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            Prologue

         

         In the Five Realms, even the loneliest places have their secrets.

         There is a good one, a dark one, hidden at the edge of the Icebark Forest, in the realm known as Hulstland.

         Once a long strip of nothing – a mish-mashed mess of plains, swamps, forests and woodland – Hulstland was stitched together, long ago, by a rabbit called Cinder.

         He started off as a chieftain, then became a king, then an emperor. 

         He gathered all the rabbit tribes and breeds and told them they belonged to him. Everyone from the Merel River to the edge of the Ice Wastes. And just to make a point, he built a wall across the top of the kingdom to keep them all in (and those scary Ice-Waste rabbits out).

         The Cinder Wall has crumbled now – just a few broken battlements poking out of the snow. And next to it, the forest.

         Not a green, thriving, rooty throng of tendrils and leaves like Grimheart. A cold, bare-branched thing, with ground as hard as iron, and thick, hoary frost covering the trees.

         That is where the name Icebark comes from, and it is a harsh, unfriendly place.

         The odd crow flaps between the branches. Small, skinny, white-furred foxes dart here and there, sniffing out shrews and mice under the crusts of dead leaves, interrupting their sweet sleeps with a horrible crunch and chomp.

         But the secret …

         At the forest’s edge, where the trees are thin and straggly, is a tower. 

         Squat and stocky, it sits upon a hill, surrounded by toppled heaps of stone that might once have been buildings. Smudges of soot cover everything. The blackened outlines of old roofs jut upwards, the empty holes of windows and doorways gape. Whatever was once here, it was burnt and smashed to rubble a long, long time ago.

         All except the tower itself. Whoever built it, built it well. The walls are thick, the mortar strong. There are four windows at the top, one on each side, all with a carved eye above, staring out over the lifeless forest and the plains beyond.

         There are few rabbits that live this far north, but they all know of the place. Evil-eye, they call it. Deathwatch. Doomgate. They say it is the entrance to the Land Beyond, or the place death itself stares over the world, looking for rabbits whose time is up.

         It is not somewhere you would like to visit, and definitely not a place anyone would choose to live. No wonder it has been smashed and abandoned, left to crumble and rot.

         Except it hasn’t. Not quite. Because just now, amongst the chill shadows of the tower itself, there is a spark. A flash of light gleaming out of the gaping windows. It quickly blooms and flickers.
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         A fire. Someone has lit a fire. Which means the tower isn’t empty. Whoever built it, lived in it, watched from it all those years ago …

         … they are back.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            A Strange Game of Fox Paw

         

         It is the first time Rue has seen mountains. So far, the tallest things in his small world have been the Razorback Downs and walking along the top of them always made him feel tiny. Like an ant crawling over an enormous rock.

         Mountains, though … they are something else.

         They look big from a distance, but then they just keep getting bigger and bigger. By the time he reaches the feet of them, his little neck is aching from craning upwards. His tongue is dried out from gaping. 

         ‘Close that mouth before something flies into it,’ the bard says.

         ‘But they’re so big!’ Rue replies. Up and up and up they tower: craggy lumps of rock reaching up into the clouds. If he felt like an ant before, now he was even tinier. A speck of a speck: the smallest grain of sand on a beach.

         All that stone teetering over him makes him feel dizzy. ‘Might they fall down?’ he asks.

         The bard laughs. ‘They haven’t moved for millions of years. I don’t think they’re going to budge now.’ He points with the end of his staff. ‘That range on the left are the Arukhs. Them on the right are the Eiskalt Mountains. We’re going through the pass between.’

         They had left Spinestone a few weeks ago. With nowhere in particular to go (and with nobody wanting to kill him) the bard had taken them on a gentle amble, over the downs into Gotland and along the edge of the forest. They’d stopped at a couple of warrens for a meal or two in return for a tale. The skies had been clear, the days long and sun-filled. Everything was peaceful. 

         And then one morning the bard had suddenly stopped walking. He’d stood and tugged at his beard.

         ‘You know what I fancy?’ he’d said. ‘Some Hulstland ale.’

         And with that, they had set a course for the narrow pass where the two mountain ranges met.

         Several other travellers are on the road with them. There are tinkers and pedlars, even a family of brindle rabbits, tramping on past, stooping under the weight of their overflowing rucksacks. Two or three carts trundle by, towed by teams of giant rats. In return for some rude limericks, the bard manages to get them a lift and they ride all the way through the pass, huge cliffs and ridges of striped rocks closing in on either side of them. The cart jolts and bumps through potholes and over scattered lumps of flint, and by the time they come to a stop at a little trading town, both Rue and the bard are covered with bruises.

         ‘Welcome to Hulstland,’ says the bard as they hop down from the wagon.

         Rue looks around at the cluster of stone and wood buildings, nestled on the side of a foothill. He doesn’t appear to be very impressed. 

         ‘I thought you said things were grander here?’ he says, frowning. ‘Where are the cities and the statues? And what are those square things on the hillside?’

         The bard sighs. ‘Things are grander, further in. This is just a tiny trading town on the edge of the Empire. Pebblewic, if I remember rightly. Those “square things” are the rabbits’ houses. I think one of them might even be a tavern …’

         ‘Houses?’ Rue says. ‘You mean they don’t live in warrens, like normal rabbits?’

