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            Prologue

         

         Stoneaxe is watching.

         Hidden behind a stunted, twisted tree that clings to the mountainside, she peeps out from between the branches. Her cloak covers her mouth, so nobody can see her breath steaming. Her fingers clutch the shaft of her best spear as she tries to decide whether to throw it or not. A thin crust of frost has formed on her whiskers, on the braids of her wild, woolly hair. Her ears went numb hours ago.

         She has been watching for a long time.

         Down on the slopes of the foothills, riding 2towards the mountains, is a cart. Pulled by two jerboas, there are four – maybe five – rabbits on board. Too many for such a small vehicle with no proper road to ride on.

         As the hills get steeper, the ground rockier and more frosted, the jerboas have begun to struggle. Soon, the riders will have to climb out and continue on foot. Stoneaxe can hardly believe what she is seeing.

         Nobody ever comes into the mountains.

         She shifts the grip on her spear. If they get close enough, she might not need it. She might get to use her axe instead. Slowly, silently, she unhooks it from her belt. It is made from a lump of flint, sanded smooth as a beach pebble, but with an edge sharp enough to cut sunbeams. She tests the blade against her arm, shaving off a small patch of fur.

         Four sets of ears to hang over the fire, she thinks. Maybe five. Four pelts to line my floor.

         It is safe to say the Arukh rabbits don’t like strangers.

         There is a scrabbling amongst the rocks next to her. A tiny skittering of pebbles as 3someone – or something – makes its way closer. Stoneaxe rolls her eyes.

         ‘Do you have to make so much noise?’ she hisses.

         ‘It was just a pebble!’

         Another rabbit flops down next to her, budging her across to share the cover. Stoneaxe glares at the newcomer. Her brother, Brightwing. Only a year younger than her, he shares the same thick mane of brown-speckled fur. The same quick, grey hunter’s eyes; the same pattern of black-and-white warpaint on his face.

         And now he will want to share the invaders’ ears she is about to claim.

         ‘What are you spying on?’ he says, nosing through the tree branches. It only takes him a second to spot the cart and its occupants. ‘By the crystals! A cartload of idiots! Don’t they know what we do to intruders on our land?’

         Stoneaxe sighs. Now she will only have two pairs of ears to hang over the fire. Maybe two and a half.

         She holds up her axe where Brightwing can see it and smiles.

         ‘Perhaps we should go down and show them.’
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Of Moss and Mushrooms

         

         ‘That’s as far as I can take us,’ Jaxom says, reining in his jerboas. The fierce trader, the fearless Foxguard agent, looks down at his animals like a worried parent. They sag in the traces, exhausted at having hauled the overloaded cart through such rough terrain.

         ‘There’s still quite a way to walk,’ says the bard. ‘Will we make it in time?’ He is cradling a bundle of blankets in his arms. A small white nose, speckled with delicate brown spots, pokes out of the folds.

         Jori leans over, pulling the blanket aside to look 7at Rue, the bard’s young apprentice. His breathing is slow and shallow, his eyes closed as if sleeping. But she knows there is poison coursing through his blood from the arrow of an Endwatch assassin.

         She shakes her tattered ears and sighs. ‘It doesn’t look good,’ she says. ‘But we’re almost in the mountains. I might be able to find some of the ingredients I need. If we stop here a while, I can have a look around.’

         ‘Yes,’ says the bard. ‘Look. Please. If you are well enough.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ she says. Having taken a swig of her toxic dusk potion during the battle in which Rue was wounded, she has been weakened and exhausted herself. But the ride in Jaxom’s cart has given her a chance to rest and recover, even if her legs are still a bit shaky.

         As Jori limps off, nosing amongst the rocks and grass, the bard climbs out of the cart and sinks to the ground, gently lowering Rue on to his lap. Jaxom takes his panting jerboas some seed and water, while Nikku, the Foxguard leader, fits a string to her bow and nocks a red-fletched arrow. Her eyes scan the 8sides of the mountains that tower just ahead of them, looking for danger.

         ‘We’re sitting ducks out here in the open,’ she says. ‘We’d better not stay for long.’

         ‘The Arukhs will have the antidote. We want them to find us,’ says the bard. All the spark in his voice has gone, and his green eyes are full of tears. ‘I’d like the chance to speak to them first though. Up amongst the rocks, where they can’t use us for target practice.’

         There is a scurrying of footsteps and they both jump, relaxing as they see Jori dashing back towards them.

         ‘I’ve got some!’ she says, holding out a pawful of scrapings. ‘Purple haircap moss and an eagle mushroom. Well, most of one.’

