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            Prologue

         

         The buzzard leaps from his perch on the barren treetop and heaves himself into the sky with whooshing beats of his wings. He catches a thermal at the edge of the forest and rides it upwards, circling, drifting like a plank of wood on a lazy ocean current.

         Down below is a scrubland of matted grass where the trees end – a good source of mice and voles. His needle-sharp eyes jump here and there, hunting for signs of twitches and scurries. He daydreams of furry treats, full of hot blood and meat.

         Gliding, watching, he passes over the tumbles of stone things. Normally cold and empty, they have an aura he doesn’t like. A death-feeling. Somewhere to keep away from. There’s never any prey there, anyway. Not even a scrawny mouse.

         So he’s surprised to see rabbits. Five of them, running around the ruins.

         Despite the chill it gives his feathers, he circles lower, watching the figures as they dash about. Somewhere, deep in the back of his ancient bird-memories, he remembers rabbits as food. It makes his talons prickle and he flexes them … but that was many thousands of years ago. These are man-rabbits. Not the fluffy little parcels of lunch from the days of his fathers and mothers before. These ones walk on two legs. They have flying claws that can swish up at you, even if you’re in the air. They shout and throw stones if you get too near. Dangerous, unpredictable creatures.

         Still, sometimes they drop things you can eat. Or, even better, they fight each other and leave dead ones on the ground. Then, if you’re quick, you can swoop down and snatch a juicy eyeball or tongue before they chase you off. 

         The buzzard circles some more, just in case one of the rabbits drops dead.

         He has no such luck. Three of them hide behind piles of bricks and start yelling, firing off their claws at something in the old tower. The other two run away from the cold, stone place to where there are some giant rats, tied up behind a cluster of bramble bushes. They jump on their backs and ride off; one to the south, the other east, across the mountains.

         The buzzard follows them, drifting above, hoping something tasty might drop from a pack or satchel. But nothing does, and soon the man-rabbits are gone.

         There is nothing to eat here, and all that shouting has scared the prey away.

         Stupid, noisy creatures. The buzzard beats its wings, skims the clouds and heads off over the forest, in hopes of a squirrel or two for lunch.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            The Night-Sparrow

         

         ‘Are they still there?’

         Jori puts an eye to the gap in the rubble and is rewarded by the zing of an arrow. It smacks against the stonework with a bang, sending up sparks and making her jerk back inside the tower.

         ‘Yes, Rue,’ she says. ‘I think it’s safe to say they are.’

         The little rabbit sighs. They have been stuck inside the ruins of Doomgate, the old Endwatch tower, all day now. They had thought the place deserted when they arrived, but a band of armed Endwatch agents were occupying it, and now have them trapped inside the stone hulk. There is no way to escape without being shot. Which meant hours of silence, with nothing to do except watch a patch of sunlight move across the dusty floor.

         The bard is still standing by the collection of parchment prophecies on the wall, tugging his beard and looking worried. Jori, the scarred ex-assassin in her patched armour, has searched the whole place from top to bottom several times, looking for a route out. Rue has counted the pale white tendrils of sun-starved plants creeping up the walls. He has drawn patterns and spirals in the gritty dirt on the floor; had a nap or two, curled in his cloak; played a pretend game of Neekball with some rocks for jerboas and a curled-up pillbug for the ball. He has even quietly sung a few songs to his little sparrow as it hopped about its cage.

         Being trapped by enemies is extremely boring.

         ‘I’m going to search the library again, before it gets dark,’ says Jori. ‘There might be an opening I’ve missed. Coming, Rue?’

         Rue shakes his head. He’s been down there once, but something about that dim, musty place gives him the creeps. Softly glowing mushrooms cover the far wall, where damp has got in. There are stacks of crumbling scrolls and parchment everywhere. All those ancient stories, all that ghostly knowledge of centuries past, silent and mouldering …

         ‘Can we eat soon?’ he asks. ‘My tummy is rumbling.’

         ‘When I get back,’ says Jori. She takes a candle and heads over to the open trapdoor, lighting the wick with a flint. She pauses to check the silver-capped bottle of dusk potion on her belt before climbing down the ladder.

         Over by the wall, the bard is still deep in thought. Rue thinks about asking him a question or two, but decides against it. Instead he listens to the bumps and scrapes of Jori searching below, keeping one eye on the gap in the rubble in case an Endwatch rabbit with a bow or spear should suddenly pop through. He always feels much safer when Jori is right beside him. Who wouldn’t, with one of the best fighters in the Five Realms as their bodyguard?

         Eventually she comes back, shaking her head and looking glum. ‘Nothing,’ she says. ‘No way out except this hole in the rubble, here.’

         ‘So we really are absolutely, completely, properly trapped,’ says Rue.

         ‘I’m afraid so. Let’s take our minds off it with some dinner.’

         Rummaging in the packs, Jori brings out a hunk of flatbread and a handful of pumpkin seeds. She shares it into three piles.

         ‘We’d better ration the food,’ she says. ‘We don’t know how long we’ll be stuck here.’

