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            iPodkin saw Pook was right. The creature was the same breed of giant, fanged wolf that ran through the oldest parts of Grimheart. Somehow it had been captured …
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            The Faber Story

         

         
            FABER has published children’s books since 1929. T. S. Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats and Ted Hughes’ The Iron Man were amongst the first. Our catalogue at the time said that ‘it is by reading such books that children learn the difference between the shoddy and the genuine’. We still believe in the power of reading to transform children’s lives. All our books are chosen with the express intention of growing a love of reading, a thirst for knowledge and to cultivate empathy. We pride ourselves on responsible editing. Last but not least, we believe in kind and inclusive books in which all children feel represented and important.
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            ‘Will entertain everyone: Podkin One-Ear 
already feels like a classic.’
BookTrust

            ‘The best book I have ever read.’
Mariyya, age 9, LoveReading4Kids

            ‘Jolly good fun.’
SFX

            ‘I just couldn’t put it down.’
Sam, age 11, LoveReading4Kids

            ‘Five stars.’
Dylan, age 12, LoveReading4Kids

            ‘Great stuff and definitely one to watch.’
Carabas

            ‘An original fantasy with … riveting adventure,

and genuine storytelling.’
Kirkus

            ‘A joy to read and absolutely world-class.’
Alex, age 10, LoveReading4Kids

            ‘A great bit of storytelling.’
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            ‘Rich with custom, myth, and a little touch of magic.’
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            ‘A story for children who enjoy fantasy, quests

(and of course rabbits).’
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            Prologue

         

         Deep beneath the ground, in a lightless world of roots and soil, a mole pushes her way through the soft loamy earth.

         It is dark and quiet down here. The only sounds are the soft shunk shunk as the mole digs her mighty paws into the mud and heaves it back behind her. The snorting choof as she blows dust from her snout.

         Nudging along, she crafts her tunnel, winding around the great bones of long-lost creatures. Around their crumbling skulls and through the empty arches of their jaw bones. She carves her way over buried 2slabs of carved stone, their sharp edges completely alien in this silent, earthy world.

         Then, sensing the cool pull of dampness above, she bends her tunnel upwards, spiralling through tree roots until she can smell the clear cold scent of the open air.

         She has come hunting near the river, where the muddy bank is always full of plump juicy earthworms.

         Up, up, up she pushes, the crumbling mud pouring off the soft grey velvet of her fur.

         Finally she breaks through the crust, tumbling soil out to make a little hill of fresh brown dirt. She pokes her pink nose skywards, snuffling, sniffling.

         Rabbits, she smells. Those things that build the big pockets of air underground. But what are they doing on the riverbank?

         And there is something else as well. An ancient, mushroomy smell, as old as the deepest part of the forest. A warden, the mole thinks. One of those who guard the trees. A safe, comforting scent. But, along with it, is another … one that reminds the mole of sharp teeth and the crunching of bone and soft mole flesh. 3

         Wolf. Danger.

         Today is not the day for snuffling about in the Above.

         Leaving the rabbits to their business with wolves and wardens she turns her nose and burrows back down to where it is dark and safe.

         To the dim, mulchy underground with its bones and forgotten secrets …
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            Chapter One

            Race to the Downs

         

         ‘Thornwood is burning.’ Rue repeats the bard’s words, as if he doesn’t quite understand. His little speckled nose twitches as he sniffs the air, trying to pick up the scent of smoke, but he doesn’t smell anything.

         He is sitting at the stern of a sleek longboat, one of a pair that are cutting their way down the Red River which runs through the middle of Grimheart forest. With him is his master, the old bard, and his friends Jori, Nikku, Mish and Mash. And they have taken on new passengers recently: Pocka – one of the giant 5forest guardians – and Yasmin, the priestess from the Vale of Estra who can see into the future. In the seats before them, a crew of burly rowers heave at their oars, eyes fixed on the surrounding trees, which until very recently were full of enemy rabbits from the sinister Endwatch. They have just survived an ambush, and the deep shadows between the trunks could be hiding any number of other nasty surprises.

         ‘Pocka’s nose is much more sensitive than ours,’ the bard explains. ‘And, if there are trees being harmed, he can probably sense it as well. If he says Thornwood is on fire, then we’d better believe him.’

         The towering guardian, with his wooden horns covered in fungi, nods his head. A frown creases his enormous brow and those gentle eyes look frightened.

         ‘But my parents … my brothers …’ Rue spots the terrified look on the bard’s face as well. ‘Podkin. They’re all in danger!’

         ‘Try and stay calm, if you can.’ Yasmin rests a paw on both Rue and the bard’s shoulders. ‘The Endwatch may have reached them, they may be under attack, but we don’t know exactly what is happening. There may be time to get there, to help …’ 6

         ‘But the warren is on fire!’ Rue wails, tears beginning to spill from his eyes. ‘We weren’t quick enough to warn them! It’s too late!’

