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            Praise for the World of Podkin One-Ear

         

         ‘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.’

         Andrea Reece, LoveReading

         ‘Rich with custom, myth, and a little touch of magic.’

         Carousel

         ‘A story for children who enjoy fantasy, quests (and of course rabbits).’

         The School Librarian
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            This one is for all the readers, the teachers, the librarians, the booksellers … everyone who has dressed up as a Podkin character for Book Day, or come to my events, or who has sent me letters, messages and pictures over the past years that I have been telling this very long story. Thank you for travelling the Five Realms with me.

         

      

   


   
      
         
                With a bark of fury, Beastie leapt down the molehill, reaching the ground in two bounds. He ran across the open space towards the mole, skidding to a halt just behind it and sending Podkin flying through the air …
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            Chapter One

         

         In a wooden bed, piled high with blankets, lies an old, old rabbit.

         His brown fur is streaked with grey. He has one ear only; the left one ends in a clean stump, long healed. His tired eyes are closed as his head rests on the pillow, and his breath comes in wheezing, shaky rattles.

         He lies in a room with walls of hanging tapestries, at the back of a grand tent.

         By his side, clutching his paw, is an aged bard. He looks down on the sleeping rabbit with sad, worried, green eyes. Beside him is a young lop rabbit, his long ears speckled with brown-spotted fur.

         Silence hangs heavy in the room, broken only by the breaths of the sick rabbit. Through the canvas walls, the noise of a bustling crowd creeps, but the sounds of joy 2and laughter seem as if they are coming from another world – one in which happiness still exists.

         Outside, great change has come to the little warren of Thornwood.

         The grassy mound it hides beneath is a mass of wooden scaffolding and bustling carpenters, toiling to fix the gaping hole in the roof and replace all the charred beams and splintered doorways. Gardener rabbits scurry to and fro from the nearby woods, planting saplings and trimming away damaged shrubs, working to repair the crown of trees and plants that sits proudly on top.

         But the biggest change is outside the warren, on the rolling meadows that lead up to the heavy oak doors. A whole city has sprung up there, made of round tents, square tents, wooden shelters and – in the middle of it all – the large marquee made of patchwork green canvas that holds our patient.

         Dozens upon dozens of rabbits can be seen, many more than the small number of inhabitants that normally live there. Some are bards, with swirls painted in their fur and tattooed on the bare skin of their ears. Others are druids, with white robes and long braided beards. There are soldiers in boiled leather armour, carrying spears and shields. Farmers and merchants in clothes of dyed wool and felt. Children run everywhere, filled with 3excitement at all the change, all the strangers.

         And the reason for it is the poorly rabbit himself.

         ‘Has he changed?’ the little rabbit asks the bard. ‘Is he any better?’

         ‘No, Rue,’ the bard sighs. ‘He hasn’t magically got better in the last thirty seconds.’

         ‘There’s lots of rabbits outside,’ Rue says. ‘Maybe you should go and have a look.’

         The bard sighs again. ‘I don’t want to leave Podkin,’ he says. ‘He’s my big brother. I need to be here. When he goes to the Land Beyond.’

         Rue takes the bard’s other paw and squeezes it, wishing he could wring out some of his old master’s sadness. ‘Maybe he won’t though?’ he says. ‘Maybe he’ll have a nice sleep, then hop up and tie his false ear on and go back to being just an old greybeard sitting in the corner of the longburrow, like he was before. Except this time I’ll know who he actually is …’

         The bard takes his eyes off his fading brother and tries to smile down at Rue as best he can. ‘That won’t be happening, Rue. He’s hurt too badly. All the healers say so. And Podkin said himself. He knows it is time. Finally, it is time.’

         ‘Perhaps …’ Rue pauses, wondering if it is the right moment. ‘Perhaps you should do something to take your 4mind off it? Like, maybe … tell a story?’

         The bard manages a chuckle. ‘I was wondering when you’d ask,’ he says. ‘But I’m not sure I’m in the right mood for storytelling.’

         ‘But master,’ Rue persists, ‘didn’t you say that stories have the power to take us away from the real world? To help us when we feel sad or worried or lonely? To remind us that, however bad things are, there are others who felt the same way? That we’re not alone, that these things will pass and—’

         ‘Yes, all right, all right!’ the bard snaps. ‘I did say all those things, but when I said them I didn’t know you’d be storing them up to use against me!’

         ‘I store up everything you say, master.’ Rue looks up at him with the biggest, most innocent eyes he can muster.

         Again the bard sighs. ‘I suppose you might be right,’ he admits. ‘Sitting here feeling sad is no good. A story might be called for. And I guess you want the rest of Podkin’s, don’t you?’

         ‘Well,’ says Rue. ‘You did leave it on rather a big cliffhanger.’

         ‘I love a good cliffhanger,’ says the bard, smiling.

         ‘So, will you?’ Rue prods his arm. ‘Please? Please please please?’ 5

         ‘Very well,’ says the bard. ‘I will finish the story. Here with its hero. And perhaps, Goddess willing, Podkin might be able to hear it as well.’

         Rue looks at the sleeping rabbit nestled in his bed. ‘I reckon he will,’ he says.

         ‘Well then, shall we begin? Shall we go back to Temple City and see what happened when the Gifts came together?’

         Rue claps his little paws together. ‘I thought you’d never ask,’ he says.
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            Chapter Two

            Podkin

         

         The little one-eared rabbit stared wide-eyed as the white-hot sphere that the Gifts had melted into began to shift its shape. It rose up, as high as his head, sending beams of light out across the stadium, bathing its Gift Bearers in a golden glow: a blessing, a show of thanks for their long, hard task completed.

         Then, finally ready, it began to stretch and fold itself. The molten bronze bubble that had once been split into the twelve legendary items, which had fought battles and performed miracles all over the Five Realms, started to become something else – something new.

         Podkin’s eyes drank it in, marvelling at the power of the Goddess’s magic as, a thousand years after she 7separated it, the chestful of material moulded itself into its true form. Twisting, bending, flowing, he watched as it changed itself into what looked like a body, a person.