         ‘Master?’ Rue calls to the bard, who replies with a grunt. ‘Master, will you come and eat?’

         Still tugging his beard, the bard wanders over. He perches on a toppled piece of stonework and picks up his pile of bread and seeds. Rue watches the bard eat as he nibbles at his own handful, waiting for him to say something, but he doesn’t. He looks as worried as Rue has seen him, since becoming his apprentice last spring.

         The tiny dinner is soon gone. Rue saves some seeds to feed the little sparrow in its cage.

         ‘Better give that bird a few more.’ The bard finally breaks his silence. ‘We’ll be needing him to take a message to Gant back in Melt.’

         Rue remembers the kindly Foxguard agent they had stayed with. ‘Now?’ he asks. The thought of the little bird leaving makes him sad. Its cheerful fluttering has been the only thing comforting him all day.

         ‘Soon,’ says the bard. ‘When it’s dark. Don’t want those villains shooting it down. Then we really will be trapped.’

         ‘Will Gant send help?’ Rue asks. ‘How long before they arrive?’

         ‘That depends on how fast the bird is,’ says Jori. She pours a pile of seeds into its cage. ‘If it flies all night, it might make it there by morning. Then if Gant sends Jaxom and his jerboas right away, they could get here with two days’ hard riding.’

         ‘I’d say it’s going to be at least three,’ says the bard. ‘He’ll have to find Jaxom, maybe get some more armed rabbits to come with him. And we need him to raise the Foxguard first. The Endwatch must be stopped. That’s more important.’

         ‘Is this about what they’re going to do to Podkin?’ Rue has been itching to ask all day. ‘You said he was hiding in Thornwood, but that can’t be true. Thornwood is my warren, and I’ve never seen him.’

         ‘You didn’t see him because he didn’t want to be seen,’ says the bard. ‘But he was there all the same.’

         ‘You mean I’ve actually been near the real, actual, living, actual Podkin One-Ear? The hero who defeated the Gorm? The legend who collected the Goddess’s Gifts?’

         ‘All your life,’ says the bard. For the first time that long, long day he smiles.

         ‘But who is he? The fat doorman? Mistletoe the cook? One of my father’s servants?’

         ‘Nobody you would have noticed,’ says the bard. ‘Just an old longbeard, sitting by the fire.’

         ‘An old rabbit? Is that all?’ Rue can hardly believe it. ‘But how can Podkin not be noticed? Doesn’t greatness shine out of his eyes? Can’t you hear the power when he speaks? Doesn’t he … smell like a legend?’

         The bard chuckles. ‘He’s just an ordinary rabbit, like the rest of us, I’m afraid. When you’re as old as us, nothing shines out of your eyes any more. And you don’t smell of anything much except old turnips.’

         ‘But if he’s just an elderly, harmless rabbit, why do the Endwatch want to kill him? How do they even know about him? Aren’t they part of Uki’s story? Podkin’s enemies were the Gorm …’

         The bard’s green eyes glint with tears, and Rue remembers that Podkin is the bard’s brother, and he must be worried about him. ‘It’s all part of the same tale,’ says the bard. ‘And to understand you have to hear it all. Then you will know the danger we face.’

         ‘Well, then,’ says Rue, with the glee of a hunter who has just sprung his trap, ‘what are we waiting for? I want to hear about how Uki captured the other spirits. Which one came after Valkus? And what does it all have to do with Podkin?’

         ‘Later, later,’ says the bard. ‘Let’s get this sparrow flying, and then see if we can survive until morning. I bet those Endwatch scum try something in the night.’

         ‘We will have to set a watch,’ says Jori. She rummages in her pack and brings out a little wooden box. Inside is ink, a pen and some thin slivers of parchment. ‘Get your message written now, though. The quicker we send the bird, the quicker help might come.’

         The bard takes some parchment and begins to write on it in minute letters. Rue peers over his shoulder, trying to read them, but they are in Hulst runes rather than Ogham. He has no idea what they say. Hopefully something along the lines of: WE ARE ABOUT TO DIE. SEND HELP IMMEDIATELY. AN ARMY WOULD BE GOOD. HURRY, HURRY, HURRY.

         The bard rolls the parchment into a tiny scroll and then fishes the sparrow from its cage and holds it gently while Jori ties the message to its leg. Then they pop it back for a feast of pumpkin seeds and wait for night to fall.

         
            *

         

         The dark comes quickly in this part of the world. Soon the ruined tower room is pitch-black, with a chill that seeps up from the floor and crawls into your bones. Somehow, they resist the urge to light a fire, or even a candle. Rue cuddles up next to the bard for warmth, the sparrow’s cage on his lap. He wishes he had wings too, so he could fly away from this cold, lonely place. 

         ‘I reckon it’s dark enough,’ says Jori. She is perched on the rubble pile that blocks the doorway, peering out through the hole at the top. ‘The Endwatch have lit a fire somewhere. Probably cooking dinner and keeping warm. The glare will make it harder for them to see.’

