a flowing hand:

Treling (pronounced “trelling“) is proud to present its 
304th catalog. Inside you will find an extensive line of 
shrubs, plants, and flowers, all renowned for their extreme 
hardiness. In addition, Treling offers a full selection of 
mature trees: trees to be delivered and planted on time, 
as specified, and always at the price originally quoted. 
If called upon, we at Treling can—in a single night—
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transform a flat, barren field, where previously the largest 
structure had been an impoverished ant colony, into a 
park of towering majestic trees, complete with birds. Hardy 
trees. Trees to last many lifetimes.

Lily’s eyes drifted to her phone. No Isla to save her this night. Re-
signed, Lily picked up a pencil and turned to her sketches for the web-
site’s index page, where a person could browse by tree or shrub size, 
by color, or by season. Even if she did manage to please her mother, 
there was nothing she could add that would make her father like it. 
The passage of time had little to no effect on his tastes.

Flipping back to the first page, she added more details and shad-
ing to the house. She spent about an hour crafting a spiderweb on the 
porch railing that no one would ever notice. But that was okay: she 
would know it was there.

At the earliest respectable hour, Lily went downstairs to find her 
parents and say good night. Returning to her room, she locked the 
door.

Once back in her chair, she placed the necklace on a stack of 
books, then turned on a small lamp and tilted it very low. From a box 
on a shelf she withdrew a pad of her best paper, then sharpened six 
pencils to varying degrees of sharpness. Starting in the upper right 
corner of the pad, she drew a sampling of links from the necklace. 
Below it, she outlined a square and inside drew two links very large 
to capture the micro fish-scale pattern that adorned each one. Once 
that was done, she sketched in the rest of the chain without much de-
tail until she got to where it attached to the pendant. She flipped to a 
new page and sketched the outer ring, copying the smallest details that 
wound and tangled on its surface, mostly plant and sea animal motifs.
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The coin had been minted with daring precision and bore even 
more detail than the outer ring that held it. Twice Lily added more 
books to the pile to move the coin closer to her eye. Tilting the top 
book helped some with glare, but the coin tended to slip off at un-
expected moments. In the end, she wound the chain around her left 
forearm from elbow to wrist and held the coin nearly to her face as she 
sketched every detail she could make out. Lily was used to sketching 
small details of plants, leaves, and seeds; she was well-practiced, fast, 
and precise. Still, there was an impossible amount of detail impressed 
upon every surface of the necklace, pendant, and coin.

The rim of the coin was covered with an intricate vine and leaf 
motif, reminiscent of Celtic patterns, but it was not a design she rec-
ognized. Then came an inner ring of evenly spaced circles, each with 
a corresponding symbol. Holding the coin at just the right angle re-
vealed the shapes of continents and oceans. Lily picked up the magni-
fying glass she used for plant specimens.

They were worlds, and there was enough detail in them to fill a 
separate page for each. Far too much detail to draw in one night. Lily 
knew she would have to make choices. She put down the magnifying 
glass and sketched only the barest details of each individual world’s 
geography.

If the symbols were letters, they were in a language Lily didn’t 
know. And yet, as she drew them, as she concentrated on them, they 
began to look familiar. There were ten little worlds, all the same size, 
and the crab-claw pincers pinched right down on top of one of them, 
making it impossible for Lily to see its surface.

The very center of the coin showed a fruit, something like a pear, 
which took her no time to draw. The back of the coin was completely 
filled with the silhouette of a tree. Around it was a wide circular walk 
on which stood nine thick pillars, evenly spaced, and between the pil-
lars stood people who looked so tall and rigid that they might have 
been statues.

Lily tripped the fob with her thumb and the pincers popped open. 
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She pondered again why Uncle Ebb would need both the pincers and 
the tines to hold the coin in place within the pendant. Did the pincers 
double as a pointer?

Then Lily noticed something odd. The little worlds on the coin 
were changing to a silver white. Lily sat upright and pushed the lamp 
away. The circles were giving off their own soft light. 

Using her pencil’s eraser, Lily tentatively touched one of the 
glowing circles. Something moved. Lily drew away the pencil and 
examined the coin closely. The pattern of vine and leaf were the same, 
as was the piece of fruit in the center. But now the inner ring of little 
worlds was slightly off center. A quick comparison to her drawing con-
vinced Lily that the entire ring had moved, just a tiny bit, clockwise. 
Lily put down the pencil, and with her index finger, she slowly spun 
the inner ring around. As each little world passed under the pincer—or 
pointer—a tiny click sounded. She turned it several times around, then 
flipped the fob closed with her thumb. Immediately, the little lights 
winked out, the surface of the coin once again gold. With the pincers 
back in place, Lily tried to spin the inner ring, but it held fast.