         Arms, legs, head, a single ear … It was a child, exactly the same size as Podkin, except that it was made of gleaming, twinkling bronze.

         ‘Hello?’ Podkin spoke to it as the last curls of metal flowed into shape and it sank to the floor of the Emperor’s box. ‘Can you hear me? Are you awake?’

         But the body didn’t respond. It simply fell in on itself, boneless, lifeless.

         If this is a champion sent by the Goddess, I don’t think very much of them, Podkin thought. He took a step closer, and then he realised … the Gifts hadn’t become another rabbit, they had shaped themselves into a suit of armour. One the exact size for him, for Podkin. It even had a single ear, just as he did.

         ‘Nooo! Noooo!’ A raw, furious scream came from below, on the floor of the arena, tearing his attention away from the armour.

         Podkin leaned over the balcony to look down and saw Scramashank – the Gorm leader – curled on the sand, clutching the stump of his arm where Stormcleave the axe had been ripped away. Behind him, the open iron mouth from which he had emerged was trembling, 8shaking. As Podkin stared, one of the iron tentacles of Gormalech juddered and snapped, falling down to crash into the sand.

         ‘Curse you!’ Scramashank howled, scrambling to his feet. His iron armour was cracking and splitting. Pieces of it began to crumble and scatter around him. ‘My master will crush you for this!’

         Podkin’s eyes flicked from the screaming Gorm to his friends. They were gathered together, facing their enemy, looking as though they might dash in to finish Scramashank off.

         But before they could, the Gorm Lord staggered towards his iron tunnel, his soldiers following him. Bunched together in one yelling, wailing mass, they tumbled inside and were swallowed by the living iron. The metal tentacles of Gormalech vanished beneath the arena floor, making the ground shudder and quake with their passing.

         ‘Podkin!’ Paz was calling out to him, looking up towards the Emperor’s box where he stood. All she could see of him was his ear, poking up from inside the balcony. ‘Are you hurt? What happened to the Gifts?’

         ‘I’m fine!’ Podkin leaned over the box wall and waved back. ‘And the Gifts … they’ve changed.’

         ‘Into what?’ Yarrow shouted. ‘Hurry up and show 9us – I can’t bear the suspense!’

         Podkin turned back to the armour, which still lay in the corner of the balcony, quietly glinting. How was he supposed to get it down there? Throw it over the edge?

         Put it on, you idiot, he told himself and almost laughed. The suit looked so fine, so beautiful. Could it really be for him?

         How many other one-eared children are here? The thought made him chuckle. With trembling paws he reached down and lifted the suit, examining it more closely.

         Despite it being made of solid metal, it was surprisingly light. When his fingers touched the surface, he felt the familiar tingle of energy that used to come from Starclaw.

         ‘You’re perfect,’ he whispered to it as he turned it round and examined it.

         There were plates of bronze on the shoulders and covering the chest. The helmet was solid metal shaped into the face of a rabbit with holes for the eyes.

         A skirt of metal panels hung from the waist, and the arms and legs were made from finely linked chainmail. It even had boots and gloves attached, delicately jointed. The whole thing was fitted together in one piece. It looked like Podkin could simply 10pull it on over his clothes.

         ‘Here we go then,’ he said to himself. He unpinned his cloak and let it fall to the floor, then turned the armour around so he could step inside through the opening in the back.

         He placed one foot inside a boot, then the other. When they were snug, he pulled up the trousers and stuck his arms through the sleeves. The chest plate slipped around his ribs, and he ducked his head inside the helmet.

         It fits perfectly, he thought. It really was made just for me.

         He was wondering how he would manage to fasten up the back on his own when he felt the buckles snap themselves closed, the suit pulling itself shut. The helmet fitted over his head, his eyes peering through the slots, his mouth and nose poking through beneath so he was able to breathe and speak freely.

         ‘Some time before Bramblemas would be good!’ Yarrow shouted up to him. Podkin rolled his eyes and walked over to the balcony edge so they could see him.

         As he moved, he felt the armour buzz and crackle. It was powerful, of that there was no doubt, but what was it for? Why had the Goddess replaced all of the miracles the Gifts were capable of with this? 11
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         ‘Ahh! A baby Gorm!’ Pook shrieked out when Podkin 12appeared, and he realised that was how he might look: a rabbit covered in metal, although this time it was gleaming bronze instead of twisted iron.

         ‘Don’t worry, Pook! It’s only me!’ Podkin waved and pointed to his missing ear.

         ‘What is it?’ Crom called out. ‘What’s happened?’

         ‘The Gifts have turned into a suit of armour,’ Paz explained to the blind warrior. ‘Podkin’s wearing it.’

         ‘By Clarion’s lute strings, he looks wonderful!’ Yarrow clapped his paws. ‘Hurry down here so I can commit it to my memory properly. This is incredible!’

         ‘Coming,’ Podkin said. He looked around, seeing a passageway leading into the arena’s interior. The one Emperor Yoth had vanished down earlier. Something told him that might not be a good way to go: he had no idea where it led or what might be waiting for him inside.

         That only left clambering over the balcony and dropping down to the arena floor. Would his armour be strong enough to protect him? He had a sense it would, but there was only one way to find out.

         Podkin swung a leg over the balcony and began to lower himself until he was clinging on by his paws.

         ‘Pod, what are you doing? You’ll break your neck!’ Paz yelled at him, and the others gasped as he dangled. But Podkin could feel the gloves of 13his new armour gripping tight. They had hooked themselves into the stone of the balcony like a fly walking up a sheer wall.

         ‘I think I can climb down,’ Podkin called. Gingerly, he took one paw off and grasped a lower part of the wall. When he was sure he had tight hold, he moved the other down.

         ‘Poddy’s a spider!’ Pook looked up from where he had been cleaning the wound on Beastie the wolf’s shoulder to point and laugh.

         Podkin laughed too, as that was how he felt, climbing down step by step, sticking to the wall like glue.

         A few moments later and he had joined them on the arena floor. They all crowded around, cooing at his shiny new armour.

         ‘It’s only got one ear!’ Mish said.

