Late autum w nds sighed fitfully around the open gatehouse door, rustling
brown gold I eaves in the fading afternoon

Bel | a of Brockhall snuggl ed deeper into her old arnchair by the fire. Through
hal f -cl osed eyes she watched the snmall nouse peering around the doorway at
her .

"Cone in, little one, and cl ose the door."

The small mouse did as he was bi dden. Encouraged by the badger's friendly
snmle, he clanbered up onto the armof the chair and settled hinself against a
cushi on.

"You said that you would tell nme a story, Mz Bella."
The badger nodded sl owy.

"Everything you see about you, the harvest that has been gathered, fromthe
russet apples to the golden honey, is yours to enjoy in freedom Listen now,
as the breeze sweeps the |last autumm | eaves off into the world of winter. |
will tell you of the time |long ago before Redwall Abbey was built in
Mossflower. In those days there was no freedom for wood-|anders; we were
oppressed cruelly under the harsh rule of Verdauga G eeneyes and his daughter
Tsarmna. It was a nouse |ike yourself who saved Mossflower. H s nane i s known
to all: Martin the Warrior

"Ah, my little friend, I amgrown old. So are ny conrades; their sons and
daughters are fathers and nothers now. But that is |life. The seasons stil

| ook new to young eyes, the food tastes fresher in the nouths of the young
ones than it does in my own. As | sit here in the warnth and peace it al
lives again in ny nenory, a strange tale of |ove and war, friend and foe,
great happeni ngs and m ghty deeds.

"Gaze into the fire, young one. Listen to ne and | will tell you the story.'
BOOK ONE
Kotir

Mossfl ower lay deep in the grip of mdw nter beneath a sky of |eaden gray that
showed tinges of scarlet and orange on the horizon. A cold mantle of snow
draped the | andscape, covering the flatlands to the west. Snow was everywhere,

filling ditches, drifting high agai nst hedgerows, maki ng paths invisible,
snoot hing the contours of earth in its white enbrace. The gaunt, |eafless
ceiling of Mossflower Wod was penetrated by constant snowfall, which carpeted

the sprawl i ng woodl and fl oor, buil di ng canopi es on evergreen shrubs and
bushes. Wnter had muted the earth; the nuffled stillness was broken only by a
travel er's paws.

A sturdily built young nouse with qui ck dark eyes was noving confidently
across the snowbound country. Looking back, he could see his tracks

di sappearing northward into the distance. Farther south the flatlands rolled
of f endlessly, flanked to the west by the faint shape of distant hills, while
to the east stood the |ong ragged fringe marking the marches of Mossfl ower.

H s nose twitched at the elusive snmell of burning wood and turf from sone
hearthfire. Cold w nd soughed fromthe treetops, causing whorls of snowto
dance in icy spirals. The traveler gathered his ragged cl oak tighter, adjusted
an old rusting sword that was slung across his back, and trudged steadily
forward, away fromthe w | derness, to where other creatures |ived



It was a forbidding place made nmean by poverty. Here and
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there he saw signs of habitation. The dwellings, ravaged and denvolished, made
pitiful shapes under snow drifts. Rearing high against the forest, a curious
bui | di ng dom nated die ruined settlenment. A fortress, crunbling, dark and
brooding, it was synbol of fear to the woodl and creatures of Mssflower.

This was how Martin the Warrior first came to Kotir, place of the wldcats.

In a mean hovel on the south side of Kotir, the Stickle famly crouched around
alowturf fire. It gusted fitfully as the night w nds pierced the slatted

ti mbers where nud chi nking had not been replaced. Atimd scratch at the door
caused themto junp nervously. Ben Stickle picked up a billet of firewood,
nmotioning his wife Goody to keep their four little ones well back in the
shadows.

As the Goodwi fe Stickle covered her brood wi di coarse burlap bl ankets, Ben
took a firmer grip on the wood and called out harshly in his gruffest voice,
"Be off with you and | eave us alone. There's not enough food in here to go
around a decent hedgehog family. You' ve already taken half of all we have to
swell the larders in Kotir."

"Ben, Ben, 'tis oi, Uthclawm Open up, burr. 'Tis freezen out yurr."
As Ben Stickle opened the door, a homely-faced nole trundled by himand
hurried across to the fire, where he stood rubbing his digging claws together

in front of the flanes.

The little ones peeped out fromthe blankets. Ben and Goody turned anxi ous
faces toward their visitor

Urt hcl aw rubbed warnth into his cold nose as he talked in the curious rustic
nol espeech

"Wurmn patrols be out, burr, weasels V stoats an* the |oi k. They' m a | ukken
fer nore vittles."

Goody shook her head as she wiped a little one's snout on her apron. "l knew
it! W should have run off and left this place, |ike the others. Were in the
nane of spikes'll we find food to pay their tolls?"

Ben Stickle threw down the piece of firewdod despairingly. ' '\Were can we run

in mdwnter with four little '"uns? They'd perish long afore spring."

Urt hcl aw produced a narrow strip of silver birch bark and held a paw to his
nmout h, indicating silence. Scratched on the
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bark in charcoal was a single word: Corim Beneath it was a sinple picture map
showi ng a route into Mossfl ower Wods, far fromKotir.

Ben studied the map, torn between the chance of escape and his fanmly's
predi cament. The frustration was clear on his face.

Bang! Bang!

"Open up in there! Come on, get this door open. This is an official Kotir



patrol .’
Sol di er s!

Ben took one | ast hasty glance at die strip of bark and threwit on the fire.
As Goody lifted the latch the door was thrust forcefully inward. She was swept
to one side as the soldiers packed into the room out of the w nter night
chill. They pushed and shoved at each other roughly. A ferret named Bl acktooth
and a stoat called Splitnose seemed to be in charge of the patrol. Ben Stickle
signed with relief as they turned away fromthe burning strip of bark and
stood with their backs to the fire.

"Well now, dozyspi kes, where are you hiding all the bread and cheese and
COct ober al e?"

Ben could scarce keep the hatred fromhis voice as he answered the sneering
Bl acktooth. "It's many a | ong season since | tasted cheese or Cctober ale.
There's bread on the shelf, but only enough for ny famly."

Splitnose spat into the fire and reached for the bread. Ben Stickle was
bl ocked from stopping the stoat by a barrier of spear hafts as he tried to
push forward.

Goody pl aced a restraining paw on her husband's spi kes. "Please, Ben, don't
fight "em the great bullies.”

Urthclaw chimed in, "Yurr, baint much 'ee c¢'n do agin spears, Ben

Bl acktooth turned to the nole as if seeing himfor the first time. "Huh
what're you doi ng here, blinkeye?"

One of the little hedgehogs threw the sacking aside and faced the stoat
boldly. "He came in for a warmby our fire. You | eave himal one!" Splitnose
burst out | aughing, spraying crunbs fromthe bread he was eating. "Look out,
Bl ackie. There's nore of 'emunder that blanket. I'd watch "em if | were
you. "

A near by weasel threw back the covering, exposing the other three young ones.
Bl ackt ooth sized themup. "Hmim they | ook big enough to do a day's work."
Goodwi fe Stickle sprang fiercely in front of them

"You let ny liddl e ones be. They ain't harned nobody."*

Bl ackt ooth seened to ignore her. He knocked the | oaves from Splitnose's paws,
then turning to a weasel he issued orders. "Pick that bread up, and no sly
munching. Deliver it to the stores when we get back to the garrison."

Wavi ng his spear he signaled the patrol out of the hut. As Bl acktooth |left he
call ed back to Ben and Goody, "I want to see those four hogs out in the fields
tomorrow. Either that, or you can all spend the rest of the winter safe and
warmin Kotir dungeons.”

Urthcl aw kept an eye to a crack in the door, watching the patrol make its way
toward Kotir. Ben wasted no tine; he began wapping the young ones in all the
bl ankets they possessed. "Right, that's it! Enough is enough. W go tonight.
You're right, old girl, we should have left to live in the woods with the rest
| ong ago. What d'you say, Urthclaw?"



The nole stood with his eye pressed against the crack in the door. "Yurr, cunm
"ere, lookit thiz!"

Whi |l e Ben shared the crack with his friend, Goody continued swathing her young
ones with blankets. "Wat is it, Ben? They're not com n' back, are they?"

"No, wife. Hohoho, |ookit that, by hokey! See the punch he | anded on that
weasel 's nose? Go on, give it to 'em |addo!"

Ferdy, the little one who had spoken up, scuttled over and tugged at Ben's
paw. "Punch? Who punched a weasel ? Wat's happeni ng?"

Ben described the scene as he watched it. "It's a nouse-big strong feller too,
he is. They're tryhT to capture him. , . That's it! Now ki ck hi magain,

mouse. Go on! Hahaha, you'd think a full patrol of soldiers could handle a
nouse, but not this one. He nust be a real trained warrior. Phew Lookit that,
he's knocked Bl acktooth flat on his back. Pity they're hangin' on to his sword
like that. By the spikes, he'd cause
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some damage if he had that bl ade between his paws, rusty as it is.
Ferdy junped up and down. "Let nme see, | want a |ook!"

Uthclaw turned slowy away fromthe door. "Baint nuch

use, liddle 'edgepig. They'ra gorrimdown now, aye, an*

roped up too. Hurt, worra pity, they be too many fer 'imto
foight, ee'ma gurt brave wurrier tho."

Ben was nonmentarily crestfallen, then he clapped his paws together. "Now is
the tine, while the patrol's busy with the fighter. They Ve got a job on their
paws, draggin' himback to the cats' castle. Conme on, let”s get a-goin' while
the goin's good."

A short while later, the fire was burning to enbers in an enpty hut as the
little band trudged into the vast woodl and spraw of Mssflower, blinking
water fromtheir eyes as they kept their heads down agai nst the keen wi nd.
Uthclaw foll owed up the rear, obliterating the pawtracks fromthe snowy
ground.

Gonff the nousethi ef padded silently along the passage fromthe | arder and
storeroom of Kotir. He was a plunmp little creature, clad in a green jerkin
with a broad buckled belt. He was a ducker and a weaver of |life, a marvel ous
mmc, ballad witer, singer, and | ockpick, and very jovial with it all. The
woodl anders were i mMmensely fond of the little thief. Gonff shrugged it ai
off, calling every creature his matey in initation of the otters, whom he
greatly admired. Chuckling quietly to hinmself, he drew the snmall dagger from
his belt and cut off a wedge fromthe cheese he was carrying. Slung around his
shoul der was a large flask of elderberry wi ne which he had al so stolen from
the larder. Gonff ate and drank, singing quietly to hinmself in a deep bass
voi ce between nouthfuls of cheese and w ne.

The Prince of Musethi eves honors you

To visit here this day.



So keep your |arder door shut tight,
Lock all your food away.

O foolish ones, go check your store
O food so rich and fine.

Be sure that I'Il be back for nore,

Especially this w ne.

At the sound of heavy paws Gonff fell silent. Melting back into the shadows,
he huddl ed down and held his breath. Two
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weasel s dressed in arnmor and carrying spears trudged past.
They were argui ng heatedly.

"Listen, I"'mnot taking the blane for your stealing from

the | arder."

"Who, me? Be careful what you say, mate. I'mno thief.'* "Well, you're |ooking
very fat lately, that's all | say." "Huh, not half as podgy as you, lard
barrel." "Lard barrel yourself. You'll be accusing nme next." "Ha, you're in
charge of the key, so who else could it be?" "It could be you. You're al ways
down there when | am"™ "I only go to keep an eye on you, mate." "And | only go
to keep an eye on you, so there." "Right, we'll keep an eye on each other

then." CGonff stuffed a paw in his mouth to stifle a giggle. The
weasel s stopped and | ooked at each other. "What was that ?"

"Cho, | know what it was—you're |laughing at ne." "Arr, don't talk stupid."
"Tal king stupid, amI|?" Indignantly, the weasel turned

away from hi s conpanion

Gonff quickly called out in a passable weasel-voice initation, "Big fat
robber!"

The two weasels turned furiously upon each other. "Big fat robber, eh. Take
that!" "Quch! You sneaky toad, you take this!" The weasels thwacked away nadly
at each other with their

spear handl es. Gonff sneaked out of hiding and crept off in the opposite
direction, leaving the two guards rolling upon the passage

floor, their spears forgotten as they bit and scratched at each

ot her.

"Omww, |eggo. Gr, take that!"

"I"1l give you robber! Have sonme of this. Ooh, you bit ny

ear!"



Sheat hi ng his dagger and shaking with mrth, Gonff unlatched a wi ndow shutter
and slipped away through the snow toward the woodl ands.

Oh fight, lads, fight, Scratch, lads, bite, 11
Gonff will dine on cheese and wi ne, Wen he gets hone tonight.

Martin dug his heels into the snow, skidding as he was dragged bodily through
the outer wallgates of the forbidding heap he had sighted earlier that day.
Arnored sol diers clanked and clattered together as they were dragged i nward by
the ropes that restrained the prisoner, none of themwanting to get too cl ose
to the fighting nouse.

Bl ackt ooth and Splitnose closed the main gates with much bad-tenpered

sl amm ng. Powdery snow bl ew down on themfromthe top of the perineter walls.
The parade ground snow was hammered flat and slippery by sol diers dashing
hither and thither, some carrying lighted torches—ferrets, weasels and stoats.
One of themcalled out to Splitnose, "Hoi, Split-tie, any sign of the fox out
t here?"

The stoat shook his head. "What, you nmean the heal er? No, not a whisker. W
caught a mouse, though. Look at this thing he was carrying."

Splitnose waved Martin's rusted sword aloft. Bl acktooth ducked. "Stop playing

with that thing, you'll slash sonebody twirling it around like that. So,
they're waiting on the fox again, eh. Add Geeneyes doesn't seemto be getting
any better lately. Hey, you there, keep those ropes tight! Hold himstill, you
bl ockheads. "

The entrance hall door proved doubly difficult as the warri or nouse managed to
cling to one of the tinmber doorposts. The soldiers had practically to pry him
| oose with their spears. The weasel who had been given charge of the bread
kept well out of it, heading directly for the storeroomand |larder. As he
passed through the entrance hall, he was chall enged by others who cast

covet ous eyes upon the brown hone-baked | oaves. It had been a hard w nter
since many creatures had deserted the settlenent around Kotir after the early
aut um harvest, taking with them as nmuch produce as they could carry to the
woodl ands. There was not a great deal of toll or levy coming in. The weasel
clutched the bread cl ose as he padded al ong.

The hall was hostile and danmp, with wooden shutters across the | ow w ndows.
The floor was nade froma dark granite-like rock, very cold to the paws. Here
and there the nighttine

12

guards had lit small fires in corners, which stained the walls black with
snoke and ashes. Only captains were allowed to wear |ong cloaks as a mark of
rank, but several soldiers had draped thenselves in old sacks and bl ankets
purl oined fromthe settlenment. The stairs down to the |lower levels were a
junble of worn spirals and flights of straight stone steps in no particular
sequence. Half the wall torches had burned away and not been repl aced, |eaving
| arge areas of stairs dark and dangerous. Mss and fungus grew on nost of the
| ower-1level walls and stairs.

Hurryi ng al ong a narrow passage, the weasel banged on the storeroomdoor. A
key turned in the |ock.

"\What Ve you got there? Loaves, eh. Bring '"emin."



The two guards who had been fighting were sitting on flour sacks. One of them
eyed the bread hungrily. "Huh, is that all you got tonight? I tell you, mate,
things are getting frombad to worse around here. Wio sent you down with

t hen®?"

"Bl ackt oot h. "
"Ch, him D d he count then?"
"Er, no, | don't think so."

"CGood. There's five |loaves. W'll have half a | oaf each—that'l| |eave three
and a half. Nobody' 11 notice the difference."

They tore hungrily at Goody Stickle's brown oven | oaves.

Upstairs, Martin had nanaged to wrap one of the ropes around a stone col um.
Soldiers were jeering at the efforts of the patrol to get himaway and up the
stairs. "Yah, what's the matter, |ads, are you scared of hin®P"

Bl ackt ooth turned on the nocking group. "Any of you lot fancy having a go at
hi n? No, | thought not."

The door opened behind them and snow blewin with a cold, draughty gust. A
fox wearing a ragged cloak trotted past mem and up the broad flat stairs to
their first floor. The soldiers found a new target for their renarks.

"Hoho, just you wait, fox. You're late."

"Aye, old G eeneyes doesn't like to be kept waiting."
"I'"d keep out of Lady Tsarmina's way, if | were you."
I gnoring them the fox swept quickly up the stairs.

Martin tried to nake a dash for the hal f-open door to the parade ground but he
was carried to the floor by weight of numbers. Still he fought ganely on
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The jeering soldiers started shouting and cal ling hunorous advi ce again.
Bl acktooth tried freezing theminto silence with a stera glance, but they took
no notice of himthis tine.

Splitnose sniffed in disgust. "Discipline has gone to the wall since Lord
Ver dauga' s been sick,"

Fortunata the vixen waited nervously in the draughty antehall of Kotir. A |low
fire cast its guttering light around the danp sandstone walls. Slimnmy green

al gae and fungus grew between sodden banners as they slowy disintegrated into
t hreadbare tatters suspended fromrusty iron holders. The vixen could not
suppress a shudder. Presently she was joined by two ferrets dressed in
cunbersome chain mail. Both bore shields enbl azoned with the device of their
masters, a myriad of evil green eyes watching in all directions. The guards
pointed with their spears, indicating that the fox should follow them and
Fortunata fell in step, marching off down the [ong dank hall. They halted in
front of two huge oaken doors, which swung open as the ferrets banged their
spearbutts against the floor. The vixen was confronted by a scene of ruined
gr andeur.



Candl es and torches scarcely illum nated the room the crossbeans above were
practically lost in darkness. At one end there were three ornate chairs
occupi ed by two wildcats and a pine marten. Behind these stood a four-poster
bed, conplete with tight-drawn curtains of nmusty green velvet, its footboard
carved with the sane device as the shields of the guards.

The marten hobbl ed across and searched the satchel Fortunata carried. The

vi xen shrank fromcontact with the badly disfigured creature. Ashleg the
marten had a wooden leg and his entire body was twi sted on one side as if it
had been badly mained. To disguise this, he wore an overiong red cloak trimed
wi t h woodpi geon feathers. Wth an expert flick, he turned the contents of the
satchel out onto the floor. It was the usual junmble of herbs, roots, |eaves
and nosses carried by a heal er fox.

Approaching the bed, Ashleg called out in an eerie singsong dirge, "O nmighty
Verdauga, Lord of Mossflower, Master of the Thousand Eyes, Slayer of Enem es,
Rul er of Kotir—
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"Ah, give your whining tongue a rest, Ashleg. |Is the fox here? Get these
suffocating curtains out of ny way." The inperious voice from behind the
curtai ns sounded hoarse but full of snarling nenace.

Tsarm na, the larger of the two seated wildcats, sprang forward, sweeping back
the dusty bedcurtains in a single nmove. "Fortunata's here. Don't exert
yoursel f, father."

The vixen slid to the bedside with practiced ease and exam ned her savage
patient. Verdauga of the Thousand Eyes had once been the mightiest warlord in
all the land . . . once. Now his nuscle and sinew | ay wasted under the tawny
fur that covered his big, tired body. The face was that of a w ldcat who had
survived many battles: the pointed ears stood above a tracery of old scars
that ran fromcrown to whiskers. Fortunata | ooked at the fearsone yel |l owed
teeth, and the green barbarian eyes still alight with strange fires.

"My Lord | ooks better today, yes?"

"None the better for your worthless munbo junbo, fox.

The smaller of the two seated wildcats rose fromhis chair with an expression
of concern upon his gentle face. "Father, stay calm Fortunata is trying hard
to get you well again."

Tsarm na pushed him aside scornfully. "Ch, shut up, G n-givere, you
nmeal y- nout hed—

"Tsarm na!" Verdauga pulled hinself into a sitting position and pointed a cl aw
at his headstrong daughter. "Don't talk to your brother in that way, do you
hear ne?"

The Lord of a Thousand Eyes turned wearily to his only son. "G ngivere, don't
et her bully you. Stand up to her, son."

G ngi vere shrugged and stood by silently as Fortunata ground herbs with a
pestle, nmixing diemwith dark liquid in a horn beaker

Ver dauga eyed the vixen suspiciously. "No nore | eeches, fox. | won't have
those filthy slugs sucking nmy blood. 1'd sooner have an eneny's sword cut ne



than those foul things. Wat's that rubbish you' re concocting?"

Fortunata smled winningly. "Sire, this is a harnm ess potion made fromthe
herb notherwort. It will help you to sleep. Squire G ngivere, would you give
this to your father, please?"

As G ngivere administered the nedicine to Verdauga, nei-
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ther of themnoticed the | ook of slyness or the wi nk that passed between
Fortunate and Tsarm na.

Verdauga settled back in bed and waited for the draught to take effect.
Suddenly the peace was broken by a | oud conmotion from outside. The doubl e
doors burst open w de.

16

Ben Stickle nearly junped out of his spikes as Gontf bounded out from behind a
snow- | aden bush in the nighttime forest.

"Boo! Guess who? Hahaha, Ben* nme old matey, you should have seen your face
just then. What are you doing trekking round here in the snow?"

Ben recovered hinself quickly. "GonfF, | night have known! Listen, young
feller me nmouse, | haven't got tine to stop and gossip with you. WeVe |left the
settlenent at last and I'mlookin' for the little hut that the Corimkeep for
the likes of us."

The nouset hi ef wi nked at Urthcl aw and ki ssed Goody cheekily. "Ha, that place,
follow me, matey. |1'Il have you there in two shakes of a cat's whisker."

Goody shuddered. "I wi sh you wouldn't say things like that, you little rogue."

