
Chapter Thirty-Four

Firnax

A fter several trips to gather a stash of dry wood, Quill cleared a circle on the 
ground, laid a ring of stones, and struck a nice camp.reT bhere was enough 

wood in the stash to Dank the .re so it would last till dawnT As the Dranches 
caught, he poked at them till they were Durning to his satisfactionT xone with the 
ePorts of the day, he dropped his tired Dody nejt to “ippin who was stretched out 
and enIoying the glowT

bimDit Ioined themT ’”Wm ejhausted,H he said to his friends, ’Dut ”Wm not 
sleepyTH

’” feel the same way,H Quill saidT
xistant howls echoing from across the lake pierced the silenceT
bimDitWs head snapped upT ’?olves,H he saidT ’” heard them earlier Dut they 

were a lot further awayTH
’Fow much further—H asked Quill, glancing at the tree lineT
’Nar enough that ” didnWt give them a second thoughtSuntil nowTH
qo one spokeT bhey listened for any other sound of the predatorsT “ippin took 

bimDitWs paw in one hand and QuillWs in anotherT zhe sLuee-edT
After several minutes, “ippin relajedT Met the Doys goT ztared into the .reT 

’?hat is it aDout a .re— boday, one almost killed usT qow weWre warming ourE
selves Dy oneTH

’GayDe Decause it never stops moving—H said bimDitT ’” can hardly take my 
eyes awayTH

’”Wm scared,H “ippin said with no preamDleT
’”Wm not surprised,H said QuillT ’bhose wolf calls would chill anyoneWs spineTH
’bhatWs not what ” mean,H she saidT



bFR G”q1MRz ”q ?”MxR3MAqx 9"B

bimDit ejtended his paw and placed it on her kneeT ’?hy are you scared—H
’bhe last time ” was out like this, there wasnWt a warm .re and there were no 

friends surrounding meT… zhe looked away from the .re and into the darkness, 
then Dack to her friendsT ’” want to tell you a storyT CeforeYH

bhe sound of a diPerent wolf ricocheted oP the calm of the lakeT Ooming from 
a diPerent directionT

’bheyWre assemDling,H said QuillT ’bhe AlphaWs calling them togetherTH
’Are they coming after us—H “ippin said with a tremDle of fearT
’” donWt think so,H said QuillT ’?eWve got a good .re goingTH
’bhen let me tell you while ” can,H she saidT
’”n all our picnics, what could you possiDly have left out—H Quill said, lightE

hearted snark in his voiceT
’ztop,H said bimDitT ’Met her talkT zomethingWs on her mindTH
’4ou know l lost my family,H she startedT ’bo fojesTH
bhe Doys nodded their heads Dut didnWt interruptT
’” told you aDout them, Dut ” never told you aDout meTH
“ippin was orphaned when fojes attacked her peopleWs warrenT bheir village, 

Mapinshire, wasnWt far from FavenDrook, Dut too far away for anyone to help 
when the attacks cameT 0ne night, a small skulk loped into the village to sei-e 
and carry oP unsuspecting memDers of her warrenT As the fojes sank their teeth 
into soft raDDit necks, the victims wailed in painT bheir tormented cries stayed in 
“ippinWs ears long after theyWd disappeared with raiders into the dark forestT

bhe terror ejtended Deyond that one attackT qight after night the fojes raided 
until they ejterminated the entire warrenSevery raDDit Dut “ippinT

bhe horror of the onslaught threatened to paraly-e “ippin as she watched 
her family and her neighDors carried awayT Cut despite her fear, she remained 
de.ant as the attackers surgedT ?ithout regard for her own life, she would graD 
the nearest shovel, rake, or other Dlunt instrument to fend oP the attackersT ”t was 
enough of a .ght to keep them away from herT Fer weapon was too much trouDle 
for a foj to Dother with, Dut it was not enough to keep them from her peopleT

0n the night of the last raid, shortly after the fojes had scramDled away with the 
last of the warren, a grief like sheWd never known overwhelmed herT zhe collapsed 
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onto the porch of her family cottage, curled into a fetal Dall, and soDDedSfor her 
terriDle loss, for the pain her family suPered, for the inIustice of it allT