         ‘It was made for you, Podkin!’ Mash agreed.

         ‘The Goddess knew,’ Yasmin said, almost too quiet to hear. ‘She knew there were bits missing from Copperpot and Blixxen. That there wouldn’t be enough to cover all of you. That’s why you had to lose your ear.’

         Podkin stared at her, shocked. He was about to protest at the idea of the Goddess wanting him to have an ear sliced off when they were all interrupted by a sudden, grinding roar. 14

         Opposite them, where Gormalech had burst into the stadium with his iron tentacles, the ground of the arena was crumbling, collapsing into the now empty tunnel. And above it, the stone structure of the arena was cracking and splitting. With a deafening crash, a huge section of wall and seats gave way, tumbling down into a mess of rubble and a cloud of dust. Beyond it they could hear more rumbles and crunches as many buildings in the city collapsed as well.

         ‘What’s happening now?’ Crom asked, one paw resting on Podkin’s shoulder.

         ‘Gormalech must have weakened the city with his tunnels,’ Mash said. ‘Now he and his Gorm have fled, half of the buildings seem to be falling down.’

         Podkin was just about to suggest leaving the arena as quickly as possible, when a chorus of shouts sounded from across the floor. Looking over, he could see three city guards, marching towards them with their spears ready to strike.

         *

         ‘It’s all right!’ Podkin raised his paws. ‘The Emperor knows we’re on his side! He wished me luck!’

         ‘A likely story,’ said one guard.

         ‘You’re escaped prisoners,’ said another. ‘Get back in the gladiator pens or—’ 15

         He never finished his sentence. The butt of a long spear cracked down on his helmet from behind him and he crumpled to the ground.

         There were two more swift cracks and the other guards followed. Standing behind them were the familiar shapes of Corvik, the Crowskin gladiator, and Mora, the bonedancer.

         ‘Lynitha let us out of the cage when the Gorm attacked,’ Corvik explained.

         ‘The other fighters all fled the arena but we decided to come and see if you needed help,’ Mora said. She looked Podkin up and down in his new armour. ‘Turns out you seem to have done fine on your own, though.’

         ‘What happened to the attackers?’ Corvik asked.

         ‘The Gorm are gone,’ Podkin said. ‘For now.’

         ‘We weakened them, though,’ said Crom. ‘I could hear it in Scramashank’s voice.’

         ‘And his armour was cracked,’ said Podkin. ‘Not to mention what happened to Gormalech.’ He pointed to where the remains of an iron tentacle still lay on the arena floor, slowly crumbling into rust.

         ‘They aren’t defeated yet, though,’ warned Yasmin. ‘Don’t forget, they took the power of Necripha. They are still dangerous.’

         ‘So, the battle has been won, but not the war,’ 16said Corvik. ‘Good. I was worried we had missed all the fighting.’

         From his back he took a hessian sack bulging with weapons and emptied them on to the ground.

         ‘We thought you might need to arm yourselves,’ said Mora.

         ‘My staff!’ Yarrow leapt on the pile and pulled out his old bard’s staff, knobbled and carved and hung with beads and trinkets.

         ‘Ooh,’ said Mish, ‘a catapult!’

         The others bent down and helped themselves to swords, daggers and clubs. Crom looked a bit sad to be missing Soulshot, but Podkin gave him two bronze short swords to stick in his belt and handed him a spear.

         ‘What now, then?’ he said.

         All eyes turned to Yasmin but the little rabbit just shrugged. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Perhaps I could dream walk later. But for now … maybe we should get out of the city.’

         Podkin nodded. She was right. Without an order from the Emperor, the city guards would still think them escaped gladiators and try to capture them and, besides, it seemed like most of the place was crumbling around them. Even as they spoke, there came crashes and rumbles from outside the walls. 17

         ‘This way, then,’ said Mash, pointing to the collapsed stands. ‘We can climb out and into the streets.’

         The other rabbits agreed and followed him, walking to the pile of rubble and beginning to clamber up it. They were almost at the top when a shout from the stands stopped them.

         ‘Ahoy!’ A cloaked figure hopped down from the rows of seats to block their path. ‘Where are you bunch of bedraggled sand-suckers off to?’

         ‘Captain Amber!’ Podkin flipped the metal visor back from his face and smiled up at the pirate. She lifted her hood to reveal her braided hair tied back behind a scarlet bandana. ‘You saved us all by stealing Starclaw! How did you even manage it?’

         Amber threw back her head and laughed. ‘I grew up on the streets of Skullport,’ she said. ‘I was picking pockets before I could walk, and if I hadn’t escaped a watch patrol or two by lunchtime, it was a boring day.’

         Paz smiled as well. ‘So, you just snatched the dagger and ran?’

         ‘Aye, that I did,’ said Amber. ‘Lifted it from that guard, then pretended to trip and rolled down the stairs. Had to find my way back out of the labyrinth in the dark, mind, but I made it in the end. You all put on a good show in the arena … I was cheering you on the whole 18time. And then I saw what happened with the Gifts … I never believed you could top what you did with Krakos, but that managed it.’

         Podkin smiled and pointed to his new armour. ‘Now I have this,’ he said. ‘Although I don’t know what to do with it.’

         ‘I’m sure you’ll find out,’ said Amber. ‘You seem to have a way mapped out for you, even if the sailing isn’t always smooth. And nice to see you’ve still got a part of your old friend with you.’

         She pointed to the spot above Podkin’s heart. There, just visible in the copper metal of his breastplate, was a hint of the little face that once topped the pommel of Starclaw.

         ‘Goddess above,’ Podkin whispered. ‘I hadn’t noticed that.’ He traced the outline with his armoured fingers and was rewarded with a familiar buzz.

         ‘We’re leaving the city now,’ said Paz. ‘We don’t know where, but we should probably head back home. It’s in the opposite direction to your ship though, Amber. We understand if you need to go back.’

         ‘Go back?’ Amber shook her ears. ‘And miss out on this yarn? No, I think I’ll tag along a while and see where you all wash up. We’re crew mates after all, aren’t we?’

