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PROLOGUE



Five years ago


‘I can’t see anything,’ complained Artos.


That wasn’t all. His collar was too tight, the tunic itched and his boots were crushing his toes.


‘Stop fidgeting, Artos. You are here to represent Ethrial, and we must make a good impression.’ His father brushed the gold buttons on his waistcoat. ‘It is quite an honour to be invited to Cernun to attend the princess’s birthday. She’s the same age as you. You will be the best of friends.’


‘She’s eight and I’m almost nine,’ Artos said with a huff. ‘Besides, I don’t want to be friends with any princess. They’re boring.’


His mother sighed. ‘Princess Maeve is a delightful child. And remember, she is—’


Trumpets roared over the parade ground in front of the palace. Sir Lugus elbowed the man next to him aside to give Artos a better view.


They were lucky; as special guests of the royal family they were on a raised platform overlooking the parade ground, while the rest of the population were lined up along the Royal Road, waving their flags, cheering and shouting out, ‘Happy birthday!’


It had taken them weeks to get here. Father had stopped off en route to visit other noble families and business partners, Mother had held dinner parties and picnics, and Artos had bowed, smiled, recited long, tedious greetings and been told, over and over again, that it was all good training for when he followed in Sir Lugus’s footsteps and joined the city Council.


No way. Artos wouldn’t be joining the city Council. He wanted to enter the Silver Guard. He wanted to be a warrior. What was glorious about being a merchant?


The crowd roared.


Mother clapped excitedly. ‘Look, Artos!’


The soldiers came first, dressed in their finest golden armour, almost blinding in the sunlight, tall plumes decorating their helmets, halberds held firmly. Each one looked so proud. Behind them came a few animals, unlike any Artos had ever seen. The animals weren’t living creatures but made of brass, tin, copper and bronze. They marched with faltering steps, constantly being redirected by apprentices.


Sir Lugus smiled indulgently. ‘They’re quite charming.’


‘What are they, Father?’ Artos asked.


‘Automatons. Old technology. They’re like mechanical toys. Remember what Cernun’s nickname is?’


‘The Clockwork Kingdom?’


One of the animals – a large dog with copper fur – slowed down, then stopped. An apprentice rushed over and inserted a large key into its forehead and started turning.


Sir Lugus smiled at him. ‘Yes, the Clockwork Kingdom. It’s a lot of fun to watch.’ He checked to see no one was close, then lowered his voice. ‘Our modern firestone engines are far, far superior. Our vulcanite technology is surpassing Cernun’s clockwork. It is the dawn of a new age. Sadly it means it’s the sunset for Cernun, so enjoy it while it lasts. No one wants automatons any more.’


But Artos liked the animal parade. OK, they were nothing compared to what he’d heard the Guild of Artificers could do, but these automatons were cute. They were fun. Artos was smiling at their clunky actions, despite his uncomfortable clothes.


But cute and fun didn’t win wars. ‘Didn’t they have a clockwork army, Father? Soldiers with big keys in their backs the generals would wind up before the battle?’


‘Not quite that simple, but yes. The Tin Regiments. Brass, and Bronze too. And it wasn’t just men, but great beasts, elephants and the like.’ Artos’s father sighed. ‘All gone to rust now, I’m afraid.’


‘I’d have liked to have seen the elephant,’ said Artos.


‘I heard it’s broken down,’ his mother said, fixing her smile.


The crowd erupted. Everyone surged forward and Artos’s mother grabbed him by the collar before he slipped under the barrier and off the platform.


Sir Lugus handed Artos his spyglass. ‘The Chariot of Cernun. It’s quite a marvel!’


Four silver horses pranced and whinnied as they marched along the parade ground, pulling a chariot that looked to be made of woven precious metals. The horses were automatons but these worked perfectly, their hooves striking sparks against the flagstones as they pulled the chariot without effort. The crowd threw flowers before the chariot’s path and waved their flags frantically.


Three people rode upon the chariot. Artos didn’t need to be told to know who they were. His parents had made him study everything about them every single night of the journey.


King Dagda was every inch the elven warrior. His armour glistened like fish scales, rainbows of colour rippling across the silvery metal, and his dark hair was bound by a simple circlet. Beside him stood Queen Siobhan in a silken dress embroidered with gold thread. She wore a similarly plain circlet and smiled to the crowd, who, judging by the shouts, adored her.