Well, she thought, mystery solved.
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To Barreth

The lamp on Lily’s desk flickered twice before plunging her room 
into darkness. A sound like ocean waves rushed around her, and 

she sensed herself being buoyed upwards. She filled her lungs to 
scream, but before she could take a full breath, she felt herself torn 
from her room like a small piece of paper whisked away in a storm. 
The air felt thick, like water, and she was afraid to breathe. She tum-
bled over and over with increasing speed, rocketing faster than she 
could have imagined.

How many minutes passed this way Lily could not guess. Time 
and again she tried to right herself against the currents and regain 
some control. She was just beginning to think she was having some ef-
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fect on her spinning—by pulling in her arms and legs—when it ended 
as abruptly as it had started. She tumbled and bounced on what felt 
like soft earth, taking a hard kick to the chest. Her own knees, maybe? 

Lily rolled onto her stomach, dizzy and unable to breathe. Her 
fingers found earth and dug in. She tried to fill her lungs, but they 
would not cooperate. When she finally did inhale, the air was smoky 
and acrid, irritating her throat.

Slowly, the world around Lily revealed itself. There were sounds: 
something like birds, and something far off—something low, hoarse, 
and rumbling. Lily rubbed her eyes, but they refused to clear. She tried 
to sit up, but the woozy feeling churned into something worse and 
forced her to fall back again.

As she concentrated on her breathing, the coughing fits settled. 
The light grew brighter, and the scene gained shape and focus. She 
was in tall grass, maybe wheat, only the heads were short and thick 
like barley. It was a variety she was sure she’d never seen. Without 
even thinking, she pulled down a piece, broke off the head, and stuffed 
it in her pants pocket. More carefully this time, she pulled herself to 
a sitting position. The grain was tall enough that she would have to at 
least kneel before she could get some idea of where she was.

A blurred bit of movement passed overhead. As Lily stared into 
the sky, her distance vision resolved. It was a strange sensation, like 
someone was playing with a focus knob behind her eyes. The blotchy 
shapes streaming above became wings and tails, but the sky behind 
them remained gray and indistinct. With great concentration, Lily 
willed her eyes to focus. Colors emerged, and she saw that some of 
the birds were quite large, or perhaps some were just much closer. 
Dozens of them streamed by above, but something about the sky still 
seemed wrong. A slight breeze stirred the grass, and the terrible acrid 
smell worsened.

Trying to stand, Lily fell forward onto her hands, the necklace 
slipping down her arm and dropping away. She probed the earth where 
she thought it should have been, but found only loose dirt. Frantically, 
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Lily widened her search, digging her fingers into the roots of the tall 
grass. Then, far off, she heard the sound of voices, and froze. 

Her vision had cleared, but when she looked up again, the scene 
made very little sense. It was as if someone had replaced the entire sky 
with an upside down forest of dead trees. A sickening wave of vertigo 
passed through her. Digging her fingers into the loose soil, she fought 
off an irrational fear of plunging down into it. Once the feeling passed, 
she dared to look again. The forest floor was suspended above like a 
high ceiling. Mist swirled around the trees’ roots and boles, flowing 
over crags of rock and disappearing into dark canyons. Lily tried to 
pry her eyes away, but she found she could not stop staring. It was all 
dead.

The ground shook, and the grass swayed around her. Then she 
heard more sounds, disturbingly animal-like, mixed with the striking 
of metal on metal.

She crouched on all fours and renewed her frantic search for the 
necklace. How could it have gotten so far? Lily raked her fingers 
through the grass in places she was sure it couldn’t be. At last, her 
hand brushed the cool links of the gold chain. She snatched it up and 
quickly put it on. Seizing the coin, she gave the little worlds a hard 
look. The glow had left them. Lily tripped the fob and gave the inner 
ring a quick spin; it made soft clicking sounds as each world passed 
the pointer. She closed and opened the pincers. Nothing. She spun the 
ring again. Again, nothing. 

Lily tucked the pendant under her shirt, poked her head above the 
grass, and surveyed her immediate surroundings. Not ten feet from 
her hiding place ran a wide footpath. To her left, it traveled up a short 
but steep hill, sparsely covered with short-limbed, scraggly trees. Lily 
stood, resisting a bout of dizziness. She took deep, calming breaths, 
trying not to look directly above, where the strange world filled every 
bit of the open sky.