, But Gonif was not listening, he was skipping ahead with die little ones, who
t hought it was all a huge adventure.

**|s it a nice place, M. Gonff?"

"Ch, passable. Better than the |ast place you were in."
"What's that under your jerkin, M. CGonff?"

"Never you mind now, young Spike. It's a secret.”

"Is it very far, M. Gonff? I'mtired."

"Not far now, Posy ne little dear. 1'd carry you if it weren't for your
spi kes. "
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Goody Stickle shook her head and snil ed. She had al ways had a special soft
spot for CGonff.

The Corim hut was well hidden, deep enough into the forest to avoid i medi ate
di scovery. UWUrthclaw said his goodbyes and trundled off to find his own kind.
Ben wat ched himgo as Gonff lit the fire. He nodded fondly. "Good old
Uthclaw, he only stayed at the settlement because of us, |'msure of it."



When the fire was burning red, Goody sat around it with Gonff and Ben. The
four baby hedgehogs poked their snouts from under the bl ankets to one side of
the hearth.

"Have you been stealing fromKotir again, Gonff? What did you pinch this
time?"

The nouset hi ef | aughed at Goody's shocked expression. He threw a wedge of
cheese over to the little ones. "It's not pinching or stealing if it cones out
of Kotir, mateys. It's called liberating. Here, get your whiskers around that
| ot and get sone sleep, the four of you."

Ben Stickle sucked on an enpty pipe and stirred the burning logs with a
branch. "Gonff, | do wi sh you' d be careful. W can live on what we have unti
spring arrives, Goody and | woul d never forgive ourselves if you got caught
t aki ng cheese and wi ne inside that cat's castle."

Goodwi fe Stickle wi ped her eyes on her flowery pinafore. "No nore we woul dn't,
you young scal l awag. Ch ny spikes, | dread to think what'd "appen if those
varm n catchered you, Gonff."

Gonff patted her very carefully. "There, there, Goody. Wat's a bite of food
and a warm dri nk between mateys? The young uns need their nourishment.

Besi des, how could | ever forget the way that you and Ben brought nme up and
cared for nme when | was only a little woodl and or phan?"

Ben took a sip of the wine and shook his head. "You be careful, all the sane,
and remenber what the Corimrule is; bide your time and don't let 'emcatch
you. One day we'll win old Mssflower back."

Goody sighed as she went about naking porridge for the next nmorning's
breakfast. "Fine words, but we're peaceable creatures. How we're ever goin* to
wi n our |and back against all those trained soldiers is beyond ne."

Gonff topped up Ben Stickle's beaker with el derberry w ne
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and gazed into the flickering flames, his normally cheerful face grim "I1'II
tell you this, mateys: the day will conme when sonething will happen to change
all this, you wait and see. Some creature who isn't afraid of anything will
arrive in Mssflower, and when that day arrives we'll be ready. We'll pay that
filthy gang of vermin and their wldcat masters back so hard that they'l

think the sky has fallen on them"

Ben rubbed his-eyes tiredly. "A hero, eh. Funny you should say that. | thought
| saw just such a one earlier tonight. Ah, but he's probably dead or in the
dungeons by now. Let's get sone sleep. |'mbone weary."

The little hut was an island of warnth and safety in the night, as the howing
north wi nd drove snowf | akes before it, whining and keeni ng around the gaunt
trees of winter-stricken Mssflower.
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Struggling wildly between two stoats, the captive nobuse was dragged into the
bedchanmber. He was secured by a | ong rope, which the guards tried to keep taut



as he dodged and junped, scratched and bit, first letting the rope go slack

t hen dashing forward so the two guards were pulled together, as they collided
he | eaped upon them biting and kicking despite the rope that pinned his paws
to his sides. A ferret guard fromthe door came running in to help. Between
the three of themthey managed to pin the warli ke nmouse upon the floor. They
lay on top of him trying to avoid the butting head and ni pping teeth. The
nmouse was breat hing heavily, his eyes flashing reckless defiance at his
captors.

Verdauga sat up straight, sleep forgotten as he questioned the two stoats.
"Make your report. What have we got here?"

One of the stoats freed his paw and threw a quick salute. "Lord, this one was
caught within the bounds of your lands. He is a stranger, and goes arned."

A weasel marched in and placed the traveler's ancient rusty sword at the foot
of the bed.

Ver dauga | ooked from under hooded lids at the sword and the sturdy young nouse
upon the floor. "It is against nmy lawto carry arnms or to trespass upon ny
domai n. "

The mpuse struggl ed agai nst his captors, shouting out in a |loud, angry voice,
"I didn't know it was your |and, cat. Tel
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your guards to take their claws off and release me. You have no right to
i mprison a freeborn creature.”

Ver dauga could not help but adm re the obvious courage of the prisoner. He was
about to speak, when Tsarm na grasped the battered sword and stood over the
captive with the point at his throat. "You insolent scum Quick now, what is
your nane? \Were did you steal this rusty relic?"

As the guards pinned the struggling mouse down, his voice shook with fury. "M
nane is Martin the Warrior. That sword was once ny father's, nowit is mne. |
cone and go as | please, cat. |Is this the wel cone you show travel ers?"

Tsarmina forced Martin's head back with the sword-point. "For a nouse, you
have far too nuch to say to your betters,"” die said contenptuously. "You are
in Mossflower country now, all the Iand you can see on a clear day's march

bel ongs tp us by right of conquest. My father's | aw says that none are all owed
to go armed save his soldiers. The penalty for those who break the lawis
deat h. "

She beckoned the guards with a sleek catlike noverment. "Take hi maway and
execute him"

Lord G eeneyes' voice halted the guards as he turned to his son. "G ngivere
have you nothing to say? Wiat shall we do with this nmouse?"

A "Some say that ignorance of the lawis no excuse," G ngivere answered
wi t hout raising his voice. "Even so, it would be unjust to punish Martin; he
is a stranger and could not be expected to know of us or our laws. Also, it
woul d be too easy for us to slay him He seenms an honest creature to nme. If &
were ny decision | would have himescorted fromour territory, then given his
weapon. He woul d know better than to come back again."

Ver dauga | ooked from son to daughter. "Now | will give yon ny decision. There



are enough cowards in the world Wtfiout killing a brave creature for so
little reason. This Martin is a true warrior. On the other side of the scales,
if we to allowhimto roamfree as the wind on our land, this be read as a
sign of our weakness. It is ny judgment he be put in the cells to coot his
paws awhile. After a he can be set free, provided he is never again so rash
trespass in ny domain."
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Snap!

Everyone present heard the sharp report. Furious at being overrul ed, Tsarm na
had set the sword between the janb of the door and the stone doorway. Wth a
huge burst of energy she threw her wei ght against the venerabl e weapon.
Suddenly it broke; the old blade rang upon the floor, |eaving her holding the
shorn-of f handl e, which she tossed to a guard.

"Here, throw himin the cells with this tied around his neck. |If ever we do
rel ease him then others will see himand realize how nerciful we can be. Take
the wretch away—the sight of himoffends ny eyes."

As the guards tugged on the rope, Martin stood firmresisting them For a
nmonent his eyes net those of Tsarmina's. H s voice was clear and unafraid.
"Your father made a just decision, but yours was the right one. You should
have killed me when you had the chance, because | vowthat | will slay you one
day."

The spell was broken. The guards haul ed on the ropes, dragging Martin off to
the cells. In the silence that foll owed, Tsarmi na slunped in her chair and
sni ggered. "A nouse kill ne, indeed! He's not even worth worrying about."

Ver dauga coughed painfully. He lay back on the pillows. "If you think that,
daughter, then you have nmade a grave mistake. | have seen courage before; it
cones in all shapes and sizes. Just because he is a nouse does not make him
less of a warrior than me. He has a fighter's heart—+ saw it in his eyes."

Tsarmi na ignored her father and called to Fortunata. "Vixen, mx Lord
Greeneyes a stronger portion. He needs sleep after all the excitenent.

G ngivere, give father his medicine. You are the only one he will take it
from™

Fortunata gave G ngivere the beaker containing the prepared draught. Tsarm na
nodded to her, and they left the roomtogether. Qutside in the corridor the
wi | dcat gripped the fox's paw in her powerful claws. "Welt, did you fix the
nmedi ci ne?"

Fortunata winced in pain as the claws sank in. "Twice. Once before the nouse
cane in, and just now before we left. He's taken enough poison to lay half the
garrison |ow'

Tsarmina pull ed the vixen close, her cruel eyes burning.
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"Good, but if he's still alive in the nmorning you had better prepare sone for
yourself. It would be a |lot easier than facing me if you fail."

The cells were deep beneath Kotir. They were ancient, snelly, dark, and dank
Martin the Warrior was hurled into his prison by the two guards who had
dragged hi m down passage and stairway. He had fought every inch of the way and



they were glad to be rid of him Martin lay with his cheek testing on the cold
stone fl oor where he had been flung. As (lie door clanged shut behind him one
of the stoats peered through the door grating, turning the key in the |ock
"Thank your lucky stars, nouse. |If Lady Tsarm na had had her way, you'd be in
the darkest wettest cells further down the passage. ft was Lord G eeneyes

wi sh that you should be put in a good cell, aye, and given bread and water to
eat and sone dry strawto [ie on. Huh, he nust have taken a shine to you. He's
a strange one, old Verdauga is."

Martin lay still, listening until the sounds of the guards' heavy paws receded
and he was al one. Standing up, he took stock of his new surroundi ngs. At |east
there was light comntin froma torch that burned on the far corridor wall
Feeling a slight draught, he | ooked up. There was a high aarrow grille slitted
into the wall near the ceiling. Martin Changed position, still |ooking upward,
until he could see a stor shining outside in the night sky. It was his only
link with freedom and the outside world. He sat, resting his back against the
wal I, huddling down in his ragged cloak to gain ft little warmh. The rest of
his cell was just the sane as any prison: four bare walls and precious little
el se, no confort or ebeer to be gained fromanything here. He was a prisoner
in a strange pl ace.

warrior nouse slept, overcone by weariness. Sonetinme Jjefore dawn he was
wakened by paws thrusting something Over his head and around his neck. Stil

hal f -asl eep, Martin tffed to grab hold of his assailants. He was roughly

ki cked 10 one side, then the door clanged shut as the key turned in |ock
again. Leaping up, Martin ran to the door. The stoat peered through the
grating, chuckling and wagging a at him "You nearly had nme that tinme, nouse."”
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The warrior nmouse gave an angry snarl and leapt at the grating, but the stoat
backed off, grinning at his futile attenpt. "Listen, nouse, if | were you I'd
keep pretty qui et down here, otherw se you mght attract Lady Tsarm na's
attention—and | don't think you' d like that. You just sit tight and behave
yoursel f, then maybe in time sonebody like G n-givere will remenber you're
here and have you rel eased.”

As the guards trooped off, Martin saw they had left a |oad of clean straw in
one corner, also sonme bread and water. Instinctively he nmoved towards it, and
felt something clunk against his chest. It was the sword handl e dangling from
a piece of rope around his neck. Martin held it in front of his eyes, staring
at it hard and long. He would wear it, not because he had been sentenced to as
a mark of shame, but to renmind hinmself that one day he would slay the evil cat
who had broken his father's bl ade.

Settling down in the dry straw, he drank water and gnawed upon the stale bread
hungrily. He was about to fell asleep again when shouts and commoti on broke
out upstairs. Pulling hinmself level with the door grille, Martin listened to
the sounds that echoed in the silence of the cells.

"My Lord Greeneyes is dead!"

"Lady Tsarnmina, cone quick, it's your father."

There was | oud stanping of spearbutts and di e sounds of mailed paws dashing
hither and thither, coupled with the slanm ng of doors.

Tsarm na's voice could be heard in an angui shed wail. "Mirder, nurder. MWy
father is slain!"

Ashl eg and Fortunata took up the cry. "Mirder, G ngivere has poi soned



Ver dauga! "

A trenendous hubbub had broken out. Martin could not hear clearly what was
going on. A nonment later there was a sound of heavy pawsteps on the stairs; it
sounded like a great number of creatures. Martin pulled to one side of the
grille and saw it all. Led by Tsarnmina, a nob of soldiers carrying torches

mar ched down the corridor, Ashleg and Fortunata visible anmong them As they
passed the cell door, Martin glinpsed the stunned face of the gentle wildcat
G ngivere. He was bound in chains. Blood trickled froma wound on his head.
Their eyes net for a second, then he was swept by in the surge of angry
soldiers, their faces distorted by the flick-
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ering torchlight as they chanted, "Mirderer, nurderer! Kill the nurderer!"

Martin could no | onger see them owing to the Iimted range of his vision
through the grille, but he could still hear all that went on. Sone distance
down the corridor a cell door slamed and a key turned. Tsarm na's voice rose
above the noise. "Silence! | will say what is to be done here. Even though ny
brother is a nurderer, | cannot harmhim He will stay |ocked up here until he
lives out his days. He is now dead to me; | never want to hear his nane spoken
again within the walls of Kotir."

Martin heard G ngivere's voice trying to say sonmething, but it was inmmediately
drowned out by Ashleg and Fortunata starting a chant that the soldiers took up
at full pitch. "Long live Queen Tsarmi na. Long live Queen Tsarm nal"

As the nmob passed by Martin's cell again, he drew back. Above the roars he
heard Tsarm na, close by the door, speaking to Ashleg. "Bring October ale and
el derberry wine fromthe storeroonms. See that there is plenty for everyone."
Shutting his ears against the sounds of the revelers, Martin lay upon the
straw with the sword handl e pressing against his chest. Now that his |ast
hopes were gone, it |ooked |ike being « |ong hard wi nter
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Across the |ea, beneath the |eaves,

When countryl ands wake up to spring,

Hurrah here cones the Prince of Thieves,

Hear every small bird sing.

So daring and so handsone too,

He nakes a wondrous sight,

But if he comes to visit you

Lock up your treasures tight.

Sunl i ght sparkled on the chuckling streamthat had lain iced over and silent
all winter. Snowdrops nodded agreeably to crocus on the warm southerly breeze.
Spring was everywhere. Golden daffodils and their paler narcissus relatives

stood guard between the budding trees of Mssfiower Wods; evergreens that had
endured the dark winter took on a new fresh life.



Gonff was returning from another successful visit to Kotir. The w ne flasks
bunped and banged against his broad belt as he skipped ninbly through the
fl owering woodl ands, singing aloud with the heady intoxication of springtinmne.

Cuckoo, cuckoo, good day, ny friend, to you. O sly one you know best. To |ay
in others' nest, Is a trick you often do. 26

But | amsmarter, sir, than you, Cuckoo, ny friend cuckoo.

The bl ood coursed madly through GonfF' s young veins |ike the waters of a
brook, gurgling happily and generally maki ng himso |ight-headed that he
turned sonersaults. Every so often he would pull a reed flute fromhis tunic
and twiddle away with the sheer joy of being alive on such a norning as this.
Wth a great whoop Gonff threw hinself into a thick tussock of grass and | ay
with the perspiration rising fromhimin a small colum of steam Overhead the
sky was a delicate blue with snmall white clouds scudding on the breeze. Conff

i magi ned what it would be like to lie upon a small fluffy white cloud and

all ow himself to be buffeted about in the sunny sky.

"Whooooaaa, | ook out, zoom bunp, whoof! Qut of the way you big clouds." The
little mousethief held tight to the grass, swaying fromside to side as he
pl ayed out his game of makebelieve.

He did not notice the two weasels dressed in Kotir armor until too late. They
stood over himlooking grimand officious.

Gonff7 smled inpudently, aware of his clunking wine flasks. "Er, aha ha.
Hel lo, mateys, | was flying nmy cloud, you see . "

The larger of the two prodded himw th a spearbutt. "Conme pa you, on your
paws. You're wanted at Kotir."

Gonff winked at himcheerily. "Kotir? You don't say! Well, bow nice! Listen
you two good chaps, nip along and tell them ' mbusy today but I'Il pop in
early tonorrow "

The spearpoint at Gonff's throat discouraged further |ight banter. The smaller
of the two weasel s kicked GonfF. "Up you come, thief. Now we know where the
best cheeses and el derberry wi ne have been going all winter. You'll pay for
Stealing fromKotir."

Gonff stood slowy. Placing a paw on his plunp little stomach he | ooked from
one guard to the other with an air of innocence. "Me, steal? | beg your
pardon, sirs, did you know t he head cook has given ne perm ssion to borrow

what | please fromhis larder? Actually, | was going to return the
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favor by sending himsonme good recipes. | understand his cooking | eaves

somet hing to be desired.”

The | arge weasel |aughed mirthlessly. "Shall | tell you sonething, thief? The
head cook has personally vowed to skin you with a rusty knife and roast what's
left of you for supper.'

Gonff nodded appreciatively. "Ch good, | do hope he saves sone for nme ..
ouch!"

Prodded between two spears, he marched off with the guards in the direction of
Kotii r.



A pal e shaft of sunlight penetrated between the iron bars of the high w ndow

slit. The walls of the cell dripped noisture, and sonetimes the faint trill of
a skylark on the fiatlands reached the prisoner. Martin knew that this was the
onset of full, burgeoning springtine. H s face was haggard, his body nuch
thinner, but his eyes still shone with the warrior's angry bri ghtness.

Martin rose and paced the cell with the sword handl e about his neck; it seened
to grow heavier with tinme. Fifteen paces, whichever way he went—from door to
wall or fromwall to wall, it was always fifteen paces. He had paced it many
times as the days and weeks grew into nonths. G ngivere was too iar away to
converse with, besides, it only made the guards angry. They stopped his bread
and water for attenpting to speak to the one whose nane it was forbidden to
mention. Now Martin believed that he really had been forgotten and left here
to die under the new regine of Tsarmina. He stood in the shaft of weak
sunlight, trying not to think of the world of blue skies and fl owers outside.

"Cet the little devil in there quick. It'll be less trouble to feed two at
once. Quch, ny shin!"

Lost in thought, Martin had failed to hear the approach of guards bringing a
prisoner to his cell door

"Aargh, leggo ny ear, you fiend. Hurry up with that door before he bites ny
lug clean off."

"Quch. Own. He nipped nel Keep himstill while | find ny key."

There was nmore shouting and scuffling as the key turned in the lock. Martin
ran to the door but was i medi ately bow ed over by another figure, which shot

t hr ough t he door -
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way straight in on top of him Together they fell over backward, as the cel
door sl ammed shut again. The two prisoners lay still until the pawsteps of the
guards retreated down the corridor

Martin noved gingerly, easing aside the body that had fallen on top of him It
giggled. He pulled his cellmate into the shaft of sunlight where he could view

himnore clearly.

Gonff wi nked broadly at him played a short jig on his reed flute, then began
si ngi ng,

| knew a nouse in prison here

More than a hundred years.

H s whi skers grew al ong the ground,
And right back to his ears.

Hs eyes grewdim his teeth fell out,
Hs fur went silver-gray.

"I'f ny grandad were here," he said,

"I wonder what he'd say?"



Martin | eaned against the wall. He could not help smling at bis odd little
cel | mat e.

**Silly, how could the grandfather of a hundred-year-old nouse say anything?
Sorry, ny nane's Martin the Warrior. \Wat's yours?"

Gonff extended a paw. "Martin the Warrior, eh. By gum Martin, you're a fine,
strong-1 ooking fell ow, even though you could do with a bit of fattening up. My
nane's Gonff the Thief, or Prince of Musethieves to you, matey."

Martin shook Gonff warmly by the paw. "Prince of Mousethieves, by the fur. You
could be the King of the Sky, as long as |'ve got a cellmate to speak to. \Wat
did they throw you in here for?"

Gonff winced. "Stop squeezing ny pawto bits and I'I1 tel

you.

They sat down on the straw together, Gonff massaging his jpaw. "They caught ne
runni ng down the larder stocks of jvine and cheese, you see. But don't you
worry, matey, | can Qpen any lock in Kotir. W won't be here for too |ong,
you'll eee. Leave it to CGonff."

X "You mean you can—we can—escape from here? How,
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when, where to?" Martin's voice tunbled out, shaky wi th excitenent.

Gonff fell back against the wall, |aughing. "Woa, matey, not so fast! Don't
worry, as soon as | get things organized we'll say byebye to this dunp. But
first, let's get you fed. They should be ashamed of thenselves, keeping a
great lump like you on bread and water.'

Martin shrugged and rubbed his hollow stomach. "Huh, what else is there? | was
lucky to get bread and water sonetimes. Wat do you suggest, fresh mlk and
oat cakes?"

"Sorry, matey. | haven't got m |k or oatcakes. Wuld cheese and el derberry
wi ne do you?" he asked seriously.

Martin was | ost for words as GonfF opened his tunic and spilled out a wedge of
cheese and a flat canteen of wine.

"Always keep this for energencies or trading. Here, you may as well have it.
I've had enough of cheese and wine for a bit."

Martin needed to second bidding. He wolfed away at the cheese, slopping w ne
as he gulped it into a full nouth. Gonff shook his head in wonder as the wine
and cheese vani shed rapidly. "Go easy, matey. You'll make yourself ill. Take
your tine."

Martin tried hard to take the good advice, but it was difficult after so | ong
on starvation rations. As he ate he questioned Gonff. "Tell me, what have I
wal ked into around here, Gonff? I"'monly a | one warrior passing through;
know not hi ng of Mssflower and w |l dcats."