         ‘Is that all?’ The bard looks at the tiny amount of muddy plant matter. ‘Will it be enough to cure him?’

         Jori shrugs and pulls her pack off the cart. With her other paw, she unlaces it and begins to rummage, dragging out pots, flasks and a tinderbox. ‘Not cure, no. We’ll need a lot more. But it might slow the poison a bit. Buy us some time, at least.’ 9

         ‘You’re not going to start a fire, are you?’ Nikku says.

         Jori pauses, mid-rummage, a saucepan dangling from her paw. ‘I have to,’ she says. ‘To brew the antidote.’

         ‘Every Arukh in the mountains will see it! They’ll fill us full of spears before we can squeak!’

         ‘We need the antidote, Nikku,’ says the bard. ‘Rue might die without it.’

         ‘We’ll all die if you light a fire out here. If we’re lucky, it’ll be before we’re skinned.’

         ‘I don’t think it matters now anyway.’ Jaxom, finished with his jerboas, has walked around the cart and is pointing towards the mountains. There, strolling down the slope towards them are two Arukh braves. Both have spears raised over their shoulders, ready to hurl. One also clutches a lethal-looking flint axe.

         ‘That’s it,’ says Nikku. ‘We’re dead. Even if I shoot them both, there’ll be dozens more up in the rocks, ready to charge.’

         ‘Hold your fire,’ says Jori. ‘Let them approach.’

         ‘I speak Arukh,’ says Jaxom. ‘Maybe I can reason with them.’ 10

         Jori sets her precious clutch of ingredients aside and stands, holding out her ravaged paws with their bandages and missing fingers.

         ‘This tribe speaks Lanic,’ she says. ‘And they are more likely to listen to me.’

         Jaxom stares at her, wide-eyed. ‘What makes you say that?’

         ‘Because I have met them before,’ Jori says. ‘And I happen to be best friends with their god.’

         
            *

         

         As the braves approach, the bard flicks his eyes over them, taking in all the details of their appearance and filing them away in his memory. It is an old storyteller’s habit – noticing everything – and he can’t help himself, even when his apprentice lies dying in his arms.

         They look quite young, with fur markings that almost match. Brother and sister, perhaps. Their clothes are stitched together from scraps of leather and hide. Simple, but well-made and warm. Their weapons are stone and wood – no metal – but he picks out a copper belt buckle and a silver earring on the girl. Evidence of trade or, more likely, 11trophies taken from other intruders they have ‘met’ in the past.

         But the most striking thing about them is the warpaint daubed on their faces. Chalk white on the right-hand side, coal black on the left. Half and half, like magpies, or – and at the thought the bard’s fur begins to tingle – like a certain legendary rabbit hero from around these parts.

         ‘Uki …’ the bard whispers. ‘Could it be?’

         He would ask Jori about it, but she has already started to walk towards them, paws spread wide. When they are about ten metres away from each other, they all stop.

         The silence holds for a moment as they eye each other. The points of the raised spears waver a little in the air, picking out juicy parts of Jori that they might land in.

         ‘Please,’ she says. ‘We mean no harm. We have come to visit your chieftain, Darkfire. I am an old friend of his.’

         ‘Darkfire has no flatlander friends,’ says the girl Arukh.

         ‘And we don’t like rabbits coming on to our 12lands,’ adds the boy. ‘Except for when we get to kill them and take their skins.’

         ‘Yes, we like that part,’ says the girl. She smiles like a cat who has just bumped into a particularly plump mouse.

         ‘He is friends with me,’ says Jori. ‘Although he hasn’t seen me for many years. The last time I was here, I was with your … Crystal Holder? Crystal Bearer? The black-and white-furred rabbit. Uki.’

         Both Arukhs blink in surprise. Their spear grips falter. ‘The Crystal Keeper? What do you know of him?’ says the girl.

         ‘How dare you use his name!’ The boy tenses, as if about to attack, but Jori keeps her cool. She points to the silver-capped flask at her waist.

         ‘I was one of his companions. Jori. Of Clan Septys. Haven’t you heard the tales of us? Don’t you recognise my potion bottle?’

         The Arukhs narrow their eyes as they take in the flask and Jori’s sheathed sword of Damascus steel. Then they turn away and mutter to each other, casting wary glances back.

         ‘How do we know you haven’t stolen those 13things?’ says the girl, finally. ‘Or that you are some other flatlander, pretending to be the dusk wraith?’

         ‘I think I can help there,’ says the bard, drawing their attention.