At midnight, while “ippin still lay in the open air, a single foj came sneaking 
Dack into the villageT 

“ippin looked up to stare at the place in the trees that sheWd last seen her familyT 
bhrough her tears, she saw a dark shape lurking at the edge of the woods in that 
same spotT

A predator preparing to strike, the foj slowed its movement even moreT bhis 
one was a litter runt, the last one to feedT FeWd Deen forced to wait until the others 
had their .ll, and now was his chanceT bhere was only one raDDit left, one scrawny 
coney that none of the others wantedT A stealthy approach and a Luick snap of 
his Iaws, and heWd have food enough for two daysT

A Iolt tore through “ippinWs Dody like a Dolt of lightning through a dead treeT 
Fer .rst reaction was shockT ”t fro-e her with frightT Fer eyes locked on the 
Dlackish formT Cut as she saw it creeping toward her, she thought of her family and 
rage thawed her fro-en fearT zhe leapt up and graDDed a hoe, the closest implement 
at handT

bhe foj saw the sudden move and rushed forward to pounce Defore the prey 
escapedT Fe sprung toward “ippin, Iaws opened wide to do the deedT Cut instead 
of soft fur and crunchy Dones, he felt a sharp pain in the roof of his mouth that 
caused him to sLueal in painT zomething hard and sharp lodged in the roof of his 
mouthT

“ippin had swung the hoe at the gaping mouth with all her might and landed 
the Dlade of the hoe into the Iaws of deathT

bhe foj Ierked his head violently to rid himself of the pain, gagging as he spit 
at the hard shaft digging into his mouthT

’” pushed the handle hard,H she said as tears .lled her eyesT zhe was reliving 
that horriDle sceneT ’bhen ” pulled it DackT bhen pushed it, then pulled it againT 
” wanted it to hurtT ” wanted whatever pain that foj was feeling to De magni.ed a 
hundred timesTH

?ith every push and every pull, she thought of the awful suPering her family 
had enduredT Anger and adrenaline inUamed her strengthT 
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bhe foj shrieked over and over till it .nally tore the shaft from “ippinWs graspT 
”t hurtled Dack towards the woods, hoe protruded from his mouthT ”t had to run 
with its head pointed Dack toward “ippin to keep the hoe handle protruding 
Dackwards, otherwise every step Iammed it harderT ”t Dounced up and down 
as he ranT Rvery time it caught on a low Dranch or a shruD, the foj shrieked 
againT zhrieked until the sound of pain disappeared into the darkness that had 
swallowed the cries of her familyT

bhe last glimpse she had of the foj was its eyes, turned Dack to her in torment, 
confusion and fearT

zhe stopped talking, Dut the Doys knew she hadnWt .nished her storyT bhey 
remained LuietT

Ninally, “ippin said, ’”Wm sorry ” did thatT ”Wm sorry to have caused another 
creature so much miseryT At night, in the dark, ” see my family Deing carried oP, 
one Dy one, and ” see the look in that fojWs eyesTH

zhe paused for another long momentT
’zometimes ” wish they had killed me instead of my familyT ” feel like a monster 

for doing what ” didTH
’0h, thatWs ridiculous,H snapped QuillT
’4ou shouldnWt think that way,H said bimDitT
zhe held up her pawT ’Met me .nishTH
bhe Doys settled Dack from their agitated posesT
’?hy wasnWt ” killed— ?hy was ” the only one left— zometimes ” think that 

mayDe a Figher “ower saved me, mayDe chose me for something good to do in 
my lifeTH

zhe paused another long momentT bears welled againT
zhe whimpered her nejt words, holding Dack her emotionT ’Cut then ” think, 