The nouset hi ef scratched his whiskers reflectively. "Now, |let ne see, where to
begin. Since long before | was born the old tyrant Verdauga G eeneyes, Lord of



t he Thousand thi n-gunmi es and so on, has rul ed over Mssflower. One day | ong
ago, he swept in here at the head of his arny. They came down fromthe north,
of course. The fortress nust have been what attracted him To woodl anders it
was not hing but an old ruin that had al ways been there; Verdauga saw it
differently, though. This was a place of plenty where he could settle, so he
nmoved straight in, repaired it as best as he could, called the place Kotir and
set hinself up as a tyrant. There were none to oppose him the woodl anders are
peaceabl e creatures—they had never seen a full arny of trained soldiers, nor
wi | dcats. Verdauga could do just as he pleased, but he

30

was clever: he allowed our creatures to live within his shadow and farmthe
land. Half of everything they produced was taken as a tax to feed himand his
vermn:"

"Didn't anyone fight back?" Martin interrupted.

Gonff nodded sadly. "Oh yes, even now there are old ones who are still too
frightened to tell of how Verdauga and his cruel daughter put down the poorly
organi zed rebellion. Those who were not massacred were thrown into this very
prison and left torot. I"'mtold my own parents were anmong them but | don't
know the truth of it. Wen the rebellion was broken, Verdauga proved what a

cl ever general he was. He actually nmade a kind of peace with the woodl anders.
They were allowed to live within Kotir's shadow and farmthe | and. He said he
woul d protect us from further attacks by bands wanderi ng down fromthe north.
W were partly enslaved then and very nuch disorgani zed. Not havi ng any proper
fighting strength and with all the rebellious fighters out of the way, npst
creatures seenmed just to accept their lot. Then | ast sumer Verdauga becane
ill. Since he has been sick, he has left the running of the settlement to his
daughter, Tsarmina. Unlike her father, she is cruel and evil. Wodl anders have
been driven too hard out on the fields and not all owed enough |o live on
Hedgehogs like Ben Stickle and his famly dare not run away; where could they
go, with young ones to care fw? However, things becane so bad that a | ot of
them t ook the chance and escaped fromthe settlement. As the nunbers grew

| ess, Tsarm na dermanded nore and nmore fromthe few | tell you, matey, it's a
sad tale."

, They sat side by side, watching the shaft of sunlight striking the cel

floor. Martin passed the wine to Gonff. "Wat do you know about the w | dcat
called G ngivere?" - CGonff took a sip of the wine and passed it back. "I know
he never took part in any killing. Wodl anders al ways hoped that Verdauga
woul d pass the reins to him He's supposed to be a good sort, for a wldcat,
that is. Now you take the sister, Tsarm na. She is pure evil —+they say that she
is far nore Savage than Verdauga. |'ve heard the gossip around Kotir when | Ve
been visiting here, matey—do you know, they say $M G eeneyes is dead and his
son in prison here, so that peans Tsarm na nmust be the new ruler now' * v
Martin nodded. "It's true. | saw and heard it nyself. G n-31

givere is in a cell far down the corridor. | tried to speak to himbut it's
too far away." The warrior nmouse banged his paw against the wall in
frustration. "Way doesn't sonebody do somet hing, Gonff?"

The nouset hi ef tapped the side of his nose and lowered his voice. "Sit stil
and listen, matey. Now the last fanmilies have left the settlenent, we're
maki ng plans. Al the scattered fam lies and woodl anders have banded toget her
out there in Mssfiower Wods. They're | earning to becone strong once nore,
and the old spirit of defeat is gone now W have real fighters training,
otters and squirrels, besides hedgehogs and noles and the |ikes of nme. WVe
even got a badger, Bella of Brock hall; her famly used to rule Mossflower in



the good old days. You'll like her. Together we formthe Council of Resistance
in Mssflower—Corim see, take the first letter of each word. Ha, we're
getting stronger every day."

Martin felt the excitenent rising within himagain. "Do you think that the
Corimknow we're | ocked up here. WIIl they help us to escape?”

Gonff wi nked broadly, a sly grin on his face. "Sssshhhhh, not so |oud, natey.
Wit and see.”

He passed the wine flask across to Martin. "Tell ne sonething, matey. Wy do
they call you warrior? Where are you fron? Did you live in a place like
Mossfl ower? Was it nice?"

Martin put the wine to one side and |l ay back, staring at the ceiling. "Were
cone from CGonff, there are no forests, only rocks, grass, and hills. Aye,
that's the northland. |I never knew a nother. | was brought up by ny father
Luke the Warrior—sy fanily have al ways been warriors. W lived in caves,
constantly under attack by roam ng bands of sea rats who cane inland. You were
forced to defend your cave, your piece of |land, or be overrun. There were
other famlies like us, | had lots of friends—there was Thrugg the Strong,
Ar-rowtail, Felldoh the Westler, Tinballisto."

Martin smled at the menory of his conpanions. "Ah, it wasn't so bad, |
suppose. All we seened to do was eat, sleep and fight in those days. As soon
as | was tall enough | learned to lift ny father's sword and practice with
it."

He touched the broken weapon strung about his neck. "Many's the eneny | earned
his lesson at the point of this sword-sea rats, nercenary foxes too. One tine
ny father
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was wounded and had to stay in our cave. Ha, | remenbei all that sunmer,
fighting off foes while he lay at the cave entrance preparing our food and
calling advice to ne. Then one day he took off with a band of ol der warriors
to neet the jea rats on the shores of the waters far away. They were ¢opposed
to make an end to all invading rats forever. It was t brave idea. Before he
went he gave ne his trusty old sword, then he left carrying spear and shield.
My father said that | should stay behind and defend our cave and | and, but if
he did not return by late autum then | was to do as | felt fit."

Gonff nodded. "And he never returned?"

Martin closed his eyes. "No, he never cane back. | defended our |and al one,
against all comers. That was when they started calling ne Martin the Warrior
i nstead of Son of Luke the Warrior. | left it as late as | could that autumn;

then there seened no point in defending a cave and land just for nyself. |
started to march south al one. Who knows how far | would have got if | hadn't
been stopped at Kotir."

Gonff stood up and stretched. "I'mglad you did stop here, matey. I'd hate to
be sitting in this cell talking to nmyself. 1'd sooner talk to a warrior I|ike
you. "

Martin passed the wi ne back. "Aye, and |'d sooner be |ocked up with a thief
i ke yoursel f than wandering about al one, matey."
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It was strange that at the very nonment Gonff and Martin were discussing Corim
the council of that nane was tal king of them Ben Stickle's hunble honme was
crammed with woodl and creatures, the | argest of whom was a badger, Bella of
Brockhal | . She presided over the neeting. Al so present were the Skipper of
otters, Lady Amber the squirrel Chief, Ben Stickle and Billum a dependable
nmol e who was deputizing for his | eader. Seated by the fire, Beech the squirre
answered council questions.

"Where did you see Gonif captured?" "Westerly, over near the fringe by Kotir."
"What ever was CGonif doing to let hinself get captured?' "Ch the usual

skyl arkin' and foolin' about." "You say it was two of Verdauga's soldiers.™
"Aye, no doubt o' that. In uniformand carryin' spears." "Were were you when
all this took place, Beech?" "Sittin* up an old oak not far off." "Did you
hear what they said?"

"Heard 'em say they was takin* himoff to Kotir, O course, you know Gonff.
Treated it like a big joke, he did. No doubt they'll have wiped the silly grin
of f his whiskers by now down in old Geeneyes' cells.”

Lady Anber nodded at Beech. "Well done. Anything else to report?"
"No, marm | followed themas far as | could, then |
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spotted Argulor perched in a spruce. Couldn't say if he was awake, so
decided to come back here, knowin' there was a gatherin' of Corim"

Ben Stickle winked at Beech. "Aye, it's late noon, too. There's a pot of
spring vegetabl e soup, cheese, and nutbread. D you think you could manage
sone, Beech?"

The squirrel w nked back at Ben, bobbed his head respectfully to the Corim
| eaders and was gone before further questions could be thought up

Bel | a rubbed huge paws across her eyes and sat back with a grunt of despair.
"Well, here's another pretty pickle our nousethief has got hinmself into. Any
suggesti ons?"

Anmber clucked di sapprovingly. ' '"If | had nmy way, | 'd leave the silly
creature to stew his paws in Kotir awhile. That'd teach hima | esson."

There were murmurs of agreenent.

The Ski pper of otters whacked his rudderlike tail against the hearth. "Bel ay
that kind o' talk, mates. You all know that the little uns woul d have gone
hungry many a tinme, 'cept for the thief." Skipper gave a good-natured chuckl e.
"That Gonff is ny kind of nobuse, a true nmessmate. A bit |ight of paw, but
good- hearted and an abl e-bodi ed shanty singer.'

Ben Stickle raised a paw. "I vote we rescue GonrT. W'd be ashaned to cal
oursel ves true woodl anders, |eaving one of our own in Kotir prison."

Billumlifted a velvety paw. "Hurr, do noi vote count whoil gaffer Forenole's
not yurr?"

Bel | a thought for a nmonent while they all digested the meaning of the rustic



nol espeech. "Of course, Billum After all, you are Forenole's deputy and the
Corimrespect your judgnent as a sensible nole."

Billumsquinted his round eyes with pleasure at the conplinent.

By a show of paws the vote to rescue Gonff was unani nous. Then there was a
tenmporary respite for refreshment, while the assenbly hel ped thensel ves to
bow s of Goodwife Stickle' s famed spring vegetable soup, farls of warm

nut bread and ri pe yell ow cheese.

Lady Anber smiled fondly at two little hedgehogs who were trying to | ook very
fierce and brave, know ng that she
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was al ways ready to recruit warriors into her band. She dealt with themas if
they were two bold squirrels.

"Shows ne your paws. Hram vyou' d probably nake good clinbers after sone
training. You certainly | ook tough enough. Goody, are these two young villains
very strong?"

Goodwi fe put down her |adle and wi ped her paws on her apron. "Ho ny, yes.
Ferdy and Coggs are two of the strongest. Wiy, you wouldn't believe your eyes
if you saw these two a-gatherin* up all those great heavy dishes and washin'
pots. There's no two hogs nore powerful ."

Mich snmiling and wi nking was in evidence as Ferdy and Coggs gat hered bow s,
grunting with exertion as they proved their strength by scouring a |arge
caul dron between them

Buckl i ng down to the business of Gonff, the Corimset about planning his
escape.

Argul or had returned to Mossflower. No creature could say why he had deserted
his mountain stronghold hi the far West; maybe it was that he enjoyed the
confort of woodl ands where prey was far nore plentiful. Argulor was a gol den
eagl e of great age. He had grown too slow and short-sighted to pursue snall
creatures, so staying within handy range of Kotir and Verdauga's troops suited
him But the frightening strength and savagery of an eagle had not deserted
Argulor, and if the chance of a |larger animal cane his way he took it, with
curving talons and fierce hooked beak. Ferrets, rats, weasels and stoats made
good eating, and besides, there was a pine marten living in Kotir. Admttedly
it was a bit battered and bent, but Argulor had never tasted pine marten

bef ore and was determined that one day he would do so. The eagle and the

wi | dcats had crossed trails many tines over the years. Each had a healthy
respect for the other. Wth the exception of Tsarm na. Whenever Argul or was
sighted circling the sky over Kotir, Verdauga's daughter incited the soldiers
to fire arrows and throw stones at the great bird, offering rewards to the
creature that could bring himdown. Argulor was not unduly worried by a nmob of
vermn loosing mssiles at him as he could outdi stance anything they chose to
throw. Sonetinmes he would hover on a thermal, slightly out of range, trying
with his failing eyesight to catch a glinpse of the de-
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sired marten, or Tsarm na, whom he hated. Bright spring sunlight warned his
wi ngs as he wheel ed above the fortress.

Ashl eg cringed behind his wildcat mstress as she stood glaring upward at the



soaring eagle. "Shoot, you fools! Not over there, idiots! There, see, right
above your thick heads."

The soldiers continued firing without success. Tsarm na grabbed a particularly
slow ferret and cuffed himsoundly about the head. Hurling the smarting
creature to one side, she picked up his bow and notched an arrow to the
string. Taking careful aim she paused a nonment as the eagl e swooped | ower.
Swiftly she | oosed the barbed shaft with a powerful hiss of flighted feathers.
To the surprise of the watchers, Argul or wheeled to one side then shot upward
in pursuit of the arrow. Up he went until the shaft had reached its peak of
flight, then wheeling quickly inward the eagle caught the arrow in his talon
and cont enptuously snapped it. Zoonm ng downward, he flew | ow enough to stare
for a second at Tsarmina, then he beat the air with nassive w ng-strokes,
flying away into the blue yonder

Tsarm na woul d have vented her rage upon Ashleg, but he had vani shed inside
when he saw t he eagl e diving.

"CGet out of ny sight, you useless |ot of buffoons!"

The soldiers followed Ashleg with all speed, each trying not to be last as
Tsarmina was in the nood for meki ng exanpl es.

The wi | dcat stood al one pondering a question: where had she seen that sane

| ook of vengeance and fearl essness before? The nouse, that was it! She could
not even recall his name; anyhow, he probably hadn't |asted the winter down in
the cells.

Tsarm na watched a furtive figure conming across the parade ground, ducking and
weavi ng, flattening itself in the shadows. She snorted scornfully; it was only
Fortunata. "Frightened of a blind old eagle, vixen?"

"Mlady, | was ducking the arrows and stones of your soldiers as they cane
down, but that was a good shot of yours," Fortunata said in a fawning voice.
"A pity that the eagle caught it in mdair."

The vixen junped sharply to one side as Tsarnina fired an arrow fromthe
ferret's bow It |anded where her paw had been a nmonment before.
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Tsarmi na notched anot her arrow, her eyes glinting cruelly. "Right, let's see
what you're best at, fox—eatching arrows or getting inside with a civil tongue
in your head."

She bent the bow back and giggled w ckedly at the sight of Fortunata beating a
hopski p retreat.

Sooner or later the Queen of the Thousand Eyes had the final say in al
t hi ngs.

Sonething rattled though the slit wi ndow above Martin and Gonff. In the
sem gl oom they groped about in the straw until Gonff found the object.
Martin could not conceal his disappointment. ' 'Goodness ne, a stick. How
hel pful. W could take this place single-pawed with a stick. \Wat a useful
thing to send us."

It was not a stick. Gonff ignored his cellmate and set about undoing the thin
wire that bound the bark parchnent to the slimblade. He unfol ded the



parchnent and nmoved into the |light, where he read al oud the nmessage it
cont ai ned.

Gonff.

Here are your tools. Leave by the woodl and side of Kotir at the first |ight of
dawn. W will be waiting to cover for you

Corim

Gonff |aughed quietly as he destroyed the nessage. "This is what weVe been
waiting for, mtey. O course they don't know about you. The plan is only
supposed to cover my escape, but don't worry, we'll sort it out. The counci
will be glad to have a real trained warrior on their side. Now, d' you see this
silly old bit of wire and this little knifeblade? Wll, they're going to get
us out of here, matey. These are the tools of an honorable thief.'

Martin clasped Gonff's paw warmy. "lI'msorry, Gonff. Al | did was stand here
maki ng stupid remarks. You are the expert. From now on you have an assi stant
who is willing to |l eamfromyour experience. In fact, you' ve got a real mate,
matey. ' *

Gonff |aughed and winced at the sane tine. "Righto, matey, the first lesson is
not to break the expert's paw by

38

crushing it 'cos you don't know your own strength. Let's settle down now Wen
is the next guard patrol due?"

"I'n about an hour's time, regular as clockwork since |I've been here. After
that, there'll be nobody by until two hours after dawn when they bring the
bread and water."

"Good, that gives us tine for alittle rest,"” CGonff said, stretching out
confortably on the straw.

Martin lay down, willing hinself to relax against the flood-tide of excitemnent
buil ding inside him Gonff played on his flute awhile, then he began singing
softly.

Pi ckal ock pickal ock, you'll regret the day,

When you took a nousethief and | ocked hi m away.

Sillycat, look at that, it's two for one,

The thief and the warrior

By dawn will be gone.

Martin lay with his eyes closed, listening. "Wo taught you that song?"

Gonff shrugged as he packed his flute away. "Nobody. Songs just spring into ny
head. Silly, isn't it. Sonetines old Goody Stickle says that it's Mssfiower
singing through me. Now and then she'll say it's a sight of seasons the sun

hasn't yet shone upon."

Martin savored the phrase as they lay in the straw



"A sight of seasons the sun hasn't yet shone upon, eh. | like that, matey,
your friends sound |like nice creatures.™

Gonff chewed on a straw. "You'll like Goody Stickle. If | did have a nother
one time, then she couldn't be any nicer than Goody. Wait till you taste her
spring vegetabl e soup, or her oat and honey scones, piping hot and oozi ng
butter, or her apple and bl ackberry pudding with spices and fresh cream or
just her new yell ow cheese with hot oven bread and a stick of fresh celery,
aye, and a bowl of mlk with nutmeg grated on top of it ..."

The straw slipped fromGonff's lips. Martin was gl ad that he had dozed off.

Al that delicious nention of food had set his nmouth watering like a stream
He was positive that he would |i ke Goody Stickle. In fact, she would never be
short of a constant admirer if her cooking was half as good as CGonff described
it.
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It was still three hours to dawn as the rescue party headed by Amber and

Ski pper left the Stickle dwelling. Goody pressed parcels of food upon them
clucking worriedly, "Now | don't want to hear of anyone a-gettin' theirselves
catchered by those madcats. They'll eat you for sure.”

Anmber the squirrel Chief smiled as she hefted a pack of food. "Don't fret your
spi nes, Goody. We're nore likely to be laid | ow by the anmount of rations
you' re maeking us take than by an eneny."

Ski pper peeked inside his pack. "Marm ny old sturn-mick'd sink in a streamif
| ate half o' this. I'd be down at the bows for a week."

The smal |l band of tough, capabl e woodl anders were paw- pi cked from Anber's
squirrel archers and Skipper's otter crew. They stood about checking weapons.
The otters twirled slings and sel ected stones, sone of them bal ancing |ight
throwi ng javelins. The squirrels waxed bowstrings and belted on full quivers.

Ben Stickle remarked to his wife, "As fine a body o' woodl anders as |'ve seen
Let's hope they can be of help to our little Gonff."

Ferdy and Coggs strolled out to join the band. The two small hedgehogs wore
cooki ng pot hel nets and bl anket cl oaks, each carried a piece of firewod, and
they scowed in a warlike manner as they stood anong the squirrels and otters.
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The Ski pper of otters clapped a paw to his brow and staggered about in nock
fright. "Strike me colors, if it ain't two bloodthirsty savages. One gl ance at
these two'd put a wildcat off his skilly an' duff for life!"

Ferdy and Coggs strutted about, tripping on their blankets but still managi ng
to maintain fierce grinmaces. Concealing a smle, Lady Anber took the two

woul d-be warriors by their paws and positioned them outside the Stickle house.
She pl aced one on either side of the doorway, where they stood scow ing and
stabbing the air with their firewbod weapons. The otter and squirrel band
dutifully scow ed back in recognition of two fellow fighters.

Ski pper gave them a broad wi nk and waved his muscular tail for silence. "Belay
the gab and listen to ne now. These here rough-Iookin' coves has offered to
spill some blood V guts over at Kotir, but what | say is, |eave the easy work
to us, we'll manage that. What we need is two ruffians who'll stop at nothin'
to patrol round this cottage and guard it while we're gone. I'll tell you



otters 'n' squirrels, '"tis hard and dangerous work, so I'll |eave ny packet of
tuck to keep you two villains alive while you're on watch here. That's if you
m nk you can nmanage the job."

Ferdy and Coggs stood to attention, spikes bristling, cheeks puffed out with
authority, practically bursting with enthusiasm They saluted officiously as
the rescue party noved off in the direction of Kotir.

Anmber sniffed the light breeze. "Not nore than two hours to daybreak now '’

Ski pper wound a slingshot about his paw. "Aye, marm That'||l give us enough
time if we nove al ong handy."

On the fringe of Mbssfiower, Kotir stood dark and forbidding, the very
enbodi ment of evil and tyranny, awaiting the dawn.

Martin sat bolt upright at the sound of a bird on the outside. He shook CGonff
soundly. "Wake up, sleepyhead. It'll be dawn in |less than an hour."

The npuset hi ef sat up. Rubbing his paws into hal f-opened eyes, he | ooked
upward to the narrow strip of sky through the barred wi ndow slit. "Tine to go,
mat ey. "

Gonff took out his slimknifeblade. Sliding it into the key-
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hol e of the cell door, he twitched it back and forth. "Ch good, an easy one."

Wth both eyes closed and a smle of pleasure on his chubby face, he jiggled
the blade until there was a netallic click. "That's it, matey. Gve it a
shove. "

Marten pushed the door, but it refused to open. "It's still shut. Wat's gone
wr ong?"

Gonff tested it carefully, pushing until he heard a slight rattle. "Bolts.
"Il need a boost—an you hold ne up, matey?"

Martin braced his back agai nst the door, cupped his paws and squared his
shoul ders. "Try me."

The nouset hi ef clinmbed up and bal anced on his friend' s shoul ders.

Martin bore his weight patiently, hoping that GonfFs talents would do the
trick. "How does it |ook up there?" he asked anxi ously.

Gonff's voice came back punctuated by odd grunts of concentration. "No rea
probl ems, matey. Leastways, nothing that a Prince of thieves can't handle. Ha
rusty old bolts, shove a bit of greasy cheese on "emw th ny knifebl ade, |oop
the wire round the bolt handle, then it's just a matter of wi ggle and jiggle
and tug until it comes |oose, like this one. Ha, got it!"

Martin squared his shoul ders once nore as Gonff sought a new position. "Now
for the other |ock. Hee-hee, this beats scrabbling and climnbing up doors, a
good strong matey to stand on. Martin, you're as solid as a rock."

"Maybe," Martin grunted. "But I'mnot as thick as one, so stop pranci ng about
on the back of ny neck like that. | Ve been standing here for ages."