         ‘Could we slip out too, do you think?’ Rue asks. ‘Jori could take her dusk potion and chop them all to pieces in the dark.’

         ‘I appreciate your confidence in me,’ says Jori, with a little smile. ‘But it would be too risky. They might not see a tiny sparrow, but they’ll definitely see us. Not to mention hear us breaking our way through these bricks. And I might be fast with the potion, but I’m not faster than an arrow.’

         ‘It’s something we might have to consider, though,’ says the bard. ‘Once our food and water are gone.’

         There’s a moment of silence as they all ponder that terrible thought. Then the bard takes the sparrow cage from Rue and gently lifts the bird out.

         ‘Goodbye, little one,’ Rue whispers. ‘And good luck.’ 

         ‘Good luck indeed,’ says the bard. He passes the bird to Jori, who gently raises it to the gap in the rubble with cupped hands. With a last peek to make sure the Endwatch are still busy, she lets the bird fly.

         They all hold their breath as it flutters upwards, waiting for an arrow to come streaking and smash it into a puff of feathers.

         None does, thank the Goddess, and soon the little bird is lost in the darkness.

         The bard lets out his breath in a whoosh. ‘Clarion’s bongos, that was tense. Now, do you think we can build ourselves a fire? There’s enough bits of old table and bench in here to burn.’

         Working together, they build a small ring of stones and fill it with wood and kindling. It burns well, and although it makes the room smoky, the light and warmth are very welcome.

         ‘I’ll take first watch,’ says Jori. ‘I’ll wake you in a few hours.’

         The bard nods and rolls himself up in his cloak. Rue is about to protest and ask for a story, but discovers that his eyes are extremely heavy. All the terror and worry of the day has worn him out, and soon he is falling asleep too, listening to the crackle of the fire and pretending he is home at Thornwood, playing a game of fox paw with Podkin himself.

         
            *

         

         The smell of toasted bread and blackberry tea wakes him, and for a moment Rue thinks his mother is about to call him for breakfast. He jumps up, ready to fight his many brothers for a portion, only to find he is still in the dingy tower room, the air thick with smoke and the gleam of dawn sunlight streaking through the rubble-choked doorway.

         Jori is at the fireside, pouring tea from a copper kettle into three clay cups. She smiles when she sees him wake, and places his tea beside him. The bard is sitting on the heap of broken bricks and timber that used to be the entrance, peering out of the hole at the top.

         ‘Those mangy dog-weasels are up and about,’ he mutters. ‘I can see their campfire smoking.’

         As if in answer, a voice shouts from outside. ‘Enjoy your breakfast! It might be your last! We have more rabbits on the way. You don’t stand a chance!’

         ‘That’s funny,’ the bard shouts back. ‘While you lot were twiddling your ears and snoozing, we sent a sparrow for help. There’ll be a whole platoon of angry Foxguard here before you know it. Then we’ll see how tough you are!’

         The Endwatch let fly an arrow, which pings off the stone doorway. Then there is silence.

         ‘That’s got the wind up them,’ the bard chuckles. ‘They won’t be so cocky now.’

         ‘Probably shouldn’t have told them about the sparrow,’ says Jori. ‘Now they’ll be on their guard.’

         The bard’s ears droop. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘Didn’t think of that.’

         ‘Are more Endwatch really coming?’ Rue asks. ‘Will they get here before Jaxom does?’

         ‘Morning, Rue,’ says the bard. He clambers down from the doorway and walks over to ruffle the young rabbit’s ears. ‘Don’t you worry. They were just trying to scare us.’

         Jori nods. ‘Yes, don’t worry. I don’t expect there’s more than those five Endwatchers in the whole of Hulstland.’

         ‘And if there are any others, they wouldn’t waste their time trying to get us. Not when there are more important carrots to peel.’

         ‘Podkin, you mean?’ Rue sips his tea. It’s warm and sweet, but it doesn’t stop the chill that has crept through him in the night. His paws shake as he holds the cup.

         ‘Yes,’ says the bard. He watches Rue with worried eyes for a long moment. ‘Listen, little one, you don’t need to be so scared. Everything is going to be all right. We’ll be out of here before you know it, and I’ve told Gant to warn the rest of the Foxguard. They’ll be able to protect Podkin and everyone in Thornwood warren. Besides, your father and his warriors will be more than a match for the Endwatch. I’d like to see anyone get past Hubert the Broad when his fur is ruffled.’

         ‘But we could be here for days,’ says Rue. He is overcome with a wave of homesickness, stronger than any he has felt since leaving last spring. The dreams of his mother, the talk of Thornwood … suddenly it is all too much and his eyes fill with tears. ‘I want to go home. I want my mother,’ he sobs.

         The bard reaches across and pulls him into a hug. They sit for a while, quietly rocking back and forth as the fire crackles and the smoke swirls in the sunlight.

         ‘I tell you what,’ says the bard. ‘We’ve got a lot of time on our paws. Why don’t I tell you the rest of Uki’s story? That should take your mind off things.’

