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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!’
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         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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            Chapter Four

            Best Paw Forward

         

         First thing the next morning, a circle of rabbits sat around the meeting table in Dark Hollow longburrow.

         Podkin, Pook and Paz were there, alongside Crom, Mish and Mash. Zarza and Yarrow had joined them, as had the rabbits from Hulstland: Uki, Jori and Kree. Faces were serious, the mood sombre.

         ‘So,’ Crom began. ‘We are gathered here because we have a new mission. Our job is not yet done. Podkin – would you care to read the message from Brigid?’

         Podkin nodded. He unfurled the small scroll and read it aloud again (carefully missing out the parts about him being lazy and needing his tail kicked). When he had finished there was a long thoughtful silence.

         ‘Well,’ said Mash finally. ‘I’m coming with you, that goes without saying.’

         ‘Me too,’ said Mish.

         ‘And I,’ added Crom.

         ‘Pook and I have to go,’ said Paz. ‘Brigid was clear about that.’

         ‘What about your mother?’ Crom asked. ‘She won’t be happy about this.’

         ‘We won’t tell her,’ said Paz. ‘We’ll just say we’re staying for an extra week or so. Then, when she does find out, it’ll be me she’s angry with. For lying.’

         ‘Thank the Goddess for that,’ said Crom under his breath. ‘I think I’d rather face down Scramashank than your mother in a bad mood.’

         ‘I’m afraid I shan’t be able to accompany you,’ said Zarza. ‘I must hurry back to Spinestone to warn my order about the Gorm. Then we shall march out and fight by your side, as we did at Sparrowfast.’

         ‘We won’t be able to come, either,’ said Uki. ‘We have a task of our own. We have vowed to travel to the north of Hulstland and destroy the Endwatch base there.’

         ‘But after we’ve done that,’ Kree added, ‘we’ll rush back here and help you. Uki has so many powers, it’s ridiculous. He could probably wipe the burrow floor with this Gorma-lump thing.’

         ‘Gah!’ Yarrow slammed a fist on to the table, making everyone jump. ‘How am I supposed to decide what to do? Head north with Uki and complete that tale, or go with Podkin and Paz to continue theirs? Why aren’t there two of me? Why have I alone been cursed with such unique genius?’

         ‘Yarrow come with us!’ Pook shouted, sticking his tongue out at Uki.

         ‘Pook!’ Paz glared at him. ‘Don’t be so rude!’

         Uki laughed. ‘It’s fine, Pook,’ he said. ‘Yarrow can go with you. I think your adventure will make a much better tale.’

         ‘Very well,’ Crom said. ‘We have our party. Next, we need to worry about the Gifts. Shall we make some kind of wagon for them? Or put them in a chest we can carry?’

         ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ said Podkin. In fact, he had been awake most of the night worrying. In the end he had given up trying to sleep and had headed to the library with a candle. ‘The Gifts have all formed bonds with certain rabbits, so I believe it would be best for us to carry them.

         ‘I’ve grown very close to Starclaw, of course, and also Moonfyre and Blodcrun. They will go with me, along with the remains of Blixxen and Copperpot. I can carry those in my pack.’

         ‘Makes sense,’ said Crom.

         ‘Paz can take Ailfew,’ Podkin continued. ‘And Crom should carry Soulshot. Mash rescued Surestrike, so that can be his. And as for Godseye … I think Mish deserves to bear a Gift. She can take the mirror.’

         ‘Me?’ Mish blinked in surprise. ‘I’m not important enough to have a Gift!’

         ‘Of course you are,’ said Podkin. ‘You’ve been with us since the beginning. You’re the heart of the team.’

         Mish squirmed a bit, then leaned across the table to nuzzle Podkin on the cheek. He felt his skin blushing crimson red underneath his fur.

         ‘Very good, Podkin,’ said Crom, smiling. ‘Nice to see you taking the lead. And have you given any thought to where we should go?’

         ‘I have,’ said Podkin, blushing some more. He brought out a map of the Five Realms he had found in the library and spread it on the table. With a finger, he began pointing out the last known locations of the Gifts.

         ‘Stormcleave the axe is with the giant rabbits of Am Ul,’ he said. ‘Down here, where Orestad meets Thrianta. Magmarok is here in the Temple City of Fyr.’ He pointed to a spot at the southern end of the map, next to a wide desert.

         ‘And Deathwail the spear was given to the Crowskin tribes. They live here, not far from the Vale of Estra.’

         Mish muttered a curse under her breath. ‘The Crowskins,’ she said. ‘Our family tribe lives in the mountains near to one of their warrens. They have raided us for years. Nasty, violent rabbits.’

         ‘I know of them, also,’ said Crom. ‘They started the Cruach wars twenty years ago. They surged north, into Gotland, and the tribes had to unite to force them back. It was hard fighting. Brutal.’

         Podkin cringed. None of the options seemed easy.

         ‘Do you have a feeling about which one to go for first, Podkin?’ Paz asked him.

         ‘I do.’ Podkin looked at his sister, surprised that she wanted his opinion. But he did have a niggle as to which way to go. And (although he would never tell anyone) he had also asked the Gifts. Starclaw had twinkled at him when he suggested his best idea.

         ‘I think we should try and find the spear first,’ he said. ‘It’s the closest to the Vale, so it makes sense. But if Crom, Mish and Mash think it’s too dangerous …’

         Crom grunted. ‘All three will be dangerous in their own ways,’ he said. ‘But I trust the word of Podkin. It makes the best sense.’

         ‘We’ve battled Gorm before,’ added Mish. ‘Crowskin are like kittens compared to them.’

         ‘That’s settled, then,’ said Crom. ‘When shall we leave?’

         Podkin sighed. A big part of him wanted to scuttle back to his Gift chamber and hide away with his dust cloths. He wouldn’t even mind listening to Toadflax cough all day if he could just stay there, nice and safe.

         ‘As soon as possible,’ he found himself saying. ‘Today.’

         
            *

         

         Before any departing could be done, there was the important matter of handing out the Gifts and saying goodbye to their new friends.

         They gathered in the chamber, just the eleven of them (and Toadflax, of course). Standing in a circle, they all looked to Podkin, who suddenly felt very awkward.

         ‘I was just going to start dishing them out,’ he said. ‘But I suppose there ought to be some kind of ceremony …’

         ‘Well, we have no priestess in Dark Hollow just yet,’ said Crom. ‘It was on the council’s list to find one. The closest thing we’ve got to one is you, I’m afraid.’

         Podkin blinked. Of all the things he’d been called in his life, a priestess had never been one of them. But then, he supposed, he had done the work of the Goddess, and the Gifts were the most sacred items of her religion. When you thought of it like that, he had been doing a pretty important job for the past two years. And I was worried that I was just a professional duster, he thought.

         ‘It’s fine,’ said Yarrow. ‘Podkin can hand them out. Do it with a bit of a flourish, my dear. I’ll edit in a priestess or two when I put the legend together. Maybe even a druid, if you’re lucky.’

         ‘Very well,’ said Podkin. He walked to the end of the line of pedestals, taking one last glance at the empty three, imagining them with their missing Gifts on top. Soon, he told them. You’ll have them soon. I hope.

         He picked up Godseye, and was surprised to find his paws were trembling a fraction. The mirror buzzed in his fingers, as if it knew how important this moment was.

         ‘Mish,’ he said. ‘Will you bear Godseye for me?’

         The dwarf rabbit stepped forward and bowed to Podkin before reaching out to accept the mirror in its carved wooden frame. ‘I will,’ she said.

         The chamber was silent. Even Toadflax had managed not to cough.

         Soulshot was next. Podkin passed it on to Crom, asking the same question. The blind warrior bowed low before taking the bow and holding it against his broad chest.

         Mash also bowed when he took Surestrike and so did Paz with Ailfew. Podkin had been expecting a comment or a smirk from her, but her face was deadly serious. He even thought he saw the sparkle of tears in her eyes when she finally held the bronze sickle again. As if she had been reunited with a dear old friend.

         Finally came the Gifts he was supposed to carry. When he came to the sorry pile of fragments that had been the Copperpot, he hesitated. What was he supposed to do – shove them in his pockets?

         ‘Here,’ said Yarrow. ‘Let’s pretend you had this made especially.’ The bard handed him an embroidered pouch from his belt, one he had swiftly emptied of incense sticks. It smelt very strongly of patchouli but it would serve well for holding the pieces. Podkin swept them in and then moved on.

         The twisted, melted wand that had been Blixxen, he shoved into his belt. He would carry it in his pack later he decided. He pinned Moonfyre on to his cloak and put Blodcrun on his head. (As he wore it, he became aware of the wolves it was bonded to: distant whispers of scents and padding paws far out in the wilds of Grimheart).

         Finally, he picked up Starclaw and gripped it in his paw once again. It had been so long since he’d held it properly. He felt the familiar zing of energy flowing up his arm. The way his fingers fitted into the dips and bumps of the hilt.

         Just holding it, feeling it – a flood of memories poured through Podkin’s head: that first moment when Auntie Olwyn pressed it into his paws as they fled Scramashank. When Paz used it to slice off his ear. Handing it to Crom so he could use it to battle Shape and Quince in Boneroot. Chopping through Scramashank’s ankle, and then through the hilt of Surestrike while the Gorm Lord looked on, wrapped in brambles. Using it to nick his fingers so he could blood-bond with the wolves and the Gorm crow …

         So many moments, most of them filled with terror. Would he be able to go through more? Did he have it in him to battle the Gorm once again?

         He looked around the chamber, at the ring of faces, all staring at him. Most of them had been through the same horrors with him, and yet here they were, ready to stand at his side once again. If they could do it, then so could he.

         Yarrow was staring at him intently, storing away each of these seconds so he could pass them on to future rabbits. I should say something brave and inspiring, Podkin thought. Words that might give other rabbits the courage to face their fears.

         But his mind was completely blank. Instead, he just raised Starclaw high and said, his voice quiet in the still of the room, ‘For the Goddess.’

         The other Gift Bearers raised their treasures. Uki lifted his spear, Jori her shining steel sword and Kree her adder-fang dagger.

         ‘For the Goddess!’ They all shouted the words at once.

         And Toadflax said, ‘Ahem.’

         
            *

         

         The rest of the morning was spent packing supplies, not just for the Gift Bearers, but for Uki and his friends as well.

         As the sun reached the noon point of the sky, the rabbits of Dark Hollow gathered outside the warren doors to say farewell to all the travellers.

         Zarza was the first to leave. She clasped hands with the Hulstland rabbits and winced as Yarrow wrapped his arms around her for a hug. She knelt down to give Pook a squeeze and saluted to Paz. Finally, she rested a paw on Podkin’s shoulder.

         ‘I shall take word to my sisters as fast as my feet can carry me,’ she said. ‘And then we shall all march out to help you, wherever you may be.’

         ‘Just like you did at Sparrowfast,’ said Podkin.

         ‘Yes, just like that.’ Zarza hoisted a pack filled with fresh provisions on to her back and paused for a last wave. ‘May Nixha only claim you when your time has come,’ she said before walking into the forest, taking the western path towards Spinestone.

         ‘That doesn’t fill me with encouragement,’ said Paz, who was standing beside Podkin.

         ‘Me neither,’ said Podkin. ‘Let’s just hope our time is a long way off.’

         The Hulstland rabbits left next. Mooka the jerboa had been loaded up with packs and waterskins, enough food to get them all the way to the Ice Wastes and back.

         The Dark Hollow rabbits cheered as Yarrow embraced all three of the young heroes. Then Kree hopped up to Podkin and surprised him by nuzzling his cheek.

         ‘Take care, Pod,’ she said. ‘It’s been lovely meeting you. Did you know you’re a hero back in Hulstland? There’s puppet shows of you and everything.’

         ‘Really?’ Podkin found himself blushing. ‘I’m not actually a hero though. Not quite.’

         ‘Oh yes, you are!’ Kree beamed at him. ‘And we are, too! Don’t worry. We’ll smash the bulba bu Endwatch and then we’ll be back to help you in no time. Save a few Gorm for me to bash!’

         Podkin laughed. ‘I will,’ he said. He wished he had just an ounce of the little plains rabbit’s confidence.

         As Kree hopped off to climb on to Mooka, Jori stepped up and held Podkin’s wrist in a warrior’s grasp. ‘Fare well, Podkin,’ she said. ‘Back in Hulstland, they say there is only one god. He is called Kether, and he spends a lot of time counting things. But, travelling with Yarrow, I have learnt all about the goddesses and gods of your realm and I think they might actually be the real ones. I hope they look out for you.’

         ‘I do, too,’ said Podkin. ‘Safe travels.’

         ‘Thank you.’ Jori patted the sheathed sword at her side. ‘And this blade will be at your service once we’re done.’

         She waved to the others, then joined Kree at the clearing edge, leaving Uki to say his goodbyes. He paused when he reached Podkin, giving him a sad stare with those mismatched eyes.

         ‘Good luck,’ he said. ‘I know what it’s like: having to be a hero and do things you don’t really want to.’

         Podkin swallowed. ‘It is hard,’ he said.

         ‘You did it before, though,’ said Uki. ‘And I think you’re much braver than me. If I can do it, then you’ll be fine.’

         ‘Thank you.’ Podkin smiled. It was such a comfort to meet someone the same age as him who had been through similar things. Uki was perhaps the only other rabbit alive who understood him. In another time, in a safer world, they might have been best friends. They could have played together, climbed trees, sung songs, made up stories, camped out in the forest .…
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         ‘I’m sorry we can’t come with you,’ Uki continued. His eyes showed a touch of the same sadness Podkin felt. ‘But we made a promise to stop the Endwatch. Once it’s done, we’ll hurry back here to help, if we can.’

         Podkin nodded and reached out to shake Uki’s hand. When he touched that white-furred paw, he could sense the hum of power running through it. At his hip, in its new scabbard, Starclaw jumped about like a boiling tea kettle.

         Two friends with the power to battle whole armies, Podkin thought. When all they really wanted was to build camps in the woods and catch butterflies.

         ‘Goddess watch over you,’ Podkin said.

         ‘And you,’ said Uki.

         Everyone watched as the three young rabbits took the north path, making their way out of Grimheart and up through Gotland to the Arukh mountains. Podkin sighed. If they had been able to bring the power of Uki with them, his tasks would be much, much easier.

         ‘Shame they’re going,’ said Paz. ‘We could have used them.’

         ‘I was thinking the same thing,’ said Podkin. He gave his sister a grim smile. ‘But the Goddess likes to make things tricky for us, doesn’t she?’

         ‘She does.’ Paz smiled back and Podkin saw – just for an instant – a glimpse of his sister as she had once been. A scared young girl, fighting to protect her younger brothers. A flicker, and then the confident chieftain-to-be was back, raising her chin high and pointing to the south.

         ‘Gift Bearers,’ she said. ‘It is our turn to leave.’

         ‘Hang on a minute,’ said Podkin, looking around. ‘Where’s Crom and Mash?’

         As if in answer, the pair came strolling through the warren gates, along with Sorrel the blacksmith. Mash was cradling Surestrike and Crom had a grim smile on his face. And a quiver of arrows on his back.

         ‘What have you three been doing?’ Podkin asked, his nose twitching with suspicion.

         ‘Well,’ said Crom. ‘I figured, if we’re going to battle Scramashank again, we ought to have some more of those Gormkiller arrows. Nothing else pierces their armour, after all.’

         Podkin looked at the bulging quiver in horror. ‘But you know that every time you forge one with Surestrike, the hammer wears down a bit! How many did you make?’

         Crom laughed. ‘Relax. We just made one. The rest are normal arrows that Dandelion fletched for us. Soulshot has to have something to fire, after all.’

         Podkin allowed himself a chuckle. It was a good idea, after all. If they did run into Scramashank, one shot with a Gormkiller should be enough to finish him. It had almost blown him into pieces last time.

         And then it really was time to leave.

         There was much cheering and shouting and many tearful hugs as they said goodbye to the Dark Hollow rabbits. Rill was being left in charge, with Sorrel and Tansy as her deputies. Podkin had instructed Toadflax to keep the empty pedestals neat and tidy. He hoped he would be back soon to fill them again. To fill all of them this time.

         ‘Goodbye,’ he shouted as they began to march out of the clearing. ‘See you again soon!’

         ‘Good luck, Podkin!’ Rill shouted. ‘Send a sparrow if you need us!’

         ‘Byeee! Byeee!’ yelled Pook. ‘I’m going to see the wolves!’

         And then they were deep amongst the trees, all sight of Dark Hollow lost behind the branches and softly falling leaves.
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            Chapter Five

            Bees and Bandits

         

         It was strange to be marching on the road again. Almost as if they had never stopped, as if the last two years had been a half-remembered dream. And yet, here they all were, called upon to save the Five Realms again. To dash to the Vale of Estra, to hunt down the remaining Gifts before Scramashank could snatch them.

         Podkin couldn’t help wishing the world would stay saved once and for all. Anyone would think it liked being in mortal danger.

         They strode through the autumn forest, Mish and Mash taking the lead, Pook sitting high on Crom’s shoulders and shouting directions to him, Podkin and Paz close behind, and Yarrow bringing up the rear, singing soft ditties to himself.

         Paz caught his eye every now and then and winked, or shared a laugh at how Pook was tugging Crom’s ears as if steering a rat. He missed his sister, he realised. He missed the easy friendship they had (when they weren’t fighting), how he never had to be anyone besides himself when he was with her. Would they have been as close if it wasn’t for all their adventures? What would have happened if he had become chieftain, as he had been supposed to?

         Paz would probably have grown up hating me, he thought. We definitely wouldn’t have grown as close as we are now. So at least all the terrifying danger was good for something.

         He took his big sister’s paw as they walked and gave it a squeeze.

         
            *

         

         They strode through clumps of pine and spruce, with their thick needles blocking out all but the most stubborn rays of sun. They passed through clusters of oak, beech and hazel, shouting out their autumn colours of gold and red and yellow. Leaves like clouds of raging fire blazing in the afternoon sun.

         Pine cones and hazelnuts rattled as they fell through the branches. Red-furred squirrels scampered up and down tree trunks, hastily burying hoards of autumn bounty in the forest floor: secret larders to get them through the winter.

         Podkin watched them, remembering how those hidden stashes once gave the Dark Hollow refugees enough food to survive until spring. Now the stores of their warren were full to bursting and they marched with packs stuffed full of food.

         Podkin’s bag also held Blodcrun and Blixxen wrapped inside one of his blankets. The pouch with Copperpot’s pieces hung at his belt (still reeking of patchouli) and Starclaw hummed away in its new scabbard on his hip.

         Despite the danger, despite the knowledge that Scramashank was out there somewhere, it felt good to be with his family of friends again. It felt good to have a purpose. Even if it was one that might very well get him killed.

         
            *

         

         They walked all through the day until their legs ached so much they couldn’t take another step. With much moaning and groaning, they found a clearing by the path and set up a camp. Soon they had a fire roaring, with a pot of pine-needle soup bubbling away on a tripod. They all sat around it, leaning against tree stumps and fallen logs.

         ‘Do you remember the last time we camped in Grimheart?’ Podkin said to Paz.

         ‘Don’t remind me,’ said Paz. They had been attacked in the night by the villain, Vetch, and Podkin had almost died. ‘I thought I’d lost you that night, Podkin. I thought Vetch had killed you.’

         Pod looked up at his sister and was surprised to see tears in her eyes at the memory. He snuggled closer to her, leaning his head on her shoulder.

         ‘It was horrible,’ Podkin said, ‘but it led to us meeting the wardens of Grimheart. And the wolves. If it hadn’t happened, we wouldn’t have found Blodcrun. And then we wouldn’t have taken Soulshot from Uncle Hennic. Maybe it needed to happen, as bad as it was.’

         ‘Still,’ said Paz. And she rested her head against his. ‘I hate the way we always have to put ourselves in harm’s way. Me, Pook. And especially you. It doesn’t seem fair. I’m supposed to be your big sister. I’m supposed to protect you from danger.’

         ‘You’re the best big sister a rabbit could ask for,’ said Podkin, nuzzling into the folds of her cloak. Then he remembered he was getting too old for such soppiness and sat up again, before anyone could see him.

         Paz laughed and gave him a shove. Then she looked out amongst the trees where the shadows were gathering, creeping in to surround the glow of their fire. ‘I wonder if the wardens are watching us now,’ she said. ‘If they know about Scramashank coming back.’

         Podkin followed her gaze. Once, the darkness of the forest had filled him with fear, but now he found it comforting. ‘I bet they do know,’ he said. ‘And it wouldn’t surprise me if one or two of them weren’t watching. I wish they’d come and have some soup. I’d like to see them again.’

         In the distance, a wolf howled. Pook raised his nose and howled back.

         
            *

         

         Later on, when dinner was finished and they were laying out their bedrolls for sleep, Podkin was helping Crom set out his blankets. His mind had been running over Brigid’s letter and her instructions about the Vale. What could her reasons be for sending them there? What might be waiting for them?

         ‘Have you ever been to the Vale of Estra?’ Podkin asked. Crom had led a very full life as a soldier and seemed to have visited most of the Five Realms. He might have an idea why they were being sent there.

         ‘I’ve been there once,’ said Crom. ‘Not long after my eyes were taken by the Gorm witch. I thought they might have a way to return my sight. But they didn’t.’

         ‘What’s it like?’ Podkin asked. He had been imagining some sort of temple. With lots of columns, probably. And statues and things.

         ‘Very peaceful, as I remember,’ said Crom. ‘I heard the sound of running water everywhere. And leaves rustling in a gentle wind. The air smelt different there. Much purer. The place felt full of life … I can’t really describe it.’

         ‘It sounds nice,’ Podkin said, yawning. He wanted to ask more questions but his body wasn’t having any of it. It had just walked more in one day than it had in all the past two years put together. Before he could open his mouth again, Podkin fell fast asleep.

         
            *

         

         If the wardens were watching over their bodies while they slept, it was a shame they couldn’t do the same for their minds.

         Podkin’s dreams were full of rage and terror. He ran through blackened, twisted landscapes and, at every turn, the Gorm were there. Towering warriors, wrapped in shards of twisted metal, oil spattering from their mouths as they roared, clouds of orange rust grating from their joints as they pounded after him and always, everywhere those red, red eyes glaring blankly …

         He awoke with a shout, finding himself tangled in his bedroll. The forest around him was pitch black, the campfire burnt down to embers. The rest of the party was sound asleep, gently snoring amongst the rustling of branches above.

         As he looked out between the trunks of the trees, he saw a movement. A shape, stalking around the edge of the fire and there – glowing like two hot coals in the dark – a pair of eyes.

         A scream began to form in Podkin’s throat, his paw reached for the hilt of Starclaw at his belt … but then he noticed the eyes were a warm amber, not the bloody red of Gorm. They were fixed on him as the creature padded closer, moving into a patch of moonlight that dappled the grey fur on its back.

         It was a wolf. One of the ancient, giant breed that lived deep in the heart of the forest, with shoulders as tall as an adult rabbit and canine teeth that stretched down below its jaw like twin sabres.

         Those orange eyes stared at Podkin, gleaming through the shadows. He knew them well, remembered them from that night when he had run, bleeding, through the trees.

         ‘Truefang?’ Podkin whispered, so as not to wake the others. He thought about reaching for Blodcrun, stowed away in his pack, so he could speak with the wolf, mind to mind.

         But there was no need. The beast’s gaze was easy to read. Don’t be afraid, it said. Go back to sleep. I will stand guard.

         The wolf lay down at the edge of the clearing, resting its head on its giant paws. Podkin smiled, feeling safer already. Shuffling closer to the smouldering fire for warmth, he snuggled back down in his blanket and fell asleep.

         
            *

         

         When he was awoken by daylight shining through the branches, Truefang was gone. His presence had been enough to chase the Gorm away from his dreams, and Podkin felt properly rested for the first time since Uki had broken his bad news. Although, when he tried to get up, he found that every muscle in his body was unhappy about moving. Judging by the groans and moans that were coming from his comrades, most of them felt the same. Paz, who had been sleeping next to him, was rubbing the calves of her legs, her brow wrinkled in pain.

         ‘You warren rabbits,’ said Yarrow, giving a few leaps and twirls around the campfire. ‘You’ve grown soft, tucked away in your burrows. A life on the road has given me muscles like hardened bronze!’

         Crom scowled at the bard. ‘You can fight the Gorm on your own, then, if you’re so turnipping strong.’

         Yarrow was very quiet after that.

         When they were all up and about, they ate a quick breakfast before getting back on the path. Keeping up a good pace, they walked until twilight, camped again and were nearing the edge of Grimheart forest by evening on the third day.

         ‘Poddy, I want to see a wolf.’ Pook was walking next to Podkin, holding his hand and swishing a stick around like a sword.

         ‘They’re out there somewhere,’ said Podkin. He had decided not to tell his baby brother about Truefang’s visit. He would probably have spent the next night running around in the dark trying to find him.

         ‘I think I see one!’ Pook shouted, pointing to a bush. Sure enough, there was a creature inside the branches making them rustle. But it wasn’t a wolf.

         Zwoosh!

         An arrow burst out of the leaves and thudded into the trunk of a tree just inches from Podkin’s head.

         ‘Nobody move!’ A voice came from behind a gnarled pine trunk on the other side of the path. ‘This is a robbery!’

         ‘Bandits,’ Crom growled. His paw went to the sword at his belt but rested it on the hilt. ‘Show yourselves, you cowards!’

         ‘We’re coming out,’ the voice replied. ‘But don’t any of you so much as twitch an ear. We’ve got you in our sights.’

         The bush Pook had pointed to rustled some more, and a speckled lop rabbit stepped out, holding a bow and arrow. From behind the pine, a skinny sable rabbit appeared, with tattered ears and a bandana tied over one eye. He was waving a carving knife. A battered one with the tip snapped off.

         ‘Is that it?’ said Yarrow, sounding disappointed. ‘Hardly a fearsome gang of robbers, is it? I was expecting at least twenty of you. And with much bigger weapons, too.’

         ‘There’s more of us in the bushes,’ said the bandana rabbit.

         ‘No there aren’t,’ said Crom. ‘I would be able to hear them. Smell them, too, if they’re as dirty as you pair.’

         ‘Well, all right,’ said the bandit. ‘It’s just us. But we’re deadly, you know. And we’ll be taking all those lovely brooches and shiny weapons you have.’

         ‘I want that bow,’ said the other robber, pointing to Sureshot.

         ‘Are you the ones who’ve been terrorising the forest?’ Crom asked. ‘Just the pair of you?’

         The first bandit laughed. ‘Oh, there’s much more than two of us,’ he sneered. ‘There’s a whole army. And we’ve got a king, as well. He’ll be right pleased when we show him all the loot we’ve pinched from you lot.’

         Crom made a growling sound in his throat. ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ he said. ‘Paz?’

         Podkin looked towards his sister and saw that she had her eyes closed. Her right paw was resting on the handle of Ailfew where it was tucked into her belt. That meant she was calling on its power: the ability to summon and control nature itself. She had used it to wrap the Gorm in brambles before. And to summon winds that poisoned their metal armour. But would it work on normal rabbits?

         It depended on what seeds and roots were in the earth around them, Podkin knew. And, here in Grimheart, there were legions of them. The whole place was a boiling, teeming mass of life, just waiting for Ailfew’s call.

         Before the bandits could speak another word, the soil at their feet began to writhe and bubble. Both of them looked down in horror, in time to see thousands of tiny tendrils and saplings burst up from beneath the ground, twining themselves around their legs like bandages.

         Thwip! Thwip! Brambles and vines and roots writhed everywhere, spiralling up the bandits’ waists, across their chests and over their arms, pinning them in place like two topiaries in a garden. Before either of them could so much as squeak, they were frozen solid. The bow and broken knife tumbled from their paws to land on the forest path.

         ‘A witch!’ the bandana rabbit yelped. ‘She’s a witch of the forest!’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Paz. ‘And I know the Beast of Grimheart as well. He’s an old friend of mine. Not to mention his pet wolves.’

         ‘Let us go!’ the second bandit wailed. ‘We wasn’t really going to hurt you, honest!’

         Crom stepped up to the first robber, reaching out to grab him by his vine-wrapped neck. ‘Tell us more about this Bandit King,’ he said. ‘And perhaps we won’t leave you here tied up for the wolves.’

         ‘Oh, please, have mercy!’ the rabbit wailed. ‘I don’t know much. He’s just a nasty rabbit who’s got all sorts of thieves and scum working for him. They’ve got a camp south of the Razorback downs. By that old bridge. An old mate of ours told us to go there and the King gave us this patch to rob from. Then we have to share half our loot with him.’

         ‘What happens if you don’t?’ Podkin asked.

         The bound rabbit sobbed. ‘Then he sends his toughest thugs to have a word. Evil beasts, they are. They make us look like helpless kittens.’

         Crom snorted. ‘That’s not hard,’ he said. ‘What shall we do with them, Podkin?’

         Podkin blinked. He didn’t want to be responsible for the fate of these villains. But then he also didn’t want them robbing travellers through Grimheart. It was his home, after all.

         ‘They need to leave the forest and never come back,’ he said. ‘And they need to stay away from this Bandit King. He sounds like a bad influence.’

         ‘Did you hear that?’ Crom bent down to scowl in the robber’s face. ‘We don’t want to see … or smell … you in our forest again. Not ever.’

         ‘You won’t!’ The bandana rabbit had begun to cry. ‘I promise you’ll never see us. Not even a whisker!’

         Crom nodded, then turned to Paz. ‘Leave them bound until we’re clear of the trees,’ he said. ‘Then you can let them go. If you feel like it, that is.’

         They left the two robbers standing by the path, like a pair of rabbit-shaped shrubs. Paz kept one paw on Ailfew as they walked, a slight frown between her brows showing she was concentrating on the roots binding them. Just half an hour later and they emerged from Grimheart on to a wide plain of grass, with the Razorback downs rising up in the distance. Paz removed her paw and sighed as she relaxed.

         ‘Do you think those bandits will keep their word?’ Podkin asked.

         ‘Probably,’ said Crom with a chuckle. ‘Paz scared their tails off. Although, until we’ve dealt with this Bandit King, there will be others coming to take their place.’

         ‘All the same,’ said Yarrow, ‘it’s put me off the idea of camping in the woods again. We’re very close to Silverock. Might we stay there tonight?’

         The idea was very popular, especially as Silverock was the home of the best mead in the whole Five Realms. As the sun began to set, they walked the last few miles to that famous warren with a spring in their step.

         
            *

         

         Chief Agbert and his wife Agwen were very pleased to see them. The last time they had met had been just before the Battle of Sparrowfast, when Podkin, Paz and Pook descended on their warren with a pack of wolves and the forest wardens.

         They were welcomed into the longburrow just in time for dinner, and invited to sit at the high table to share a feast of honeyed carrots, sugar-glazed beetroots and several flagons of delicious mead.

         No mention was made of the reason for their visit. Until, that is, Chief Agbert was seeing them to their guest chambers.

         ‘Podkin,’ he whispered as he led them through the winding burrows. ‘I didn’t want to mention it in front of the warren, but is there trouble brewing? I notice you are all carrying the Gifts. I thought you had them stowed away safely in Dark Hollow.’

         Podkin bit his lip. He didn’t want to cause panic or scare anyone, but it was also fair that they should be warned.

         ‘We think … I mean, we know … that Scramashank has returned,’ Podkin whispered. Chief Agbert’s blue eyes grew wide with fear. ‘We’re not sure what he plans to do, or if he’s strong enough to be a danger yet. But we’re gathering the rest of the Gifts so we are ready.’

         Chief Agbert swallowed, his ears twitching. ‘Is there anything we need to do? Are the Gorm coming back as well?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Podkin. ‘I don’t know for sure. But you should definitely prepare yourselves. If we can find the Gifts, we can use them to stop Scramashank, I’m sure.’

         Agbert squeezed Podkin’s shoulder. ‘You saved us before, lad. I know you can save us again. Send word if you need us. Silverock will be ready.’

         
            *

         

         It was nice to sleep in a bed again but, without his wolfish guard, Podkin’s dreams were haunted by the Gorm once more. He was woken at dawn by Paz splashing water on his face.

         ‘Rise and shine, oh mighty Keeper of the Gifts,’ said his sister. ‘The entire Five Realms needs you to get your lazy tail out of bed to save it. Besides, Crom says we might reach the Vale by sundown if we start early.’

         ‘Very funny.’ Podkin yawned and struggled out of bed, grabbing hold of Paz’s cloak to wipe his damp face. She yelped and yanked it back, then laughed as he stumbled over his own feet and fell in a heap on the floor.

         ‘By the Goddess, I bet the Gorm are terrified.’ Paz giggled some more as she set the clay water bowl on the washstand.

         ‘What do you think we will find at the Vale? Why is Brigid sending us there?’ Podkin had been dreaming of the place but it had been covered in rust and iron. The sense of dread at going there still clung to him as the image faded from his sleepy head.

         ‘Who knows?’ Paz shrugged, then held out a paw to help Podkin to his feet. ‘But don’t worry about it, little brother. Brigid always knew what we had to do, didn’t she? If she wants us to go there, then it will be for the best.’

         ‘I hope so,’ said Podkin, letting Paz fasten his cloak for him.

         ‘I know so,’ she said, giving his ear a tweak. ‘Come on. They’ll all be waiting for us.’

         
            *

         

         Sure enough, the others were already outside the warren, standing by the rows of beehives. The keepers had covered the hives with straw, keeping them warm while the bees prepared to sleep through the coming winter.