Gonff was never short of an answer. "Ages, huh? YouVe not been there ten
seconds, and the job's near done. |'ve known clumsy thieves and burglars who'd
keep you there until you grew gray whiskers. Just thank your lucky stars

you' ve got an honest thief like ne to | ook after you, matey. Look out, here it
goes! "

Suddenly the door swung open, and they both tunbled in a heap out into the
passage. CGonff was | aughi ng uproariously. Martin clapped a paw across his

noi sy friend's nmouth. "Sssshhh! You'll have the guards com ng down to check on
the din."

Martin closed the door carefully and rebolted it.
Gonff was hal fway al ong the passage when he noticed Mar-42

tin was not with him d ancing back, he saw his friend standing by a cell far
down the corridor. It was G ngivere's cell, and Martin was speaking to the
wi | dcat .

"G ngivere, do you renmenber ne? I'mMartin the Warrior. Wen | was taken
prisoner you were the only one who tried to help nme. I've not forgotten that,
even though we're on opposite sides. |1've got to go now, but if there's a way
that | can help you when I'mfree, then | will."

G ngivere's voice reached Martin. He sounded weak and despairing. "Save
yoursel f, Martin. Get far away fromthis place and ny sister.'’

Gonff pulled Martin away, calling as he went, "I'm Gonff, the Prince of
Mouset hi eves. WeVe got to go now, but if you've helped nmy friend then I'IIl try
and hel p you soneday."

As they hurried along the corridor, G ngivere's voice echoed behind. "Thank
you. Good fortune go with both of you friends."

They reached the end of the passage and nounted the stairs. Gonff was panting
slightly, so Martin waited while he regained his breath. The stairs were built
in aspiral. At the top was a wooden door. Gonff held up a paw for silence as
he eased it open. It was all clear. They stepped out into a broad hal |l way

whi ch stretched away to the left and right of them

Martin scratched his head. "Wich way? Left or right?"

Gonff placed his slimblade on the floor and spun it. They stood watching
until it stopped. "Left. Cone on, matey."

Conti nui ng down the hallway, they saw a high wi ndow with the norning sunlight
stream ng through onto the top of a flat wide stairway. Gonff groaned. "Ch no,
we're late. We've mistinmed it because of that dark cell. Ah well, if we hurry
they may still be waiting outside for us. Wich way now?"

As the steps took a turn they were in a smaller hall with a door at either

end. The sound of Tsarmina's voice could be heard. They froze. "If one word of
this ever gets out, just one, you vixen and you Ashleg, |I'll see you both
hanged in chains over a roasting pit. The arnmy will only follow the rightful

| eader, and now that ny brother is in the cells, that's ne. | am Queen of the
Thousand Eyes. | rule Kotir and Mossfl ower.™"

The escapers backed down onto the stairway they had just
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ascended, the echoes of Tsarmina's voice all around themas they ran round the
turn of the steps.

Martin and Gonff crashed straight into Tsarm na, Ashleg and Fortunata, who had
unknowi ngly been wal king up the stairs behind themn

In the shrubs and snmall trees that bordered the woodl and edge of Kotir the
otters and squirrels lay low It was full bright norning, |ong past the dawn.
Bi rds were singing. The sun beamed over bright greenery dotted wth daphne,
spurge laurel and late winter jasm ne.

olivious to the beauty around him Skipper |ay whispering to Anber. "W can't
hang the anchor round her rmuch |onger, marm™

Anmber stared at Kotir's gloomy walls. "You' re right, Skip. W could be spotted
in broad daylight fromthose walls quite easily. Wiere in the nane of the fur
has that little thief got to?

"We can only give hima little |onger," Skipper shrugged resignedly. "Then
we'll have to push off and try another day."

A young dark-colored otter came wiggling through the grass on his stonmach and
saluted them "Huh, you're never goin' to believe this, Skip, but there's a
whol e fleet of mice dressed in funny-1lookin' robes comn' this way through the
woods. Never seen ought like it in all nme bom days."

Ski pper and Amber | ooked quizzically at the scout. "Where?"
"Sort of circling fromthe south. Look, there!l™

Sure enough, he had spoken truly. Through the trees a band of mice were
mar ching, all dressed in green-brown robes, conplete with cowms and rope ties
about the m ddle.

Anmber shook her head in amazenment. She signaled a squirrel in a nearby tree.
"Quickly, take this otter with you. Get over and tell that bunch of ninnies to
get down flat. Don't they know where they are?"

Before the pair dashed of f, Skipper spoke. ' 'Stay with 'em Soon as it's
safe, take "emin tow Go to Brockhall—+hat should be | arge enough. Get in
touch with Bella, and tell her about them Say that ne and Lady Anber will be
in touch afore nightfall. O Fy' go."

Amber wat ched t hem bound away, ducki ng and weavi ng. Beside the arny of Kotir,
there was al ways Argulor to watch out for. She turned to Skipper. "Wat a
prize bunch of boo-
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bi es! |1 magi ne paradi ng around Kotir in broad daylight. Were d' you suppose
t hey' ve conme fron®?"

The otter snorted. "Search me. Bella will probably know as she's done a fair
bit of roaming in her tine. Huh, talkin* of time, | think it's nearly run out
for young Gonff if he doesn't show hinself soon."

Even at this early norning hour the warmth fromthe sun had lulled old Argul or
into a drowsy sl eep. The eagle perched high in a spruce, partially |eaning
against the trunk. In his sleep he groaned pl easurably, ruffling his plumge



slightly to let the glorious warmh seep through to his ancient flesh and cold
bones. If only there was a place that had no cold wi nter or danp w ndy autumm,
just eternal spring followed by sumrer. Life passed Argulor by as he slept the
day through on his perch. It passed by nore inportantly in the forns of an
otter and a squirrel leading a band of robed nice directly beneath the very
tree where he sl unbered

It would have been hard to tell who was nore surprised, the escaping prisoners
or the wildcat and her minions.

I mredi ately they collided, Tsarm na gave a yow of rage and nore by luck than
j udgrment seized Gonff's leg. This was followed by a nore angui shed yow as
Martin whi pped the bl ade from GonfF' s belt and stabbed Tsarm na sharply in the
paw, forcing her to release his friend.

"Follow me!" Martin grabbed Gonff and ran back up the stairs, giving Fortunata
a good sl ash across the runp with the blade as he went. The vixen collided
with Ashleg, and they fell in a junble. Tsarm na tripped over them She
struggled to extricate herself, scream ng curses and raking the un-- |ucky
pair with her claws.

"Bl ockheads, idiots, out of my way."

Martin and Gonff dashed headl ong down the hall. Taking die door to the right,
they dived inside, slammng it shut behind them

It was the late Lord G eeneyes' bedchanber. Wth the shouts of their pursuers
ringing closer the escapers scuttled for cover beneath the | arge canopi ed bed.

"We cant stay here long!" Martin panted as he felt about In the darkness and
found Gonff's paw
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"Don't worry, matey. Get ready to nake a bolt when | shout."

There was no further opportunity for conversation, as the door banged open
Tsarm na pushed her creatures before her and cl osed the door. She was |icking
her wounded paw. Fortu-nata, who had suffered a loss of dignity, tried not to
rub at her wounded runp. Ashleg stunped about, trying to sound hel pful

"At | east we know we've got them cornered in here sonmewhere."
"Somewhere," echoed Fortunata. "But where?"

Tsarmi na | owered her voice as she called the other two close. "W don't know
how much those m ce overheard. They nust not |eave this roomalive. Let us
search every corner thoroughly.'’

Stretched out flat beneath the bed, Martin could see the paws of their
pursuers. He watched as they dispersed in separate directions, then turned
toward Gonff.

In the nane of mice! That little thief was the absolute linmt. Gonff had
actually closed his eyes and appeared to be napping. Martin prodded him
urgently. The three hunters were getting closer to the bed as other hiding
pl aces were di scounted.

"Ashl eg, have you checked those wall hangi ngs properly?"



"Yes, MIlady. Maybe they're up on top of the bed canopy."

The pine nmarten was actually | eaning against the side of the bed now GConff
patted Martin reassuringly as he wiggled silently past him The warrior nouse
could only watch in dunb suspense as his daring little friend went to work.

Gonff carefully pulled the end of Ashleg's |long cloak beneath the bed, slitted
it expertly with his blade and crawl ed a short way toward the bedhead, where a
tall, heavy folding screen stood to one side. Wirking quickly, he tied the
slit ends of the unsuspecting marten's cloak around one | eg of the screen

Gonff did three things almost in one novenment. He pricked Ashleg's good paw
viciously with his bl ade, grabbed Martin and shot from beneath the bed,
roaring as they went.

"There they go! Stop 'em™
Pandenoni um ensued. Ashl eg screaned and | urched for-
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ward. The heavy screen went with hiny it tottered and fell. Tsarm na managed
to |l eap out of the way, but the vixen was not so |ucky, she was struck by the
screen. Hal f-stunned, she pushed it away. The cunbersone screen toppled
sideways into the fireplace, falling directly into the grate, which held the
enbers of a previous night's fire. In a trice the roomwas a thick choking
mess of ashes, cinders, dust and snol dering enbers.

Martin and Gonff pushed the door open. Two weasel guards who had heard the
noi se in passing cane thundering into the roomas Martin and Gonff hurried
past themout into the hall. Behind themthe shouts reached a crescendo as
unprotected paws cane in contact with a floor strewn with red-hot enbers.

This time Martin took the |lead as they went straight down the hall and through
t he door at the opposite end.

They found thenselves in an upper messroomfull of soldiers, stoats, ferrets,
and weasels, all eating breakfast at a long trestle table with a wi ndow at one
end. Taken completely by surprise, the soldiers sat gaping at the two
fugitives.

"Stop those mce! Kill them " Tsarmina's enraged shouts reached them as she
ran toward the mess.

Gonff sized up the situation at a glance: the unexpected was called for
Wthout a second thought he pulled Martin with him They ran across the room
bounded from a vacant seat up onto the tabletop and dashed madly along it,
scattering food, drink and vessels everywhere as they went. Together the thief
and the warrior |eaped through the open window into enpty space with a | oud
defi ant shout.

' * Yaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!'

Ski pper and Anber both heard the cry.

So did Argul or.

It cane fromthe north side of Kotir, not far from where the woodl ander

squirrel scout stood perched in a tree. He bounded down and made his report to
Amber. "It's Gonff, but there's another nouse with him They junmped fromthe



upper barracks w ndow. "
"We'd better get round there. Are they hurt?"

"No, but talk about |ucky, they landed right in the foliage of a big old yew
growi ng on that side."

Anmber | eaped up. "CGet Beech and the others. W'll have
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to get them out of there double quick. Skipper, you bring the crew and give us
cover."

Argul or | aunched hinself fromhis spruce, flapping ponderously. Once he was
ai rborne his natural grace and ability took over. Circling to gain height, he
squi nted over to where the sounds had conme from The yew s upper foliage was
shaki ng. The eagl e soared downward to see if it was anything edible.

I nside the nessroom Tsarmina |aid about herself with a sturdy wooden | adl e.
"Don't stand gawpi ng, you dimmtted toads! Someone get out there and capture
them "

There was an i nmmedi ate stanmpede to grab weapons and buckl e arnmor on. Nobody
seened di sposed to | eap out of the wi ndow, though they all tried to ook as if
they were hel ping in sone way.

Tsarm na Hailed the ladle about in a fury. Suddenly a bright young stoat, nore
reckl ess than his conrades, saw a chance to distinguish hinmself in the eyes of
his mstress. He bounded up onto the table.

"Leave it to me, Mlady. I'lIl stop them" Striking a gallant pose, the stoat
ran to the wi ndow | edge and stood nerving hinmself for the |eap

Argul or soared low, close to the yew His rheuny eyes could not distinguish
much between the crisscross branches. He was about to abandon hope of a quick
meal and turning away on his huge wi ng span, when suddenly a fat juicy stoat
wi th an expression of heroic duty upon its face junped out into mdair,
straight into the talons of the wheeling eagle.

Argul or gave a screech of delight, which contrasted jarringly with the stoat's
ragged squeal of dismay. The old eagle flapped joyfully off to his spruce
branch with the tasty burden

Gonff wi ped perspiration fromhis whiskers. "In the name of mice and crab
apples, that big feller nearly had us there, nmatey!"

Martin pointed to the open wi ndow "It's not over yet. Look!"

Tsarmi na stood glaring at them The ness was crowded with frightened
creatures, none of whom would venture near the w ndow.

Ashl eg shuddered and clutched at his clamy fur
"Did you see those claws, ugh, the size of its beak!"
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Tsarmi na swng himround by his cloak. "Shut your blathering face and get ne
my bow and arrows. Just look at that for a prize piece of inpudence."



Gonff was pulling faces at the wildcat Queen. He blew out his cheeks, stuck a
paw to his nose and rolled his eyes in the nost ridicul ous nanner

Tsarm na snatched up a spear and flung it, but the weapon was deflected by the
cl ose-knit yew branches. A well-ained arrow would do the trick, she thought.
"Where's that dithering woodenleg with ny bow and arrows?"

Ei ght sturdy red squirrels came boundi ng through the yew branches as easily as
wal ki ng a paved path. They split into two groups of four, each taking charge
of the two escapers.

Lady Anmber cane swi nging in. She spoke sternly to Gonff. **Now none of your
shenani gans, young thief. You, whoever you are, just relax and | eave the rest
to us. You're in safe

Before he could say a word, Martin was seized by paws and tail. He felt

hi nsel f tossed about |ike a shuttlecock. Never in his Iife had he descended
froma height so swiftly, or with such ease; it was |ike being a flower petal
on a gentle breeze. In a trice he and Gonff were on firm ground.

A horde of arned soldiers poured out of Kotir. Martin sought about for a
weapon, anything to defend hinmself with. There was a whirring sound, and the
first four soldiers running forward seened to relax, |ying down upon the grass
as if they were taking a nap. Two nore went down. Martin saw a line of otters
swi nging slings; they were hurling large river pebbles with deadly accuracy.

A big burly otter came running to them GonfF clasped his strong tattooed
paws. "Skipper, | knew ne old nmessmate wouldn't | eave his favorite thief in
the lurch. Ch, by the way, this is Martin the Warrior. He's ny friend,

y' know. "

Ski pper signaled his crewto retreat, waving to Lady Anrber as he lifted

anot her stone to his slingshot. "Ha, welcone aboard, Martin. Though how an
honest fellow like you came to be mxed up with this little buccaneer, | don't
know. "

Ski pper introduced Martin to Lady Amber, who said rapidly, glancing anxiously
about her, "Pleased to neet you, |'msure, Martin. Skipper, | don't like this,
they' re planning sonmething ..."
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As Anmber spoke, a horde of soldiers bearing Thousand Eye shiel ds cane
streamng out of the main door with Tsar-nmina | eading them There were far too
many to contend with.

Amber muttered to Skipper, "Take Martin and Gonff. Break and run for it. W'l
cover you."

Tsarm na was furious. She guessed what was happening: the squirrels were
taking a stand while the otters slipped off into Missflower with the
fugitives. She issued orders to a ferret Captain named Raker. * 'Stop here
with a platoon and face the squirrels. I'Il take the rest and circle around
them and we'll cut themoff. They won't realize I'"'mfollow ng, so they'l
slow down a bit when they think they're in the clear."

Raker saluted. "As you say, MIlady. Here you, Scratch, and you, ThicktaU, take
your squads and follow the Queen."



The two weasel Captains saluted with their spears, then detailed their
creatures to follow Tsarmi na. The wildcat had bounded off al one, taking a w de
| oop south and back east.

Not hi ng aggravated Raker nmore than squirrel resistance fighters; they were
like smoke in a breeze, here and gone. He took ai mand heaved his spear at
their |eader, but it was a conplete waste of tine. Anber stood back drily,
twirling her sling, and ducking as she let the spear graze harm essly past.
Directing her troops back across the open ground, she |oosed a heavy pebbl e at
tremendous speed. Raker threw his shield up in the nick of time, staggering
backward as the stone struck his shield and bounced off. When the ferret
lowered his shield it was as if there had never been a squirrel inside Kotir's
grounds.

They were gone into Mssflower.

H gh in the branches of the trees that fringed the woodl and, squirrels shook
with silent |laughter at the dunbfounded expression on Raker's face. He shook a
mai |l ed paw at the trees. "Conme out and fight, you cowards!"

One | ast thunderous hail of stones, arrows and javelins sent the Kotir
sol diery scurrying for cover

The treetops rustled and swayed. Distant |aughter told the eneny that the
squirrels were swi nging away through the sunlit upper terraces of |eafy
Mossf | ower .
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Bel l a of Brockhall's huge striped face lit up with pleasure. "Wll, this is a
rare and unexpected pl easure, Abbess Ger-namine. Cone in, all of you, welcone
to Brockhall."

Abbess CGermaine |led me Brothers and Sisters of Loam hedge into Bella's
ancestral hone, down the long tw sting passage into the massive cavelike main
hal |, whose ceiling was the arched roots of the great oak above Brockhall.
They made thensel ves at home around the wide hearth, whilst Bula die otter and
Pear the squirrel, who had acted as their guides, explained to Bella what had
t aken pl ace.

The badger listened carefully, settling back in her old arnchair. "I had an

i dea sonething like this would happen. That's why | left Goody Stickle's and
canme hone here. Nothing ever goes as planned with Gonff. Still, not to worry,
t hat young

elip wll be as right as rain, you'll see. First things first. Let's 'get you
all fed. You must be fanmished. | was baking a batch of chestnut bread. It'l]
be ready soon. I'Il make sone celery and fennel stew with hazel nut dunplings
and get a cheese up fromthe storeroom Now stop |ooking noble, the pair of
you. | know what growing otters and squirrels are like. You can

*ait here after you' ve eaten until the rest get back. Fetch bows fromthe
shel f for our guests. That's it, nmake yoursel ves useful."

Eagerly the woodl anders did as they were bid, then they Sat with the Loamhedge
Brothers and Sisters.

51

Bel | a rose and enbraced Abbess Germaine. "My old friend, we were many sunmers



younger when | ast we ate together."

The Abbess placed a thin, worn paw over Bella's hoary pad. "Yes, the seasons
are born anew, but alas we grow older, ny friend."

"But not you, CGermaine," Bella chuckled. "You | ook as young as ever. \Wat news
of Loamhedge?"

The Abbess could not prevent a tear trickling onto her gray whiskers.
"Loanhedge, what magic in that nane. But the happy times there are gone |ike
| eaves down a stream You heard of the great sickness?"

Bel | a nodded. "I had heard something fromtravelers, but | thought it was far
south. 1 did not think it had found its way to your hone."

Ger mai ne shook and cl osed her eyes as if trying to ward off the menory. "Only
t hose you see here escaped. It was horrible. Everything it touched wthered
and died, | could not "

Bella patted the old nouse gently. "There, there, no need to say nore. Try to
forget it. You can call nmy home your own, for you and your mce, as long as
you like, and please don't thank me—you' d do exactly the sane if | needed
shelter. In feet you did, many years ago, when | was young and liked to
travel . "'

The two old friends went to the kitchen and began preparing the neal. Bella
told Germaine of all that had taken place in Mdssflower. "This is a sad and
oppressed place you have conme to, though once it was happy under the rul e of

nmy father, Boar the Fighter. | was still young then. | returned from ny
wanderings with Barkstri pe—he was ny mate; we net far to the southeast and
returned to stay with my father at Brockhall. | think that rather was waiting

for this to happen. My nother was | ong ago gone to the gates of Dark Forest;
she died when | was a cub. Boar the Fighter was a good | ather, but a restless
spirit. He had tired of ruling Mdss-flower and wanted to go questing, just as
his father, A d Lord Brocktree, did before him One day he left here and
Bark-stripe ruled in his stead. Those were good seasons. W had a cub, a
little male called Sunflash because of his forestripe, which had an odd gol den
tinge. He was a sturdy little fellow
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"I'n the autum of that year the wildcats arrived. Verdauga and his brood took
over that old ruin of a fortress. There was no one to oppose him and he
brought with hima vast horde of w cked vermn. At first we tried to fight
back, but they were so cruel and nerciless that they conpletely crushed us.
Barkstripe |l ed a great attack upon Kotir, but he was slain, along with many
ot hers. Those who did not escape into Mssflower were caught and left to rot
in Verdauga's prisons. Alas, that was all |long ago. W have |earned to keep
oursel ves safe here in the thick woodl ands now. "

CGermai ne drew | oaves fromthe oven on a | ong paddle. "Were is your son,
Sunfl ash? He nust be quite big now "

Bel | a paused as she laid the bread to cool. "While |I was ill and grieving for
Bar kstripe, our son stole out of here one night. They say he went to Kotir to
avenge his father's death, but he was far too young. Sunflash has never been
seen or heard of since. Many, nany seasons have gone by since then, 90 | think
that one way or another ny son ended up at the gates of Dark Forest with his
father."



Qutside in Mssflower the afternoon shadows began to | engthen over the trees
that were budding and | eafing, promsing a thick emerald foliage for the
sumer. I n another part of Mssflower not far fromKotir, a nmailed tunic and
tabard bearing the Thousand Eye device slipped carelessly froma high spruce
branch and | anded in a crunpled heap on the forest floor. Argulor shifted from
claw to claw as he preened his pinions, carefully arranging his I ong w ng
feathers. A good fat stoat would be extrenely wel come, but pine marten ... ah
that was a delight he had yet to savor. Argulor would wait. H's tinme would
cone; a marten with a wooden leg could only run so fast in any direction. The
eagl e snuggl ed down into his plumage, glad that the spring nights were kind to
young and old alike. It was good to visit old hunting grounds again.
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The eveni ng chorus of birdsong fell sweetly upon Martin's ears as he strolled
al ong through the woodl ands with Skipper and Gonff, reveling in his newfound
freedomafter the long winter in Kotir prison. The otters were never still;
they were playful as puppies, bounding and cavorting through the trees and
bushes. Ski pper was instructing Martin in the art of the slingshot. He was
delighted to have such a keen pupil and took every opportunity of amazing the
warrior nouse with his expertise. Casting a pebble high into the air, Skipper
re-slung a second pebble and shot it, hitting the first one before it had tine
to fall to earth. The otter shrugged nodestly. "It's only tricks, me hearty. |
can teach you themanytinme. Ha, 1'Il bet afore the sumrer's through you'll be
able to sling a pebble across any villain's bows."