         ‘Yarrrr! Pirate crew mates!’ Pook shouted from 19his perch on Beastie’s back. The giant wolf growled in agreement.

         ‘Onwards, then,’ said Podkin. ‘Let’s see if we can get through the city.’

         *

         Picking their way over the mound of rubble, they left the arena and found themselves back in the streets of Temple City. Unlike the last time they had walked through them, the streets were now choked with smoke and collapsed buildings.

         The Gorm had been here, Podkin could see. There were fallen bodies of Temple guards amongst the ruins, and scars on walls and wooden beams from weapons of war. Many of the houses had been set ablaze and there were gaping holes in the cobbled streets where Gormalech had forced his way upwards to deliver his warriors into battle.

         Now that the iron monster had fled, the tunnels he had forced through the rock under the city were collapsing. Cracks and craters were opening everywhere; houses were crumbling into them and disappearing.

         And amongst all the chaos, hundreds of rabbits ran screaming and shouting. Some were carrying bundles of possessions, others helped injured friends and family to safety. Shadows loomed through the clouds of dust and 20ash as Podkin and his friends scurried north, trying to avoid being noticed by the guards and soldiers who were attempting to restore order.

         ‘Are we going the right way?’ Yarrow coughed. ‘All these streets look the same.’

         ‘Keep the hill on your left,’ said Amber, pointing to where the huge mound loomed with its temple perched on top. Only a few nights ago, they had all been trapped inside, trying to find their way through the maze of tunnels. Now it was just a hazy outline. A silent giant stuffed with secrets older than time.

         Once or twice a lone guard called at them to halt, but quickly changed their minds when they saw the fierce faces of Crom and Corvik, and the curved bronze sword of Mora the bonedancer.

         In and out of the alleyways they dodged, leaping over cracks in the ground and backtracking when they found the way ahead blocked by rubble or burning houses.

         Gradually the smoke began to thin, and the buildings they now passed stood mostly intact. Then the city wall was before them, the road through the north gate packed with fleeing rabbits.

         ‘How will we get through?’ Podkin asked. ‘The guards will stop us for sure.’

         ‘Perhaps not,’ said Mora. ‘Look, they have flung the 21gates wide to let everyone out. If we join the throng, we can slip out unnoticed.’

         ‘Perhaps we should keep your fancy new armour hidden, though,’ said Amber. She slipped off her hooded cloak and draped it over Podkin, making him look like a hunched old beggar.

         ‘That’s more like the Podkin we know,’ said Paz, winking at him. Podkin scowled a bit. He had been very proud of his new outfit but, now he thought about it, maybe it was a little too fine for a tiny rabbit like him. And – most likely – Paz might be feeling pretty jealous. She had lost her Gift, after all … just so Podkin could have his new suit made.

         But I didn’t ask for it, he thought to himself. Like I didn’t ask for Starclaw. Or to be the Gift Keeper. If he had his way, he’d still be living in Munbury, taking cheeky naps in the meadow or running rings around poor Melfrey and the other teachers. He would have been quite happy for Paz to keep Ailfew – or even for her to be the one wearing magic armour.

         ‘We’d better cover up Beastie as well,’ said Yarrow. ‘I think the guards will definitely notice a giant sabre-toothed wolf sneaking out of the city.’

         ‘Good idea.’ Mash dashed over to a fallen market stall. With Mish and Pook’s help, he dragged the charred 22awning free and draped it over the wolf, then tied on a couple of baskets filled with carrots and apples.

         ‘Beastie looks like a farm rat,’ Pook said, giggling as the wolf poked his snout out and licked him across the face.

         ‘It won’t hold up to a close inspection,’ said Amber. ‘But if we huddle around him, we should be fine.’

         ‘Yes,’ Crom growled, taking hold of Podkin’s paw. ‘Make sure we all keep together.’

         With all of the rabbits holding on to one another’s arms, cloaks or paws, they plunged into the crowd and let themselves be carried along with the flow up the narrow road, through the gates and on to the sandy plains outside the city.

         There was much wailing and crying going on. Worried chatter and muttered prayers sounded all around them. Podkin realised these rabbits didn’t know what had happened to their city. They had never seen the Gorm before, let alone Gormalech’s new trick of bursting up through the ground with thrashing iron tentacles. They must be thinking their world was ending, that the earth itself was about to swallow up everything they knew.

         Hopefully they’ll be safe, Podkin thought. Gormalech has run away to lick his wounds. Now we’re taking the 23Gifts – the armour – out of their city, he shouldn’t be back, either.

         A nice thought, but then he realised Gormalech would be hunting him instead. He possessed all of the Goddess’s treasures in one, he would be a bigger target than ever.

         ‘That’s it,’ said Paz. ‘We’re out.’

         While Podkin had been worrying, they had made their way clear of the city. The crowds were thinning out as rabbits drifted off – some to relatives or friends in nearby warrens, others to makeshift camps outside the walls where they waited for the quaking ground and smouldering fires in the city to end. Amber made use of the crowds, finding traders and shopkeepers she could buy blankets, food and camping gear from. And, most importantly, several large water bottles.

         ‘Where to now?’ Mish asked. Before them stretched an open landscape of brown sand and dry grass. It looked hot, barren and endless.

         ‘Well, there’s an oasis about an hour’s walk from here,’ said Amber. ‘We can camp there and plot our course?’

         After days spent in labyrinths and prison cells, a night under the stars sounded good to everyone.

         Pook jumped onto Beastie’s back and waved a carrot 24as though it was a pirate’s cutlass. ‘Lead on, Cap’n!’ he squeaked.
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            (A very short) Interlude

         

         ‘Right,’ says the bard. ‘Now I need to do something a bit different from the stories that have come before.’

         ‘Really?’ Rue’s ears prick up. ‘What’s that?’

         ‘Well,’ the bard explains, ‘there are two threads to the ending: Podkin’s and Uki’s. We’ve seen Pod in the arena at the Temple City, but can you remember what happened to Uki?’

         ‘Of course!’ Rue scoffs. ‘I remember everything. He went off with Jori and Kree to burn down the Endwatch tower in Hulstland, didn’t he?’