         ‘Look at the ground,’ says the bard, poking it with his staff. ‘It’s granite and flint, peppered with a tiny sprinkle of soil and grass. You can’t tunnel into that. Not without muscles like boulders and the patience of a glacier. In this part of Hulstland, the rabbits build houses to live in. Just like the Ancients did.’

         Evening is beginning to close in, the sky blushing orange on the horizon. With thoughts of ale tankards and roasted beetroots, they make their way into the town.

         One of the buildings is indeed a tavern, although it’s really more of a barn that happens to sell ale and food. The tables are rough planks of wood, balanced between lumps of rock. Wooden crates serve as chairs and the floor is a sticky mix of mud, sawdust and spilt beer.

         ‘What’s that smell?’ Rue asks, clamping a paw over his nose as they make their way to an empty table.

         ‘That’s how taverns are supposed to smell,’ says the bard. ‘At least ones in tiny little two-rat towns like this.’ They choose a spot by the fire, where the wood smoke overpowers the stink a bit. ‘You’ll get used to it. Although maybe you shouldn’t tell your parents that I brought you here. Or remember any of the language you hear being used. In fact, probably best you close your eyes and pretend you’re somewhere else. Drinking dens aren’t really a place for young rabbits.’

         A hunched old bartender stomps over to take their order. Soon the bard has a clay mug of ale on the table before him and Rue a bowl of vegetable soup (or rather, a bowl of water that has had a turnip briefly waved over it). It’s not exactly gourmet cooking, but after their long cart ride, anything is welcome.

         ‘Do the rabbits here speak a different language?’ Rue asks, in between spoonfuls of soup. 

         ‘No, they speak Lanic,’ says the bard. ‘That was one of the Emperor’s rules when he brought all the different kingdoms of Hulstland together.’

         ‘Will you be telling a tale, then? To pay for the meal?’

         The bard shakes his head, then fishes his purse from his belt. While he is rummaging around amongst the different currencies and assorted trinkets inside, Rue clears his throat.

         ‘Then perhaps … I mean, seeing as you aren’t … maybe I could perform something?’

         The bard pauses in his coin search to give Rue a stare from beneath his brows. ‘Trust me,’ he says, ‘you don’t want this place to be your first gig.’ He pulls out a few copper coins and lays them on the table, each one marked with the face of a very serious-looking rabbit.

         ‘When you’re ready, Rue, we’ll find you somewhere perfect,’ he says, noting the disappointed look on his apprentice’s face. ‘There’s no need to rush, though. Right place, right time. As I learnt at Golden Brook.’

         He takes a long swallow of his ale, then wrinkles his nose. It isn’t quite the delight he’d been hoping for all the way from Gotland.

         ‘So,’ says Rue, pushing his bowl of turnip-scented water aside with a sigh. ‘If neither of us is telling a tale for them’ – he points to the three or four drunken rabbits slouched over the other tables – ‘perhaps you could tell one for me? Maybe one about you and your famous brother Podkin?’

         ‘Hush!’ says the bard. ‘You know that’s supposed to be a secret!’

         ‘Sorry,’ says Rue, with a wince. ‘But you said that the story wasn’t over. You said that you all had more adventures. I just want to hear them! Please?’

         ‘And you said – in fact, you swore it on your ears – that you would only bother me about Podkin stories once every three days. Have you any idea how long it’s been since you last asked me?’

         ‘Three days?’ Rue says, hopefully.

         ‘Fifteen minutes, Rue,’ says the bard. ‘You asked just as the cart was pulling in. And you’ve been asking ever since we got on the thing this morning. I knew it was going to be like this as soon as Sythica let the rabbit out of the burrow.’ 

         ‘But I love hearing about it! And you were actually there! Do you have any idea how amazing that is?’

         ‘A little,’ says the bard, rolling his eyes. ‘Quiet, now. Somebody’s coming over.’

         Rue turns to see a cloaked, hooded rabbit, making its way between the tables towards them. He catches a glimpse of brown fur, a braid of long hair, shot with grey. Quick brown eyes, darting left and right, even though their owner is trying to move as casually as possible. Could it be danger? An attack from another assassin? Rue holds his breath and grips the edge of the table.

         ‘Well met,’ says the stranger as she pulls up a crate.

         ‘Indeed,’ says the bard, with a cautious nod.

         ‘Fancy a game of fox paw?’ the stranger asks.

         The bard’s eyes widen for a fraction of a second, then he nods again. ‘I have my own dice.’

         ‘As do I,’ says the stranger. Both rabbits then reach into pockets to pull out little cloth bags. The bard tips his up first, spilling three bone dice on to the table. The stranger does the same. Her dice are wooden but Rue’s clever eyes spot something strange. The numbers on the faces are different styles, but the fox-paw symbols match. And they aren’t the usual type of paws: the centre pad on all of them is a little spiral, unlike any other set of dice he has seen.

         The matching dice are some kind of sign between the two rabbits. Rue notices them relax a little, but now the bard’s ears are twitching with curiosity.

         ‘Nikku?’ he says, reaching a paw out to the strange rabbit. ‘Of the Foxguard?’

         ‘Yes,’ the rabbit replies, clasping his wrist. ‘Good to see you, Wulf.’

         ‘How did you know I was coming?’

         ‘I have eyes on the pass. You were spotted riding in on a cart.’

         ‘I’m guessing you aren’t here for a chat,’ says the bard, leaning closer and lowering his voice.