The ground rumbled again. Instinctively turning to discover the 
source, she confronted a scene very difficult to take in all at once.
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In this direction the land fell away into a great valley that traveled 
to the horizon, rimmed on either side by distant mountains. Maybe a 
mile distant, Lily judged, stood a tall stone tower, standing in stark, 
defiant contrast to the flat valley floor. The tower rose to such a height, 
and the world above hung so low, that at first it looked as though the 
two were in danger of colliding. 

Then Lily noticed something chilling. Dangling down in great 
arcs from the dead forest above were thin black lines that connect-
ed to the pinnacle of the tower. Dark forms emerged from the trees, 
crawling across the thin webs like spiders to their prey. Their numbers 
seemed endless. The top of the tower was black with them, and they 
trickled down the sides in dark ropy lines, like black wax dripping 
down a white candlestick. They climbed over themselves and clung to 
one another in a way that made Lily think of bugs—very large bugs. 

Past the tower, deeper in the valley, the dead world arced down-
ward until, perhaps a dozen miles distant, the two worlds came so 
close that—at first—they appeared to touch. There, thick black masses 
oozed and spilled down from the world above to the world below, like 
great clingy globs of molasses. In the valley, the dark masses spilled 
over themselves like swarming ants. Whatever they were, there were 
thousands upon thousands of them.

A large bird broke from the others and swooped down, veering 
rapidly toward Lily. Had it seen her? Her first impulse was to hide, 
but where?

Close by, a hail of arrows launched upward toward the descend-
ing bird, barely missing their mark. Lily gasped. The arrows made 
a terrible whizzing sound, and out of instinct, she ducked, but they 
arced far away from where she stood. Meanwhile, the bird continued 
its perilous descent. It was larger than she had first thought, and bright 
green. As it flashed overhead, she saw it angling its great head in her 
direction. 

Lily tried to think of something to do but found herself rooted to 
the spot. The bird beat its powerful wings and banked sharply, making 
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a second, even closer pass. Lily bent her knees as if to run, but in-
stead locked eyes with the bird’s, which flashed pale blue. It shrieked 
a strangely muffled cry, and the moon coin pulsed against her chest. In 
her mind a voice screamed, “Run!” Another volley of arrows whizzed 
across the field, close enough this time for Lily to see their yellow 
fletching. 

Abruptly, the air split with a terrifying roar, and Lily felt all the 
blood drain out of her face and limbs, leaving her shaking and numb. 
Doubled over by a fear she didn’t understand, fingers shaking, Lily 
fumbled for the moon coin and closed the fob. Quickly, she gave the 
moons a spin and closed the fob with a snap. Nothing happened. She 
would have to find her own way out of this place.

“Think!” Lily muttered aloud.
The coin pulsed again, this time both in her hand and her head. 

“Little one!” she heard in her mind.
Lily spun around until she saw it: the green bird, now perched on 

a low limb of one of the hillside trees.
“This way!” it cried, leaping from the limb and beating its great 

wings. “Now!” Again, Lily’s ears perceived the bird’s muffled squawk, 
and even the direction it came from, but it was only in her head that 
she understood the squawks as words.

She sprang out onto the road and ran up the hill, whether from 
panic or bravery she didn’t know or care. The only thing she knew for 
certain was that she had no desire to meet whatever had produced that 
fearsome roar.

Ahead of her, the bird gathered speed slowly, then shot up and 
over the hill. Lily, following closely, crested the hill but lost her foot-
ing in the loose dirt and stumbled, falling hard on her chest. In her 
head, she heard the bird screaming, “Run! Run! No time to waste!”

The cacophony issuing from the valley grew louder. Lifting her 
head, she licked dirt off her lips and teeth, and spat. The hill she was on 
continued around in both directions, curving like the lip of a massive 
crater. Thirty feet in height, maybe a hundred feet thick, the strange 



TO BARRETH

52

hill had no ramparts or stairs, and its circumference was vast, stretch-
ing many miles around in a great circle.

Lily scrambled to her feet. From the center of the vast crater rose a 
tall mesa, crowned with a fortified city. The dead world hovered over 
everything, yawning into the distance, casting dark and angry shad-
ows over the land and a distant sea. Between the two curving horizons, 
the sky was black as night, filled with glittering stars.