         ‘Did you send sparrows?’ the bard asks Yasmin. ‘Did they know?’

         ‘I did,’ says Yasmin. ‘As soon as I received your own message. The warren would have been prepared.’

         ‘Then we might still be able to do something.’ Jori leans across and puts an arm around Rue, who snuggles into her worn leather armour, quietly sobbing. ‘Rabbit warrens can survive long sieges, and the Endwatch can’t have many agents left. If we take the jerboas, we can be across the downs in two days or less. We shall catch them unawares and pick them off from the rear.’

         ‘We will follow on after,’ says Mish. ‘It’ll take us a bit longer by foot, but we’ll bring our boat crews with us. They’re all good fighters, as well as rowers.’

         ‘We may yet make a difference.’ The bard thinks aloud. ‘Yasmin, have you seen anything of the future? Do you know what will happen?’

         Yasmin shakes her head, her ears pressed tightly 7down. ‘Nothing other than that there is serious danger. I had a vision of fire and fighting and after that … it all went blank.’

         
            *

         

         The boats whistle through the water, shooting in between the trees like twin arrows.

         Gradually, the banks begin to draw in, the river narrowing until it becomes too tight to row down. From here on, it is little more than a wide stream, bubbling up from its source somewhere beneath the chalky rocks of the Razorback downs.

         ‘Ship your oars!’ Mash bellows, then coughs as his voice cracks. He turns to the bard and Rue. ‘We will unload the jerboas and set you on your way. You should be able to make the forest edge by nightfall.’

         The bard nods and helps Rue on with his pack. They wait for the rowing crew to set the gangplanks in place and then help them lead the three jerboas down on to the riverbank. Great fluffy things with faces like gerbils and legs like kangaroos, they neek with pleasure when their paws touch solid ground again. They nibble at grass on the bank as Jori, Nikku and the bard climb up into their saddles. 8

         ‘Be swift,’ says Yasmin, as they gather the reins, ready to ride. ‘And be safe.’

         ‘We’ll be there as soon as we can,’ says Mish. She stands, arms linked with Mash, watching their friends with nervous looks on their faces.

         Pocka, the giant guardian, reaches down with one paw and lifts Rue with it, cupping him as if he is a tiny fieldmouse. He sets him on the saddle in front of the bard, and then raises a thumb and forefinger and sweeps it across his massive nose.

         ‘He says good luck,’ translates the bard.

         ‘Are you coming to help as well?’ Rue asks the mighty guardian. Having a horned giant on their side seems like it might be a very good idea.

         Pocka nods, then shakes his staff. The size of a small tree trunk, it is covered all over in layers of mushrooms and toadstools, for Pocka is the guardian of all the fungi in Grimheart.

         ‘We shall see you soon,’ says the bard. Then adds under his breath, ‘I hope.’

         ‘Let’s ride!’ Jori kicks her jerboa on, and it darts between the trees, clearing metres with each leap of its enormous legs. Nikku follows, the bright red 9of her arrow fletchings gleaming from the quiver on her back, and then the bard taps the sides of his mount with his feet and the beast springs away.

         Rue has one last glimpse of Pocka and the others watching them go from between the trees, and then they are quickly lost amongst the thick trunks and soft mossy darkness.

         
            *

         

         They ride for the rest of the day, weaving over roots, crouching low on the backs of their steeds to avoid being whipped in the face by passing branches. Still, every now and then one catches the bard on the ear and he yelps.

         ‘Stupid twigs! I’m going to have shredded ears to match the bruises on my saddle-sore bottom,’ he grumbles. And he keeps grumbling until they find a dusty path that heads south, towards the downs and the forest edge.

         Before they can reach clear ground, though, night begins to draw in. The gaps between the trees become choked with shadow, the jerboas begin to catch their paws on invisible roots and stumble over stumps in the dark. 10

         Jori reins in her mount, and the other two skid to a halt.

         ‘It’s getting too hard to see where we’re going,’ she says. ‘We’ll end up breaking the jerboas’ legs if we carry on. I know you don’t want to, but I think we should make camp. At least until dawn breaks and we have some light.’

         The bard sighs but nods. Without the jerboas it will take them days to get there. They can’t risk them getting injured.

         ‘Very well,’ he says. ‘But just until dawn.’

         
            *

         

         Working swiftly, they unsling their packs and tie up the mounts with a nose bag of seeds each. Jori runs a quick scout around the area, slipping through the trees like a rabbit-shaped patch of shadow. She returns minutes later with an armful of firewood and soon has a blaze going.

         The firelight paints the trunks around them orange. The branches overhead flicker with fiery colours, and Rue has the feeling he is sitting inside a cosy cave. One with walls of wood, rather than rock. 11

         He tries to imagine himself as one of the Lushan Ullorka – the dwarf rabbits of the Eiskalt mountains – living high up among the peaks. But his mind keeps turning to his home at Thornwood, to what might be happening there right now. How they could be fighting for their lives.