         ‘Take some toast and honey with you.’ Chief Agbert had risen to see them off and one of his cooks brought out a platter of freshly baked bread, finely toasted and drizzled with golden honey. ‘Goddess be with you.’

         ‘And with you,’ Podkin replied, biting into a hunk of bread and feeling the sweet honey trickle over his tongue.

         Agbert gave him a knowing wink, and then they were off again, striding along the path that ran beside the downs.

         It was a fine autumn day, with crisp, clear skies. The last few butterflies of the season flitted amongst the clover, and the sound of sheep bleating as they grazed the steep sides of Razorback kept them company as they walked. Everything seemed peaceful, serene. It was hard to believe that Gormalech seethed underneath the ground, deep beneath their feet. That Scramashank was out there, somewhere, plotting how he would destroy all this calm and beauty.

         They made good progress, stopping for quick bites along the way and, just as Crom had reckoned, they approached the Vale as the western sky was beginning to turn pink out beyond the distant peaks of the Eiskalt mountains.

         The first Podkin saw of it was a dip in the ridge of the Razorback downs. A gap in the wall of chalk and flint that looked as though a giant had stooped down and taken a colossal bite.

         The hole was filled by two of the most enormous oak trees Podkin had ever seen. They even rivalled the towering trunks of the Grimwode.

         Their branches, covered with gold and orange leaves, bent down and wove together, creating a tunnel between them. As the rabbits walked through, Podkin noticed thousands of charms were tied all over the tree limbs. Carved images of the Goddess, circles of daisies, wooden butterflies, bees and doves. They hung from frayed lengths of string, knocking against each other in the breeze and making a kind of soft, soothing music.

         ‘No guards,’ said Paz as they walked through. ‘Don’t these rabbits fear the bandits?’

         ‘Nobody would dare raid the Vale,’ said Crom. ‘It’s a sacred place.’

         ‘The Gorm would raid them,’ Podkin muttered. Although, to be true, he wasn’t certain of that. As his paws stepped through the entrance, he felt a familiar feeling. Something about the essence of the place reminded him of the Grimwode. Of the ancient power that filled that place – a magic strong enough to keep it safe from the rampaging Gormalech for thousands of years.

         They emerged from between the trees into a valley that stretched to the plains on the far side of the downs. As Crom had described, the place was full of running water. Springs tumbled from the steep hills on either side, spilling into rabbit-made pools on several different levels. Tiny waterfalls and channels of hollowed-out branches carried more water in between the ponds, turning miniature waterwheels and bubbling along artificial rapids made of carved round pebbles.

         In amongst all the water features, more gigantic oak trees stretched up, their intertwined branches almost blocking out the sky. Drifts of autumn leaves were piled against the roots and Pook immediately began leaping into them, causing startled hedgehogs and dormice to run, scampering for their lives.

         Looking closer at the trees, Podkin saw that each one grew on top of a small hillock and, in amongst the tangles of roots, doorways and windows could be seen. Clay chimney pots poked up, too, trailing streams of woodsmoke into the valley. It reminded Podkin of Brigid’s house in the woods – the one they had sheltered from the Gorm in when his ear had been freshly removed.

         They were just wondering why nobody was about when one of the wooden doors creaked open. Out walked two rabbits, both dressed in long white robes. The first was an elderly doe with long grey hair flowing down over her shoulders. She wore a circlet of silver daisies on her brow and walked with a tall staff, carved all over with runes and symbols.

         The second was an even older buck. He had a beard that almost reached to the ground and his belt was full of pouches. A sickle, just like Ailfew, hung there too, and there were many amulets and strings of beads draped around his neck.

         ‘Greetings, travellers,’ the woman said. ‘I am Lina, the high priestess of the Vale of Estra.’

         ‘And I am Baron, the high druid,’ said the man. ‘We welcome you here and … forgive me. I sense a great force of power coming from you all. And I see you are carrying some very special objects …’

         ‘Are they …’ the priestess stared at Podkin’s belt, at Ailfew in Paz’s hand and the bow slung over Crom’s shoulders. ‘Could they be the Gifts of the Goddess?’

         ‘They are,’ said Podkin, a hint of pride creeping into his voice. It must be an amazing thing for druids and priestesses to see these, he thought. They’ll probably sound out some trumpets or drums. We’ll probably be treated like heroes.

         The druid and high priestess looked at all the Gifts, then they looked at each other. And then, much to Podkin’s surprise, they burst out laughing.
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            Chapter Six

            The Balance Shatters

         

         ‘Forgive us,’ said Baron, the druid, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. ‘We are honoured to have you here. It’s just …’

         ‘We have a young soothsayer,’ Lina continued. ‘She is the Voice of the Goddess. But she is very new and her predictions aren’t always right.’

         ‘She told us some visitors were coming,’ said Baron. ‘But she said it was the Midwinter rabbit bringing presents. She must have got confused about the Gifts.’

         ‘Voice of the Goddess?’ Podkin asked. ‘What’s that?’

         Lina, still chuckling, explained. ‘In every generation there is a special rabbit who has visions or dreams of the future. It is believed they are connected to the Goddess herself, that they speak for her.’

         ‘There hasn’t been one in the Vale for many, many years,’ continued Baron. ‘They must have been living somewhere else, and we were never able to find them. But just recently a young girl from a warren near here started having truth dreams. We brought her to live with us. To train her and build her powers.’

         I have a good idea who the last Voice was, Podkin thought. He shared a look with Paz. She knew too. Although it was a good job the druids never found Brigid and brought her here. She would have hated being ‘trained’ and told what to do. The very thought made Podkin smile.

         ‘Anyway,’ said Lina. ‘Now we’ve recovered ourselves, we must say what an honour it is to have you here. We were planning a pilgrimage to Dark Hollow to visit the Gifts, but now you have brought them to us!’

         Baron was staring at Moonfyre and Starclaw, his paws twitching as if he was dying to touch one of them. But a heavy frown creased his brow. ‘May I ask why you have chosen to come?’ he asked. ‘I’m guessing you have bad news for us.’

         Podkin sighed. He was beginning to feel like a black cloud of doom spreading misery everywhere he went. He was supposed to be bringing the Gifts together, helping defend everyone from the Gorm, not being a prophet of misery and gloom. But rabbits needed to know about Scramashank. They needed to prepare for the worst and be ready to fight back.

         ‘We have heard that the leader of the Gorm has returned,’ he said. ‘We are on a mission to gather all the remaining Gifts. We don’t know what to do with them yet – we just know we have to have them, as quickly as possible. First Deathwail, the singing spear. Then Stormcleave the axe and Magmarok the anvil. We have to gather them before our enemy gets their evil paws on them.’

         At his words, the faces of Baron and Lina fell. They both shook their heads and made the sign of the Goddess. A chill breeze chose that moment to blow through the valley, sending a shower of autumn leaves over them all.

         ‘That is very bad news indeed,’ said Lina. ‘Although we half expected it. Our young soothsayer has been having dreams about metal monsters, and we ourselves have felt the Balance shifting.’

         ‘But the Goddess is taking action,’ said Baron, forcing a smile. ‘She has sent you fine heroes out. We have all heard the tales of the one-eared rabbit and his siblings. You beat the Gorm once; I am certain you will do so again.’

         ‘I hope we will,’ said Podkin.

         ‘We know we will,’ corrected Paz. She looked down at Podkin, giving him a nod of confidence.

         Lina smiled at that, and then clapped her paws together. ‘Come! Whatever the news, this is time to celebrate! Bring the Gifts into our burrow … there are many here who would dearly love to see them.’

         With much more smiling and bowing, Lina and Baron led them back to the door beneath the nearest oak tree and ushered them inside. Carrying the Gifts, they all filed in to the temple; everyone except Pook, who stayed outside until the very last moment, looking up at the sky in case the Midwinter rabbit actually was coming.

         
            *

         

         They were led through wide tunnels lit with oil lamps and torches. Roots from the oak tree above lined the walls and were hung with yet more charms, painted with spirals and runes of every shape and colour.

         As they walked, Paz caught up with Podkin and whispered in his ear.

         ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ she said.

         ‘About the Voice?’ Podkin nodded. ‘It must have been Brigid. And they never even knew she existed.’

         ‘You’re right,’ Paz whispered again. ‘But that’s not what I was thinking. I meant the new Voice. Do you think that’s why Brigid sent us here?’

         Pod blinked up at his sister as he turned the idea over in his head. ‘That would make sense,’ he whispered back. ‘Brigid might have wanted us to find her replacement. But how young is she? What if she’s too small to come with us? Or perhaps she just has an important message to tell us?’

         Paz shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ she said. ‘Trust in the Goddess, I suppose. Or rather, trust in Brigid.’

         Podkin nodded and began to look around him for any sign of this mysterious new Voice.

         Chambers opened up from the main corridor, and the Gift Bearers glimpsed many altars to the Goddess, with carved statues and piles of offerings. Some looked like classrooms, with rows of seats and raised stages at the front. Others were filled with woven rugs and heaps of cushions. Bunches of herbs and flowers hung from the roofs and rafters, slowly drying so they could be used for medicines and rituals. The air was full of the smell of incense and perfume. Of pots bubbling with lotions and tinctures. He could hear the murmuring of voices from further down the burrow. There was the drone of a teacher lecturing, choruses of voices chanting and the odd gale of laughter in between.

         This warren was a place of learning and healing. It felt clean and warm and safe … peace and calm seemed to seep through the walls. Podkin breathed it in deeply, feeling the knots of worry in his shoulders begin to loosen a smidgen.

         They were taken into a wide hall with rows of tables and a roaring fireplace at one end. It was just like a warren longburrow and Podkin instantly felt at home.

         Lina pointed to a long table at the fireside. ‘Please be seated,’ she said. ‘And perhaps you could lay the Gifts out on the table before you? When our students and priests come in for supper, they would love to see them.’

         Podkin and the others did as they were told, taking seats and carefully placing their Gifts out in front of them in a line. The fire blazed at their backs, warming them, as Baron and Lina took time to stare at the sacred objects in awe.

         ‘I have seen one or two on my travels,’ Baron said. ‘But never all of them together. It is a great privilege to have them in our temple.’

         Lina was about to speak as well, when a young rabbit wandered into the chamber. About the same age as Podkin, she had large brown eyes and sandy fur. She was dressed in white robes like the high priestess, and she edged into the room, staring at the visitors, her ears pressed back against her head.

         ‘Ah, here she is,’ said Lina, beckoning her over. ‘This is Yasmin, our new Voice of the Goddess.’

         Podkin and Paz shared a look. She was young, true, but no younger than they had been when they were thrown into danger. Could she really be the reason they were here?

         The young rabbit shuffled over, eyes wide as she saw the Gifts laid out on the table.

         ‘Yasmin,’ said Baron. ‘This was what you saw in your vision: visitors bringing the sacred Gifts. You must have confused it with the Midwinter rabbit bringing presents!’

         Yasmin mumbled an apology and looked very sheepish. Her eyes kept flicking back to Starclaw and Moonfyre as they softly twinkled in the firelight.

         ‘And these rabbits are the heroes who defeated Gormalech in the great Battle of Sparrowfast,’ Lina said. ‘Podkin the brave, Paz the fearless, Pook the cute and Crom the grumpy.’

         Crom grunted in surprise, then turned to Yarrow, who was sitting next to him.

         ‘I may have had a practice attempt at telling the tale to a few bard friends,’ Yarrow admitted. ‘Those aren’t the final descriptions, I promise.’

         ‘Better not be,’ Crom growled.

         Yasmin had walked down the table, staring at the Gifts and the rabbits beside them. Paz smiled warmly at her, Pook fluttered his eyelashes and then she was standing in front of Podkin.

         ‘I was expecting a rabbit with one leg,’ she said. ‘But I get things muddled up sometimes. I think I’ve got a message for you.’

         ‘Really?’ Here it comes, Podkin thought. He hoped it wouldn’t be anything too terrible.

         ‘When the weasel sings,’ Yasmin said. ‘Turn yourself into a mushroom.’

         Podkin scratched his ear. Was that it? He had never heard such a lot of nonsense. But Yasmin was staring at him and he realised he ought to say something polite about it. He was trying to think of the right words when the clang of a gong rang through the warren.

         ‘Ah,’ said Baron. ‘Supper is ready.’

         The high priestess and druid sat down at the end of the long head table, with Yasmin in between them. A few moments later and the longburrow began to fill with rabbits, all of them wearing long white robes. They entered in small groups of two or three, quietly chattering to each other, but when they saw their visitors and the row of Gifts on the bench, they fell silent.

         Instead of sitting at the tables, they flocked over to stare at the spread of sacred items, looking from them to the Dark Hollow rabbits and back again. Podkin began to feel like an exhibit himself. He could sense Paz squirming on the seat next to him. In fact, the only ones who seemed to be enjoying the attention were Yarrow and Pook, who was standing on his chair and pretending to flex his arm muscles.

         ‘Good evening, all,’ Baron spoke out when the hall was full. ‘As you can see, we have some special guests this evening. And they have honoured us by bringing some of the sacred Gifts of the Goddess to our vale. To celebrate, we will have an extra reading after supper.’

         A ripple of applause spread through the crowd of priestesses and druids, after which they quietly filed away to sit at their tables. Serving rabbits poured in from the kitchen burrow, placing bowls of food in front of everyone.

         Supper was a simple salad of lettuce leaves, water cress and slivers of peppery radish. The only drink served was water but, as Podkin sipped it, he was reminded of the Grimwode once again. Just as in that hidden, timeless part of the forest, everything here tasted so fresh and pure, so perfect. As if the Goddess had blessed it all herself.

         When they had finished eating, the serving rabbits cleared away the dishes, and one of the druids climbed on to a small stage at the side of the chamber. He carried a large scroll of parchment, which he unrolled, and began to read the story of the Goddess and the first tribes when she gave out the Gifts to each.

         The students at their tables listened closely as he read, but unfortunately his voice was very dry and seemed to drone on a bit. A few chairs down from Podkin, Yarrow the bard was huffing and tutting under his breath.

         ‘Call this a performance?’ he whispered far too loudly. ‘Why haven’t they got a bard in this place? Don’t they know stories should excite and inspire you? Why is this rabbit trying to send us all to sleep?’

         Podkin cringed and pretended to be very interested in the roots that were growing from the ceiling, avoiding the angry looks the druids kept casting over to their table.

         Maybe they’ll think I’m not with him, Podkin thought. Or perhaps I could sneak out of the chamber while they’re all distracted.

         Any thoughts of being unnoticed were soon ruined, though, when Pook fell asleep in his chair and started snoring loudly enough to shake dust from the roof.

         When the druid had (finally) finished reading, the students all filed out of the chamber again, passing the Gifts as they did so. Many muttered prayers or made the sign of the Goddess as they went.

         At last it was just Baron and the Gift Bearers left. He bowed his thanks to them and they gathered up the Gifts, slotting them back in their belts, scabbards and packs.

         ‘If you come with me,’ he said, casting a pointed look at the snoring Pook, ‘I will show you to your rooms. You must be tired from all your travels.’

         Podkin was indeed exhausted but even after he had shut the door of his neat little guest chamber and blown out all but one candle, he found he couldn’t sleep.

         The room was small and cosy, with whitewashed walls, a basin to wash in and two cots with straw mattresses and woollen blankets. Pook was curled up in one, after Crom had carried him down from the longburrow and tucked him in. Podkin sat on the other staring into space.

         Why did Brigid make us come here? he wondered. Was it to meet that Yasmin? Was it for her nonsense message about becoming a mushroom? Or is there something else yet to happen?

         He couldn’t help thinking it was the last one and it made him very nervous. Scramashank was out there, creeping around the Five Realms. And you could bet your ears (or ear, in Podkin’s case) that he wasn’t having dinner and listening to stories with his friends. No, he would be plotting something terrible – maybe even harming other rabbits. And there was nothing Podkin could do to stop him.

         Podkin was just beginning an unpleasant list of all the horrible things Scramashank might be up to when he heard a scream tear through the calm silence of the temple burrow.

         Leaping from his bed, he grabbed hold of Starclaw, ready to rush to the rescue. But as soon as his fingers touched the hilt, he felt an enormous jolt: a zap, a bolt of energy that knocked him tumbling to the burrow floor.

         Clambering to his feet, head spinning, he looked at his backpack which held Blodcrun and the broken Gifts. It was jittering around as if a swarm of mice were inside. At the end of his bed, where he had thrown his cloak and jerkin in a tangle, Moonfyre was buzzing as well, wiggling around like an angry hornet.

         What’s happening? Podkin shook his head to clear it. Is it some kind of attack?

         Struggling to hold Starclaw, he ran to the room door and yanked it open, spilling into the corridor. Crom was already there, holding Soulshot with both paws, a look of mixed surprise and fear on his face.

         ‘Podkin? Is that you? Something’s happening to the bow!’

         ‘I know!’ Podkin ran up to Crom and began to pull him along the burrow. ‘It’s happening to my Gifts too. We have to find the others!’

         Paz was in the next room. Podkin opened the door to find her kneeling on the floor, holding Ailfew to her chest. ‘Pod!’ she gasped. ‘It’s breaking! It’s breaking!’

         At first Podkin thought she meant the sickle. It was only after he pulled her out of the room with him that he realised she might have meant the Balance. The power which held Gormalech under the ground was being attacked. Scramashank must be making his move.

         ‘There were screams, Paz,’ he said. ‘It sounded like someone being hurt. Attacked …’

         As they brought Paz with them into the corridor, the screams came again. Howls of terror coming from one of the sleeping quarters opposite. Crom ran straight to the door and kicked it open; his paws were clenched into fists, ready to fight whatever was inside.

         Peering past him, Podkin saw Yasmin, the young prophet. She was lying in her bed, tangled in her blankets, arms outstretched as if battling with an invisible force. Her eyes were wide open, but sightless. Whatever she was looking at, it wasn’t in this world.

         Paz ran to her and tried to shake her awake.

         ‘Yasmin!’ she called. ‘What is it? What can you see?’

         ‘It’s him!’ Yasmin shouted, still in a trance. ‘The demon with three eyes! The iron monster!’

         ‘What is she talking about, Podkin?’ Crom asked. ‘What does she mean about three eyes?’

         Podkin was about to say he had no idea when Mish and Mash burst into the room together. Mash was gripping Surestrike, the same look of panic on his face that Crom and Paz had shown. Mish, though, was holding up Godseye and frantically pointing to it.

         ‘Something’s appearing in the mirror!’ she shouted. ‘Podkin, what do I do?’

         Without thinking, Podkin reached out a paw for it. ‘Pass it to me,’ he said.

         Taking the mirror, he held it out in front of him so the others could gather round. The silvery surface was rippling, just as it had when it showed him the vision of Uki. This time the swirls were filled with a glowing purple light. Hints of shapes and figures swam through it, like the shadows of prowling sharks in a midnight sea. Podkin and the others squinted, hoping Godseye would show them a clue, a hint as to what was happening to the Balance.

         Gradually, the inky blots took shape. A scene began to take form inside the small circle of the mirror: a cliffside at night, the moon and stars shining down on a stone amphitheatre. A ring of seats around a stage area carved into the sandy rock that perched above a wide, empty sea.

         Rabbits were there, seated on the stone benches. Their shapes were blurred, out of focus, but they seemed overly large. Hulking creatures, much bigger than anyone Podkin had seen before (except, of course, the forest wardens). The mirror wasn’t showing them properly because it was focused in on the centre of the stage; on the figure that stood there, bent over what looked like an altar.

         Podkin’s breath stuck in his throat when he recognised who it was. The blood drained from his face, his head felt light and dizzy.

         ‘Scramashank.’ He whispered the name just in case his words somehow slipped through the mirror and were heard by the monster himself.

         ‘Is it?’ Paz was whispering as well. ‘He looks different.’

         Podkin peered closer and saw that his sister was right. His old enemy had the same armour – full of jags, thorns and blades of living iron. His helm bore the same curved horns that arched up over his head. He even had the same leg of twisted barbs, replacing the foot that Podkin had sliced off with Starclaw.

         But there were differences, too. His right arm was missing from the elbow down, the metal plates Gormalech had covered him with ending in a stump. And between the two eye-holes of his helmet was a third opening. Another eye … he was the three-eyed demon Yasmin had been screaming about.

         The final change was the most disturbing: all three of those eyes no longer glowed rusty red as they had done in the past. They were now filled with a purple light, one that seeped out and spread across the shifting surface of his living armour as the Gorm Lord stared down at the altar before him.

         ‘What’s he doing?’ Mish was peering over Podkin’s shoulder, her paws squeezing his arm tight.

         ‘And why hasn’t Gormalech given him another arm?’ Paz asked. ‘It made him a leg after you chopped off his old one.’

         ‘I think we’re going to find out,’ said Podkin. A sick feeling had already started to build in his gut. He had a good idea what might be lying on that altar, and what Scramashank was planning to do with it.

         Sure enough, as they all stared through the mirror, the Gorm leader took his wounded right arm and pressed it down to the object on the stone. At once, every Gift Bearer felt their sacred weapon tremble and fizz. Jags of electric shocks shot through their skin and Podkin almost dropped the mirror.

         From behind them, Yasmin let out a long agonised groan and the vision inside Godseye flickered then blazed, as if lightning had struck it. A mighty flare pulsed out of the mirror’s frame, making Podkin squint. When his vision cleared he could see Scramashank, standing tall, his new arm raised in triumph.

         And when he saw what it was made of, Podkin almost screamed as well.

         Gormalech hadn’t built Scramashank a new arm because there was no need to. His servant had used something else instead. Something far more devastating, far more powerful.

         For where the iron monster’s missing arm had once been, the haft of a battle axe now jutted out from his elbow. And not just any old axe – it was Stormcleave, the sacred Gift of the giant rabbits of Am Ul.

         Scramashank had broken the Balance once more. He had used the new power Necripha had given him to bring his master back, to seize another of the Gifts and to warp it into something evil.

         The war had truly, once again, begun.
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            Interlude

         

         The bard pauses, noticing that some of Kree and Lurky’s younger grandchildren are beginning to yawn. It is fully dark outside, the calls of owls echoing across the plains mixing with the screaming barks of foxes. Past time they should all have been in bed if they are planning to ride out at dawn.

         ‘Don’t stop there,’ says Rue. ‘You can’t stop there …’

         ‘You know how I enjoy a good cliffhanger, little one,’ says the bard with a smile. ‘Always leave them wanting more.’

         ‘But I have questions,’ says the young rabbit. ‘So many questions!’

         The bard sighs. At the back of his mind he remembers promising not to moan about Rue’s inquisitiveness if only the Goddess would save him from the poisoned arrow. He wonders if that promise actually counted. Perhaps she didn’t hear him?

         ‘Just one question, then,’ he says. ‘And then it’s bed. Or we’ll never get up in the morning.’

         Rue squirms, trying to narrow down a million questions to just one. He puffs out his cheeks, he crosses his eyes. Finally he decides on one and blurts it out. ‘Why did he have three eyes? And why were they purple? Did it have anything to do with Necripha?’

         ‘I think you’ll find that’s three questions,’ says the bard. ‘But still … yes, it was all to do with Necripha. She had three eyes as well, if you remember. And the colour of her spirit’s core was purple. Scramashank absorbed that part of her, and somehow Gormalech fed off her energy. He used it to bring back his strength, or at least part of it. And then, when he clad his servant in iron once again, some of Necripha’s essence must have spilled through.’

         ‘So she’s not dead.’ Rue rubs his chin, just as he has seen the bard tug on his beard when he thinks. ‘Which means Coal has got both Gormalech and Necripha in his head, crowding out his own thoughts. It must be pretty terrible. Like being trapped in the smallest prison you could imagine.’

         Several growls come from around the table at the mention of that name. Rue looks at the gathered faces and sees a range of frowns and scowls.

         ‘You won’t find much sympathy for Coal at this table,’ says the bard. ‘Best keep your ideas about him to yourself.’

         ‘Two-faced, furless snake,’ growls Lurky.

         ‘Should have fed him to a swamp adder when we had the chance,’ adds Kree.

         Rue winces. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I keep forgetting you were all actually there. With him.’

         ‘Don’t you worry, little one,’ says Jori, ruffling Rue’s ears. ‘Nobody is cross with you. Some of us just have bad memories that haven’t healed over yet.’

         ‘Yes,’ says Kree. ‘All that is far behind us now. A lifetime ago. Come, let’s get you all to bed.’

         After that, there is much confusion as various families of children and grandchildren swap rooms and beds, search for blankets and light fires in all the hearths. Finally, Rue finds himself being led down into the burrow and clambering to the top of a bunk bed in a room with three other young rabbits.

         He wraps himself in his cloak and is asleep before his head hits the pillow.

         
            *

         

         It seems like just a few seconds before he is being shaken awake again, but dawn light is spilling down the burrow and into his room.

         Jori’s head, with her tattered ears, is poking over the edge of his bunk bed, her fur still damp from her morning wash.

         ‘Come on, sleepy-ears,’ she says. ‘It’s past dawn and the jerboas are saddled and waiting for us.’

         In an early morning blur, Rue somehow manages to get dressed, eat a mouthful of porridge and stumble out of the farmhouse door to find three beautiful jerboas standing in the yard. One sandy yellow and two dark brown, they have freshly brushed fur and wear hand-stitched bridles and saddles. Softly neeking, they blink at Rue with bright, shining eyes.

         ‘Which one is mine?’ he asks the bard, who is busy tying his pack on to one of them.

         ‘None,’ says the bard. ‘You’ll be riding with me. Nikku and Jori are taking the others.’

         Rue’s face falls. He had visions of himself tearing across the foothills, standing up in his saddle and whooping like a plains rabbit.

         ‘Applecross is south-west of here,’ says Kree. She and Lurky are standing by their beasts, still wearing the same clothes as last night. Rue wonders if they have even slept at all. ‘Do you think you can find the way?’

         Jori takes a small wooden box from her belt and pops it open to reveal a dial with a moving needle in the middle. ‘I still have my compass from my pirate days,’ she says. ‘It’ll be no trouble.’

         The bard lifts Rue up and plonks him on the back of a dark brown jerboa. ‘Do you know any stories about Jori being a pirate?’ Rue asks. ‘I would love to hear them.’

         ‘I do,’ says the bard. ‘And they would make your ears curl.’

         He climbs up in front of Rue and takes the reins. Rue wraps his arms tight around the bard’s waist as Jori and Nikku climb on to their mounts.

         ‘Farewell and good luck,’ says Kree. Rue notices tears in her eyes as she waves goodbye to her friends. ‘Send a sparrow and let me know what happens!’

         ‘I’ll do better than that,’ says Jori. She leans down from the saddle to rub noses with the little Kree. ‘I’ll come back and tell you myself. Maybe stay for a week or two.’

         ‘Please do,’ says Kree. ‘I would really love that.’

         With waves from everyone, the jerboa riders tap their heels into the sides of their mounts and the creatures begin to lope forwards with long, bounding strides. Rue has ridden in a jerboa-pulled wagon before, but never on one’s back. The bouncing jolts his bones about a bit, at least until he gets used to the rhythm and learns to roll with it. In a few moments they are flying across the sloping hills.

         When Rue looks back to wave a final goodbye to Kree, he finds the cosy farmstead is already out of sight.

         
            *

         

         They race south, following the downward slope of the foothills. Soon the scenery starts to change. There are clumps of trees, then full woodlands, covering hills and bordering lakes and rivers. They pass farm burrows with neatly tended fields and flocks of sheep and goats grazing on the lush, green grass. Every now and then, they see a ring of standing stones on a hillside or amongst a cluster of barrow mounds. The resting places of local kings and chieftains.

         Sometimes, in the far distance, they spot the dome of a warren. The bard shouts their names back over his shoulder to Rue. At one point, he nudges his apprentice and shows him a warren that is barely a smudge on the horizon.

         ‘Golden Brook,’ he shouts, his voice whipped away by the wind. ‘Where Vetch was from.’

         Good job it’s so far away, Rue thinks, remembering how they hired bonedancers to hunt his master down. He sticks his tongue out at the grassy mound as it vanishes in the distance.

         Rue had been hoping for more of the story on the ride, but it would have been impossible to hear anything. Besides, the bard is too busy clinging on to the jerboa for dear life. And when they do have brief stops, to rest their mounts and nibble some roasted parsnip chips, the bard spends most of the time rolling about on the floor, clasping his bottom.

         ‘By Nixha’s skull-coated bathing hat!’ he cries. ‘I forgot how much it hurts, sitting in the saddle all day! Why didn’t we ask for a chariot?’

         Nikku and Jori laugh at him and make a few comments about how old and moany he is. Rue’s bottom feels a bit sore, certainly, but not bad enough to roll about like a kitten saying rude things about the goddesses.

         They press on, pushing the jerboas as much as they dare. Luckily, the beasts are strong and powerful. They seem to be coping with the pace and distance just fine.

         And as the sky begins to flood with the rose-pink tint of sunset, they crest the top of a hill and see a wide expanse of water stretching out in front of them. As calm and still as a giant pane of glass.

         ‘Mirrormoon lake,’ says the bard. ‘There’s Cherrywood warren, further down is Ivywick and there, past that wood, is Applecross.’

         Rue squints, trying to spot the island in the lake where the tomb that once held Surestrike sits. He would dearly love to visit it to see if any of the bramble-wrapped Gorm are still there, frozen in place. Or if he can get the tomb door open and walk those timeless stone tunnels.

         ‘We’ll be there before sundown,’ says Nikku, and they urge their faithful jerboas into motion again, springing down the hillside towards the lake.

         
            *

         

         Darkness is falling as they bound past the woods on the shore and approach Applecross. There is still enough light for Rue to make out the ring of stone statues that surround it. Most of them are worn and moss-covered, nothing more than bumps of granite. But nearer the doorway, some look much more fresh. Rue spots one holding a blacksmith’s hammer, another of a priestess, eyes closed in prayer. There is even a pair that look very familiar: a one-eared rabbit and a young girl holding a sickle.

         ‘There’s Podkin and Paz!’ Rue points to them. ‘And that one must be Sorrel. And is that Comfrey?’

         ‘All the heroes of Applecross,’ says the bard.

         ‘But where’s yours?’ asks Rue. ‘You were there with Podkin and Paz. Even if you were just a baby at the time.’

         ‘They’re probably still working on it,’ says Jori, with a wink.

         The bard mutters something under his breath that Rue can’t quite catch but sounds as if it is very rude.

         ‘Who goes there?’ A shout comes from the roof of the warren where a sentry is sitting by a small fire. She lights a torch from it and walks down the grassy slope, one paw resting on the sword at her side.

         ‘We are friends of your chieftain!’ the bard calls out. ‘We apologise for the late visit, but we have been travelling all day and we have urgent news for him.’

         ‘He’s very old,’ says the sentry, pausing to peer at the jerboas in surprise. ‘He’s probably asleep already.’

         ‘He’ll want to wake up for me,’ says the bard.

         With a grunt the sentry walks up to the wide double doors of the warren and taps out a special knock. They creak open a fraction and she slips inside.

         ‘A friend?’ says Rue. ‘Is it someone from the story? No, wait! I want to guess … Is it Sorrel? Tansy? Rill?’

         The bard shakes his head at all three. Before Rue can guess again, the doors creak open and the sentry emerges, this time joined by two other guard rabbits and a small figure hunched over a walking stick.

         ‘Hello?’ the little rabbit says, his voice croaky with age. ‘Do I know you?’

         ‘Mashy!’ shouts the bard. He swings himself down from the saddle and hobbles over to the rabbits, muttering ‘Ow! Ow! Ow!’ as he goes.

         ‘Why, it’s Pook!’ The old rabbit drops his walking stick and wraps his arms around the bard, hugging him tight. The bard laughs and pats Mash’s head, towering over him, when he was once small enough to ride on the dwarf rabbit’s back.

         ‘It’s Mash!’ Rue says to Jori when she comes to lift him off the jerboa. ‘But he looks so old!’

         ‘He was already much older than Podkin and the others in the story, don’t forget,’ says Jori. ‘He must be nearly ninety now.’

         Rue begins to look around, eyes wide with worry. ‘Where’s Mish, though? Isn’t she here? She hasn’t …?’

         ‘Relax,’ says Jori. ‘Mish became the chieftain of Ivywick. The warren just up the lakeside. The last I heard, she was still going strong.’

         They walk over and join the bard, who is laughing with Mash about times long gone.

         ‘Here is Jori,’ says the bard. ‘And Nikku too. I’m not sure you’ll remember her …’

         ‘Remember?’ Mash snorts. ‘Of course I remember Nikku of the Red Arrows. How could I forget a battle comrade?’

         Nikku and Jori bow, and Rue peers around from behind the bard’s legs. He is about the same height as Mash, which surprises him.

         ‘And who is this young carrot-snapper?’ Mash asks, giving Rue a smile.

         ‘This is Rue, my apprentice,’ says the bard. ‘I am teaching him all about our adventures. The true version, of course. Not the one with fire-breathing ogres and all that nonsense.’

         ‘Jolly good,’ says Mash. ‘The stories must go on. You bards are our memories, you know. Which is especially important when some of us old longbeards have minds like sieves. Now, why have you woken me from my evening snooze? I hope nothing bad has happened?’

         ‘It’s Podkin,’ says the bard, and goes on to tell Mash a brief version of what has happened, the danger they face from the Endwatch. How they could be attacking Podkin in Thornwood warren even as they speak.

         ‘That is serious, indeed,’ says Mash. ‘They can’t be allowed to harm Podkin, whatever happens. You had better come in and rest from your journey. I will have a think about the fastest way to get you to Thornwood. But two heads are always better than one.’