         ‘Yes, please,’ says Rue, from somewhere in the folds of the bard’s cloak.

         ‘Good idea,’ says Jori. ‘I’d especially like to hear about his brave and heroic companion. She was the best part of the tale.’

         ‘You mean Kree, the little plains rabbit?’ says the bard, knowing full well she meant herself, and then chuckles as Jori throws a chunk of toasted bread at him.

         With Rue still snuggled up in his cloak, the bard clears his throat and begins to speak …
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            CHAPTER TWO

            The Evening Count

         

         The good thing about stories, Rue – or rather, one of the good things – is that, if you’re feeling sad, or worried, or lonely … or if, like us, you’re trapped in a ruined tower by a bunch of murderous villains … they can take your mind off things. Stories can lift you out of the unpleasant real world and off into another. Even if it’s just for a few moments. And when you come back to your own personal story … well, things don’t usually seem as bad.

         That’s another reason why us bards are so important. We help people sidestep life for a bit. And you never know … hearing about some brave, determined, heroic little rabbits might help you find that part of yourself.

         Because it’s there, in all of us.

         (‘Even me?’ Rue whispers.

         ‘Especially you,’ Jori whispers back.)

         Talking of heroes: I recall we left Uki running from the smouldering battleground of Syn and Nys, the twin cities of Northern Hulstland. Singed and bedraggled, he had managed to escape in one piece – with Jori and Kree, but there was no time to celebrate their victory. Their quest was only half done.

         It had just been a few months earlier that Uki had been cast out of his tribe because his eyes and fur were coloured differently on either side. The Ice Waste rabbits had thought him a demon. A bad omen. Weak and starving, his mother dead, he had been brought back from the brink of death by bonding with an ancient spirit named Iffrit. Iffrit had once been the guardian of four other spirits, who had escaped from him. He now gave Uki all his power and tasked him with recapturing them, using shards of the crystal prison they had once been sealed in. Two spirits had now been caught, trapped in glowing gems on Uki’s spear harness. The special powers they gave him pulsed through his blood, making Uki the strongest little rabbit in all the Five Realms. But these powers would only become permanent if Uki managed to locate all four. If he didn’t succeed, the spirits would run riot again, gaining power and taking over the whole rabbit world, while Iffrit’s magic would fade away, along with Uki himself.

         To complicate things, the witch Necripha and her servant Balto were on their tail. Leaders of the Endwatch, they wanted the powers of the spirits for themselves. Their sinister network of agents was everywhere, watching and plotting from the shadows. And to make matters worse, there was a good chance that Jori’s evil cousin, Venic, might be following them too. He wanted to hand Jori back to her family, to be punished for refusing to become an assassin. He was also probably quite miffed at Uki for throwing him into a wall.

         All this weighed heavy on the young rabbits’ minds. The challenge ahead of them was terrifying. Still, they allowed themselves a brief stop to lick their wounds and wash the smoke from their clothes before pressing on. Uki could tell where the other spirits were. Their presence was like fish hooks in his brain – a constant, gentle tugging – as if a sleepy angler snoozed on a distant riverbank, with the line tied to his toe.

         The closest was due south, and the other further off to the west. Both would have travelled inside the bodies of poor Nurg and his brother. Both would probably have shed their simple hosts and wormed their way into rabbits of power and strength, just as Valkus had. But they would have had more time to make themselves at home. And both would do anything they could to avoid being captured inside Uki’s crystals.

         Keeping the waves of the Endless Sea to their left, the rabbits headed along the coast, crossing the bridge over the Bleak River, and taking the road that skirted the cluster of pine and spruce trees known as the Coldwood.

         Here, Jori got especially nervous, as her clan warren was based nearby. Even though it was over a day’s walk away, at the north-western edge of the wood, her clanmates often roamed the trees, foraging for dusk angel mushrooms, which they brewed into the highly poisonous dusk potion that gave their warriors such incredible speed. They would know that Jori had run away from the clan. They would be ready to capture her, or worse. The last thing she wanted was to bump into one.

         ‘Relax,’ Kree said to her. ‘Even if they do spot us, Uki can throw them all the way back to Melt. He has the strength of a god, you know.’

         Of a god. Uki looked down at his skinny little arms. It was bizarre to think that they flowed with the power of Iffrit, Gaunch and now Valkus. But he could feel it tingling there. If he wanted to, he could pull up a tree by the roots and bash any rabbit of Clan Septys they found over the head. He could …

         ‘It doesn’t matter how strong he is,’ Jori said, interrupting his thoughts. ‘A dusk wraith like me could fill him full of poison darts before he even took a breath. He wouldn’t be able to throw a pebble if his bones were all melted and his muscles turned to jelly.’

         As one, they pulled their hoods low and hurried along in silence, praying they reached the other side undetected.