But the biggest cheers were for the young elf girl standing between her two parents, grinning, shouting greetings back, waving wildly.


His mother gave him a nudge. ‘Princess Maeve looks delightful, don’t you think?’


‘She’s wearing a big crown for such a small head,’ Artos huffed again.


Sir Lugus laughed and tousled his hair.


The chariot went past and Artos got a better look at Princess Maeve. She wore as fine a dress as her mother, but from her belt dangled a sword. Interesting. He didn’t think princesses were allowed swords.


Mother straightened her hat. ‘Let’s get going. There’ll be the reception and we don’t want to be stuck at the back. Then there’s the party.’


‘Party?’ asked Artos, his interest suddenly raised.


‘Of course. In the Grand Theatre. There’ll be a play, and plenty of food. The ice cream of Cernun is to die for. Unique flavours even our best artisans in Ethrial haven’t been able to replicate. I still remember tasting pixie petals flavour when I was last here. My tongue’s tingling at the memory.’


‘There’ll be ice cream?’ asked Artos, his interest now sky high.


His father winked at him. ‘More varieties than you could ever eat, Artos. Much too much ice cream.’


‘There’s no such thing as too much ice cream,’ declared Artos.




There was such a thing as too much ice cream.


He’d started with the lemon, the vanilla, and the chocolate. Then the blends like pistachio and cream, coconut and mango, the honeycomb and hazelnut. Finally he’d moved on to the Cernun specialities, and that’s where he’d gone wrong. The pixie petals, rainbow ripples, stardust sprinkles – spoonfuls of pure bliss. And if he’d stuck with spoonfuls, maybe, just maybe, his belly wouldn’t be feeling the way it did right now.


‘Hurry up, son, the play’s about to start!’ Lady Astrid started wiping down his face with her handkerchief.


‘I feel sick, Mum. Really sick.’


‘Sick? How are … Are all these empty bowls yours?’ she said, staring at the dozen or so large bowls. ‘Those aren’t for ice cream! Those are soup bowls!’


Artos groaned. ‘I thought they were a bit big.’


‘Listen to me, young man. Don’t you dare cause a scene. Your father has arranged for you to sit at the very front, right next to the princess. I want you on your very, very best behaviour. And …hold it in.’


‘Yes, Mum.’


‘Be nice. Be polite. Make friends. We’re counting on you. Now go. Right at the front. And stop fiddling with your collar!’


The Grand Theatre was packed. It looked as if every child from Cernun was there. He’d thought elven children were always polite, always well behaved. Not this lot. They might have been dressed in their best clothes, but they looked ready to riot. They jeered and hooted and threw things at the stage. The curtain parted briefly and a terrified-looking actor poked his nose through, only to be pelted by orange peel.


Belly aching and all but suffocating in his tight collar, Artos plodded to the front row to find Princess Maeve wrestling with one of the squires. He had her by her hair, she had his hand between her teeth. Neither seemed willing to be the first to let go. The rest of the front row cheered on the two gladiators.


Artos charged in.


He grabbed the squire around his waist and threw him across the line of stools, crashing into a mob of yelling children. Someone punched someone, more hair-pulling ensued, and toes were trodden on, hard.


The princess got to her feet, straightened her crown and stood up on the stool. ‘That’s enough! I want everyone to stop right now! I mean it! Anyone making trouble will have to deal with me!’ She raised a small fist. ‘This is my favourite play and I don’t want anyone spoiling it! Got it?’


Amazingly, the mob of an audience quietened down, gathered up their stools, made apologies, and took their seats.


The orchestra began playing and the curtain rose.


Princess Maeve patted the empty stool beside her. ‘I suppose this seat is for you. My parents told me I had to be nice. Be polite.’


‘Mine too. They said—’


‘They said they were counting on you?’ Maeve arched an eyebrow. ‘Good throw, by the way. I thought you were a merchant’s son.’


‘I’m training to join the Silver Guard,’ said Artos, daring Maeve to contradict him. Everyone knew only elves joined the Silver Guard, and Cernun was the largest elven kingdom in the north. Plenty of the Guard had come from here.


Instead, she smirked. ‘Sit down and shut up. This is my favourite play.’