         He turns to his guards and beckons one over. ‘Send a runner to my sister’s warren,’ he says. ‘Get her to come here as quick as she can. Tell her Pook has appeared with grave news and that he needs our help.’

         The guard nods, turns and runs off into the night, heading north along the lake. As the other guards lead off the jerboas for a well-earned sleep, Rue and his friends follow Mash into Applecross.

         
            *

         

         Entering the warren, Rue half expects to see the broken doors and scarred walls from the legend the bard told him. He feels a chill of fear as they pass the door to the temple, remembering how a Gorm pillar once stood there. How the priestess Comfrey was chained to the wall and turned, right in that very room.

         But all trace of those dark times has now gone. Applecross is full of warmth and light. Rich tapestries cover the walls, showing scenes of apple trees growing and cider being pressed. Torches and lanterns are everywhere, along with smiling, welcoming rabbits and a sweet, spicy scent. Barrels are stacked to the ceiling in many of the burrows they pass, and Rue remembers that this warren is famous for its cider. They trade it all over the Five Realms. They even used to have it back at Thornwood on special occasions.

         Inside the longburrow there are several groups of rabbits – mostly lops with brown and black fur – chatting in small groups or playing games of fox paw. They smile and bow to Mash as he passes. The old rabbit takes a seat by the roaring fire and motions everyone else to pull up chairs around him.

         ‘We’ll wait for Mish and her wife to arrive,’ he says, ‘and then we’ll have a good old feast and plan our next move. Don’t worry, we’ll get you to Podkin in no time. And I’m sure your Foxguard are in place already.’

         ‘I hope so,’ says the bard.

         Some Applecross rabbits bring flagons of cider for everyone while they wait. Rue rolls the sweet liquid around his tongue before swallowing a mouthful, tasting the beams of sunshine that ripened the apples, the warm glow of summer afternoons, the hum of bees in the wildflower meadow.

         He is just about to ask for another helping when the sound of the entrance doors booming open echoes into the longburrow. A few moments later a group of rabbits walk in. Several guards in deep-green leather armour, decorated with silver ivy leaves, escort an elderly dwarf rabbit who is almost a mirror image of Mash. She is accompanied by another dwarf with snow white fur and pink eyes. Both of them wear robes of fine silk, embroidered all over with twining patterns.

         ‘Mish!’ says the bard, jumping up to embrace her.

         ‘It’s so good to see you,’ Mish says when they finally let go of each other. ‘Hello, brother. And Jori and Nikku! Such a wonderful surprise. Everybody, this is the Lady Lana.’

         She gestures to the white-furred rabbit next to her, and everyone bows and waves. The new group join them at the fire where Mash is jiggling in his seat.

         ‘Tell them about Podkin, Pook,’ he says. ‘Then we can start the planning.’

         Mish looks at the bard, frowning with worry as he tells the story of the Endwatch for the second time that night. When he is finished, she shakes her head.

         ‘Will we ever live in a world without evil rabbits?’ she says. ‘And to hurt Podkin after what he sacrificed for every one of us. I can’t bear to think about it …’

         ‘We need to get them to Thornwood as quickly as possible,’ says Mash. ‘They have jerboas to ride …’

         ‘It will be too far for the poor beasts,’ says Mish. ‘But we have river boats for trading cider. We could row you from here to the Razorback downs, then you could ride over to Thornwood. You’d be there in a few days. Quicker, if we give you our strongest rabbits for a crew.’

         ‘Brilliant idea, sister!’ Mash claps his paws together and laughs, and the bard smiles too. He breathes out a sigh and leans back in his chair, as if a weight has been taken from his shoulders.

         ‘I knew this was the right place to come,’ he says. ‘That would be a wonderful help. Thank you.’

         ‘Anything for you and Podkin,’ says Mash. ‘And now that’s decided, we should have a small celebration. It’s been many years since we have all come together!’

         He claps his paws and several Applecross rabbits scurry off to the kitchens. More cider is brought out and the warren is filled with the smell of apple pies baking. The event draws a crowd – soon there are thirty or more rabbits gathered around the longburrow fire.

         ‘We seem to have attracted quite an audience,’ says Jori. She winks at Rue. ‘If only we had a bard to entertain us with a story.’

         ‘Yes!’ shouts Rue. ‘I’ve been hanging off the cliff from the last one all day!’

         ‘Oh, for Hern’s sake,’ says the bard. ‘Can’t I sit by a fire just for once without someone making me perform?’

         ‘You know how we love your tales,’ says Mish.

         ‘Yes!’ Mash wiggles his ears. ‘A story! What is this cliffhanger you’ve been torturing your apprentice with, eh?’

         ‘It’s the tale of the Gorm’s return,’ says the bard. ‘We just got to the moment when you all saw Scramashank join with Stormcleave whilst you were staying at the Vale of Estra.’

         ‘Well?’ says Mish. She takes her wife’s paw and settles back in her chair. ‘What are you waiting for? Tell us what happened next!’
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            Chapter Seven

            Under the Bridge

         

         The vision in the mirror slowly faded, but that image was burned into Podkin’s eyes. Scramashank, his mortal enemy, raising his new axe-arm to the sky, bathed in that sickly purple light …

         Everyone stayed still and silent for what seemed an endless time. Gathered around Godseye, each rabbit was frozen, stunned. Their brains tried to process what they had just seen, what it meant for their world.

         ‘He really is back,’ Paz finally whispered. ‘I know Uki told us, but part of me didn’t believe it. Not really.’

         ‘Same here,’ said Mish. ‘It just felt like we were off on another adventure together.’

         ‘He’s back, though,’ Podkin said. ‘He’s really back.’

         A scuffling at the door made them all look up. Lina and Baron were there, along with a crowd of young druids and priestesses. They jostled to fit through the doorway, peering into the room.

         ‘What’s happened?’ Lina said. ‘We heard screams and …’

         ‘… we could feel something was wrong,’ Baron finished. ‘A terrible event. The whole Vale was shaking.’

         From the bed, Yasmin groaned and sat up clutching her head. Paz rushed over to her, helping untangle her from the bed sheets.

         ‘It’s Scramashank,’ Podkin explained to everyone. ‘He captured Stormcleave, the axe. He’s twisted it, like he once did to Copperpot.’

         ‘Goddess save us,’ said Lina. All the Vale rabbits made the sacred sign in the air.

         ‘Who were those rabbits sitting behind him, though?’ Mash asked. ‘I couldn’t quite see them, but they looked very big.’

         Podkin remembered reading about Stormcleave in the library. ‘They must be the giant rabbits of Am Ul,’ he said. ‘The axe belonged to them and Scramashank must have convinced them to part with it.’

         ‘Were they Gorm?’ Mish asked. ‘Had he changed them?’

         ‘I couldn’t see,’ said Podkin. ‘But if he hasn’t yet, he will do. They will be his new army.’

         ‘Hern’s breath,’ said Crom. ‘Giant Gorm. As if the others weren’t hard enough to beat.’

         The room fell quiet again as everyone began to realise what they were up against. The only sounds were the soft sobs Yasmin was making as she cried into Paz’s shoulder.

         ‘I think, perhaps, we should all try to get some sleep,’ said Crom. ‘We’ll have to leave early in the morning. We need to find this spear as quickly as possible now. Before Scramashank does.’

         He’s right, Podkin thought. This is now a race. And the future of the whole Five Realms is at stake.

         Leaving Paz to comfort Yasmin, they all shuffled back to their rooms. Podkin was surprised to find Pook still in his bed, curled up and snoring away. Podkin wished he had as little to worry about. He sat on the edge of his own cot and watched his baby brother softly breathing for a long, long time.

         
            *

         

         Podkin didn’t sleep at all for the rest of that night. He tried, but every time he closed his eyes, that vision of Scramashank was there, seared on to the back of his eyelids.

         Instead, he watched the dying embers of the fire in the room’s tiny hearth. He watched and thought, over and over: What if I had gathered the Gifts as soon as I read Brigid’s first message? What if I hadn’t let it slip, if I hadn’t got too snug and safe in my warren?

         There would have been no axe for Scramashank to claim, was the answer. It would have been sitting on its pedestal right now, next to all the others. The Gorm would have been defeated before they’d even begun.

         No use crying over broken carrots, his mother would have said. There was nothing he could do about it now. He would just have to beat his enemy to the last two Gifts. If he could get his paws on Deathwail and then Magmarok, maybe it wouldn’t matter that he had lost Stormcleave. Maybe.

         But the thought wouldn’t leave him and Podkin kept punishing himself with it until a bell chimed somewhere in the temple, calling everyone to dawn prayers.

         Podkin shook Pook awake, then took him by the paw and headed out of his room, carrying all his bags and Gifts with him. He met Paz in the corridor, her eyes as red-rimmed and puffy as his felt.

         ‘Did you get any sleep, Pod?’ she asked. He shook his head.

         ‘Want breakfast!’ Pook shouted, making them both wince.

         ‘Come on, then,’ said Podkin. ‘Maybe a cup of nettle tea will wake us up.’

         Crom, Mish, Mash and Yarrow were already in the longburrow, sharing breakfast with Lina and Baron. Yasmin was there too, quietly sipping a bowl of broth. Everyone looked exhausted, apart from Yarrow, who was fuming.

         ‘I can’t believe I slept through it!’ he was saying. ‘Clarion’s bongos, why didn’t someone wake me?’

         ‘We had other things on our mind,’ said Crom, sounding like a badger with a sore head.

         ‘Good morning, children,’ said Lina, catching sight of Podkin, Paz and Pook. ‘Come, have some breakfast.’

         They sat at the table and were passed clay beakers of water and plates of toasted bread. As before, when Podkin swallowed the clear sweet liquid, he felt instantly refreshed. Some of the tiredness and worry washed away.

         ‘Are we leaving for the Crowskin lands after this?’ he asked as soon as his plate was clear. The need to find the spear as quickly as possible was a burning itch inside him.

         ‘Straight away,’ said Crom. ‘The sooner we get Deathwail the better.’ He patted his own bags, packed and ready.

         ‘I’m coming too.’ A quiet voice, almost a squeak, came from the end of the table. It was Yasmin, her eyes wide and scared, yet also determined. ‘I want to help gather the Gifts. I think I’m supposed to.’

         Lina stared at her. ‘Don’t be ridiculous! You’re too young to go on such a quest. Besides, you’re needed here. You have so much training yet to do.’

         ‘But I need to go,’ Yasmin said. Her eyes flicked from Podkin to Paz, pleading. ‘I’m sure of it.’

         ‘Out of the question,’ said Baron. ‘We promised your parents we would care for you when you came here.’

         Podkin sighed. The druids were right. This was the safest place for Yasmin. But he knew in his gut, in his bones, that Brigid had sent them here to find her. And if he wanted to follow the will of the Goddess, he had to rip the young rabbit from her nice quiet temple and take her out into the harsh, Gorm-infested Realms.

         ‘Excuse me.’ Podkin – hating himself – raised a paw and waited until Lina and Baron had noticed him. ‘I’m sorry to disagree with you, but I think she should come with us.’

         When they both gawped in surprise, he continued. ‘We were told to come here by an old friend. I think she might have been the Voice of the Goddess herself. She’s gone now. To the Land Beyond. But she left us a message to visit the Vale. I think she wanted us to meet Yasmin – to bring her with us. Because the Goddess sometimes wants us to do certain things and she needs a way to tell us.’

         ‘Podkin’s right,’ said Paz. ‘That’s why Brigid sent us here. It has to be.’

         Lina and Baron shared a long serious look. Finally they both nodded.

         ‘You are the Gift Bearers and this is the Goddess’s work,’ said Baron. ‘If Yasmin believes she has to go, and if you were sent here to meet her, then we have to trust that the Goddess will care for her. Yasmin, you are free to leave with these rabbits.’

         ‘But please keep her safe,’ Lina added.

         ‘We will,’ said Crom.

         Podkin gave a sad nod. Another young rabbit thrown into the path of the Gorm. He hoped the Goddess knew what she was doing.

         
            *

         

         All the druids and priestesses came out from the temple to send them off from the Vale.

         They stood in two long lines facing each other and raised staves of hazel branches and mistletoe, creating a long tunnel of leaves. As the Gift Bearers walked through it, the druids chanted blessings and prayers to the Goddess for their safety. For the first time since the celebrations after Sparrowfast, Podkin felt like a very special rabbit.

         The last two in the chain were Lina and Baron. Yasmin, her new pack on her back, paused to hug them both.

         ‘I’ll be home soon,’ she said. ‘I’m sure of it. At least, I think I am.’

         ‘The Goddess will protect you,’ said Lina.

         ‘Until we meet again,’ added Baron.

         With a final wave, they stepped out of that sheltered valley of trees and streams and back on to the grassy slopes that led away from the Razorback downs. Podkin could feel the change in the soil beneath his paws. As if the earth he walked on was less real somehow. As if he could sense Gormalech roiling away below the surface.

         
            *

         

         Setting a quick pace, they marched south, down into the Realm of Thrianta.

         They were soon walking through rolling countryside with thick copses of trees, neat stone-walled fields and farmers’ burrows everywhere. To their left, almost lost in a haze of mist, the jagged teeth of the Eiskalt mountains followed them.

         ‘It looks just like Gotland,’ said Podkin. He didn’t know exactly what he had been expecting but was sure there should have been something to set the realms apart. Different coloured grass, maybe, or strange and unusual wildlife.

         ‘The northern part is,’ said Yarrow, who was striding beside him. ‘It’s when you get further south it changes. There’s highlands, dry stretches of barren earth, red, rocky cliffs. And then the sea of course. Bays and estuaries, salt flats and islands. Not to mention all the bloodthirsty pirates and sea monsters.’

         Podkin gulped. ‘Pirates?’

         ‘Relax,’ said Yarrow, grinning. ‘We’re not going that far. Not unless we get kidnapped by a roaming crew, that is.’

         Podkin began to scan the hedgerows and trees nervously while Yarrow chuckled to himself. Paz, seeing him squirm, began to sing a sea shanty under her breath:

         
            
               ‘Oh, Podkin sailed the ocean blue,

               Tied to the mast of a pirate crew.

               He cried with terror, he cried with fear,

               The one-eared, witless buccaneer!’

            

         

         Scowling, Podkin tried to think of a rude song to sing back but by the time he even had a first line ready, Paz had skipped ahead, safely out of earshot.

         They walked all day without seeing more than a handful of rabbits, most of whom were out working the fields. Making camp underneath an old beech tree beside the road, they all fell straight to sleep before Yarrow could even start a bedtime story. Yasmin, who had been almost silent through the day’s march, curled up close to Paz. Podkin thought he could hear her quietly crying as he drifted off to sleep.

         Rising just after dawn on the next day, they set off as soon as they could. Everyone seemed to be as keen as Podkin to reach the lands of the Crowskin as quickly as possible.

         In the distance, rising up through a spread of trees, was a tall stone structure. Shaped like a standing figure with arms spread wide, it dominated the horizon.
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         ‘What’s that thing?’ Podkin asked Yarrow.

         ‘Ah,’ said the bard. ‘The Shiver Bridge. A ruin of the Ancients. All that is left of what must once have been a mighty structure, although nobody knows what it was a bridge over. A river? A canyon? There’s nothing beneath it now but trees and grass. Oh, and ghosts of course.’

         ‘It’s haunted?’

         ‘So they say.’ Yarrow waved his paws in Podkin’s face. ‘Phantoms of the Ancients live there, waiting to pull young rabbits in for their dinner!’

         ‘I don’t believe you,’ said Podkin, trying to sound brave. Although, just looking at the thing actually gave him shivers. Perhaps that’s where it gets its name, he thought.

         There was something about the structures left behind by the Ancients that filled him with a mixture of awe and fear at the same time. They always chilled him, sent jitters up his spine. Just thinking of what they must have looked like, how powerful the Ancients were to have made them.

         And Gormalech, don’t forget, he said to himself. They made him, too.

         
            *

         

         By the end of the afternoon, the distant bridge had grown and grown into a colossal tower just a few hundred metres away. Podkin could see the lumps of carved stone it was built from. He could make out the thick strands of vine and ivy that curled around it, the flocks of birds that nested amongst its cracks and crevices.

         ‘We’re not … um … we’re not going to be camping here tonight, are we?’ he asked Crom.

         ‘Why, are you scared of Yarrow’s ghost stories?’ Crom gave a chuckle.

         ‘Of course not,’ said Podkin, trying not to squeak. ‘It just doesn’t look very stable, that’s all. I wouldn’t want it falling down on our heads while we slept.’

         ‘Of course not,’ said Crom, smiling.

         They were walking along a dusty track that forked in two and, to Podkin’s relief, they turned to take the left path, away from the bridge.

         At least they were going to when Mash gave a sudden yelp.

         ‘Look!’ he cried, pointing to a bramble bush at the side of the path. ‘That piece of canvas!’

         Everyone stopped to stare at a fragment of material caught amongst the thorns. It didn’t seem anything special to Podkin: just an old scrap, painted with faded flames and stars. A bit of rubbish that had blown away in a storm.

         ‘Mish!’ Mash grabbed his sister by the paw. ‘Do you think it is …? Could it be …?’

         The pair ran over to the bush and, with Mish standing on Mash’s shoulders, managed to pull the canvas free.

         ‘It is,’ said Mish. ‘I would recognise it anywhere.’

         ‘What are you two talking about?’ Crom asked. ‘What have you found?’

         ‘This is a piece from a caravan cover,’ Mash said. ‘There’s only one like it in the whole of the Five Realms. It’s the troupe of wandering performers we rode with before we were kidnapped in Boneroot. The Greenwood Strollers. They’re a group of jugglers, puppeteers and fire breathers that travel the realms putting on shows. And back when we were with them, they also fought hard against the Gorm. They taught us all our tricks: how to make bang dust and glue pellets. Everything.’

         ‘What’s it doing in a hedge?’ Podkin asked. ‘And where’s the rest of the caravan?’

         ‘Where exactly,’ said Mish, frowning.

         ‘Didn’t those robbers we met say something about the Bandit King’s lair?’ Paz scratched her ears, trying to remember. ‘Didn’t he say it was by a ruined bridge?’

         They looked across to where the Shiver Bridge pushed its way up through the treetops into the sky.

         ‘It may just have torn off on the brambles as they passed,’ Crom said. ‘Or blown away on the wind and landed in those thorns. If we go looking for your friends, we waste precious time. And we could end up caught by this Bandit King ourselves.’

         Yasmin, who had been holding paws with Paz, stepped forward and touched the painted canvas with a finger. She closed her eyes for a moment and when she opened them they were full of worry.

         ‘I think they’re in danger,’ she said. ‘I get a bad feeling. And something about a plum.’

         Mash clutched the tattered piece of canvas to his chest. ‘We have to at least look,’ he said. ‘They were our friends, our comrades.’

         ‘Who left you in Boneroot, in the clutches of Shape and Quince, if you remember,’ said Crom. ‘We have a mission. The fate of the whole Five Realms could be at stake.’

         ‘There’s track marks,’ said Mish, looking at the overgrown pathway beside the bush. ‘They head off towards the bridge.’

         ‘That’s it,’ said Mash. ‘We have to go. I understand if you can’t come with us. Mish and I will pass on our Gifts. Maybe we can catch up to you after we’re sure the Strollers are safe.’

         Crom groaned. ‘Two of you against a gang of bandits? This is nonsense. Why don’t we stop at the next warren and get them to send out some warriors to deal with it?’

         Podkin remembered the maps he had studied in the library. ‘There is no warren between here and the Skylands,’ he said. ‘That must be why the bandits chose this place.’

         Paz nudged him. ‘What do you think we should do, Pod?’

         Podkin looked up at his sister, shocked. ‘Why are you asking me? You’re the chieftain. You make better decisions than I can.’

         ‘But this is your expedition, Pod,’ she said. ‘You’re the Gift Keeper. I think you should be the one to choose our path. It feels right, somehow.’

         There were nods and murmurs as the others all agreed. It gave Podkin a warm, proud feeling for a moment – but then he realised the fault would be entirely his if he made the wrong choice. Being in charge was a big responsibility that he would quite like to avoid, if possible. Except now the fate of a whole group of rabbits depended on him.

         He bit his lip. He really didn’t want to go any closer to the bridge, but there might be rabbits there that needed help. He remembered what it had been like getting captured by Shape and Quince and shoved in a cage. And how his mother and auntie had been imprisoned by the Gorm. He couldn’t walk away and leave others to that fate. Not if there was anything he could do to help.

         ‘Sorry, Crom,’ he said finally. ‘We can’t just walk by. Not if there’s a chance we can do some good.’

         ‘Hern’s antlers,’ Crom cursed. But he drew his bow and nocked an arrow to it, ready to fight.

         
            *

         

         They headed down the path towards Shiver Bridge, following the wheeled tracks that had crunched through weeds and brambles some days before.

         Mish and Mash took the lead, their catapult and blowpipe drawn and loaded. Podkin came next, clutching Starclaw, who buzzed with tension. Paz had Ailfew ready and was whispering prayers to the Goddess as she walked, feeling out for the underground roots and seeds she would use as her weapons.

         Yarrow brought up the rear, holding Pook and Yasmin by the paws, ready to run if there was danger (but not until he’d had a quick peek, just in case there was a good story in it).

         As they edged closer to the bridge, the track became more overgrown, the roots and brambles knitted together in thick tangles. Just before the bushes were replaced with trees, they came across the Strollers’ caravans, abandoned at the edge of the woods. Most of them were still in one piece, although one had been turned on its side, its tarpaulin shredded and a drift of broken puppets and rolls of scenery spilled out across the mud.

         Nearby, tethered to the branches of a fallen tree, were the rats that had been used to pull the wagons. They were unhurt, happily nibbling at a split sack of grain and scratching between the roots for grubs and worms.

         ‘There’s no doubt now,’ whispered Mish. ‘The Strollers have been taken.’

         ‘I can smell woodsmoke,’ said Crom, sniffing the air. ‘The bandits’ camp must be nearby.’

         Podkin couldn’t smell anything but Crom’s senses were much better than any other rabbit’s. He gripped Starclaw tighter and prayed that there wouldn’t be too many robbers in the woods.

         ‘Mish and I will scout ahead,’ whispered Mash. ‘Wait here.’

         The two dwarf rabbits scampered off into the bushes, disappearing without so much as a rustle. Always small and quick, years of living amongst the trees at Dark Hollow had made them as silent and stealthy as hunting cats.

         After a few nervous minutes, in which Podkin hardly dared to breathe, they came back, slipping out of the undergrowth.

         ‘There was only one sentry,’ Mish whispered. ‘We knocked her out. The rest of them are gathered around a fire right next to the bridge. They’ve got some of the Strollers in a cage and they’re making the rest of them perform.’

         ‘How many bandits?’ Crom asked.

         ‘About ten,’ replied Mash. ‘They’re too busy drinking mead and stuffing their faces to expect an attack.’

         ‘Ten is still quite a lot,’ said Crom. ‘Let’s hope we can surprise them into giving up.’

         
            *

         

         Crouching low, they headed into the trees, following Mish and Mash. Podkin had one paw holding Starclaw, the other leading Crom as they picked their way along the path, trying to avoid snapping branches or rustling leaves. If the bandits heard them coming, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

         Not that they need have worried too much. Just a few metres along the path and they could hear a chorus of voices, badly singing along to a ballad. It sounded like the bandits must have stolen a cartload of mead and had been drinking far too much of it.

         Winding between a cluster of hazel trees, stepping over fallen logs, they were soon deep in the shadow of the bridge. Podkin peered up through the trees to see its jagged stone side blocking out the sky. It was built from slabs of carved granite, painted thick with moss and lichen, patterned with cracks and holes, most of which brimmed with the sticks of old birds’ nests. Streaks of droppings where colonies of swifts, swallows and rooks had lived for hundreds of generations splattered over everything. He tried to imagine what it had once looked like, stretching out over some long-lost river, with lines of Ancients walking along it to whatever towns or cities lay on the other side.

         ‘There they are,’ Mish whispered from up ahead, snapping Podkin’s mind back to the present. He found they had crept up to the edge of a clearing and were crouching behind a freshly fallen tree. Beyond it was the bandit camp, nestled right up against the stone bridge.

         A large fire crackled in the middle, and sitting in a circle around it was a small group of tatty-looking rabbits dressed in odds and ends of clothing, all of it smeared with grime.

         They were roasting carrots and parsnips on sticks and glugging down mouthfuls of Silverock mead from clay pitchers, burping and shouting and singing at the tops of their voices. Next to the fireside was a rabbit with a long beard and his hair pulled into a topknot. He was juggling turnips – seven or eight of them at least – sending them tumbling high into the air whilst one of the bandits pointed a bow and arrow at him.

         ‘That’s Cascade,’ Mash whispered in Podkin’s ear. ‘He’s the leader of the troupe. The others are over there, by the King’s throne.’

         Podkin looked beyond the fireside to where an old wooden chair had been placed on top of a stack of wooden crates. Next to it was a cage full of huddled, miserable rabbits. They were locked in by a heavy chain and padlock wrapped around the bars.

         ‘The Bandit King,’ Podkin hissed. A scrawny figure draped from head to toe in a thick cloak of scarlet velvet was on the throne. Richly embroidered, the cloak was clearly part of the stolen loot the bandits had gathered. Loot that spilled from sacks and boxes that surrounded the throne, a mound of goods heaped at the foot of the Shiver Bridge like some kind of tribute to the gods.

         ‘These scum stink of mead,’ whispered Crom. ‘I could probably take them all down with one paw tied behind my back.’

         ‘Shall we then?’ Mash asked.

         ‘After you,’ said Crom, a fierce grin on his face.

         As one, the Gift Bearers hopped over the fallen tree and into the bandits’ circle. Cascade was the first to see them and he stopped juggling, letting his turnips bounce to the floor. The rabbit pointing the bow at him began to shout, but a pellet from Mash’s blowpipe hit her straight in the face. It exploded into a sticky mess of glue and she dropped her bow to begin clawing at it.

         Another bandit leapt up, knife in hand, but was shot immediately by Mish. A missile from her catapult exploded in a cloud of itching dust, which made him double over, coughing uncontrollably.

         ‘Nobody move!’ Crom shouted, pulling back the string of Soulshot. The bandits all turned to stare, frozen in shock.

         ‘Who dares enter the lair of the Bandit King?’ The cloaked figure on the throne had a weedy, whining voice. He stood in his chair, staring down at Podkin and the others, and was about to say more when he jumped in shock. ‘You!’ he pointed a finger at Mish and Mash. ‘And you! And you!’ His paw moved around the whole group, from one to the other.

         ‘Do you know us?’ Crom asked, keeping his bowstring taut.

         ‘I should say!’ The King reached up to pull back his cloak and revealed a scrawny face with patchy brown fur and orange teeth. Sly, weasel eyes stared down at the Gift Bearers with hatred. It was a face that Podkin instantly recognised.

         ‘Quince!’ he shouted. ‘The kidnapper of Boneroot!’

         ‘Ah,’ said Paz. ‘That’s what Yasmin meant. Quince is a fruit – a bit like a plum.’

         ‘Yes, it’s me,’ said Quince. ‘Except now rabbits call me the Bandit King. This is my empire and I have done very well for myself, after you ruined my clever game in Boneroot. Poor Mister Shape was never the same after what you did to him.’

         ‘You monster!’ Mish pointed her catapult up at the throne. ‘Let those rabbits in the cage go!’

         ‘Not likely,’ sneered Quince. ‘That’s our entertainment. They’ve been keeping us very amused since we snatched them off the road. Now, troops – stop gawking and grab these fools.’

         ‘But, boss,’ said one of the bandits. ‘He’s got an awful big bow there.’

         ‘He’s blind, you dolt!’ Quince shouted. ‘He couldn’t hit a rat’s backside with it!’

         There was a twang as Crom released his arrow. It zipped across the clearing, flew around the fire in a circle and then thudded through Quince’s mangy ear, pinning it to the stone of the bridge behind him.

         ‘I don’t need to see to use this bow,’ said Crom. ‘It’s Soulshot, the sacred Gift of the Goddess, and its arrows go wherever I want them to.’ He quickly reloaded, ready to shoot again as Quince wailed from the top of his loot-pile.

         ‘Get them, you idiots! There’s more of you than them!’

         The bandits wavered, wondering whether to fight or not. Next to Podkin, Mash quickly whispered in his ear: ‘Podkin – throw Starclaw to Cascade.’

         ‘Throw it?’ Podkin blinked. ‘But what if he doesn’t catch it? What if I hit him?’

         ‘Trust me,’ Mash winked. ‘Cascade is the best.’

         Podkin still wasn’t completely sure, but he did trust Mash. Pulling back his arm, he flung Starclaw across the clearing, aiming for the bearded rabbit.

         End over end the dagger spun, and Podkin had horrible visions of Cascade catching the wrong part, of his fingers raining down on to the forest floor like chopped carrots.

         But he needn’t have worried. The big rabbit saw the blade coming and, with one quick movement, snatched it out of the air and sent it spinning towards the cage. It hit the chain right in the middle, slicing through the bronze links as though they were lettuce. Then the cage door burst open and six furious rabbits piled out.

         It was now the bandits’ turn to be outnumbered. As one, they turned around and fled into the woods, leaving their leader pinned to the bridge and helpless.

         ‘Come back, you cowards!’ Quince yelled. ‘How am I supposed to get down from here?’

         ‘Relax,’ Podkin called up to him. ‘The same thing happened to me once.’

         ‘Really?’ Quince looked down at him, pleading. ‘How did you escape?’

         Podkin just pointed to his missing ear and grinned.

         
            *

         

         A few hours later and the freed Strollers were treating Podkin and his friends to dinner. They had packed all the bandits’ loot on to one of their caravans, harnessed up their rats and walked quite a way down the path, leaving the screaming Quince still stuck to the bridge behind them.

         Now they were camped inside a small stand of oak trees, the trunks painted with orange light as their fire merrily crackled away. The rich, earthy smell of autumn leaves and fallen acorns was mixed with that of roasting vegetables and bubbling soup. Of baking potatoes and pans full of cinnamon-spiced milk. Podkin’s mouth watered as he sat, waiting for it all to be cooked.

         ‘Well done, Podkin.’ Paz came over to sit next to him and stretched her arm around him for a hug. ‘You made the right choice, saving the Strollers.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Podkin smiled at her. ‘It was because of you I did it, though.’

         ‘Me?’ Paz looked surprised. ‘What did I have to do with it?’

         ‘Do you remember when we were in Boneroot? When you were trapped in that cage and you signed for me and Pook to go, to leave you behind?’

         Despite the warmth of the campfire, Paz shuddered. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘I could never forget it. I thought it was going to be the last time I ever saw the pair of you.’

         ‘I can’t forget it either,’ said Podkin. ‘The way it felt, having to leave you locked up and helpless. I never want to feel that way again. I never want any rabbit to feel that way. Not if I can help it.’

         Paz leaned over and nuzzled him on the cheek. ‘You would have made a good chieftain, Pod,’ she said, before getting up to help with dinner.

         While the Strollers were preparing the food, they chatted with Mish and Mash, telling them all about their adventures. Every now and then they apologised yet again for leaving them behind in Boneroot.

         ‘I can’t say how sorry we are,’ said Cascade for the hundredth time. ‘We searched and searched for days, but there was no sign. We thought you must have gone home or that you were spirited away, out into the countryside. Half the reason we left was because we thought we might find you out on the road somewhere.’

         ‘Please,’ said Mash. ‘Stop apologising. You weren’t to know Quince had taken us. We would have done the same as you.’

         ‘And it all worked out in the end,’ said Mish. ‘We wouldn’t have met Podkin and Paz if it hadn’t happened. And look at all the adventures we’ve had since.’

         ‘I must say,’ said Yarrow. ‘There’s a pleasant pattern here. Crom rescues Mish and Mash from Quince, and then they all rescue the Strollers from him once again. A lovely circular story. It would make a good ballad.’

         ‘Shall you write it, or shall I?’ The Stroller’s bard, Minnow, had been sitting next to Yarrow by the fire, swapping tales and yarns. Pook, perched between them, looked from one to the other, wide-eyed with admiration.

         ‘You rabbits have left such a trail of stories behind you,’ said Cascade. ‘We had already heard about Podkin and the battle with the Gorm. Groff and Melodie even have puppets of you all. But we had no idea our very own Mish and Mash were among your company.’

         ‘I shall make sure to add you in,’ said Groff, one of the puppeteers. He and his wife were sitting by a large heap of broken puppets, tying strings and fixing missing limbs.

         ‘Are your puppets badly damaged?’ Podkin asked, as he watched Melodie stick a broken sickle back on to a rabbit that looked a lot like Paz.

         ‘Not too badly,’ said Melodie, smiling at him. ‘Perhaps they’ll be ready for a small show after dinner, if you would like that?’

         ‘I would like that very much,’ said Podkin.

         ‘Where will you go now?’ Mash asked, looking around the group of Strollers.

         ‘I’m not sure,’ said Cascade, tugging on his beard. ‘From what you’ve told us about the Gorm, heading south would be a bad idea. Are you sure you wouldn’t like us to help you on your quest?’

         Crom shook his head. ‘We’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘It would be more useful to us if you could take word of the Gorm’s return to the warrens in the north. Give them time to prepare a resistance.’

         ‘Then that’s what we’ll do,’ said Cascade. ‘And while we’re at it, we’ll see if we can return some of the Bandit King’s loot.’

         He pointed to the battered puppet wagon, which was brimming over with crates and sacks of stolen goods. Podkin smiled at the thought of it all being reunited with its owners, of the Bandit King’s mischief being wiped away.

