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            Letter to Podkin

         

         
            Dear Podkin,

            Well, the Gorm are back, and that’s the biggest kick of all. The Gifts must be gathered and you are the one who must do it. Along with Paz and Pook, of course.

            I can’t tell you how to go about it, or which order to do it in, but I can say this: you must take all the Gifts with you when you go. And you must visit the Vale of Estra on the way. Everything else is up to you …
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            Prologue

         

         On the grassy plain, not far from Sparrowfast warren, there stands an oak tree.

         Just sixty years old (very young for one of its kind) it is already three times the size of the tallest oak in the forest. It has acorns as big as your fist and leaves like pocket handkerchiefs. Its trunk is wide enough to hollow out and live in. Its branches broad enough to ride a rat and cart along.

         That is because it grew from a seed of the Grimwode – that timeless, secret glade in the darkest folds of Grimheart forest – and was planted on the spot where a huge funeral pyre was burnt after a fierce and deadly battle.

         Many rabbits and wolves perished that day and their ashes became part of the soil, became part of the tree. The atoms that made up their paws and fur, bones and claws, now form twigs, bark and branches. They poke through the soil as roots, they unfurl every spring as fresh green leaves, then fall to the ground in autumn as crinkly slices of orange and gold. Over and over, as the years roll by.

         The tree doesn’t know that parts of it once ran through the woods hunting deer, of course. It doesn’t remember the names of the rabbits it once walked as, or the songs and stories they knew. At least, not completely.

         But one of those rabbits was an old forest witch named Brigid, and she was as stubborn and strong as the bones of the Earth. Powerful too, with Goddess-given magic and enough secret knowledge to fill a library or three. And, what’s more, she carried Ailfew – the sacred sickle – for many years. Some of its power must have rubbed off in all that time.

         So it wasn’t all that strange to think that the giant oak tree had more than a touch of Brigid the witch about it. And more than a hint of her power.

         Which is why, on one particular summer morning, the branches gave a shiver.

         Just a tremble, mind you, and one that only the ants and beetles and grubs and centipedes that lived in the tree really noticed. The squirrels and blackbirds and woodpeckers that were going about their business simply paused and cocked their heads. An old jay, who had seen a bit more of the world than the other birds, flew off to find another perch, just to be on the safe side. Moving trees were never good news.

         For the oak had sensed something. A subtle shift in the web that connected all the life around it. A tweak on the threads of destiny.

         An event was happening. One of the rabbits that the Brigid-tree had known and loved, when she had paws instead of roots, was in trouble.

         There was nothing a tree could do about it, of course. No way it could send help or warning and, to be honest, it didn’t understand the world in the way that scurrying rabbits do.

         But all the same, with the painful slowness of oozing sap and growing wood, it began to turn its leaves towards the direction of Thornwood warren, where a rabbit named Podkin was in great danger.
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            Chapter One

            An Evening Reunion

         

         The bard sits back and watches his friends – old ones and new – sharing stories, drinking toasts to each other and laughing over distant memories. There is an empty bowl of soup in front of him, and a full flagon of Silverock mead. A merry blaze crackles in the fireplace and, through the open window, the soft sounds of jerboas’ neeking drifts in on the evening breeze.

         If it wasn’t for the worry of what might be happening to his brother, Podkin, he might feel more content than he ever had before.

         Jori and Kree are telling Rue about their adventures with Uki. Nikku and Lurky are remembering days in the Underfell, hiding from the faceless troops of Emperor Ash. Several of Kree and Lurky’s children and grandchildren are bustling about the room, clearing the table and topping up drinks. It all feels like a party. A long overdue one.

         After the happy reunion on the plains, they had all come back to Kree’s ranch. It had stables and paddocks, stacks of haybales and a cosy farmhouse half burrowed into the flinty soil of the Arukh foothills. A turf roof overhung a wide wooden porch, and smoking chimneys jutted up amongst the grass and clover. The place was full of jerboas of every size, all being cared for by Kree and Lurky’s enormous family. A happy home, buzzing with life and activity. A nice place to retire after having saved the Five Realms more than once.

         I should have visited before, the bard thinks. It would be nice to stay and rest a few days, but he knows they have to leave as soon as possible.

         ‘So,’ says Kree, interrupting his thoughts. ‘Are you going to tell us why you are all here? And why you look so worried?’

         ‘It’s the Endwatch,’ says Jori, her face suddenly grim. ‘They’re back.’

         ‘They shot me in the shoulder,’ says Rue, pulling back his tunic so everyone can see the bandages. ‘With a poisoned arrow, too! I nearly died!’

         ‘Back?’ Kree’s face drops, her merry brown eyes turn deadly serious. ‘How? When? What happened?’

         The bard shares a look with Jori and then tells the story of their last few weeks.

         ‘We got word that movement had been seen in the old tower. The one you fellows burnt down years ago,’ he says. ‘Rue and I travelled up there, meeting Jori on the way. But the Endwatch were waiting for us. They trapped us inside and then, when Nikku came to the rescue, there was a bit of an incident …’

         ‘I nearly died!’ Rue shouts again. The bard glares at him.