Lily’s eyes widened in recognition.
“Sea Denn. City of the Rinn!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “I’m 

in the Moon Realm?” But how could that be? The Moon Realm, as 
Lily knew full well, was a dreamland—summoned from her uncle’s 
imagination . . . a place out of tales, bedtime tales.

Just then, a dark line of helmeted men crested the rim of the hill 
not more than a few hundred yards from where Lily stood. They wore 
a beetle-green armor that shimmered eerily in the odd light. Carry-
ing glinting spears and crossbows, each one bore multiple quivers 
strapped to its shiny armored back. 

Fearing discovery, Lily squatted down, looking back into the val-
ley. The Valley of the Rinn, she reminded herself. The undulating 
mass continued to drip from the world above. The globs in the valley 
had ordered themselves into rank-and-file formations.

Dusty clouds hung at the edge of these formations, where horse-
sized animals struggled against their helmeted attackers. Lily watched 
helplessly as one of the great beasts, which she now suspected were 
Rinn, was overrun by an engulfing mass of the armored men, their 
ghastly beetle-green armor shimmering through the haze. A group of 
Rinn reversed their retreat and galloped back to help, only to be over-
run themselves. Lily watched in horror as, one by one, they went down 
under the surging weight of the swarming army, not to rise again. Lily 
placed a hand over her mouth and felt tears well up. Moving quickly 
and strangely on their long, thin limbs, the Rinn’s attackers flowed 
outward like a great warring mass of man-sized ants.

A sudden noise from inside the crater made Lily spin around, 
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her heart nearly leaping out of her throat. A patch of scrubby brush 
exploded, and out shot two strange beasts, one riding the other. The 
mount was the size of a large boarhound. It leaped into the clear, trail-
ing bits of brush and leaf matter, its six taloned claws raking air. Its 
large bridled head snapped wildly from side to side, showing off row 
upon row of pointed teeth. The rider, though short-legged, was a long-
bodied creature covered with fur, looking very much like a child-sized 
otter or weasel. As the pair descended, the rider’s evident excitement 
turned to panic.

The mount pinwheeled its legs right up to the moment of impact. 
When its sharp claws dug into the hillside, the two animals shot off, the 
poor rider on top bouncing like a limp doll tied to a paint shaker. Beast 
and rider bounded up the remainder of the hillside and, before Lily 
could do much more than cringe, scrambled to a dusty halt so close 
she could have reached out and touched the beast’s bridled snout. The 
small rider pulled savagely on the reins. The six-legged beast shuffled 
and strained at the bit, refusing to remain still, wagging its thick neck, 
opening and snapping shut its powerful jaws. Its breath was putrid.

The little rider’s eyes were were small, black, and deeply bur-
rowed in its furry face. It regarded Lily with shock and surprise, as 
though she were something it had never seen before. Lily stared like-
wise. Its pelt was dusty-brown and thick under its clothes, and it wore 
a small metal cap on its head, looped under the chin by a leather strap. 
A jerkin of stiff leather completed its armor. Tied at its neck, flapping 
like a cape in the breeze, was a small cloak, which Lily thought made 
it look like some kind of otter superhero.

A rumbling from the valley interrupted their meeting, and the little 
rider’s head spun to face it. When its eyes flicked to the engulfed tower 
and the many black lines dripping down from the forest canopy hang-
ing above, it let out a loud, alarmed yelp.

“The tower is lost!” it shrieked. The coin pulsed on Lily’s chest, 
and she heard the creature’s barking and hissing translated in her head, 
just as with the green bird.
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Lily also turned to the tower. This time she recognized it.
“Fangdelve!” she said in alarm, and then turned to look again at 

Sea Denn. “I must be dreaming.”
“Would that we were all dreaming,” said the rider softly, staring 

into the valley.
Lily tried to place the rider or his mount in one of Uncle Ebb’s 

tales, but couldn’t. “What are you? What is that thing you’re riding 
on?” As she said this, Lily placed a hand to her throat, realizing that 
she had just spoken in hisses and barks that pained her.

The small rider whipped around to consider her.
“We are overrun!” it squeaked, speaking very quickly and visibly 

quaking with fear. “We must attempt to reach the city, young Dain 
cub. I will go for help, but by the rate of their advancement, I see, 
quite frankly, very little hope for any of us. Quickly, we must be on—” 
and then it yelped anew, nearly popping out of its saddle. It pointed a 
twitching finger, leaning forward, gaping at the necklace and gulping 
noticeably.