         They now sat on a high, gorse-spotted hill, munching a simple lunch and looking down at the landscape before them. Uki marvelled at how the world had completely changed again. The wide, red-tinged Blood Plains had seemed so strange to him, having lived all his life in the bleak Ice Wastes. Now he saw miles of low swampland, stretching off to the horizon … a network of winding lakes and rivers, like a maze, and in between were seas of reeds, clusters of trees and the odd little hummock sticking up like an anthill. There were shades of green, yellow and brown everywhere, and the patches of water sparked sunbeams like diamonds.

         Off to the west, along the same stretch of hillside they stood on, was a cluster of earth mounds, ringed by a high stone wall. Thin trails of smoke trickled up into the air from hidden chimneys. There was a similar walled enclosure in the valley below, and one far ahead in the distance, at the very edge of the reeds and marshes.

         ‘The Fenlands,’ said Jori, sweeping her arm across the view. ‘A den of backward savages, bandits and smugglers. Nothing has changed here for a hundred years and probably won’t for another hundred.’

         ‘Are those warrens?’ Uki asked, pointing at the walled group of mounds.

         ‘Yes,’ said Jori. ‘Rabbits on the edge of the marshes don’t live in buildings like up north, and don’t quite live underground like the southerners. They cover their stone houses with turf and then wall them in for safety. That’s Frogdeep Hall on the hillside. The warren at the bottom of the hill is Mudstock, and the one on the edge of the fen is Reedwic.’

         ‘What about that wet, gloopy place with all the rivers?’ Kree asked. ‘Do rabbits live there?’

         ‘They do,’ said Jori. ‘And those are the most backward ones of all. They don’t like outsiders. In fact, I’ve never seen one. I’ve heard stories, though. About savages dressed in frogskin who worship toads and eels. Please don’t tell me that’s where we have to go.’

         ‘Do your thing, Uki,’ said Kree. ‘Find the spirit for us, with your thoughts.’ 

         Uki’s connection to the escaped spirits meant he could sense things about them – where they were, what they were feeling. It sometimes came to him in visions, or when he focused his mind on them. But it was a horrible, draining thing to do. And seeing through the eyes of such ancient, terrible evil … he had been trying to put it off since they left Syn.

         Now there was no excuse for delay. He gave a deep sigh and then closed his eyes, reaching out for that invisible thread joining him to the spirit, pulling himself along it to the source.

         The first thing he felt was life.

         Masses of it. The fen was seething and pulsing with creeping, slithering, buzzing, flapping, stalking creatures. Not like the Ice Wastes, or even the plains, where animals struggled to scrape by in the unforgiving cold. Here it was warm and fertile and teeming. If he scooped up a pawful of water, he knew it would be thronged with hordes of living beasties, some even smaller than he could see.

         It took his breath away for a moment and he wondered how he could be sensing it all. Then he realised it was because of the spirit itself. There, right in the heart of the fen, was his target. It oozed and throbbed and Uki had the sensation of a sickly green light, spreading out through the networks of water. Of tendrils connecting all the creatures of the marsh in a web. Seeking them, joining them … changing them. He could feel the life, because the spirit was linking itself to it. Linking itself so it could poison it all and destroy it.

         Uki was filled with a sudden rush of sickness. He could taste bile at the back of his throat, feel his joints begin to swell and ache, his blood thicken and turn bad.

         Charice. The name came to him from the fragments of memory that Iffrit had left in his head. Charice was one of the four spirits that Iffrit had watched over in the crystal prison buried deep beneath the earth for thousands and thousands of years. Like the others, she had been created by the Ancients, who had made many spirits or creatures to help them. But these ones had turned against them, twisting their purposes to evil, becoming a danger that had to be locked away.

         Uki remembered finding the shattered pink, diamond-like crystal that had held them, as he staggered through the Icebark Forest almost mad with grief for his mother who had just died. If it hadn’t been for Iffrit driving him on, he might never have started on this quest. The fiery little being had been desperate, afraid. But determined that Uki would take on the task.

         Gaunch, the first spirit he had captured, had tried to starve and famish the world around him. Valkus, the second one, had wanted to spread war and battle everywhere. But Charice … she had been more subtle, more terrible.

         Her mission was disease. She sought to fill every living thing with it. To corrupt and change everything around her until she and her servants ruled it all. And she had begun already.

         Uki could feel it. A plague spreading out like a flowing blot of ink, seeping from the heart of the marshes – poisoning, twisting, infecting …

         He broke his mind free before he could see any more and fell to his knees, gasping for breath. He half expected to see the grass dying around him, the bees and butterflies that flitted around the yellow gorse flowers dropping to the ground, writhing and dying.

         ‘What is it, Uki?’ Kree jumped down from Mooka, her long-eared, kangaroo-legged jerboa, and rushed to his side. ‘Did you see it? Is it bad?’

         ‘It’s … horrible,’ Uki whispered. ‘She’s called Charice and she brings plague and disease. She wants to infect every living thing in the world.’

         ‘And she’s in those marshes?’ Kree asked.

         ‘Yes,’ said Uki. ‘Right in the heart of the fen. And she’s already started. We don’t have much time to stop her.’

         Jori kicked at a clump of heather. ‘The heart of the fen. That’s just typical. There’s a whole load of nice, dry, civilised warrens on the other side. What’s wrong with trying to take over the world from one of those?’