         He looks across at the bard and sees his furrowed brow, his tattooed ears flat to his head with worry.

         He must be feeling the same, Rue thinks. He must be just as worried about his brother, Podkin.

         And Rue moves closer to him, nuzzling his head against his side.

         ‘We’ll be there soon, little one,’ the bard says, his voice a raspy croak. ‘As soon as we can. Maybe you should try to get some sleep.’

         ‘I can’t sleep now,’ says Rue. ‘I just keep thinking about my mother and father. And my brothers. Will they be fighting too?’

         Jori sits down on the other side of the young rabbit while Nikku sets a tripod and pot over the fire and begins to cook up a stew.

         ‘Listen,’ she says. ‘I have an idea. Why don’t you carry on with the story you were telling? It will take 12both your minds off things, and perhaps help Rue fall asleep as well.’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ says the bard, staring into the flames. ‘I was forgetting about that power of stories. The way they can take you off to another place and time. The way they help you forget about your troubles, at least for a moment or two.’

         ‘And it might make us feel better,’ adds Rue, ‘to hear about tiny rabbits like us, fighting against danger and winning. When I hear about Podkin and Paz, it makes me feel like I can do anything even though I’m just nobody.’

         ‘You’re far from nobody, little one,’ says Jori with a chuckle. ‘You understand as much about stories as this old badger for a start.’

         She gives the bard a shove and, just for a moment, he breaks into a smile. Then he clears his throat, preparing to tell his tale.

         In the distance, in amongst the thick trees of the forest, the echoing sound of a wolf pack can be heard. They are drowned out by another howl: louder, deeper, thrumming with power. It makes Rue jump, but then he realises it must be the giant 13fanged wolf who helped them earlier. One of the ancient creatures of the Grimwode who must have been escorting them as they rode through the forest.

         The bard peers into the shadows between the trees and raises a paw as if he is waving to an old friend.

         ‘Don’t be afraid,’ he says to Rue. ‘We have a great-great-grandchild of Truefang keeping us company. I think he wants to hear the story as well.’

         ‘Best not leave him waiting then,’ says Nikku as she stirs her pot of turnip stew.

         ‘Best not,’ says the bard. ‘Now. Where was I?’
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            Chapter Two

            Dream Walkers

         

         They came down from the slopes just as twilight was setting in and made camp amongst the trees of the forest edge.

         Despite the threat of hungry predators, Podkin was glad to be off the hills of the Skylands and amongst woodland again. There was something reassuring about having roots and branches around him. As though he was being wrapped up in the arms of the Goddess, shielded from anything that might hurt him. He imagined Hern, the forest god, might be here as well, watching him from between the trees 15with his timeless green gaze.

         He helped Mash gather firewood (keeping an eye out for horned beings and hungry wolves) and then sat down with the others as they discussed their plans.

         ‘Blackdaw said we should make for one of the northforts,’ Paz was saying. ‘They were built to defend the Free Cities, but she thinks the soldiers there would be able to take us to a port, so we can get to the Temple City.’

         Podkin remembered the words of Blackdaw, the Crowskin shaman. She had said there were three of these cities, and that they had all left the Fyrnian Empire after a great war. There was one called Mertown, another named Wavecrest and the third (the piratey one) was Skullport. Even the name sounded scary.

         ‘I’m not sure I like the sound of these cities,’ said Crom. ‘Especially not the one that’s full of pirates.’

         Podkin wasn’t sure either, but they had to pass through them in order to get to the Temple City of Fyr: the place where Magmarok – the last Gift of the Goddess – was kept. The final part of their quest. 16Their one remaining task.

         ‘Have you met any bards from around here on your travels?’ he asked Yarrow. ‘Did they mention how dangerous these pirates were?’

         Yarrow shook his head, making the silver ring in his nose glint in the firelight. ‘Bards from all over the Five Realms gather at the Festival of Clarion every year,’ he said. ‘But I’ve never met any from either Fyr or these Free Cities. I’m looking forward to learning some of their songs and tales and adding them to my repertoire.’

         ‘What if we cut across land?’ Paz asked. ‘We could avoid the place altogether.’

         ‘It would take us weeks and weeks,’ Mish said. ‘If these Free rabbits can sail us there by boat, it will be so much quicker.’

         Podkin sighed. Speed meant everything to them at the moment. The faster they got to Fyr, the more chance they had of getting Magmarok, the anvil. They simply had to reach it before Gormalech did.

         ‘Yasmin.’ He turned to the young soothsayer, the voice of the Goddess, who was sitting in her usual spot – beside Paz – watching the conversation with 17her wide brown eyes. ‘Have you had any visions lately? Any signs that might tell us which way to go?’

         They had gathered Yasmin into their group when they visited the Vale of Estra. She had chosen to follow them into danger, all the while developing her powers of seeing the future. She was growing better at it, but still needed a bit of practice, to be honest.