         ‘I’m afraid not,’ Nikku whispers. ‘I was going to send a sparrow to you anyway, but here you are. Kether works in mysterious ways.’ She pauses to touch three fingers to her forehead, and the bard copies the gesture. 

         ‘Is it the Endwatch?’ The bard asks. ‘Has there been news?’

         ‘There has,’ Nikku says. ‘I don’t have the details, only that the alarm’s been raised. Something’s happening in the north.’

         ‘North? In the cities? At the Wall?’ The bard reaches out to grab Nikku’s arm. ‘Not the tower?’

         ‘I don’t know. I got a sparrow from our agent in the town of Melt. It’s a little river shanty two days from here. I’ve sent word out to everyone we have in Hulstland but you should still head there in the morning and see what’s going on. I was about to go myself but now you’re here … I can arrange a ride on a trade wagon for you. You’ll need to speak to Gant. He runs a store there. He’s the one who raised the alarm.’

         The bard lets out a puff of air and sits back on his crate. His brow is furrowed and his green eyes flash. Whatever this business is, Rue thinks, it’s serious. He can feel the questions starting to bubble up inside him, but something tells him to wait until this Nikku rabbit has gone.

         ‘Very well,’ says the bard. ‘We leave in the morning.’ 

         ‘I’ll make arrangements,’ says Nikku. ‘There’s an inn three doors down the road where you can stay. And don’t eat anything else from this place. Not unless you want to spend the next three days pooing water.’

         With that she scoops up her dice and leaves, giving Rue a quick wink as she passes. Rue waits until she has left the tavern before grabbing hold of the bard’s cloak and unloading questions into his face.

         ‘Who was she? What were those funny paws on the dice? Why is there an agent? What’s the Endwatch? Who is Kether? What’s going on? Is it dangerous? Are we in danger? Are we? Are we?’

         ‘Enough!’ the bard shouts. Some of the drunken rabbits raise bleary eyes to glare over at them, which makes the bard feel very uncomfortable. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘Let’s go and find somewhere to sleep for the night. I’ll tell you all about it then.’

         
            *

         

         The inn is a lot better than the tavern had been. Not as cosy as a burrow, but it has stone walls, a thatched roof and fireplaces in every room. The one Rue and the bard rent has two straw-stuffed mattresses and a little window that looks out on to the mountains.

         As soon as they are inside, Rue jumps on to his bed and sits cross-legged, waiting for the bard to start talking. ‘Well?’ he says. ‘We’ve found somewhere to sleep. You said you’d tell me all about it.’

         The bard sighs and slumps on to his mattress. ‘I did, didn’t I? That was silly of me.’

         ‘So, what’s this Foxguard, then? Is it secret? Why does it have agents? Are you an agent?’

         ‘The Foxguard …’ says the bard, and sighs. ‘It’s a group of rabbits and yes, I am a member. And it is a secret. It was set up a long time ago to keep an eye out for something. We have agents all over the Five Realms. We carry the dice so we can identify one another – to make sure we can be trusted.’

         ‘Is this Kether a part of it? Is he who you’re watching?’

         The bard laughs. ‘No. Kether is the god of order and numbers. He’s who everyone in Hulstland worships. In fact, they believe he is the only god. They think the Goddess and the rest are just fairy tales for savages.’ 

         ‘They don’t believe in the Goddess?’ Rue’s eyes boggle and his mouth hangs open. How can such a thing be true?

         ‘Relax,’ says the bard. ‘Different folk believe in different things. It’s fine. It’s natural. It’s only when they start telling others they’re wrong and decide to have a war about it that there’s a problem.’

         Rue blinks for a moment as he digests this. Then the questions start again. ‘The Endwatch, then. What’s that? Is it something bad? Like the Gorm?’

         ‘Mmm.’ The bard tugs at his beard. ‘The Endwatch is bad. Different from the Gorm, but just as evil. It’s complicated, though. It would involve telling quite a long tale …’

         ‘A tale?’ Rue folds his arms and smiles like a rabbit who has just rolled three fives in a game of fox paw. ‘Well, we’re going on a two-day journey tomorrow. The perfect chance for you to tell it.’

         ‘I suppose.’ The bard lies back on his mattress. ‘Although, if I tell that story, it will have to be instead of you hearing about Podkin.’

         ‘Really?’ Rue’s voice is suddenly not quite so smug. ‘Can’t I have both?’ 

         ‘I’m afraid not,’ says the bard. ‘It’s a long story. An important one. Although it is part of Podkin’s tale as well, in a way. It takes place a year or so after the Battle of Sparrowfast, while Podkin is busy training and taking care of his Gifts.’

         ‘Is it exciting?’ Rue asks. ‘Is there danger and villains and fighting?’

         ‘Yes, yes, yes and yes,’ says the bard.

         ‘And are there heroes? Will I like them as much as Podkin, Paz and Pook?’

         ‘Maybe not Pook,’ says the bard. ‘He’s extra special. But I’m sure you will like them. We live in a world full of stories, you know. It would be boring only to hear about the same characters over and over, wouldn’t it?’

         ‘Is it a real-life story?’ Rue asks. ‘Will there be actual characters who pop up at the end of our journey to surprise me, like Sythica? And you?’

         ‘Well,’ the bard tugs at his beard again. ‘I admit there seems to be a pattern of that happening. But I can’t promise anything.’