         ‘Who is this?’ asks the girl, pointing at the bard with her axe. ‘And why does he have painted fur and ears?’

         ‘He’s a bard,’ explains Jori. ‘A travelling storyteller. They dye their fur and tattoo their ears. Don’t ask me why.’

         ‘It marks us as servants of Clarion, god of tales and poems,’ says the bard. ‘And I know lots of tales about your Crystal Keeper, Uki. Jori there, too, as it happens. If you let us light a small fire and brew some medicine for my apprentice, I can tell you one. That should prove who we are. Then you can take us to your chief.’

         ‘What is wrong with the young one?’ the girl asks.

         ‘Poison,’ Jori says. ‘Crowsbane. He needs purple haircap and eagle mushrooms. Do you have any at your warren?’

         The girl lets out a small laugh. ‘Lots,’ she says. ‘Haircap is used for making dye, and curing 14toothache. Eagle ’shrooms are good to eat. We have pots and pots of them.’

         At this news, the bard’s ears prick up. ‘Please,’ he says. ‘We need them to save his life. Why else would we be here, when all rabbits know what you do to trespassers? And we really do know Uki. Jori, myself and Nikku. We can tell you lots about him.’

         The Arukhs share another long glance, before the girl nods. They lower their spears and fold their arms – a signal that the bard’s offer has been accepted.

         ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘Thank you so much. You won’t regret it, I promise.’

         Jori wastes no time in kindling a fire. Then she hangs a small pot over it on a tripod, throwing the moss and mushroom pieces inside with a splash of water from Jaxom’s flask. Soon steam begins to seep from the mixture, along with a bitter, musky smell.

         ‘Hold him up,’ Jori says to the bard, scooping out a spoonful of antidote. The bard lifts Rue a fraction, and between them they manage to trickle the gloopy 15mess into his mouth. The bard gently rubs his throat until he swallows.

         ‘Again,’ says Jori, and they feed him the rest. Just a few tiny mouthfuls.

         ‘Will it work?’ asks the bard, gently rocking Rue as if he were a tiny kitten.

         ‘Have to wait and see,’ says Jori, watching the little rabbit closely. After a few minutes he gives a cough and opens one bleary eye.

         ‘What … what happened?’ he croaks. ‘Where are we?’

         ‘Thank Clarion’s sacred tuning pegs!’ shouts the bard. ‘I thought you were dead!’

         ‘He may yet be,’ warns Jori. ‘That was only a tiny amount of antidote. It will hold off the poison for a few hours at best. He will need a full dose to make sure he recovers.’

         The bard looks up at the Arukhs, pleading. ‘Couldn’t we just go now? It will make no difference to the story …’

         ‘You promised us a tale,’ says the girl. ‘One that proves you know the Crystal Keeper. Once we believe you, then we can go.’ 16

         ‘That was the deal,’ says the boy.

         ‘A story?’ says Rue, blinking up at the bard. ‘What about?’

         ‘That’s typical,’ says the bard. ‘Your very life is in the balance and all you care about is hearing another yarn.’

         ‘But I want to know what happened to Uki. How he fared against Mortix and Necripha.’

         ‘It seems everyone does,’ says the bard. ‘Very well. Come and sit down you Arukhs. Jaxom, Nikku and Jori too. This isn’t much of a fire, but it will have to suffice.’

         The Arukhs share a wary glance before their curiosity gets the better of them. They move closer to the meagre campfire and sit down on one side, just as the others take their places opposite. Even though she is sitting, the girl Arukh keeps her axe to hand. Her eyes twitch to and fro, as if expecting a trap of some kind.

         ‘Why does she keep looking at my ears?’ says the bard.

         ‘They collect them,’ says Jaxom. ‘From their enemies. I expect she hasn’t got a tattooed pair.’ 17

         The bard gulps, and draws his hood up over his head. ‘Then I shall have to make sure my tale is good enough to keep them attached, won’t I?’

         ‘It will be,’ says Rue, his voice just a whisper. ‘Your stories always are.’

         The bard gives him a gentle squeeze and then clears his throat, ready to begin.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            The Search for the Drunken Toad

         

         So.

         Uki.

         For those of you that have just joined (and those that may have forgotten) this particular part of the tale comes towards the end of his first adventures.

         As our new Arukh friends clearly know (judging by their marvellous warpaint), Uki was an unusual rabbit. A chimera. A double-soul. Two halves born as one: white fur on one side, black on the other. 19

         Now, while we all think that made him special, his Ice Waste tribe did not. He was cast out, his mother died, and he nearly perished himself.