         She shook her head. ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘But Blackdaw did teach me a way to use my dreams to see things. I could try that tonight, if it helps?’

         ‘Yes please,’ said Podkin. He had been a bit sceptical about Yasmin’s ability at first, but her advice had saved him when he had to undertake the Crowskin test to become a master tracker: a bloodseeker. Now he found himself looking forward to her visions in the same way he used to rely on Brigid, the kindly forest witch whose premonitions had once guided him.

         ‘I’ll just make myself some valerian tea,’ she said. ‘And then I’ll have to do a bit of chanting before I go to sleep.’

         ‘Fascinating,’ said Yarrow. ‘Mind if I watch and take notes?’ 18

         
            *

         

         After they had finished eating, they each found a spot among the tree roots and settled down amongst their blankets to sleep.

         Mash volunteered to take the first watch, sitting by the fire with his catapult, in case any Wildtooth wolves were tempted to investigate the tasty strangers in their forest. Podkin was just nudging his pack into the right shape to rest his head on, when Yasmin tapped him on the shoulder. She had drunk her tea and had been chanting under her breath since dinner, and now her eyes were misty, her ears flopping loose on her shoulders.

         ‘I’m about to try and dream walk,’ she whispered to him. ‘I’ve prayed to the Goddess and asked for her advice.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Podkin, wondering what she wanted him to say. ‘Good.’

         ‘When I was studying with Blackdaw,’ she carried on, ‘she told me about a way to bring others into my dream. She called it walking the dream road. Only powerful shamans can do it, she said. But I’m going to try and take you with me.’ 19

         ‘Really?’ Podkin squirmed at the idea. ‘You don’t have to. Being in someone else’s dream sounds a bit scary.’

         ‘I have a feeling I need to,’ said Yasmin, stifling a yawn. ‘And Blackdaw said I should follow my feelings. They could be messages from the Goddess.’

         ‘Very well then.’ Podkin didn’t want to argue with the Goddess, but he also thought travelling through dreams sounded a bit far-fetched. Weren’t they just nonsense made up by your sleeping mind? Like the time that he dreamt he and Paz were being chased by a giant carrot, which turned out to be his Auntie Olwyn in disguise.

         ‘See you on the other side,’ said Yasmin. She curled into a ball next to him and was asleep as soon as she had pulled her blanket up to her chin. Paz looked over, seeing her snuggled up beside his bed, and raised an eyebrow, smirking.

         ‘She wants to dream of me,’ Podkin tried to explain, then realised he had just made it worse. ‘I mean … she’s going to dream walk and wants me with her … No, she said the Goddess wanted us to be together … no … I just …’ 20

         ‘You don’t have to explain it to me,’ said Paz, hiding a laugh behind her paw. ‘I think it’s sweet.’

         ‘It’s nothing like that,’ Podkin spluttered. ‘It’s because this might be important …’

         But Paz had already turned away, her shoulders rocking with laughter beneath her blankets.

         ‘It doesn’t mean I like her,’ Podkin growled, lying back on his pack. He tried to be angry for a bit, but he was too tired from all the walking. Also, part of him was secretly intrigued by the idea of dream walking. Could it be possible? What messages might the Goddess have for him? Would he get a better idea of what to do? How to beat Scramashank?

         There were a thousand other questions in his head, but he fell asleep before he could even mutter the first ten …

         
            *

         

         … and awoke in a familiar landscape: a wide, open meadow at the edge of Grimheart forest. Sweet green grass full of white oxeye daisies, their yellow centres blazing in the midday sun. He had played here many a long hour – chasing Paz through the buttercups, rolling amongst the petals with baby Pook – back 21when he was eight summers old, before the Gorm attacked their warren and destroyed everything.

         And there, over by the forest edge, was the domed mound of Munbury warren, with its stout oak doors …

         Except the doors were just planks on the floor. And half the warren roof wasn’t there yet.  In its place was a timber frame and piles of hazel twigs that were being woven through it by a team of rabbits. This was Munbury before it had been built. Which must have been (Podkin tried to remember the scrolls he had read in the library) hundreds of years ago.

         ‘Do you know this place?’

         Podkin jumped at the voice, then turned to see Yasmin beside him. She looked exactly the same: as solid and real as everyday life. Except this couldn’t be real … could it?

         ‘Yasmin!’ Podkin reached out to prod her and was only half surprised when his paw swept through her as if she were made of smoke. ‘Is this your dream? Are we on the road you talked about?’

         ‘I think so,’ she said. ‘But I’ve never dreamt of this place before.’ 22

         ‘It’s my home,’ Podkin said. ‘My first home, from before the Gorm. But it’s just being built, which happened many, many years ago.’

         Dream Yasmin shrugged, as if this was the most natural thing in the world. ‘Must be something the Goddess wants us to see,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s explore.’