“By the moons!” it cried. “We are doomed! He will have a great 
prize this day! There will be no stopping him! Quickly, cub, hand it 
over to me before all is lost!” And it reached out its little leather-gaunt-
leted paw for the necklace.

Lily clasped the pendant protectively.
“No. It’s mine!” she hissed loudly.
Stung, it pulled back its hand. “No. Of course,” it said. The crea-

ture scanned the valley, the tower, and then Lily, as though searching 
for something. And then, with no more than a twitch of its whiskers, 
its countenance flashed from fear and awe to determination and, Lily 
thought, bravery.

“Allow me to introduce myself: Witcoil Lightfoot, Lancespeed 
First Class, Royal Guard to Her Majesty the Queen,” he said, with an 
air of calm command. “You have been sent? He gave you this?” he 
asked, nodding to the necklace.

Lily fingered the pendant. “Not exactly. I don’t think I’m sup-
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posed to be here.”
Witcoil bowed his head. “That is most unfortunate, but if we are 

to gain your safety, we must act swiftly!” Witcoil pointed down the 
hill in the direction of Sea Denn. “You see the break in the brush.” 
It wasn’t a question. “Keep to the right whenever possible, but don’t 
lose sight of Sea Denn. That will give you the best chance to evade the 
scaramann advancing toward the city.”

“Scaramann?” repeated Lily, and she pointed to a group of ar-
mored men cresting lip of the crater less than three hundred feet from 
where they stood. “Is that what they’re called?”

Witcoil gave the advancing men a look of contempt. Pulling him-
self high in the saddle, he squared his small shoulders and addressed 
her.

“I will summon aid. Now be off! Keep to the brush—stay low.”
And with a click of his tongue he wheeled his mount and vanished 

back into the brush, cutting a line straight for the city—and danger-
ously close to the advancing men.

Lily set off faster than she meant to, but as she became more used 
to the terrain, she allowed herself to scan for any evidence of scara-
mann.

She knew Sea Denn would be her only chance for safety. This 
much was obvious. But the city was on top of the mesa. First, she 
would have to climb the zigzagging switchbacks to reach the Ridge-
gate, halfway up, where a fortified rampart circled the entire mesa. 
From there, she would need to climb the palace tower up to the city.

Running, listening to her breath labor, she found that she had, for 
the first time since vanishing from her bedroom, time to think. She 
knew all about the moon she was on. The Rinn reigned over all the 
valleys, mountains, forests, and even the open seas of Barreth. Sea 
Denn was its capital, and inside would be real Rinn. Larger than the 
largest draft horses on Earth, they were shaped more like lions with 
wider heads and eyes as big as dinner-plates. Surely they would help 
her.



TO BARRETH

56

Half a mile into her run, the lines of birds connecting Fangdelve 
and the top of the Ridgegate, which had been neat and orderly, sud-
denly scattered, as if on some signal. Lily couldn’t imagine Rinnjinn, 
the real Rinnjinn, cutting his lines of communications to Fangdelve 
unless the tower was truly lost. Lily pictured Rinnjinn pacing the top 
of the Ridgegate, looking down at the valley of the Rinn, his generals 
and advisors close at hand, as he planned his defense of Sea Denn. The 
little rider couldn’t have been right about this day being lost. Surely 
Rinnjinn would retake Fangdelve, and vanquish this army.

Several times, off in the distance, Lily thought she could hear the 
clanging of armaments. Each time, she corrected her course, always 
to the right, to lead her farther from the engagement. But always she 
would return to her course for Sea Denn, for the Ridgegate, toward her 
only chance of safety.

She was thirsty but told herself she had been through worse. So 
she hunkered down, ignoring her thirst, and maintained her long-dis-
tance pace. As the gentle grade leveled, the terrain changed. The oc-
casional dry gullies she’d encountered were growing wider, and there 
were more of them. Crossing became more difficult, requiring small 
jumps, then leaps. Eventually, the gullies grew so wide she had to run 
through them. She had taken the first of these slowly, fearing mud at 
the bottom. But they were dry and sandy, so much so that she had to 
run hard and use her momentum to gain the opposite embankment.