         ‘Well done,’ says the bard. ‘And now I’m going to split the narrative between them.’ 26

         ‘Split the what?’

         ‘The narrative,’ says the bard. ‘The story. I’m going to tell a bit about Podkin, then a bit about Uki, then back to Pod again. And so on.’

         ‘Ooh,’ says Rue. ‘That sounds exciting!’

         ‘I’m just telling you, because some bards think younglings can’t understand when you do that.’

         ‘Hmpf!’ Rue flicks his ears. ‘We can understand as well as any grown-up.’

         ‘I thought as much.’ The bard smiles to himself. ‘So here is what happened to Uki …’
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            Chapter Three

            Uki

         

         They had arrived back in Hulstland when Uki realised something: in all the long journey through Grimheart forest, the Hulst Pass and Pebblewic … he hadn’t been filled with terror or panic once. There were no ancient spirits trying to kill him, no armies of faceless metal soldiers chasing him, no plague-ridden insects waiting to swarm at him from every pond or stream they passed. The three of them had captured all the sources of evil in their homeland. Captured them and trapped them in the crystals on Uki’s chest.

         He mentioned it to his companions, Jori and Kree, when they stopped to camp one night on the northern trail that followed the line of the Arukh mountains. 28

         ‘You’re right,’ said Jori. ‘And it’s so refreshing to be able to stroll through Hulstland without worrying that one of my family members might jump out from behind a tree and poison me.’ She patted the imperial medal that was now pinned on her cloak in place of her Clan Septys snake. The Empress had declared them her heroes: honoured by every clan in Hulstland. Including the murdering shadow ones.

         Another thing Uki was enjoying was his clear mind. Since he had gathered the four crystals and succeeded in his quest, the annoying dark voice that used to plague him had fallen completely silent. Not that he wasn’t worried about what might be waiting for them when they reached the Endwatch tower.

         He was thinking about it as they sat, watching their pot of soup boiling over the campfire.

         ‘Are you still fretting about the tower?’ Kree asked. ‘There will be nobody there, trust me. Necripha would have taken all her nakini boodah Endwatch thugs to Eisenfell with her. And even if there’s a hundred of them, you can smash them into mush with all your powers.’

         ‘We won’t be smashing anyone,’ said Jori. ‘We aren’t killers, remember?’

         Kree waved the ladle at her. ‘What are we supposed to do then? Make them a cup of tea and ask them nicely 29not to be evil nuknuks?’

         ‘We’ll tell them what happened to their leader,’ said Jori, ignoring the way Kree liked to curse in her native plains language. ‘Without Necripha, they are nothing. They’ll most likely give up.’

         ‘And if they don’t?’

         ‘Well, then …’ Jori shrugged. ‘Maybe we can do a little bit of smashing. As long as they’re still alive afterwards.’

         ‘That’s more like it,’ said Kree. ‘As long as we get to smash something.’

         Uki watched the wood smoke curling gently up from the fire. It rose in a soft haze until the chill breeze from the mountains caught it and whisked it away, out towards the wide stretch of boggy marsh that made up the Fenlands. He wondered if the tribes he met there were still getting on with each other, or if they had found something new to quarrel about. Looking at the nodding reeds and the wandering streams between them made him think of Coal the blacksmith; how they had met him in an inn there and befriended him. And how the entire time he had been deceiving them as he secretly worked for his iron master Gormalech.

         Thoughts of that creature turned to thoughts of Podkin and his siblings, the rabbits he had just met at 30their Dark Hollow warren. He wondered how they were doing on their quest – whether they had found any of the Gifts they were searching for; what dangers they might be facing from the evil forces his old companion now led.

         ‘What did you make of those rabbits we met?’ he asked his friends. ‘Podkin and Paz and the others.’

         ‘I liked them,’ said Jori. ‘They seemed like a very close family. I hope they’re keeping safe.’

         ‘I hope they’ve found their magic treasures and are using them to teach that bulba bu Coal a lesson,’ said Kree, waving her ladle like a club again.

         Uki wiped some spattered soup from his cloak. ‘I liked them too. Especially Podkin. I know what it must be like for him – getting caught up saving everyone without knowing what you’re really doing. I feel a bit bad that we didn’t stay to help them,’ he added. ‘They might need us right now, wherever they are.’

         ‘We can help them soon enough,’ said Jori. ‘A few more days until we reach the Endwatch tower, and then we can head back down again. Maybe find a couple of jerboas so we can all ride together. That should speed things up.’

         ‘Yes!’ Kree danced around with her ladle. ‘Mooka would love some friends, wouldn’t you, boy?’ 31

         From a stand of trees by the fire, Mooka the jerboa looked up from his nosebag of seeds. ‘Neek neek?’ he said.

         *

         They pressed on, making good progress as they followed the trading route northwards. Once or twice they were passed by a jerboa-pulled wagon, the traders waving to them as they went. One evening, in the distance, Uki thought he saw a small group of Arukh rabbits, scouting the low hills between them and the towering line of mountain peaks, but they didn’t come any closer. Perhaps they sensed the aura of power around the small band of outcasts and decided to keep away. Either that, or they thought three children and their tail-less jerboa wouldn’t have anything worth stealing.

         When they reached the tiny trading outpost of Melt, they used some coins from Jori’s purse to rent a room for the night and a stable for Mooka. The north wind had begun to bring the first bitter scent of winter and camping outside was becoming less and less comfortable.

         It didn’t bother Uki, mainly because he had grown up in the frozen Ice Wastes where there was permanent snow, even in summer. But also because the essence of Iffrit, the fire spirit, was forever in his blood, mixed into his very being. The heat and warmth of that little sprite 32sizzled in Uki’s heart. He imagined he would still be toasty if he fell into the middle of a glacier.

         ‘Once we’ve scared off the Endwatch – if there’s any left – what are we going to do about their tower?’ Kree asked as they were tucking into their evening meal of nettle soup and onion cakes.

         Uki thought for a moment, idly adding a scoop of sour jerboa-milk to his soup and stirring it in. ‘The tower,’ he said, finally. ‘I remember seeing it in my dreams: those eyes carved in the top. The place is a symbol for them – somewhere they could build themselves up again. We can’t allow that to happen. I think we should burn it to the ground.’