Bhow could a higher power ever use a monster like me—WH
bhe Doys knew Detter than to talk at that momentT ”nstead, they scooted nejt 

to her on either side and Iust held herT
bhe three sat mute for a long timeT Mong enough for “ippin to stop whimperE

ingT Nor her tears to dry and for her Dody to relaj into their armsT
Quill Droke the silenceT ’” donWt want to take away from your story, “ip, Dut 

have you noticed that the wolf calls have stopped—H
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bhe others listened, then nodded agreementT
’bhat means theyWre closing in on preyTH
’Ds—H said “ippin with a startT
’” donWt think so,H said QuillT ’bheir last calls when they were all together were 

still pretty far awayTH
’MetWs make sure,H bimDit said as he rose and tossed logs on the .reT ”t Dla-edT 

bhe .re rose up and lit the underside of the leaves in the surrounding treesT A 
loud crack sounded aDove the normal crackling as a pocket of wood gas ejploded, 
sending a small volcano of sparks up the minaret of smoke that reached into the 
night skyT

’Nirnaj,H whispered “ippin, as bim sat Dack downT zhe was watching the 
sparks glide upwardT

’Nirnaj—H bimDit askedT
zhe shook her head up and downT ’bhatWs what my family told me it was called 

at the time of the Nirst 3aDDits, when the stars were placed in the skyTH
’bell meTH
?ith her eyes still ga-ing upward, “ippinWs voice Decame reverentT ’bhe Nirst 

3aDDits were more like animals than peopleT Cut over time, they learned new 
ways and Degan to changeT 0ne day, after theyWd left the old ways Dehind, they 
were visited Dy MapinastraT Fe was an ancient raDDit that the old does told stories 
aDoutT bhey Delieved heWd Deen alive for ages and that he lived in a world diPerent 
from theirs Decause no one had ever seen himT

’Mapinastra ordered the .rst raDDits to collect all the dead wood they could 
.nd and pile it in a great heap in the middle of their meadowT bhe heap of wood 
grew and grew, so much that the larger raDDits had to Doost the lighter raDDits up 
the sides so they could place the chunks higher and higherT bhey worked on this 
hillock of wood for three daysT All that time, Mapinastra sat on the edge of the 
meadow Luietly watching the warrenWs moilT

’?hen the warren had collected all the dead wood that they could .nd and had 
stacked it very high, the head raDDit went to MapinastraT B0ur task is complete,W 
she said, then Dowed and Dacked away from the sageT
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’Mapinastra slowly rose and walked to the great heapT Fe leaned toward it 
and slipped his paws into the ma-e of logs and Dranches for long moments, then 
simply returned to the spot where heWd Deen sitting for those three daysT

’A tickle of Uame danced around inside the moundT bhen as if it were raDDits 
coming from the woods to dance in the center of the meadow, other Uames 
appeared, frolicking up the wood as the inferno developedT As the .re grew, it 
lit the meadow and the surrounding forest edge, .nally reaching a licking Dla-e 
aDove the treetopsT

’As the warren stood in ama-ement, gaping at the giant conUagration, a thunE
derous Dlast of heat and .re Dlew a river of sparks up through the UamesT bhe 
.re roared and .lled the air aDove the meadow in glistening sparksT bhe sparks 
rose and roseT bheir glow didnWt fade as they Uoated higherSthey gleamed ever 
DrighterT As they passed the treetops and wafted into the Dlack of the night sky, 
each spark found a special place and lodged themselves into dark new homesT

’NirnajT bhatWs the raDDit word weWve always used when we talk aDout the 
ama-ing spray of stars that cover us at nightTH

bimDit stared at the camp.reWs Uames as “ippin told her storyT Fe could 
imagine Mapinastra as he watched sparks that Uoated aDove their own .reT Fis 
eyes followed them up till he stared at the .rst sparks that were da--ling aDove his 
headT

’bhatWs Deautiful,H said bimDitT ’” always wondered where the stars came from 
and how they got thereTH

“ippin smiled with pleasure that her friend had appreciated her storyT
’zo when ” think Dack to that awful time and am scared, ” think aDout MapE

inastra and the .rst warren and the warmth of a .re and the security of familyTH
zhe turned to bimDit with tears in her eyesT ’”Wm at a warm .re now, with my 

Gingle familyT ”Wm trying to let the guilt and fear go up and away with the smokeTH
zhe put her head on his shoulderT Fe reached up, Drushed her ears Dack, and 

leaned his head on hersT
?hat a world, he thoughtT
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