         Then dinner was ready and they ate their fill before being treated to a show of puppetry, juggling, fire breathing and acrobatics, just like it was Carrotmas back in Munbury warren.

         And just for one evening, for one fleeting moment, they were all able to forget about the Gorm, Scramashank and the danger they were walking into.
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            Chapter Eight

            The Skylands

         

         After saying farewell to the Strollers and watching their line of caravans roll north, the Gift Bearers set off again.

         The weather was fine: a late burst of sunshine and warmth that sometimes came in the autumn. As if the summer was saying one last, fond goodbye. They walked along a rutted dirt road that slowly climbed ever upwards. Around them, the trees gradually became more sparse, the bushes replaced by gorse and heather, their yellow and purple flowers fading and falling. Fat bumblebee queens buzzed amongst them looking for warm burrows to sleep away the winter.

         ‘How long until we reach the Crowskin territory?’ Paz asked at camp that night.

         ‘We should be in the Skylands some time tomorrow,’ said Podkin. And then he laughed.

         ‘What’s so funny?’ Paz shot him a look, ready to send a mean barb back if he was teasing her.

         ‘I was just remembering,’ said Podkin. ‘How I never used to pay attention in any of our lessons, and you were always the one who knew everything.’

         Paz laughed as well. ‘That’s right. Now my head is full of boring warren business, like how much grain to store for the winter, and which farmer is selling the cheapest potatoes. I miss being able to just browse through scrolls and books.’

         ‘Aren’t you happy being chieftain-in-waiting?’ Podkin asked. He knew how much she had always wanted it, how unfair she had thought it, when he was next in line.

         ‘Oh yes,’ said Paz, a fraction too quickly. ‘It’s just … I always imagined the fun parts about it. I didn’t think I’d have to organise things like privy cleaning and guard duties. Lots of it is very boring.’

         ‘I think it sounds glamorous,’ said a soft voice. Podkin had forgotten Yasmin was sitting next to them. She had taken to following Paz around like a tiny shadow.

         ‘What did you want to be when you grew up?’ Podkin asked her. ‘Before you became … whatever you are now.’

         Yasmin sighed. ‘I always dreamt of being a shield maiden,’ she said. ‘But I didn’t realise how scary it would be. When we faced those bandits … it was terrifying.’

         Podkin felt a twinge of guilt. It was easy to forget that other rabbits hadn’t been through the horrible things he and his siblings had. Before the Gorm invaded his warren, he had always dreamed of being a great warrior too. Now he wished he would never have to see another battle again.

         ‘I’m sorry, Yasmin,’ he said. ‘Sorry you got dragged into all this.’

         ‘It’s not your fault.’ Yasmin stared into the fire, as if she was reading secret signs in the flames. ‘It’s the Goddess’s will. It had to happen. I’m sure I will get used to seeing fighting and war. One day.’

         ‘You never get used to it,’ said Crom from across the campfire. ‘It always shocks you, no matter how many battles you are in.’

         Podkin thought back to Crom’s stories of his military past. He had fought all over the Five Realms, and alongside Podkin’s father, Lopkin, too.

         ‘You’ve battled the Crowskins, haven’t you?’ Podkin asked him. ‘What are they like?’

         Crom shook his head. ‘Fierce, is what they’re like. The Cruach wars were very brutal.’

         ‘Tell us about them,’ said Yarrow, looking up from his game of bones with Pook. ‘I have heard several stories, but it would be good to have another one for my collection.’

         ‘Yes, go on, Crom,’ said Podkin. The others all made encouraging noises too, until Crom grunted and began to speak.

         ‘Well,’ he said. ‘You all know the Crowskins worship Cruach, the goddess of war. They believe that battle is like praying. They value glory and blood more than anything. Most of the time that means they spend their lives attacking the Free Cities – the rulers of the land at the southern tip of Thrianta – or raiding across the border into Hulstland …’

         ‘Or attacking the dwarf rabbits in the mountains,’ Mish interrupted.

         ‘That too,’ Crom agreed. ‘But they were keeping themselves busy with skirmishes and raids, and weren’t too much of a problem. Then, around twenty years or more ago, they got together under a new chief. Corvax was his name, and he was an evil son of a weasel.

         ‘He believed the god Cruach wanted an almighty war, with all of rabbitkind battling against each other. And at the front, leading all the killing, would be the Crowskins. So he gathered all his people together and marched north, over the Razorbacks, and started attacking the warrens in Gotland and Enderby.’

         ‘Did he raid Munbury?’ Podkin asked. ‘Or Dark Hollow?’

         Crom shook his head. ‘The southern tribes took the worst of it. Silverock and Stumphaven were almost destroyed. A couple of the smaller warrens got razed under the ground. Luckily for the rest of us, they were too wary to enter Grimheart. Whether they were scared of the Beast or worried about upsetting Hern, I don’t know.

         ‘Instead, they headed along the edge of the trees towards Sparrowfast. It gave us time to call a council of the tribes and put together an army. There were even some Arukhs there, and dwarf rabbits from the Eiskalts. I was among the tribes’ army and so was your father, Lopkin.’

         Father. Podkin realised, with a pang of guilt, that it had been a while since he last thought of him. And those memories had been bad ones: of his last stand against Scramashank. How he wished he had known him as a young rabbit, had seen him standing next to Crom in his armour, heading off to defend the realms.

         ‘We marched round and met them, not far from the place where we won against the Gorm. It was a hard battle. We outnumbered them, but they fought like demons. In the end it was a dwarf rabbit who leapt over the Crowskin shield wall and dealt the final blow to Corvax. When their leader fell, the fight went out of the rest. They returned to their lands, broken and beaten. Over half of their warriors lay dead on the battlefield. And for what? The whims of a cruel rabbit who dreamt only of glory for himself.’

         ‘Thank the Goddess for Luksha,’ said Mash. ‘She was a warrior from the village next to ours in the mountains. There are many songs about her bravery.’

         ‘I should like to hear them,’ said Yarrow.

         ‘She was a fine warrior,’ said Crom. ‘I watched her bounce right over that shield wall like she was playing leapfrog. It’s just sad that as soon as you beat one war-hungry tyrant, there’s always another to take their place.’

         ‘And they always end up leading a tribe or a kingdom somehow,’ said Yarrow. ‘That’s another reason stories are so important. They help us remember not to put our trust in those who think violence is the answer to everything.’

         Crom gave a grunt of agreement. ‘If only all rabbits listened to their bards.’

         Podkin couldn’t help wondering if Scramashank, when he was an ordinary chieftain, had heard such tales, things might have been different. It was his lust for glory that led him to dig too deep and stumble across Gormalech in the first place, after all.

         ‘Why do they call them Crowskins?’ Paz asked. ‘Is it to do with their fur or armour?’

         ‘They don’t have fur,’ Crom said. ‘They’re hairless rabbits. Just pink skin with black or brown blotches all over. But they take crow feathers and pierce them through their flesh. They have ruffs of them over their heads and down their arms. Almost like they have wings.’

         Podkin winced at the thought of them sticking quills through their skin. ‘Why crows?’ he asked.

         ‘The crow is the sacred bird of Cruach, their god.’ Yarrow explained. ‘She sometimes appears as a she-rabbit with a black feathered headdress. Sometimes as a crow.’

         ‘Crows are often symbols of war and battles,’ said Crom. ‘Because they flock there when the fighting is over. To feast on the dead.’

         On that terrible note, the rabbits curled in their blankets to try and sleep without nightmares. As Podkin snuggled down next to Pook, he looked across the fire at Crom, sitting with his face to the flames. It looked as though he was watching them flicker, but Podkin knew he couldn’t see them. Instead, his blank eyes were filled with scenes from years ago: of battlefields and shield walls and blades dripping with blood.

         I know more fighting is coming, Podkin prayed to the Goddess. But please make this the last war of all. For Crom’s sake. And mine. And all rabbits everywhere.

         His thoughts drifted upwards amongst the floating cinders of the fire to where, he hoped, the gods above might hear them.

         
            *

         

         They set off again at dawn the next day and made much slower progress than before. The dirt road they had been following had dwindled to a faint track, and it had begun to wind steeply up the side of hill after hill.

         Soon they were high enough to look down on the treetops they had been walking amongst the day before. They could see the distant Shiver Bridge, now just a twig-like speck on the horizon. The air was colder, with a crisp edge. A sharp wind blew, sweeping down from the Eiskalt mountains, filled with the scent of snow and ice.

         The rabbits pulled on extra layers of clothing and huddled in their cloaks. The mountain peaks seemed much closer now. White giants of frozen rock that loomed off to Podkin’s left. The tallest things he had ever seen.

         ‘These are the Skylands,’ said Mish, pointing out at the wide, flat landscape in front of them. It stretched all the way to the horizon, almost treeless, peppered with heather, gorse and the jagged teeth of granite boulders pushing upwards through the soil.

         ‘How do we find the Crowskins?’ Podkin asked. ‘Do you know where their warren is?’

         ‘Nobody knows,’ said Mash. ‘And I think it will be a case of them finding us.’

         They carried on walking, shivering against the chill. Podkin stayed close to Paz and Yasmin, with Pook safely in between them. They all cast nervous glances around them, expecting a feathered warrior to burst out from behind every rock or bush. Podkin imagined he could feel the prickle of hidden eyes on his fur and, at his hip, Starclaw buzzed, mirroring his fright.

         It was midday when they decided to stop, the sun directly above them in the blue sky. They were looking for a place to break for lunch, maybe some firewood to burn and heat some soup, when Yasmin pointed to a group of granite fingers sticking upwards on the next ridge like an open paw.

         ‘I have a feeling about that place,’ she said. ‘It’s important, I think.’

         ‘Important as in we should go there, or important as in if we set foot inside, we’ll all die?’ Podkin asked.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Yasmin replied. ‘Sorry.’

         ‘She’s still learning, Pod,’ said Paz. ‘Leave her alone.’

         Podkin was about to protest that he hadn’t meant to be mean, but Paz just gave him one of her chieftain’s looks. She started walking towards the rocks, trusting that everyone else would follow.

         ‘Well,’ said Yarrow. ‘At least it’ll get us out of this cursed wind. I’m starting to get frostbite on my tail tip.’

         
            *

         

         Drawing closer to the rocks, they began to see that there was some kind of structure built amongst them. Closer still and they could make out a series of wooden platforms, each holding a bundle of rags or blankets.

         It wasn’t until they were in amongst the rocks that they realised what the bundles were.

         ‘These are sky burials,’ said Yarrow, his voice hushed. ‘We’ve walked into a Crowskin graveyard.’

         ‘Why don’t they bury them under the ground?’ Podkin asked. It seemed unnatural for rabbits to leave their dead out in the open where the carrion birds could get to them.

         ‘The ground up here is too hard to dig,’ said Mash. ‘Even in the height of summer it’s still like iron. We mountain rabbits have a similar custom. We leave our dead out on the rocks for the buzzards and vultures to pick clean, then we gather the bones and store them in clay pots.’

         ‘But …’ Podkin was horrified. ‘But … you let your loved ones be eaten?’

         ‘It’s the cycle of life,’ Mish explained. ‘And some piece of them lives on in the creatures of the sky, as part of the mountains.’

         ‘Besides,’ said Yarrow. ‘What do you think happens to the rabbits you bury? They make a lovely dinner for worms and beetles.’

         ‘I want to be eaten by a vulture!’ Pook shouted, running in between the burial platforms and flapping his arms.

         ‘Don’t give me any ideas,’ muttered Podkin. He was about to tell his brother to stand still and show some respect, when a spear dropped down from the sky in a lightning flash of wood and thudded into the hard ground just a few paces away from Pook.

         It stood there, juddering, while the little rabbit stared at it with wide eyes.

         ‘Crowskin!’ Crom shouted, ripping his bow from his shoulders and slapping an arrow to the string. Mish and Mash drew their weapons as well, while Podkin gripped the hilt of Starclaw.

         ‘Wait!’ Podkin shouted. ‘Put your weapons away! We don’t want them to think we’re dangerous.’

         ‘We don’t want them to fill us full of spears, either,’ said Mish. Her jaw was clenched, her eyes wide and white. The fear of Crowskin raiders had been drummed into her since she was a kitten.

         ‘Do as he says.’ Crom slowly took the arrow from his string and returned it to his quiver. He lowered Soulshot until it was pointing at the ground.

         Reluctantly, Mish and Mash did the same. Then they copied Podkin, who had raised his paws in the air.

         ‘We mean you no harm!’ Pod called out. ‘We have travelled far to speak with your chieftain.’

         ‘You are walking in a sacred place.’ A gruff voice came from behind one of the pillars of rock. It had a thick accent: sharp and ragged words, like the echoes of flint boulders cracking and tumbling down the mountainside. ‘No one is allowed to walk inside the Deadstones.’

         ‘We’re very sorry,’ said Paz in her calmest chieftain’s voice. ‘We didn’t realise. If you allow us, we will step outside.’

         ‘Do so,’ said the voice. ‘Before you join the dead.’

         Podkin grabbed hold of Pook’s paw and, huddled together, the Gift Bearers edged their way out of the stones back on to the highland plain. They kept their paws in the air, well away from their weapons.

         ‘We’ve stepped out,’ Podkin called. ‘And we’re very sorry. But we do need to speak to your chief. It’s about the sacred spear, Deathwail.’

         ‘What do you want with the spear?’ A different voice this time. Just as gruff but female. It came from a different pillar and Podkin, in his fear, imagined the rocks themselves might be talking.

         ‘We bear some of the other Twelve Gifts,’ he said, pointing to Moonfyre on his chest and Starclaw at his belt. ‘We are on a mission for the Goddess.’

         ‘No rabbit speaks for the Goddess,’ came the first voice. But there was a rustle in the straggly grass surrounding the stone and a figure stepped out.

         Podkin struggled not to gasp. The warrior that emerged was exactly as Crom had described but, even in his imagination, Podkin hadn’t captured just how terrifying the Crowskin actually looked.

         He was tall and thin, bare of clothes from the waist up, and with skin that was completely furless. Light pink, like the pads of a kitten’s paws, and speckled with brown patches, the lack of fur revealed the shape of each and every muscle. The rabbit’s ribs poked out like xylophones and you could even see his belly button.

         But, strange as these things were to fur-covered Podkin, the feathers were even more bizarre. Glossy black, gleaming in the sunlight, the barbs of hundreds of them had been pierced through the skin of the warrior’s head, neck, shoulders and upper arms. He looked like some peculiar mixture of bird and rabbit, with a great, black plume spreading out from his skull, almost higher than his ears.

         Below the feathers, his fierce face had been painted with coal-black and blood-red stripes, outlining his nose and eyes. Without fur, his face seemed overly thin and gaunt – not like a rabbit at all.

         He was dressed in trousers of stitched leather and his belt was hung with trophies: bones and chips of carved flint. In his hands was a wooden-handled weapon with three blades of sharpened bronze jutting out at different angles. An odd, star-shaped thing that looked more than a bit like a crow’s claw.

         ‘We don’t claim to speak for her,’ said Crom, his voice low and dangerous. ‘But we are doing her work. Just look at the Gifts we bear if you don’t believe us.’

         There was another rustle and a second figure stepped out from behind a stone to their right. A female this time, wearing a vest of leather and with a necklace made of what looked like finger bones.

         ‘These might be the ones Blackdaw spoke of,’ she said to the first. ‘We should bring them to Graven.’

         The male warrior looked at her and then spoke in a language Podkin had never heard. Creaks and squawks, it sounded just like the caws of a crow.

         Another warrior appeared then and joined in the conversation. Three of them, right on top of us, Podkin thought. And we didn’t have a clue. Not even with Crom’s hearing.

         The three Crowskins seemed to come to an agreement, and they turned back to the waiting Bearers.

         ‘You will come with us to our village,’ the first warrior said. ‘Then our chief can decide whether to kill you or not.’

         ‘Sounds like a charming fellow,’ said Yarrow. And then quickly snapped his mouth shut when all three of the Crowskins glared at him.

         
            *
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         With the warriors’ spears and bladed weapons pointing at their backs, they marched on across the bleak moorland, heading closer to the mountains.

         They walked until the sky began to darken at the edges, and a chill wind blew crystals of ice that stuck in their fur. The Crowskin didn’t seem to mind this. Even with all that bare skin they barely shivered at all.

         Just as Podkin was wondering if they were going to march all night, he spotted a low hill in the distance, which they seemed to be heading to. It was broad, with a flat top, and looked as though it might be rabbit-made.

         Drawing closer, Podkin was able to see that it wasn’t an actual hill at all. It was a great mound of slate and flint, piled up in blocks and slabs that fitted snugly together, as strong as any wall. The Crowskins led them on to an earthen road that snaked around it, right up to a wooden gate in the side. Above the doors hung a collection of skulls, bleached white by the fierce mountain winds. Rabbit skulls, each one painted with a blood-red rune on the forehead.

         As they approached, a shout went up and the gates creaked open. A group of Crowskins emerged, all of them covered in black feathers and striking patterns of warpaint. They watched Podkin and the others with hard, cold eyes as they were herded into the village. Their paws twitched near their weapons, as if they were itching for a fight.

         Stepping through the gates, Podkin realised that the flint mound was actually a circular wall. It was thick enough for sentries to walk around the top and shielded everything inside from the icy mountain winds.

         The Crowskin had built many roundhouses inside, with low stone walls and steep cone-shaped roofs of cut turf. Holes in the top acted as chimneys and threads of woodsmoke spiralled up from most of them.

         The villagers came to their doors to stare at their visitors. All of them had the same bald skin, but the younger rabbits had fewer feathers pierced through it. Some tiny children had none at all. Speckled pink and black, they looked like newborn kittens, before their fur had begun to grow.

         In amongst the houses were many carved poles. Each one showed either a scary-looking warrior woman, a feasting battle crow or both. At the feet of all of them were piles of yet more skulls. The sight made Podkin tremble. He hoped his own head wasn’t going to end up stacked there, picked clean of fur and meat and painted with a bloody rune.

         The centre of the village was taken up by a large, triangular longhouse: two steep, rectangular, turf-covered sides meeting at the top. More skulls decorated the doorway, which loomed, dark and foreboding.

         ‘In there,’ said one of their Crowskin captors. The first time any of them had spoken since meeting them at the Deadstones.

         Podkin shared a nervous look with Paz and then they both marched in, followed by the others.

         Inside, the hall was long and wide. A firepit filled the centre, just beyond the doorway, with a hearty blaze that made the place cosy and warm – at least compared to the chilly, windswept highlands outside.

         There were rows of benches either side of the pit and, at the back of the hall, a raised dais with three carved wooden chairs on it. Two were tall-backed, impressive thrones and the third a more humble chair draped with blankets.

         Next to the thrones was a plinth, although whatever it held was hidden from sight by a thick cloth.

         I bet that’s Deathwail under there, Podkin thought. At least they had reached it before Scramashank, although convincing these scary Crowskins to give it to him would be another matter.

         ‘Sit down there,’ said their guard, pointing to a bench in front of the thrones. The Gift Bearers obeyed. It was actually nice to be out of the wind and warmed by a fire, for a change, even if they were about to have their heads turned into doorway decorations.

         ‘Looks like the king and queen sit there,’ said Paz, twitching an ear at the thrones. ‘Who’s the other seat for?’

         Podkin shrugged. His mind was too busy racing through what he could possibly say to convince them to give him the spear. Seating arrangements didn’t seem important. Paz didn’t have long to wait for an answer though. A curtain at the back of the hall flew open and two grand-looking Crowskins came out. A man and a woman, both covered in more feathers than any other of their tribe. They also wore long cloaks made of them, and their necks were strung with layer upon layer of bone necklaces. They clinked and rustled as they walked. In the man’s right paw was a ceremonial staff topped off with a cluster of bird skulls.

         Following them was a smaller rabbit, hunched over with age. She also had a cloak, but it was made of woven fabric. The skull of a mountain goat covered her face, her dark eyes peering through the sockets, the curled horns framing her head and ears. She had some kind of wand in one paw and a rattling bag of knucklebones in the other.

         She looks like a priestess, Podkin thought. Or a shaman. He remembered reading about the holy people of distant tribes in the Dark Hollow library. Somewhere between a druid and a witch, they dealt with religion, medicine, justice … just about every important job you could imagine.

         The three figures sat on their chairs looking down at the Gift Bearers. A rumble of voices began to fill the hall as many Crowskins from outside filed in to sit on the benches. Podkin started to sweat. He felt as though he was being put on trial for some crime rather than seeking help for his sacred mission.

         ‘Furborn.’ The chief, or king, pointed his staff at Podkin and the others, addressing them directly. ‘I am Chief Graven of the Ruka Bjarn, or Crowskin as you outsiders call us. This is Queen Eska and our holy one, Blackdaw.’

         ‘Greetings,’ said Yarrow, bowing theatrically. ‘We are the company of Gift Bearers and we travel—’

         ‘I did not ask you to speak!’ Graven snapped at Yarrow, who sat down on the bench again with a thump, his ears beginning to tremble.

         ‘You have been found trespassing on our lands without permission,’ Graven continued. ‘And you are bearing some of the Gifts that the Goddess Estra gave to the first tribes, many, many moons ago. Blackdaw knows this. She told us of your coming and that is the only reason you still have your heads.’

         Podkin watched the chief as he spoke. He was as fierce and proud as the rest of his tribe, but he clearly listened to his shaman. She was important enough to sit alongside him in his hall and her words controlled his actions. If Podkin could get her on his side he might be able to get them to hand Deathwail over. If not, they had no chance.

         ‘Now, we have brought you here to Rooks’ Nest to hear your reasons for stepping on to our land,’ Graven said. ‘You will tell us why you bring the Gifts and what it is you want.’

         There was silence for a long moment as every Crowskin in the hall stared at them. Podkin was waiting for Crom or Yarrow to say something, but then he realised his friends were all staring at him as well. Paz nudged him with her elbow as if to say go on.

         He swallowed, feeling his mouth had gone as dry as a sun-baked tomato.

         ‘Thank you, Chief Graven and Queen Eska for bringing us to your village,’ he began. They leant forward, straining to hear him, so he took a deep breath and spoke louder. ‘We are here on a mission. The Goddess herself told us to come.’

         Well, thought Podkin. It was Brigid, but that’s the same thing really.

         ‘Before I explain why,’ he said, ‘can I ask if you remember the Gorm?’

         Graven nodded. ‘We heard about their armies conquering the soft lands to the north,’ he said. ‘Three of the iron demons came here, trying to take Deathwail, our spear. We battled them and killed them, but they fought well. They were very fearsome enemies.’

         ‘Well,’ said Podkin. ‘We faced them two years ago and we defeated them ourselves.’

         At this, a roar of laughter went up from every Crowskin in the hall. They were pointing at the group of children, dwarf rabbits, bards and wounded soldiers and hooting as if that was the most ridiculous thing they had ever heard. They carried on until their shaman raised her paw, and then the whole hall fell instantly silent.

         ‘It is true,’ she said. ‘I have seen it in a dreamsong. These rabbits beat the Gorm chief with their Gifts and sent the iron one back under the ground. They are chosen warriors. Look at the sacred weapons they bear.’

         Graven shook his head and stared at Podkin with fresh eyes.

         ‘Then we owe you an apology,’ he said. ‘If Blackdaw says it is so, you must be great heroes. You are now welcome guests of the Ruka Bjarn. We will do all we can to honour your visit.’

         ‘Thank you, Chief,’ said Podkin. ‘That is very kind. But we bring bad news, I’m afraid. The “iron one” as you call him – Gormalech – has found a way to return. He has brought back his champion and already claimed one of the Gifts. If he is not stopped, the Gorm will rise again and all rabbitkind will be in danger.’

         Chief Graven shared a worried look with his queen. ‘This is grave news you bring,’ she said. ‘But what does it have to do with us? Why have you come here to the Skylands?’

         Podkin took a deep breath. Here it comes, he thought. The bit where they decide they will chop our heads off, after all.

         ‘We have been given a task of gathering all the Gifts together,’ he said. ‘We have come here to ask you for Deathwail. For the sake of the Goddess. For the sake of all rabbits.’

         A roar of shouts and growls went up from the Crowskin crowded on their benches. Graven himself got to his feet, bellowing and raging with the rest of them. Podkin and the others looked around the hall, terrified. Where would the first spear come from? Which warrior would lose control and charge at them?

         As the yelling went on, Podkin saw Blackdaw the shaman walk over to Graven. She pulled him down to her level and spoke in his ear. He began to argue with her, both speaking in the harsh Ruka language that sounded like a murder of crows bickering.

         Gradually, as they cawed and clacked at each other, the other rabbits in the room stopped grumbling and listened in. Silence fell again, with just the coarse jabberings of the chief and the shaman echoing around the rafters.

         Finally, after several long minutes, Graven slammed his staff on the wooden stage with a boom. He threw himself down in his throne like a sulking child, casting angry looks towards the covered object on the plinth.

         After much huffing and puffing, he leant forward to speak to Podkin again.

         ‘I have been told by my shaman that you are right. We have to give you the spear.’

         A roar went up again, but this time Graven silenced it himself with a wave of his paw. ‘If we don’t,’ he said, ‘then our tribe will die, along with every other rabbit in the realms. We will be swallowed up by the Gorm and nothing will remain of the Ruka Bjarn. Also, our god Cruach has spoken to Blackdaw. She says we must follow the will of the Goddess in this. That the spear is really hers and we were just looking after it.’

         There was much mumbling and grumbling from all over the hall at those words, but it seemed the shouting had stopped, at least for now. Podkin allowed himself a sigh of relief, although it turned out he had relaxed a bit too quickly.

         ‘But,’ Graven said, a gleam of menace in his eye, ‘I am not passing the treasure of our tribe over to just any rabbit. I must be sure he is worthy.’

         ‘Podkin already carries many Gifts!’ Crom spoke up. ‘He has beaten the Gorm Lord, Scramashank, three times. What other rabbit can say the same?’

         ‘That’s as may be,’ said Graven, ‘but we Ruka have not seen these things. Your Podkin will have to pass a test for us before he is given the spear. The same test all of our young warriors must face before they become fully grown.’

         ‘But he’s not fully grown!’ Crom shouted again. ‘He’s just ten years old! Let me take the test for him.’

         ‘If the Goddess thinks he is worthy, then he will pass the test,’ said Graven. ‘He may even choose which test to take.’

         Chief Graven banged his staff again and two Crowskins stood to make their way up to the stage. One was lean and wiry with a full head of black feathers and a sly look to his narrow face. He prowled as he moved, like a stalking fox. He walked on the balls of his feet, ready to spring at any moment. His quick eyes darted over the Gift Bearers, taking in their weapons, their size, their scars. Deciding on what level of threat they posed (which wasn’t much, judging by the smirk on his face).

         The other was broad, his hairless upper body bulging with slabs of muscle. This one stomped so hard he shook the wooden boards of the dais. He looked solid enough to brush off a landslide. As though he had been cast out of bronze: a living, walking statue.

         ‘These are my sons,’ said Graven. ‘Derin and Morlack. Your champion – this Podkin – must beat one of them. There will be a challenge of tracking, or a challenge of combat.’

         Tracking or combat, Podkin shuddered. The two things the Crowskin were famously good at. It was said that their bloodseekers could follow the trail of the dead, all the way to the Land Beyond. And Crom himself had told of how fearsome their fighters were.

         ‘Umm …’ Podkin’s mouth felt dry as dust, but he forced himself to speak. ‘Can you tell me a bit more about these tests, please? As in, what would I have to do exactly?’

         Graven chuckled. Then he pointed his staff at Derin, his first son. ‘For the challenge of tracking,’ he boomed, ‘you must hunt down my son – the finest scout in the history of our tribe – and find him before your time runs out.

         ‘And for the trial of combat, you must last three rounds of battle against the mighty Morlack, a rabbit who has crushed mountain goats with one paw. Who has claimed a pile of skulls taller than a mountain. But, as a gesture of goodwill, we will let you have your choice of weapons.’

         Podkin stared at the two rabbits facing him. The big one looked as though he could skin him alive with just his little finger. The skinny one looked sneaky enough to trick the moon from the sky. Three rounds with that towering beast, or hunting down a sneaky weasel.

         Goddess, I hope you know what you’re doing, Podkin whispered. There was only one test he had the slightest whisker of a chance with.

         ‘I’ll take the test of tracking,’ he said, his voice shaking with fear.

         Derin grinned and cracked his knuckles. A cheer went up from the Crowskin tribe and Podkin began to think he might have made a terrible mistake.

         Podkin felt Crom rest a comforting hand on his shoulder. Paz squeezed his paw tight. And Yasmin leant in to whisper in his ear. ‘Remember my message. The one I gave you in the Vale.’

         Podkin nodded but was too busy worrying to remind her it was complete nonsense. Although he did notice Blackdaw the shaman casting a very intense stare at Yasmin through the eye-holes of her skull mask.
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            Chapter Nine

            To Become a Bloodseeker

         

         They were guests of the Ruka Bjarn that night, joining the tribe for a feast in the hall. But it was unlike any other feast Podkin had been to. He and the other Gift Bearers stayed huddled on their table, dodging glares from Crowskin warriors on all sides. Even though they had been announced as heroes, even though they carried many of the most sacred items in the Five Realms, they were treated as outsiders. Worse than that, thieves who wanted to take away their tribe’s most prized possession.

         Around them, the Crowskin ate plates of vegetables roasted over the fire. Corn and carrots and other root vegetables Podkin had never seen before. All of it heavily spiced and covered with spoonfuls of sliced, pickled cabbage. Platters were slapped down in front of the Bearers and they picked at it, not having much of an appetite.

         ‘I want soop!’ Pook kept shouting, with Paz and Podkin trying to make him hush.

         ‘I must say,’ said Yarrow, trying a mouthful of the vinegary cabbage, ‘this Crowskin cuisine is not very suited to my palate.’

         ‘If that means it tastes like stinging nettles boiled in hedgehog wee, then you’re right,’ said Crom.

         ‘This is some kind of nightmare,’ said Mish, looking around the hall. ‘Trapped in the heart of our worst enemy’s village, just waiting for them to behead us.’

         ‘The Gorm are our worst enemy,’ said Podkin. ‘Maybe when they realise we’re trying to help them, they might be nicer to us.’

         ‘I don’t think Crowskins know how to be nice,’ said Mash.

         Paz was staring at the covered object on the plinth. ‘Why do you think they keep the spear hidden?’ she said. ‘If it was that important to them, wouldn’t they want to show it off?’

         ‘Who knows,’ said Podkin. ‘We’ll find out, if I pass this test tomorrow.’

         There was a long silence, as if every rabbit there knew that Podkin had no chance but was too polite to say it.

         ‘Have you remembered the things Mish and Mash taught you about tracking?’ Crom asked finally.

         Podkin shrugged. It had been so long since he’d been out with the twins, practising forest craft in Dark Hollow. For the past two years, the only things he’d learnt were the techniques of advanced dusting and how to get clouted on the head by Melfry’s wooden sword.

         ‘The Goddess will guide you.’ Yasmin spoke up. ‘She won’t let you fail.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Podkin. ‘I don’t suppose you have any idea exactly how she’ll be helping? Just a tiny hint or two maybe?’

         Yasmin shook her head and Podkin sighed. He would just have to figure it out on his own. As always.

         
            *

         

         After a night of sleepless worry, they were woken for a breakfast of sour-tasting tea mixed with goats’ butter. Then Chief Graven and Queen Eska emerged from their chambers, along with Blackdaw the shaman and their grinning son, Derin.

         ‘Good morning, furborn!’ The chief seemed to be in a better mood than the day before, probably because he was certain that Podkin was going to fail. ‘It is time for you to prepare your champion! The trial is about to begin!’

         Podkin’s belly was churning with nerves. The buttery tea had made it worse and he had a horrible feeling that he was going to be sick in front of all the watching Crowskin.

         He felt a pair of paws rest softly on his shoulders and looked up to see Paz there. She brushed her forehead against his. ‘You can do this, Pod,’ she said. ‘I believe in you. We all believe in you. Think of the many impossible things you’ve done before. Think of father looking down on you. And Brigid. We’ll all be with you, every step, every hop.’

         ‘Thanks, sister,’ Podkin whispered. He gave her nose a nuzzle and blinked away the tears in his eyes.

         Crom stepped up, too, and put one of his strong, scarred paws on Podkin’s head. ‘Trust in the Goddess, brave one. We know you can do this. Have you thought about which Gifts to take with you?’

         Podkin already had Starclaw in its sheath, Moonfyre on his cloak, the pieces of Copperpot in the patchouli bag on his belt. ‘Just these, I guess?’

         Silently, Yasmin reached into his backpack and pulled out Blodcrun and the twisted shaft of Blixxen. She handed them to him. ‘Just in case,’ she said.

         
            *

         

         An hour later and they were standing at the foot of a mountain slope after having walked in procession from the Crowskin village. A tumble of rocks and boulders of all sizes – from pebbles up to great craggy lumps as big as the long hall they had just left – it was covered with tangles of long grass and straggly hawthorn bushes growing out from cracks in the stone.

         A bulky slab of granite rose up behind the rubble, glowing yellow in the sunshine. It was only a small mountain, dwarfed by some of the Eiskalt peaks that stood in the distance. But it was higher than any rock or tree Podkin had seen. Standing in its cool shadow, feeling the heavy mass of all that stone looming over him, it made him want to turn and run, back to the warm, earthy safety of his burrow at home.

         ‘The trial of the bloodseeker is about to begin.’ Graven’s deep voice boomed, echoing back from the rocks all around. ‘Derin will have half an hour to hide himself in the mountains. Then the challenger must find him before the sun reaches her highest point.’