         ‘We could try stopping off at one of the warrens ahead?’ Kree suggested. ‘They must have inns to stay in. We could have a good night’s sleep or two before we have to wade through all that swamp.’

         Jori nodded at that, the thought of a feather bed and a decent meal cheering her up a little. 

         Uki still stared out at the marshes that, just a few moments ago, had seemed full of life and promise. Now he couldn’t help imagining them poisoned and ruined, the source of a plague that was hungry to eat the whole world.

         Leaving the hilltop, they began to wind their way down the spidery track that led to Mudstock warren in the valley below. It was close enough to reach by dusk and hopefully had a decent inn.

         Honeybees buzzed about them as they walked and red kites circled lazily overhead. It was a pleasant summer evening and, despite the shadow of the horrors Uki had sensed in his vision, he was beginning to relax and enjoy himself. Until Jori spoke, that is.

         ‘There’s something else,’ she said, as they clambered over a wooden stile set into a tumbledown drystone wall. ‘Something I should warn you about.’

         ‘Mik jibbadan lashki,’ said Kree. ‘You mean besides the plague spirit in the fen, the Endwatch who are chasing us and your evil cousin?’

         ‘Go on,’ said Uki, as Jori rolled her eyes. He could see that she was tense again. Her ears were flat against her head, and her brow was knitted together in one of her stern frowns. She looked almost as edgy as she had when they passed the Coldwood.

         ‘There’s a clan that lives on the far side of the marshes. A shadow clan – assassins, like Clan Septys … except a lot worse. We’re likely to come across them, if not in Mudstock, then in the warrens beyond.’

         ‘Worse than your family of poisoning murderers?’ Kree had helped Mooka hop over the stile and was now hoisting herself into his saddle again. ‘How could anyone be scarier than that?’

         ‘Easily,’ said Jori. ‘They can be from Clan Shrike.’

         ‘What’s so bad about them?’ Uki asked.

         ‘They’re meaner than a pack of starved weasels,’ said Jori. ‘They hire themselves out as killers, like my clan, but they like to do things close up. They use the blades they have on the forearms of their crimson armour. And there are rumours that they take their victims’ bodies back to their warren and put them on spikes. Some say they even do it before they’re actually dead. Their place is called Bloodthorn. I’ve never seen it, but I’ve heard terrible stories.’

         ‘Why will they be at this Mud-plop warren?’ Kree had begun to look around, her paw resting on the half spear she’d found during their battle in the twin cities. It now jutted from her bedroll, ready to be used on any enemy that got in her way.

         ‘Mudstock,’ Jori said. ‘Because, as well as sticking pointy things in rabbits, they work for the Emperor. They’re in charge of collecting taxes and getting rid of smugglers.’

         ‘What are “smugglers”?’ Uki asked. ‘Some kind of creature?’

         Jori laughed. ‘No. Smugglers are rabbits. They take things that are brought into Hulstland from other realms, and they sell them.’

         ‘That doesn’t sound so bad,’ said Kree. ‘Why do these Spike-rabbits want to stop them?’

         ‘Shrike,’ said Jori. ‘Although “spike” might be better. The problem is the Emperor says that everything that comes from other countries: food, cloth, wine … has to arrive in one of his ports, and the rabbits buying it have to give him some of the money they will make from it. It’s called “tax” or “duty”. It’s one of the things that makes him so rich.

         ‘Anyway, some rabbits don’t want to pay tax, so they arrange for the stuff to be dropped off by boat at secret beaches and coves near the edge of the fen. Then they sneak it through the swamps and sell it to the warrens on the far side. They make good money, other rabbits get the goods cheaper, but the Emperor loses out on his share.’

         ‘Ah.’ Kree nodded her head. ‘So it’s a kind of stealing? And the Emperor has laws against it? Like if you steal a jerboa and the chieftain has you staked out on the plain for the buzzards.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jori. ‘Except Clan Shrike will be the ones catching you, and it will be much more painful than getting eaten alive by a buzzard. They hate my clan too. Septys and Shrike have been at war with each other for centuries.’

         ‘Shouldn’t you take off your brooch, then?’ Uki said, pointing at the coiled silver serpent on Jori’s shoulder.

         ‘Kether above!’ Jori snatched it off in a blink and shoved it in her pack. ‘Good thinking, Uki.’

         ‘And just in time,’ said Kree. ‘Here is Mud-plop warren. I hope they have a lovely inn with a good stable for Mooka.’  

         ‘It’s Mudst—’ Jori began, but Kree was already trotting ahead, into the settlement. Keeping an eye out for rabbits in scary armour, Jori and Uki followed.

         
            *

         

         ‘What do you mean, there’s no inn?’ Jori, usually calm and confident when speaking to people, raised her voice loud enough to make Uki cringe. Her dreams of a soft bed and a belly full of supper had just vanished, leaving behind the beginnings of a temper tantrum.