Lily wondered if maybe running down the middle of the gullies 
could work to her advantage but decided they were just too twisty 
to be of any use. She dashed down into another one to cross it and 
found it swarming with scaramann. Her speed was far too great to 
consider stopping, so she planted her foot firmly on the back of one 
and hurtled over it. It clicked and hissed at her. A dozen others raised 
their heads. They weren’t wearing helmets. They weren’t men. What 
she had mistaken for helmets were large carapaces, like giant beetles’ 
heads. Long, sharp spikes ringed their edges, and intricate green lines 
shone upon them. Their eyes were bugs’ eyes, and their mouths were 
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surrounded by flexing finger-sized mandibles.
“Seize it!” she heard in her head.
But before they could do anything, Lily was through the gully 

and up the other side. The wild grasses were taller and thicker here. 
Their roots gave a firmness to the ground that allowed Lily to risk ac-
celerating her pace. Now clear of the dreadful scaramann, Lily felt a 
sudden wave of prickly revulsion wash over her. She wondered how 
fast could they run, stealing glances over her shoulder when she felt 
she could afford to. But the bug-men didn’t follow. Why didn’t they 
follow? Did they know something about the terrain she didn’t? Had 
they deemed her unimportant? Were they on a more pressing mission? 

Having no desire to run into another gully, Lily made instead for a 
small rise, where the grass was even taller, and the higher ground gave 
a better view. From here she could see that she had reached a middle 
ground of sorts. Behind her the land rose in a gentle grade back to 
the hill where she had started. Ahead, toward the Ridgegate, the land 
rose more steeply, becoming rockier. But in this in-between, where the 
rainfall gathered, the gullies snaked through everywhere. And in the 
bottoms of all those gullies—they were everywhere, too.

Beetle-green and black, the scaramann scurried through the gul-
lies, surging toward her from every direction.

Lily dropped to the ground, her stomach flip-flopping as she imag-
ined what would happen after her capture. Far too many of those sce-
narios ended with her being lunch. Lily fought down the tears and 
panic welling up inside. Never had she been more frightened in all 
her life. Panting, waiting for the courage to run again, she heard them 
clicking and snapping. There were so many! And they were getting 
louder.

Suddenly, she recognized the sound of powerful wings beating 
hard on the air. A flash of green darted overhead as a great plumed 
bird cut a tight arc over her. As it passed, she caught—if only for the 
briefest second—its intelligent eye tracking her. Several bolts whizzed 
toward the bird’s great wings, but all flew shy of their mark.
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The bird soared upward and screamed in a high pitch that carried 
far on the still air. In her head, Lily heard the words.

“Here, Roan! She is here, just below me!”
A rumbling began, but not a far off one, like she had heard earlier 

in the valley. This one was increasing in intensity—and rapidly.
Lily took the moon coin into her grasp. This brought me here, she 

thought. This can take me away!
The face of the coin, with its moons and odd designs, began to 

shake and blur as the ground below her quaked and rocked. She re-
leased the fob. With the tip of her finger, she spun the inner circle of 
moons. As it spun, she could hear in her head the faint clicking sounds 
as each moon passed by the fob’s pointer. Picking a moon at random, 
she centered the pointer and snapped the pincers closed, just as she 
had done in her bedroom. But unlike the time in her room, the little 
moons remained gold, and she went nowhere. 

The ground was now shaking so much that Lily had begun to 
lightly bounce, as if she were kneeling on a trampoline. What could 
make the earth shake so? Several times she tried to brace herself, as 
she was sure that whatever was coming must be upon her, but each 
time the shaking only increased. 

Lily looked up at the dead moon.
Now what? thought Lily.
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Roan’s Charge

There were more scaramann within the ring than Witcoil had re-
alized. He regretted leaving the Dain cub behind, but what else 

could he have done? Fought by her side until they were overrun by 
the scaramann? Accompanied her? No. The sound of his wirtle would 
have attracted their attention even faster. The cub’s only chance was 
to remain undetected for as long as possible. But would it be long 
enough?

Witcoil jumped his wirtle over a pile of boulders, and several 
poorly aimed arrows whizzed past. Once firmly back on the ground, 
he leaned forward, every part of his body fluttering and shaking like 
a flag in a hurricane. From the moment he’d seen the necklace around 
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the Dain cub’s neck, he’d had only one thought: Roan. Only a few 
minutes before, on his way to see Fangdelve and the valley for him-
self, he’d passed Roan and his clutter. They’d been making their way 
cautiously back toward the switchbacks while trying to avoid the 
scaramann. But where was Roan now? Had he changed his course? 
Increased his speed? Then, just up ahead, Witcoil saw dust. A clutter 
of Rinn wouldn’t leave a cloud of dust that big, unless they were re-
ally moving.