         And that might have been the end of his sad story, in which case, none of us would be sitting here today. Especially not with our faces painted to look like him.

         Luckily, for every rabbit in the Five Realms, he was saved from death by a fiery spirit named Iffrit. Saved, and given the task of rounding up four other spirits – or, rather, beings created by the Ancients – who were set on destroying everything they touched. At which point Iffrit vanished, gifting Uki with his strength and his memories.

         And so Uki set off and was met along the way by some other heroic outcasts. A reluctant assassin, on the run from her murderous clan (the bard gestures to Jori with a flourish); Kree, a jerboa rider from the plains, along with her tail-less mount, Mooka; and Coal, a blacksmith, scarred and limbless from a mining accident.

         Together, they managed to capture Gaunch, the spirit of famine (which was quite easy); Valkus, the 20spirit of war (which involved stopping two cities from destroying one another); and Charice, the spirit of disease (which nearly ended up with them all dying horribly, several times over).

         With each spirit, Uki’s powers grew, but it didn’t mean anything without the fourth and final enemy. Mortix, the queen of death.

         Unless he could trap her in one of the crystal prisms that topped his spears, all his new abilities, including the borrowed life Iffrit had given him, would fade.

         As if things weren’t hard enough, Uki and his friends were being hounded all the way by an evil witch called Necripha and her hulking servant, Balto. A leftover from the Ancients herself, she had built a network of spies called the Endwatch – their base being the ruined tower not far from here. So, everywhere Uki went, she was close behind, even creeping into his dreams. (They were connected, you see, by the spirits that lived in both of them. A situation that Uki found most unpleasant).

         At the end of the last tale I told – just before Rue decided to get himself shot – our heroes had been 21sailing out of the fens, heading south. Uki could feel the pull of the final spirit coming from that direction: a distant tugging at the back of his mind. Capturing her would mean the end of his quest, but he knew it wouldn’t be easy. She was stronger than the others, more dangerous. And she had been free for longer, building up her power like a spider weaving its web of steel-strong silk. Watching now, waiting … for Uki to blunder into it.

         
            *

         

         The Gurdle rabbits of the fens had been kind enough to sail Uki and the others down the river to Blacksand Bay, where a trading ship was waiting for them, sails furled. The captain was an old friend of the Gurdles and had agreed to carry them along the coast, dropping them off at a warren called Enk.

         They were to be smuggled out by a rabbit who owed Granny Maggitch of the fens a favour. And Granny Maggitch owed Uki her life.

         Even though they had just beaten Charice, the third spirit, everyone was still jingling with nerves. There was a particularly nasty clan who ruled the area, known as the Shrikes. They were hunting for 22Uki and his friends, and they had a nasty habit of sticking their enemies on giant spikes.

         And, even though they had spent much of the last few days on rafts and dinghies, none of them had ever been out to sea. In fact, none of them even knew how to swim.

         It was a short but very uncomfortable journey. Riding in river boats had seemed strange enough, but the rocking of the waves made them all very sick. The ship hugged the coast, sailing very close to sharp black rocks. Mooka, Kree’s jerboa, neeked all the way, and everyone else looked just as miserable. They were almost too busy grumbling and groaning to be scared when they passed by Bloodthorn, the home of Clan Shrike.

         It sat atop a granite cliff, a cluster of wood and stone buildings behind a high fortress wall. It was too far away to see clearly, but Uki thought he could make out wooden poles jutting from the battlements all around, some of which seemed to have things spiked on them. Rabbit-sized things.

         ‘Keep yerselves nice and low in the boat,’ called the captain. ‘Don’t want those Shrikeys up there to 23spot yer. Not unless yer fancy decorating a spike or two. Kether bedamned monsters, they are.’

         He spat over the side as they sailed past. Uki and the others ducked low in the boat, keeping as silent as they could.

         It wasn’t long after that they sailed into another wide inlet. It had broad, sandy mudflats where birds of all shapes and sizes flapped and waded, and beyond it was the familiar sight of the marshes. The ship moored at a rickety wooden jetty, next to a tiny village of a few houses.

         ‘This is Eelbury,’ the captain said. ‘Yer need to follow the road upriver until yer reach Enk. Can’t miss it. Big place on stilts. Safe journey, and perhaps I’ll have yer as passengers again soon.’

         ‘Not turnipping likely,’ Kree muttered under her breath, along with some words in Plains that sounded very rude.

         The road was on a high earth bank that wove beside the edge of the salt marshes. By late afternoon they had made their way along it to Enk, which was indeed a ‘big place on stilts’.