         ‘Just what I says.’ They were talking to an old she-rabbit, who was wearing a patched, hooded cloak and carrying a basket of lettuces. ‘We don’t have no inns here. The priest doesn’t like it. Strangers can find a bed at the church, though. A stable too, for your … hoppy rat-thing.’

         The old rabbit shuffled off, leaving Jori shaking her head and Kree fuming. Uki took a moment to look around the warren.

         They had just come through some wide wooden gates, and they could see another pair in the distance, opposite. Surrounding them was a stone wall, as high as two rabbits, with a walkway at the top on which a few guards stood watch.

         Inside the wall were lots of grass-covered mounds, each with two or three chimneys poking out. They all had a wood or stone front, with a door and a window. As Jori had said, they looked like a mixture of house and burrow, and seemed to be very cosy.

         Most were homes for the Mudstock rabbits, but one or two had carved wooden signs outside. Uki spotted a grocery, a pie shop and a blacksmith’s. At the centre of the warren was a strange-looking building. Made of stone, with a turf roof, it had a squat tower at one end, the top of which was covered in numbers made out of polished bronze. As the sun began to set, the bronze sparkled and glinted as if it was burning with golden light.

         ‘I guess that’s the church,’ he said. ‘We should probably see if they have a place for us to stay before dark.’

         Jori nodded, still sulking about the lack of inns, and they wandered over with Kree cursing behind them. 

         ‘Hoppy rat-thing … hasn’t she ever seen a jerboa? Pok ha boc!’

         Before they knocked on the door, Jori stopped them.

         ‘I’m guessing you don’t know too much about churches of Kether, Uki?’

         Uki shook his head. There was only one god in the Ice Wastes – Zeryth, the brutal lord of snow. His mother had taught him about the twin goddesses, Estra and Nixha, but he hadn’t yet learned much about Kether, Hulstland’s god of order and number.

         ‘Don’t worry.’ Jori patted him on the shoulder. ‘You don’t need to know much. Just don’t mention any other religions in front of the priest. And avoid saying the numbers four and fourteen. Or any two numbers that add up to them.’

         ‘And don’t do anything fourteen times,’ added Kree. ‘Especially not flicking your ears. Or touching your nose. They hate that.’

         ‘What about all the other numbers?’ Uki asked. Being told not to do something always made him want to do it, and his ears had already started jumping about on their own. 

         ‘Three is good,’ said Jori. ‘Do everything three times, if you can. Seven also. And nine and twelve are OK.’

         ‘Eight?’ Uki’s head was beginning to spin.

         ‘If it’s a feast day,’ said Jori. ‘And ten is good on a full moon.’

         They were still throwing numbers at Uki when the church doors opened and a robed rabbit stepped out. He was dressed in layers of thick purple material embroidered all over with gold thread. On his head was a tall, funny-shaped hat, also purple, and he clutched a staff that was topped off with a carved spiral. He smiled kindly at them, although his dark eyes were serious beneath a frowning brow.

         ‘Ninefold blessings on you,’ he said, touching three fingers to his forehead. ‘My name is Father Klepper. How may Kether help you on this fine evening?’

         ‘We’re … um … looking for a place to stay the night,’ said Uki. He tried bobbing his head nine times, but lost count and added a couple of extra ones for good measure. Then he had a panic, in case he’d done fourteen by mistake, and added a few more. 

         ‘Is there something wrong with you?’ asked Father Klepper.

         ‘Forgive my friend,’ said Jori, trying not to laugh. ‘He is very tired. We’ve travelled all the way from the twin cities, you see.’

         ‘All that way, on your own?’ The priest looked shocked. ‘Then you must come in and take shelter. Poor, poor children. And there’s a stable behind the church for your … gangly weasel.’

         ‘HE’S A …’ Kree began to shout, but Uki and Jori quickly bundled themselves inside the church and shut the door behind them, hoping that the thick wood would muffle most of their friend’s yelling.

         They found themselves in a long room with a high roof. A window of tinted glass at the far end was letting in the rosy light of the setting sun. It seemed to glow, and filled the church with overlapping patches of colour. Uki stared at it, hypnotised. He raised his hands and smiled at the streaks of painted light tinting his fur.

         ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ said Father Klepper. ‘We are just about to perform the evening count, if you would like to join us. After that, we will have some supper.’ 

         He led them past rows of benches, where several other rabbits sat in prayer. Most looked like ordinary villagers, with simple cloaks and homespun clothes. One or two wore purple robes, like the Father.

         ‘What’s the evening count?’ Uki whispered to Jori, as quietly as he could. But the sound still managed to echo around the silent church and made him wince.

         ‘They count Kether’s sacred numbers every morning and night,’ Jori whispered back ‘Just open and close your mouth and pretend you know them.’

         They sat down at the end of one of the benches and watched as Father Klepper walked to the front of the church, where there was an enormous mural of a rabbit with four outstretched arms. Lines ran between his limbs and ears, and there were numbers squiggled everywhere. It all looked very mysterious and solemn.

