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Prologue

The legends say that once, long, long ago, there was a single round world, like a ball floating in space, and that it was ruled over by six wise badgers. The legends also tell of a tremendous explosion, an explosion so huge that it shattered the round world into a thousand fragments, a vast archipelago of islands adrift in the sky. As time passed, the survivors of the explosion thrived and prospered and gave their scattered island homes a name – and that name was the Sundered Lands.

That’s what the legends say.

But who believes in legends nowadays?



Well … Esmeralda Lightfoot, the Princess in Darkness does, for one. According to Esmeralda, the truth of the ancient legend was revealed to her in a reading of the Magical and Ancient Badger Blocks. And her reluctant companion Trundle Boldoak is beginning to believe, as well – especially as they have already found two of the crowns. They have also found a new friend to accompany them on their quest – a light-hearted minstrel by the name of Jack Nimble.

But there is a problem. Someone else is also hunting for the six crowns – his name is Captain Grizzletusk, and he’s the meanest, bloodthirstiest, wickedest pirate ever to sail the skies of the Sundered Lands. And just to make matters even worse, Grizzletusk and his murderous pirate band are being controlled by none other than Millie Rose Thorne, Queen of all the Roamanys, and – horrifyingly enough – Esmeralda’s very own aunty.

No wonder our heroes are on the run!
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‘Keep hold of that feather, Trundle!’ yelled Esmeralda. ‘If it gets away from you, we’re done for!’

‘I am keeping hold of it,’ Trundle replied, between gritted teeth. ‘It’s not easy, you know! The thing’s got a mind of its own.’

He was quite worn out with the effort of hanging on to the long red phoenix feather. It strained forward over the prow of their skyboat, The Thief in the Night, twitching and twisting and squirming in his aching paws as if it were desperate to break free and soar away into the night.

With the help of a friendly hedgehog called the Herald Persuivant – or Percy for short – Trundle, Esmeralda and their companion Jack Nimble had discovered the feather in an old clock tower in the ancient city of Widdershins, coiled up in a metal orb attached to the Iron Crown of the Badgers of Power.

Jack had recognized the feather at once and sung them the song of the lovely and glorious phoenix bird, which, if its feather were returned, would tell a Great Secret. Of course, Esmeralda was instantly certain that the secret of the phoenix must be the clue that would lead them to the third of the Six Crowns of the Badgers of Power: the Crown of Fire.

And so, leaving the Crystal Crown and the Iron Crown for safekeeping with Percy, they had set off to find the phoenix. According to legend, the wonderful bird lived inside a volcano on a desolate and far-flung island at the furthermost reaches of the Sundered Lands.

Well, of course he does, Trundle had thought the moment he heard this. It would be too easy if he lived somewhere normal!

And so they had set off for the fiery mountain home of the mythical phoenix bird. It seemed to Trundle that the further they went, the more impatient the feather became to find its way home. But their trim little skyboat was already whizzing along as fast as possible. Esmeralda was at the tiller and Jack was racing to and fro with the boom, the pair of them expertly catching every last breath of wind so that the sails were stretched almost to bursting point, and the slender hull went zipping through the night like an arrow from the bow.

‘If you can’t hold that feather any longer,’ puffed Jack as he hauled on the thrumming ropes, ‘why don’t you try nailing it to the mast?’

‘Brilliant notion!’ exclaimed Trundle. He chose not to add that it was a pity Jack hadn’t thought of that a while ago, and saved him cramped paws and strained muscles from the effort of keeping the rebellious feather under control.

Needing both hands free for this task, Trundle unbuttoned his jerkin and shoved the wriggling feather inside. Buttoning himself up again, he rummaged in the pile of goods and provisions that was heaped up in front of the mast.

‘Hee hee hee,’ he chortled, doubling up.

‘What are you playing at, Trundle?’ called Esmeralda.

‘I’m – hee hee hee – I’m looking for a – hee hee – a hammer and – ho ho, ha ha ha – and a nail – hee hee hee,’ Trundle replied, wriggling and writhing and clutching himself.
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‘What’s so funny?’ Esmeralda demanded.

‘The feather – hee hee hee – it’s tickling me,’ gasped Trundle, tears rolling down his face.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ exclaimed Esmeralda. ‘This is a serious quest, Trundle. Stop larking about!’

Stifling his giggles, Trundle managed to find a hammer and a nail. He took the feather out, held it against the mast, and with a few quick whacks drove a nail into the wood and bent it over so that the shaft of the feather was trapped underneath.

Cautiously, he let the feather go. It quivered and shook itself like a dog coming out of the water. For a moment, Trundle got the distinct feeling the feather was looking reproachfully at him – if such a thing were possible. Then it seemed to gather itself again and stretched out as taut as a bow-string, pointing forward into the starry sky.

With a gasp of relief, Trundle turned and sat himself down with his back to the mast. At last he could relax and give his paws and arms a rest.