Gonff was great friends with the otters. He whol eheartedly shared their

reckl essness and sense of madcap fun. The little thief imtated their nautica
node of speech perfectly, telling Martin that he was, "As likely a cove as
ever pirated vittles fromKotir's galley."

Martin enjoyed hinself. Having been a solitary warrior for so |ong, he found
it a pleasant change to be in the conpany of such gregarious friends. Skipper
presented himw th his own personal sling and pouch of throw ng pebbles. He
accepted the gift gratefully. The otters were naturally curious about the
broken sword hilt Mrtin kept strung about his
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neck, so he told themthe story, and was taken aback by their hatred of

Tsarm na. Though, as Ski pper remarked, "W]I dcats never bothered us. Once our
crew is together, there ain't nothin' on land or afloat that'll trouble
otterfblk."

Looki ng about, Martin could quite believe it. Gonff danced on ahead with two
otters who did a hornpi pe as he sang.

I"'ma nouse with a very long tail,

Wth a heart and voice to match

|'ve escaped fromthe pussycats gaol

They' Il find me hard to catch

So, away, through the grass, the flow rs and | eaves,
Li ke smoke on the breeze, the Prince of Thieves.

Let's cheer for the day when we will see



The Mossflower country safe and free.

Martin was tapping the happy tune from paw to paw when be saw that Ski pper had
dropped back a few paces. The otter was standing with an air of intense
concentration, swaying fromside to side, sniffing the breeze. At a sign from
him Gonff stopped singing and the entire crew grew silent.

Ski pper said in a gruff whisper, "Sone beast's a-comin', mates. Not from
astern, mnd. Over yonder there. Birds stopped singin' over that way first.

Ha, 1'Il wager it's the cat." Skipper pointed. They could soon nmake out shapes
nmoving fromtree to tree. As the intruders drew nearer, it was plain to see
they were Kotir soldiers in full arnmor, led by Tsarmina, a barbaric figure
wearing a splendid cloak and a hel met that covered her head conpl etely except
for slitted eye, ear and nouth apertures.

At Skipper's grow of command, the otter crew spread thensel ves out in
fighting formati on, faces grim weapons at the ready. Skipper stood fearlessly
out in the open where | &rnina could see him paws folded across his chest, a
sling hanging fromthe right one, |oaded and ready. Tsarmina halted a short

di stance away. She stretched out a paw, letting a wickedly sharp claw spring
dramatically forth to point at Martin and/ Gonff.

"The mce are mne, otter. | will take themfromyou."

Ski pper's voice was hard as flint. "Back off, cat. You're pn ny quarterdeck
now. This is Mssflower, not Kotir."
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"Al'l the land belongs to ne," Tsarnmina said inperiously. "I am Tsarmni na, Queen
of Kotir and Mossflower. These m ce are escaped prisoners. Gve themto ne
now, and I will not punish you. Yonr creatures will be allowed to go

unhar ned/ '

A thin smle played about Skipper's mouth. "Go and chase your mangy tail,
pussycat!"

The breath hissed from between Tsarnmina's teeth at the otter's fearless

i mpudence. She raised a paw to her soldiers, who began fitting arrows to
bowstrings. As they did, some sixth sense tingled through the wildcat and she
| ooked up. Lady Anber stood in a tall elm in her paw a light javelin poised
for throwi ng. Reacting instinctively, Tsarm na grabbed the nearest soldier to
her—a ferret.

There was a swi sh and a thud. She felt the inpact as the |uckless soldier took
the javelin that was intended for her.

The squirrel Queen conceal ed her di sappointment at the | ost opportunity by
ai m ng another javelin and calling out, "Unstring those bows quick, all of
you. She can't hold himin front of her for long, and this next one wll get
her between the eyes if you don't obey me right now "

Tsarmina, still holding the ferret with the spear protruding fromhis lifel ess
form said urgently out of the side of her nmouth, "Do as the squirrel says."

They obeyed instantly.

Tsarnmina let the ferret fall, twisting the body as she et go of it. Skipper
was backing off into the bushes with his crew. He waved up to Amber. "Thankee



kindly, marm D you mnd keepin' a weather eye clapped on 'emwhile we push
of f ?"

Suddenly the wildcat plucked the javelin fromthe fallen soldier and flung it
up at Lady Anber.

"Cut and run crew " Skipper shouted as he bolted off with the rest. Amber had
monentarily relaxed the javelin in her paw, she ducked in the nick of tine as
her weapon cane hurtling back at her. Tsarmina did not wait to see if she had
scored a hit but took off after Skipper and the crew, yelling, "This way! Cut
them of f through die bushes!"

Martin and Gonff ran with the otters, Skipper urging themon as they pounded
t hrough the undergrowth. "Hurry now, crew. Anber can't hold 'em off
forever—there's too many of 'em Hark, they' re back on to us."

Tsarmi na was no fool; she had sensed the direction they
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woul d take. Accordingly, she retreated then cane back at a tangent to cut down
t he di stance on an angle. Suddenly Martin and Gonff found thensel ves on the
banks of a broad fast-flowing river with steep grassy sides. Skipper stanped
his paws and sighed. "Belay, we nearly made it. Too late, here | hey cone!"

Tsarm na and her troops broke through the trees and canme hurrying along the
bank toward them

Martin could see there would be no talking this time. He drew his sling, as
did the otters around him They let fly the first volley before their foes had
time to notch arrows or raise spears. The hail of stone caught the eneny
head-on. Rock clattered on arnor as Tsarnmina threw herself flat yelling at her
sol diers, "Down, get down and return fire!"

Martin saw two otters felled by heavy spears. Now Skipper's crew was trapped
bet ween t he open stretch of bank and the river. The otter crewrattled off
anot her salvo of rocks.

This time Tsarm na had anticipated it; she had the front rank take the stones
on their shields, while another rank behind hurled their spears over the tops
of the shield-bearers. Sone of the spears went too far, but one found its
mark: an

e otter standing up with a whirling sling dropped back, killed
by a well-ained throw

Rei nforcements arrived, with Lady Anber bringing squirrel archers through the
trees to fire at the Kotir troops from behind.

Ski pper saw Tsarmina's forces turn to face the new foe. He seized his chance.
Martin found hinsel f grabbed by the otter |eader, while Gonff was cl asped by a
big otter named Root. .'Take a good breath, nmessmate. W're goin' for a swin"

The entire otter crew took a short bounding run and dived into the river with
a |l oud spl ash.

r Tsarmna was facing the squirrels with an arrow notched to a bow. She spun
round and | oosed the shaft, catching the last otter in the back before it hit
the water. Despite this, the otter still nanaged to subnerge and get away.



Lady Anmber found that she was | osing troops. She decided on a quick w thdrawal
now that the otters had escaped. Ducking the arrows and spears, the squirrels
took of f through the bees.

Tsarm na how ed her victory to the sky. Running to the
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water's edge, she called a halt to those soldiers who were aimng weapons into
the river. "Enough! Cease fire! They're gone. Stand still, everyone."

The troops stood fast as the wildcat peered into the depths. They watched
Tsarmi na draw back fromthe river's edge. She was scratching at her fur as if
trying to dry hersel f, shuddering as she nuttered, "Urgh! Dark, danp,

wet —wat er everywhere, swirling, swirling. Ugh!" \Wen she was away fromthe
wat er, Tsarm na recovered her conposure. Throwi ng off her hel met and cl oak
she slumped moodily at the foot of a beech tree. Ni ght had crept up unawares.
The sol diers stood watching, puzzled at their Queen's strange behavior.
Tsarm na stared back. "Well, what are you all gawping at? Brogg, Scratt,

listen carefully. | want you to go back to Kotir, see Fortunate, and tell her
to bring the G ooner to me. | want you back before dawn. Get going, the pair
of you!"

Brogg and Scratt stood rooted; terror |oosened their tongues. "The d oormer
M1 ady? Surely you don't nean ..."

"Lady, he's completely mad!"

Tsarmina rolled herself in her cloak and settled down beneath the tree. "I
know he is, idiots. But I'll get a sight nmadder if you don't nove yoursel ves.
Now be of f! Guards, set up a sentry on river watch. If anything happens, |et
me know strai ghtaway. Otherwise |I'mnot to be disturbed until Fortunata
arrives with the doonmer. If Brogg and Scratt are still here, give thema good
whi pping with bowstrings for idling." Tsarmina settled down to sleep, lulled
by the sounds of the two ferrets crashing and bl undering off through the
under gr ow h.

Not hi ng coul d escape the G oonmer in the water. The wildcat Queen had tasted
victory that day. She was not about to let it all slip away because of

i ncompet ent sol diers. The d oomer nust be brought here quickly to consolidate
her triunph.

10
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The whole world was black, icy cold, airless, and wet.

Martin concentrated on holding his breath. Wen he ventured to open his eyes,
it became a nmurky dark gray, but he could sonetines make out shapes noving
around him He began to wi sh he were anywhere but beneath a river—even back in
his cell at Kotir. At |least there had been air to breathe there.

Ski pper's strong paws gripped himrelentlessly by the scruff of his neck.
Water rushed by them roaring in his ears as the powerful swi nmmng otter

dragged hi m al ong.

Fresh air, just one breath, he w shed, one |lungful of good clean air.



Ski pper held Martin tighter as he began to wiggle in panic. Bubbles of air
were escaping fromhis nmouth, an iron band was crushing his skull. Wy was
Ski pper drowni ng hi n?

Martin opened his nmouth to shout, but the water canme pouring in. Wth a huge
rush acconpani ed by rmuch barking and shouting, the otters broke the surface,
shaking their coats.

Ski pper hefted Martin's body and tossed hi mout upon the bank. The warrior
nmouse | ay coughi ng and gasping, gulping in vast quantities of clean fresh air.
Never again would he take such a wondrous gift for granted.

Al'l around himotters were whooshing playfully in and out of the water,
ducki ng one anot her and generally behaving as if the whole thing were a great
lark. Martin | ooked about
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until he sighted Gonff. Imediately he dashed across to his friend. CGonff had
not fared as well as he on the underwater journey; the little thief lay face
down on the bank, his body |ooked forbiddingly Iinp and still. Root, the big
otter who had borne Gonff underwater, began pushing and punping at Gonff's
inert formwith his strong forepaws.

Martin felt a surge of panic. "lIs he all right? He's not drowned? He'll live,
won't he?"

Root | aughed and gave Martin a huge wink. "Bless yer life, matey, he's fine.
Little thief, stealin' our riverwater like that. Here, he's comn' around
now. "

A moment | ater Gonff was spluttering and shaking indignantly. "Root, you great
cl odhoppi ng water nonster, |'m sure you took the |ong way around to get here.
Have | coughed all that water back? Yuk! Bet | |lowered the river level by a
foot or two, matey. Ch, hello Martin. Well, how d' you |like Canp WI I ow?"

Martin had not |ooked at his surroundi ngs. Now that the danger was past, he
took stock of where they had beached. It was a |l arge, sandy, shelf |ike area,

t he roof of which was a mass of gnarled willow roots. Phosphorescence fromthe
swift-flowing water palely illum nated the cave system of the underground
bank. A canal ran through the mddle of Canp WIIlow, emanating out of the

gl oony darkness of hidden caves and bolt holes in the rear

Ski pper wat ched proudly as Martin gazed about. "You won't find no better
'ccommmodation for an otter anywhere, Martin. Canp WIIlow was built by otter
paws. "

Martin nodded shrewdly. "Aright fine job they did of it, too, Skipper."

The Ski pper of otters swelled out his barrel-like chest.

"Andsorme of you to say so, mate, but belay awhile and I'Il call muster.”

It soon became apparent that three of the crew were dead, possibly four
nobody coul d account for the fact that a young fermale called Spring was

m ssing. Skipper's face was grimas he called two young mal es, Duckweed and
Streamer, to search the river for the mssing one. Wth barely a ripple, the

two plunged back into the water and were gone.

Martin and Gonff were given rough barkcloths to dry thenmsel ves. They sat upon



the bank with the otters around a bright
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fire, eating thick wedges of carrot and parsley bread, which they dunked in a
steanm ng bow of river shrinp and bul rush soup, seasoned with fiery

ditchnettle pepper. It was delicious, but extrenely hot.

The otters munched away happily, |aughing at the two mice and calling out old
river proverbs.

*' Haha, don't taste no 'otter to an otter, matey."

"The nore 'otter it is, the nore "otter otters likes it."

Martin and Gonff swi gged cold water and | aughed al ong with the crew.

Not | ong before they settled down to sleep, Duckweed and Streaner returned.
They energed, dripping, into Canp WIllow Between themthey were supporting
young Spring. Streaner had renmoved the arrow from Spring's back. Fortunately,

she was not badly hurt.

Ski pper was delighted to see her, and he dressed the wound carefully. "Ho,

"tis me, little matey Spring. Never you fear, young un. If they gave you an
arrow, we'll pay 'emback with a shower of javelins. You get sone vittles and
a good rest. \bu'll be right as a river rock tonorrow. "

Spring told them what had happened.

"When | got hit | didn't swimaway for fear of leavin' a blood trail in the
water, so | swama little ways then | aid under a bush hangin' over the bank. |
sl apped a good pawful o' nud on nmy wound to stop the bleedin' and lay waiting.
| knew Skip wouldn't |leave ne long afore he sent help. | was that close to
sone of those vermin sittin' on the bank that |I could have reached out and
laid a flipper on "em They were all talkin' about sonethin' called a

A ooner—said that the cat had sent messengers to Kotir to fetch this d oomner

t hi ng. "

Ski pper patted Spring. "Well done, matey. You get sone sleep now, and don't
fret your 'ead about nothin'. AOd Skip' 11 take care of it."

Root struck his thigh with a heavy paw. "Ha! The d oomer—+ m ght've knowed it,
Skip. Wiat'll we do now?"

The fire burned lowin the Stickle dwelling as Goody tidied around before
going to join Ben outside. It was a peaceful Spring night. Ben knocked his
pi pe out on the gatepost. "Should be a fair day on the nmorrow, old girl." ;
They both stood noddi ng. Suddenly Goody threw up her
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paws. "Well, in the name of Stickles, will you just look at those two liddle
'ogs a layin' there.™

Ferdy and Coggs had really taken their sentry duty to heart. They had ri gged
up a tent froma blanket and branches. Nearby lay a jug of strawberry cordi al
and a hal f-finished apple pie which they had requisitioned from Goody's
cupboard. The two little hedgehogs lay with their arns about each other
snoring uproariously, cooking pot hel nets askew, nouths w de open



Ben chuckl ed fondly. "I do believe we'll sleep sounder in our beds, Goody, k
no win' we've got these two terrors to guard us through the night."

As Goody folded the bl anket away, Ben carried Ferdy and Coggs inside

Still asleep, Ferdy waved his stick. "Who goes there? I'Il fight the six of
you!"

11
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At Kotir, Fortunata was al so sl eeping peacefully, until the banging of
spear butts agai nst her chanber door brought her yawning and shuffling from her
bed.

"Who's there? Go away and see Ashl eg about it, whatever it is.

Brogg and Scrait stood aside as Cudd, the weasel Captain of the guard, kicked
t he door open. "Come on, fox. You' re Granted by Queen Tsarmi na. She's canped
by the R ver Mbss."

Fortunata rubbed her injured runp. "Couldn't Ashleg go? Fin injured."

* Cludd's stolid face was expressionless. "No, the Queen wants you there by
dawn. You're to bring the doomer with you. Brogg and Sc rat 1'll lend a paw. "

' Fortunata recoiled with fright and distaste. "The d oomer! 1 thought that
horror had died years ago or gone away." Cudd pointed his spear at the vixen
"Come on now, no nonsense. |fou know what Mlady's like if you di sobey her
orders. We'll make sure dooner's well secured.”

-'+ Fortunata had no choice. In a foul tenper, she followed the three soldiers
down corridors and flights of stairs to the «ery bowels of the fortress.

*e Far beneath the cells there was an underground cavern and

e great |ake. The only one who ever went down to the | ake Was the guard who
was detailed to feed the G ooner. Once
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a week he woul d take down the refuse fromthe barracks, leaving it a
respectabl e distance fromthe post to which 3 ooner's |Iong chain was attached
at the | ake's edge.

Ver dauga had captured d oomer and brought himto Kotir |ong ago. The nonster
wat er rat was robbed of nornmal sight after years of swimming in the dark nurky
waters of the lake. It had little hearing and no speech at all. None of this
mattered while it still possessed the instincts of touch and snell; the

@ ooner was a killer, savage and m ndl ess, particularly when there was fresh
neat to be had.

Fortunata was frightened; this was no place to be in the night hours. G ngerly
she picked up the chain. The rattling iron |links echoed eerily around the cold
musty cavern, and what little courage the fox had failed her. She dropped the
chain, looking inmploringly toward Cludd. "I"monly a vixen. This will take a
creature strong and brave as a Captain of the Guard."

The obvi ous slyness of the remark did not escape Cudd, yet he swelled



slightly at the flattery. Taking the chain firmy, he nodded at the others.
"Right. Stay out of the way and |l eave this to nme. | know how to deal with
d ooner. "

Tuggi ng hard on the rusty chain, Cudd splashed it up and down in the water as
he pulled. The underground | ake rippled, and there was an audi bl e gasp of
shock fromthe three onl ookers as the d ooner's nonstrous head appeared from
the depths like the worst kind of vision froma bad dream The eyes were
staring, sightless white narbles veined with bl ood-red streaks, the snout

ri bbed and scarred like a wet black patch of leather. What little fur there
was on the head was plastered flat. Water ran off it as the nmouth opened wi de.

Even Cudd felt his paws shaking as the d oonmer swamtoward | and. The

sightl ess eyes were fixed upon the weasel Captain as if they could actually
see him The nouth worked hungrily open and shut, purple blubbery Iips drawn
back to reveal curving greeny-yellow fangs spread this way and that, the very
oddness of them adding to their revolting appearance.

Cl udd dropped the chain and picked up his spear, his voice snaking noticeably.
"Here, Brogg, Scratt, grab your spears and do as | do. Keep driving that thing
inacircle around the post."
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A ooner paused for a nmonent in the shallows, water dripping fromits ugly
bul k, the hi deous head moving to and fro as it scented the soldiers and

pi npoi nted them by their sound and novenent. Then in a sudden rush G ooner
charged with an awesone turn of speed.

- The trio were highly nervous but ready. Dodgi ng and proddi ng G ooner
wi th spearpoints, they kept the nonster pursuing them clockw se around the
post, Cudd bawling instructions as he ran

"Don't stop, whatever you do. Keep it noving!" Fortunata was inpressed; the
pl an was sinple but effective.

The trio skipped, junped and ran as d oomer pursued them m ndlessly. It was
not until the entire chain had been wound around the post that d ooner was
forced to stop. The post shook with the beast's maddened efforts to push
forward. Brogg and Scratt kept their spearpoints at its back, so it conld not
unwi nd the chain by going in the reverse direction. Cudd | eaned his wei ght
agai nst the chain to keep it tight, and called to Fortunata, "CGet the |eads
attached to the collar, quickly!™ Wth icy fear coursing through her veins and
an expression of extreme distaste on her face, Fortunata obeyed. C udd
strained at the chain, watching Fortunata inpatiently. "Stop dabbing and
prinmping, fox. Get those |eads fastened, or I'll loosen this chain."

Fortunata secured the last of the three heavy greased | eat her
;; halters around the short, powerful neck, which already bore
"'e-. a studded iron collar. Detaching the chain, she junped back-
ward and nmade for the stairs. "There. It's done! | know which
way to go. You three get hold of the leads and foll ow ne."

V Cludd called out sternly, "Get back here, lily liver, |I'm

:, Dot going anywhere. Captain of the Guard's ny job. If the



*-[ Queen had wanted nme, she woul d have said. Conme on, take i one of these

| eads. "

£; | mredi ately Fortunata picked up the | ead; G ooner noved "< (toward her
She hurried swiftly ahead to keep A oonmer fromfier. Brogg and Scratt stood on
either side and slightly back, pulling their leads tight, straining to contro
d ooner. dudd pwat ched them go, glad he had conpleted his distasteful task.
Fortunata led the way. Having lived in Mdssflower all her fe, she was famliar
with the area. She increased her pace
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to keep the maxi mum di stance between herself and the huge gray and bl ack
beast. d oomer snuffled and tugged, this way and that; Brogg and Scratt
strained on the leads to keep it going the right way. The nmoon over the
woodl ands shone through the trees on the reluctant trio and their nonstrous
charge as they blundered and crashed t hrough Mossfl ower, disturbing the
peaceful night, tainting it with evil.

12
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Martin was awake before dawn. He fed the fire and sat by .it. Skipper came and
sat with him "Now then, nessmate. YouVe got a face on you like a wet

wat er - beetl e' s grandad. Why so worried?"

Martin smled hal f-heartedly. "Ch, it's listening to those stories that the
crew were telling about the d oomer, | suppose. It's all ny fault for com ng

here and causing trouble for you, Skipper."

The big otter gave Martin a hearty clap on the back that nearly sent hi mhead

over tail. "Ha harr. Bless your little *eart, me old warrior. You don't want
to listen to that scuttlebutt. Was that all you was afeared of? You come with
me .and I'll introduce you to our Stornfin." V "Stornfin?"