         
            *

         

         Together they walked into the half-built warren, through the wide gap that would one day be the front door.

         Podkin recognised everything around him and yet it was different at the same time. The tiles had not yet been laid on the dirt floor. The tapestries that hung on the walls of the entrance hall had not yet been woven. The rabbits he had grown up knowing had not even been born.

         They walked past workers digging out burrows, building walls and carving stone for lintels and door frames. None of them looked up at them, or even blinked as they passed by. Not even when Podkin brushed one with his paw.

         He was not actually here, he understood. But had 23they really gone back in time, or were they inside Yasmin’s sleeping head? And if they were, how could she have imagined Munbury so clearly when she had never even been there?

         ‘Which way do we go?’ Yasmin asked him. They were standing in a wide room with a gallery around the edge. A place that was becoming the longburrow.

         Up there is where I used to play with my wooden soldiers, Podkin thought. And here is where the Gorm burst up from beneath the ground. That spot by the fireplace is where I last saw Father …

         ‘Podkin?’ Yasmin nudged him, but her elbow passed straight through. He blinked anyway and shook his head, clearing it of painful memories. Yasmin was pointing to a corner of the room where two rabbits were standing, deep in conversation.

         One was a female rabbit with the same brown hair and fur as Podkin. For a moment, he thought it was an older version of Paz – they looked almost identical – but his sister was centuries away from existing.

         The other was a rabbit with striking white fur. A ruff of it stood up wildly on top of his head. He had 24bright green eyes – the same colour as Pook’s – and the left one carried a long, vertical scar running almost to his chin.

         At his feet was a small, white-furred creature, twining round his ankles as it chased its tail. Podkin was surprised to realise it was a baby stoat, an ermine. A beast that normally hunted and ate rabbits.

         ‘Do you know who they are?’ Yasmin whispered, even though nobody could hear them.

         Podkin was about to say no, when he realised, he might actually have an idea. And the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he was right.

         ‘I think,’ he replied, ‘I think it might be Nokin. He was the rabbit who founded Munbury warren. The one who came here from the Ice Wastes, back at the start of everything. And the brown-furred rabbit must be Daisy, his wife.’

         Yasmin and Podkin watched the pair talking for a while, and then the two rabbits rubbed noses. Daisy left to supervise some of the workers, while Nokin stood inspecting the half-built fireplace where Podkin had spent many nights sitting, listening to 25visiting bards tell their tales.

         Nokin rested a paw against the mantelpiece, seeming to be lost in thought. Podkin studied him: his face, his ears, the way he tugged his beard … amazed by the thought that this one rabbit and he were connected, even through all the time that separated them.

         He was still staring when a small blue butterfly fluttered down from the open roof above. It danced around Nokin, was chased by his pet ermine, and then landed on the white rabbit’s paw, gently waving its wings.

         Podkin remembered the butterfly that had guided him during the bloodseeker trial. Was this just an insect that had fluttered into the warren, or was it a sign from the Goddess?

         His question was answered when another tiny butterfly flew in, spiralling down to land next to the first. A third joined them, and now Nokin had noticed them as well. His green eyes opened wide, and he watched as they flew up together, scattering into the deeper warren in a dance of sky-blue wings.

         ‘Those butterflies must be a sign,’ Yasmin said. 26

         ‘I know,’ Podkin agreed. ‘Like the butterfly I saw in the mountains. The one that helped me track Derin and win the bloodseeker trial.’

         Nokin had started walking now, led along by the fluttering creatures. Podkin and Yasmin followed him, wondering what message was about to be revealed.

         
            *

         

         Into the finished part of the warren they went. The roof had been built here and the tunnels were dark, lit by the familiar glow of oil lamps and beeswax candles.

         But the burrows were unlived in, yet. Bare walls and floors. Empty doorways where the coppersmiths and cooks and pantries that Podkin remembered so well had stood.

         Nokin walked through them, eyes fixed on the butterflies, with Podkin and Yasmin drifting after him: a pair of floating ghosts from the future.

         Finally, he turned and stepped into a round room, the floor half covered in tiles of coloured clay. Stacks more stood in piles, waiting to be laid. A wicker basket full of mortar, ready to fix them in place. 27

         ‘I know this room,’ said Podkin. ‘It’s where we have the altar of the Goddess. Her statue stands on that wall, and our priestess sleeps over there by the fireplace.’

         The butterflies had stopped flying now. They had landed on a patch of bare earth near the far wall, forming the three points of a triangle.

         ‘What’s this?’ Nokin spoke to himself, not knowing there were two invisible rabbits listening in. His voice was gruff and had the touch of an accent. But it also sounded low and kind. Very much like Lopkin, Podkin’s father.

         ‘Bend down, Nokin. Bend and dig.’