         Jutting out above a broad lagoon, the town was 24built on a platform raised up by many thick oak logs. Wooden houses clustered all over it, and at high tide the water must have lapped against the edge of the wharf. But the tide was low now and the place seemed to teeter in mid-air, a mirror of its houses and smoking chimneys reflected on the surface of the lagoon beneath.

         They paused at the sight of it, knowing that it would be crawling with Shrike soldiers on the lookout for smugglers, and quite possibly them too.

         ‘Can you remember where we’re supposed to meet Granny Maggitch’s friend?’ Kree asked.

         ‘Behind the Drunken Toad inn,’ said Uki.

         ‘The place looks very crowded,’ said Jori. ‘Perhaps we could just go around?’

         ‘Can’t,’ said Coal. ‘There’s thick marshes on one side, the lagoon on the other. Besides, the only way across the Thorn river is the floating bridge, and that runs out of Enk.’

         ‘We’d better just get on with it,’ Uki said, swallowing his nerves. ‘I’m sure we’ll be fine.’

         They walked into the town with no problems, although they did catch several glimpses of Shrike 25soldiers in their crimson armour amongst the traders and fisher-rabbits that thronged the narrow streets.

         Enk was a squashed-up, claustrophobic place. Every scrap of space on the wooden platform was used. Buildings were tall and thin, with first and second floors jutting out further and further, jostling for position amongst all the other structures. The narrow streets in between, dingy from the lack of sunlight, were packed with market stalls and street sellers all shouting out their wares. It was a slow, cramped effort, getting from one side of town to the other. They pushed and squeezed, trying to fit Mooka through tiny gaps, all the while looking out for the sign of the Drunken Toad.

         It was impossible to find. There were tailors, smiths, bakers, grocers and pawnbrokers. There were several inns – the Three Pikes, the Dragonfly Arms (‘But dragonflies don’t have arms,’ Kree kept saying), the Drowned Badger – but no mention of a toad, drunken or not.

         Eventually, they found themselves in the shadowy space at the back of three houses, hopelessly lost.

         ‘Are you sure it was the Drunken Toad?’ Kree 26asked. ‘Couldn’t it have been the Tiddly Newt or the Hammered Frog?’

         ‘We haven’t seen those either,’ Jori pointed out, casting a pointed glance at the blacksmith. ‘Don’t you know where it is, Coal? You’re supposed to be our guide.’

         ‘I’ve only passed through Enk a couple of times,’ said Coal. ‘I don’t remember the names of any taverns. Granny did say it was near the waterfront …’

         ‘Oh dear.’ A voice came from the shadows between two buildings, followed by the sound of swords being drawn. ‘Are we lost? Did my dearest cousin forget to bring her guide scroll?’

         ‘Venic!’ Jori leapt into a fighting stance, sword swishing from her sheath. Three grey-cloaked figures padded out into the alleyway. One was almost a mirror-image of Jori: her cousin, who had betrayed them back in Nys, before they had entered the Fenlands.

         The other two were black-armoured Septys rabbits, their free paws resting on the dusk-potion flasks at their belts. Uki had been told Venic was 27searching for him, back when he was struggling against Charice’s curse in the marshes. But so much had happened since then he’d forgotten all about it.

         ‘I knew we’d run into each other again eventually.’ Jori’s cousin Venic had ice-blue eyes in contrast to her grey. He sneered at them all, the point of his sword moving between their faces. ‘And it seems you’ve picked up a new friend to go with your collection of outcast ragamuffins.’

         ‘Watch your tongue, boy.’ Coal spoke with a growl, lifting his hammer-arm, ready to strike. Kree had drawn her adder-fang dagger. Uki pulled a spear from his harness. Both sides stared at each other, breath held, waiting for someone to make the first move.

         Instead, there was a clattering noise, seeming to come from every direction at once. Before anyone could turn to face it, a squad of crimson-armoured Shrikes appeared, blocking every exit from the alley.

         ‘What have we here?’ One of the Shrikes spoke with a voice as mean and wheedling as Venic’s. ‘A bunch of brigands wanted for helping a known smuggler escape the Emperor’s justice and three 28trespassing Septys agents. Must be our lucky day. I’m not sure we have enough spare spikes at Bloodthorn to fit you all. I hope some of you smaller ones won’t mind sharing.’

         Uki stared as the Shrike leader removed her helmet to reveal none other than Captain Needle, the rabbit who had scared him so much back at Reedwic.