         ‘I wish you wouldn’t keep going on about it,’ he says. ‘I’m supposed to be taking care of you, remember?’

         ‘How many were there?’ Kree asks. ‘Do we need to be worried?’

         ‘We met just a few,’ says Jori. ‘But there are more. We discovered their plans.’

         ‘What are they? Are they coming here?’ Kree’s paw goes to an empty patch on her belt. One which, Rue guesses, once held her adder-fang dagger.

         ‘Not here,’ the bard says. ‘But further south. To where my brother is in hiding.’

         Kree gasps. ‘They’re going after Podkin?’

         ‘Who lives in my warren!’ Rue yells, beaming. ‘I’ve met him! At least, I probably have. I don’t actually know who he is, but still …’

         ‘We’ve all met him, little one,’ the bard sighs. ‘He’s my brother, for Clarion’s sake.’

         ‘Have you raised the alarm?’ Kree asks. ‘Have you summoned the Foxguard?’

         The bard nods. ‘We had sparrows sent out immediately. They should be on their way to Thornwood, if they’re not there already. But we need to join them. As quickly as possible.’

         ‘You’ll be needing jerboas, then,’ says Lurky. ‘Our fastest ones, bred from the line of Mooka himself.’

         ‘But they can’t take them all the way to Thornwood, you big lump.’ Kree jabs her husband in his broad belly with her elbow. ‘The poor things can’t run that far. They’re fast as thunderbolts, but they don’t have the stamina.’

         The bard tugs on his beard, rummaging in his memory warren for a map of Gotland and beyond, checking it for the quickest route to Thornwood.

         ‘Can they get us as far as Applecross?’ he asks. ‘I have good friends there who can see us the rest of the way.’

         ‘Applecross?’ Lurky lets out a bellow of a laugh. ‘If you head out at first light tomorrow, you’ll be there by sundown.’

         ‘Excellent,’ says the bard. He feels the knot of tension across his shoulders ease off a fraction. ‘Then, if you wouldn’t mind lending us some of your beasts, we would be most grateful.’

         ‘Of course,’ says Kree. ‘Anything. Shall I come with you, too? You might have need of my dagger.’

         The bard looks closely at the small rabbit. Her paws are knobbled with arthritis, her eyes squint when she looks at anything more than a few inches from her nose. A life of farming jerboas through hard winters near the mountains has not been kind to her. And it is clear her family and animals need her here.

         ‘No,’ says the bard. ‘Thank you, but we will be fine. A quick dash south to help the Foxguard and all this will be over. There’s no need to leave your lovely home.’

         ‘But—’ Kree begins to object, until Jori rests a paw on her arm. The old assassin shakes her head, with a smile.

         ‘Lending us jerboas will be more than enough help,’ she says. ‘And I promise to come back to tell you all about it when it’s over. Maybe stay for a while. It’s been too long since I last saw you.’

         ‘It has,’ says Kree, and she hugs her old friend.

         ‘It’s been too long since Kree saw anything,’ says Lurky, with a chuckle. ‘She’s as blind as a badger nowadays.’

         ‘I can see well enough to crack you around the head with a poker!’ Kree snaps. The bard notices her children roll their eyes at the bickering. Rue is chuckling away to himself.

         ‘In the story, you were always fighting, too,’ he says.

         ‘Nonsense,’ says Kree. ‘We’ve only ever had one fight.’

         ‘Really?’ Rue looks surprised. ‘When was that?’

         ‘Two seconds after we first met,’ says Kree. ‘And it’s lasted ever since!’

         Everyone in the room roars with laughter. As the chuckles tail off, the bard notices Rue is staring at him, a familiar look in his big, brown eyes.

         ‘Sooooo …’ the little rabbit says. ‘Seeing as we’re here until morning …’

         The bard groans. ‘Can’t I have just one night off?’ he says.

         ‘A story?’ Lurky claps his paws. ‘What’s it about? Beobunny? The Fisher Rabbit? Podkin One-Ear?’

         ‘Well,’ says Jori. ‘The story’s already under way. I believe we were at the part where Uki, Kree and myself were just leaving Hulstland with some terrible news …’

         ‘After we beat Mortix and saved the world?’ Kree beams.

         ‘And after Coal turned out to be Scramashank of the Gorm!’ says Rue, still shocked by the bombshell.

         ‘Is this tale going to be all about Kree?’ Lurky asks. ‘Because if it is, I’m off to muck out the stables.’

         ‘Well,’ says the bard, as Kree sticks her tongue out at her husband, ‘Kree is in it for a tiny bit, at the start. But I believe we need to hear the rest of Podkin’s story. About the remaining Gifts, about the return of Scramashank …’

         ‘… and more epic battles with the Gorm?’ adds Rue hopefully.

         ‘Wait and see,’ says the bard. ‘Wait and see …’
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            Chapter Two

            Dust and Daydreams

         

         Podkin stood in the centre of the new Gift room in Dark Hollow warren – a special chamber that had been built inside the old temple of Estra. The place where he, Paz and Pook had once climbed down through a hole and discovered the lost, magical brooch, Moonfyre.