, "Aye, Stornfin, matey. Come 'ere to the back of the cave."

In the darkness of the cavern recess, Skipper showed Mar-- tin a sluicegate

t he bl ocked the canal across its mddle. There :swere narrow spaces in the
gate, allowing the water to flow '.through. At one side was a hollow log. :VE.
Ski pper picked up a cudgel and passed it to Martin. "Us-S;ien, nmate, that big
pussycat may 'ave a G ooner, but us ot-iillws got a Stornfin. You start
thunpin' that there log and 1'll )a|Baise the sluicegate. Stay clear of the
water's edge, though.” Mystified, Martin began banging the | og. The eerie
sounds
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bounced off the cavern walls as Skipper raised the gate clear of the water.

The otter nodded sagely. "That'll warn anyone who's in the water to get out,
Stornfin's comn'. Watch the canal, now, and don't forget to stay clear."

Far back in the darkness sonething was beginning to cone forward. A snmooth
wave rose; it slopped over the sides as the water was pushed al ong by sone
tremendous force. Martin was about to question Skipper when the otter | owered
the gate slightly, and the water began roiling and bubbling. A long shape,
like a section of tree trunk, smooth, with a nany-spi ked dorsal fin energed.



Martin gasped and jumped back. "That's Stornfin?"

"Aye, this is Stornfin, matey. Me and ny brother trapped himlong ago."
Ski pper | eaned forward and patted the giant pike's fin, causing it to lash its
tail. The water boiled into a white foamas the otter |eaped back | aughing.

"Hohoho! Take a | ook, Martin. You wouldn't like to cross mat cove's path if
you was out a swinmn', now would you?"

Martin | eaned forward. He saw the powerful bony head with its nuddy eyes and
| ong hooki ng underjaw. The mouth opened slightly. He had never seen so many
teeth in one nouth; there were row upon row of jagged backward curving

ri ppers, needle-sharp and mlky white. Stornfin seened to be snmling in
anticipation. Wth a flick of his mighty silver-and-bl ack-banded bul k he
butted his head against the | owered sluicegate, anxious to be freed into open
wat er .

Ski pper stood with both paws on the gate lever. "R ght then, you old
buccaneer. Don't eat himtoo quick, now you'll nake yourself sick."

Martin hel ped Skipper to weigh down upon the |lever. The sluicegate |ifted.
Stornfin rushed through, creating a mniature tidal wave as he travel ed.
Ski pper left the gate open

"He'll be back in a few days. W coax himin with tidbits. Pity there ain't
nore' n one @ ooner. That pike has a terrible appetite.™

Panting and rasping, the @ oomer dragged on the |eads. The trio | ooked toward
Tsarm na as they dug their paws into the turf and were dragged hel pl essly
toward the River Moss.
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Fortunata began to panic. "Ml ady, quick, give the word, Or it will have us in
the water!"

Tsarm na extended her paws and raised themas if starting 8 race. "Right, you
three, when |I let ny paws drop the—=

Too late. G ooner snapped the | ead Fortunata was hol ding «ad the two guards
were pulled over on their faces. Immediately they let their |eads go; 4 ooner
spl oshed noisily into the water

The nonster water rat swam about in slow circles, scenting apd feeling
vibrations in the river current. Wthout warning it dived, heading in the
direction of Camp WII ow.

The soldiers of Kotir ran al ongside the bank, followi ng G oontr's progress and
shouting excitedly.

*' Look, he's after sonething. Hey, d ooner, eat an otter 'forne!"
"Don't eat 'em kill "emall, Gooner! Rpthemto bits!"

A ferret who had run ahead of the rest called back to his conrades,
"Something's comng! | think it's the otters. No, wait, it's a big fish of

sone sort."

Swi ft chevrons of water rippled out to both sides of the bank as Stornfin sped



downstream li ke a great arrow. : d oonmer thrashed the water as he swam
upstream feeling his prey getting near

, Closer and closer the |eviathans cane toward each other. O ooner lifted his
snout clear of the water, sucking in a huge gasp of air. He subnerged again
and waited, facing the oncoming foe, mouth slightly agape, claws at the ready.

Stornfin | ooked as if he was smling. The underslung jaw cl anped shut,
pointing at his adversary like a battering ram he piled on extra speed, drew
his fins in tight and cane at O ooner |ike an arrow from a bow. The onl ookers
on the bank saw a spout of water shoot high |like a geyser as the conbatants
crashed toget her.

K;> d oomer had the breath driven fromhimas Stornfin struck IBS ribs.
Di sregarding the pain, the rat sought the pike with

*ISs teeth, feeling his heavy claws rake searingly through its
Kal es.
P Wth the nadness of battle upon him Stornfin rose clear

*Jlthe river, swishing his tail in a mghty leap; then twisting “mdair, he
| aunched himnself back into the water |ike a nward torpedo with gaping teeth.
A ooner was waiting.
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He pushed his head clear of the river, sucked in a quick breath and | ocked
jaws with the descending pike. The surface boiled in a welter of cascadi ng
wat er, shimering scal es and ragged far, the whole scene streaked with bl ood.

They snapped and bit at each other, locking jaws, rolling over and over, now
letting go, now seeking another hold, contorting madly. d oormer had the pike
by the tail. He chewed voraciously. Pain seared through the big fish, but
Stornfin had his eneny by the stomach, and ripped viciously.

Tsarm na dashed up and down the bank with a spear at the ready. She coul d not
throwit for tear of hitting her destroyer. Mid boiled up fromthe bottomto
mx with the fl oatsam of conbat. Silver scales and gray bl ack far becane

i ndi stinguishable in the nelee.

Now G ooner had | atched his claws into Stornfin's side and bitten deep into
the pike's dorsal fin. Stornfin thwacked away at d oomer's injured side with
his heavy tail like a stout paddle. He had severed G oomer's tail and was
tearing ferociously at the rat's hindquarters.

The need for breath forced doonmer to relinquish his hold nmonentarily, and
Stornfin slid off like a waith, following the current. G ooner surfaced and
gul ped in several grateful breaths.

Derment edl y Tsarmi na shouted fromthe bank, "G ooner's won! Were's the pike?
Is it dead?"

Fortunata was caught up in the excitenment. "It nust be, MIlady. Nothing could
stand agai nst the d ooner for |ong."

The soldiers raised a ragged cheer. It was inmediately stifled as Stornfin
cane back to the attack



Driving low, hard and fast, the big pike crashed into @ oonmer with staggering
force, catching himunawares. The huge rat had the breath smashed from his
lungs as he was battered swiftly up against the far bank. Falling back into
the water, he swallowed liquid instead of air. Still lashing out with tooth
and claw, d oomer was unconsciously inflicting injuries on the pike, but the
damage was done.

Stornfin knew every inch of his river. He slid into a deep pit beneath the
bank and attacked the rat's soft underbelly with the mad power of one who
feels victory in sight. G ooner scratched blindly at the rock either side of
the un-

70

derwater hole, missing his adversary's head conpletely. Baffled, he tried to
turn away.

Stornfin's jaws cl anped tight on d oomer's back | egs. The nonster pike backed
wat er as he dragged the rat backward down the pit with him The watchers on

t he bank saw G ooner's front claws energe wildly fromthe water, grasping at
thin air before they vani shed beneath the surface.

The destroyer fromKotir was beaten. Stornfin had finally won!

Tsarm na shot several arrows into the area where the pike had pulled her rat
down. The soldiers stood about on the bank, shuffling awkwardly and fidgeting.
A sense of foreboding hung over them after the defeat of d oomer. Fortunata
tried to stroll casually out of sight, knowi ng the wildcat Queen woul d be

| ooking for a scapegoat to vent her wath upon.

"Cet back here, fox. Don't try to slink away." Hol di ng out her paw, the
wi | dcat Queen snapped at a stoat close by, "G ve ne your spear."

Keepi ng her eyes fixed on the quaking vixen, Tsarnina accepted the spear. She
swung it around until the point was at Fortunata's throat. "So, nothing could
stand agai nst the d ooner, eh, fox?"

The terrified fox could think of nothing to say. She merely gul ped.

Tsarm na swung the spear away and dipped it into the river. She fished about
for a noment then whi pped the point out of the water. Looped over the

spear poi nt was the collar once worn by the doonmer. Tsarmina hurled the
weapon. It whizzed past Fortunata and buried itself in an ash trunk, quivering
with bright droplets of water shaking fromit.

From somewhere al ong the river cane the deep, barking | augh of an otter

The wildcat's cloak swirled about her as she tore the spear fromthe tree and
ran to the water's edge brandishing it.

"Laugh, yes laugh all you like, but stay hidden while you val ue your niserable
lives. | am Tsarnina, Queen of the Thousand Eyes. Before | amfinished with
Mossfl ower, every creature who defies ne will wi sh nmat its nother had never
given birth to it. The crying and the dying will be loud and I ong. Now | et mne
hear you | augh at that!"

As Tsarmina finished her speech, Fortunata |eaped for-
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ward. The vixen was thinking of ingratiating herself with her Queen by addi ng
a few words to the speech

"Thus speaks the mighty Tsarm na, ruler of all Mssfl— As Brogg turned from
die river's edge he collided with the | eaping fox. Their heads cl ashed

pai nfully. The weasel staggered back a step and trod on the hem of the vixen's
cl oak. They tripped, |anding ungraciously in the mud of the shall ows.

The otters' laughter was mingled with the chuckling of squirrels.
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The sun was at its zenith in the woodl ands. Young bees droned fuzzily around
the flowers in anticipation of their first sumer. A venerable oak of massive
girth and hei ght towered above the surrounding trees. Beneath its spring
foliage of small green | eaves and below its aged trunk was Brockhall, the
ancestral hone of badgers. The solid, intricate root structure of the oak
provi ded ceiling beanms, wall columms, shelves and in sonme places flooring for
the beautiful old dwelling. A door was set between the fork of two roots at
ground level. Fromthere a | ong passage ran downward with roons |eading off

it—bBella s private study, small sitting roonms, a nursery and small infirmary.
At the other end the passage opened out into the main hall. This was |arge and
wel | -appointed, with a hearth, fireplace, full dining board and small seated
al coves around its walls. Several doors led off the main hall; to the left was

the master bedroom and dormitories, while off to the light was the |arder
ki tchens and storeroons, behind which lay the bolt hole or escape door
constructed with typi cal woodl and common sense.

Brockhal | had been built by badgers in the dimpast, and they had taken great
pai ns that everything should be just the way woodl and badgers like it to be.
Great care and the skill of many craftbeasts had provided every conceivabl e
confort in the underground mansion; there were el aborate wall torches and
beautifully carved furniture (again, nmuch of this cut into
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the living root to blend with the surroundings). The walls were lined with
fawn- and pi nk-col ored clay, baked to give it a fine rustic atnosphere. Here
and there throughout the chanbers were | arge overstaffed arnchairs of the type
badgers prefer, each with a fuzzy old vel veteen pawstool, often used by young
ones in preference to the small polished maple chairs made specially for them
Overall it was an admrable country seat which could easily accommodate the
entire Corim nenmbership.

Al the woodl anders were gathered to neet the mice who had journeyed from Loam
hedge; it was an occasion for feasting. The Council of Resistance in

Mossfl ower | eaders sat in the main hall, infants were taken to the nursery,

and friends went to help with the cooking and preparation of food in Bella's
much adm red kitchen. Though the badger was not short of provisions, she

al ways wel coned the addition of otter, squirrel and nole food. Al had arrived
wel | burdened. Bella liked tasting other dishes, after cooking for herself al
the tinme.

Gonff introduced her to Martin. She greeted himwarnly.

"Martin, welcone, friend. W have heard of you already fromBen Stickle. |
bel i eve you gave a Kotir patrol a taste of your warrior skills single-pawed,
bef ore they managed to capture you. W shall be grateful if you would share
your talents with us in the tines that lie ahead. Tell me, did you cone from
the northl ands?"



Martin nodded as he shook Bella's big paw. The badger smiled know ngly. "Ah,

t hought so. You probably cut your eyeteeth on rats and foxes. |'ve heard al
about the warrior mice fromup north. Come and neet sonme friends of mne from
the south.”

Bella took themto the kitchen, where they were introduced to Abbess Cermaine,
who was presiding over the preparations. Fromthere Gonff took Martin to be
i ntroduced to Ben and Goody Stickle.

The two hedgehogs were overjoyed to see CGonff back safe. They patted him
furiously on the head, as their spines prevented them huggi ng anyone ot her
than fell ow hedgehogs.

Goody patted and scol ded Gonff at the same tinme. "Ch, nmy goodness, thank mce
you' re back, you Hddle rip. Don't
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go evergettin* yourself |locked up Iike that again. Me 'n Ben was plain worried
for you, CGonff."

Ben was patting Martin's head enthusiastically. "Heed what Goody tells you,
Gonff. "Tis for your own good. Be nore |like young Martin here—enly get
yoursel f caught when there's nought else for it."

Goody nodded in agreenment, trying to | ook severe, but CGonff caught her by the
paws and danced her about.

YouVe been nore than a numto me, And you brought ne up very well I'"'ma little
mousehog to thee. My Goody, no words can tell, Wien | see your old prickle
face—

"CGet on with you, thievin' fiddle fibber!" Goody shooed Gonff off, w ping her
eyes on her old flowery apron

Gonff flung a paw across Martin's shoulder. As they strolled away snmiling, Ben
sniffed loudly. "Can't fail to like that little rogue, sone' ow "

"Silence, woodl anders, please." Bella called out, "Could you all find a seat?
The food will be served after the tal king has been done.™

The hall was full, creatures occupying seats, shelves, hearth and fl oor
Ski pper banged his tail. The hubbub subsi ded, and he nodded for Bella to
conti nue.

"Thank you. Wl cone, one and all. As you can see, there are many new friends
in our mdst, not the |least of whomis Martin the Warrior. He and CGonff
recently escaped fromKotir prison in a very brave and daring manner."

Heads turned to |l ook at Martin. There were w nks, nods and pawshakes.

"Also | have great pleasure in introducing some mce that you may not know of
yet," Bella continued, "Abbess Germaine with her Brothers and Sisters of
Loanhedge. | am sure the Abbess would like to say a word."

There was general applause as the old nouse stood up

"My mce and I wish to thank you fromthe bottom of our hearts for allow ng us
to settle in your beautiful Mssflower country. We are a peaceful order of



buil ders and healers; in our own tradition we are wi se in the ways of nother
nat ur e.
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Pl ease feel free to cone to us with your fanmlies, the sick, injured, or just
fretful little ones. W will do all we can to help. The only price we ask is
the gift of your friendship. Perhaps one day when this land is free of the
tyranny whi ch shadows it, we can work together to raise a mghty building,
giving settlement and security to all who wish to dwell peacefully within its
walls.”

The Abbess sat down anmid |oud cheering and many offers of help from decent,
hardworking famly creatures. Order was nearly restored when a young squirre
voi ce piped up, "Caw, is that roast chestnut with cream and honey | can
smel | ?"

"Indeed it is, nade to an old Loanmhedge recipe, too." Abbess Germaine called

back, "Is the talking finished, Bella?"

"It certainly is, Abbess. | haven't had Loamhedge roasted chestnuts in many a
season. Stay where you are, everyone. The food is ready."

Suddenly a fat dornouse | eaped up with a squeak of fright. "Ooh, the floor's
nmovi ng! "

"Don't be afeared, matey," Skipper |aughed. "That'l|l be Forenole arrivin*.
He's snelled the vittles, too."

WIlling paws united to lift a floorstone. There was a nmonment's sil ence, the
earth trenbled slightly, then a huge pair of paws w th powerful digging claws
broke through. Seconds later they were followed by a dark velvety head with
tiny bright black eyes, a mpist snout, and a gruff whiskery nouth.

"Boy urr, a nornin' to 'ee, do be sorry bouten tunnel. Cooken snells roight

noi ce." Forenol e popped out like a black furry cannonball, followed by a score
and a half of grinning noles. Like their |eader they all spoke in heavy rura
nol espeech

"Ho urr, 'lo Bella stroip'ead."
"Yurr, be that chesknutters oi snell?"

"Hoo arr, oi gets powerful 'ungered a-tunellen."

"Harr, norrowto 'ee, Skip. 'Ow do 'ee do."

The industrious noles were |oved by all the woodl anders. Infants shrieked with
| aughter at their quaint speech, and the noles would snile, speaking nore
broadly, if that were possible.

Excl amati ons of admiration and delight greeted the food
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as it was served. After all, who could resist roast chestnuts served in cream
and honey, or clover oatcakes dipped in hot |edcurrant sauce, celery and herb
cheese on acorn bread with chopped radi shes, or a huge home-baked seed and
sweet barley cake with mnt icing, all washed down with either Cctober ale,
pear cordial, strawberry juice or good fresh mlKk.



Martin rmuttered through a nmouthful of cake and milk, "In the name of mice, I'd
have been a cook and not a warrior if | knew food could taste this good."

Gonff grinned, trying to answer through a face cranmed with chestnut, honey
and strawberry juice. "Mmfff, shoulden talk wiff y' nouff full."

Bella sat with the Corimleaders. As they ate they talked. *'|I think for the
future we should all live together here in Brockhall —at least all those that
can't clinb trees and swmrivers. They'd be caught by Tsarm na and her arny
sooner or |ater."

"Aye, marm good idea." Skipper agreed. "They can't be found out here; the cat
knows not hing of Brockhall. But that doesn't nean ny crew and Lady Anber's
band. We don't strike our colors and run at the first sign of trouble."

"Nobody doubts your courage, Skipper," Abbess CGermaine interrupted. "But maybe
we're junping ahead a bit. Wth all the woodl anders hiding out here, the cat
will have little to do except sit on her tail. Wiy not forma good spy network
and see what she is up to? Maybe then we can forma plan of action. What do
you think, Martin? You' re a seasoned warrior?"

Martin had been listening. He cleared his nmouth. "I think all your ideas are
good and sensible. Let's try them But peace is not found |ike a pawful of
nuts or an apple. The wildcat is here, and Kotir won't go away if we cl ose our
eyes. Sooner or later we will have to fight to rid the land of them Only then
can we tal k of building and peace."

Ski pper and Anmber both cl apped hi mon the back.

"Let us attend to one thing at a time," Bella advised. "First, we need a good
spy to keep us infornmed. If we know, our enemes, we will know their
weaknesses. "

Ferdy and Coggs marched up, trying to | ook warlike yet “secretive at the sane
time. "We've heard you're | ooking for >two good spies, Mss Bella."
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Bef ore any | aughter could start, Skipper was up and marchi ng around inspecting
them They stood stiffly to attention, knowi ng a good officer when they saw
ohe. Ski pper eyed them up and down.

' "Ho yes, | renenber you coves—two of the fiercest fellers as ever stood
guard at the Stickle place. | heard weasels and ferrets was a-shakin' in their
skins at the thought you m ght attack Kotir. Shall we let 'em be spies, Lady
Anber ?"

The squirrel |ooked serious, shaking her head. "Spying is too tame for these
old wardogs. | think that with the good job they did at Stickle's we should
promote themto Captains of the Honme Guard at Brockhall."

The two little hedgehogs nearly burst with pride. They set off to nake
t henmsel ves badges of office.

Gonff threw in a suggestion. "The best spy | know is Chibb."
oj ections flooded in.

Chi bb' s not one of us."



"He's a bird."

"He'll want paynent."

"I wouldn't trust a robin."
"Why not one of our own?"

Bel | a pounded her chair until a heavy dust cloud arose and sil ence was
restored.

"Gonff is right. No one could get closer to Kotir than Chibb. If he wants
paynment, then so be it, we'll pay him | think it's a good idea."

"Hurr, a burd '"tis, we'ns say let Chebb be a spoiy. Save us'ns doin' the job.
Asoi des, we doant 'ave wingers to floiy wV

The Forenole's logic was irrefutable. Unani mous agreement was given by a show
of paws.

Chibb it was to be.

Ben Stickle had the final word. Being one of the last to | eave the shadow of
Kotir, he received a synpathetic hearing.

"I don't know rmuch about fightirT and spyin' but | still think it's a good
idea. One thing I do know, me an ny missus an our liddle famly won't be goin'
back to slave for no cat and her soldiers. W'd be as well off dead as havin'
to do that again. But we'd all best listen to the good Abbess here. Let's not
junp too hasty; war means creatures gettin' theyselves
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killed. If it must cone to that, then so be it, but meanwhiles let's keep

| evel heads about us, concentrate on safety for now Aye, that an keepin'
ourselves an' our famlies safe. | want to see ny little ones growto farm
their own food and not have soldiers conmn' around to tell us that our land is
theirs an' takin' toll and tax of over half the vittles we have. That ain't

fair nor right. Mnd, though, weVe got tine on our side. | know that Kotir

| arders rmust be run down considerable since we all left. Huh, the cat and her
sol di ers can march about all season, but there's no one left to order about
and they ain't no farners, that's sure. They' Il starve without others to do

their |abor."
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The sun beat down on the soldiers of Kotir as they stood in serried ranks upon
t he parade ground. Each creature stood stiff as a ranrod, and all wore every
avai |l abl e pi ece of equi pment, including heavy spears, shields and full packs
stuffed with rocks strapped to their backs.

Bl ack tooth licked a drop of sweat that rolled past his lip. He nuttered to
Splitnose, "Huh, what's all this about? It was the G ooner |ost the battle,
not us. As far as | can see, we didn't do too badly against those river
wal | opers and tree jumnpers."

Splitnose twitched his eyelid against an inquisitive fly. "You' re right there,
Bl ackie. Sonetimes | think I'd like to pack in all this soldierin' lark at
Kotir."