         Venic in front of them, Needle surrounding them … poisoned blades and spikes on every side. They were trapped, outnumbered and helpless.

         
            *

         

         Uki stepped backwards, bumping into Jori, Kree and Coal, who had all done the same. They were now squashed into an outward-facing circle around the trembling Mooka, staring at a wall of swords, spikes and spears.

         ‘What do we do, Uki?’ Jori whispered beside him. Her paw was resting on the flask of dusk potion at her belt. Would she have time to unclip it and drink? No, the Shrikes had shuffled even closer, the glistening barbs of their armour only a metre away.

         Uki’s mind raced. There were too many of them. 29They were penned in. Could he use his strength somehow? Batter them an opening to run through?

         Even if they escaped, they would still be lost in the cramped alleyways. It would only be a matter of time before they were caught again.

         But that wasn’t his only power now. He had Charice’s too. He remembered how Jori had been exhausted by dusk potion. What if he could reverse that … give her the speed of the mixture without even drinking it?

         His senses reached out to her, feeling the flow of energy from the thousands and thousands of nerves and connections in her body. So many, so complex. It was like looking out at the wild sprays of stars in the night sky above the Blood Plains. He had no idea which ones to alter, where to make the right changes. What if he hurt his friend by mistake?

         But he did remember what had happened to her after the potion. When her body was all used up and full of pain. If he could make everyone threatening them feel like that … maybe they would have time to escape.

         ‘Put your weapons down,’ Needle was saying. ‘If 30you come quietly, we will make the spiking quick. Well, as quick as possible. We wouldn’t want to spoil all the fun.’

         While her guards were busy laughing, Uki closed his eyes and reached out. A field of energy spread from him, mapping the bodies of everyone in the alleyway. He could sense, without even looking, which rabbits were his enemies and which the familiar shapes of his friends. He could feel their breath, their heartbeats, the buzz of their thoughts, the blinks of their eyes.

         Carefully, like his mother shaping clay with her clever paws, he began to mould the shape of Jori’s dusk-drained body into each enemy. He sucked the strength from their muscles, the air from their lungs. He squeezed the blood vessels in their brains as tight as they would go. He made their hearts pound, their bones ache, their jaws clench until their teeth cracked.

         He took the symptoms that had almost knocked Jori out and made them ten times worse, turning the rabbits’ own bodies against them.

         And then he opened his eyes again. 31

         Every single rabbit surrounding them toppled to the floor.

         The Shrikes clattered and rattled against each other. Venic and his men crumpled under their cloaks, swords tumbling out of their weakened paws. All of them lay, groaning and whining, clutching at their heads and stomachs in agony. And in the middle stood Uki and his friends, completely untouched.

         ‘Nam ukku ulla,’ Kree said. ‘Uki, did you do that?’

         ‘Charice’s power,’ Uki said, his voice almost a whisper. His friends were staring at him with horrified faces. Like he was some kind of monster. Like the rabbits in his tribe used to stare, just before they threw stones or screamed at him.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know … I just wanted to stop them …’

         ‘Don’t apologise,’ said Coal. ‘You’ve just saved our hides! What are we standing around for? Let’s get out of here!’

         Jori and Kree snapped back to themselves. They grabbed Uki’s paws and turned to run. But just as they were starting to sprint down an alleyway, another rabbit blocked it, heading towards them. 32

         ‘Not again,’ said Jori. She drew her sword but, as the rabbit came closer, they could see she wasn’t Shrike or Septys. Just an ordinary fen rabbit with a patched yellow cloak and a look of relief on her face.

         ‘There you are,’ she said, panting for breath. ‘I been waiting for you at the Toad, but you didn’t turn up. Then I saw a great posse of Spikers go running past and I figured they be after you.’

         ‘Are you Granny Maggitch’s friend?’ Jori asked.

         ‘Aye,’ said the rabbit. ‘And you need to come with me, hoppity-quick. I’s got you a place on a caravan, heading south. But you have to go now.’

         ‘We’re ready,’ said Coal. ‘Show us the way.’

         The fen rabbit turned and ran back down the alley with everyone close behind her. In and out of the buildings she wove, ducking under drying fishing nets and dodging market stalls. In a few minutes they were at the wooden wall that ran around the edge of the town.

         As they paused for breath, Uki looked to his left, seeing the town gate further down. It was manned by at least six Shrikes checking everyone who went 33in or out. If they tried to leave through there, they’d be caught instantly.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said their guide. ‘We’s not going that way. There’s a secret door here, if you’ll help me push.’