‘What’s it about?’


She turned her attention to the stage as the lights dimmed and the theatre echoed with a deep, ominous drum beat. ‘It’s about me.’
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CHAPTER 1



TARIQ


It was all smoke and fire. This was how a city burned. It was how everything burned.


Tariq ran along the streets, trying to find his way through the smoke swirling from the doorways of homes, warehouses and grand mansions. They all burned the same way. The ground shuddered as a building ahead of him collapsed, hurling flaming debris into the already terrified crowd searching for an escape from the destruction.


It was the noise – it was deafening. The roar of the flames and the great howling winds rushing along the narrow alleyways, blowing ash and fiery dust in all directions.


The house beside him shook, the wall cracking apart. The roof tiles tumbled, shattering on the cobblestones.


An eagle swooped through the column of smoke rising from the devastation and circled overhead. ‘Run, Tariq! Run!’ it shrieked.


The house exploded as an elephant smashed its way through. It was in panic, terrified. Burning curtains were caught in its tusks and filthy with soot. No matter how much it shook its head, it could not get rid of the flames blinding it.


‘Let me help!’ Tariq yelled. He leapt aside as the elephant turned around and around, trying to catch the burning fabric dangling in front of its face. It squealed and stomped in rage, in fear. Then it charged off, blindly smashing into another building.


Beasts fled through the city. Parrots with their feathers on fire. Monkeys with burning tails. Bears with blazing fur. An ox crashed straight into him, sending him sprawling, and before Tariq could regain his senses, he was trampled under padded feet, hooves, claws and slithering scales as a huge boa constrictor winded its way down a drain, seeking refuge in the tunnels beneath the city.


‘Let me help,’ Tariq gasped. He couldn’t get up; he was too battered. Blood dripped down his forehead into his eyes.


‘That’s the spirit. Never give up. No matter what.’


‘Who … ?’ There was someone standing over him, but all Tariq saw was a silhouette outlined by flames. Then the person reached down, grabbed his collar roughly and hauled him up.


Tariq wiped the blood from his eyes, blinked as his vision cleared. ‘Imix?’


The old korrish woman chuckled. ‘Thought I was dead?’


‘Er … yes?’


She huffed as she put her fists on her hips. ‘Well, I am, but we are in a vision, aren’t we? You brought me here for a reason.’


Tariq wrapped his hands around his aching chest. ‘I’ve just been trodden on by a cow.’


‘First time for everything, I suppose,’ said Imix. ‘So, how are you going to stop all this?’


Tariq coughed. ‘I’ve been having this vision over and over again, but this time is the clearest. A warning of what’s to come.’


Imix nodded. ‘If you fail. Or if you succeed.’


‘That doesn’t make sense,’ Tariq replied.


‘The important things in our lives rarely do. You went after the three spiritstones, Tariq. I had just the one and it destroyed me. If you get all three, did you never imagine there might be consequences? That’s a lot of power in the hands of a child. A lot of power in the hands of anyone.’


He couldn’t help but smile. ‘So you’re telling me I will find the final spiritstone, the Heart’s Desire? That’s good, isn’t it?’


Imix squinted as she looked at him. ‘That depends on what your heart’s desire is. The final spiritstone helped mortals achieve their deepest dreams, their greatest wishes. The trouble is that, for some people, those wishes are dark and twisted. Just look around you.’ Imix peers out at the vast walls of fire. ‘This is what will be unleashed, Tariq. Destruction on an unimaginable scale. And this is just the beginning. The world will burn.’ She suddenly looked up, her face pale and frightened. ‘You need to run, Tariq.’


‘But I can use the spiritstones to stop this, Imix! I have the World’s Egg! I used it to control a tidal wave; I can use it to put out a fire! I’ll summon a thunderstorm. An hour of torrential rain will sort all this out.’


Imix grabbed him, her expression desperate. ‘You don’t understand! It grew out of the spiritstones! It’s powered by all three! You have to get out of here!’


‘What do you mean it grew out of them? That’s not possible!’


Imix continued pushing him along. ‘Oh, since when did you become such an expert on the lore, boy? I’ve studied the legends for centuries! No one can control the spiritstones. Their powers are too immense and the smallest mistake can have catastrophic consequences. They become more powerful in the presence of one another. With all three gathered, they can reshape the world, and everyone and everything in it. You think you can handle that responsibility?’