         ‘Very well, then,’ says Rue. ‘I would like to know everything about the Endwatch. Everything.’ He emphasises the last word with a glare at the bard. 

         ‘Excellent,’ says the bard. ‘It’s probably a good idea for you to know about him. It can be the second story for your memory warren.’

         ‘Wait … him? Who’s him?’

         ‘Uki,’ says the bard. ‘Uki Patchwork. The Magpie Demon. Uki of the Two Furs.’

         ‘Uki? Magpie Demon? Who’s he? Why’s he called that? Is he the hero? How can someone have two furs?’

         But the bard has rolled over and pulled his cloak across his face. All Rue’s questions fall on deaf ears and there is nothing else for the little rabbit to do except wait for morning and the start of a new story.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            The Outcast

         

         Rue sleeps badly that night. Wind whistles around the inn – a sound he has never heard before, being used to burrow life – and he keeps jolting awake as it howls and hoots, as it shakes the thatch roof and rattles the shutters.

         When he does sleep, his dreams are full of sinister foxes with wide, yellow eyes, chasing him through mountain passes, always staring, staring. It is almost a relief to see the dawn light peeping in through the window crack, and to nudge the bard awake with a foot. 

         They each snatch a roll of fresh-baked bread from the kitchen and step out of the inn into a bright, clear morning. The air is sharp and cold and Rue’s breath steams, joining with wisps from his hot, buttered roll as he crams it into his mouth, filling his fur with sticky crumbs.

         The townsfolk of Pebblewic are just beginning to rise, but one has been up for a while, waiting for them. Rue spots the hooded figure of Nikku stomping over, those quick brown eyes darting to and fro.

         ‘Morning,’ says the bard when she draws close. Rue remembers what he learnt about Kether last night and touches three fingers to his forehead. To his delight, it draws a broad smile from Nikku.

         ‘Ninefold blessings to you, little one,’ she says.

         ‘Did you find us a wagon?’ asks the bard. Rue half hopes she hasn’t. His bottom is still bruised from the bumpy cart ride through the pass.

         ‘Better than that,’ says Nikku. ‘Come.’

         She leads them back up the beaten-mud path that winds between the squat Pebblewic houses, back to the gravel road from Enderby. One of the houses by the roadside seems to be some kind of trading station. Rabbits are already leading rats out from the stables and saddling them, or hitching them to carts and wagons. Cargo is being loaded ready to head back to Gotland, or further on into Hulstland itself.

         The carts look extremely uncomfortable with thick wooden wheels that will feel every pothole and jolt.

         ‘Not those, little one,’ says Nikku, spotting Rue wincing. ‘Around the corner here.’

         They head around the side of the little trading station and there, all hitched up and waiting to go, is the strangest wagon Rue has ever seen.

         It has spindly, spoked wheels fixed to curved bits of metal, and a skinny wooden frame with hide stretched over it. It doesn’t look strong enough to hold its cargo of baled-up Enderby tartan, let alone passengers.

         It has long shafts, between which two creatures have been harnessed. When Rue sees them, he blinks in surprise. He points and looks up at the bard with a mixture of fascination and horror. 

         ‘Jerboas,’ the bard explains. ‘They live on the plains to the north. A bit like giant rats, but much, much faster.’

         Rue stares at them again. They have long ears like a rabbit, black eyes and twitchy rat noses, oversized, springy back legs with enormous splayed-toed feet, and graceful, sweeping tails, tufted at the end with sprays of fur. It’s like several different types of animal have been clumsily spliced into a very strange-looking mix. Suddenly, the good-old rats and their clumsy wagons don’t look too bad.

         ‘These will get you to Melt in no time,’ says Nikku. ‘Jaxom here is one of us, too.’

         She points towards a rabbit who has just emerged from the far side of the wagon. Dressed in leather armour, he has a mane of long, sandy fur, pulled into a topknot on his head. As he turns to greet them, Rue notices the criss-cross lines of scars all over his nose and face, and his fierce grey eyes, like chips of mountain rock. He also spots two long daggers in his belt, and a sword strapped to his back. He looks more like a warrior than a trader. 

         The bard clasps wrists with him, then nods towards the wagon. ‘Fast is she?’

         ‘The fastest,’ says Jaxom, his voice gruff but friendly. ‘We’ll be in Melt by evening tomorrow.’

         ‘Are you expecting trouble?’ The bard looks pointedly at the weapons all over Jaxom’s belt.

         ‘There’s sometimes Arukh raiders about,’ says Jaxom. He shrugs as if it’s just a minor problem. ‘I can outrun them, no trouble.’

         Rue gulps. He has heard stories of the fierce Arukh rabbits, with their long, spiked manes and painted faces. None of them were very nice. Most of them involved someone being skinned alive.

         ‘Jaxom here is half Arukh himself,’ says Nikku with a grin. ‘There’s nobody better for getting you there with your fur still in one piece.’

         ‘You have our thanks,’ the bard says to her, swinging his pack up on the wagon. ‘I’ll let you know what we discover.’

         ‘Safe travels,’ says Nikku. She lifts Rue up on to the wagon and helps the bard clamber up next to him, and then she is gone. Rue just has time to snuggle himself up between two packages of tartan before Jaxom leaps on to the driver’s board and cracks his whip.

         ‘Off we go!’ he shouts, and the jerboas are away.

         It is the fastest Rue has ever moved in his life.