         ‘I agree,’ said Jori. ‘Leave nothing there for any Endwatch that may remain. If their base and their leader are gone, they will dwindle to a bad memory.’

         ‘I’m sure there’ll be another bunch of nubnubs to replace them,’ said Kree. ‘There’s no end of greedy, stupid rabbits looking for power.’

         ‘That’s true,’ said Jori, and Uki nodded. One paw went to the buckle on his harness where the four crystals that held the trapped ancient spirits sat. It’s only a matter of time until word gets out about my powers, he thought. There might even be a kind of Endwatch formed whose mission is to capture me and steal the crystals. 33

         Not for the first time, he felt a pang of regret at being the one to bear this burden. It meant he would have to be constantly wary of who he trusted, who he let close to him. Any rabbit could pretend to be his friend when they were really only after the crystals. Just look at Coal and how that turned out.

         At least I have Jori and Kree, he thought, watching the two of them squabbling over who was going to eat the last onion cake. I know they are on my side. And that rabbit Podkin, too. He must feel the same way I do about his Gifts.

         It was comforting to know there was another out there who understood everything he was going through, and Uki worried again about how Podkin and his friends were faring, what they might be doing in those distant lands to the south.

         *

         After leaving Melt, it was a few days further travel until they saw the familiar cluster of white trees on the horizon. Icebark forest, where Uki had first gained his powers and where he had met Jori – where he had saved her life from a Septys assassin.

         ‘Feels funny to be back here,’ she said, standing beside him as he stared.

         ‘I know,’ he agreed. ‘Imagine if I had walked 34a different way that night? Or if I had arrived ten minutes later?’

         Jori’s ears shuddered and her paw went to the steel sword at her side. ‘I don’t like to think about it,’ she said. ‘But you’re right. Our paths would have been very different. It’s almost as if someone is watching over us.’

         ‘Podkin’s Goddess, you mean?’ Uki looked sideways at her. He knew she had begun to believe in the old gods of Gotland and Enderby since speaking to Yarrow the bard. Some were the very tales his mother used to whisper to him in their tiny hut back in the Ice Waste village.

         ‘I believe it might be,’ she said, her voice quiet. ‘Does that sound silly to you?’

         ‘Not at all,’ Uki smiled at her. ‘She was my mother’s goddess too, remember? And she always seemed much kinder than Zeryth, the god of my tribe. All he ever wanted was to eat the souls of rabbits that had been staked out on the glacier. That’s what the priest said, anyway.’

         Jori laughed. ‘Well, it makes me feel better to think there’s someone powerful looking out for us. And at least she seems to actually do things. Unlike Kether and all his numbers.’

         ‘Yeuchh, and all that stupid counting!’ Kree walked 35up to them, leading Mooka on his guide rope. ‘It made my head spin.’

         They chuckled at the memory of Father Klepper and his funny purple robes as they made their way along the edge of Icebark. Unlike Grimheart forest, which had been dressed in the blazing colours of autumn when they left, this place was as cold and lifeless as ever.

         Stalks of dead grass stems rattled against the white bark of the trees. A chill wind that rolled down from the ice wastes lined the bare branches in halos of frost. The only signs of life were the odd crow that flapped over their heads, and the occasional scurry of tiny mouse feet rustling in the piles of fallen leaves.

         A few more hours’ walk and they could see the stone spike of the Endwatch tower, jutting up from a cluster of low buildings. Uki spent a moment staring at it – this place he had seen in dreams and visions, back when his quest first started. How strange it was to be face to face with it. To find it was actually a real thing of stone and mortar.

         Only one of the little outbuildings appeared to be in use, a thin trail of smoke curling upwards from a chimney.

         ‘Someone’s home,’ said Jori. ‘Shall I scout ahead and see how many?’ 36

         ‘Perhaps that’s best,’ said Uki. ‘It doesn’t look as though it can be more than one or two, but we’d better not take any chances.’

         ‘Chances?’ Kree scoffed at him, as Jori slipped silently into the undergrowth. ‘You can just suck the life out of them with your powers, can’t you? It wouldn’t matter if there was a hundred of them!’

         ‘I told you before,’ said Uki. ‘I don’t want to use my skills like that.’

         The crystal of Charice that glowed green on his buckle gave him the ability to heal living things, but also to harm them. He had once used it to knock out a whole patrol of Shrike guards but had felt so bad about it afterwards that he’d promised only to use it for good.

         ‘Seems like a waste,’ said Kree. ‘If I had them, I would make every puklik who was ever mean to me have the worst belly aches for months.’

         ‘Perhaps it’s good you haven’t got them then,’ said Uki, rolling his eyes. ‘Half of Hulstland would be in agony.’

         The thought of that made Kree chuckle, and she was still laughing to herself when Jori reappeared, sliding out of the dead trees like a puff of ghostly smoke.

         ‘There’s just a handful of them in that one building,’ she said. ‘Three or four at most. I checked everywhere 37else. Even stepped inside the tower. The place is mostly deserted.’

         ‘Right then,’ Uki nodded. ‘Let’s get this over with, shall we?’

         He reached up to the quiver on his back and took hold of his last remaining crystal spear. Then he set off, marching towards the heart of the Endwatch base.

         *

         Walking beneath the stone tower, Uki was struck by how much smaller it seemed to him now. Once, he had been in awe of the structure – three times taller than any of the huts in his little village. But now he had seen the towering spires of Eisenfell, the gigantic imperial palace and the cathedral on top of the hill, everything else seemed tiny in comparison.

         The buildings around it were simple stone blocks with wooden shingle roofs. Uki could see the one with the smoking chimney. Firelight was flickering through the gaps between the window shutters.

         ‘What’s the plan?’ Kree rode up beside him on Mooka, her adder-fang dagger already drawn. ‘Shall we charge into the building and crush them all?’