         ‘Midday,’ said Paz. ‘That gives you about three hours.’

         ‘If the challenger fails, they would normally be executed,’ Graven continued. Podkin let out a tiny squeak. ‘But as he is only a youngling, he will instead be allowed to leave the Skylands unharmed. As long as he never comes back.’

         So if I fail, Podkin thought, I’ll never get Deathwail. And then Scramashank will win.

         Blackdaw the shaman stepped up. She raised her wand and shook it, chanting some words in the Ruka Bjarn tongue. When she had finished, she walked up to Derin and smudged a mark in red paint on his forehead. Then she did the same to Podkin.

         ‘Good luck,’ she whispered in his ear as she bent over him. ‘Derin isn’t as clever as he thinks he is. And I’ve left a mark on his paw.’

         Podkin looked across to the rabbit he was supposed to track. On the side of his left paw was a smear of red paint. Blackdaw must have brushed him with it when she was blessing him. She wants me to win, Podkin realised. She knows I have to have the spear to defeat the Gorm. The shaman nodded at Podkin and he saw one of her eyes flicker a wink at him from the depths of her goat skull mask.

         ‘The trial has been blessed by Cruach!’ she shouted to the surrounding Crowskin. ‘Our god is watching!’

         The tribe all raised a fist to their hearts and shouted ‘Cruach!’ as one. Then Derin turned and loped off up the mountain, leaping from boulder to boulder with lazy confidence.

         Podkin and the others watched the slow passage of the sun, waiting for a half hour to creep by. Finally, Blackdaw raised her wand again. ‘The time has come. Challenger, you may begin the trial.’

         ‘Good luck, Pod,’ said Paz. Everyone else joined her in slapping him on the back and wishing him well.

         ‘You can do it, Poddy,’ said Pook.

         ‘I hope so,’ Podkin replied. He lifted Blodcrun on to his head, tucked the remains of Blixxen into his belt, and headed off up the mountain.

         
            *

         

         At first he just followed the route Derin had taken, although it took him twice as long to clamber up over the rocks and boulders. By the time he made it to the spot he had last seen the Crowskin, his paws were chafed and sore and there were holes in the knees of his breeches.

         ‘Now,’ he said to himself. ‘Where did you go?’

         The landscape in front of him was bleak and sharp, unlike anything Podkin had seen before. There were pathways in amongst the rocks, but most were blocked by tumbles of jagged stones or the twined trunks of wiry trees. There was no obvious path for the Crowskin warrior to have taken.

         And he wouldn’t make it that easy for me, anyway, Podkin reminded himself.

         Thinking back to those distant days in Grimheart when Mish and Mash tried to teach him some survival skills, he remembered to look for signs that someone had passed by. Broken twigs or scuffed moss. Bent strands of grass. To read the landscape like a book. He’d been good at it once, he remembered. He’d had sharp eyes and senses. He used to spot trails almost as well as the twins.

         He immediately saw a snapped branch on a tree to his right. The break showed clean, white heartwood. It was fresh. But when Podkin moved closer to investigate, he saw that there was a sheer drop on the other side of it. There was no way anybody could have gone in that direction. Not unless they had wings.

         He’s laying false trails, Podkin realised. He’s trying to trick me.

         Cursing Derin under his breath, Podkin moved on. There were other false marks, left here and there on the mountainside: a clear footprint at the base of a sheer rock slab that no one could have climbed; a scratch against a boulder right at the top of a pebbly slope. Trying to walk across that would send him slipping down to the bottom again, probably under a tonne of tiny stones.

         Podkin was beginning to give up when he spotted it: a faint red mark against a tree trunk jutting out from a ledge up above him.

         Aha! Whispering thanks to Blackdaw, Podkin managed to climb up the rocky wall. It was hard going and he slipped more than once, but finally made it.

         ‘Where did you go next?’ he wondered, scanning around for another red sign. Sure enough, he saw one on a rock at the end of the ledge. Derin had climbed up even further.

         And so Podkin went on, heading higher and higher up the mountain, using the trail of paint to help him. He had to admit, Derin was very good at travelling without trace. Apart from the red scuffs, there was nothing to show he had passed this way. Nothing Podkin could see, anyway.

         But, to Podkin’s dismay, each telltale smear was slightly fainter than the last. The paint was wearing off and, just as Podkin climbed on to a wide plateau near the top of the mountain, the marks vanished completely.

         Now I’m stuck. Podkin cursed, squinting at the landscape around him as hard as he could. Tracks, scuffs, paw prints … there was nothing. All he could see were barren, dry rocks everywhere. Tiny lizards basked on boulders in the sun, lines of ants travelled to and fro from their nests, a buzzard circled overhead. Those were the only signs of life anywhere around.

         I wish I was still connected to Truefang and the wolves, Podkin thought, brushing his fingers over the horned crown on his head. They could see streams of scent painted everywhere, he remembered. He would have been able to sniff out Derin as easy as carrot pie. But Grimheart forest was miles behind him now. Too far for their blood bond to reach.

         For many precious minutes, Podkin walked round in circles across the flat patch of rock, searching for any trace of Derin’s passing. Once or twice he spotted a knocked stone or paw print, but then realised the marks were too small to have come from the Crowskin warrior. He had made them himself while he was wandering around.

         Growing desperate, he tried using Starclaw like a divining rod – holding it out with both paws and hoping it buzzed when it picked up Derin’s trail. Nothing.

         He lay on the ground and sniffed, just in case a speck of wolfishness was still in his blood. No luck.

         ‘Come on, Goddess,’ he pleaded to the sky. ‘I’m supposed to be chosen by you, aren’t I? Why did you pick a stupid rabbit who couldn’t track an overweight badger in clogs?’

         As if in answer, a chalky blue butterfly fluttered out from a patch of weeds. It danced its way through the sunlight, drifting almost aimlessly until it landed on a bare patch of stone beside a hawthorn trunk.

         Podkin bent to look at the spot, holding his breath in case he disturbed a clue. There, so tiny they could hardly be seen, were a few grains of dry earth. They lay in a pattern that suggested the curved edge of an object. A rabbit’s toe, perhaps?

         That’s it! Podkin’s heart leapt. The Goddess had sent him a hint after all!

         The blue butterfly took off again, drifting off towards the far edge of the plateau with Podkin tiptoeing close behind. When it landed again, Podkin spotted a fallen leaf, its stem showing a fresh break. Derin had snapped it off when he passed this way.

         After that, Podkin’s own eyes began to seek the trail. It was difficult, frustrating but possible if you looked really, really closely.

         There: a blade of grass tucked behind its neighbours at an unnatural angle. Up ahead: a twig nudged out of its normal spot, showing a sliver of damp earth underneath. And there: a gap in a line of ants where several of them scurried around aimlessly. Someone had broken the invisible line of scent they were following with his paw.

         Gradually, painstakingly, Podkin made his way off the plateau and up the side of the mountain. Sometimes, he spotted the trail marks, sometimes the butterfly helped him.

         Finally, just before the sun reached the highest point in the sky, his butterfly guide fluttered down to land above a dark hole in between two boulders. This time, Starclaw did buzz at Podkin’s hip. He had found Derin. He had passed the test.

         ‘Come out, Derin,’ called Podkin. He pointed a finger to the gap, where a smudge of shadow showed the Crowskin’s feathered head. ‘I’ve found you.’

         There was a long pause, before Podkin’s quarry moved. Arms and legs unfolded from the shadow and Derin stepped out into the open, a scowl on his fierce face.

         ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said, his voice sharp with the Crowskin accent. ‘You must have had help. What tracks did I make?’

         Carefully leaving out the red smudges of paint and the blue butterfly, Podkin described the tracks he had followed. The nudged sticks and the broken ant trails. As he ran through his list, Derin’s eyes grew wider and wider.

         ‘I have heard enough,’ the Crowskin said, raising a paw. ‘You are clearly a great tracker. Worthy of becoming a bloodseeker. The test was passed fairly.’

         A smile crept across Podkin’s face. He felt a flush of pride in himself, and an immense wave of relief. Now they could claim the spear. Now Scramashank wouldn’t get his paws on it.

         He was about to hop about with joy when a cascade of pebbles rained down from the boulders above. With it came a low, growling, hissing noise. The sound of a stalking predator.

         Both Podkin and Derin span round and looked up, straight into the cold black eyes of a giant weasel.

         
            *

         

         The beast was perched on top of the very boulders Derin had just hidden behind. A slender, snaking thing, it was twice the length of Podkin, with fiery orange fur, a blunt, twitching snout and a jaw full of long, sharp yellow teeth.

         Its stubby ears were pressed back against its head and its long tail moved sinuously from side to side like a hunting snake. At the front of its face, the dark beads of its eyes tracked from Podkin to Derin and back again, deciding who to strike at first.

         ‘Don’t move,’ Derin whispered from the side of his mouth as he edged his paw towards the talon-shaped blade at his side.

         Podkin couldn’t have budged if he wanted to. His every bone, every muscle had locked itself in place. The terror from thousands of years of evolution flowed through his blood, freezing him like ice.

         The weasel growled. Derin’s hands were just brushing the handle of his weapon when, like an arrow from a bow, it struck. Launching itself from the boulder, it hit Derin, sending him toppling backwards.

         The weasel landed on top of him, its clawed front paws pinning his arms at his side. Holding him there, helpless, it opened its maw, ready to bite out the warrior’s throat and kill him.

         It’s decided I’m not a threat, Podkin realised. It’s going to kill Derin and then come for me. There must be something he could do, but what? He was only a tiny rabbit up against a fierce wild animal. One that had already toppled a full grown Crowskin bloodseeker.

         The weasel’s teeth edged closer to Derin’s throat. It made a hideous chirruping, warbling sound as it closed in for the kill.

         For some reason, the nonsense words of Yasmin popped into Podkin’s head. When the weasel sings, become a mushroom.

         Well, there was a weasel, and the noise it made was about as close to singing as that monster could get. How could he change himself into a piece of fungus? And what good could it do?

         Maybe she meant I could poison the weasel with a toadstool, Podkin thought. He stared around him but the mountainside was dry and bare. There were hardly any plants, let alone mushrooms.

         If only I had some poison with me, Podkin thought. He had nothing that could be any use except Starclaw. He drew the blade and moved towards the weasel, hoping he was fast enough to strike at it before it could bite him. After seeing how quickly it had pounced on Derin, though, he wasn’t sure at all.

         I wish I could use one of the other Gifts, Podkin thought. One that meant I didn’t have to get so close. Like Moonfyre or Blodcrun …

         Blodcrun … that was it! If he could get inside the weasel’s mind, he could make it think that Derin and he were poisonous. Would that be enough to scare it off?

         But for that to work, the weasel had to taste his blood. It was the only way to make a connection with it.

         As swiftly as he could, Podkin drew Starclaw’s blade across his thumb. It cut through his fur and skin instantly, making blood well up. Jumping forward, almost close enough to touch the weasel, Podkin flicked his hand at it, sending a spray of crimson drops across its snout.

         Thankfully, one or two fell inside the creature’s open mouth. Podkin felt a sudden rush of sensations inside his mind as Blodcrun joined him to the weasel’s thoughts.

         Food. That was what the animal was thinking. The smell of rabbit blood, the sensation of its teeth slicing through muscle and tendon into the soft, red flesh beneath. The pleasure of a full stomach. The crunch of bones and the juicy marrow inside.

         Not dinner. Poison. Podkin thought the words, but then remembered they meant nothing to the weasel. It had no use for language, only sights, smells and sensations.

         What would a weasel find poisonous? Podkin raced through his memory – bees, snakes, nettles … mushrooms! Just like Yasmin had suggested! That was why she had said it.

         Closing his eyes, he pictured a poisonous mushroom. A bright-red fly agaric, shining, dripping with syrupy toxins. White specks all over, like crumbled mould. Dying insects trapped inside the shiny, oozing jam that dripped from its gills: twitching, wriggling, gasping their last breaths.

         He sent the weasel images of itself, spewing and coughing after eating it. Of its stomach, boiling with evil acid, burning through the weasel from the inside out.

         To Podkin’s relief, the creature pulled back from Derin. A retching sound came from its open throat.

         Podkin doubled his efforts. He imagined the beast lying in a pool of its own vomit, crawling with maggots. Flies crawling over its lifeless eyeballs. Worms burrowing into its slack skin.

         The weasel shook its head. More retching, more flinching. And then with one last look of disgust at the two rabbits, it turned around and disappeared up the mountainside. Just a few lithe bounds and it was gone.

         Derin sat up, rubbing his clawed chest and staring at Podkin in utter amazement.

         ‘How?’ he said. ‘How did you do that?’

         Podkin pointed to the horned crown on his head. ‘One of the Gifts,’ he said. ‘I put bad thoughts into the weasel’s head. I made it believe we were poisonous.’

         Derin continued to stare as he picked himself up. Then it was Podkin’s turn to be surprised as Derin knelt down in front of him. He drew the bladed weapon from his side and held it out to Podkin, hilt first.

         ‘Not only have you proved yourself a bloodseeker, but you have saved my life. My kpinga is yours to command, Gifted One.’

         Podkin wasn’t sure what to do. He blinked in shock for a moment, and then rested a paw on the weapon – the kpinga – and spoke. ‘Thank you, Derin. I would be very honoured to have your help.’

         When Derin stood up again, Podkin saw, for the first time on a Crowskin face, a true smile. The warrior clasped wrists with him and then, both grinning, they began to make their way back down the mountainside.
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            Chapter Ten

            The Sundering

         

         The dinner at Rooks’ Nest that evening was very different from the one the night before.

         Podkin and the Gift Bearers were invited to sit at the high table, eating with Graven and Queen Eska themselves. He was placed between Blackdaw and Derin (his new best friend) and treated to extra helpings of pickled cabbage, which he slyly dropped under the table so he didn’t have to eat it.

         Every five minutes, Chief Graven would bellow out another toast and all the Crowskins in the long hall would cheer for Podkin. He would sit on his chair and shyly wave back, squirming more and more under all the attention.

         The Crowskin hadn’t been so happy when they had seen him walking down the mountainside, laughing and chatting with Derin. And when the Chief heard that Podkin had passed the test, he was positively fuming. But when Derin told the tale of the weasel and how Podkin had saved his life, it was as if he had become one of Graven’s children himself. The fearsome rabbit couldn’t have been more proud of him.

         ‘Us Ruka Bjarn place a great deal of value on bravery and honour,’ Blackdaw explained to him as they ate. ‘You have proved yourself as a tracker and also a hero. The giant weasels of the mountains are fearsome creatures. Even our best warriors would struggle to defeat one. And for a child to do it …’

         ‘So the tribe doesn’t mind that I’m taking the spear, then?’ Podkin asked.

         Blackdaw shook her head. ‘They will be sad about it but also honoured that one such as you is taking it. You have proved yourself more than worthy.’

         ‘With a lot of help from you,’ Podkin whispered.

         ‘Not at all,’ said Blackdaw. ‘The Goddess must truly be watching over you as well.’

         ‘And Yasmin,’ said Podkin. He was sitting opposite the young rabbit and he reached over to clasp her paw. ‘Your message was what gave me the idea to beat the weasel. I couldn’t have done it without you. You really are the Voice of the Goddess.’

         Yasmin twitched her ears and gave a tiny smile. ‘I’m so happy it helped,’ she said. ‘Sometimes the things I see in my dreams … they’re so confusing. I just knew it was important for me to tell you.’

         Blackdaw nodded. ‘I could sense you had the dreamsight,’ she said. ‘If you were Ruka Bjarn, I would be training you as a shaman. I can teach you some things while you are here, if you would like?’

         ‘Yes, please,’ said Yasmin. ‘That would be very helpful.’

         There was another toast then, and more helpings of pickled cabbage. Finally, Chief Graven got up from the table and walked over to the covered plinth in the corner.

         ‘Ruka Bjarn!’ he boomed. The long hall fell instantly silent. ‘It is time to reward these brave rabbits who have visited us on their task for the Goddess Estra. In the trial today, our own goddess – Cruach the Warmother, the Battle Crow – also spoke. The spear, Deathwail, must be passed on to the Gift Bearers. I do this in her name.’

         The only sound in the hall was the snapping of the firepit as Graven slowly drew back the velvet cover to reveal the spear lying on top of the plinth.

         It had a shaft of polished white ash and a head of shining bronze that twinkled with invisible starlight in the same way that Podkin’s other Gifts sometimes did. Graven lifted it up, as though it were made of the thinnest, most fragile glass, and carefully carried it across the hall before laying it on the table in front of Podkin.

         Showing just as much careful respect, Podkin reached out a paw and clasped it, expecting to feel the familiar crackle of power that the Gifts sometimes possessed.

         Nothing.

         Not even an answering zing from Starclaw on his belt. It was as if he had just taken hold of a normal, everyday spear, rather than one of the sacred, precious treasures of the Goddess.

         Something’s wrong, Podkin thought. He raised the spear to his eyes, looking at it more closely. The head had been forged into the shape of a face with an open, screaming mouth. Except one whole edge was missing. The tip, an eye, half the mouth – a great chunk of the spearhead was gone.

         ‘What?’ Podkin blinked in surprise. ‘What’s happened? Where’s the rest of it?’

         The silence in the long hall continued, except now it had an air of sorrow. Of a deep, painful guilt.

         Chief Graven turned his eyes away from Podkin, looking at the ground. Queen Eska, Derin, Blackdaw … when Podkin looked at them, they all did the same.

         ‘I’m afraid …’ Graven began. ‘I’m afraid we haven’t been completely honest with you. We have the main part of Deathwail, but the spear … it was broken. And the other piece is not in our possession.’

         Podkin couldn’t believe his ear. ‘But the Gift isn’t complete,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t have its power – I can feel it! It’s no good without the rest of it. Do you know where it is?’

         ‘I do,’ Graven admitted. ‘The broken piece is with my twin sister, Talon. She lives deep in the Eiskalt mountains.’

         ‘I don’t understand,’ said Paz, her face stunned. ‘How did you break a Gift? And why are the parts separated?’

         Graven hung his head. When he spoke, his roaring voice was nothing but a quiet murmur. ‘It was after the invasion,’ he said. ‘When my father, Corvax, led our people north to attack the furborn.

         ‘His plan failed and we brought his body home in shame. Talon and I quarrelled over who should be leader and what direction the Ruka should take. I wanted us to be less warlike. To fight only to defend ourselves. But she insisted father’s dreams of endless war continue. It ended with each of us trying to grab Deathwail. And then the spear broke in two …’

         ‘It’s not completely broken,’ Podkin interrupted him. ‘If it was, the Balance would have weakened. There’s still a connection between the pieces … I can feel it. They want to be whole again. Joined as one.’

         ‘I have sensed that, too,’ said Blackdaw, nodding.

         ‘What happened to Talon?’ Paz asked. ‘What did she do with the lost piece?’

         ‘She took her part of Deathwail and went further into the mountains,’ said Graven. ‘The tribe shattered as well after that. Many Ruka Bjarn went with her, calling themselves “the Sundered”. They live there still, building their plans for the Great War. And that is where the rest of the spear is: resting inside the long hall of Talon and her tribe.’

         The silence in the hall continued for several minutes. Podkin looked across at Paz, Mish, Mash and the others. Part of him felt like crying, that or kicking the table in frustration. All the joy he had felt this morning at passing the trial melted away as he stared at his plate of pickled cabbage.

         ‘So,’ he said, finally, ‘if we want the complete spear, we have to find your sister’s tribe and pass another test?’

         ‘They will give you no test,’ said Blackdaw. ‘They kill any rabbit who walks into their lands. They are the fiercest, meanest rabbits alive.’

         And I thought you lot were pretty fierce and mean, Podkin thought. There was no way he and the others were strong enough to battle a whole tribe of ruthless Crowskin. And, so it sounded, no way they could earn their trust, either. So how was he supposed to unite the spear pieces and claim the Gift?

         ‘It’s over, then,’ he said. ‘We might as well go home.’

         ‘Don’t say that, Podkin.’ Paz smiled at him from further down the table. ‘We never give up, do we? If we put our heads together, we’ll think of a plan. We always do.’

         ‘There must be a way,’ said Crom and the others all made noises of agreement.

         ‘One way there might be,’ said Graven. ‘But it is one I had hoped would not come. At least not for a while yet.’

         ‘It is past time,’ said Blackdaw, and Podkin had the feeling his visit had helped the shaman put a plan of her own into motion. ‘We need to bring the spear – and this tribe – back together.’

         ‘I’m sorry, but what are you talking about?’ Podkin asked.

         ‘We must go with you to the Sundered,’ Graven said. ‘We must try and make them see sense, to come back to the true way of following Cruach. And if they don’t listen, then we must show them that we are right. We must prove ourselves as Cruach’s chosen – the ones blessed by her battle skills and strength.’

         ‘And how are you going to do that?’ Podkin asked, already knowing he wouldn’t like the answer.

         Graven frowned out at his hall full of warriors, all watching him with stony, serious faces. ‘By a test of battle,’ he said.

         
            *

         

         Podkin might have thought the Crowskin warriors would be horrified at the thought of fighting their own kin, but instead they rose as one and thumped their fists to their hearts, shouting ‘Cruach! Cruach! Cruach!’

         Paz looked at him in horror and Podkin buried his face in his paws. He had only come here to find a Gift, not to start a war. Yet again, dark events had followed him. He might as well start carrying a big sign painted with the word ‘DOOM’.

         ‘Don’t feel bad,’ said Blackdaw next to him. ‘This moment has been a long time coming. This tribe has been broken for decades. It needs to come together, to forget the past and heal. That is Cruach’s will. I have seen it in many visions.’

         ‘But rabbits will fight,’ said Podkin. ‘They’ll die. We’re supposed to be battling against the Gorm, not each other.’

         ‘It may not come to that,’ said Blackdaw. ‘I have had secret messages from many old friends in the Sundered. They are suffering under the harsh leadership of Talon. She drives them to raid endlessly, to be cruel and heartless. There are many who would welcome the chance to come back if it was offered. And if the spear also comes back together, it will be the best of omens. We have been waiting many years for you to come and heal us, one-eared child.’

         At the far end of the table, Mish and Mash had been whispering urgently to one another. From the corner of his eye, Podkin saw Mash climb on to the table and hold Surestrike aloft. Gradually, the chanting Crowskin noticed him and fell silent.

         ‘Yes, small furborn?’ Graven said. ‘You wish to speak?’

         ‘Thank you, Chief,’ said Mash. ‘I do. My sister and I come from a mountain tribe of dwarf rabbits. We grew up in fear of the Crowskin – sorry, the Ruka Bjarn – raiders. We believed all of you were the same tribe and, if I’m honest, we were afraid of coming on this quest to find you.

         ‘But now, after hearing your tale, we have learnt about the Sundered and how they do not represent all of you. I believe, if we were to travel to our home village and tell them this story, that they would be very keen to help you in your battle with this rogue tribe. If you felt like you needed some allies, of course. It might be enough to turn the tide in your favour. Or to make the Sundered see sense without bloodshed.’

         Graven frowned at this. He looked as though he was about to object when Queen Eska stood to whisper in his ear. They kept their heads together, hissing arguments back and forth. Podkin took the chance to whisper himself, scurrying down the table to speak to Mish and Mash.

         ‘Why did you suggest that?’ he asked. ‘What if your families end up getting hurt in battle?’

         ‘Our families live in terror of those Crowskin,’ Mash whispered back. ‘This is their chance to end the raids. We have to do everything we can to help our side win or the attacks on our kin will never stop.’

         ‘Are you sure they would want to fight?’ Paz asked. ‘The Crowskin look very scary …’

         ‘Don’t forget who killed Corax in the Cruach wars,’ Mish replied. ‘Us dwarf rabbits might be small, but we can be scary too.’

         ‘If we go and ask them,’ Mash said, ‘I’m sure they’d help. Even just a few warriors might make a difference.’

         Podkin thought about what Blackdaw had said. If there were rabbits amongst the Sundered who didn’t want to fight, a large force of enemies outside their village might be enough to convince them. As long as the challenge didn’t turn into a full-fledged battle, that was …

         Goddess, he silently prayed. I know your sister quite likes things dying, but I hope you don’t. Please don’t let my quest end up in the slaughter of innocent rabbits. Especially not Mish and Mash’s tribe.

         Graven and Eska seemed to have finished whispering. The chief turned to face Mash and bowed.

         ‘We have decided that you are right. And that your families deserve a chance to strike back at those who have terrorised them. If they would be willing to help, we would be honoured to fight alongside them.’

         Mash punched Surestrike into the air and the Crowskins began to chant again. Podkin’s head whirled … this was all unfolding far too quickly.

         ‘Tonight we shall feast,’ said Graven. ‘And tomorrow we shall start preparing for battle. You will have three days to find your dwarven kin and meet us at the village of the Sundered.’

         ‘Oh goody,’ said Yarrow, rubbing his paws. ‘A chance to visit the mountain tribes and an epic battle. I’m so glad I decided to come along with you chaps. I’ve got six new verses already!’

         Podkin sighed. He really didn’t want to be in any more songs or puppet shows. Not unless they were about how he fearlessly kept the dust away from his collection of Gifts.

         Mish, on the other hand, was clapping her paws together.

         ‘Well,’ she said. ‘It looks like our party is going on a side trip into the mountains!’

         Snow. Ice. Avalanches. Rockslides. Podkin and Paz looked at each other and sighed. For a moment, Podkin wondered if the broken Deathwail was even worth gathering. Should they give up and head to Orestad to gather Magmarok instead?

         But he had felt that glimmer of connection. The thread that linked the two pieces. There was a chance – even if it was slim – that the spear could be healed. And there was no way they could let Scramashank be the one to do it.

         
            *

         

         Early the next morning, the Gift Bearers gathered outside the long hall. Graven had promised to provide them with the supplies they needed for a trip into the mountains, and they all wore new cloaks of leather lined with thick sheep’s wool. Knitted hats were pulled down over their heads and Pook was dressed in a fluffy suit that covered his whole body. He looked like a lamb with very long ears.

         Their packs had been filled with fresh supplies, and each of them carried a long coil of rope. They had also been given ice axes: a wooden shaft with a jagged curving head that could be used to hack through frozen lumps of snow or dig into ice and rock in order to climb.

         Mash had woken earlier than the rest and had spent the dawn hours with the Crowskin blacksmith. He came to meet them, just as they were lacing up their packs, with an armful of bronze spiky things.

         ‘What are those?’ Pook asked, waddling over in his chunky, woolly suit.

         ‘Foot spikes,’ said Mash. ‘You tie them to your paws and they help you grip the ice.’

         Podkin stared at the Eiskalts looming up on the horizon. At their white peaks covered in glistening, frozen layers. ‘Just how high are we climbing?’ he asked. ‘Is your village on the top of one of those?’

         ‘Not the top,’ said Mish. ‘Don’t worry. But there are sometimes falls of snow or rockslides we might have to climb. And the weather is getting colder. There might be avalanches or drifts of ice. The landscape changes all the time in the mountains.’

         Podkin took a pair of foot spikes and added them to his pack, sharing a wary glance with Paz.

         ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ she said. Her twitching ears gave away her nerves. ‘We both used to climb trees in Dark Hollow didn’t we? It can’t be that different from rocks. And besides, Mish and Mash will look after us. Won’t they?’

         ‘I hope so,’ said Podkin. He trusted the dwarf rabbits with his life, but he also knew they were much better at leaping and climbing than anyone else. They probably thought clinging to a tiny ledge with your fingertips was a nice way to spend the afternoon.

         Once their packs were filled and their cloaks tied on, they paused to say goodbye to their hosts. Yasmin was standing with Blackdaw. She had decided to stay behind, to learn as much as she could about the shaman’s dream-reading skills.

         ‘Good luck, Podkin,’ she said. ‘I’ll meet you at the Sundered village.’

         ‘See you there,’ said Podkin. ‘I hope Blackdaw helps you to understand your dreams. I don’t suppose you had any last night? About our trip to the mountains?’

         Yasmin shrugged. ‘I did dream,’ she said. ‘But I couldn’t understand it again. There was a rabbit with a broken blacksmith’s hammer. But I couldn’t see his face. I think he was playing with a baby’s toy. A rattle, or a shaker …’

         She tailed off, looking puzzled and frustrated. It must be hard, Podkin thought, being so close to understanding the meaning, but having it always just beyond her reach.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you’ll be telling us all what we have to do in no time. Just like Brigid used to.’

         With a final wave to Graven, Eska, Derin and the others, they headed out of the flint-walled village and began the long march into the mountains.

         
            *

         

         ‘Do you chaps actually know where you’re going?’ Yarrow asked after they had been walking for most of the morning. ‘These mountain peaks look exactly the same. It’s all rock, rock, rock, with the occasional boulder or pebble for variety. Clarion knows how I’m going to make this part of the quest sound interesting.’

         They had travelled through the same foothills they had visited the day before for the bloodseeker trial. Following dusty paths made by herds of long-haired goats, they had woven their way quite far into the mountains, past many piles of loose scree and stacks of teetering boulders. Although their route climbed ever upwards, they had yet to reach any difficult rocks or cliff faces that needed scaling. But it had been hard going, endlessly walking higher and higher without a downward slope for a break. And always, soaring above, staring down at them with frosty eyes, were the pointed tops of the Eiskalts.

         ‘We know exactly where we’re going,’ said Mash. He pointed to one of the peaks in front of them. ‘That one there is Lushan Ullor. The white maiden. Our tribe’s village is at the foot. We should be there before sundown.’

         Podkin squinted at the towering mountain. He couldn’t help agreeing with Yarrow. Everything looked very similar. But he supposed it would be the same for a rabbit visiting Dark Hollow or Munbury for the first time. ‘It must be nice for you to be going home,’ he said. ‘When did you last see your family?’

         Mish sighed. ‘We haven’t seen them since we joined the Strollers, many years ago. I wish we had visited sooner. And that we were returning with better news.’

         ‘How close are we to these Sundered rabbits?’ Crom asked. ‘We’re not going to run in to any, are we?’

         Mash pointed off to the east. ‘Graven says they are that way. In between those two smaller mountains. A good few kilometres from here. We’re still outside their territory, but you never know if you’ll meet a roaming band of Crowskin. They raid all through the dwarf rabbit lands.’

         Podkin shivered. He had brought Deathwail with him and had it jutting out of his pack. The last thing they needed was for the Sundered to steal it back.

         ‘We should stop and strap on our foot spikes now,’ Mish said. ‘And use our ropes to tie ourselves together in a line. The walking is over for a bit. Time to start climbing.’

         Podkin felt his ear begin to shiver. He had climbed trees in Grimheart hundreds of times, but he had never gone too high and besides, if you did fall, there were always lots of branches to catch you. One slip off those sheer rocks and it was a long, lonely tumble to the ground.

         ‘What about Pook?’ he said. ‘He’s too small to climb on his own.’

         ‘He can ride on my back,’ said Mash. ‘I know these mountains like the back of my paw. Little Pooky will be fine.’

         ‘Mashy!’ said Pook, jumping up and clinging to Mash’s neck.

         ‘And Crom?’ Podkin continued. ‘He won’t be able to see where we’re going.’

         ‘Don’t worry about me, little one,’ said Crom. ‘I’m actually quite good at climbing rocks, I’ve found. Your sense of touch is just as important as your sight when you’re feeling for paw grips and footholds up there.’

         Realising he was out of excuses, Podkin sat down and strapped the spikes to his feet. Then Mish came along and secured the rope line around his waist, expertly tying knots with a flick of her paws.

         Podkin was following Crom in the line, with Paz after him. Then came Yarrow, with Mash at the back, while Mish would lead them all, finding a safe route up the mountainside.

         ‘You’d better not fall off and land on me,’ Paz said to Podkin as she took her place behind him.

         ‘I’ll try not to.’ Podkin smiled at her. ‘I bet you’re going to enjoy looking at my tail all day, though. I hope I don’t get wind as we’re climbing.’

         ‘If you fart on me even once, you’re dead,’ Paz growled.

         Podkin laughed, feeling a touch less nervous as he did so. At least until Mish raised her paw in the air.

         ‘Let’s go, Gift Bearers!’ she said, leaping up to the rock.

         In a few seconds she had scrambled up to a narrow ledge, then looked back to give Crom instructions on where to place his paws and feet. When the big warrior was a few metres up, Podkin moved to the cliff face. He tried to follow the movements Mish had made, reaching for the same cracks and bumps she had. Luckily there were lots of them on this section of rock and, before long, he was climbing up on to the ledge beside Mish and Crom.

         ‘That wasn’t too bad, was it?’ Mish said to him. Podkin was about to say that it wasn’t when he made the mistake of looking to see where Paz had got to. The ground below suddenly seemed a very long way down. The sight of it made his head begin to spin and he felt as if he was toppling forward.

         ‘Easy,’ said Crom, setting a broad paw on his chest. ‘I can hear you breathing too fast. Stay calm. You didn’t look down, did you?’

         ‘I might have done,’ said Podkin, his voice shaking.

         ‘Don’t do that!’ Mish said. ‘Look up where we’re going, or at the wall in front of you. Never look down.’

         I’m not turnipping going to again, Podkin thought. Not even if the Goddess appears down there dancing around in her daisy-covered nightgown.

         Ledge by ledge, step by step, the team climbed up the steep slab of rock until they rolled over the top on to a lovely flat section. Podkin and Paz both lay on it for a good few minutes, enjoying having solid ground beneath them once again.

         ‘When I get home,’ Paz said, ‘I’m going to order every single slope around Munbury scraped away. I never want to step on anything higher than a molehill ever again.’

         ‘Me neither,’ said Podkin. Although he had a horrid feeling that there was more climbing to be done before they reached their destination.