         The jerboas bound and leap with their long hind legs, sending the cart zipping along the track out of Pebblewic like an arrow from a bow.

         The sprung wheels of the wagon bounce and squeal but absorb most of the bumps and dips. What with the bales of material for extra cushioning, the ride is almost comfortable.

         Rue looks up at the bard, the wind whipping his tattooed ears back and whooshing through his fur. He beams at Rue and the pair laugh together, whooping as Jaxom cracks the whip and shouts out, ‘Hai! Hai!’

         Before the sun is properly up, the little town of Pebblewic is completely out of sight.

         
            *

         

         The hop-hop rhythm of the jerboas soon becomes natural, soothing even. They whizz along a track of dried mud and gravel, on their left the barren foothills leading up to the snow-capped peaks of the Arukh Mountains, on their right a wide expanse of empty grasslands. Nothing but the odd little tree – hawthorns and blackthorns, Rue thinks – tortured by the wind into bent, twisting shapes.

         It doesn’t take long for the little rabbit to get bored.

         ‘So,’ he says, after tugging at the bard’s cloak for a bit, ‘are you going to tell me about him then?’

         ‘Him?’ says the bard, a twinkle in his eye. ‘Him who?’

         ‘You know. Uki Thingy. The one you said about last night.’

         ‘Oh, him,’ says the bard. ‘I didn’t think you really wanted to hear about that. I was sure you only wanted more tales about Podkin.’

         ‘I do,’ says Rue. ‘I really do. But first I want to hear about Uki. And the Endwatch, and why you have to guard against them. Come on, you said you’d tell. We’re on this wagon for two days. I’ll die of boredom if you don’t.’

         The bard pretends to consider this for a moment, knowing it will at least be nice and peaceful. In the end he grunts and arranges himself on the tartan bales a bit more snugly. 

         ‘Very well,’ he says. ‘I have to warn you, though, it doesn’t start off like Podkin’s story.’

         ‘You mean with Gorm and chasing and fighting and things?’

         ‘No, none of that. It’s a very sad start, I’m afraid. And Uki doesn’t seem like much of a hero to begin with.’

         ‘Neither did Podkin,’ Rue reminds him.

         ‘That’s true,’ the bard nods.

         ‘But there will be action, won’t there? And daring deeds and fights and things?’

         ‘Oh yes, lots of those,’ says the bard. ‘Once the story gets going. You have to let it build up first, though. A good story comes to the boil slowly, just like a good vegetable stew.’

         ‘I know,’ says Rue. ‘I can be patient. I can be as patient as anything.’

         The bard gives him a long look which says he knows otherwise, and then shakes his head and smiles to himself. ‘Very well, then. Show me your best patient listening and I’ll begin …’

         
            *

         

         The story starts, as not many nice ones do, in a graveyard. 

         Not a nice little well-tended Enderby graveyard, with wildflowers and butterflies and benches to sit on. No, this one is north, far north. Up just beyond the crumbled remains of the Cinder Wall, in the frosty tundra and spiky bare trees of the Ice Wastes.

         The tribe that lived there had walled off a bit of dead woodland, built a little shrine to Zeryth, their god of storms and snow, and scraped out some shallow holes for their dead.

         Grave mounds of broken stone are dotted here and there, marked with carved wooden poles, hung with beads and charms laced on to braided string. The wind that howls through that wasteland blows them, filling the bare woodland with a constant rattling. A sound like the bones of the restless dead, lying in their cold, shallow scrapes in the earth.

         On the night our story starts, a poor, starving mother rabbit has braved the darkness of the woods and the clattering of the unquiet dead. She has crept into the sacred space of the graveyard, knowing she would never be allowed in if the tribe knew, knowing they would chase her out with sticks and hurled stones, with screams of ‘outcast!’ and ‘witch!’

         But tonight, she has to be there, even though it will mean using up the end of her strength. Even though the bitter northern cold is already eating into her fingers, toes and ears. Even though she knows it is her final night on this painful, miserable earth.

         For in her arms, bound in a piece of tattered blanket, is the body of her only child. Nothing more than bones, wrapped in skin – the poor thing wheezed out his last breath that very morning.

         ‘Uki,’ she whispers to the body, cradling it like she did when he was born eight years ago. ‘Uki.’

         She had been so happy then, in that moment. Happier than at any time in her life. That little bundle of fur had completed her in a way she had never thought possible, and she knew, the first moment she saw him, that she would do anything for him, anything, for the rest of her days.

         Anything, including creeping into a frozen, haunted graveyard to bury him in a hidden corner under a dead oak tree. 

         Laying Uki’s body gently on the ground, she began to paw and scrape at the iron-hard earth. With her fingers first, then with a lump of rock.

         ‘No good,’ she whispered. ‘No good.’ She was too weak to even make a dent on the frozen soil.

         Instead, she began to gather rocks, some from the tumbledown stone wall of the graveyard, some borrowed from the burial mounds around her, hoping the spirits of their owners wouldn’t be angered.

         Slowly, painfully, she started to cover the body of her son.

         As she worked, she thought back over his short life, remembering how hard it had been. What suffering they had both been through. Her tears fell amongst the stones.

         She wasn’t from the Ice Wastes, originally. She had been born in Gotland, in a little warren called Flintle. Her parents had been potters and, when she was about the same age as her son, they had decided to travel to Hulstland where, her father had heard, there was good work for rabbits with his talents.