         She put her shoulder to the wall and began to shove. Uki joined her and the cracks of a doorway appeared in the thick wooden planks. It swung outwards, revealing the road outside and, beyond that, the open river. A cluster of wooden carts, each pulled by one or more rats, were gathered just beyond the door.

         ‘By Gollop,’ said the rabbit, staring at Uki. ‘You’re a strong one! Now listen quick – see that bunch of fellows there with the carts? That’s a travelling show. My sister rides with them and they’s said they’ll take you as far as you want to go. You run across now and hide where they tells you. You’ve got to get across the floating bridge before you’re safe from the Spikers.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Uki said. ‘Thank you for helping us.’

         ‘Any friend of Granny Maggitch is a friend of mine,’ said the rabbit. ‘And she’ll be thanking me 34herself with a nice barrel or two of elderberry wine. Run now. Before them Shrikes see the door open!’

         Before any more could be said, they dashed across the space between the town wall and the carts. When Uki looked back a second later, the door was already shut, as if it had never been there.

         Then they were in amongst the carts and a crowd of new rabbits were greeting them.

         
            *

         

         There were three covered wagons, the canvases patched all over and every scrap of bare wood painted with splashes of colour – daisies, stars, butterflies. Sleek grey-furred rats stood between the traces, their bridles decorated with silk ribbons and posies of wildflowers. A strong-looking rabbit with a broad chest, thick beard and a topknot of hair was talking to them, casting wary glances over at the Shrikes by the Enk gate.

         ‘Well met,’ he said. ‘My name is Cascade and this is our group of performers. The Greenwood Strollers is our name. There will be time for proper introductions later, but Minnow’s sister tells us you need a quick getaway.’ 35

         ‘Yes, please,’ said Uki. ‘If it’s not going to get you in any trouble.’

         ‘We shall see,’ said Cascade. ‘But we can take care of ourselves, if it comes to that.’

         Uki noticed the three daggers tucked into his belt and wondered if this group of performers were all that they seemed.

         Cascade was speaking quickly, giving orders to the others. ‘That jerboa of yours – fine beast, by the way – he can go in the traces with old Twilight there. He sticks out like a sore ear at the moment, but we’ll put some saddle blankets over him. He should look like an ordinary rat when we’ve finished. Then you’d best get hidden in the caravans. The big fellow with the hammer can ride with me and Minnow, the children can burrow in amongst the puppets. Groff and Melodie will look after you.’

         The Strollers listened carefully to his orders and then moved to obey them as soon as he had finished, more like soldiers than minstrels.

         Two sandy-furred rabbits with enormous, dish-like ears led Mooka away, cooing and clucking to him. He was swiftly hitched up to their caravan 36behind a grey she-rat and draped with patchwork quilts and knitted blankets.

         Coal was taken to the lead wagon by a bard rabbit with tattooed spirals on the inside of her ears and painted swirls on her fur. That must be Minnow, Uki thought, the sister of the rabbit who helped us escape.

         Even as Coal was clambering aboard, two long-furred angoras were tugging at Uki’s cloak, beckoning him to climb into their wagon. Jori and Kree were already inside, so Uki hopped after them, finding himself in a tent-like space that was crammed on all sides with puppets. String puppets, hand puppets, rolls of painted backdrops and bits and pieces of scenery. Carved, painted wooden heads stared at him with their lifeless eyes. Princesses, warriors, gods and goddesses from every tale Uki had ever heard, and more besides. There were badgers, weasels, frogs and snakes. Even winged dragons with golden scales and clouds of flaming breath. It was like stepping into a jumble of fairy tales. Like peeping inside the head of a dreaming bard.

         ‘Quick, get hidden,’ Jori hissed at him, as the 37wagon juddered and began to move. The puppets nodded their heads and waved their arms as they rocked with the motion. It was as if they had all suddenly come to life at once.

         Dodging dangling strings and spiked tails, Uki found a spot in between a fierce-looking forest rabbit with horns and an evil creature all covered with twisted iron. Its dull red eyes seemed to glare at him as he crouched in the shadows. He glared back, taking out one of his spears and clutching it ready, in case they were found by the Shrikes.

         Next to Uki’s head was a small hole in the canvas covering. He put his eye to it and peered outside.