         Now it had been cleared of damp and mushrooms, patched up, repainted– just like the rest of the warren. The old, crumbling altar was gone, and in its place were twelve pedestals to hold the sacred Gifts of the Goddess.

         They sat there, quietly gleaming: Starclaw the dagger, Moonfyre the brooch, Ailfew the sickle, Surestrike the hammer, Blodcrun the crown, Soulshot the bow, Godseye the mirror, a blackened twist of metal that was once a wand called Blixxen, and a small pile of copper fragments, all that was left of Copperpot, a helmet that had sat on the head of Scramashank, the Gorm leader himself.

         It had been two years since Podkin found those pieces, scattered on the battlefield outside Sparrowfast warren. Two years since the ground of the Five Realms trembled under the iron boots of the evil Gorm army. Two years since he lost many of his friends, including Brigid, the wise old witch-rabbit who had been like a mother to him.

         Podkin sighed. His eyes were drawn to the far side of the room where three empty pedestals stood, patiently awaiting the last three Gifts.

         ‘You must gather all the Twelve Gifts together.’ That had been Brigid’s message to him. Her final instruction. And those empty spaces were a constant reminder that he hadn’t done it yet. In fact, in two whole years, he hadn’t even started.

         ‘Well, she didn’t say when they had to be gathered,’ Podkin muttered to himself. ‘She might have meant for me to do it when I’m an old longbeard.’

         It wasn’t that Podkin hadn’t followed Brigid’s wishes on purpose. But in the months after all the running and screaming and battling it had been so nice to just relax a bit. To walk through the forest without expecting an iron-clad monster to jump out and try to kill him. To enjoy a meal of carrot-and-onion soup without wondering if it would be his last.

         Podkin had been on the Dark Hollow council back then. A group of rabbits including Crom, Rill, Mish and Mash. There had been so much work to do, rebuilding and cleaning the warren. Stocking up the supplies and turning it into a proper place to live. Discovering forest items they could craft and brew, and then forming trade routes with places outside Grimheart.

         And then, when Crom had suggested building a proper home for the sacred Gifts and making Podkin the official Keeper … well, it had seemed like a great idea. Podkin had dreamed of an important role, with a smart uniform and queues of rabbits from all over the Five Realms desperate to visit his chamber. He would be in charge of a crack team of wardens, standing guard to protect the Gifts. Rabbits would salute him as he marched up and down the halls of Dark Hollow …

         In the end, he got a tabard with the word ‘Keeper’ embroidered on it in ogham and one part-time assistant, an old lop rabbit from Enderby called Toadflax who had the most annoying cough Podkin had ever heard. His days were mostly made up of dusting the exhibits and showing the odd rabbit round the room, giving a speech that bored even himself to tears. He had gone from being a hero to a museum guide in just a few short months.

         But not all of his time was spent hidden away in the Gift chamber. No, Crom was still keeping watch over him and trying to make sure he was brought up as a chieftain’s son should be (even though there was no danger of him actually becoming a chief, now he had passed that job on to his older sister, Paz).

         Podkin still had to have lessons every day, much to his annoyance.

         From ten in the morning until twelve he was taught swordcraft. Crom had trained him for the first few weeks, up until he found a replacement: Melfry, the old weaponsmaster from Munbury warren. Podkin couldn’t have imagined anyone worse. Especially as Melfry seemed to remember all the trouble Podkin had given him as a little kitten and had decided to get his revenge.

         Then it was off to the library for an hour or so where, since Podkin had learned to read ogham, he was being given the task of plodding through every single book and scroll in the place. He was watched over by Tansy, the Applecross rabbit who had become the new librarian, and he wasn’t allowed to snooze over the parchment. Not even for a second.

         And he finished his days back in the chamber, listening to Toadflax cough and staring at those empty pedestals, gradually soaking himself in guilt.

         Even worse, now he could read, he knew exactly which Gifts were missing. Stormcleave was first: the thunder-calling axe owned by the giant rabbits of Am Ul. Then there was Deathwail – the singing spear of the wild Crowskin tribes. And finally, Magmarok, an anvil of sizzling bronze metal that was kept in the distant Temple City of Fyr.

         How was he supposed to go and find all those on his own? It wasn’t as if anyone else was rushing to help him.

         Crom was far too busy as the chairman of the council, running the warren and worrying about the bandit gang that had been creeping into the forest. Mish and Mash were building a trading empire, making pine soap and lamps and glue and swapping it all for Applecross cider, Silverock mead and Thriantan spices. Yarrow had left to wander the realms. Paz was back in Munbury with their mother, learning how to be chieftain and Pook … well, he was probably doing Pookish things somewhere, most likely involving soup and pretending to be a wolf.

         What am I supposed to do? Set off into Crowskin lands on my own? I’m only ten years old, for Hern’s sake. Podkin flicked his remaining ear at the missing Gifts and went to polish Starclaw, his trusty old friend.

         I’m sorry, Brigid – he thought the same words each and every day – I managed to be a hero for a short while, but it wasn’t really me. I’m much better at daydreaming and having sneaky naps. If I ever get the chance, that is.

         ‘Ahem.’

         Podkin’s dusting was interrupted by the familiar sound of Toadflax’s dry, rattly cough.