Witcoil leaned even lower and whispered a racing word in his 
wirtle’s ear—a word he normally reserved for the home stretch of the 
Royal wirtle races—and held on for dear life. The boulders and shrub 
flew past, but Witcoil kept his nerve, guiding his mount through the 
rough terrain with a grace that would have made a rodeo star swallow 
his plug of tobacco without even realizing what he’d done. 

“Roan!” cried Witcoil, expertly jumping a patch of dense scrub. 
“There’s a Dain cub! Within the ring!”

Roan was certain he’d misheard, although his ears didn’t usually 
play tricks. But with his clutter thundering in tight formation, surely 
he’d misheard at least two of the words.

“A Dain cub?”
“Yes, a female Dain cub.”
A boulder too high to jump appeared out of nowhere. Witcoil 

swung his left leg off the saddle just as the boulder grazed the side of 
his mount. Jumping back into the saddle, he speared his foot into the 
jangling stirrup, gave the wirtle a kick of his spurs, and shot though a 
small opening in the Rinn formation.

“Roan!” he shouted. Roan flicked an ear back, and Witcoil leaned 
dangerously far out of his saddle, cupping one furry paw to his mouth. 
“She carries Ebbram’s necklace!”

Roan misplaced a step and nearly fell, recovering just in time. He 
knew Witcoil. The wyfling was well-regarded by his wyfling com-
manders and brave to the point of being foolish. And Roan had seen 
Witcoil in the company of Ebbram the Wanderer more than once.
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“She’s all alone,” said Witcoil. “In the gullies, where the rain gath-
ers.” 

Without another thought, Roan radically altered his course, scat-
tering his clutter and leaving them in utter confusion. Extending his 
claws for better leverage, Roan ripped out great clods of earth as he 
hurtled toward the gullies. Witcoil shadowed him expertly. But Wit-
coil had never run with a Rinn who had seemingly abandoned all cau-
tion in favor of speed.

“Are you . . . absolutely . . . certain?” grunted Roan.
Buzzing around like a hummingbird pursuing an eagle, Witcoil 

worked hard to keep his wirtle out of harm’s way while remaining as 
close as possible to the charging Rinn.

“I have talked to her myself, while on the ring, not ten minutes 
ago.”

Roan fought to increase his pace, hoping that sheer speed would 
carry the day.

“The scaramann . . . are everywhere,” gasped Roan. “It will be . . 
. a miracle . . . to find her.”

An enormous green bird dove down from the sky, barely evading 
a volley of arrows. “Save your miracles for another day,” said Witcoil. 
“Follow Grygrack. She knows the way. I will inform Her Majesty of 
this news. She will want you to bring the cub to the Great Hall. Good 
luck, my friend.” Witcoil peeled off, heading back toward the switch-
backs.

Grygrack swooped lower, screaming over the heads of unsuspect-
ing scaramann and vanishing from sight before they could react. She 
beat her great wings and began to outdistance Roan. “This way! Fast-
er!” she screeched in the common tongue.

Roan caught his first clear glimpse of Lily while leaping across a 
small gully blackened by belly-crawling scaramann. She ran quickly 
for her kind, Roan thought, but she might as well have been moving in 
slow motion, given the danger she was in. He judged her either fear-
less or completely unaware of the enemy surrounding her.
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Ebbram had always made it clear that if he failed in his task, he 
would send another in his stead, and the emissary would be known by 
the necklace. But a cub? At a time like this? Ebbram, though mysteri-
ous, had always made cautious plans—too cautious, by Roan’s reck-
oning. This was no cautious plan.

Roan watched Lily dash into a gully full of scaramann.
“No!” he roared.
Amazed, Roan watched the cub plant its foot atop one of the scar-

amann and vault over it, running up the other side of the gully and 
making for high ground in a small field of grass. The scaramann had 
her surrounded now—they were ready to swarm. And then Roan heard 
them: the thundering feet of his clutter, running and leaping over the 
gullies. He would not be alone. Springing into the air, Roan roared 
the battle cry of the Rinn, and for a brief instant, the bugs cowered in 
surprise.

          
As Lily looked up, a new image obscured the sky: two outstretched 

paws thick as telephone poles sailed into view, followed by an enor-
mous face lit by the two largest and most brilliant emerald green eyes 
that Lily had ever seen. The dead world was eclipsed by two massive 
shoulders, covered in long fur. A long underbelly came next, then rear 
haunches, followed at last by a long, thick tail. 