         A second voice sounded out, even though there was nobody else in the room. It was a female voice, soft and sweet. Gentle and musical, filled with love and kindness. Hearing it made Podkin think of bubbling streams, sparkling in the spring sunshine. Of crisp, fresh leaves unfurling from their buds and stretching wide with their first taste of daylight. Of soft breezes blowing through the willow leaves and birds singing for the joy of being alive.

         Yasmin clutched at his arm, even though she 28couldn’t touch it. ‘Can it be?’ she breathed. ‘Is that …?’

         ‘The Goddess,’ Podkin whispered back. Every hair on his body stood on end. His ear trembled.

         ‘Who … who are you?’ Nokin said, staring around the room. But, like them, he couldn’t see anyone.

         ‘You know who,’ the voice replied. She sounded as though she was smiling. ‘Now dig.’

         As she spoke, a gentle wind blew through the room, even though they were under the ground. It was thick with the scent of fresh blossom, laced with the sound of bees buzzing. It was cool and fresh as if it had swept down from the mountains, chilled by the thaw of winter ice. It ruffled the fur on the back of Nokin’s neck, making his nose twitch as he breathed in the smell of spring. And, much to Podkin’s surprise, it rippled the hair on his arms, too, even though it should have passed straight through his ghost-like body.

         ‘Dig. Yes ma’am.’ Nokin didn’t need to be told again. He knelt and started to scoop the sandy earth away from the space between the butterflies. After 29a few moments his fingers closed around a piece of metal. He held it up, brushing off the dirt to reveal a small silver cylinder, marked all over with strangely shaped runes.

         ‘Take the key to Mirrormoon lake,’ the voice said. It echoed around the room, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. ‘Go to the tomb on the island and find the casket inside. Then bring it to Moonhenge on Midsummer Night.’

         ‘Y-yes. Of course.’ Nokin looked around the room again, the key clutched in his paws. ‘But …Goddess … can I ask why?’

         The voice didn’t answer. And, when Podkin looked at the ground again, the blue butterflies had vanished.
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            Chapter Three

            Song of the Sea Bard

         

         The first rays of sunlight woke Podkin, filtering through the leaves above, shining green upon his face.

         He sat straight up and looked across at Yasmin, who was also yawning herself awake.

         ‘Did you dream it too?’ he asked.

         ‘The half-built warren?’ she said. ‘And the white rabbit and the butterflies?’

         ‘You did!’ Podkin grabbed her paws, relieved to find they were solid this time. ‘Was it real, do you think? Did we actually go back in time and see that? 31Or was it a message from the Goddess?’

         Yasmin tipped her head and thought for a moment. ‘Maybe both?’ she said. ‘Although I don’t know what the message was.’

         ‘Something about the Gifts,’ Podkin thought aloud. ‘Maybe there was more to see. Shall we try and dream walk again?’

         ‘Not now,’ said Yasmin, pointing at the others. They were already stirring and Yarrow had got the campfire burning again, ready to make tea.

         ‘Another time then.’ Podkin saw Paz looking over at them, and quickly let go of Yasmin’s hands. But he was struck by how much his sister looked like the she-rabbit who had been talking to Nokin. Could she really have been a very distant grandmother of theirs?

         
            *

         

         After a quick breakfast of mint tea and toast, they set off through the forest again. It was thicker than Grimheart, with brambles snatching at their cloaks and paths choked with undergrowth. More than once, Podkin heard rustling as creatures slunk through the bushes next to them. He saw glinting 32eyes between the branches and kept one paw on Starclaw’s hilt, in case anything weaselly should jump out and surprise them.

         But Hern must have been looking out for them, as they remained untouched. Crom led them steadily southwards, using his paws to feel the moss growing on the tree trunks to find his way. In the last few hours of daylight, they stepped out and saw the first of the northforts in the distance.

         
            *

         

         It was a tall building with a stone base and a wooden tower that stretched up three or four storeys. Lit windows glowed all the way up, and the silhouettes of rabbits could be seen on the very top, beneath the fluttering flags, watching the approach from the Skylands.

         Around the base were more structures: tents and huts and barns. Soldiers with spears stood guard here and there, and a large wagon was being unloaded by a chain of rabbits.

         ‘How heavily manned is it?’ Crom asked, his sightless eyes staring out over the plain.

         ‘Very,’ said Podkin. ‘There are soldiers everywhere. 33Are you sure this is a good idea? They could fill us with spears and arrows before we even get close.’

         ‘I think we’ll be fine,’ said Mash, trying to sound confident. ‘We don’t look like Crowskins anyway. They’ll probably suppose we’re just traders.’

         ‘If we spread out a bit, they’ll see we have children with us,’ said Paz. ‘They’d be less likely to shoot children, wouldn’t they?’

         ‘You would think so,’ said Yarrow. ‘Even so, I think I’ll stay behind Crom. His belly is big enough to shield me.’

         Crom growled. ‘If you’re not careful, I’ll send you out first with a big sign around your neck saying “I’m a great big Crowskin baddie and I’ve come to kill you all”.’