         ‘No,’ said Uki. ‘No crushing. I’m going to call out to them and tell them they’re finished. Hopefully they’ll see sense and leave.’ 38

         ‘Just in case …’ said Jori. She took her silver-topped flask from her belt and flipped open the lid before taking a tiny sip. The dusk potion within would give her incredible speed for a few moments, although to any other rabbit it would be deadly poison.

         Feet crunching on the dead grass, they walked into the open space between the buildings and stood, ready for combat. Uki called out in as deep a voice as he could manage.

         ‘Members of the Endwatch!’ he boomed. ‘We are here to tell you that your order is finished. Your days of plotting and scheming are over!’

         There was silence for a long moment after, broken only by the distant shrieks of the crows in Icebark. Then, slowly, the front door of the building began to creak open. An eye appeared in the gap, and then a grey-furred rabbit with a purple cloak stepped out. They were followed by another with deep brown fur, and the pair stood side by side looking at Uki and the others with suspicious eyes.

         That’s funny, Uki thought. Jori said there were at least three of them.

         He reached out with his crystal-sharpened senses, feeling for the presence of life around him. He could detect himself and his friends, and the two rabbits in 39front of him. Their heartbeats drummed in his mind like glowing pulses of light.

         Five rabbits and one jerboa … and there was another behind them. The third Endwatcher, sneaking around the tower to run at them unseen.

         ‘Jori,’ Uki said, raising his paw to point at the threat but too late to stop the rabbit charging.

         ‘For Necripha!’ the rabbit shrieked as it ran from the shadow of the tower, a dagger held high in its paw.

         Uki’s other senses kicked in, seeming to slow time for him as he raised his spear to throw. But, even with his crystal powers, he was not as fast as Jori the dusk wraith. In half a blink she had crossed the ground to block the charging rabbit. She reached up, grabbing its arm and knocking the knife out of its grip, before twisting around and using the rabbit’s own speed to flip it and send it sailing through the air, upside down.

         With a crunch, the attacking Endwatcher smacked into the stone wall of the building and slid slowly down into a pile on the grass. The other two blinked in shock and then raised their paws in surrender.

         ‘Are you … the rabbit who captured the spirits?’ one of them asked.

         ‘That’s him!’ Kree shouted. ‘Uki the Magpie Lord, saviour of Hulstland! You’d better do what he says or 40he’ll turn you inside out! He’ll play neekball with your heads! He’ll pull off your ears and use them to—’

         ‘All right, Kree – that’s enough!’ Uki said. Then he turned back to the Endwatch rabbits. ‘It is me. I am the one you have heard about. And I am here to tell you that Necripha, your leader, is no more. She was killed by a servant of Gormalech and fell along with all your comrades. The Endwatch is finished … we are here to burn your buildings to the ground. You can choose whether you are inside them or not.’

         The two rabbits still standing stared at each other.

         ‘That would explain why they haven’t returned,’ one said.

         ‘And why none of our bats have been answered,’ said the other.

         ‘What shall we do, Ulric?’ The grey-furred one’s ears had started to tremble.

         ‘What can we do? It looks like we are no longer Endwatch.’ Ulric pulled his purple cloak over his head and let it fall to the floor. The other rabbit did the same, and then they moved to help their crumpled friend up from the ground.

         ‘Very wise,’ said Uki. ‘Now leave this place and don’t ever think about coming back.’

         ‘But … where shall we go?’ Ulric stammered. ‘It’s 41almost winter and there are barbarians out there!’

         ‘Follow the edge of Icebark forest,’ said Kree. ‘You’ll come to a little village. I hear the inn needs someone to stable the jerboas.’

         ‘I should hurry if I were you,’ Jori added, her eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t want to be out in the dark. Anything might happen to you.’

         Kree stood up on Mooka’s back and let out a shrill plains-rabbit war cry. That seemed to be the final straw for the Endwatchers. Dragging their injured friend, they began to make a dash for the woods.

         ‘Just in time,’ said Jori, and she slumped over. Her potion had worn off, leaving her drained and aching. Uki quickly went to her and used the healing power of his crystals to soothe her strained muscles and return her to normal.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said when he had finished. ‘I don’t know how I managed before you learned to do that.’

         ‘You managed by being seriously grumpy,’ said Kree. ‘Now, how shall we go about burning this whole place down?’

         They decided to search the buildings first, looking for any trace of Necripha and her dark magic. The hut the rabbits had been in was a simple bunk house, most of the beds just bare straw mattresses. Another one was a 42kitchen and mess hall, and yet another a storeroom filled with sacks of flour and potatoes. The fourth seemed to be the place they made their clothes and weapons. There was a loom, a large dyeing vat (stained purple inside) and a small forge for making weapons. A corner of the room held cages for the tiny bats they used to send messages. Uki made sure to take them all outside and set them free before they began to burn anything.

         The tower itself was decorated inside with murals and tapestries. They all showed a three-eyed rabbit or a being glowing with purple light. In some the creature had taken control of Gormalech, the iron monster. In others it had destroyed two rabbits that looked like Estra and Nixha, the twin goddesses. Whoever it had vanquished, the creature was always blazing with power and had hundreds of followers bowing down to it.

         ‘Well, things didn’t turn out the way Necripha wanted, did they?’ Kree said, pulling one of the tapestries down and throwing it to the floor.

         ‘Not yet, anyway,’ said Uki. He knew that Necripha wasn’t actually dead. The glowing core of her spirit had been absorbed by Scramashank and – through him – Gormalech. There might still be a chance she could return somehow.

         ‘I think I’ve found it!’ Jori called down from the top 43of the tower. ‘This must be Necripha’s room!’

         Following her voice, Uki walked up the stairs to see a circular chamber filling the topmost floor. It had shelves lined with scrolls and books, a bench covered in stone tablets and artefacts, and a bed draped with purple silk sheets for her to sleep in.

         ‘Yes,’ said Uki. ‘This is it.’ Being so close to all Necripha’s possessions made him feel very uneasy. It was almost as if she were in the room with him, and the thought set his fur on edge. ‘We have to destroy it all. Leave no trace of the Endwatch for any survivors to find. Let’s pile everything in the middle and burn it.’