         ‘Meera,’ he had said. ‘It will be a new life for us. Things are better in the Empire. They have cities and roads and guards with suits of shining armour. Rabbits will buy our pots and we will have our own shop with a burrow behind it. It will be perfect. You’ll see.’

         Except they had never got that far. No sooner had they made it through the mountains, the group they were travelling with was attacked by a party of Arukh raiders.

         There were spears and flint axes and screaming. Somehow she was separated from her parents, dashing into the shelter of some nearby trees. To this day she doesn’t know if they survived. She has hoped many times that they did.

         For several days she had wandered through the lifeless trees of the Icebark Forest, surviving on scraps of bark and the odd berry. She was found, half dead, by another raiding party, this time from a tribe of Ice Waste rabbits crossing the boundary of the Cinder Wall to steal food and seeds.

         They took her back with them and tied her up, quite possibly getting ready to eat her. It was only because one of them spoke Lanic and found out she was a potter that she was spared. 

         In return for her skills, making the best pots and bowls the tribe had ever seen, she was adopted. She lived among them and learnt their ways, even taking one of their warriors as a husband.

         For a few years, things were good, and she was happy.

         And then Uki was born.

         She noticed it as soon as he was passed to her for his first feed. Such an unusual baby: it was like a line had been drawn down the middle of him. One side had fur as black as the moon’s shadow and an eye of icy blue. The other side was snow white, like his father, but with a deep-brown eye. Burnt umber, like a clay pot fresh out of the kiln.

         She blinked up at her husband in wonder – about to marvel at how special their new baby was – and that was when she first saw it. That look of horror, mixed with disgust.

         To her, this half and half child was a blessing. She remembered one being born in her home warren, how the priestess of her tribe had called it sacred. The joining of two kittens in the womb, making something new. 

         But to the Ice Waste rabbits, with their pure white fur, he was a monster. Something different, something wrong. A thing to be afraid of.

         They are brutal, the Ice tribes. Their food and warmth and shelter are precious. Too precious for any who are weak or unhealthy. Those that don’t fit are simply taken out on to the tundra and left in the cold. Left for Zeryth to claim their souls, the foxes to eat their bones.

         That was what they wanted to do to Uki: to leave him in a snowdrift to freeze. She refused, and begged and pleaded with her husband who, despite sharing the tribe’s beliefs, loved her truly. Uki was allowed to stay, even though it made life difficult for his parents. Meera, especially.

         It took quite some time but she learnt to bear all the evil stares and insults. She took them for her child, who – despite his two halves – grew into a strong and healthy toddler.

         They might have still been there now if her husband hadn’t died.

         He went out on a raiding party, four years ago now, and never returned. The warriors had tried to steal food from one of the Blood Plains tribes and been caught. Those rabbits were fierce, almost as fierce as the Arukhs, and only one fighter had returned alive.

         Without the protection of her husband, it only took a few days before they were thrown out of their hut. If it hadn’t been for her pottery, they would have been cast out of the village completely. As it was, they were allowed to move into a broken-down, draughty old roundhouse on the outskirts of the tribe. She carried on making pots, which were bought for scraps of food. The tribe put up with her just as long as her demon son was kept hidden away. Out of sight and out of mind.

         Uki continued to grow, even though food was scarce. She kept him cloaked and hooded, and only left the house when she knew no other rabbits were about. They haunted the nearby woods at dusk and dawn, foraging for extra food, digging for clay. Like a pair of ghosts with only each other for company.

         She’d often thought of leaving. They could head back over the Wall, somehow survive the cold, dodge the plains rabbits and the Arukhs. Maybe even make it back through the mountains to her old warren.

         But the risks were too great, she’d always told herself. And they were surviving. Not comfortably, true, but they were alive.

         ‘Stupid,’ she whispered to herself as she laid the rocks over her son. ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid.’

         But back then she had no way of knowing what was to happen.

         
            *

         

         As Uki grew older, he began to notice that he was different. Meera never mentioned it or said anything when he wondered aloud why one of his paws was black, the other white. But he could see his fur was patterned differently to her dusty brown colouring and that his eyes, when he glimpsed his reflection in a pool or puddle, were not the same.

         The image of his halves stayed with him, and he grew to think of himself in that way: two parts of one thing.

         Happy Uki / sad Uki.

         Kind Uki / selfish Uki.

         Brave Uki / scared Uki. 

         He even divided the voice in his head – that little voice we all have chattering to us in the background – into two: the normal part for everyday thoughts and another, darker side for all his worries and fears. It would chirp up whenever a decision had to be made, or when something was about to change, making him doubt himself or panic. Most of the time he tried to ignore it or prove it wrong. Most of the time.

         And then there was the bullying.

         The village adults all kept well away from their lonely roundhouse with its leaky roof and draughty walls. Children, though, are more curious, especially if there’s something they’re told to stay clear of.

         Every now and then a group of them dared each other to go and find ‘the demon’. They would stand outside the hut, at a safe distance, waiting for a glimpse. When they saw Uki peep at them through the doorway, or caught him out fetching water from the nearby stream, they would run away shrieking in mock terror.

         But not all of them ran. Some were more spiteful and called out horrible things. ‘Mismatch’ and ‘two furs’. ‘Magpie’ and ‘demon boy’. More than a few times they had thrown stones as well as insults.