Behind themin the next rank, Brogg could not resist a titter. "Heehee, just
you try it, stoat. Where would you go on your own, eh? Nan, she'd have you
dragged back and rmade an exanple of.' *

Scratt in the rank behind Brogg agreed. "Aye, you're right there, Brogg, but
there's not many woul d pass up a chance of sliding off fromhere and starting
up sonewhere el se. Perhaps we might forma little group sonetime and try it."

Bl ackt oot h was skeptical. "Oh yes? Let nme tell you something, Scratt. That'd
be worse than going off on your own, it'd be nutiny or mass deserti on—and you
know how Tsar-mina'd punish that little lot."
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Scratt knew only too well. "Death!"

Bl ackt oot h chuckl ed hunorl essly. "R ght. Deader than a fallen |og. Huh, you'd
be glad to be so when she finished with you, bucko."

C udd' s heavy voi ce bell owed out across the parade ground, "Silence in the
ranks! No tal king back mnere!™

Scratt nuttered under his breath, "Oh dry up, slobber-chops. You weren't even
out in the forest when we had to fight."

"No, he was back here with his nightie on, snoring |like a dead dog,"
sni gger ed.

Splitnose

"I won't tell you again. | said, silence in the ranks!"

Fromthe rear of the arnmy a conplaining voice called out, **I reckon we've
been stood here nearly two hours now. What for?"

O her voi ces began conpl ai ni ng before Cudd could silence them
"Aye and why the full uniformand rock packs? Are we supposed to roast alive?"
"Pretty daft, if you ask me. I'monly a storeroom guard."

Tsarmina prow ed silently out of the main door onto the sunlit parade ground.
An i mredi ate deafening silence fell overall

She signaled to C udd.

The Captain of the Guard bellowed to the sweating troops, "Tribute to the
Queen followed by twelve circuits of the square at the double. Begin!"

Wth a | oud shout, ferrets, stoats and weasels roared in unison
"Tsarm na, Queen of Mossflower!"”

* 'Sl ayer of enemes!'

"Lady of the Thousand Eyes!"

"Conqueror of all creatures!™

"Rul er of Kotir!"



"Daughter of Lord G eeneyes!™

Breaki ng off, they comenced running in a swift trot around the parade
grounds, paws puni shed by the harsh gravel, nuscles aching with the strain of
t he heavy packs and cunmber sone weapons.

Tsarm na wat ched i npassively, remarking to Ashleg
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"Daughter of Lord Geeneyes. W said that was to be kept among ny list of
titles?"

Behi nd her back, Ashleg | ooked at Fortunata and shrugged.

The wi | dcat Queen stared fixedly ahead as her troops |lunbered by on their
second circuit. "Well, I'"'mstill waiting for an answer. Who said that ny
troops shoul d be shouting about nmy dead father instead of me? Am | not capable
of ruling Kotir alone?"

Fortunata got in ahead of Ashleg. "There has never been a nore capable ruler
than you, MJady. On ny oath as a healer, it was not | who arranged your title
list.”

Tsarm na rubbed her injured paw thoughtfully. Behind her, Ashleg's wooden |inb
made nervous little shifting noises.

"What have you got to say for yourself, nmarten?"
"Your Mpjesty, | thought that—=

Tsarm na's snarl overrode Ashleg's nervous nuttering. "Thought? Who gave you
perm ssion to think? Get out on that parade ground this instant!"”

The unhappy Ashl eg stunped out, knowing it was useless to plead or argue.

Tsarm na halted the march on its next circuit. They ground to a halt in front
of the marten. She called out to Cludd, "Keep Ashleg in front of the arny.
First rank, point your spears at that marten. Al of you, remenber this: |I am
no | onger called Daughter of Lord G eeneyes. That title is dead. It will be
repl aced by the name Tsarmi na the Magnificent."

At a wave of Cudd's spear the arny chanted al oud,' 'Tsarm na the
Magni ficent!"

Ashl eg | ooked around nervously. He was standing out in front of a rank of

gl eam ng spearpoints, all pointed at his body. The marten gathered his cl oak
up, knowi ng the cruel conmand that was inminent. Tsarm na's snarl cut cross
his thoughts. "At the double. Carry on!"

Fortunata stood to one side, knowi ng that a carel ess word coul d have pl aced
her al ongsi de the hapl ess marten

Ashleg tried not to think. Desperately he dragged hinmself along in a frantic
hop cum hobble, in front of the Iethal spears. Madly he tried to gain a little
ground, only to realize that he was hard put to keep what |ead he had fromthe
rel entl essly doubl e-marchi ng sol di ers.

Tsarm na | aughed nocki ngly and she dug Fortunata in the
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ribs. "Ha, thumpitty clunp, eh, fox. How long d you reckon he'll |ast?"

"Not long at that rate, MJady. Look at himtrying to keep ahead of those
spears. Ashleg mghtn't be too bright, but at |east he's obedient and | oyal."

Tsarm na si ghed noodily; her fun had been spoiled. "Hmm vyou're right,
suppose. Tell Cudd to call a halt."

Fortunata waved a signal to the stolid weasel Captain. Cudd halted the troops
at the very noment Ashleg fell face forward on the gravel, his tortured body
unable to travel another pace. He was sobbing pitifully for breath.

Tsarm na prow ed purposefully out in front of the ranks, ignoring Ashleg, who
was draggi ng hinself painfully toward the indoor cool ness of the entrance
hall. The wildcat Queen faced her command as they stood in the gravel dust
wi t h heavi ng chests.

"Look at you. See how you have grown fat and | azy, slugs, worns! As from
today, all of this will change. Believe nme, or die. Mce, two silly little

m ce, have escaped ny prison. Together with a rabble of woodl anders, they have
made fools of you all."

Nervous paws crunched the gravel as Tsarmina's fury and scorn | ashed them
"I"ll take revenge for the insult to my majesty. Mssfiower will be drenched
in the blood of any creature who will not obey nme, whether it be a woodl ander

or a soldier of Kotir!"

Fortunata shuddered inwardly at the mad |ight that shone in Tsarm na's eyes as
her voice rose in the sunlit stillness.

"C udd, Ashleg, Fortunata, you will split the army four ways. Take a group

each. | will stay here to guard Kotir with «flic remainder. You will go into
the forest and hunt out every |ast woodl ander. Take them prisoners. Any that
resist, kill. Kotir will grow strong again with prisoners to serve it. W will
ensl ave them The flatlands to the west will be cultivated and farned. My

father was too soft with those creatures. They took advantage of his good
nature in letting themlive outside the walls in a settlement. That's what
encouraged themto desert: too nuch freedom Well, 1'Il tell you all right
now, no nore settlenments. It'll be the cells for themthis tine; separate
cells, punishment, that's what they' |l be here ;for. W will hold their young
as hostages. To stop any upris-
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ing, they will toil fromdawn to dusk—er their famlies will starve. Go now,
and remenber, this tinme there will be no failure."

There was a hurried clanking and stanping fromthe already arnmored and kitted
troops. Orders were called am d wheeling and marching. In a short tine
Tsarmi na stood al one on the enpty parade ground, staring at a single fallen
spear.

Whoever had dropped it would be far too scared to cone back and retrieve it.
She stooped and picked up the weapon as sonet hi ng whooshed by cl ose over head.

Argul or!



As big and powerful as she was, Tsarmina did not wait around to challenge the
eagle. Taking a swift run, she vaulted through a ground-floor w ndow, using

t he spear shaft as a pole. Peering out, she saw Argulor circle away to his
perch, well out of arrow range.

The wi | dcat Queen was gl ad that no one had witnessed her retreat.
84

Chi bb the robin watched the little procession of woodl anders marching

sout hward. He had no doubt that they were conming to visit him They were
carrying food. If they were not conming to see him then what right did they
have wanderi ng about Mssfiower carrying bags of candi ed chestnuts? . He was
different fromother birds. For the sake of his little fat stomach, Chibb had
overcone all barriers. Greed was the ooe notive that drove himto sell his
spying skills to others—greed, tenmpered with wi sdom Chi bbb would never sel
his services to Kotir, as he had narrow y escaped being eaten by weasel s and
such on nore than one occasion

The woodl anders used Chi bb whenever they had cause to, Sonetinmes to locate a
m ssi ng young one, nore often than nott to find out what was going on in other
parts of the forest. Chibb did not cone cheaply, however. The fat robin had a
fondness amounting to a passion for candi ed chestnuts.

He wat ched the party below him Martin, Lady Anber and

a young Loamhedge nouse called Col unbine were in the lead; Gonif and Billum
the nole trail ed behind, both carrying small barkcl oth bags of candied
chestnuts. Chibb could not take his bright eyes off the bag that Gonif was
bouncing play-fully in his paws.

"Ha, candi ed chestnuts, eh, Billum What's the good of giving these to old
Chi bb, just for a skinny bit of spyin'? 85

["lI'l bet me and you could scoff these between us and get their spyin' done for
*em easy enough."

The trusty nole caught the bag in mdair as Gonff tossed it. He crinkled his
vel vet face in a deep chuckle.

"Ho hurr hurr! Liddl e wnner they send oi t'keep watch on 'ee, you' ma
villyen, Mister Gonff. Keepen 'ee paws outten 'ee chesknutters, or oi tells
Mz Bell offen 'ee.”

Gonff threw up his paws in nock horror and ran to catch up with Martin,
conpl ai ni ng al oud. "The nerve of Billum Fancy not trusting honest old
Gonff—e, that was sent on this mssion specially to keep an eye out for
greedy noles. |I'll bet |I end up getting scragged by you lot, trying to keep
t hose chestnuts safe. There's no roomfor an honest thief these days."

Martin chuckl ed as he watched Col unbi ne fromthe corner of his eye. The pretty
young fiel dnouse was | aughing nerrily, obviously taken by Gonff's roguish
charm Martin encouraged her by putting in the odd word or two on his friend's
behal f.

"Be careful of that fellow, Colunbine. He's not one of your Loanmhedge order
If you don't watch Gonff, he'll steal the whiskers fromunder your nose."

Col unbi ne's eyes went wide with amazenent. "Wuld he really?"



Gonff winked at Martin. Cartwheeling suddenly, he shot across Col unbine's path
so close that he brushed by her face. Wth a squeak of shock she put up her
paws. Martin shook his head seriously.

"You see, they don't call Gonff the Prince of Mbuse-thieves for nothing. Have
you counted your whi skers?"

Col unbi ne put her paws up then dropped themsniling. "Ch really, you two!"

Gonff bowed and produced two thin strands. "What do you think these are, O
W se beauty?"

Col unbine's nouth fell open. "But, | didn't feel a thing."
Bi | um had caught up. He chuckl ed and scratched his snout. "Nor oi wagers you
di dden, missie. They whiskers is offen Gonff. Tha's 'ow you' m never feeled

ow ."

Lady Anber pointed at a | ong-dead el mcovered in ivy. She held up her paw for
silence. "Hush now. This is Chibb's
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*s home. W don't want to frighten himoff. Gonff, you do the
* t al ki ng. "

Gonff rapped upon the trunk of the el mand shouted up toward a hole left by a
br oken branch, "Hey, Chibb! Come out, you old redbreast. It's me, Gonff."

There was no response, CGonff tried again. "Come on, natey. W know you're in
there. What's up? Don't you want to earn sonme candi ed chestnuts?"

Bi | um opened one of the bags and selected a | arge nut.

**Harr, may'aps you' mroight, Gonffen. Us'ns could ate chesknutters an' do 'ee
jobs ourselfs.”

The nol e popped the dark sugar-glazed nut into his mouth, |icked the sweetness
fromhis digging claws and chonped away with an expression of rapture on his
honely face.

**Unff, gurr, oo arr, mmmm "

Mich to Col unmbi ne's anusenent, CGonff did Iikewise, imtating perfectly the
nol e speech and gesture.

*'Hurr, oo air, Billum these yurr be fiirst-clarss chesknutters. Hoo arr
that they be."

They had eaten a nut api ece when a bout of nervous coughing erupted fromthe
branches of a nearby rowan. "Err, harrunph, ahem hem"

Chi bb puffed out his chest inportantly, ruffling his feathers to increase his
stature. He paced a branch with wings folded behind himin a businesslike
attitude. Politely he cleared his . throat once nore before speaking.

"Harrunmph, ahem 'scuse me. Let me warn you before we proceed any
further, if anyone eats another nut | will judge it an insult, then of course
you wi Il have to take your business el sewhere, ahem™



"Pl ease consider what | say before answering." Martin
responded in an equally formal tone. ' 'l have been authorized
to make you an offer. Here are our terms: you, Chibb, wll
'"Spy on Kotir and find out what plans are being nade by Tsar-
m na agai nst the woodl anders of Mssflower. The Corimw sh
to know all details of any reprisals or attacks directed at our
Creatures. For this you will be paid two bags of candied chest-
nuts now and a further two bags upon bringi ng back your
Information. |Is that agreed?”
Chi bb cocked his head on one side. H's bright eye watched
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Gonff as he picked crumbs of chestnut from his whiskers with his tongue. The
robi n coughed nervously.

Col unbi ne had assessed the situation correctly. She interrupted in a nore
friendly tone. "Of course the nuts will be carefully counted, M. Chibb. The
bags will be conpletely filled. I will see that four nore nuts be added as an
interest for the two that have just been eaten, and another four added as

evi dence of our good faith in your well-known skills."

Chi bb shifted his claws and fixed Col unbine with a quizzical stare. "Ahem
hem you are the one from Loanhedge they call Colunbine. | shall do business
wi th you, harrunph, 'scuse ne. These others are not required for our
deal i ngs. "

Lady Anmber breathed a sign of relief. Chibb could be incredibly ponpous and
stubborn; thank the fur for the good sense and initiative shown by Col unbi ne.

The robin fl ew down and bowed courteously to the Loam hedge nouse. " Aherrahen
There is, however, one small matter that nmay cost an extra nut or two ..."

Bi |l um nudged Gonff. "G 'spected thurr noight be, hurr hurr.

Chi bb ignored the nole. "Harrunph, yes, there's the question of the eagle,
Argul or. Ahem as you know, he is back in the area of Kotir. This puts an
ahem el enent of risk upon nmy espionage activities."

Col unbi ne nodded in agreenent. "lIndeed it does, M. Chibb. | appreciate this.
Shoul d you be attacked or injured in any way by | arge birds, we propose in
doubl i ng your fee. Do we have a bargain, sir?"

Chi bb was al nost dunbfounded by this generous offer. He held out a clawto
Col unbi ne. "Er ahem a bargain, M ss Col unmbi ne. A bargain indeed!"

Paw shook claw. Lady Anber interrupted to give details of the spying mssion
to the robin, Gonff tossed the two bags expertly up into Chibb's honme hi the
el m and goodbyes were nade all around as the friends departed. A few paces
into the undergrowt h Lady Anber held up a paw



"Hush! Listen!"

Silently they tried to stifle their laughter as the sounds of Chibb reached
them The robin was stuffing hinmself with his fee, coughing with excitenent as
he cramed candi ed chestnuts into an al ready overfl ow ng beak.
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"' Ahentawscr unf f mmrhar runphcrunch! ' Martin held his sides as tears from
stifled laughter ran down his cheeks. "Hahaha, oh dear, listen to that. Onh,
the little glutton! Col unbi ne, whatever possessed you to offer hima double
fee like that?"

Col unbi ne | eaned up against a tree, helpless with mirth. "Well I, oh,
heeheehee, | could have offered himten tines the fee, if I'd have thought,
ohahaha. Imagine a robin coming back to claima fee after being attacked by a
gol den eagl e, - hahaheeheee. There wouldn't be enough of himleft to nmake a

snear on Argul or's beak. That eagle could scoff Chibb in a half-nouthful
hahahaha! "

Tsarm na stood at a barred window in full view of Argulor's perch
"I"mhere, you great feathered blindworm" she call ed.

Argul or took the bait; the fierce instinct of his ancestors would not all ow
himto do otherw se. The eagle | aunched fromhis perch with a blood-chilling
screech, diving like a great winged nissile at his insolent tornentor

Tsarm na danced triunphantly and | aughed al oud at the sight of the half-blind
eagl e smashi ng agai nst the barred wi ndow. "Haha, you blundering old feather
mattress. Dozy farnmyard fow ."

Argul or struggled awkwardly on the narrow wi ndow | edge, trying to marshal his
wings into a proper flying position to regain what was left of his dignity.
The great eagle slipped fromthe sill, landing on the ground. He had to resort
to an 'ungainly |opsided shuffling run to attain flight.

Tsarmi na purred al oud and dug her claws into a rug, open-Ing and closing them
reveling in the pretense of pinioning |lietpless woodl anders in her needlelike
grip, puncturing imaginary hides. Suddenly she whirled over, tossing the rug
Tiigh in the air. Leaping upon it, she rent it fiercely with her savage
strength. Fragnents of the flayed rug flew about the toom as she ripped and
slashed. Hairs and fibers floated in fine sunlit shafts fromthe bars, dancing
wi th gol den dust

*~inotes on their way to the fl oor

* Filled with exuberance, the big cat paced restlessly. Soon ;% bunch of
woodl anders woul d be marched in, sniveling and bound, to await her pleasure.
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And what pl easure! Sonme she would deal with personally; otters, yes, she would
take them down to the d ooner's | ake and see how well they would swi m bound up
and wei ghted with stones—that woul d teach them nmanners. There were one or two
squirrels that could do with junping | essons fromthe battl enented roof of
Kotir. As for the rest, well, there were always plenty of good hard work and
cells.



Tsarm na sprang down the stairways and the drippi ng passages of her fortress,
headi ng for the cells, where sunlight sel dom penetrated. Two stoat guards
tried hastily to come to attention as their Queen hurtled past, but they were
knocked spi nni ng si deways.

Pi cking hinmself up froma pool of slinmy water, one of the stoats rubbed his
head where it had banged agai nst the walls.

"By the fang! What d'you suppose is wong with her, this tinme?"

H s conpanion felt gingerly at the sore beginnings of a lunmp on his snout.
"Huh, your guess is as good as mne. One thing I do know, she's not down here
for the good of our health. We'd better get straightened up before she cones
back this way."

Tsarmna ran fromcell to cell, peering through the bars at the hostile
interiors as she nmuttered al oud, "Yes, good, this is ideal. They'll soon |learn
obedi ence down here. Males in one cell, females in another and young ones in a
special prison all of their own, where they can be heard but not seen by their
parents. Haha, | nust renenber that: heard but not seen. Well, what have we
here, all alone in the darkness?" > G ngivere was fading into a gaunt

skel eton. The once gl ossy coat was ragged and graying, his whol e body had an
air of neglect and decay about it, except the eyes. They fixed Tsarmina wth
such a burning intensity that she was forced to | ook away.

"Well, well, my one-time brother, | thought perhaps that you had perished by
now i n this unheal thy atnosphere, dark, cold, danp, with little to eat. But
cheer up, I'll find you an even darker and deeper prison when you nove out to
make room for the new | odgers |I'm pl anni ng. How woul d that suit you?"
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G ngi vere stood clasping the cell bars. He stared at his sister

Tsarm na shifted nervously. Her previous nood of euphoria rapidly
di sintegrating, she becane irritable.

"Never fear, my silent, staring brother. | can soon fix up other arrangenents
for you. A sword, perhaps. Or a spear during the night to deepen your sleep.”

G ngivere's eyes burned into Tsarm na, and his voice was |like a knell
"Murderer!”

Tsarm na broke and ran, pursued by the voice of her brother |ike a spear at
her back.

"Murderer! You killed our father! Murderer! Mirderer!"

When the sounds of Tsarmina's flight had died away, G ngivere let go of the
bars and slunped to the floor, hot tears pouring fromhis fevered eyes.

After their trek through Mossflower to find Chibb, the little party were ready
for food. Now that all the woodl anders were billeted at Brockhall, nealtines
were |like a constant feast, so many different dishes were contributed. A
pretty posy lay in the mddle of the festive board synbolizing the com ng
together in springtine to oppose the reign of Kotir.

Gonff was conscious of Col unbi ne watching him Bella had given the little
nmouset hi ef permi ssion to sing grace, and he stood up boldly and sang al oud,



> Squirrels, otters, hedgehogs, mce, ' Mol es with
fur like sable,

Gat hered in good spirits all

Round this festive table.

Sit we down to eat and drink

Fri ends, before we do, let's think
Fruit.of forest, field and banks,
To the springtine we give thanks.

; The woodl anders began passing food. As CGonff sat down, s he w nked at

Col unbi ne, showi ng no sign of nodesty. '"<e'- "Good, eh? That's an anci ent
chant that has been sung Jr through the ages. | conposed it a nonent ago for
today." V CGonff was so pleased with hinself that Col umbine could **«* help

l aughing with himat his outrageous statenent.
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Martin had sat at many tables—+farmtables, inn tables, and, nmore often than
not, any handy flat piece of rock where he could lay his food. Now he sat back
and surveyed the board before himw th wonder. Bul rush and water-shrinp soup
provided by the otters; a large flagon of Skipper's famus hot root punch
hazel nut truffle; blackberry apple crunble; baked sweet chestnuts; honeyed
toffee pears; and maple tree cordial, a joint effort by hedgehogs and
squirrels. The Loamhedge and Mossfl ower mice had conbi ned to provide a nunber
of currant and berry pies, seedcake and potato scones, and a cask of Cctober
ale. By far the biggest single offering was a colossal turnip 'n" later 'n
beetroot 'n' bean deeper 'n' ever pie with tomato chutney baked by the
Fore-nole and his team

Normal ly a solid trenchernmouse, Martin would have stuck to deeper 'n* ever
pi e, but Gonff encouraged hi mand Col unbine to sanmple sone of everything.

"Here, matey, how s that for October ale? Colunbine, try some of this hot root
punch. How d'you |ike seedcake? Try some of this, both of you. Come on, have a
wedge.