         The three rabbits spent the rest of the afternoon heaping everything flammable in the centre of each building. They took out all the food and supplies, but everything else was to be burnt. Then, when they had made a good bonfire-sized bundle in each structure, Kree ran between them all with a blazing torch and set them alight.

         ‘She seems to be enjoying this a bit too much,’ said Jori, watching the little rabbit run past them, whooping.

         Soon, every part of the Endwatch compound was roaring away, flames leaping up into four tall columns of light. The tower was also ablaze, the windows at the top glaring yellow like the sun. Thick pillars of black 44smoke reached up into the grey sky, billowing back and forth in the wind.

         Uki and the outcasts stood at the edge of it all, surrounded by sacks of grain and flour.

         ‘Well,’ said Jori, having to raise her voice above the crackling. ‘That’s that, then.’

         ‘It is,’ said Uki. He winced as the roof of one of the huts collapsed inwards with a roar, a wave of golden sparks flying up like swarming butterflies. He thought he would feel joy at watching his enemy’s base being destroyed, but instead he was left empty. Just a sad, hollow sensation – all that knowledge collected over the years being reduced to ashes. All that time Necripha spent plotting evil when she could have been helping the rabbits around her.

         ‘What now?’ Kree asked. ‘Are we going to help Podkin fight against the Gorm?’

         ‘I think we should,’ said Uki. ‘It’s kind of our fault they are back after all.’

         ‘Another epic quest,’ said Jori, smiling. ‘No rest for the heroes of Hulstland.’

         ‘I guess we should head off, then,’ said Kree, looking up at the sky. ‘We can make it a good way towards Melt before dark. We can take a few sacks of potatoes to eat on the way, too.’ 45

         ‘Right,’ said Uki. He was bending to help lift a sack or two up on to Mooka’s back when he had the sense of a living creature heading towards them through the forest. Too big for a mouse, too small for a weasel … it must be another rabbit.

         He had just warned the others when, sure enough, someone came scurrying out from the trees, hurrying toward them. As they stepped into the orange light from the burning buildings, Uki could see it was a bard: a rabbit with light brown fur painted all over with blue curls and spirals. They walked with a long staff and their ears were covered inside and out with tattoos.

         ‘Thank the Goddess,’ the bard said, huffing and puffing. As they got closer, Uki noticed it was a she-rabbit, and that she carried a wooden birdcage with a small sparrow inside. ‘I saw the smoke and thought I had got here too late.’

         ‘Too late for what?’ Kree asked. ‘And who are you, anyway?’

         ‘My name is Bracken,’ said the bard, leaning on her staff and catching her breath. ‘And I have a message for you.’ She held out a scroll of parchment, which Jori took and unfurled to read.

         ‘For us?’ Uki said. ‘Who sent you? How did you know we’d be here?’ 46

         ‘Well,’ said Bracken. ‘That’s the peculiar thing. It was about six years ago now … I was just a novice bard back then and I was making my way south from Redwater warren, heading for the Festival of Clarion. I was passing through a woodland clearing when this old rabbit stepped out from behind a tree. Nearly made me jump out of my fur, she did!

         ‘“I’ve got a special task for you,” she says. “Six years from now, on the first full moon of winter, you need to look for smoke at the edge of Icebark forest. There you will find three young rabbits. Bring them a messenger sparrow from Eisenfell city and give them this message.”’

         Bracken pointed to the parchment Jori was reading and she held out the birdcage for Uki to take.

         ‘She paid me a whole pouch of gold coins and promised me I’d be part of one of the greatest tales in the history of rabbits. Is that true? Are you some kind of heroes? Have you just defeated a legendary enemy? Can I have the tale to tell?’

         ‘We are heroes!’ Kree bowed to Bracken. ‘We are the outcasts, the saviours of Hulstland!’

         ‘There is a tale,’ Uki admitted. ‘But another bard is working on it. His name is Yarrow – perhaps he will share it with you when he’s done.’ 47

         Bracken clapped her paws. ‘Oh, I know Yarrow,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to hear it from him at the next festival. But for now … can you please tell me what the message says? I’ve been dying to know for the past six years!’

         ‘Certainly,’ said Jori. She cleared her throat and began to read out loud.

         
            ‘To the three young heroes of Hulstland. By now you will have met with the other three younglings who have been chosen by the Goddess. I haven’t even met them myself yet, so I hope they’re nice. 

            ‘I’ve had one of my dreams, and it told me to give you a message. My young friends need your help, and the aid of the Empire’s army. Send word to Eisenfell with this sparrow and then head to Mirrormoon lake in Gotland as quick as you can. 

            ‘It is very, very important that you head straight west, through the mountains. I know that sounds very dangerous, but the life of a young rabbit far, far in the future depends on it.

            ‘May the Goddess be with you, and perhaps I will meet you all one day, in the Land Beyond.

            ‘From Brigid, bearer of Ailfew the sickle.’

         

         There was silence for a few moments as the rabbits took 48in the message. Then Kree began to curse in her plains language. ‘Neekneek bulba bu!’ She shouted. ‘Through the mountains? At the start of winter? We’ll freeze to death! Who is this crazy rabbit, anyway? Why should we do what she says?’

         ‘Paz had a sickle,’ said Jori. ‘It was one of the Twelve Gifts.’

         ‘Paz the Chieftain of Munbury?’ Bracken asked. ‘She was one of the rabbits who defeated the Gorm!’

         ‘She was,’ said Uki. ‘She and her brothers are the ones who need our help. I think this is the Goddess at work again. We should definitely do what the message says.’

         ‘Pok ha boc,’ Kree kicked at a tuft of grass. ‘I knew you were going to say that.’

         The rabbits turned west and looked at the long line of frozen peaks that made up the Arukh mountains. They jabbed at the sky like broken shards of ice, their tops hidden by the white clouds of snowstorms. And beyond them, the other side of a long, cold, dangerous march, would be Scramashank – wearing the skin of their old friend Coal, hiding the spirit of their old enemy Necripha.

         ‘I thought burning the Endwatch tower would be the end of the story,’ Uki said, his face grim. ‘But it was only the beginning of a new one.’
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