         
            *

         

         And he was right. A short walk across a dusty shelf of granite, and they came up against another wall of rock.

         ‘This is the last one,’ said Mish. ‘From that ledge there’s a path that leads us right to our village.’

         ‘I thought you said your family lived at the foot of the mountain.’ Yarrow stared up the vertical plane of stone in despair. ‘The foot means the bottom, don’t you know? As in the bit that’s on the ground.’

         ‘It more or less is the ground,’ said Mash. ‘Look how much higher it is to the peak.’

         Podkin stretched his neck back, seeing the colossal mass of Lushan Ullor stretching up into the sky. It was so tall it made him dizzy just looking at it.

         ‘One last push,’ said Mish, trying to sound cheerful.

         ‘That’s all very well,’ said Yarrow under his breath. ‘But then we have to come back down again.’

         They began climbing, one behind the other as before. Mish seemed to move like a spider; paws finding cracks and holds without thinking, flowing over the rock like water. Crom climbed steadily, his strong arms and legs powering him upwards.

         Podkin strained to follow. Every time he moved his grip, there was a moment of icy fear in which he thought he wouldn’t find another ledge. That he would slip off the rock and tumble back down, landing in a heap of broken bones and mangled fur.

         ‘Move your right paw up a bit. Now across. Feel the ledge there … that’s it …’ He listened to Mish’s voice, tuning everything else out, trying to think of nothing but the rock in front of him. Its grainy surface under his fingers, his grip on the rough edges as he moved.

         He was about halfway up, climbing towards the shelf where Mish was currently perched, when he spotted a movement above him. Jutting out of the sheer wall was a lump of what seemed like metal.

         Iron grey, it had a metallic sheen and was bobbled and rounded, as if it had flowed into a rough shape and then cooled solid. It was only the size of his fist, but he was certain it hadn’t been there when he had looked up a moment ago.

         As he stared at it, it seemed as though he could make out a carved shape in the middle. An oval, a shallow indent: almost the shape of an eye.

         ‘Paz.’ He looked down to where his sister was clinging to the rock beneath him. ‘Did you see that? Up there on the mountain above us?’

         ‘See what?’ Paz spoke through gritted teeth, she was concentrating so hard on not falling to her death.

         ‘That thing …’ Podkin looked up again, trying to point with his ear as both paws were clinging to tiny handholds.

         But when he looked again it was gone.

         
            *

         

         ‘Well done, you made it!’ Mish helped pull Mash and Pook up over the final ledge and they joined the others, collapsed in heaps and panting for breath. They all lay on a flat ridge of rock about ten metres wide. The rest of the peak yawned up above them, but there was a path that ran along the side of the mountain, wide enough for two rabbits to walk side by side. No more climbing, thank the Goddess.

         ‘What was that you were trying to show me on the climb?’ Paz asked. ‘You nearly made me fall off, you ferret face!’

         ‘I saw something,’ Podkin said. ‘It was there one minute and then it was gone. It looked like …’ He hesitated, not wanting to say what he thought, what he feared. As if speaking the words might make them true.

         ‘Like what?’ asked Yarrow. ‘Don’t leave us hanging. We’ve had quite enough of that for one day.’

         ‘Like those metal statues we used to see,’ said Podkin in a whisper. ‘Like Gormalech.’

         There was a long silence as all the rabbits stared at the sheets of rock surrounding them, scanning for scraps of living iron.

         ‘Do you think it could be him?’ said Paz. ‘Do you think he could be watching?’

         ‘He lived beneath the ground,’ said Crom. ‘And these mountains are the bare bones of the earth. He could have tunnels here, I suppose. Where there is no soil or trees to hold him back.’

         ‘Could he harm us?’ Mash wondered. ‘Could he reach out? Grab us?’

         ‘He’s never done that before,’ said Podkin. ‘Not that I’ve heard of. I’m sure we’re—’

         He was about to add ‘safe’ when, as if to prove him wrong, the mountain itself gave a shudder. A shiver in the solid stone, it was followed by a cracking sound above them. The granite of the mountainside was splintering up there and fragments of it began to tumble down, smashing into jagged pieces as they fell.

         ‘Landslide!’ Mish shouted. ‘Get to the rock face! The falling stones should miss us there!’

         As one, they stood and began to sprint across the ledge trying to reach the safety of the mountainside and the path that ran off it. But the rocks fell faster as they ran, blasting into shards as they collided, hammering against the granite with a sound like a thousand thunderstorms.

         Slivers of stone flew through the air like bolts, like arrows. Podkin felt one nick his ear, and another bounced off the head of Deathwail where it poked from his back.

         Clouds of dust were everywhere, stinging his eyes, clogging his nose. Still he ran, squinting against the downpour of broken stone, feeling Crom on the line in front of him, pulling him along.

         Finally, when he thought there was no chance of escaping unscathed, he touched the solid wall of the mountain in front of him. The air was suddenly clear of dust and the noise of breaking rock.

         Looking around, he saw the others emerging into safety one by one. Like him, they had gashes and scrapes where flakes of broken stone had nicked them but, thank the Goddess, nobody was seriously hurt.

         They leant against the wall, holding tight to one another, gasping with relief, until the shower of stone finally halted.

         The silence stretched out. It was the most wonderful lack of sound Podkin had ever heard.

         ‘It would seem that Gormalech can reach us,’ Yarrow said, breaking the quiet. ‘Did Yasmin say anything to you about this? Did she see anything in her dreams?’

         Podkin shook his head. ‘All she saw was a broken smith’s hammer and a baby’s toy rattle,’ he said. ‘She had no idea what it meant.’

         Shikatikatikatikatikatikkk …

         The sound came from further up the rock face, up near where the broken stones had tumbled.

         Shikatikatikatikatikatikkk …

         ‘A baby’s rattle … which sounds like that?’ Paz looked at him, her wide eyes showing white all around. As one, they all stared up the mountainside, wondering what could have made that sound up here, up in the middle of nowhere …

         Shikatikatikatikatikatikkk …

         There was a hole in the side of the mountain now. A round gap like an open wound. And from it, slipping out like some rancid tongue, came the head of a creature. Wedge-shaped, layered with plates of jagged iron, there was a mouth at the front where a forked tongue flickered. Two blood-red eyes sat on either side, and they moved from side to side as the rest of the thing slithered free.

         It had a long, almost endless body. Wrapped in segments of armour, clotted with rust, it struck sparks from the rocks as it dropped down towards them. It left scratches and streaks of red dust. Spots of hot oil steamed as they spattered from its mouth, oozed from between its armour plating.

         ‘The broken hammer was Scramashank,’ Podkin whispered. ‘He pretended to be a blacksmith when he met Uki. And the rattle … Yasmin was telling us that he’s made a rattlesnake. A Gorm rattlesnake.’

         Sliding down the mountain face, it coiled and spooled into a pile on the ledge. Five metres of serpent, bound in living iron. A wide mouth that creaked open to reveal two metal-tipped fangs dripping with rusty poison. And on its tail, a clanking rattle that juddered side to side, almost too fast to see.

         Shikatikatikatikatikatikkk …
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            Chapter Eleven

            The Iron Snake

         

         ‘Everybody behind me!’ Crom shouted. He had been carrying Soulshot with the bowstring stretched across his chest. He unslung it now, dropped his pack and pulled an arrow from his quiver.

         ‘Is that the Gormkiller?’ Podkin asked, thinking of the arrow Sorrel had forged back in Dark Hollow.

         ‘Yes,’ Crom replied. He had half drawn it and was listening for the snake’s movements, head cocked, eyes closed. Waiting for the thing to strike.

         ‘Don’t use it,’ Podkin said. He didn’t know why – it was stupid not to – but he just had a feeling they would need it. And soon.

         ‘But the thing has armour,’ Crom said. ‘I can hear it scraping.’

         ‘I know,’ said Podkin. He drew Starclaw and pointed it at the snake’s swaying head. ‘But I just think we shouldn’t waste it. Don’t ask me how – it’s just there, in my head.’

         ‘Listen to the Gift Bearer,’ said Yarrow. ‘He’s never been wrong before. And if you need me, I’ll just be back down the path a bit. Safely out of striking distance.’

         The bard lifted Pook from Mash’s back and hurried away from danger.

         Tiktiktiktiktik …

         The snake’s rattle shook, and that spade-shaped head swung slowly from side to side. Its forked tongue flickered, tasting the air, tasting them, as drops of oil and venom dripped from its half-open maw.

         ‘Paz,’ Crom said. ‘Can you bind it?’

         ‘I’m trying,’ said Paz. She had her sickle ready and was closing her eyes, drawing on the plant life around. ‘But there’s no roots here to grow. I could call a breeze maybe. Although there’s nothing to draw on. Just rock everywhere.’

         The snake drew back a little, tightening its coils.

         ‘It’s going to attack!’ Podkin pointed Starclaw between its eyes, his paws trembling. Crom had nocked another arrow, a normal one. Mish had her catapult loaded. Mash was poised with Surestrike.

         They thought they were ready, but nothing could prepare them for the speed of the creature. Its head shot out, fangs bared, faster than any arrow – just a blur of deadly motion. Podkin found himself staring at the mouth, the teeth, the black hole of its throat … speeding towards him quicker than he could think.

         He would have still been there, too – gawping as those poison-laced fangs thudded into him – if it wasn’t for Crom. The blind warrior must have heard the rush of air, must have known exactly which spot the snake was aiming for. He sidestepped at the last moment, sweeping Podkin with him.

         The snake’s teeth snapped on empty space and its head crashed to the path with a clang. It quickly began to draw back, ready for another strike, but not before the Bearers could get their attacks in.

         Mish shot it in the eye with a pellet from her catapult. A sticky ball of goo that burst and smoked, half-blinding the monster. Mash got in a blow with Surestrike, hitting it on the neck. It wasn’t a hard smack, but sparks flew as the sacred Gift connected with the Gorm iron.

         As the rattlesnake was slithering back, Crom fired an arrow. It sailed straight for the spot between its eyes but bounced harmlessly off the armour.

         ‘Did we wound it?’ he asked.

         Podkin watched the snake winding itself into a neat pile, building up energy for another blow. Apart from its goo-covered eye, they had barely scratched the thing.

         ‘Mish got it in one eye,’ he said. ‘But it’s getting ready to attack again.’

         ‘We won’t be so lucky next time,’ said Crom. ‘One bite from that brute and it’s off to the Land Beyond. And these arrows are useless.’ He went to put his bow away and draw his sword instead when Mash stopped him with a shout.

         ‘Wait!’ he was pointing at the snake. ‘Where I hit it with Surestrike! There’s a hole in its armour …’

         ‘Quick,’ said Paz. ‘Describe it to Crom so he can picture it.’

         ‘It’s just below the thing’s head, on the right-hand side,’ said Mash. ‘A round hole in the armour, about the size of an apple. I can see its scales underneath. They’re covered with oil: shiny and slick—’

         ‘Got it,’ said Crom. He pulled another arrow from his quiver, fingers testing the fletchings to make sure it wasn’t the Gormkiller, and fitted it to his bow.

         ‘You’d better be quick,’ said Podkin. The snake was fully wound now, its rattle shaking ominously. It was about to strike again.

         ‘Now, Crom!’ Mish shouted. At the same moment, the snake shot forward, heading towards them like a bolt of lightning.

         Crom released the arrow and it zipped between the open jaws of the rattlesnake, turned sharply and plunged through the hole in its armour, into its neck. The beast flinched in mid-air, rolling as it came, and soared straight past them.

         Out over the ledge it went, trailing a mist of rusty iron dust behind it. Podkin watched it sail – a giant, metal-coated javelin – and then it was gone, lost amongst the jagged rocks and boulders below.

         Everyone stayed silent, waiting until they heard the distant clatter of it hitting the mountainside before they let out the breaths they were holding.

         ‘Hooray!’ Yarrow shouted. ‘That was spectacular!’

         ‘No thanks to you,’ Crom muttered.

         ‘Do you think Gormalech will send any more?’ Paz asked, looking up to the crack in the granite where the snake had emerged.

         ‘I don’t plan on waiting around to find out,’ said Podkin. ‘Are we nearly at your village, Mash?’

         The dwarf rabbit nodded. ‘We can be there in less than an hour if we run.’

         Suddenly filled with a burst of nervous energy, the Gift Bearers began to scamper along the path as fast as their feet could carry them.

         
            *

         

         Closer and closer to the base of the mountain they came, their eyes constantly scanning the slopes of rock and scree all around, looking for any signs of Gormalech or his iron-coated creatures.

         Podkin remembered the crows Gormalech used to use as spies and he kept glancing up at the sky, expecting to see one flapping around up there, looking down on them with its beady red eyes.

         ‘Why do you think he chose a snake?’ Paz asked him, in between puffs. ‘Why not the crows or the rats like last time?’

         ‘I was just thinking the same thing!’ Podkin said. ‘Perhaps they don’t have any where he is. If he’s still in the land of the giant rabbits, maybe he has to use the creatures that live there.’

         ‘Trust him to pick a place with enormous, poisonous snakes,’ said Paz with a scowl.

         It wasn’t long before they could see their destination. Up ahead, carved into the mountainside as though a huge spade had taken a scoop out of it, was a valley. It was nestled in between two arms of the mountain that stretched out on either side, like the paws of some gigantic stone lion. Podkin could make out a wooden wall that ran across the entrance, and behind it came the telltale threads of woodsmoke, twisting up into the cold sky.

         Mish and Mash spotted it too. They stopped running and put their paws to their mouths, letting out a bizarre warbling call.

         ‘Oodle-oodle-oodle-oooo!’ They cried together. The sound bounced off down the valley and was answered by several others that seemed to come from all around.

         Podkin looked up to the higher slopes and saw the moving shapes of rabbits there. Small ones, just like Mish and Mash. They scampered and hopped amongst the boulders and crevices, waving down to them as they leapt. He had to remind himself that they were probably adults, not children like him playing in places that were far too dangerous.

         Just before they reached the wooden wall, a gate opened in the centre of it and a crowd of dwarf rabbits came out. More spilled down from the slopes above, all of them chattering and cheering, rushing to welcome Mish and Mash.

         Suddenly the twin rabbits spotted someone amongst the crowd and they both burst into a sprint.

         ‘Mama! Papa!’ they shouted, leaping into the arms of two dwarf rabbits who looked almost exactly like them but with streaks of grey hair in their fur.

         ‘My children!’ the lady rabbit shouted. ‘My babies!’

         The four hugged each other tight as Podkin and the others caught up. There, outside the gates, they were surrounded by curious rabbits, all of them more or less the same size as Podkin, all of them dressed in stitched leather jerkins with trousers made of woven wool dyed into checks and stripes.

         It was funny to watch such a sea of tiny ears, bobbing around the taller rabbits. Paz was head and shoulders higher than all the villagers, while Yarrow towered above and Crom looked like some kind of giant.

         The babble of chattering had reached fever pitch, as the whole village seemed to have poured out at once. Finally Mish managed to turn back and wave at Podkin and the others. ‘Come inside!’ she called. ‘They want to welcome us with a feast!’

         Not another feast, Podkin thought. His tummy was longing for familiar food and a quiet corner to eat it in. But, smiling and waving at all the new faces around him, he pushed into the crush and entered the village.

         
            *

         

         At first glance, it seemed there was nothing beyond the wooden fence but a few tiny huts of stone with roofs of wooden shingles. Just three or four buildings, there was nowhere near enough room for the throngs of rabbits that now surrounded them.

         But then Podkin realised, the dwarves didn’t live out here in the open. The huts were just stables and henhouses filled with sheep, goats and chickens.

         No, the real homes of Mish and Mash’s tribe were inside the mountain itself, in caves that could be reached through dozens of holes and openings in the rock before them, like burrows in an earthen warren.

         They were led through the biggest one and found themselves in an underground chamber far larger than any longburrow Podkin had seen. It was lit by scores of torches, candles and oil lamps, the whole place glowing a cheery orange. In the centre was a blazing fire, and there were blankets, benches and wooden chairs placed all around it.

         ‘Welcome to our warren!’ Mash called to them when he had managed to untangle himself from the hugs of his parents and many other rabbits. ‘This is my Mama and Papa. And these are my twin brothers, Mushka and Moshka.’

         ‘Mish, Mash, Mush and Mosh?’ said Yarrow. ‘How am I supposed to remember the difference between all of them?’

         Once every single villager in the warren (or so it seemed) had hugged and greeted them all, they were ushered over to the fire and given seats close enough to warm Podkin’s frozen toes. He joined the others in unbuckling the uncomfortable foot-spikes and loosening his cloak, and then tucked into a meal of spicy parsnip stew, washed down with fresh goats’ milk.

         All the while, Mish and Mash chattered on about their adventures; everything they had seen since leaving the warren with the Strollers all those years ago. At some point, the warren chief was introduced to them. No taller than Mish, he wore armour made of carved bone and carried a fierce-looking ice axe in one paw, its blade made of glinting copper.

         ‘This is Rushka, our chief,’ said Mash, bowing as he introduced him. Podkin and the others bowed in return. He is the one we will have to persuade, Podkin thought, wondering what best to say. Somehow I have to make him decide to fight alongside his worst enemies.

         ‘Greetings, and welcome to our warren,’ said Rushka. He put his paws together in front of him and bowed. Podkin and the others did the same.

         ‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ said Paz in a voice that sounded clear, confident and very grown up. ‘You have a beautiful warren.’ She gestured to the walls of the cave, every one of which was painted in vivid colours with scenes from the tribe’s history. Many showed images of huge black-feathered monsters, which Podkin realised must be how they saw the Crowskin. Evil creatures that swooped up from below to steal and raid and kill.

         ‘Why, thank you,’ said Rushka, his chest puffed out. ‘I’m so pleased you noticed.’

         Paz bowed her head to him again and Podkin blinked in surprise. She’s become a proper chieftain, he thought. Her voice, the way she flattered and impressed Rushka – it was like watching a younger version of his mother, Lady Enna.

         But Rushka didn’t stay friendly for long. ‘My niece and nephew, Mish and Mash, have told me a little of why you are here,’ he said. His voice had changed, becoming harder, more grim. ‘But they did not mention why you hold that broken spear. I have seen it before when it was whole. The chief of the Crowskin used it in battle against us when we fought in the lowlands.’

         Podkin swallowed. The chief’s words had instantly halted the babble of chatter. The atmosphere of feasting and partying vanished, like icy water poured over a fire.

         ‘This is indeed the spear of the Crowskin,’ Podkin said. He pulled Deathwail from his pack and held it up for all to see. ‘But it was not held by the tribe that raids and attacks your people. It is from another village, in the foothills of the mountains. They do not follow the same beliefs as the ones you fight against. They call those ‘the Sundered’ because they broke off from their tribe just after the war you spoke of. They are your enemies. The monsters you paint on your walls.’

         At the mention of the raids and the sight of the spear, the dwarf rabbits gasped and cowered. They looked at Podkin and the others with scared eyes; they whispered many questions to Mish and Mash.

         ‘If what you say is true,’ said Rushka, ‘then how did you get the spear from them? And why have you brought it to us?’

         ‘They gave it to us,’ Podkin explained. ‘We have many of the other Gifts too. The ones the Goddess gave the tribes back at the start of time. But the spear is broken. The other part belongs to the Sundered and they want us to—’

         ‘You have spoken to these Crowskin?’ Rushka raised his voice and clenched his fists. ‘You have feasted with them? You have been in their warren?’

         ‘Yes, but … They’re not … I mean, they treated us well …’ Podkin stammered more and more as angry voices from the dwarf rabbits bubbled about him. He looked to Paz, hoping she could step in with her calm sophisticated chieftain head on. But in the end it was Crom who came to the rescue. He stood up, looming over all the dwarf rabbits like an ogre from the legends.

         ‘Chief Rushka,’ he said. ‘I know how you feel about the Crowskin. I, too, was at the battle you speak of. We were comrades in arms once. And I also felt rage and fear towards these rabbits who had invaded our realm and threatened our peace.

         ‘But having spent some time with them, I have discovered they have changed. At least, the half of the tribe we spoke to. They no longer believe in war for war’s sake. They fight only to defend themselves. And they wish to join their tribe together in this belief. They wish to mend the spear and their ways. Which means they will no longer be a danger to the mountain rabbits.’

         ‘No longer a danger?’ said Rushka.

         ‘That’s right, Uncle!’ Mish spoke up. ‘If you send your warriors with us and we stand beside the Ruka Bjarn, we could make them come together. They would leave all the Eiskalt tribes in peace!’

         Rushka paused for a moment, rubbing his grey beard with a little paw. Slowly, softly, a smile began to spread across his face. ‘Peace?’ he said. ‘Why didn’t you say so? Of course we will stand with you!’

         A cheer went up from all the dwarf rabbits and Podkin found himself joining in. Somewhere in the cave, a flute started playing and drums began to beat. Mish and Mash jumped up and pulled Paz and Podkin to their feet, dragging them into a whirling, spinning, leaping dance.

         The party had started once again.

         
            *

         

         The rest of the night vanished into a blur. At some point, Podkin, Paz and Pook were led to a snug alcove in the cave and tucked into a pile of blankets. But not before Podkin had seen Yarrow dancing on a table, playing a wooden flute and swigging from a wineskin. He even thought he’d had a glimpse of Crom doing some kind of a jig, with either Mish or Mash sitting on his shoulders.

         ‘Did you see that?’ he said to Paz as they curled themselves up in their nest of quilts. ‘Crom was laughing and singing. Laughing and singing. I never thought I’d see the day.’

         ‘I know.’ Paz laughed. ‘Yarrow challenged him to a drinking competition earlier. It’s like they’ve become teenagers again.’

         ‘You’re a teenager,’ Podkin pointed out. ‘Don’t you want to be out there jumping about on tables instead of being sent to bed with the children?’

         Not for the first time, he felt a gulf opening up between them. As if Paz was slipping away into adulthood while he stayed behind with only the annoying Pook for company.

         ‘No thank you,’ Paz said, tucking the snoring Pook under a blanket. ‘I hate the taste of wine and I don’t fancy making a fool of myself. And I don’t want to wake up in the morning with a pounding headache either. Do you remember the ones father used to get?’

         ‘After Bramblemas Eve?’ Podkin chuckled. ‘When we had to play with our presents as quietly as mice?’

         ‘Every year.’ Paz smiled. ‘No, I’d much rather be here with you and Pook. Just us three, together.’

         Podkin snuggled up to her, closing his eyes and thinking back to the days in Munbury warren when they used to look down from the gallery at Lopkin and Lady Enna dancing the reel and singing at the very tops of their voices.

         Grown-ups are strange, he had thought to himself, before falling fast asleep.

         He was awoken the next morning by the sound of bustle and chatter. Rolling out from his blankets, he saw the whole warren was preparing for battle. Rabbits were strapping on armour made from plates of overlapping bone and painted wood. They were sharpening ice axes with blades of shining copper, and they were loading the pouches of bandoliers that crossed their chests with stones and pellets.

         Podkin noticed that every rabbit, along with their ice axe or dagger, carried either a blowpipe or a catapult, just like Mish and Mash. He wondered if they had as many different kinds of ammunition, or if his friends had discovered all their recipes on their travels.

         ‘Morning, Podkin! How did you sleep?’ Mash was up and about helping to organise his tribe. He had been given a new set of armour: shoulder pads and arm guards of sheep bone etched all over with swirls and twining loops.

         ‘Very well, thank you,’ said Podkin. From the alcove next to his came a low groan and Yarrow’s bleary head emerged, eyes squinting out at the cave around him.

         ‘What’s all the noise about?’ he groaned. ‘It’s the middle of the night!’

         ‘It’s long past dawn,’ Mash corrected him. ‘And we’re marching out in half an hour. Just enough time for a lovely breakfast of eggs and porridge.’

         Yarrow made a sound that was somewhere between a groan and a sob, and his head vanished under the blankets again.

         
            *

         

         A short while later, after everyone had been dragged out of bed and given platters of scrambled eggs to munch, they gathered outside the warren cave, amongst the stables and henhouses.

         There were sixty or more warriors coming with them, all dressed in brightly painted armour. A swarm of little bodies that might have looked as though they were going on a warren outing, if it hadn’t been for all the weapons they were carrying.

         Mish and Mash stood at the front of them, alongside Rushka. Both had their chests puffed out with pride, and both clutched their Gifts in their paws, showing their family and friends what an important mission they had been chosen for.

         Pook had been given a tiny ice axe with a flint blade, and he was swinging it around in a way that was making Podkin very anxious. He had already told his brother to be careful about fifty times, but Pook was very good at pretending not to hear things he didn’t want to.

         Yarrow was leaning against a henhouse clutching his head and muttering prayers to Clarion, alongside promises that he would never touch wine again.

         ‘Such a shame you can’t hold your drink,’ said Crom, who was standing nearby and smiling. ‘You’re really going to suffer when we start climbing down the mountain.’

         ‘Oh, we’re not climbing down,’ said Mish.

         ‘What are we going to do, then?’ Yarrow groaned. ‘Fly?’

         ‘Kind of,’ said Mash. He pointed to the wooden fence that stretched across the valley entrance. There, by the gate, was a tall pole. From its top, a rope stretched off, out of the village, disappearing into the distance.

         ‘We only climb up to the village,’ said Mish. ‘We travel down by death slide. It’s so much quicker.’

         Podkin and Paz shared a look of horror, while Yarrow groaned under his breath. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Podkin. ‘Did you call it a death slide?’

         ‘It’s just a name,’ said Mash. ‘It’s actually really fun. Watch – I’m going first.’

         As the Gift Bearers stared, jaws hanging open, Mash climbed up a ladder to a platform just below the rope. A rabbit there handed him a leather harness, which he tied around his waist, then he looped a strap up and over the taut line.

         ‘See you at the bottom!’ he called. And he leapt off.

         Arms wide, like a bird, Mash vanished from sight. All that could be heard was a whizzing sound rapidly fading into the distance.

         ‘Me next! Me next!’ Pook shouted, jumping up and down.

         ‘You’d better come with me,’ Mish said. ‘You’re too small to go on your own.’

         Paz stepped forward, putting a paw on Pook’s bouncing head. ‘Now hang on a moment,’ she said. ‘Are you sure this is safe?’

         ‘It’s safer than him climbing up a mountain on someone’s back,’ said Mish with a smile. Before Paz could object again, she scooped Pook up and climbed to the top of the platform. When she was given the harness, she wrapped it around both of them and then fixed the strap to the line.

         ‘Look at me, Poddy!’ Pook shouted. ‘I’m going to be an eagle!’

         ‘By the Goddess …’ Podkin muttered, wondering if he should put a stop to this madness. But by the time he had taken a step forwards, Mish and Pook were gone.

         ‘Weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!’ The sound of his baby brother squealing echoed down the valley.

         ‘Podkin,’ – his big sister put an arm round his shoulders – ‘when we do get home, and I’m explaining all this to Mother … I think we should leave this part out completely.’

         ‘Good idea,’ said Podkin. ‘And I think I’d better go next, to make sure Pook got to the other end in one piece.’

         ‘After you,’ said Paz, letting Podkin step up to the ladder, a broad smile on her face. He began to regret his decision when he climbed up the steps and saw just how steep the drop was on the other side. The valley floor fell away, growing deeper and deeper, and the thin line of rope stretched above it, vanishing into the distance.

         ‘Tie this on tight,’ said the dwarf rabbit with the harnesses. She flipped a length of leather around his belt and buckled it in place. Then she swung a strap over the rope and tied it on to the harness. Podkin was now hanging from the line by a loop.

         ‘Try to keep as still as you can,’ said the rabbit. ‘Legs together, toes pointed. You’ll zip down in no time.’

         ‘What if I get stuck?’ Podkin asked. ‘What if the rope snaps? What if the harness snaps? What if the poles break?’

         The rabbit laughed. ‘Those things hardly ever happen.’

         ‘Hardly?’ Podkin wanted more information but the rabbit was already lifting his legs with one paw and tipping his head backwards. When he was lying horizontal in mid-air, she gave him a shove and he went flying outwards into the cold mountain air.

         ‘I’m not readyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!’ he yelled, his cry echoing around the rocks as he flew, leaving his stomach somewhere behind him.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Oh Goddess, oh Goddess, oh Goddess. His mind could do nothing but repeat those two words as he soared down the steep slope of the slide.

         He could feel the air whipping past him, ruffling his fur and flapping his ear. He could hear the high-pitched buzz of the rope, the strap screaming as it whizzed along it.

         After a few seconds, he was brave enough to open an eye and he saw nothing beneath him but shards of pointed rock. Down the mountainside he flew, over crevices and canyons, skimming the tops of straggly trees and pelting past running streams and herds of puzzled sheep.

         Just a few heartbeats after he had been thrown off the wall, he saw the slide’s end in the distance. There was another pole with a platform beneath it. Mash was waiting there, paws open to catch him.

         ‘Aaaaaaah!’ Podkin yelled as he flew into Mash’s arms at full speed. The strap that held him hit a knot in the rope, making him stop so suddenly he nearly bit his tongue off. Then Mash had tight hold of him, dragging him back down to the platform and undoing his harness.

         Podkin collapsed on to the wooden planks, every muscle in his body trembling with fright.

         ‘Wasn’t that fun?’ Mash said. ‘It would have taken us all day to climb down that far.’

         ‘Just get me back on to solid ground,’ said Podkin, scrambling for the ladder. Mish and Pook were already safely below and his baby brother was crying because he wanted another ride.

         ‘Again! Again!’ he kept shouting.

         ‘No, Pook,’ said Podkin as he fell to his knees on the beautiful unmoving earth. ‘We are never doing a death slide again. Not ever.’

         
            *

         

         One by one, all the other rabbits came sliding down. Paz was next – doing her best to glide gracefully despite the look of terror on her face – followed by Crom. Then several of the dwarf rabbits appeared, shooting down the rope with practised ease.

         Bundles of weapons and supplies also flew along the slide, and Podkin realised what an efficient way it was for the mountain rabbits to travel and haul goods.

         Finally, almost at the very end of the process, Yarrow was sent down. He flailed and wailed as he came, and several rabbits had to help untie him when he landed.

         ‘I think …’ he groaned, as he stumbled down the ladder ‘… I think I was sick on a sheep.’

         They left him to lie in the shade of a boulder for a time, while the dwarf rabbits dealt out kit and weapons, then formed themselves into ranks facing east, ready to march.

         ‘What happens now?’ Podkin asked as he took his place next to Mish and Mash at the head of the line.

         Chief Ruksha answered for them. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘it is time. The Lushan Ullorka march to war.’
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            Interlude

         

         The bard stops there, noticing that Mash has drifted off to sleep for the third time in the space of a few minutes. Mish leans across and pokes him on the shoulder.

         ‘I was just resting my eyes!’ he says, shaking himself awake.

         ‘I think, perhaps, it is time for bed,’ says the bard. ‘It has been a long day of travelling and my bottom still aches as if Clarion has been using it as a set of bongos.’

         ‘But you can’t stop there!’ says Rue. ‘Not when there’s about to be a battle! I love hearing about battles!’

         ‘Hearing about them is a lot nicer than being in them,’ says Jori. ‘Although you should know that yourself.’ She points to the spot where Rue was hit with a poison arrow fired by an Endwatch assassin.

         ‘At least tell me if the Ruka Bjarn win,’ says Rue. ‘And if the spear is mended. And if Scramashank attacks them on the way. Oh, and if Yasmin learns to read her dreams properly and …’

         ‘That’s the rest of the entire tale you’re talking about, you cheeky turnip,’ says the bard. ‘It will keep for later on. Now, off to bed. And that means everyone!’

         With many yawns and stretches, the gathered rabbits begin to get up from their cosy spots near the fireside and drift off into the depths of the warren, back to their burrows.

         Mish and her retinue of guards stand as well, bowing to the bard and his companions.

         ‘We will go back to our warren,’ she says. ‘But we will see you tomorrow morning, first thing. I shall bring some of our best oarsrabbits with me.’

         ‘Goodnight, sister,’ says Mash. One of his guards helps him up from his seat and they all wave farewell.

         After that, Rue and the bard are shown to a snug guest burrow, just off the main corridor. It has beds with feather mattresses and carved bedposts. The walls are hung with rich tapestries and thick carpets cover the floor.

         ‘This is a very fine warren,’ Rue says as he takes off his cloak and clambers into bed.

         ‘Yes,’ says the bard, already tucked up in his blankets. ‘Rich … Apples … Cider … Trade …’

         Before he can say any more, his eyes close and he falls fast asleep.

         
            *

         

         After a deep, dreamless slumber, Rue is woken by the sound of busy rabbits outside the burrow door. That, and the smell of breakfast.

         Reluctantly he climbs out of the lovely soft bed, knowing it will be a long time before he sleeps anywhere as comfortable again. The bard is already up, limping around the room in circles.

         ‘What’s the matter?’ Rue asks as he ties on his cloak and grabs his pack. ‘Why are you pulling faces and walking funny?’

         ‘My bruises have bruises,’ mutters the bard. ‘How can you not be sore after all that riding?’

         Rue shrugs. He does a few hops across the burrow just to show how little his legs hurt.

         ‘It’s not fair. You young kittens can ride halfway across the realms without so much as an ache. Youth is wasted on you.’ The bard mumbles and moans all the way to the longburrow, where the others are already waiting for them.

         While they are eating, a knock at the warren door sounds and Mish arrives with a team of boat rabbits. Dressed in leather armour, they all have arm muscles like sackfuls of boulders. They look like they could row a boat from one side of the Five Realms to the other, even crunching through forests and over mountains as though dry land was water.