Lily tracked the enormous creature’s passage as it sailed over her. 
When it landed, the ground shook still more, and Lily fell forward. 
When she looked up again at the Rinn (for it could be nothing else), 
it was already on the move, reeling about with a cat-like grace that 
seemed impossible for an animal so large. And all the while, as it 
reeled and then closed in on her, more Rinn appeared, landing on all 
sides.

“Surround her!” roared Roan. “Surround her! Do not allow a sin-
gle arrow through!” He dove toward Lily and lashed out his paw in a 
violent stroke toward her head.
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Before she could even scream, Roan’s massive paw flicked scant 
inches from her face, the wind of it ruffling her hair. The Rinn had 
swatted down an arrow that just a moment before was hurtling toward 
her.

“Brace yourselves!” he roared. “They are upon us!”
An instant later, the horizon vanished as a dark mass of the terrible 

bugs swarmed up from all sides. The Rinn rose to meet them, the big 
cats’ powerful claws a blur as they furiously repelled the scaramann 
attack. The sound was horrific. A terrible crunching mixed with the 
snarling screams of the Rinn. The dismembered limbs of bugs flew in 
all directions. Goo splattered and soaked the Rinn’s long-furred coats. 
But not a single live bug breached their protective circle. With each 
new wave of surging bugs, the Rinn reared up, tightening their circle, 
protecting Lily. Their twisting tails, as thick as fire hoses, made it dif-
ficult for her to stand, but she fought to remain upright to avoid being 
stepped on by their giant paws.

Roan turned to face Lily, his eyes alighting for an instant on the 
moon coin dangling about her neck. 

“Come, little one,” he said. “We must be off. Their numbers will 
only increase, and we are already overtaken. Keep that necklace from 
sight.”

The memory of standing on the earth mound, seeing the enormous 
Rinn falling to the swarming black masses, flashed through Lily’s 
mind. She knew this Rinn was right, that they needed to move. She 
knew, too, that she should try to speak, and she did try to speak. She 
tried to move, too, but mostly she just cringed.

An arrow streaked past and thudded into the loose soil, buried to 
its fletching.

“Roan!” roared a Rinn. “Swarm!”
The enormous Rinn spun away from Lily just in time to meet an-

other wave of the bugs. This surge lasted much longer, and when it 
was over, she heard one of the Rinn behind her say, “We will not last 
long here!”
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Lily watched with awe as the Rinn swatted away another incom-
ing volley of arrows and then fought off another rising swarm of bugs. 
She shuddered, as the roar of the Rinn’s battle cries mixed with the 
sound of the bugs being rendered into bits. She felt frozen with fear. It 
was too ghastly to bear.

“We will call down the darkness,” said Roan. “We have just 
enough of us to cover this field. It will buy us time. Sheen, Wizcurs, 
Keenscent, Shadopads, protect us as best you can. You others, join me 
in the calling.”

Half the Rinn in the circle lowered their huge heads, and a mo-
ment later, a rumbling sound began to emanate from deep inside their 
throats. The remaining Rinn, with heads high and eyes alert, kept a 
lookout for the telltale streaks of incoming arrows. After a while, Lily 
realized that the rumbling had a chant-like quality to it, but what few 
bits and pieces of words the moon coin translated meant nothing to 
her.

The incoming arrows kept the defending Rinn busy, and they 
couldn’t reach a paw to every arrow. When the volleys were heavy, 
Lily watched the Rinn purposely lean into the arrows’ paths in order 
to shield those who were chanting.

Suddenly, Lily noticed something strange in the air, like a dark 
string, thickening not two feet from where she stood. And then, next 
to it, another appeared. A black string formed right in front of her face. 
She tried to touch it, but her hand passed through it as if through thin 
air. The dark strings widened, sucking in all the light around them, 
growing thicker and blacker as they did. Finally, all at once, like a 
wave across a seashore, the day gave way to deep night. Lily looked 
up at the dead moon just as it faded into inky blackness. 

Lily found the false night so complete that she could no longer 
see her hands before her face, and certainly not the Rinn whose tails 
she was trying to avoid. The whistling sound of the crossbow bolts 
stopped.

“It will not be enough,” muttered one of the Rinn. “They will soon 
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have numbers to swarm over us, darkness or no.” And from the lilt of 
the translated voice, Lily was surprised she could discern a feminine 
quality.

Lily groped around her neck, suddenly afraid of losing the coin a 
second time. Clutching it tightly in her hand, she thought, More dark-
ness! Wouldn’t that be good! 

And then, feeling with all her being that no need could be greater, 
she thought the words again. Only this time, in addition to just think-
ing them, she uttered the words out loud. . . .