         Grumbling and bickering, they set out across the open grass towards the fort, keeping a wary eye on the soldiers at the top.

         Halfway there, Podkin took hold of Pook’s paw on one side and Paz’s on the other. He tried to look as furry and un-Crowskin-like as possible, but it was still terrifying, waiting for the whistle of a spear or arrow as the tower grew closer and closer. 34

         ‘Halt!’

         A cry went up when they were a hundred metres or so away. A bell began to ring inside the tower and the soldiers milling around at the bottom suddenly dashed into formation.

         ‘Well,’ said Mish. ‘I definitely think they’ve seen us.’

         ‘Everybody stand still,’ said Paz. ‘Don’t make any sudden moves.’

         ‘I wasn’t about to break into a jig,’ Yarrow muttered, but Podkin could see from his trembling ears that the bard was just as scared as he was.

         They froze where they stood and watched as a platoon of soldiers began to march out to them. Nine of them, in a square of three rows, they wore studded leather jerkins and helmets, and bright blue breeches. All of them carried a spear with a sharp copper head and a sword in their scabbards. The one in the centre had a plume of sky-blue feathers on top of her helmet and, when the phalanx stomped to a halt in front of them, she was the one who spoke.

         ‘You are about to enter the territory of the League of Free Cities,’ she said. ‘State your business here.’ 35

         There was an awkward silence that carried on a little too long. And then Podkin realised all his friends were staring at him again, waiting for him to speak.

         ‘Er … hello,’ he began. ‘We are travellers from Dark Hollow warren in Gotland. We are on our way to the Temple City of Fyr and were told that we might be able to find a boat to take us there in one of the Free Cities. If it’s not too much trouble, that is.’

         Beside him he heard Paz sigh, and knew that he had got it wrong again.

         ‘My brother is being too modest,’ she said. ‘We are on a sacred mission for the Goddess Estra, and we bear many of her Gifts.’

         At this, she lifted her cloak to reveal Ailfew, the sickle, at her belt, gleaming in the evening sunlight. One or two of the soldiers let out a quiet gasp.

         ‘In her name,’ Paz continued, ‘we ask you to take us to your chieftain, or emperor or ruler, so that they can help us in our sacred duty.’

         It all sounded a lot more impressive when Paz said it, Podkin thought. He watched as the guard captain blinked in surprise. 36

         ‘Estra?’ she said. ‘The Gifts?’

         ‘You are familiar with the legend?’ Yarrow stepped out from behind Crom and gave an elaborate bow. ‘If not, I can remind you of the tale. I know several songs, eleven ballads, an epic poem and can even act out a play, if one or two others would care to take some of the parts …’

         ‘I’ve heard of it,’ said the captain, rubbing her chin. ‘But I always thought it was just a fairy tale. Either way, you’d better come and see our sergeant major.’

         The nine soldiers split up and formed a loose circle around the Gift Bearers, and then escorted them across the remaining stretch of plain to the fort. Yarrow tried to chat with them on the short march, but they all just stared straight ahead, not even opening their mouths. It didn’t seem like a friendly welcome and Podkin began to fret about what they had walked into.

         What if they throw us in a dungeon? he thought. The whole quest will be over. Or maybe they’ll take us as slaves on one of their ships. We might have to row oars for the rest of our lives. Meanwhile, Scramashank will stroll into the Temple City and take Magmarok for himself. 37

         He kept up his worrying all the way to the fort, where a plump rabbit in an ornate uniform was supervising the unloading of sacks and barrels from the cart.

         ‘Sergeant Major!’ The guard captain snapped her ankles together and saluted as her leader caught sight of them and walked over.

         ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘What do we have here? A travelling family of vagabonds?’

         ‘They say they are bearing Gifts of the Goddess Estra,’ said the captain. ‘They want to speak to someone about transport to Fyr. The Temple City, in fact.’

         To Podkin’s surprise, the sergeant major actually threw back his head and laughed. ‘The Twelve Gifts? I haven’t heard that story since I was a kitten. What was it? A sword that could cut through anything; a spear that sung as it flew; a sickle that could make plants grow …’

         ‘Actually, it’s more of a dagger than a sword,’ said Podkin, who was getting a bit annoyed by rabbits 38saying his Gifts were all make-believe. ‘And as for the sickle … Paz?’

         At her brother’s word, Paz slowly drew Ailfew from her belt and closed her eyes, summoning up its power. Some of the soldiers standing around levelled their spears at her, but she couldn’t see them.

         ‘What are you doing?’ The sergeant major scowled at them, paws on his hips. ‘Is this some sort of joke?’

         Paz wasn’t listening. Instead, she reached for the sleeping seeds and shoots that lay hidden beneath the soil all around the fort, waking them up and filling them with the urgent need to grow as fast as possible.