         Mash has a team of his own. Between them there are eighteen strong rowers.

         ‘We should fly up this river,’ says Jori, looking at them. ‘I’ve seen crews of Orestan war galleys that don’t have biceps half the size of these fellows’.’

         When everyone has eaten their fill, they file out of the warren, making their way to Mirrormoon lake. A fine longboat has been tied up on a jetty next to the mound of Applecross. It has the carved head of a dragon rearing up at the front, and a curled tail at the stern. There are benches all the way down for the rowing team, and a set of seats at the back covered with cushions and blankets.

         ‘This is my fastest boat,’ says Mash proudly. ‘We hold races between the lakeside warrens every year, and she’s won five times in a row.’

         ‘She won’t win this year,’ Mish whispered into Rue’s ear. ‘I’ve hired some giant rabbits for my crew. They’ll make my boat go faster than lightning.’

         ‘All aboard for Thornwood!’ Mash cries and starts waving the rabbits up the wooden plank that leads to the ship. The crew take their place at the benches, while Nikku and Jori head for the comfortable area at the back.

         ‘Are you coming, too?’ Rue asks Mash as he sets foot on the gangplank.

         ‘Of course!’ says Mash. ‘If Podkin’s in trouble, then I want to be there by his side. Just like I have been since Boneroot.’

         ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ says Mish, who has walked up behind him. ‘Those two old greyfurs won’t be any use. And you’re probably right. But Podkin is part of our family. And when your family need you, you make sure you’re there.’

         ‘Speak for yourself,’ says Mash, patting the blowpipe he has tucked in his belt. ‘I still have enough puff for a few shots with this beauty. If anyone touches a whisker on Podkin’s head, they’ll be sorry!’

         ‘Well, I’m glad you’re coming,’ says Rue. Then he hops on to the boat and heads along the aisle between the benches of rowers and up the steps to the aft deck. He finds a spot on the bench next to Jori and settles down on a cushion as she wraps an arm around him. (It is his first time on a boat of any kind, and he always feels safer when he’s close to her.)

         Finally the bard, Mish and Mash board the vessel and make their way to the stern. Rue watches them all hobble across the deck, swaying as the boat gently rocks. Rue tries to imagine the bard clinging on to Mash’s back, or soaring down a zip line with Mish. The old storyteller is twice their height now (and probably three times their weight if you account for his ever-growing belly). The thought makes him chuckle.

         ‘What are you laughing at?’ says the bard, as he takes his seat at the back of the boat.

         ‘I was wondering if Mash would still be able to give you a piggyback,’ Rue says, giggling behind his paw.

         ‘Very funny, I’m sure,’ says the bard as everyone else starts to laugh. ‘You should be careful who you’re being rude to. I might decide not to tell you the rest of the tale.’

         Rue’s face falls. ‘I didn’t mean it!’ he cries. ‘I’m really sorry! Please carry on with the story!’

         ‘He’ll tell it,’ says Jori. ‘Just wait until we’re under way.’

         The last things to load are the three jerboas. With nervous neeks, they are led to the front of the boat and tied there. After blinking around and sniffing their surroundings, they soon settle and crouch down in the prow to enjoy their nosebags of fresh oats.

         The Applecross rabbits on the jetty cast off the boat’s mooring ropes and shove it out on to the lake with poles. As soon as it is far enough from the shore, the crew push their long oars out through the oar holes. Nine on each side, they stretch wide and slice into the water, driving the boat’s nose ahead, sending it cutting south across the clear, shining lake.

         In the centre of the boat, a lop rabbit begins beating a drum, making a rhythm for the rowers to follow. Rue watches them all, leaning forwards then heaving back in perfect time, the thick muscles of their backs rippling under the fur.

         Past the grassy dome of Applecross they glide out around the brambly rocks of Ancients’ Island. Rue peers at it, thinking he can make out the stone structure of the old tomb – the underground burial chamber where they found Surestrike. And could those thorn-shrouded lumps be the remains of the Gorm? Still trapped there as shells of rust with yellowed bones inside?

         ‘Well then,’ says Mish as they skim along, heading for the river mouth and the dark sweep of Grimheart forest, ‘shall we hear about our tribe and the battle with the Sundered?’

         She holds hands with Mash and smiles at him, her eyes twinkling with memories.

         ‘Oh yes,’ he says. ‘Of Uncle Rushka and Mushka and Moshka. Our long-lost family – Goddess watch over them all.’

         ‘Very well,’ says the bard. ‘I suppose we have some time ahead of us before we reach the end of the river. Although I was looking forward to a sneaky nap …’

         ‘You can nap later!’ Rue says, sitting up and staring at the bard, ears pricked, ready to listen. ‘Now, don’t forget where you were …’

         ‘I know, I know,’ says the bard, rolling his eyes. ‘The Lushan Ullorka were marching out …’
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            Chapter Twelve

            Battle of the Chieftains

         

         Through the rock-strewn valleys they strode, the wood and bone plates of their armour clacking out a rhythm that echoed back and forth. From the sound, you would have expected a force of several hundred rabbits rather than the sixty that snaked along the dusty path.

         Many of the dwarf rabbits took up a chant as they went. A strange yodelling call that sounded peculiar to Podkin’s northern ear. Pook was trying to join in as well from his favourite spot on Crom’s back. He waved his new ice axe to and fro, as if he was controlling the entire Lushan Ullorkan force by magic.

         ‘We’re making a lot of noise,’ Podkin said to Paz.

         ‘I don’t think it can be helped,’ she replied. ‘And anyway, they probably have lookouts everywhere. They must know we’re coming already.’

         Podkin’s eyes flicked along the ridges above him looking for Sundered warriors with spears or bows, ready to pick them off as they came.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Mish, overhearing him. ‘We’ve sent some scouts up on to the paths around us. If there’s any danger, they’ll signal and we can protect ourselves.’

         Podkin looked up at the slopes, trying to pick out movement up there amongst the boulders but couldn’t see anything. Wherever the Ullorkan scouts were, they hid themselves as well as bloodseekers.

         ‘I don’t think the Sundered will hide and snipe at us, anyway,’ said Crom. ‘If they’re anything like the Crowskin we faced, and if battle is as important to them as Graven says, then they will want to come out and meet us face to face.’

         Oh whiskers, thought Podkin. That’s exactly what I don’t want. The thought of taking part in another battle made his fur bristle and his ear tremble.

         Paz must have noticed, as she put an arm around him.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘It won’t come to a fight. Just be ready to show them the spear and tell them about our mission. They’ll see the truth of it all, I’m sure.’

         ‘But how will I know what to say?’ Podkin blinked up at her. ‘You’re the one who’s used to making speeches. I just hide away in my Gift chamber all day.’

         Paz laughed. ‘You haven’t been doing much of that lately,’ she said. ‘You’ve faced off against bandits and giant snakes. You’ve become a bloodseeker and made the fiercest rabbits in Thrianta treat you like a son. Nobody else could have done those things, Pod! Have faith in yourself. And in the Goddess.’

         Faith in yourself. That was an easy thing to say but a very hard thing to do. Podkin tapped the Gifts he was carrying one by one, and was reassured when they all gave him a quiet buzz of energy back. All except the silent Deathwail.

         You’ll be whole again soon, Podkin promised it. One way or another.

         
            *

         

         They had been walking for a few hours when a shout came from one of the scouts. Rabbits had been spotted on the path up ahead.

         All around Podkin the Ullorkan rabbits were drawing weapons, fitting stones to catapults and darts to blowpipes. He rested a paw on Starclaw, feeling it tingling and jittering as it sensed his own nerves.

         Still marching, they came around a bend in the path and saw a wide valley open up before them.

         At the far end, a waterfall spilled down from the mountain, pouring into a broad, flat lake that reflected the peaks behind it like a mirror.

         On the shore, filling the rest of the valley, was a flint-walled village. An almost exact copy of the Ruka Bjarn’s back in the foothills behind them.

         And in front of the village gates, Chief Graven and his entire force stood in two long horizontal lines. His warriors were a mass of black feathers, with every inch of their bare skin painted in bright scarlet stripes. The leather of their trousers and shields had been painted as well – even the tips of their spears had been dipped into red dye. They looked like two bleeding scratches, as if the valley floor had been raked by some giant beast’s claws.

         One of the Ruka spotted the dwarf rabbit force arriving and a shout went up. As Podkin and the others approached, the Crowskin ranks opened, letting Chief Graven himself step out. He crossed the ground to stand in front of Chief Rushka and the pair of them glared at each other in silence.

         The awkward moment seemed to stretch on forever. Finally, Podkin – realising that nobody else was going to speak – cleared his throat and did it himself.

         ‘Chief Graven,’ he said. ‘May I introduce Chief Rushka. He has kindly agreed to stand alongside us and help us reunite your broken tribe.’

         The stony silence continued for several beats more. The chieftains both had their paws on their weapons, and Podkin suddenly remembered, they had once been enemies, their fathers fighting each other in the Cruach wars.

         I might have made a mistake, Podkin thought in horror. It looks like there’s going to be even more fighting than I thought. A battle here, then another one when the Sundered come out.

         Just as Podkin was wondering whether to step in between the two warriors, Graven’s face broke into a smile. He took his paw from his axe hilt and held it out to Rushka in welcome.

         ‘Thank you for coming, Chief,’ he said. ‘It will be an honour to fight alongside you.’

         Rushka looked at the paw for a moment, clearly struggling against a lifetime of fear and hatred of the Crowskin. But this part of the tribe was not his enemy. And they had offered the paw of friendship – something a Sundered raider would never do.

         ‘It will be us who are honoured to stand beside you,’ Rushka said, finally. He clasped Graven’s wrist in a warrior’s grip. ‘We thank you for trying to bring peace to our people. Where would you like us to fight?’

         Graven looked around the valley, at the place that might soon become a battlefield. He pointed to the mountain slopes that surrounded it. ‘If I remember rightly, you Eiskalt rabbits are fierce fighters, but even better shots with your ranged weapons. Could I ask you to take positions around the hills so you can fire down on the Sundered?’

         Rushka nodded sharply. ‘It will be done.’ He gave a signal with his paw and the Ullorka broke into two lines that flowed up the slopes of scree and rock to surround the valley. Within moments, they had all but vanished into the landscape, leaving Podkin, Pook, Paz and Crom standing with the Ruka Bjarn. Mish and Mash gave them a quick wave as they dashed off after their family.

         ‘I think,’ said Yarrow, ‘that I will be best off up there as well. You know, getting a bird’s eye view of the battle. So I can remember it more clearly.’

         ‘Off you trot,’ said Crom, unslinging Soulshot from his back. The bard gave Podkin a salute and then began to scramble up the nearest slope. He was a lot less graceful than the dwarf rabbits had been.

         ‘Come with me, Gift Bearers,’ said Graven, and led them through to the front of the line. Podkin was surprised to see Yasmin there, alongside Blackdaw. He was even more surprised when she rushed to hug them all.

         ‘Podkin! Pook! Paz!’ she cried. ‘It’s so good to see you!’

         ‘Good to see you too,’ said Paz. ‘Did you learn lots about understanding your dreams?’

         ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Blackdaw and I only had a short time, but she taught me so much.’

         ‘Yasmin has great power,’ said Blackdaw. ‘She will be a mighty shaman, one day.’

         ‘Did anything happen?’ Yasmin asked them. ‘Did you meet a rabbit with a broken hammer?’

         ‘Not yet,’ said Podkin. ‘Although I think I know who it might be. The baby’s rattle turned out to be a giant, poisonous snake, though.’

         ‘Oh dear,’ said Yasmin. ‘I wasn’t very close at all, then.’

         ‘Not really,’ said Podkin. ‘But don’t worry. You’ll improve. I don’t suppose you learnt anything else while we were away?’

         Yasmin bit her lip. ‘I did have one dream,’ she said. ‘But I think it needs to wait until I tell you. It depends on whether you get the spear or not.’

         If I don’t get the spear, then it won’t matter, Podkin thought. Everything will be lost, anyway. But he smiled at Yasmin all the same.

         ‘Have the Sundered seen us?’ Crom asked Graven. ‘Why haven’t they attacked?’

         ‘Oh, they know we’re here,’ Graven replied. ‘I am certain they will come out to face us very soon.’

         As if they had heard his words, the wooden gates of the village began to creak open. And from them poured a stream of Sundered.

         They flowed out from the village into the open space before it, forming themselves into two lines: a mirror image of the Ruka Bjarn facing them. The same ruffs of black feathers, the same clothes of stitched leather, the same flint and bronze axes and kpingas. The only difference was that the Sundered had painted themselves with black-and-white markings, their faces made to look like skulls, their chests like rib cages.

         Last to emerge was a tall she-rabbit wearing a necklace of crow skulls and carrying a double-handed axe. Alongside her strode a shaman dressed almost the same as Blackdaw. Like her, he also held a feather-topped wand and had a goat’s skull mask.

         The ranks of Sundered parted, allowing them to walk to the front, and then closed behind them.

         ‘So.’ The woman spoke, her gravelly voice echoing around the valley. ‘It appears that our brothers and sisters have finally learnt the true will of Cruach. They have come here to make battle in her name! To paint the stones of our mountains with their blood!’

         The Sundered behind her raised their weapons and cheered.

         ‘That is not why we are here, sister.’ Graven stepped forward. ‘We have not come to fight, but the opposite. We are here to join our tribes together again. We have been apart too long and we know there are many among you who feel the same way.’

         ‘Join?’ Talon laughed, and so did a handful of the biggest, meanest Sundered who stood around her. ‘Is that why you have brought the dwarf rabbits with you? Our enemies? Do they want to join our tribe as well?’

         ‘They are here because they are sick of you raiding their villages and attacking their people,’ said Graven. ‘And they are not all we have brought. We have been sent a group of messengers by the Goddess Estra herself. They have come to place the pieces of Deathwail, our sacred spear, together. To heal it and mend it, just as we wish to heal and mend our people.’

         Graven motioned for Podkin to stand beside him. Taking a deep breath, Pod stepped forward and pulled Deathwail out from his pack, holding it up where the Sundered could clearly see it.

         ‘Go on, Pod,’ Paz whispered from behind him. ‘Make your speech!’

         ‘Um …’ Podkin quivered at the sight of all the fierce warriors opposite, the way they were glaring at him for daring to set paws on their sacred Gift. But he knew he had to say something or there would be no chance at all of getting the rest of the spear. ‘Yes, it’s true.’ His voice echoed back to him from the mountainside, and he winced at how weak and squeaky it sounded. ‘I am Podkin of Dark Hollow. I fought against the Gorm two years ago when they tried to take over the world. And the Goddess chose me to collect and guard her Gifts. I have been sent here to ask for your spear because it is needed. All the Gifts are needed. I don’t know what for, exactly; I just know that if we don’t have as many as possible the Gorm will attack again. And this time we will lose.’

         His words hung in the icy air as the Sundered continued to stare. Finally, Talon burst out laughing. All the warriors around her laughed too. They bent double and slapped their legs as if they had just heard the funniest joke in the world.

         ‘A child?’ Talon finally managed to control her laughter. ‘A little baby? With only one ear? That is who the Goddess has chosen to beat the Gorm? And you expect us to hand over our part of Deathwail, just like that? How far you have strayed from the path of Cruach, brother. Living out on the Skylands has made your brain as soft as the grass under your paws.’

         ‘It is true!’ Beside Podkin, Blackdaw stepped forwards, holding her wand high in the air. ‘Ask Bonebeak, your shaman. He must have had the same dreamsights as me. The iron one, the poison in the earth, the enemy of all life – Gormalech – has stirred once more. I was told that these rabbits would come. I was told that we had to give them our Gift. And I have seen what will happen to us if we don’t. It won’t just be the end of the Ruka Bjarn, or the Eiskalt tribes, or the Sundered. It will be all of us that disappear under a tide of living metal. We will all be destroyed if we don’t do this. The Goddess has spoken, and Cruach stands with her!’

         ‘And this small rabbit is far from just a simple child,’ Graven added. ‘He has passed the trial of the bloodseeker. He and his friends have beaten the entire Gorm army. And they bear many of the Gifts already. A feat no other rabbit has managed since the dawn of all the tribes!’

         Talon looked from Blackdaw to Podkin and back again. Her eyes were like hard chips of quartz, glinting with hate and violence.

         There’s no way she is going to give up without a fight, Podkin realised. It was just a question of how many Sundered would join with her.

         Slowly Talon reached into a pouch at her belt. She drew out a shard of copper: the missing side of Deathwail’s carved face. ‘If you want this,’ she said, ‘you will have to win it in battle. And you will not win, for we are Cruach’s chosen. We remember the true path. It is us who shall mend the spear today, and it will prove once and for all that we chose the right way, not you.’

         ‘No!’ Blackdaw shouted. ‘Don’t do this! I know there are many of you who think like we do, who want to become Ruka Bjarn again! Listen to your shaman. Bonebeak! Tell them!’

         The Sundered warriors turned their heads, looking toward their own shaman. He stared back at them for a moment, and then hung his head.

         ‘It’s true.’ His words could just about be heard by Podkin, drifting across the battlefield. ‘I have had the same dreams. A tide of iron is coming and we must stand together against it. And we have to send the spear back to the Goddess. This is the will of Cruach.’

         No sooner had he finished speaking than a large black crow flew up from a gnarled tree, cawing loudly. Gasps could be heard coming from the Sundered. A sign. A sign from their god.

         The valley froze in silence for a long moment as every rabbit there watched the crow beat its slow path across the sky, as each thought about the words Bonebeak had said. The only sound was the cold mountain breeze and the flapping of tribal banners until …

         ‘Rat dung!’ Talon screamed and struck at Bonebeak with the butt of her axe. His skull mask shattered into pieces and he fell to the ground where several Sundered rushed to help him. ‘This is all lies!’ Talon screamed again. ‘They are not having our spear! They are not turning us from the path of war!’

         A handful of warriors around her cheered, but it was only a handful. Podkin could see that the words of the shaman, the sight of the crow, had deeply affected the rest. They were looking at each other uneasily. Some shook their heads, some fidgeted with their weapons as if they half thought of dropping them.

         We’re getting through to them, Podkin realised. If one of us can say the right few words at this exact moment, it might be enough. He racked his brains, trying to think of what to say, which perfect words would be enough to finish working the spell … but there wasn’t enough time. Before anyone could open their mouths, Talon raised her axe and charged towards the Ruka Bjarn, howling a battle cry.

         Five or six Sundered came with her but the rest stayed still. Gathered around the stunned Bonebeak, they watched their chief charge forwards, leaving her to her fate.

         As soon as those few Sundered were out in the open, the dwarf rabbits up on the mountainsides opened fire. A hail of rounded pebbles and blowpipe darts rained down, cracking into the charging warriors’ kneecaps and ankles, thudding into their thighs. Within a few steps, they had all toppled to the ground, clutching their legs. All except Talon, who steamed through, moving too quickly to be hit.

         ‘Get behind me, children.’ Crom put out a paw and ushered Pook, Paz and Podkin out of the front line. Podkin peered around Crom’s leg, eager to see what might happen.

         As his twin sister pounded towards them, Graven shouted. ‘Leave her to me!’

         ‘And me!’ echoed Rushka and the pair of chieftains raised their own weapons, running forwards to attack Talon.
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         The three of them met in the centre of the field, watched by every rabbit around. Talon’s face was twisted in rage. She screamed as she swung her two-handed axe at the approaching chiefs.

         It sailed straight over Rushka’s head, crashing into Graven’s axe. Then Rushka bounced up, soaring as high as Talon’s face, striking at her with his flint knife.

         Stepping sideways, quick as a blink, Talon dodged the knife and brought her elbow up, right into the path of Rushka’s nose. He crashed into it, then toppled to the ground, stunned.

         Meanwhile, Graven had drawn his axe back for an overhead blow. It whistled down, ready to split Talon ear from ear, but she blocked it with the haft of her axe. There was a crunch and the weapon split in two, Graven’s copper axe head shearing straight through the wood.

         But Talon didn’t flinch. Now she had a hand axe and a baton of wood, one in each paw. She changed her fighting style, striking with both of them in a rapid pattern of blows.

         Graven blocked the axe head with his own but caught several cracks of the wooden haft on his arms and shoulders. Grunting with pain, he chopped downwards, hitting Talon’s paw.

         There was a flash of blood and a shriek. She dropped the wooden pole and squeezed her injured paw under her arm. Seeing a chance, Graven doubled his attack. He swept Talon’s legs out from under her with a kick and brought his axe down again.

         Now kneeling on the floor, Talon raised her axe to block, and the two weapons locked. Both rabbits strained against each other, teeth gritted and sweat pouring down their faces, blurring their warpaint.

         ‘Yield!’ Graven managed to growl at his sister.

         ‘Never!’ she shouted back.

         Podkin stared in horror, shocked by how two siblings could show such violence towards one another. ‘He won’t hurt her, will he?’ he asked Crom.

         ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t have to,’ Crom replied.

         Graven’s axe head inched closer and closer towards Talon as she strained to hold it off. Podkin couldn’t take his eyes from its sharp edge as it crept nearer and nearer to the Sundered chieftain’s face.

         ‘Please don’t,’ Podkin whispered. ‘Somebody stop them.’

         As if in answer to his prayer, a rumble seemed to come from the valley floor. Pebbles shook, the smooth surface of the lake rippled. Chunks of flint toppled from the village wall.

         ‘What’s happening?’ Paz looked at Podkin, her ears pressed flat against her head. ‘I can feel Ailfew buzzing,’ she said. ‘What’s going on?’

         ‘Something’s coming,’ Podkin said, trembling himself. Yasmin’s vision of the broken smith’s hammer appeared in his head. He looked across at her and saw she was shaking as well.

         ‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ she said. Cracks had appeared in the stone of the valley floor now. Spidery lines at first, they were widening rapidly, stones and dirt tumbling down inside as a hole opened up right beside the battling chieftains.

         ‘Yes,’ Podkin said, realising with a cold, sick certainty that the young soothsayer was right. ‘It’s Scramashank. He’s here.’
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            Chapter Thirteen

            Scramashank Returns

         

         The split in the valley floor was wider than a rabbit now and still the ground beneath their paws rumbled and shook.

         Rushka was lying on his back, shuffling away from the spreading crack as fast as he could scrabble. Talon and Graven remained locked in their battle grip for a few moments longer and then, as the earth between them began to crumble, they were forced to step away. Talon climbed to her feet, panting for breath. Her injured paw went to the fragment of Deathwail where it was tucked in her belt, protecting it.

         ‘What magic is this?’ Graven roared. He stepped back, axe raised, ready to attack whatever emerged from the opening hole.

         ‘Crom.’ Podkin pulled at the big warrior’s sleeve. ‘Get the Gormkiller arrow ready.’

         Crom nodded. ‘Same as last time?’ he said, kneeling so that Podkin could climb on his back, ready to describe what he saw to put the image in Crom’s mind so that his magic bow could hit the target.

         ‘Yes, just the same,’ said Podkin. He watched as Crom ran his thumb over the arrows in his quiver, using his sense of touch to find the one with the notch in its feathers. The one forged by Surestrike that would pierce the armour of any Gorm.

         ‘I don’t like it!’ Pook wailed. Paz grabbed him and hugged him tight, raising Ailfew with her free hand, ready to try to summon the roots beneath the ground or a breeze of leaves and life: anything to strike at whatever Gormish thing might step out from beneath the ground.

         Crom had just finished loading the Gormkiller to his string when there was movement in the yawning gap that now stood between Graven and Talon. A grinding, slithering sound echoed, and then an explosion of iron tendrils reared up into the air.

         At first Podkin thought it was more snakes, but then he realised the strands of metal must be part of Gormalech himself. They whipped around in a tangle, like some twisted iron sea anemone. One of them caught Graven, sweeping his legs out from under him and knocking him to the floor. Talon, his sister, cried out and reached a paw to him, as if she wanted to pull him to safety. But then, remembering herself, she snatched it back and stepped away.

         She still cares for him, Podkin realised. After everything, there is still love there.

         Not that there was time to do anything about it, though. The tendrils were folding back, lying flat against the ground, forming a tunnel of living metal. An evil burrow, from which figures began to emerge.

         There was a gasp of horror from all the surrounding rabbits – Crowskin and dwarfs alike – as the first thing stepped out.

         Podkin had seen Gorm before – too many of them for his liking – but this was something new. Almost twice the size of a normal rabbit, almost as large as the forest wardens of Grimheart, the giant Gorm made his blood freeze with terror. Covered from head to foot in plates of jagged iron, it loomed over the Crowskin rabbits just like the surrounding mountains towered over the valley.

         Its chest was a barrel, its arms and legs oak trunks. The spiked boulder of its head poked up from sloped shoulders, all of it pierced through with slicing shards of iron.

         Red eyes glowed from deep within its helmet. Spatters of hot oil blew from its panting mouth, dribbling down the front of its breastplate, running into the patches of orange rust that clung all over it, like scabs, like festering patches of rot.

         Clank! Clank! Clank! It stomped forward then halted, feet apart. From a scabbard on its back, it drew a broadsword with a blade as tall as Crom himself. A rusted, chipped plank of iron with a serrated edge like a giant saw.

         ‘Shall I shoot now?’ Crom whispered to Podkin, drawing his bowstring back to his chin.
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         ‘Not yet,’ Podkin whispered back. ‘I think the worst is yet to come.’

         He was right. A second later, a dim purple light began to glow from the tunnel. A paw appeared, then an arm. Finally, the rabbit Podkin most feared seeing – the monster that had stalked him through countless nightmares – stepped out.

         It was Scramashank.

         Podkin couldn’t help a squeak of terror escaping from his throat. Behind him he heard Paz groan as well, Pook whimper and cry. They had all thought their worst enemy dead. Had believed they would never have to face him again.

         But he was back. And he had changed.

         His iron armour was the same thorny mass of spikes and hooked blades. His missing foot had been replaced by the same twists of torn metal. But his helmet was forged differently. It was moulded to the shape of his head, fitting tight around his jaw. The two horns that curled from the top seemed to flow from the iron. The whole thing pulsed and twitched as Scramashank breathed.

         And in the centre of it, between the slits to peer through, was a third opening. An extra eye. and all three of them seething with that sinister purple light.

         The biggest change of all, though, was his right paw. From the elbow down, the flesh and muscle was missing. Instead, fused to the joint was the haft of a broad, double-sided axe. The head of it was where his paw should be and, rather than the softly glowing bronze that all the other Gifts were made of, the thing was blackened and burned as if it had been plunged into a roaring furnace. The edges were chipped and flaked, the surface crumpled with ripples and burst bubbles, molten metal that had cooled into cracked and uneven shapes. And scored through the blades were runes and markings of some lost, arcane language. They glowed and hummed, crackling with energy like trapped lightning.

         ‘He looks the same as he did in the mirror,’ Paz said, her voice just a rasp. ‘But what has he done to Stormcleave?’

         At the sight of it, Podkin felt Starclaw and Moonfyre shudder and quake. The broken pieces of Copperpot at his belt and the other Gifts in his pack all made the same motions. He heard Paz and Crom yelp as their Gifts reacted as well.

         ‘He’s there!’ Podkin forgot to talk quietly and shouted in Crom’s ear. ‘Shoot him now!’

         Crom grunted, struggling to control the juddering Soulshot. ‘I can’t,’ he said, teeth gritted. ‘The bow won’t let me!’

         Scramashank’s horned head turned in their direction, the three purple eyes blazing, as if he recognised them, and then he stepped behind the huge Gorm, hiding from their sight.

         As Crom still fought to control his bow, two more giants stepped out of the tunnel. They joined the first one, gathering tightly around Scramashank, shielding him on all sides. A cage of colossal warriors, keeping their master safe from the deadly arrow.

         ‘He’s hidden himself amongst his soldiers,’ Podkin said to Crom. ‘I can’t see him clearly.’

         Crom cursed. ‘I could fire anyway,’ he said. ‘The bow’s magic might make it work. The arrow could find a way into him.’

         ‘It’s too risky,’ said Paz. ‘You’ve only got one shot, remember?’

         Podkin nodded. ‘I want to hit the axe if we can,’ he said. ‘Last time, when we destroyed his helmet, the explosion was enough to send Gormalech deep underground. And it almost killed Scramashank, too.’

         ‘This time, I’m going to make sure he’s dead,’ said Crom, a growl in his throat.

         They watched, expecting a whole army of giant Gorm to spill from the underground tunnel but, after the third warrior, no more came. Perhaps he hasn’t had time to make any more, Podkin thought. Perhaps he’s saving them all for another part of his plan.

         ‘Rabbits of the Crowskin!’ Scramashank’s voice came from within his cluster of Gorm guards. ‘I have come to make you an offer. You have something that I want. A piece of the sacred spear, Deathwail. If you give it to me, I can grant you your greatest desire. A war to end all wars. A never-ending battle that will rage from one side of the Five Realms to the other! I will give you weapons and armour the likes of which you have only dreamed of! You will have the honour of fighting alongside me as we carve these lands into shreds! Think of the glory it will bring you! Think of how happy your god of war will be!’

         A murmur came from the Crowskins all around but, Podkin hoped at least, it sounded like a murmur of disgust. Only Talon’s ears pricked up at the words of Scramashank. She was standing very close to the group of Gorm and her paw had closed around the shard of Deathwail at her belt. To Podkin’s horror, she seemed to be drawing it out, ready to present it to the Gorm Lord.

         He had to stop her somehow. He had to do something, say something …

         ‘Scramashank!’ he yelled across the battlefield. ‘Do you remember me? Do you remember what I did to you the last time I saw you? These rabbits don’t want the kind of war you bring. They don’t want to become mindless slaves, following the orders of your master like puppets.’

         ‘Silence, brat!’ From between the bodies of the giant Gorm, Podkin thought he saw a glimpse of glowing purple eyes. ‘You were lucky last time. Now I have stronger soldiers. I have Stormcleave, the axe. And soon I will have the spear. I will destroy the Balance, then I will come for you and all of your family!’

         ‘Is it true?’ Talon asked. ‘Will you make us slaves? Will you control our minds?’

         ‘Of course not!’ Scramashank’s harsh voice took on a softer edge, as if he were trying to sound like a kind uncle rather than a bloodthirsty, world-eating demon. ‘You and your rabbits will be my honour guard. You will fight alongside me as yourselves. There would be no need to control you – why would I do that to the fiercest warriors alive?’

         At those words, Talon’s fingers drew the spear fragment out. She moved it closer to Scramashank, as if she was about to pass it to him. ‘Don’t listen to him!’ Podkin almost screamed. ‘Don’t trust him! He’s a liar! What about how you lied to Uki, Scramashank? Or should I call you Coal? He told me all about it – how you used him, betrayed him. He’ll never forgive you for what you did!’

         Podkin half expected to hear a yell of rage, but instead there was an agonised howl. The sound of a creature in terrible pain. Inside the cage of Gorm, the body of Scramashank bent double, paws gripping the sides of its helmet. It beat against the living armour covering it with its axe hand.

         ‘No!’ This voice sounded different from the cruel, iron-edged snarl of Scramashank. It was desperate, croaky – filled with the rasp of smoke-scorched lungs. The voice of a rabbit pleading for help. ‘I didn’t mean to do it! I had no choice! Tell Uki … tell him that I’m sorry. I would have fought if I could. But there’s no stopping him … he’s too powerful! Don’t listen to him, you warriors, you Crowskin! He’ll take your souls. He’ll trap you in your own bodies, in the smallest prison imaginable! Don’t trust—’

         Another strangled wail and Scramashank spoke again. Spoke with that cruel, metallic voice that sent icicles of fear through Podkin’s flesh.

         ‘Enough of this nonsense! Give me that spearhead! Now!’

         The iron gauntlet of Scramashank’s left hand snaked out between the bodies of his Gorm guard and reached for the spear piece clutched in Talon’s paw. Podkin could only stare, time seeming to slow to a crawl.

         Talon’s face was a puzzled frown as she tried to decide which side to turn to. She hadn’t even noticed those iron fingers reaching out – just centimetres from the broken spearhead and closing.

         But Chief Graven had. Although he still lay on the floor, Talon was in reach of his foot. Even as Scramashank was about to brush the spear with his fingertips, Graven kicked out with one of his long legs. His toes shot up, clipping the hand of Talon, knocking the spearhead from her grasp and sending it flying up into the air.

         End over end, it soared upwards, over the ears of the giant Gorm. For a horrible moment Podkin thought one of them was going to reach up and grasp it in a spade-like paw.

         But he had forgotten about Chief Rushka. The dwarf rabbit, clots of blood still caked around his bleeding nose, had inched to his feet. At the same time Graven kicked Talon’s hand, he had leapt and was now powering through the air, arms outstretched, following the flying chunk of Deathwail.

         The giant Gorm had begun to move as well but Rushka was first. He grabbed the spear piece in mid-air and, just as he reached the highest point of his leap, he flung it away from the Gorm and out towards the ranks of the Sundered.

         Why has he done that? Podkin wondered, thinking he had hurled it in the wrong direction. But then, as his eyes followed the gleaming shard of bronze they also saw – sprinting down from the mountainside – the familiar shapes of Mish and Mash.

         The two rabbits had edged closer as Scramashank and Podkin argued, getting ready in case there was anything they could do to help. Now they had seen their chance and come leaping and bounding down the slope, racing towards the tumbling piece of spear.

         One of the Sundered had seen it too and, arms stretched high, was leaping to catch it.

         Mash, however, was faster by far. Running up the back of the Sundered as if the Crowskin warrior was some kind of diving board, he launched himself off its head, sending a puff of crow feathers flying everywhere.