‘Oi, lazybones!’ shouted Esmeralda. ‘No slacking, there! If you’ve got nothing better to do, make us some sandwiches. Treacle, for me, please – and make it good and thick. I’m famished!’

With a sigh, Trundle set to.



It was a beautiful dawn. The Thief in the Night soared through a sky banded with orange and saffron and rosy clouds. Fresh, tangy air blew into Trundle’s excited face as he gazed around in pure joy. The sky was dotted with distant islands in all directions, some just dark spots on the edge of sight, others lit up by the rising sun and glittering like tiny jewels hanging in the endless blue.

It was at times like this he was glad he had given in to that moment of madness back on his homeland of Shiverstones and agreed to accompany the crazy Roamany girl on her madcap quest. The adventures he’d had! The places he had seen!

And rising up swiftly beneath them was yet another spectacular and breathtaking sight: a great island-city that stretched almost as far as the eye could see. As the morning sun came out from behind the dark floating mass of Nightreef, its rays glanced on orange and terracotta roof tiles, glowed on yellow and white walls and crept across wide paved plazas and squares. It shone on marble statues and gushing fountains; it flashed off tall arched windows and lit up elegant towers and spires and domes of white and green and pink marble, where gallant silken banners floated in the breeze.
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Jack put an arm around Trundle’s shoulders.

‘Swallowhaven,’ he sighed, gazing down at the approaching island. ‘Balm of the weary soul, solace to the sore eye, comfort to the aching foot! It must be five years since last I was here.’

Trundle could understand Jack’s enthusiasm – Swallowhaven was a wonderful and spellbinding vision in the early-morning light. The vast city lapped up to the very brink of the island. There were even buildings that perched precariously over the outermost edge, their windows and verandas and graceful balconies staring down into blue nothingness.

Quays, piers and jetties of white stone hemmed the outer rim of the city, while here and there, wharves and docks snaked inwards, their moorings teeming with a colourful multitude of windships and skyboats.

The travellers had come to the sprawling trading city in order to pick up provisions. Although they had sky-charts to guide them, drawn up by the Guild of Observators in Widdershins, they would soon be heading out into regions marked with the comment: Devoid of scientific interest, which Jack told them simply meant no one had bothered exploring that far out from the sun before. And, as the phoenix feather was leading them right into the Devoids, as they started calling the area, they would need to take on plenty of fresh food and water for the rest of their trip.

As Esmeralda brought The Thief in the Night down in slow loops towards the city, Trundle saw that the sky below was teeming with swallows, skimming along on outstretched wings, darting from rooftop to rooftop, diving in under the eaves and then spilling out again in their dozens, their high trilling calls filling the warm air.

‘It’s quite delightful,’ he said wistfully. ‘So peaceful! What a pity we can’t stay here for a while.’

A cautionary voice in his head whispered: Be careful what you wish for, my lad! But he ignored it.

Just then, a small navy-blue skyboat came sailing up towards them, its mast flying a bright golden flag.

‘Aha,’ said Jack. ‘We’re due a visit from the Grand Wardens, I see.’

‘Who are they?’ asked Trundle.

‘You have to understand that this is a very formal society,’ Jack explained. ‘There are rules and regulations for everything you do. You can’t make landfall here without getting permission from the Grand Master President of the Harbours.’ He grinned. ‘Everything is called the Grand this or that. It’s all very silly, of course, but …’ His voice trailed off. ‘That’s odd,’ he said, a moment later.

Trundle peered down at the approaching skyboat. ‘What is?’

‘They weren’t armed and armoured last time I was here,’ mused Jack. ‘Hmmm. I wonder what’s up.’

There was no more time to speculate before the ornate skyboat came alongside The Thief in the Night. Trundle saw that the crew was clad in metal breastplates and wore ridged iron helmets. They looked stern and a little frightened, and they all carried long spears.

A fresh-faced young otter in golden livery stepped forward. ‘I am Grand Junior Warden of the Great Eastern Spice Dock,’ he announced. ‘What is your business here?’

Esmeralda joined them at the bows. ‘Hello there,’ she chirruped merrily. ‘We’re just passing through, you know. We need food and water, that’s all, then we’ll be on our way.’

The Grand Junior Warden eyed her distrustfully. ‘Is that so?’ he said. ‘Do you not know that the United Mercantile Principality of Swallowhaven is on a war footing, and that anyone approaching our city without express permission of the Merchant Princes is liable to be thrown into jail without trial or hearing?’

‘Lawks!’ exclaimed Jack. ‘No, we didn’t know that.’

The Grand Junior Warden raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, you do now.’ He lifted an ebony baton. ‘In the name of the Grand Master President of the United Alliance of Merchant Princes, I commandeer this vessel and demand that all who sail in her be secured and held incommunicado under the Articles of War!’
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