         It didn’t take Uki long to realise that every child in the village hated him and that it was all because of his fur.

         ‘I wish I didn’t look like this,’ he often said to his mother at night when they were huddled together by their tiny fireplace.

         ‘You mustn’t say that, Uki,’ she told him. ‘The Goddess made you this way. You can’t help what you look like. But you can help what your heart is like, what your thoughts are. You have a good heart, Uki, and your thoughts are kind. Don’t let those children change that just because they don’t understand you.’

         She used to pray her words got through to him, or that the tribe rabbits might change their minds and accept him. But in her bones she knew they never would. So she began to make plans to take Uki away to the south, where rabbits weren’t so cruel and superstitious. She knew he needed friends to play with to show him the meaning of kindness.

         Except life doesn’t pay much attention to plans: the weather was never quite right, or she needed just a few more provisions, or there were just a few more pots to make … Always a reason to put it off.

         Right up until it was too late.

         It was just a few weeks ago, during the last days of winter as the weather began to change. They had scraped and starved their way through the harshest, deadliest season, although it had left them both little better than fur-covered skeletons. Now she had an order of pots to finish that would hopefully give them food. Enough, maybe, to put some flesh back on their bones; to build up some strength for a journey. After that, she had been telling herself, we’ll be off. Out of the Wastes, over the mountains and back to Gotland.

         Uki, not wanting to get in her way, had gone out to the stream.

         He loved it there, quiet and alone, and his favourite pastime was building dams and bridges across the little trickle of water, then balancing his way across them. He had been unable to do it all winter, but now the thaw had begun and the stream was running again.

         Using hazel twigs and flat lumps of slate, he blocked off the flow and watched as the water built up behind it. It grew into a pool, higher and higher, before it began to trickle over the top like a tiny waterfall. That was when his moment came: a few seconds in which to teeter his way across the top before it was too late.

         Finally, just as he leapt to safety, the dam would give way with a whoosh. A satisfying burst, like a long-held breath being released.

         Then he would start again, building it bigger and better.

         That day he had been on his third attempt. Quite a big pool had grown behind the dam, the stream in front drying to a trickle. He almost thought his wall would never break, that the pool would grow and grow into a pond, then a lake … He made one trip safely across the top, arms stretched out for balance, and was about to head back when, with a crack, the twigs snapped and the water burst outwards, swooshing down the stream bed in a flood of sticks and dead leaves.

         Uki had been about to cheer when a peal of laughter came from the other side of the stream. Looking up, he saw a girl there. A girl from the village with the snow-white fur and blue eyes of all the other rabbits.

         Uki felt a sudden wash of panic, not unlike his dam breaking moments earlier. He tensed himself, ready to face the insults or the hurled rocks, just as he’d done a hundred times over.

         Instead, the girl hopped across the stream and came over to him. Uki blinked at her with wide, mismatched eyes. This had never happened before.

         ‘That was brilliant!’ she said. ‘Are you going to do it again? Can I help?’

         Another child? To play with? Uki was overjoyed at first – until his dark voice decided to speak.

         Don’t, it said. It’s just part of some cruel new trick. Another way to hurt you.

         The thought made Uki pause for a moment, but in the end the need for some kind of company won him over. He nodded at the girl, not really knowing how to speak to anyone but his mother, and the pair set to work.

         As they gathered twigs and rocks and began stacking them in the stream bed, the girl chattered away. Her name was Nua and her father was a hunter. She had heard about Uki, and even spotted him once or twice. She knew the other children were scared of him but she wasn’t. She didn’t believe in silly things like demons and monsters. She knew he would be nice.

         Uki could hardly believe his ears. At first he only nodded at her, but as his confidence grew he began to grunt yes or no, and finally started to answer her almost-endless comments and questions.

         By the end of the afternoon, they had built a pretty good dam and had taken the first steps of a friendship. It was, he thought at the time, the best afternoon of his life.

         He was even going to show her his balancing trick: to teach her how to feel the wood below with her toes and step-step-step as quickly as possible, holding your breath for the sudden snap and splash in case you fell into the water …

         And then the bullies showed up.

         Every warren or village has them: one or more children who, for reasons only they know, aren’t happy unless they are making somebody else miserable.

         In Uki’s village there were two such horrors – a boy and his older sister.

         Both were as mean as starved snakes: him with his fists, and her with her tongue. Of the many attacks on Uki over the years, those two had been behind them all, in one way or another.

         And today was going to be no different.

         They stood on the far edge of the stream, watching Uki and Nua play, with a spiteful glint in their eyes. They watched for a long time, waiting until they couldn’t bear the happiness of the growing friendship any more. Just as Uki was about to step out on to the dam, the girl called out.

         ‘Hey, Nua! Don’t you know you’re supposed to stay away from the outcast? He’s a demon!’

         ‘We’re going to tell on you,’ said the boy. ‘Your da is going to beat you with a stick for this.’

         Both Uki and Nua jumped clean out of the stream with a splash. Uki’s eyes flashed and he moved to pull Nua behind him – out of harm’s way – but to his surprise, she stepped in front of him, with just as much fierceness, if not more.

         ‘Tell all you want,’ Nua shouted back, fists bunched on her hips. ‘My da won’t mind. Not when I tell him how nice Uki is. He’s a much nicer rabbit than either of you.’