         The missing half of Deathwail landed in his paws as he tucked himself into a somersault. Once, twice he span through the air towards the ranks of the Ruka Bjarn, and then the spear fragment came shooting out, flying skywards like an arrow once again.

         He must have dropped it, Podkin thought. He hasn’t thrown it far enough. It’s going to land in the middle of the valley and then there will be a mad race to grab it.

         But he should have known better. Mish and Mash never missed a throw or messed up a leap. The piece of spear came tumbling down, right on to the spot Mish was running for. Without even looking, she put out a paw and it landed there with a satisfying thwap.

         Then she ran the last few metres towards Podkin, holding it out like a relay baton.

         Podkin knew by instinct what to do. With everything still seeming to move like a fly stuck in a puddle of sap, he leant down over Crom’s neck, holding out the spear, point first.

         He lowered it directly into the path of Mish, who skidded to a halt in a cloud of gravel and chalk dust. The dwarf rabbit slammed the missing piece of spear home, fitting it into the broken notches, into the cracks and ridges it had once been snapped from. Slotting it in as snug as a jigsaw piece in a pointy puzzle.

         As soon as the edges touched, Podkin felt it. Deathwail flared into life. It buzzed with energy, sending a fizzling, crackling bolt all the way from its tip down to where Podkin’s tiny paw clutched the shaft. From its carved mouth came a warbling, soaring cry. A song of power and strength rippling through the air, echoing around the valley. An ancient anthem of joy ringing out to the other Gifts, telling them that it was whole again, that it had come back to life.

         Starclaw, Moonfyre and the others answered, jingling and buzzing. It made Podkin whoop out loud. He held the spear high, standing up on Crom’s back so all the Crowskin – both halves of their tribe – could see it.

         ‘The spear is healed!’ he yelled. ‘Deathwail is one again!’

         The shouts of delight from the Ruka Bjarn and the Sundered echoed around the valley. They were only drowned out by the screams of rage that came from the giant Gorm and the throat of their leader.

         And now, Podkin realised, there was only one thing left to do.

         He had to destroy Scramashank, once and for all.
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            Chapter Fourteen

            The Singing Spear

         

         ‘He’s trying to get away,’ Paz called out.

         Podkin snapped his attention back to the knot of Gorm bodies. Sure enough, they were edging back towards the open mouth of the iron tunnel that had spewed them out. They had lost the spear and the support of the Crowskin, and were hoping to escape before any of the Goddess’s weapons could harm them.

         ‘Podkin!’ A voice called out to him and Podkin looked down, seeing Yasmin there clutching Blackdaw’s paw. ‘Throw the spear! I have a feeling you should use it.’

         ‘But I don’t know how it works!’ Podkin shouted back. What if I don’t throw it properly? What if Scramashank catches it and keeps it?

         ‘I’ve seen it used,’ said Crom. ‘Corvax threw it, then it whistled around the battlefield and came back to him. But he only used it once. I think that might be its weakness.’

         ‘That is correct,’ Blackdaw spoke up. ‘You only have one throw for each battle. So it has to count.’

         Podkin looked down at Paz, still unsure. She caught his eyes and nodded.

         ‘You can do this, Podkin,’ she said. ‘I believe in you. We all believe in you.’

         ‘All right, then,’ said Podkin, swallowing hard. ‘One shot. Make it count.’ Still kneeling high on Crom’s back, he pulled back his arm, breathed deep and threw.

         The spear arced up into the air, sailed about five metres and then started to dip, heading point first towards the ground.

         Podkin groaned. He’d barely thrown it past the closest pebble. He should have given it to Crom to hurl.

         But then, just as the spear was about to thud into the earth, Podkin felt a tug at his paw. As if a length of invisible thread was tied from the spear haft to his fingers. A strange feeling, it made Podkin jerk his arm backwards and, as he did so, the spear leapt upwards, soaring into the air again. As it flew it began to sing. Not the joyous, warbling ballad it had performed before: this was a fierce shriek. A battle cry. It pierced the ears of its enemies just as its point would pierce their flesh.

         It’s joined to my paw, he realised. Once it’s in the air I can guide it by moving my arm around.

         ‘Now,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s see what you can do.’

         He had watched the Gormkiller arrow pierce Gorm armour. He wondered if the spear could do the same. Pointing his finger, he aimed it at the leg of one of the giant Gorm.

         Deathwail wiggled in mid-air, then changed direction, shooting towards the hulking iron warrior. Wind rushed through the spear’s carved open mouth, and its song grew stronger, louder.

         Nearing the Gorm, it swooped low, soaring just above the ground, blowing up a trail of dust. Then it jerked upwards, hitting the giant’s leg just below the knee.

         With a sound of tearing metal, it blew through the rabbit’s armour as if it were parchment. It sliced through skin and muscle, coming out of the other side and blazing up into the air again, its musical cry becoming louder, more triumphant.

         The Gorm he had hit began to topple, clutching at its leg. Its mighty iron broadsword fell from its paws as it keeled over. But Podkin wasn’t finished. Making a beckoning motion with his paw, he called the spear back down. This time he pointed at the ankles of another Gorm.

         Another peal of music sounded from the spear as it dived, almost hitting the ground before levelling out again. Heading back towards Podkin, it struck the second giant rabbit in the back of both feet, shredding the armour and carving through its heels.

         That rabbit began to fall as well. Two of the monsters both toppling like tree trunks, and the spear kept moving.

         Now Podkin raised his paw high, hoping that the spear would land there and not chop off his fingers. Screwing his eyes shut, he waited for the pain as it sliced him … but he needn’t have worried. The smooth wood of the spear shaft lowered itself into his palm as gently as a mother bird landing on her clutch of eggs. Its song grew softer, almost becoming a lullaby, a soothing, crooning chant, before it fell silent.

         Opening his eyes, Podkin saw Deathwail in his grip, sparkling and buzzing with the thrill of flying again. Another great cheer went up from all the Crowskins, delighted at seeing their ancestral Gift being used once more.

         But Podkin wasn’t interested in that. He turned his eyes across the field to where the two injured Gorm had fallen, leaving the Gorm Lord wide open and exposed.

         ‘Now, Crom!’ he yelled. ‘He’s open! Aim for the axe, now!’

         Crom didn’t need to be told twice. Podkin could feel the thick muscles under Crom’s leather armour bunching as the blind warrior heaved the bowstring back. The wood of the bow creaked as he pulled and then, with a low thrumming twang that shook Podkin’s ear, he loosed the arrow, sending it streaking across the valley floor.

         It headed straight for Scramashank who was caught in mid-step trying to make it back to the safety of his tunnel.

         Trailing golden sparks of magic and power, the arrow flew directly at the axe on the Gorm Lord’s arm, ready to explode it into tiny pieces, just like Copperpot before it.

         Podkin tensed, waiting for the blast, for the ripple of air and suddenly released power that would buffet against them.

         But it didn’t come.

         Those tendrils, those snakes of living iron that were part of Gormalech, must have sensed the arrow’s approach. Somehow, somewhere, Gormalech must have been watching, just as he had watched them climb the mountainside.

         Before the arrow could strike, a whip-like tentacle flowed out from the tunnel mouth, flashing into its path. The arrow hit it in the middle, instantly burning it molten red. A shower of sparks poured out as the iron tentacle flamed, now glowing orange, now white. Finally the thing sheared in half, the top part tumbling to the ground like a pruned branch.

         All this happened in an instant and it was only enough to slow the arrow. The head burned through the other side of the tentacle, following the orders Crom had sent it though his mind, through the power of Soulshot. It would keep moving, if it could, until it buried itself inside its target.

         But Gormalech had more tricks up his iron sleeves. Just as the arrowhead was blistering its way through the metal tendril, the remaining giant Gorm stepped forward, pressing his chest against the emerging point, using his body as a shield for his lord.

         The arrow, slowed by the tentacle, still had enough power to push on. It travelled through the Gorm and out the other side. Now there was nothing to stop it hitting Scramashank, even though most of its power, its force, had been drained away.

         And then, as it passed through his soldier and headed towards the axe on his arm, Scramashank used his last tactic. He turned his body sideways, keeping the axe as far away from harm as possible.

         The arrow was too close, too weak now. It had no chance of turning. Instead, it thunked into Scramashank’s left arm just below the elbow and carried on, burying its head inside his breastplate, pinning his good arm to his side.

         The Gorm Lord shrieked in pain, a sound that was echoed by the bones of the earth themselves as, somewhere down there in the darkness, Gormalech roared along with his servant.

         The iron that had flowed outwards to make the tunnel came back to hideous, wriggling life. It reached out, grabbing Scramashank and the two wounded Gorm, dragging them back into the earth and pulling them down, out of sight. Beaten, wounded, they managed to escape with their lives.

         The tunnel walls crumbled, the hole collapsed on itself, becoming just an empty pit of broken soil. And then there was silence.

         Podkin blinked. The whole sequence of events had taken just a few short heartbeats, from when he first threw the spear to when Scramashank disappeared. Now all that remained was the body of one of the Gorm, its armour already crumbling into powdery rust, and the spatters of oily blood on the ground. It was as if Scramashank had never even been there.

         Graven and Rushka lay in the dust looking as surprised as Podkin.

         Talon stood, stunned, her paw still outstretched as if she thought she was still holding the spear piece.

         And all the other rabbits – Gift Bearers, Crowskin and Ullorka alike – could only open and close their eyes like Podkin. As if they had just awoken to some strange new day, some bizarre new world.

         ‘Did we do it?’ Podkin whispered to his friends. ‘Did we kill Scramashank?’

         ‘You tell me,’ said Crom. ‘I heard lots of screaming and crashing metal, and now there’s nothing.’

         ‘You were amazing, Pod,’ said Paz. ‘So was Crom. And Mish and Mash. We got the spear, we beat them. But I don’t think we killed Gormalech or Scramashank. Injured them maybe, but they’re down there under the ground somewhere.’

         Podkin beamed down at her, the spear still clutched in his paw. It didn’t matter if he hadn’t destroyed his enemies. He had finally managed to claim one of the Gifts. ‘I couldn’t have done it without you, Paz,’ he said. ‘Or you, Pook.’

         ‘Of course not,’ Paz winked at him. ‘We’re a team. Us three together, forever.’

         ‘I want lunch,’ said Pook.

         And that was when the cheering started.

         
            *

         

         The rest was a blur.

         Podkin dimly noticed the Sundered rushing over the battlefield towards them. Not with weapons drawn, but with arms wide open. Brothers, sisters, cousins, grandchildren … rabbits who had been separated for twenty years finally coming together.

         And then the dwarf rabbits were there as well, shaking paws with their once-enemies, lifting Mish and Mash high on their shoulders and singing at the tops of their voices.

         Crom had swung Podkin down from his shoulders so he could hug Paz and Pook. And then Yarrow and Yasmin, and especially Crom himself. But the last thing he saw – before he descended into the scrum of warm, furry cuddles – was Talon and Graven.

         The Ruka Bjarn chief had held his paw out to his sister, ready to forgive her, but she had just looked away, staring at the blood- and oil-covered ground at her feet. And then she had turned, putting her back to her village, her brother. She had turned and walked off into the mountains: unable to forgive, unable to be a part of the new healed tribe.

         So there was sadness as well as celebration. A bittersweet victory, but a victory none the less.

         ‘I can’t believe it!’ Mash kept shouting. ‘We healed the spear and brought the Crowskins together! Now there will be no more raids on our home!’

         ‘Well done, chaps,’ said Yarrow, shaking paws with everyone around him. ‘Such a dramatic showdown! That scene in my epic poem will practically write itself!’

         Paz kept an arm round Podkin’s shoulder, holding him tight. ‘What now?’ she said. ‘Do we press on to find the next Gift? Or head back to Dark Hollow first?’

         Podkin looked at the leaping, celebrating rabbits around him. He didn’t have the energy for yet another feast. And there was Yasmin to think of too. They had put her in more than enough danger.

         ‘I think we should head home,’ he said. ‘We can drop Yasmin back at the Vale and then let Mother know we are all safe. Maybe get some more warriors to come with us for when we head south to find Magmarok. We should have brought a small army this time, and I think even getting inside the Temple City is going to be more of a challenge than this was.’

         Beside him, Yasmin cleared her throat and raised a paw. Podkin had forgotten that she had a vision to tell him about.

         ‘Yes, Yasmin?’ he said, a sinking feeling already beginning in his tummy. ‘Is there a problem with that plan?’

         ‘I think I should tell you about what I saw now,’ she said. ‘When Blackdaw and I did the dreamsinging.’

         ‘Go ahead,’ said Paz. ‘We’re listening.’

         ‘Well,’ she began. ‘We drank some tea that is supposed to clear your mind, and then Blackdaw showed me how to go into a place where you are half asleep and half awake. A bit like when you are just about to get up but your mind is still showing you strange pictures.’

         ‘Mine was doing that last night, after all that Ullorkan mead,’ said Yarrow. Everyone glared at him to be quiet.

         ‘It worked straight away,’ Yasmin continued, ‘and I saw some things which I think were important. First, there was a giant rat on a boat, eating a kind of pastry. Then I was standing in a wide circle of ground with seats full of cheering rabbits all around. There was sand beneath my toes and in the middle was an anvil made of shiny metal. You were there, too, Podkin. You placed all the Gifts around the anvil, and then a set of weighing scales appeared above it.

         ‘After that, the sun started spinning through the sky, and then these creeping fingers of black metal began to edge in from around the circle. They were growing closer and closer until they almost touched it … and that was when I opened my eyes again.’

         Podkin and Paz looked at each other, puzzled. ‘So what do you think it means?’ Podkin asked.

         Blackdaw, who was still holding Yasmin’s paw, spoke up. ‘The rat on the boat is a bit of a puzzle,’ she said. ‘But the circle of sand sounds like the outdoor theatres they have in Thrianta. In the Temple City of Fyr. I travelled there once when I was a young kitten training to be a shaman.’

         ‘That’s where the anvil is,’ said Podkin. ‘Magmarok. The final Gift.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Blackdaw. ‘The vision is telling you to go there, to put all the Gifts you have gathered around the anvil. And then – as the scales seem to represent – there will be some kind of judgement.’

         ‘What about the spinning sun?’ Podkin asked. ‘And the black metal. Is that the Gorm?’

         ‘It means time is running out,’ said Yasmin. ‘You have to race there to place the Gifts next to Magmarok before Scramashank can take control of it.’

         Podkin sighed. ‘So there will be no heading home,’ he said. In his bones he knew it made sense. This was a race after all. A scramble to get the Gifts before they could be taken by the enemy. But he had been looking forward to placing Deathwail on its pedestal. To watching it gleam and twinkle next to the rest of his collection.

         ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Blackdaw. ‘You must leave as soon as you are able. Yasmin should go too. The Goddess is clearly using her to speak to you.’

         ‘This is the final Gift we’re going after,’ said Crom. ‘One last piece of the puzzle. What do you think will happen when you have them all?’

         Podkin shrugged. ‘The Gorm will all fall down dead?’ he said hopefully.

         ‘Of course they won’t!’ said Yarrow, sounding quite happy about the idea. ‘This is the seed of a legend, after all. There will have to be some kind of dramatic ending. A final battle, a life-or-death struggle as our heroes try and pluck victory from the jaws of defeat …’

         ‘I liked it better when you were too ill to talk,’ said Crom, scowling at the bard.

         As they were speaking, Chief Graven and Chief Rushka walked over, broad smiles on their faces.

         ‘Gift Bearers!’ Graven boomed. ‘There shall be a feast to end all feasts this night! And you shall be the guests of honour!’

         Podkin winced. ‘That’s very kind of you, Chief,’ he said. ‘But we have just learnt that we must head south immediately. There is one last Gift and we need to claim it before Scramashank does.’

         ‘It’s in the Temple City of Fyr,’ said Paz. ‘In Thrianta. Do you know the quickest way to get there?’

         Graven grunted, looking disappointed. Then he rubbed his chin, thinking of a route for them to take.

         ‘You could walk south, across the Skylands and through Wildtooth forest,’ he said. ‘Then you come to the Free Cities’ territory. The first thing you will see is the forts. No Ruka Bjarn has travelled past them for many years. They shoot us on sight.’

         ‘That was because of all the raiding the Sundered did,’ said Chief Rushka. ‘Now that will end and hopefully things will be more peaceful.’

         ‘They won’t know it’s ended yet, though,’ said Podkin.

         ‘True,’ said Graven. ‘But you are furborn. There are some traders that cross the Skylands every now and then. They will likely ask who you are before they shoot you.’

         ‘That fills me with confidence,’ said Crom. ‘What about the Free Cities? What do you know of them?’

         Blackdaw shook her head. ‘They did not exist when I travelled south many years ago. I have heard that they were once controlled by the Fyrnian Empire of Thrianta, but they broke away and now their land is ruled by a group of three clans. You will need to pass through it to get to the Temple City of Fyr.’

         ‘I’ve met one or two bards from there at various festivals,’ said Yarrow. ‘They are seafaring rabbits, fond of shanties and the open waves. I believe they were upset about taxes and the usual. There was some kind of war, and now they are a loose collection of merchants and pirates. There are three cities as far as I remember. Mertown, Wavecrest and Skullport.’

         ‘Mertown is the place I travelled to,’ Blackdaw said. ‘I took a boat from there right to the Temple City.’

         ‘That sounds good,’ said Crom. ‘Gormalech won’t be able to reach us if we’re on the sea. I say we should make for Mertown and see if we can get passage from there.’

         ‘Anything as long as we stay clear of Skullport,’ said Paz. ‘It sounds scary.’

         ‘I want to be a pirate!’ said Pook.

         Podkin nodded. Another journey into the unknown. Another set of risks. He looked around the group of family and friends that he was about to plunge into danger again.

         ‘Listen, Paz,’ he said. ‘Perhaps it would be better if you and Pook went back to Mother. She’ll be worried sick and I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you. Mish and Mash as well. Crom is used to fighting and danger, but the rest of you . . . it’s not fair to ask you to come.’

         ‘Do you think we aren’t used to danger?’ Mash said. ‘We’ve just fought off a giant metal rattlesnake and a Gorm Lord!’

         ‘Don’t be silly, Podkin,’ Paz said, laying a paw against his cheek. ‘You know we’re a part of this, Pook and I, and everyone else. We’ve all been in it from the start. And we could never abandon you. Not ever. And if we’ve learnt one thing, it’s that all of us are needed to beat the Gorm. That’s where the magic comes from. Our connections.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Mish. ‘We’re family. We face everything together.’

         ‘Family,’ echoed Crom. He held out one of his battle-scarred paws, palm down. Podkin glanced around the faces of his group, his tribe, grateful tears in his eyes. Then he placed his paw on top, as did Paz, Mish, Mash and Yarrow.

         Finally, Pook added his tiny paw to the top of the pile. ‘Are we going to beat Scrammy-shank now?’ he asked.

         Podkin smiled down on him, the bravest four-year-old he was ever likely to meet. ‘Yes, we are, Pook,’ he said. ‘Yes we are.’
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            Chapter Fifteen

            Battle on the Bank

         

         The bard sits back and gestures for someone to pass him a drink. The listening rabbits all give him a round of applause and Rue reaches across to squeeze his paw.

         ‘Mish, Mash,’ says Nikku. ‘That was incredible! I’ve seen your bravery before, of course, but I never knew what an important part you played in the gathering of the Gifts.’

         ‘You were certainly heroic,’ says Jori. ‘That scene when you put the spear pieces together …’

         ‘It was amazing,’ says Rue. ‘I can just picture you both, spinning through the air, juggling that chunk of Deathwail while the Gorm and the Sundered try to grab you …’

         ‘All right, all right,’ says the bard. He has taken a long glug from a skin of mead and is wiping his mouth on the back of his paw. ‘There were others there as well, you know. I was only four years old and I was extremely brave, too.’

         ‘As far as I remember, all you did was say you wanted to be different things,’ says Jori with a smirk. ‘An eagle, a vulture’s dinner, a pirate …’

         ‘I was four!’ the bard raises his paws to the sky. ‘Didn’t you all want to be random things when you were kittens?’

         ‘I only ever wanted to be a bard, like you,’ says Rue.

         The bard reaches across to ruffle his apprentice’s ears. ‘Clarion bless you,’ he says. ‘You’re well on your way to being that already, little one.’

         ‘Well,’ says Rue, ‘can we have more of the story, then? I want to hear about the journey to the Temple City. And about the pirates. That’s what Yasmin’s vision was about, wasn’t it? A rat eating a pie … a pie rat? A pirate?’

         ‘By Hern’s bristly breeches!’ the bard groans. ‘Can’t it wait? I’ve been talking all the way from Applecross and now we’re halfway down the river!’

         ‘Yes,’ says Mash, laughing. ‘Let the poor rabbit have a break. He’s not as young as he used to be. It won’t be long until we reach the river’s end.’

         ‘What then?’ Rue asks, remembering that they are supposed to be rushing back to his home warren. ‘How long will it take us to get to Thornwood? Will we be in time to save my family? And Podkin?’

         ‘We’ll land and stay the night at Redmouth warren,’ says Mish. ‘Then you four can take your jerboas and gallop over the downs to Thornwood. The rest of us will follow on as fast as we can.’

         ‘We might make it in two days,’ says the bard. ‘If the jerboas run as quickly as they did the last time.’

         Soon, then, thinks Rue. He hopes the Endwatch haven’t struck there yet. Offering a prayer to the Goddess, he thinks of his father, Chief Hubert. His mother and many, many brothers. Please be safe. Please let us get there in time. I can’t wait to see you again. And such tales he will have to tell them!

         The boat continues to glide upstream. Lost in the story, Rue hadn’t really noticed when they had left the lake and begun rowing up the river through the trees of Grimheart forest. Now they are deep inside that endless sea of greenery.

         Leaning on the rail, he looks out, drinking it all in.

         There are steep banks on either side, lined with reeds and bulrushes. Waterfowl duck in and out, hooting and quacking as the boat glides by. Reed warblers sing and dragonflies fly around them in lazy arcs. The sound of creaking oars and rippling water plays a soothing lullaby as the deck rocks like a cradle.

         Past the riverbank are the trees. Thick clouds of green, they crowd together, softly swaying in the breeze. Sun sparkles on the bright leaves above, but underneath, where the trunks stand like pillars in a mossy church, it is dark and shadowy. Just a few metres from the forest edge and you can hardly see anything at all except vague shapes and shadows.

         Rue shivers. There could be anything out there. The forest wardens, maybe, watching them row by. Or a pack of those ancient wolves. The great-great-great-grandchildren of Truefang stalking them through the trees.

         Nodding off to sleep, lost in his imaginings, Rue isn’t as surprised as he should be when he does spot a movement amongst the branches. A scurrying shape, hunched low to the ground. Was it a rabbit? Or a deer perhaps?

         He is about to ask the bard whether there are any warrens in this part of the forest, when a tearing, creaking sound comes from the woods up ahead. One of the trees on their right is moving, shaking, falling. With a roar of snapping branches and a cloud of torn leaves, it topples, smashing to the ground across the river, blocking their path.

         ‘What in Hern’s name …?’ the bard sits forward in his seat, as the rowers all stop pulling their oars. The boat drifts into the fallen tree with a crash that sends everyone tumbling from their seats.

         ‘Rabbits in the trees!’ Rue shouts. ‘I saw them!’

         ‘Where?’ says Jori. One paw cracks open the flask at her belt, while the other draws her sky-steel sword. Rue points into the forest shadows, where he saw the movement but, even as he does, an arrow streaks from the darkness to thud into the boat railing. Just centimetres from Rue’s twitching nose.
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         ‘We’re under attack!’ shouts the boat captain. ‘Take cover!’

         Shipping their oars, the sailors all duck down in between their benches. The bard crouches at the back of the boat, pulling Rue next to him.

         ‘It’s the Endwatch, isn’t it?’ Rue says. He recognises the arrow, especially the black mixture the point has been dipped in.

         ‘The arrows are poisoned!’ the bard shouts out to the crew. ‘Don’t let them hit you!’

         Another shot comes from the trees. This one skims the stern and bounces off, leaving a jagged scratch in the woodwork. Mash responds by popping up to fire a pellet from his blowpipe. It rattles off amongst the branches somewhere.

         ‘Did you get one?’ Rue asks him.

         Mash chuckles. ‘I can’t even see where I’m shooting, let alone hit anything,’ he says. ‘But it might make them think twice about attacking if they know we’re going to fight back.’

         Nikku has one of her red-fletched arrows fitted to her bowstring. ‘Can you see them, Jori?’ she asks.

         Jori, her head next to a gap in the railing, peers out at the riverbank. ‘There’s movement out there,’ she says. ‘It’s just a small force, I think. Four or five at the most.’

         ‘How did they know we would be here?’ Rue asks. ‘Are they spying on us?’

         The bard shakes his head. ‘They knew we would come to Thornwood, but not how we’d get there,’ he says. ‘They must have all the routes covered. That’s why there’s just a few of them.’

         Two more arrows thudded into the side of the boat. Every time a rabbit on board so much as twitched an ear, they were shot at.

         ‘But there’s enough of them to keep us pinned here for as long as they like, curse it,’ says the bard. ‘They’re stopping us from reaching Thornwood!’

         ‘They’ll run out of arrows at some point,’ says Mish. ‘Then we can best them. We have bigger numbers.’

         ‘We can’t wait that long!’ The bard pulls his ears in frustration. ‘They could have enough ammunition to last days!’

         One of the burly oarsrabbits crawls up the aisle between the benches, keeping her head low. ‘Permission to charge at them, chief?’ she asks Mash.

         ‘Not yet,’ says Mash. ‘They’ll fill you full of arrows like a pincushion. I’m not losing one of my best soldiers for nothing.’

         ‘What are we going to do?’ asks Rue. Just seeing those arrows has filled him with an icy fear. His shoulder, where he was shot back in Icebark forest, throbs as it remembers the pain. I didn’t know it had scared me so much, he thinks. And I definitely don’t want to be hit again. He edges as close to Jori as he can get, peering past her into the depths of Grimheart.

         And that’s when he sees it: not the shadowy form of a sneaking sniper, but something bigger, sleeker. It cuts through the trees like a stalking cat, the leaf-filtered sunlight dappling its furry back. Two bright points of orange light flare at Rue, and then it vanishes.

         ‘Did you see that?’ Rue whispers to Jori. ‘Did you see that thing in the woods?’

         ‘What?’ Jori turns her head back and forth, scanning the riverbank. ‘Where?’

         ‘I think it was a wolf,’ says Rue. ‘A really big one. Like Truefang.’

         ‘Those wolves wouldn’t be here, in this part of the f—.’ The bard is interrupted by a snarling sound. A snapping of jaws and a terrified scream.

         ‘I think one of the Endwatch just got eaten,’ says Jori. ‘Maybe Rue is right.’

         Another figure appears now, stepping into a gap in the trees. Bigger than the wolf, it stands upright. Rue sees a horned head and a flowing cape covered in layers of toadstools and mushrooms. It sweeps its staff in a wide arc and there is another scream. The twang of fired bows, and it vanishes, leaving arrows juddering in the tree trunk where it had briefly stood.

         ‘A warden!’ Rue shouts. ‘It was a forest warden, I know it! One with mushrooms all over!’

         ‘I saw it too,’ says Jori.

         ‘Pocka,’ the bard whispers. ‘But how did he know we’d be here?’

         ‘Between the wolf and the warden, the Endwatch are getting scared out of the trees,’ says Nikku. Then, in a blur of movement, she stands and looses one of her red-feathered arrows. There is a shriek and a splash as a black-cloaked rabbit falls from a treetop into the river.

         ‘One left,’ says Jori. Without warning, she leaps up and dashes to the front of the boat, past the trembling jerboas. Sword in paw she jumps up on to the fallen tree and runs along it as easily as if it was a broad pathway. At the far end, stepping on to the trunk, is an Endwatch rabbit, bow loaded and ready.

         Rue yells a warning, but not quickly enough. The Endwatcher sees Jori and fires, the arrow speeding straight towards her.

         Without even blinking, she smacks it out of the air with her sword, and then she is upon the enemy rabbit. One slice to his legs and he crumples, almost toppling into the river below. But Jori grabs him by the back of his cloak and places her sword point at his throat.

         ‘How did you know to be here?’ she says. ‘Who told you we were coming?’

         The Endwatcher looks up at her, eyes wide with pure hatred. ‘I’ll never talk,’ he spits. Then, too quickly for Jori to stop him, he reaches up to unfasten his cloak at the neck, letting himself tumble forward into the river.

         There is a splash and he disappears into the muddy brown water, leaving Jori holding just his hood. Rue watches for bubbles, for his head to reappear, but there is no sign of any movement. The rabbit is gone.

         
            *

         

         After the skirmish, Mash orders the captain to drop anchor and set the gangplank against the bank. Some of the rowers take axes to chop the tree away, while Rue, the bard, Mish, Mash and Jori disembark and walk into the forest a short way.

         It is dark and cool in there. Jori has her sword drawn and Nikku is covering them with her bow, but the danger seems to have passed.

         ‘Where are they?’ Rue whispers. ‘Where’s the wolf and the warden?’

         ‘The wolf is gone, I’m afraid.’ A voice comes from behind a bush. A woman’s voice, cracked with age but still strong and confident. ‘But Pocka and I are still here.’

         The leaves part and an elderly she-rabbit steps out. She wears a white robe and cloak, carries a simple leather pack and has long grey hair pulled back in a braid. Her eyes are a soft brown and kindly, as is the welcoming smile on her face.

         ‘Yasmin!’ The bard rushes to her, wrapping her up in a tight embrace. Mish and Mash are close behind, the four of them hugging each other for a good long while.

         ‘It’s good to see you, you old fool,’ says Yasmin. ‘Mish and Mash, too. It’s been far too long.’

         ‘I would ask how you knew we’d be here,’ says the bard. ‘But then, you always know everything.’

         ‘That’s right,’ says Yasmin. ‘I had a vision that you’d be in trouble. I left the Vale and found the wardens. Pocka wanted to come and help, and Rake sent one of his wolves.’

         The bushes rustled again and out stepped a giant. Tall as a tree, wide as a barn door, Rue has to crane his neck back to look up to his face. He sees a heavy brow over a wide nose and soft eyes that glow with all the life of the forest. His ears hang down to his chest and a headdress of carved wooden horns sits on his head. Clumps of fungus in every colour grow all over it, hanging down in fruity lumps, in overlapping bulges.

         ‘H-hello,’ Rue stammers. ‘Are you Pocka?’

         The giant bends (his head still towering over the tiny Rue) and smiles. He makes a curved shape with the thumb and forefinger of one paw and touches it to the other.

         ‘Pocka doesn’t speak,’ the bard explains. ‘He never did, not after the Battle of Sparrowfast and what he saw there. Hello, old friend.’

         The bard walks across and throws his arms around Pocka to hug him. They only come up to the giant’s waist. With a paw like a shovel, Pocka pats the bard on the head.

         ‘You must be that old curmudgeon’s apprentice.’ Yasmin puts out her paw for Rue to shake. ‘I don’t envy you.’

         ‘How did you know …’ Rue begins to say, and then realises what the answer will be. She just does.

         ‘Well, we’re very glad you were here,’ says Mish. ‘You saved our radishes.’

         ‘Will you be coming with us to Thornwood?’ Mash asks. ‘I presume you know that’s where we’re going.’

         ‘I do,’ says Yasmin. Her cheerful face creases into a frown. ‘And I will come with you. But we need to hurry. As soon as that tree is clear, we must be on our way.’

         ‘Why?’ the bard steps back from Pocka and reaches over to grab Yasmin’s paw. ‘What have you heard? What do you know? Are the Foxguard there? Have the Endwatch struck already?’

         Yasmin shakes her head. ‘I don’t have all the answers,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry. My dreams are clouded. Only bits have been clear to me. I knew I had to be here, and I know the Foxguard are on their way. I know how important it is to the whole Five Realms to keep Podkin safe. But as to the Endwatch and their plans … I just think we should hurry as fast as we can.’

         Bringing Pocka and Yasmin with them, they head back to the boat. The fallen tree has been chopped away and the crew are climbing aboard. They all gasp with shock when they see the giant warden emerge from the forest, and he nearly swamps the boat as he climbs the ramp. But, as quickly as they can, the crew take their places at the stern and the rabbits begin rowing again.

         ‘Fast as you can,’ Mash shouts. ‘Imagine we’re racing on the lake! Imagine we’re about to be pipped at the post by Cherrywood!’

         The oarsrabbits strain and heave, sending the boat rocketing along between the banks, ducks and coots and moorhens scattering before it.

         In the stern the bard sits gripping the edge of his bench, staring ahead of him as if he is willing the boat to go faster. Rue climbs on to his lap, trying to give him some comfort, but also because he is worried too.

         What about my family? he thinks. My parents? My brothers? Goddess keep them safe.

         The bard pats his head and is about to say something when Pocka raises his nose and sniffs the air. Big, deep snuffles, like a bloodhound tracking deer.

         ‘What is it, Pocka?’ the bard asks. ‘What do you smell?’

         Looking down at them, the warden raises his paws. He touches one finger to the opposite palm then laces the fingers of both paws together. Finally, he pulls his paws back and then claps them, sending them shooting upwards.

         ‘T. W. Burns,’ whispers the bard, figuring it out. And then he begins to tremble. Rue can feel his body shaking.

         ‘What is it?’ almost dreading to hear the answer. ‘Is it bad news?’

         The bard’s piercing green eyes look down on him and Rue is shocked to see they are full of tears. ‘I’m afraid so, little one,’ he says. ‘It’s Thornwood. Pocka can smell it burning.’
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