         ‘Ninefold blessings,’ Father Klepper began. ‘Please join me in counting the sacred numbers of the universe, as told to us by Our Lord. Let us begin. One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one, thirty-four, fifty-five, eighty-nine …’ 

         Soon, all the rabbits were joining in, their voices echoing around the church. Uki opened and closed his mouth in time, watching Jori from the corner of his eye and hoping that he wouldn’t be spotted. What if they ask you what the next number is? His dark voice had been quiet since the battle with Valkus, but now it decided to chip in, just to make him feel worse.

         Luckily, it was soon over. As the rest of the rabbits began to file out of the church, back to their burrow-houses, Father Klepper motioned for Uki and Jori to follow him. They went through a small side door, which led to a courtyard. Kree was in one of the stalls, rubbing down Mooka’s fur with a handful of hay. A tired-looking piebald rat stood beside them, chewing a mouthful of oats.

         ‘We shall have supper in my house,’ said Father Klepper, ‘and then you may all sleep in the stable.’

         It was a far cry from the feather beds and fireplaces they had been hoping for, but it was better than sleeping on the ground again, Uki supposed. Trying not to look too disappointed, they all followed the priest into his burrow. 

         Because the house-burrows were dug down into the ground, they appeared to be bigger on the inside than the outside. It took a little while for Uki to get used to the sensation, and Kree was even more confused.

         But the place was very cosy. There was a large fireplace, a dining table in the middle and shelves covering the walls, all stuffed with books and scrolls. Uki wondered if they would be filled with numbers.

         ‘Please,’ said Father Klepper. ‘Be seated.’

         As they pulled chairs around the table, the Father went into a small pantry at the back and began to bring out bowls of food and plates. He laid them on the table, adding cups and a jug of water. Soon, there was a tasty dinner spread before them: dandelion leaves, crusty bread, pickled beetroots, dried parsnips and carrots.

         ‘So,’ said Father Klepper, as they began to load their plates, ‘what leads three children to be wandering the Realms without a parent or guardian to take care of them?’

         Uki’s mind instantly went blank. He froze, mid-mouthful, and stared at the Father, trying to think of some kind of explanation. Fortunately, Jori was good at this sort of thing. She spoke up quickly, while Kree was chewing and unable to ruin it.

         ‘We’re on our way to stay with our uncle,’ she said. ‘Our mother is too ill to come with us, and our father sadly passed away, Kether bless him. We’re travelling to Herongate warren, but thought it would be lovely to see some of the famous fens on the way.’

         ‘Ah, the Fenlands,’ said Father Klepper, shaking his head. ‘You had best stay away from them. A numberless hole of chaos and crime. I have tried several times to bring them the digits of Our Lord, but have been turned away. Sometimes with violence.’

         ‘We were just planning a brief visit,’ Jori continued. ‘There are said to be many rare and beautiful bird species there. And the customs of the rabbits are supposed to be fascinating. Do they really dress in frogskin?’

         ‘They are savages,’ said the priest, his ears beginning to tremble. ‘Just the thought of them and their beastly ways makes me shiver …’

         ‘But can’t you tell us anything about them? Perhaps, if they weren’t such a mystery, we wouldn’t be so curious to see them.’

         ‘I can tell you very little,’ said Father Klepper. ‘But if it keeps you out of that godless place … Reedwic warren is the most civilised part of it. You should be safe there. Beyond that … the tribes that live in the Fenlands themselves are best avoided.’

         ‘Are there many?’ Uki asked. ‘Tribes, I mean …’

         ‘There are two that I know of,’ said Father Klepper. ‘Two large clans or families. The Maggitches and the Gurdles. They are at war with each other, and have been for generations. It’s a bitter feud. I’m surprised they haven’t wiped each other out by now.’

         ‘Sounds like the plains tribes,’ said Kree, around a mouthful of carrot. ‘They quarrel for months then have a big party to make up.’

         ‘There’s no “making up” with these families,’ said Father Klepper. ‘They’re too primitive for that. They worship strange old swamp gods and paddle around that maze of water and mud in boats and rafts. They make their living – when they’re not trying to kill each other – by smuggling goods across the swamp. They would steal the very cloak from your back as soon as look at you. No, that place is forsaken by Kether, and rightly so. If you have any sense, you’ll head back towards the Coldwood and follow the road around the fen. It will take longer, but you’ll arrive in one piece.’

         Uki had questions about the changes he had sensed in the swamp, but Father Klepper seemed too upset by mention of the fen tribes to answer anything else. They ate the rest of the meal in silence and then made their way out to the stable.

         ‘Think on what I have told you,’ said Father Klepper, as he left them for the night. ‘Keep away from the swamp. Stick to the parts of the world that have been ordered and numbered.’

         ‘Well,’ said Kree, when the Father had gone back to his house. ‘He was a cheery one, wasn’t he? All that counting and praying has made him dull as ditchwater.’

         ‘He had a point, though,’ said Jori, as she spread out her cloak on a pile of straw. ‘The Fenlands are going to be very dangerous. We should try to find a guide of some kind at Reedwic.’
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