There was a bridge ahead, crossing over a small canal. The canal was empty, the water all gone, leaving only a bottom of caked, dried-out mud. But the bridge was solid marble and the two of them sheltered under it.


Something roared from up high, above the smoke and leaping flames. Thunder rumbled, so deep and dense it shook Tariq’s bones.


‘This is just a dream; it can’t hurt me,’ said Tariq. He didn’t believe it.


The buildings along the street, now little more than fire-blackened frames, trembled and collapsed, one after another as the wind became a tempest. Walls tumbled and the proud statues lining the broad boulevard toppled, the works of mortals brought crashing to the ground by something far, far more powerful.


‘What is it?’ yelled Tariq, trying to be heard over the deafening roar.


Imix narrowed her gaze as a wave of fire rose over them. ‘The end of all things.’


Tariq braced himself for destruction.




‘Tariq? Are you OK?’


He heard Livia’s voice, but it seemed to come from so far away.


‘Tariq?’


Getting closer …


‘Tariq? You’re starting to freak me out. Again.’


Tariq opened his eyes slowly. He was almost expecting to be surrounded by a burning city. Instead he was sitting in a small glade, back against an oak tree, a cool breeze rustling its browning leaves and the sun slanting across a patch of grass leading down to a stream. Exactly where he should be.


‘I’m OK. Really.’


Livia smiled, but it was forced. She patted his shoulder as she straightened up and polished her glasses. ‘Another vision?’


He nodded.


Artos strolled up from the stream and offered him a flask of water. ‘They’re getting stronger, aren’t they? And more frequent. Any idea why?’


Why? So many reasons, Tariq didn’t know where to begin.


Visions were the gift – or curse – of being a seer, an individual gifted with what common folk called ‘magical powers’. Powers that included controlling the elements, changing into animals, communicating with beasts, even looking deep into people’s hearts and reading their minds.


What must it be like being an engineer? He envied Livia. She crafted, she built, and she always looked for the secret to how things worked. He envied her certainty. Every mystery could be understood, unravelled with an open mind, a ruler and a table of calculations.


Tariq just didn’t see the world in the same way.


Then there was Artos. Tariq wished he could deal with his problems with the simple purpose he did.


Right now, Artos was pacing the edge of the glade, swinging his sword, eager to be off. He wore his new armour like a second skin, every inch the warrior.


Artos approached his problems directly. Give him someone to fight, some obstacle to overcome, and he was happy. He loved to test the limits of his strength, his endurance and his battle prowess.


By punching them.


But being a seer?


Some people called them sorcerers, witches. They’d once been councillors to kings and chieftains, respected as well as feared. Nowadays? Just feared. Most seers lived in hiding. It was easy to understand why people were afraid. Engineer, warrior, baker and candlestick maker. You could learn to be any one of those. But a seer was born, whether they liked it or not, with powers they didn’t understand, nor could control. For Tariq, it had started as he’d turned thirteen, the age when a seer’s powers begin to manifest. He’d been haunted by visions, glimpses of possible futures, warnings of what was to come if he didn’t stop it. But then his powers had grown each time he’d found one of the three legendary spiritstones. He’d seen the destruction of the city of Ethrial, and it had almost come true. The vision had given him the chance to avert total calamity.


It hadn’t just been the vision. In Ethrial he’d met Livia and Artos. They’d saved the city together, earning them the title of ‘the heroes of Ethrial’. He’d blushed when they’d come across the first play based on their exploits. He’d hoped that would all blow over, but everywhere they went, the wandering bards, travelling players and puppeteers had their own version of the story. He hated the fame. People treated him strangely, as if he might turn them into frogs. Which, of course, he could if he wanted.


Now Tariq was glimpsing another level of destruction, far more terrible than any he’d seen before. Were they being given another chance to stop some terrible disaster, or was this inevitable? How could the three of them stop ‘the end of all things’? That sounded too big.


He rested his palm upon his satchel.


The greatest power of a seer lay within Tariq’s worn leather bag. The power of the spiritstones.