         ‘Ahem.’

         Podkin gritted his teeth, clenched his fists and managed to stay calm. He turned round to see Toadflax in the entrance of the chamber, still brushing crumbs of biscuit from his whiskers.

         ‘Hello, Toadflax.’ Podkin tried to sound pleased to see him. ‘Back from your three-hour tea break?’

         ‘Ahem,’ said Toadflax. He was pointing at the other side of the chamber to where the last few Gifts stood. ‘Ahem. Is that one supposed to – ahem – be doing that?’

         Podkin followed Toadflax’s finger and found himself looking at Godseye, the mirror which had been given to him by the bonedancers, an order of deadly assassins who worshipped Nixha, the goddess of death.

         It had a power (like all the other Gifts), but Podkin had never seen it working. He was told that it sometimes showed glimpses of far-off things. Important sights. Clues and secrets. But in the whole two years that Podkin had been dusting it seven times a day, it had remained as blank as a bald ferret.

         ‘Doing what?’ Podkin moved closer and saw the hint of a shimmer in its smooth glass surface. The tiniest of ripples, as if a grain of rice had been dropped into a still pond.

         Suddenly, the mirror’s frame gave a twinkle. A sparkle of light that danced across its carved edges, which was then copied by Soulshot next to it, then Blodcrun, then the others. A wave sped across the Gifts, as if they were all winking at each other.

         ‘Ahem,’ coughed Toadflax. ‘Something’s happening …’

         Podkin stared into the Godseye, holding his breath tight. Half of him buzzed with familiar excitement at the hopes of magic, half of him dreaded what he might see.

         Please don’t be the Gorm, he thought. I was quite enjoying my boring life, to be honest.

         Forms began to swirl deep inside the silvery looking glass. Like ink dropped into water, they wound around themselves, gradually folding into the twisted branches of trees, the thick knots of roots and trunks. The mirror was showing him a forest.

         ‘It looks like Grimheart …’ Podkin squinted, trying to spot a feature he recognised. ‘The Grimwode? The path from Silverock?’

         The mirror rippled some more. Now there were figures moving through the woods. Four, maybe five? One of them was small – a child of his size, perhaps – and was holding paws with a taller one dressed in leather armour with a black cloak.

         ‘There’s some rabbits there,’ Podkin called back to Toadflax. ‘Could it be the bandits that Crom is worried about? Are they coming to raid Dark Hollow?’

         Now Podkin saw the figures more clearly. There was a rabbit with unusual fur: half white, half black. And a large animal – like a rat but with long, bouncing back legs and ears like soup bowls.

         ‘Funny looking bunch of thieves,’ Podkin muttered. Still, perhaps he should run and get Crom …

         And then he saw the last two members of the group: a black-robed doe with a bone mask over her face and a bard striding with his staff, a ring through his nose and wooden discs piercing his ears. Podkin grinned. There was no mistaking those two.

         ‘Zarza and Yarrow!’ he shouted, making Toadflax cough in alarm. ‘They’re on their way here! But who are those rabbits with them? And why is the mirror showing me this?’

         The vision flickered out, leaving nothing but Podkin’s own surprised face staring back at him. He found himself overjoyed at the thought of seeing his old friends again but, at the same time, he couldn’t help a feeling of dread begin to creep through.

         The mirror only shows things that are important, he told himself. And important is another word for dangerous.

         Still, good or bad, the Dark Hollow council had to be told. Leaving Toadflax to take over the never-ending job of dusting, Podkin scampered out of the Gift chamber and off towards the longburrow.
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            Chapter Three

            Lots of Visitors

         

         Podkin arrived just as the council were finishing their meeting. The fire was crackling away, the tables were being set for dinner and the delicious smell of fried pumpkin was wafting in from the kitchens.

         Crom was sitting at the head of the table, his blank eyes staring out at nothing while his fingertips ran across the surface of a parchment in front of him. Mash had recently invented a way of scoring ogham runes into bumps that Crom could read by touch. Now he could send and receive messages to warrens all around the Five Realms, thanks to Dark Hollow’s flock of messenger sparrows (generously donated by Podkin’s Uncle Hennic from Sparrowfast – mainly so he could be kept updated about the condition of his precious bow, Soulshot, which he had reluctantly donated to the Gift collection).

         Rill, the black-furred shield maiden, was there as well, along with the twin dwarf rabbits Mish and Mash. Sorrel the blacksmith sat at the other end and, judging by the tired looks on all their faces, they had just finished a busy day of warren business.

         ‘Hello, Podkin,’ Crom said, before the young rabbit had even opened his mouth. ‘I’ve got a letter here from your mother in Munbury.’

         ‘Really?’ Podkin had been about to blurt out what he had seen in the mirror, but he hadn’t heard from his mother in months. Just the mention of her name reminded him how much he missed her, and his brother and sister too, of course. ‘What does it say?’

         ‘Hmm.’ Crom finished tracking his fingers across the parchment. ‘Lots about warren business. A shipment of elderberry jam. She’s having a statue made of your father for the Munbury longburrow and … oh, yes. Paz and Pook are coming for a visit. They should be here in a day or two.’