         The wagons had joined a queue of carts and pedestrians who were headed out of Enk. They followed a dirt road down to the river, where a large wooden raft was floating. Several rabbits were guiding everybody on to it, pointing and shouting as the deck gradually filled up. As they rolled down the bank, Uki spotted a pair of Shrike guards on the raft who seemed to be watching the whole process very carefully. The Strollers were the last to be loaded, just squeaking on to the edge of the floating platform. 38

         One of the guards stepped up to the lead wagon and spoke to Cascade. Uki held his breath, just waiting for him to look inside and spot Coal. The other Shrike began to walk along the caravan, passing the disguised Mooka, then on to the puppet wagon. Finally he stopped, right by the hole Uki was peeking from.

         Only a paw’s breadth away, Uki could see the stitching on his crimson leather armour. The way his whiskers moved every time he breathed.

         Don’t look in the wagon, Uki silently prayed. Please don’t look inside.

         And then, back up the line, the first Shrike was laughing at something Cascade said. He stepped away and waved, before walking towards his comrade. The pair of guards hopped off the raft, leaving the bridge rabbits to begin hauling on the rope that would drag it across the river.

         Uki let out his pent-up breath in a long sigh, and finally began to relax as the city of Enk grew smaller and smaller in the distance. They had escaped. They were on their way.
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            CHAPTER THREE

            Witherwitch

         

         As the moon rose that night, they pulled up their caravans and camped by the roadside. They sat around a roaring fire with their hosts, eating a feast of flame-grilled parsnips, bubbling tomato and bramley apple soup and flagons of the finest honey mead.

         After their victory and escape, the food tasted finer, the flames crackled brighter and their songs were merrier.

         Cascade led them all in renditions of ‘The Bard with the Bright Blue Ears’, ‘My Lovely Rat’ 40and ‘Fiddletwitch the Ploughman’, while an old, brown-spotted rabbit strummed along on a lute. In between songs they spent a lot of time laughing and clapping each other on the back, going over their past adventures and their narrow escapes.

         ‘You should have seen Uki’s face when I popped up out of those maggots!’ Kree kept shouting.

         ‘And the look on Ma Gurdle’s when I told her I was going to heal the Maggitches!’ Uki added.

         Jori shook her head and smiled. ‘I can’t believe we did it again. Twice now, we’ve squeaked our way through when we should have been doomed.’

         ‘That’s because we’re unstoppable!’ Kree whooped, dancing by the fire with a jug of sloshing mead in her paw. ‘We’re the unstoppable outcasts! Look out, Hulstland– we’re invince-a-bubble!’

         Coal, now firmly a part of the group, gave a chuckle. ‘It’s “invincible”, pipsqueak. I think, perhaps, you’ve had too much mead.’

         But Minnow the bard came to top up their flagons and start another song, leading the dancing on into the night.

         And so it went on. Their time with the Greenwood 41Strollers was the most carefree and relaxed of Uki’s life so far. No mention was made of why the Shrikes had been looking for them. There were no demands for answers or payment or chores of any kind. Cascade and the others just accepted them as they might old friends or long-lost family.

         They wandered leisurely along the road, stopping at each small warren to give performances. Great Deeping, Herongate, Larkswell … and then the wagon turned south and started heading towards the vast mass of trees on the horizon that was Dunmurk Forest. And also – as if Uki was being guided by fate – towards the cold swell of pulsing evil that was Mortix.

         The days were long and lazy and, to fill the hours, each of them found their own unique place within the troupe.

         Kree liked to help groom and care for the Strollers’ rats, along with Mooka. She walked alongside them as they pulled the wagons, led them to patches of juicy grass and dandelions when they paused to rest, and brushed their fur every evening. Karim and Naia, the two huge-eared rabbits who 42performed as ‘Inferno’, usually took care of the animals and were pleased to have some company.

         Jori found that she liked to help Groff and Melodie, the puppeteers, with their creations. She sat for hours in the wagon, untangling strings, oiling squeaky joints and freshening up coats of paint on the tiny figures.

         Coal and Cascade had struck up a friendship and, every chance he could, the wounded blacksmith stood by as the juggler practised throwing his knives, staring as they went up and up, ever higher, before tumbling down end-over-end, always just a whisker from chopping off his fingers.

         And as for Uki, well, he just watched. Watched and enjoyed the quiet moments of not having anything to do. Nobody to save, nobody to fight and, best of all, nobody trying to kill him.

         So it went on, life on the open road, until they came to the planted fields and hedgerows that told them a warren was near. Then they would start preparing for a performance.

         The routine for each show was always the same. They would arrive in the morning or afternoon, 43and spend a few hours setting up the stage, with its painted backdrops, rows of lanterns and strings of bunting.

         Then they would wander through the village or warren in costume, calling out the wonders that would be performed that evening, a crowd of small children following them like lost ducklings.
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