They had two: the World’s Egg, which gave control over the elements, such as wind, rain, fire and earth; and the Crocodile’s Tear, a great jade rock, which granted the seer the ability to communicate with animals and even shape-change themselves and others into beasts. Tariq shivered as he remembered what it felt like when he first transformed into an eel. Since getting the Crocodile’s Tear, he’d developed that ability even further. As he gathered the spiritstones together, their power – and his – increased.


And that made him afraid. What if instead of preventing disaster, he would be responsible for causing it? Perhaps the vision was a dreadful warning of what might happen if he wasn’t careful. After all, he’d taken the Crocodile’s Tear from Imix, the greatest seer of an earlier age. She’d been corrupted by its power, wanting to use it, and the other spiritstones, to become a tyrant. Was that why she appeared in his visions? As a warning that he might become like her?


Now they were en route to the korrish kingdoms in the mountains to the north to find the third and final spiritstone – the Heart’s Desire. They still had a long way to go.


‘Where are we?’ he asked.


Livia unfurled her map. ‘According to this we’re on the borders of Cernun, an elven kingdom. The korrish mountains are on the other side of that. A week’s journey? Maybe two?’


Artos smacked his lips. ‘We’re at Cernun right now? Great! I can almost taste the ice cream.’


Livia scowled. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘My family and I were here years ago. A diplomatic mission, my father said. It was the princess’s birthday – eight, I think. It was great. We saw an awesome parade of clockwork creatures. And the ice cream …’ Artos drifted off for a moment, lost in reverie. ‘Seriously, you have not had ice cream until you’ve had Cernun ice cream. Word of warning, only small scoops. Your stomach will thank me later.’


Livia shook her head. Tariq smirked. Sometimes they forgot Artos came from one of the richest families in the capital city of Ethrial. This was not one of those times.


They were an odd trio, a human, elf and korr.


Cernun was a kingdom ruled by elves, so Livia, being an elf, would easily fit in. But korrs weren’t common this side of the mountains. And Artos was every inch a korr. Stocky, broad shouldered and barrel chested. If Livia was willow, he was rock. His deep-set blue eyes could stare hard enough to burn a hole through you, and once he put his mind to a task, he would succeed, or break himself trying. Elves, though, were the opposite. Painfully patient. With lifespans extending many hundreds of years, they had time. No need to rush.


Tariq sometimes got frustrated by Livia’s caution. Tariq was a human, and humans didn’t have the luxury of taking decades over a single task or decision. But though there were times when their opposing attitudes caused friction, mostly the three of them complemented one another. Balanced one another out.


Tariq got up and gathered his rucksack. ‘Come on. It’ll be good to get to Cernun before nightfall.’


Artos picked up his own gear. ‘And catch up with Maeve again. I wonder what she’s been up to.’


They’d been on the road a week now, a week of sleeping under the stars, taking the coast road from the port, then turning west into the kingdom of Cernun. Before that? A month’s sea voyage from Dandaka Jungle, where they’d claimed the Crocodile’s Tear.


Tariq patted his satchel for reassurance. ‘Maybe I’m going soft, but a bed within four walls will suit me just fine.’
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CHAPTER 2



TARIQ


The farmer squinted as he faced west, into the setting sun. ‘O’course, there’s a quicker way to reach the palace, but that means crossing the bridge. But I wouldn’t go that way. The long way round is safer.’


They’d been walking all day and it was with a deep sigh of relief that Tariq slung off his rucksack, feeling ten centimetres taller now the weight was gone. He picked blackberries off the brambles and handed a few to Artos, who popped the handful into his mouth in one go. ‘Nice,’ he replied.


It was right they should be on this quest for the three spiritstones. Gathered together, the spiritstones could be used to bring harmony back to the world. The trio of human, elf and korr had proved they were stronger, better, working side by side.


Livia inspected her map. ‘But according to this the long way around takes another two days. Across the bridge and we’d be at the palace within a few hours.’


The farmer nodded slowly. ‘You’re not wrong, miss. Much, much quicker over the bridge. But the bridge … it’s not safe.’


A smile spread across Livia’s lips. ‘Ah, poor repairs? Weak foundations? I bet the river’s eroded the supports. You get that out here, in the wilds. No one does anything until a king’s carriage drops into the river. I’ll have a look. Weak foundations, I bet. There’s a lot of clay in this soil. Causes subsidence.’