         ‘Really?’ Podkin gave a little hop of excitement. Then he paused. Paz and Pook coming here. Just at the same time as our mysterious visitors. Could that be a coincidence? Or is this the Goddess at work again?

         There had been all sorts of peculiar events during the war with the Gorm. Ones which seemed to hint that Podkin and his siblings were being used as pieces in an epic game of chess played by the gods. Brigid had always seemed to know more about it than she let on. Again, Podkin found himself drenched with a great wave of sorrow. Drowning in wishes that she could be here to guide him.

         The visitors … You forgot the visitors! Podkin remembered why he had come running into the burrow in the first place. In a tumble of words, he told the council all about the mirror and what he had seen.

         ‘And it was definitely Zarza and Yarrow?’ Crom asked when he had finished.

         ‘Definitely,’ Podkin replied.

         ‘At least we know it can’t be bandits, then,’ said Crom.

         ‘This is brilliant!’ Mash clapped his paws together. ‘We haven’t seen Yarrow for ages! And he’s arriving just in time for Carrotmas. The one thing this warren needs is a proper bard. There’ll be songs and poems and dances …’

         Crom grunted. While Mash had bonded with Yarrow when they were rescuing Surestrike from Applecross warren, Crom always found the bard’s wittering very annoying.

         ‘I suppose we could stretch to a feast or two,’ he said. ‘The warren could use something to celebrate. Funny that the mirror should choose to show this, though. Especially when it’s been silent for so long …’

         Podkin watched Crom rub his beard, clearly worrying about the same things he was. But the other rabbits were already planning the celebrations, writing orders for the kitchen and making lists of supplies to gather.

         Leaving them to their work, Podkin headed back to the Gift chamber. Now Godseye had woken, he wondered if it might have anything else to show him. And he had a nasty feeling the next vision would be much more unpleasant than some friends returning for a party.

         
            *

         

         As it turned out, the first to arrive were Paz and Pook.

         They walked into the longburrow, along with a guard of Munbury soldiers, just as the Dark Hollow rabbits were finishing breakfast the next morning.

         ‘Crommy! Crommy!’ Pook’s shouts could be heard echoing along the entrance hall, and Crom was instantly on his feet to meet the little rabbit and swing him up through the air before heaving him on to his broad shoulders.

         All the Dark Hollow rabbits gathered round, with Pook calling out to them, one by one. ‘Mishy! Mashy!’ And finally ‘Poddy! Poddy!’

         ‘Hello, Pook,’ said Podkin, blowing his brother a kiss. ‘Hello, Paz.’

         Paz had walked in after her brother. Even though it had only been a few months since Podkin last saw her at Midsummer, she seemed to have aged years. Not so much in size, but the way she held herself, the way she walked. She seemed much more like an adult – like a chieftain – than she ever had.

         ‘Podkin,’ she said, nodding her head to him. ‘Crom. Councillors.’

         Podkin blinked and stared, wondering why she hadn’t opened her arms to him for a hug like she usually did. She’s dressed like Mother, he realised, noticing her fine embroidered clothes. She had a cloak of lamb’s wool, dyed deep green and held in place with a jewelled brooch in the shape of the Munbury daisy. A circlet of silver flowers sat on her head, and her ears were pierced with gold rings and lapis beads.

         ‘Welcome,’ said Crom, dangling Pook upside down by his back paw. ‘It’s good to see you both again.’

         ‘Mother sends her apologies,’ said Paz. ‘She’s hired a stonemason from Orestad to make a statue of father. She’s very busy watching the poor woman carve every single chip of granite and couldn’t spare a few days to visit.’

         ‘That’s a shame,’ said Crom. Podkin could hear the tinge of relief in his voice. ‘Maybe next time.’

         ‘And how are the Gifts, Podkin?’ Paz asked. ‘Any dustier than our last visit?’ Podkin could see her looking at his “Keeper” tabard. One of her eyebrows was twitching, as if she was trying her hardest not to raise it. He could feel his fur bristling, his fingers itching to tug her ears. But he swallowed his anger. Paz was probably so used to looking down on him that she didn’t even realise she was doing it.

         Wait until she hears about the mirror, Podkin thought. That should wipe the smile off her face.

         ‘Well, actually …’ he began, and told her all about his vision. At the mention of Yarrow, Pook got all excited again, but Paz was less cheerful.

         ‘Why would the mirror show you that?’ she said – almost exactly as Podkin had thought himself. ‘Could it mean some kind of danger?’

         Podkin shrugged. He’d already spent a sleepless night worrying about it and couldn’t figure it out either. ‘We’ll see when they get here,’ was all he could say.

         
            *

         

         They didn’t have to wait too long.

         The very next day, just as Podkin was returning from his weapons lesson with a fresh bruise on his head, the sound of a sentry’s horn rang through the burrow.

         Casting his embarrassing tabard aside, Podkin ran through the hallways and into the longburrow, where a crowd of rabbits were bustling out through the entrance tunnel into the clearing on the other side of Dark Hollow’s thick, oaken doors.