         All around the stone building, vines burst up from the grass of the plain and began to wrap themselves across the structure, climbing up the brickwork in layers until the bottom half of the tower was swathed in green. Creaking and rustling, the tendrils wove through each other, stems thickening, leaves uncoiling. Then, with a final flourish, Paz opened her eyes and, at the same time, a thousand white blossoms unfurled. Dog roses, honeysuckle, bindweed … an array of white, pink and yellow 39flowers, decorating the northfort like a Lupen’s Day statue.
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         40‘By the waves,’ breathed the sergeant major. One or two of the soldiers fell to their knees, muttering prayers. Even Yarrow seemed lost for words (for once).

         ‘Excuse me, Sergeant Major.’ A new rabbit appeared, walking around from the side of the cart. He wore a long sleeveless coat over a blue jerkin and matching trousers and had a felt hat perched on top of his black-furred head. ‘It would appear that our visitors seem quite important. I’m thinking that the Council of Cities might like to speak to them. As I’m heading back down that way with my cart, perhaps I could take them?’

         The sergeant major, still looking flustered, gave a quick nod. ‘Excellent idea, Leaf. You should probably take them straight there.’

         ‘Just what I was thinking,’ said Leaf with a smile. ‘If we leave immediately, we could be there by late tomorrow afternoon.’

         Podkin had been hoping that Paz’s display would let them be allowed past the fort, but a lift to this Council was even better. 41

         ‘Yes please,’ he said. ‘A ride would be wonderful.’

         ‘Heavenly!’ said Yarrow, already beginning to climb in the cart.

         ‘Jolly good,’ said the sergeant major. He kept casting nervous glances to the flowery fort and seemed to be very happy to see the back of Podkin and his friends. ‘Up you all hop.’

         One after the other they climbed on to the empty bed of the wagon. Yasmin and Pook scrambled up to sit next to Leaf on the driver’s board, where he was already holding the reins.

         ‘On we go, my beauties!’ he called out to the team of four rats that were hitched up to the wagon, and they began to walk south, pulling them away from the northfort. Behind them, the sergeant major and all his soldiers stood watching them, most of them with their mouths hanging open.

         ‘Well,’ said Podkin. ‘That was nice and easy.’

         Leaf laughed. ‘I thought I had better get you out of there quickly. Sergeant Major Hoppett isn’t the ripest radish on the plate. He probably would have locked you up in the stockade for a few weeks while he puzzled over what to do with you. Lucky I was there.’ 42

         That had been exactly what Podkin was fearing might happen, and he shuddered to think how close they had come to it.

         ‘Why were you there?’ Paz asked. ‘And how do you know this Council?’

         ‘My apologies for not introducing myself properly.’ Leaf sketched out a quick bow to them all. ‘I am Leaf Turnipson, and I am quartermaster for the northforts. My rats and I take supplies to all five of them once a month, working our way from east to west. And then I head back with their reports to the Council. Not the most important of jobs for a seafaring rabbit, but I needed to stay on land to care for my poorly mother. Perhaps one day I shall head back out on the waves.’

         ‘What’s it like?’ Podkin asked. ‘Sailing on a boat? Have you been to far-off lands? Have you battled sea monsters?’

         Leaf chuckled. ‘We don’t sail all that far, my friend,’ he said. ‘Nobody knows what’s out there for a start. Some think the world is flat and that you would fall off the edge. Others say it is round and you might end up back where you began. But our 43boats mostly hug the coast, from here to Orestad or Hulstland. The deep sea is too dangerous.’

         ‘Are there pirates?’ Pook asked, his eyes bright. If there was something fierce and menacing, he wanted to become it.

         ‘There are,’ said Leaf, ‘but that’s not what scares us. The deep water is home to Krakos … She’s the monster of all monsters, and she has roamed the sea since the time of the Ancients.’

         ‘Like Gormalech!’ Podkin gasped.

         ‘Yes,’ said Leaf, his face serious now. ‘We might not all remember the story of the Goddess and her Gifts, but we know about the poison iron down here. We know not to dig too deep, and we heard about the Gorm and how they were beaten. I’m guessing that was down to you folk?’

         ‘It was,’ said Yarrow. ‘I, myself, played a vital part. I can tell you the tale if you wish, although I still need to smooth out a few creases …’

         Crom grunted and nudged the bard, sending him toppling to the other side of the cart in a heap. Leaf laughed as Yarrow picked himself up and gave Crom a snooty glare. 44

         ‘Well,’ he said. ‘We might have missed out on armies of iron-covered rabbits in Thrianta, but Krakos is our own demon. She doesn’t like the shallows, but any ships who get blown out past the underwater ledges that run along the coast … well, let’s just say they don’t come back.’

         More monsters, Podkin thought. And Uki battled against four of them as well. Just how many of these things did the Ancients leave behind?

         ‘I think I’ve changed my mind about going on a sea voyage,’ Yarrow said after untangling himself from his cloak. ‘Can we get to the Temple City by land instead?’
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