‘I wouldn’t know about subsidence,’ continued the farmer. ‘But I do know about the troll.’


Tariq assumed he’d misheard him. ‘Did you say “troll”?’


Artos’s eyes widened, his hand immediately dropping to grab his hilt.


‘I did, young sir. Lives under the bridge, moved in a few weeks ago. Causes no end of trouble. Why, last Saturday my mate had to hand over his prize cow to get across. Shame, Bessie was a beautiful animal. Milk as sweet as nectar.’


Tariq searched the woods beyond and the path that led to the bridge. ‘As much as I’d like to hear about Bessie, I’d like to know more about the troll.’ He didn’t believe it. There was no such thing as trolls. ‘Have you actually seen it?’


The farmer shook his head. ‘Born this side of the river. Never seen any need to go over the other side. North river folk ain’t the same as us southerners. So if there is a troll, I’m not bothering it so it won’t bother me.’


The farmer swung his crook side to side, whistling as the sheepdog rounded the sheep dotted over the field. Smoke rose out of the chimney of a thatched farmhouse in the distance.


Tariq looked at his friends. ‘You think there’s a troll?’


Livia frowned at him. ‘There’s a very good reason there’s no troll under the bridge.’


‘The subsidence?’ asked Tariq.


‘No. Because trolls don’t exist.’ Livia sighed.


Beside her, Artos deflated a little.


Tariq addressed his warrior friend. ‘You said you’ve been here before. Do you remember anything about trolls?’


Artos shook his head. ‘I remember there was a troll in the play I saw. It was all part of Princess Maeve’s birthday celebrations. I must admit I wasn’t really paying much attention. I’d overdone it with the ice cream, you see.’


Tariq slapped his mate’s armoured shoulder. ‘The farmer was playing us for foolish city folk. He and his wife will be laughing at how they got us to take a two-day detour for no good reason.’


‘Can we get a move on?’ Livia exclaimed. ‘My feet are killing me.’


‘No one told you to bring all your tool kits,’ said Artos.


‘I did not bring them all. These are the bare minimum for any travelling engineer.’


Tariq grinned. Of course they were.


Artos didn’t look convinced. ‘Bare minimum? Five tool kits? Seriously?’


Livia crossed her arms. ‘Four. Two belts, one in the rucksack and a spare. Like I said, the bare minimum.’


Tariq pointed to her arm. ‘What about the one strapped there?’


‘This?’ Livia clamped her hand protectively over the leather brace on her left forearm. ‘This is a utility set. Completely different from a tool kit.’


Tariq laughed and Artos rolled his eyes.


They continued their way along the path and into the woods. The bluebells were out, the trees budding. The smell of blossoms floated on a cool, spring breeze. A rabbit watched them from its spot on top of a mossy tree trunk. A blackbird darted overhead and a badger strayed across the path, minding no one’s business but his own.


Tariq watched as Artos scanned around him, searching beyond the trees lining the path. ‘Peaceful. Maybe too peaceful. Just the sort of place you’d find a troll lurking.’


Tariq breathed in deep. ‘This reminds me of home. We’d spend days just climbing trees and swimming. Didn’t have a care in the world.’


Livia glanced at the satchel dangling from his shoulder. ‘Now you’ve got all the world’s cares in that bag.’


Tariq pressed his hands against the leather satchel, feeling the outline of the two stones within.


‘How much further to the bridge, Livia?’


Livia pointed ahead. ‘Just around those trees.’


Around the trees and there it was. An old, humpbacked bridge crossing a shallow river, smothered in green moss and its ancient stones cloaked in shiny ivy. The sun had set and so they were standing in a twilight world. The birdsong had vanished. The only sound was the soft gurgle of water running over pebbles visible through the metre of water.


‘Looks clear enough,’ said Livia. ‘There’s no troll. That farmer was lying.’


Artos smacked his palms together. ‘We’ll be at the palace before long. You’ll love Maeve. She’s not your typical princess.’


‘Sounds good to me,’ said Livia, and she and Tariq hurried after Artos.


Tariq was looking forward to getting to the palace. Food, rest, he couldn’t remember the last time—


Ahead of him, Artos suddenly stopped. One foot on the cobblestones of the bridge, the other still on the grass.


‘Guys, I think we should have maybe listened to the farmer after all,’ he said.
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