         Podkin squeezed and shoved his way through the throng, popping out at the front where Paz was already standing, along with Crom, Mish and Mash. Pook was running about between their legs. No longer the awkward toddler he had been, he was still getting used to his speed, and had already fallen over more than once, judging by the amount of mud on his jerkin.

         The forest around them was wearing its autumn colours. The pines were still thick with dark green needles but the oaks and hazels dotted amongst them were a blaze of orange and gold. Crinkled leaves drifted down from the branches to catch in the fur of the waiting rabbits, and the air was sharp and crisp with a chill breeze that spoke of winter approaching.

         Podkin’s paws crunched on the fresh carpet of fallen leaves as he went to stand by Crom. Quiet murmurs came from the crowd behind, but everyone was mostly silent. Word had spread around the warren quickly, and the rabbits were full of wondering as to who these mysterious visitors might be and why they were coming to Dark Hollow.

         ‘Yarrow! It’s Yarrow!’ Pook shouted, the first to spy movement in the trees. Podkin squinted into the shadows that filled the southern path and saw shapes there, in amongst the trunks and roots. A few seconds later, a figure emerged: a cloaked bard with his staff, a heavy pack on his back and a wide smile across his painted face.

         ‘Greetings!’ he called. ‘Greetings to my old forest friends! And is that the young Pook there? Or is it a wild wolf, grown ears and fingers?’

         Pook squealed with delight and ran up to him, almost leaping into his arms. Yarrow had to drop his staff, just to hold the wiggling rabbit as his nose was peppered with kisses and his neck squeezed so hard he could barely breathe.

         ‘Easy now!’ Yarrow laughed, setting Pook down again. ‘How much you’ve grown! And look! Paz has become a woman since I’ve been away. And Podkin a fine young prince!’

         Podkin laughed. ‘I’m no prince,’ he said, running up to hug Yarrow. ‘I’m just a Gift keeper now.’

         ‘Just?’ Yarrow slapped Podkin on the back. ‘That’s the most important job in the whole Five Realms!’

         Podkin beamed and couldn’t resist a smug glance at Paz. Yarrow always knew just what to say to cheer you up. He hugged him again, then looked past him to see the rest of the rabbits arrive.

         Zarza was next into the clearing. As dangerous and elegant as ever, she stalked out from the trees like a panther.

         ‘Greetings, Crom. Children.’ She bowed to them all and Podkin noticed a mended gash in the shoulder of her robes. The black fabric around it was slightly darker, as if stained with blood. The sight of it brought back all his worry about why she had come.

         ‘Missed you Zarzy!’ shouted Pook, squeezing her around the legs. Most rabbits wouldn’t dream of getting that close to a bonedancer, but Zarza knelt and gave Pook a hug back.

         ‘We’ve brought some friends to see you,’ she said.

         As she stood up, the first of the newcomers walked into the clearing. It was a girl, more or less the same age as Paz, dressed in black leather armour. She had a matching cloak, pinned at the shoulder by a brooch in the shape of a coiled serpent, and she moved with the same lethal grace as Zarza. Podkin stared at her belt where a sheathed short sword hung, the metal of the crosspiece gleaming silver. Next to it was a drinking flask, elaborately decorated. She had short grey fur with ears tipped in black, and her piercing eyes darted around the gathering. Something about her hummed, like a tensed bowstring. She looked dangerous: a rabbit you wouldn’t want to argue with.

         Following her was a much smaller doe, only a head or two taller than Pook. This one wore clothes of rough leather, hand-stitched and decorated with beads and tassels. Her eyes were a deep brown, twinkling with mischief and her fur was sandy yellow. It had been painted with thick, red stripes. They ran across her cheeks and covered her ears. She was holding a lead rope and, on the other end came the hopping rat Podkin had seen in the mirror. It looked much bigger in real life, those back legs like springs ready to bounce higher than the treetops.

         Finally, bringing up the rear, came the boy with unusual fur. It looked as though he had been divided neatly in half, then painted black and white. Now he was closer, Podkin could see that his eyes were different colours as well. The white side was brown, while the black half gleamed a piercing blue.

         He wore a cloak of patchwork leather and a set of travel-stained black clothes. On his back was a quiver holding a single spear with a crystal tip. And across his chest was a harness that had a round buckle decorated with two magpies. Four more pieces of crystal jutted out from it, glowing in the forest shadow. One was yellow, one red, one green and the other a kind of swirling black. As if a slice of pure night had been trapped inside.

         Podkin, having spent so much time around Starclaw and the Gifts, could sense a familiar wave of power come from this strange rabbit. It was the same ancient magic, the same low buzzing of energy he could sense in his bones, the back of his teeth.

         The newcomer must have felt it as well. His mismatched eyes locked on to Podkin and they stared at each other for a moment. A gaze that, although silent, was still thick with thoughts and feelings.

         He’s just like me, Podkin realised. He’s seen the same terrible things. He’s had to fight for his life, for his friends. He’s had immense power given to him, been tasked with impossible quests. And he didn’t really want any of it either.

         The young rabbit must have had the same thoughts. He nodded at Podkin and, before their stare broke, gave a quick smile. Podkin smiled back, eyes twinkling. It wasn’t often in life that you met a kindred spirit, one whose soul matched your own like a well-worn glove. But when you did, you knew it, and it made the world seem a little less lonely.