         ‘Our ma says he’s an evil spirit,’ said the girl. ‘He should have been left out for Zeryth when he was born.’

         ‘Your ma is nothing but a mean gossip and a liar!’ Nua shouted. ‘Everyone in the village knows it, too!’

         That made the bullies angry. The boy reached down, pulled out a great slab of slate from the bank and, before Uki could yell a warning, threw it towards them with all his might. It hit the surface of the stream and bounced once, twice, before hitting Nua in the stomach.

         She fell, screaming, into the water and the two bullies fled. Uki tried everything he could to help his new friend – lifting her to the bank, speaking softly to soothe her – but she was too upset. She staggered off, back to the village and her parents.

         Uki had a sick feeling in his gut. And when he went back to the hut and told Meera, she had a sick feeling too.

         Bullies are always cowardly as well as mean. There was no way those two would take the blame for what had happened, not when there was a perfectly good scapegoat in the form of Uki. And even if Nua tried to correct them with the truth, it wouldn’t help. Not when the villagers wanted the bullies’ story to be true.

         All these years they had been waiting for something like this. A reason to make their fear and hatred of Uki seem reasonable. That patchwork demon, they would be saying. Look what he did to poor little Nua. Threw a rock at her when she was walking by the stream. Nearly drowned her, he did! We knew he was evil all along, and this proves it!

         Sure enough, dusk hadn’t even fallen before there was a commotion outside their hut. A babble of angry voices as the village gathered together to do something about Uki.

         Meera grabbed a blanket and began filling it with what food and clothing they had even as she heard the crash of her kiln being kicked over, the stack of freshly made pots inside it shattering in a shower of sparks.

         She thought they might just let them leave, but they had other ideas. Peeking through a hole in the wall, she saw the two children who had terrorised Uki, wrapped in the protective arms of their mother, secretly smiling at the chaos their lies had caused. Rocks were already in their paws and other rabbits were copying them, picking up lumps of granite and slate, ready to hurl.

         It filled Meera with rage, but what could she do? Beside her, Uki was sobbing, telling her he was sorry for the trouble he’d caused. Poor, innocent little Uki, whose only crime was being different.

         It wasn’t long before the stones started flying.

         If the roundhouse had been stronger they might have bounced off, but the rocks punched through the battered turf roof like it wasn’t there.

         They smashed the pots and plates on the hearth, they splintered the tiny chairs and table. One bounced off Meera’s shoulder, bringing tears to her eyes. Another hit Uki on the shin, cutting deep into his bone and making him scream.

         Meera knew they would die if they stayed in the hut. Their only hope was that the place was little more than a crumbling shell. Grabbing Uki to her chest, she ran at the back wall, using her weight to crash through the ancient stone.

         The rocks, only held together with moss and cobwebs, burst outwards, and they tumbled free. The villagers were too caught up in their stoning to notice, so they managed to half-run, half-stagger, over the stream and into the woods.

         Meera’s decision to leave had been made for her but without any of the preparation they needed. Even though the thaw had started, it was still winter. The nights were deadly this far north, the days almost as bad without proper food and shelter.

         They would have been better off staying put and letting the stones do their work.

         
            *

         

         In the end, they didn’t make it anywhere near as far as Meera had hoped.

         Past the tribal graveyard (where she now knelt) through a gap in the broken Wall and a little way into Icebark Forest. They were making for Nether – a small trading town at the edge of the forest – but were still deep amongst the trees when Uki’s fever took hold.

         They had limped for two days, her with her injured shoulder and him with that nasty, deep gash to his leg. They had rested as little as possible, fearing the villagers might be on their trail. Perhaps she should have taken more time to wash Uki’s wound, or use clean scraps of cloth for bandages, but all she could think of was getting away.

         When they finally stopped, Meera noticed Uki was sweating, his brow hot and fevered. The cut on his leg was edged with angry red skin and wept sticky, yellow fluid.

         An infection.

         She knew the signs but not how to treat them (she was a potter, not a healer). Frantically, she cleaned the cut and bound it with fresh coverings torn from her cloak, but she didn’t know which plants would help. She barely even knew which berries and leaves were safe to eat.

         The sorry pair staggered into a clearing and made camp as best they could, but Zeryth must have had his heart set on their souls. That night, winter decided to leave a parting gift. Frost and hail, mist and wind. It didn’t let up for days. There was no food to be found, no help or healers within reach.

         Already half-starved, they both faded quickly, her from hunger and Uki from the infection in his blood. At the back of her mind, Meera always thought someone would appear – a kindly stranger, a wandering woodsman – offering help and food, as in the stories. But they didn’t. And then, that very morning, Uki had shuddered in his sleep, given one last gasp … and died.

         
            *

         

         The rock cairn was finished. Uki’s skinny little body was completely covered, just a pile of stones like all the others in the graveyard.

         Meera should really cry or wail now, she supposed. Tear her clothes, pull her ears, scream at the sky, perhaps. But instead she just felt empty and cold, like a hollowed-out shell of a thing. And she was so very, very tired.

         She looked at the roots of the dead oak tree, spreading out and around Uki’s grave. They seemed, she thought, like a good place to sleep. Her final sleep: one that would last forever.

         With the end of her strength, she planted a kiss on the topmost stone of Uki’s grave, and then curled up amongst the root and rock, the dead grass and cold earth, and closed her eyes.

         She would open them again when she was in the Land Beyond.
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