         ‘Rabbits of Dark Hollow!’ Yarrow bowed with a flourish and gestured towards the three strangers. ‘May I present to you the three saviours of Hulstland – perhaps even of the whole Five Realms – the most famous and feared warriors of the east! This is Lady Jori of Clan Septys: poisonous shadow in the night, the blade in the darkness, the serpent’s fang of death! And with her marches Princess Kree of the Blood Plains: faster than a swooping falcon, more deadly than a sniper’s arrow! And their leader: Uki the Magpie Lord, the Spirit Hunter, the Crystal Seeker, the King of the Ice Wastes!’

         The Dark Hollow rabbits stared in awed silence, while the rabbit called Jori glared at Yarrow.

         ‘Don’t believe any of that nonsense,’ she said. ‘I’m not a Lady and Kree certainly isn’t a princess. We’re just a group of young rabbits who got caught up in a whole load of strangeness.’

         ‘I could be a princess!’ Kree shouted. ‘And we’re much more than “young rabbits”! We’re the famous outcasts! There’s songs about us and everything!’

         ‘Well,’ said Yarrow. ‘One song at least. Actually, it’s more of a ditty at the moment. Still needs a bit of work.’

         ‘We’re very pleased to meet you all,’ said Podkin. ‘But, if it’s not rude of me to ask, would you mind telling us why you’re here?’

         ‘Podkin!’ Paz scowled at him. ‘That’s no way to treat guests! At least ask them in to rest and eat first.’

         Podkin frowned back at her. He knew how to be a host – of course he did – but he couldn’t bear to sit around waiting while they washed their feet and sipped dandelion tea. He had to know why the mirror had shown him their arrival, and he had to know now.

         ‘That’s fine. We do have an important message, and it’s best you hear it quickly.’ The rabbit called Uki spoke. His voice was soft, almost hard to make out, but it carried across the hushed clearing. Podkin swallowed. He knew the next words would be terrible, but he had to hear them anyway.

         ‘We have come from Hulstland, as Yarrow says. We have recently had to battle with some creatures left over from the time of the Ancients. In fact, they were the brothers and sisters of the being known as Gormalech. The one you have faced yourselves.’

         Every rabbit in Dark Hollow gasped at once. Gormalech had siblings? Podkin couldn’t believe it. There were more creatures like him out there?

         ‘Four of them escaped from a prison and we had to hunt them down and trap them again,’ said Uki. He pointed to the crystals in his harness. ‘While we were doing that, we learned of a fifth: a spirit called Necripha, who was living in the body of a rabbit and who had set up a group called the Endwatch, a small army of rabbits who were studying the battles between the Goddess and Gormalech, waiting for a way to beat them both and seize their power.’

         Five, Podkin counted. Five more of these beings!

         ‘As we hunted,’ Uki continued, ‘we met a blacksmith called Coal. He had lost an arm and a leg and was badly burned, but he helped us on our quest. Except, just as we captured the last of the spirits, Coal revealed himself. He stole the core of the being known as Necripha and …’

         Uki paused here and steadied himself. This was obviously hard for him to talk about.

         ‘…and he used it to awaken Gormalech once more. That rabbit known as Coal – once our friend – was in fact the Gorm leader, Scramashank. He had been lying to us all the time. Using us to complete his master’s mission.’

         A wail went up from the Dark Hollow rabbits. Many of them shook their heads, some even burst into tears. Podkin felt his legs begin to tremble. He had been expecting bad news but this was worse than he could possibly have imagined.

         Scramashank? Still alive?

         In his head, he saw that last glimpse: the Gormkiller arrow flying into the twisted, horned helmet and the thing exploding. He had assumed Scramashank was killed in the blast … blown into pieces. But he had somehow escaped, perhaps snatched away by his master, Gormalech.

         And now he was back. Which meant the Gorm would return.

         I’m not ready for this. Podkin felt tears build behind his eyes. I’ve still got Gifts to find. I’ve got scrolls to read, dusting to do … I can’t go through all that again!

         ‘How?’ Paz was speaking. ‘How did he bring Gormalech back?’

         ‘We don’t know for certain.’ Jori answered her. ‘He took the essence, the heart of Necripha – it looked like a glowing purple seed – and he wrapped it in a piece of living iron. Then these enormous tentacles of metal burst through the cavern wall and took him away.’

         ‘He needed her power.’ Podkin muttered the words but everyone heard him. Everyone stared. ‘We didn’t kill him. We just drove him back underground. Weakened him. Restored the Balance. But now he’s made himself strong again. He’ll try to break free once more. Which means …’

         ‘… the Gifts.’ Paz finished his sentence for him, just as Podkin hung his head. I’ve left it too late, he realised. There’s three Gifts still out there for him to take. To destroy the Balance with. I’ve failed in the one task I was given.

         Crom cleared his throat, drawing the attention away from Podkin.

         ‘This is bad news indeed,’ he said. ‘But we thank you for bringing it to us all the same. You must be tired and hungry. Please come inside the warren, take food and rest. We have much catching up to do.’

         ‘I’ll say,’ said Yarrow. ‘And I’m gasping for a flagon of blackberry wine.’

         Muted, but chattering, the welcoming party all headed back into the warren. Podkin waited until they had gone and then staggered after, his feet like lead, his head choked with buried memories.

         
            *

         

         There was a feast that night in the longburrow. The fire was stoked high, the best mead brought out and Yarrow sang songs and told stories until his voice wore out.

         But Podkin wasn’t there.

         He took a platter of butternut tarts and a bowl of leek soup down to the Gift chamber and sat amongst his treasures. He only lit one small lamp and watched as shadows of the magic items flickered across the warren wall.

         Why didn’t I try and find the others? he asked himself. Why am I always so lazy? Is it because I’m scared? Because I’m a coward?

         He couldn’t help but imagine Brigid and his father standing amongst those three empty pedestals, frowning at him and shaking their heads.

         The soup in his bowl had long gone cold when he heard the scuff of footsteps outside the chamber. Looking up, he saw Paz standing there, a frown on her face.

         ‘Here you are,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s been looking for you.’

         Podkin sighed. ‘I just didn’t feel like feasting,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how anyone could.’

         ‘They’re all worried about you, Podkin. Even those Hulstland rabbits. Sometimes you have to put aside your problems and show a brave face.’

         ‘Is that what mother has taught you?’ Podkin couldn’t help a spiteful edge creeping into his voice. ‘Is that one of the things you’ve learnt about being chief?’

         ‘It’s one of the things I’ve learnt about growing up,’ said Paz. ‘Maybe you should try it sometime.’

         The familiar surge of anger towards his nagging sister began to build up in Podkin. But then it ebbed away again. Instead of shouting, he sobbed and was surprised to feel tears start pouring out of his eyes.

         ‘Podkin! What’s the matter?’ Paz hurried over and wrapped her arms around him. Podkin nuzzled his face into her soft cloak, letting it muffle his crying.

         ‘I’ve failed, Paz,’ he sniffed. ‘Brigid told me to find the other Gifts and I haven’t done anything except potter about in here for two years. I had a way to keep everyone safe but I didn’t take it. I was too lazy, as usual. Too useless. And now he is back and he’s going to kill us and it’s all my fault!’

         
            [image: ]

         

         All the frustration he’d felt towards himself came bubbling out in one burst. He cried some more, his shoulders heaving as the sobs kept coming.

         ‘Oh, Pod,’ said his sister. ‘You silly thing. You haven’t failed at all! You’re just ten years old. How can you be expected to gather the Gifts by yourself? We all should have done it … every one of us. But we got caught up in our everyday lives again. We became complacent.’

         ‘Your sister is right.’ Crom’s familiar deep voice echoed through the chamber. Podkin looked up to see the blind warrior walk in, one paw outstretched to trace his way along the wall.

         ‘You must not blame yourself, Podkin,’ he said. ‘We are all at fault. It was too easy to pretend that part of our lives was over. Every rabbit prefers living in peace to thinking of war. It’s only natural.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Podkin whispered. ‘Thank you, both.’

         He did feel a bit better, a little less at fault. But it didn’t stop his eyes still flicking towards those three empty pedestals.

         ‘I have something for you,’ said Crom, holding out a small roll of parchment. ‘A message from Brigid. She gave it to me before the Battle of Sparrowfast and told me I was to pass it on to you should the Gorm ever return.’

         ‘She knew?’ Podkin reached out trembling fingers and took the scroll. But of course she did. Brigid knew everything.

         ‘What does it say?’ Paz asked.

         Crom just shrugged. Podkin cracked open the wax seal, unrolled the parchment and began to read.

         ‘Dear Podkin. I hope you have been keeping well and that the rabbit with the cough hasn’t been annoying you too much … How under earth does she know about that?’

         Paz laughed. ‘Just like Brigid.’

         ‘I also hope you aren’t being too hard on yourself about not finding all the Gifts. I know it is a big task, and I know you can be a tiny bit … lazy … sometimes. You just need a good kick up the tail every now and then.’

         Paz laughed a bit too hard at this, and Podkin glared at her.

         ‘Well, the Gorm are back, and that’s the biggest kick of all. The Gifts must be gathered and you are the one who must do it. Along with Paz and Pook, of course.

         ‘I can’t tell you how to go about it, or which order to do it in, but I can say this: you must take all the Gifts with you when you go. And you must visit the Vale of Estra on the way. Everything else is up to you.

         ‘Don’t be scared, Podkin. The Goddess is watching over you and I am too, from the Land Beyond. You are a brave, strong rabbit and I am very proud of you.

         ‘All my love, Brigid.

         ‘P.S. I’m so glad you learned to read! Isn’t it amazing? Of all the powers I have learnt, reading has changed me and amazed me the most.’

         The three rabbits sat in silence for a while after that. The Gifts, on their pedestals, seemed to sparkle at the words, as if they were applauding.

         ‘I think we need to call a meeting first thing tomorrow,’ said Crom finally.

         ‘Yes,’ agreed Podkin. ‘We have some planning to do.’
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