"Hey, Martin, d'you reckon you'd get the better of one of these toffee pears?
Cone on, get stuck in, stuck in, hahaha.

"Put that hot root punch down, Col unbine. You look as if your face is on fire.
Try sone of the maple tree cordial."

Ferdy and Coggs sat nearby, hero-worshipping Martin and Gonff.

"Tell you what, Coggs. If ever | come across a broken sword |I'm going to hang
it round nmy neck, just like Martin the Warrior."

"Huh, fancy trying to keep old Gonff locked up in Kotir! I'Il bet he could
cone and go with both paws tied. You know, | think |I ook a bit Iike Gonff."

"OfF course you do. | look Iike Martin—pretty quiet and very brave—er | wll be
when |I'molder. Just wait and see."

"Come on, matey. We've eaten enough. Let's go off together and invade Kotir



before we get sent to bed. We can slip away quietlike."

In the hubbub and confusion of the feast, nobody noticed the two baby
hedgehogs take their | eave.
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A crescent noon hung over the warm spring night, casting its cloak over the
light early foliage of Mdssflower Wods. Indifferent to the woodl and fl oor
carpeted with dark green grass, dotted with bluebell and narcissus, Fortunate
stopped in her tracks and held up a paw for silence. | mediately she was
bunped by Brogg and Scratt, two weasels who did not stop fast enough. Ferrets
and weasels in their turn blundered sleepily into each other.

Fortunata bared her teeth inpatiently. "Stand still, can't you. | think | hear
somet hi ng. "
The patrol held its collective breath and listened intently. | Scratt dropped

his shield with a clang. They all junped with 'e fright. Fortunata cursed at
t he hapl ess weasel, but he was tired and weary of listening to pointless
orders.
*' Ahh, what's the difference, fox? W're on a right fool's
errand in this jungle, | can tell you. Huh, tranping about al
day in full kit and arnmor, w thout anything to eat, and not a
sight or sound of a living thing, except the sign of our own
pawt r acks that we keep coming across. Wat are we sup-
1 posed to be doing out here, anyhow? That's what |'d like to
know. "

There were nurnurs of agreenent. Fortunata cut in quickly to stem any ideas
of mutiny. ' "Al'l of you, get the soil out of your ears and listen to nme. Can
you i magi ne what will happen if we march back to Kotir enpty-pawed? Well, can
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you? By the claw, it doesn't bear thinking about. |nagine the Queen—d' you
think she'll say: 'Ch, you poor creatures. Didn't you find any of those
naughty woodl anders? Well, never mind, conme in and take off your arnor, sit by
the fire and have a bite to eat.' "

One particularly stupid ferret grinned hopefully. "Onh, that would be nice."

Fortunate was about to give himsomething painful to think about when she
heard the noi se once nore.

"Ssshhh! There it is again, coming right toward us. Right, this is your chance

to carry out the nmission properly. | want you all out of sight. You lot, get
behi nd those trees. You others, hide in the bushes. When | give the signal
cone out whacking. Use your spear handl es, shields, branches—anything. | want

them taken alive. Here they conme! Hide quickly."

As the sol diers dropped out of sight, a cloud obscured the noonlight. At that
nmonent a band of dark shapes canme into view.



The vi xen ran out shouting, "Now, up and at 'em troops!"

Spurred on by Fortunata, the soldiers dashed from hiding. They charged with a
roar into the mdst of the intruders, dealing out heavy bl ows, kicking,
biting, scratching and pounding away at the enemy. The air was rent with

bl ows, screans, thuds and yells of pain.

Exulting in the chaos of the anbush, Fortunata seized the nearest figure and
thrashed it unnmercifully with her staff.

Thwack, bang, crack!
"Yeeow, aargh, oo nercy, help!"

It was only when she kicked out savagely and splintered the wooden | eg that
the vixen realized she was close to slaying Ashl eg.

"Stoppit! Halt! Pack it in, you fools. W're fighting our own!" Fortunata
yelled at the top of her |ungs.

When the cl ouds noved, moonlight illumnated a sorry scene. The soldiers of
Kotir sat about on the grass, nobaning pitifully. Broken and fractured |inbs,
col l ective bunps, bruises, sprains, mssing teeth, blackened eyes, contusions
and some very nasty scratches were much in evidence.

Ashl eg sat on the ground, nursing his wecked wooden
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| eg. "You booby, you knot head, you ni nconpoop of a fox, you, you . . . I"

"Er, sorry, Ashleg. But how were we to know? Whay didn't you signal that you
wer e com ng?"

"Signal, you brush-tailed bl ockhead! 1'll give you a signal!" The marten flung
hi s broken wooden | eg, catching Fortunata square on the top of her nose.

"Yowch! You twisted little nonster, there was no call for that. We thought you
wer e woodl anders; it was a genui ne m stake."

Ashl eg rubbed a swollen ear. "Wodl anders! Don't talk to nme about mat | ot!
W' ve patrolled this forest until our paws are sore. Not a solitary nouse, not
so much as the hair off a squirrel's tail or the damp froman otter's back."

The vi xen sl unped down glumy beside him "Sanme here. Were d' you suppose
t hey' ve vani shed to?"

"Huh, search me. Tsarmina will skin us alive when we get back."

Scratt threw down his spear and sat with them "Aye, you're right there. Ah
wel |, maybe we'll have nore luck when it gets light. W may as well canp here.
At | east we can search around for roots and berries.”

Fortunata and Ashl eg | ooked at each ot her

"Roots and berries . . . Yuk!"

Chibb the robin circled the crenellations of Kotir in the dawn light. There
was not a lot to interest the little spy; the garrison was still asleep. He



not ed each wi ndow and what was inside: snoring ferrets, slunbering weasels,
dozy stoats, even Tsarmina in her upper chanber, stretched out in splendor
upon a heap of furs. The w |l dcat Queen was dream ng troubl ed dreans of water,
muttering to herself, pushing the air as if it were water envel opi ng her

Chi bb fl ew down and |lighted on the parade ground near the wall. Keeping a
watch for the eagle, he set about breakfast. Froma small bag slung about his
neck he selected a candi ed chestnut; not one of the big smooth ones, but a
smal | wrinkled nut that had lots of sugar in the cracks. Chibb Iiked them
better that way.

Chi bb noted that he was near sonething which | ooked like a drain outlet, a
hole cut into the wall at floor |evel. He bopped inside, peering about
curiously. It went slanting
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downward as far as he could see. Nibbling the nut daintily, the tat robin
explored the tunnel. It was quite dry undercl aw

Chi bb cocked his head to one side, listening to the sounds of ragged breathing
fromfarther down the tunnel. "Ahem hem nust be sonebody still asleep."

Wor ki ng his way further down, he found his progress arrested by three vertica
iron bars set into the tunnel. This was no drain; it was the upper w ndow of a
cell. Chibb edged up to the bars and peeped down. He was | ooking into the
burni ng eyes of an emaci ated wi |l dcat seated bel ow upon the danp stones.

"Hunph, harrunph, hem 'scuse ne."

G ngi vere shaded his eyes, staring upward at his strange visitor. "Pl ease
don't fly away. | won't harmyou. My name is G ngivere."

The robin cocked his head airily on one side. "Ahem hunph. You'll excuse ny
sayi ng so, but you don't appear to be in any position to harmne. Er, ahem
must go now. I'Il edrop by and see you another tine."

Chi bb beat a hasty retreat back up the tunnel. The wildcat with the staring
eyes had quite unsettled him At the edge of the tunnel the robin ate the | ast
of his nut, then flew off back to Brockhall to report his findings.

The day promi sed to be fine and sunny. Chibb flew high, know ng that the sun
in the east would shine in the eyes of predators |ooking west. He took not the
slightest interest in the woodl and floor far below Had he flown | ower, he
woul d have noticed Ferdy and Coggs lying in a patch of open sward, fast

asl eep, their paws about each other, blissfully unaware that a short distance
away Cludd was naking an early start at the head of his patrol

Bel l a was up and about early that norning, being a light sleeper. She received
Chi bb's informati on about G ngivere being inprisoned. This was already known
to the Corimthrough Martin and Gonff, yet it gave Bella pause for thought;
Kotir was now definitely ruled totally by the cruel Tsarm na

Martin joined her for an early norning stroll in the woodl and before
breakfast. The badger had matters to discuss with the warrior nouse.

"War is conming to Mossflower, Martin. | can feel it. Now
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mat we are all at Brockhall, the defencel ess ones are safer, but | listen to



the voices at Corimneetings. The squirrels and otters are not satisfied with
nmerely resisting Kotir's rule—they want to challenge it."

Martin felt the broken sword hangi ng about his neck. "Maybe that is no bad
thing, Bella. Mssflower rightfully belongs to the woodl anders. | will do all
I can to help ny friends live without fear."

"I know you will, little warrior, but we are not strong enough. We have few
who are trained in the art of war. If Boar the Fighter, ny father, were stil
ruling here, there would be no question he would fight and |l ead us to certain
victory."

Martin noted the sad, faraway | ook in the badger's eyes. "He nust have been
a mghty warrior. Does he still live?"

Bel | a shrugged. "Who knows? He followed his father, old Lord Brocktree, to go
of f questing. This was before Verdauga and his armnmy arrived in Mssfiower. My
mat e Barkstripe was slain in the first battle against Kotir and ny son
Sunflash lost to ne forever. Barkstripe was nore farner than warrior. Had it
been Boar the Fighter that faced Kotir, we would have won, lamcertain of it."

Martin turned his steps back to Brockhall.

Goody Stickle was standing in the doorway, rubbing her paws together

anxi ously. As they approached, Bella spoke to Martin in a whisper. "Tel

nobody of our conversation. | must talk to you further about certain inportant
matters, maybe later."

Martin nodded. "I will look forward to it, Bella. You have aroused ny
curiosity. Hey, Goody, why are you | ooking so worried?"

Goody fussed with her apron. "Mdrnin' Mz Bella. Mrnin', Mrtin, 'Ave you
seen ought of those two |liddle ?0gs of mine in the wods?"

"Ferdy and Coggs?" Bella shook her head. "No, Goody, |'mafraid we haven't.
I s anyt hi ng wr ong?"

The hedgehog gnhawed her lip. "Well, they ain't slept in their beds |ast night.
Asides that, there's two oatfaris, a good wedge o' cheese and sone of ny best
bl ack-currant cordial missin' fromthe larder.” Martin could not help sniling
at the thought of the two

97
little woul d-be warriors. "All that for breakfast! They'|ll go bang one of
these days. | wouldn't worry too nuch, Ms. Stickle. Know ng those two
rascals, they'll be back by lunch-time for nore food."

Ben Stickle energed into the sunlight. "Aye, Martin's right, mdear. Don't you
go a-botherin' your old 'ead. Ferdy and Coggs is |like new button
nmushr ooms—they al ways turn up at a good neal ."

Ben sat against a tree, chuckling as he filled his pipe.

Gonff and Col unbi ne canme out to join them the nouse-thief patting his
st omach.

"Better hurry up, mateys. There'll be no breakfast |eft soon. Hey, Goody, |
hear that Ferdy and Coggs are missing. W'll help you to | ook for them Don't
worry, they're probably somewhere nearby playing soldiers.™



Goody knotted her apron strings anxiously. "Thank you, Gonff. Ch, | do 'ope
they've come to no 'arm Ben. Get up now and 'elp Gonff *n' Colunbine. | won't
be '"appy until | see their nucky liddl e snouts agin."

Ben stood up and stretched. "So be it, Goody. Come on, you two."

Bel | a assured her. "Now don't start getting upset, Goody. |I'll send all the
woodl anders out | ooking. They'Il find them Martin and | will stop here at
Brockhall in case they cone back while everyone's out searching."

Goody sniled gratefully, although she was close to tears. "Thank you kindly,
Mz Bella. I'll go and start cookin' the lunch."

Shortly thereafter, Bella addressed a large party of wlling hel pers.

"Listen now, friends. Ferdy and Coggs nust be found before nightfall. Split up
into small groups, search everywhere, and pay particular attention to small
dens and possi bl e hiding places—they may be |ying asl eep somewhere. Above all
be careful. There may be Kotir verm n abroad in Mssflower. Don't shout too

| oud or make unnecessary noi se. Report back to me or to Martin. Of you go
now, and good | uck."

The woodl anders di spersed, eager to begin. Each creature searched in the best
way it knew, squirrels swung off into treetops where they could scan the
ground bel ow, otters nade
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their way to the water to scour the banks and creeks, mce and hedgehogs
pl oughed into the undergrowth. Ml es trundl ed through | ast autum's deep | oam
The search was on.

A bl ackbird in a sycanore raised its anber beak in a hyrn of joy to the sun
Ashl eg bl undered into wakeful ness. Shivering fromthe danp, he hopped into the
sunlight and | eaned against a tree. Scratt joined him but not before he had
aimed a sly kick at the sleeping Fortunate.

"O! Are you going to lie there all day, |azybones?"

The weasel drew his paw swiftly back fromthe vixen's snapping jaws. Far nore
used to sleeping in the open than the Kotir soldiers, she had dug herself into
the soft | oam of the forest floor

"M nd who you call |azybones, fathead. |'ve been |lying awake here for the past
two hours listening to you snore |like an ailing toad."

Ashl eg closed his eyes, letting the warnth of the sun seep through his danp
cloak. Wth a sigh of resignation he renenbered the quandary they faced.

"Can't you two stop squabbling | ong enough to give a thought to the ness we're
in? W've beaten each other up, slept through the whole night w thout posting
a single sentry, and now we've got to go back to face Tsarnmi na sonetine today.
Look, if we must argue, at least let's argue about something useful. Wiat's to
be done about this whole fiasco?"

Fortunata shook | oose | oam from her cl oak, showering them "Well, there were
three patrols sent out to search this forest. \Were have Cudd and his | ot got
to?"



As if in answer to the vixen's question, Cl udd cane marching through the
undergrowth at the head of his colum. Scratt was the first to notice him

"GO, Cudd, over here. Were in hell's teeth did you get to? W haven't seen
you since we left the fortress.”

The weasel Captain stuck a paw in his belt and | eaned upon his spear, smrking
knowi ngly.

"Ch, we've been doing our job, don't you worry, Scratt. Huh, what happened to
you lot? Did a pile of trees fall down on you?"

"I't was nothing, really—a little m stake, could have hap-
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pened to anybeast." Ashleg tried to sound casual. "Let me tell you, though, we
haven't seen hide nor hair of a living creature in this rotten maze of trees.
W're rightly in for it when the Queen sees us."

Cudd sniled confidently. "Speak for yourself, Ashleg. W won't be returning
enpty-pawed. Ch no, not us."

"Why, what d'you nean?" Fortunata interrupted eagerly. "Wo have you captured?
Waer e?"

Cludd sneered at the fox. "Ch hello, vixen. You |look as if you' ve been
enj oyi ng yourself. By the way, what happened to the old wooden | eg, Ashy?"

The marten was using a forked branch as a crutch, and he stanped it down
bad-tenperedly.

"Listen, weasel, will you stop waffling around and tell us what you've got,
i nstead of standing there | ooking pleased with yoursel f?"

Cl udd beckoned with his spear. "Right. Show *em | ads."

The ranks of the patrol parted, revealing two small hedgehogs. They were
gagged and trussed upside down, slung upon poles carried by four sol diers.

Ferdy and Coggs were well and truly captured!
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Bel | a paused, gazing at the run of the grain on the tabletop. She was
renmenbering times | ong gone.

"Where did old Lord Brocktree and Boar the Fighter go questing?" Mrtin asked
softly. The badger gave her answer in a single word: "Salamandastron.™

"Sal amandastron?" Martin repeated the strange-soundi ng word.

, Bel | a nodded slowy. "Aye, the fire nountain, secret place of the
dragons. "

Martin's eyes went wide with wondernent. "Bella, don't stop now Carry on,
pl ease. "

The badger snmiled wistfully. "Ah, little Martin the Warrior, | see that sane
strange fire kindled in your eyes, just as it was with ny father and his



father before him Wy nust Sal amandastron al ways weave its spell upon the
brave? | can see your desire to travel there; that is as | wanted it to be."

Martin furrowed his brows. "You want me to travel to Sal amandastron? But why?"

Bel | a | eaned cl ose, enphasizing each word with a tap of <her paw on the table.
"Since Boar |eft Mssflower, we have 3 lived under virtual siege. First there
was the rebellion, when nmany brave woodl anders lost their lives; then there

was the Settlenment with its slumy hovels and tolls, and soldiers ha-fjassing

the creatures that had to endure living there. | knowit seens fairly safe out
here in Brockhall, but will it always
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be so? Now that Tsarmina rules Kotir, we can never be sure what she will do

next. Ben Stickle hit the nail on the head when he said Kotir could not | ast
wi thout creatures to supply it with rations. WIl the cat start to search

Mossfl ower for us? She will have to do sonething before next winter; she has a
full army to feed. Martin, | feel that we are living on a knife's edge here.
Ben Stickle wants peace, Skipper wants war, the Abbess wants peace, Lady Anber
wants war. Boar the Fighter is the rightful ruler of Mssflower. | cannot

| eave here; | have responsibilities to our friends the woodl anders and the
Corim Wo could | send? Martin, there is only you. You have traveled, you are
an experienced warrior, you are the one | will stake my trust on. Don't rush
to give me your answer now. | want you to think about it. This is a very
dangerous nission, and | will understand if you wish to stay here. My hone is
your hone!

"I believe that my father still lives. You must bring himback to Mssfl ower

to break Tsarmina's regime. Together under the | eadership of Boar the Fighter
we will defeat Tsarmna."

The spell was broken by Lady Anber, who came striding in with a face that was
so grimit heral ded bad news.

"Ferdy and Coggs are lost for sure. W' ve scoured high and I ow, all of us.
It's as if the forest has swall owed themup."

Bel | a scratched her stripes reflectively. "Have you seen Chi bb?"

"Yes. He's been around Kotir. Nothing to report, really. | sent hun on a wide
patrol of the woods. Maybe he'll bring news before nightfall."

The searchers returned at noon. Goody had busied herself setting out a sal ad

| uncheon on the sward outside Brockhall. Wodl anders ate in silence, avoiding
any nention of the |ost young ones while Goody was about. Shortly they set off
again to resume searching. It was not a happy day in Mssflower. Martin was
torn with a desire to help the searchers and curious to find out nore about
the nysterious place called Sal -anmandastron. The forner won; by early noon he
was out searching with the others, knowing that Bella would tell himnore that
ni ght .

102
Tsarm na stood at her high chanber wi ndow, watching the perineter of the
woodl and where the trees thinned out into shrubs and bushes. There they were,

at | ast!

The ragged colums tranped out of the woodl ands with C udd baw i ng orders at
t hem



"Come on, you sloppy nmob, smarten yourselves up into proper ranks. Right

markers, lead off. Tidy that pace up there. . 1'Il not have you lolloping into
the garrison like a | oad of hedgehogs on dai sychain day. You there! Yes, you!
Li ven your ideas up, nme laddo, or I'll liven themup for you with ny spear."

The Captain's voice drifted up to Tsarm na. She could see plainly that there
had been no | osses anong her troops. Neither had there been any nass of
captives taken. In a sudden outburst of vicious tenper, she slashed a wall
curtain fromtop to bottomw th her w cked cl aws, before storm ng out down the
stairs to the parade ground.

The three pl atoons staggered to an untidy halt in the courtyard. Warily they
bunbl ed their way into formation, shoul dering weapons and showi ng Thousand Eye
shields front and center. Tsarm na checked her rush in the doorway and strode
gracefully out with sinuously waving tail and bal eful eye. A trenor rippled
the ranks as they stood stiffly to attention, all eyes front. They sal uted
jointly.

"Hail, Tsarmina, WIdcat Queen of the Thousand Eyes, ; Rul er of al! Mssfl—=
"Save your breath, fools. You'll get your chance to speak when |I say and not
before.” Tsarm na prowl ed between the : ranks, m ssing nothing, not even the

two pitiful fornms that « lay bound on the gravel

Fortunata stood rooted to the spot, feeling the Queen's feral breath raising

the hairs on the nape of her neck. v,1 "Well, fox, it seens that you all had a
cheery spring outing fv in the woods. | notice that half the patrols are
injured in one ;;e*;; .way or another. Tell me, did those two small woodl anders

AJ; put up such a ferocious battle?"

JL; . Tsarnmina continued circling Fortunata, her voice at a level ;& of
dangerous calm "No need to worry now, eh, fox? WVe

103

caught their two chanpion warriors this tine. Wiat, if | make ask, was your
heroic part in all this?"

Fortunata's linbs trenmbled with the effort of standing motionless. "It was
Cl udd who caught them Ml ady. He found themasleep in a tent made froma
bl anket. Ashleg and | helped to bring themin.' *

Tsarmi na repeated the phrase slowy.
Good wor k!"

"You helped to bring themin. | see.

The pine nmarten was next to receive Tsannina's attention

*' Ah, ny fearless friend Ashleg, you nmust be in great pain. D d one of those
two bol d rogues nibble through your wooden

| eg?"
"No, Majesty. That happened when ny patrol was attacked by Fortunata's comand
in the night," Ashleg blurted out, surprised at the shrillness of his own

Voi ce.

Tsarm na wi dened her eyes in nock horror. "How awful! W attacked ourselves in
the dark. No doubt it was all a little mstake."



"That's right Mlady, just a bit of a mistake, it could have happened to
anyone, really." Fortunata's protest sounded hol | ow.

The wi |l dcat turned her back on the whol e scene. Paws aki mbo, she stood staring
out toward Mssflower. When she eventually spoke her tones dripped sarcasm and
controll ed rage.

"CGet out of ny sight, all of you idiotic scum Down on your bellies and craw
back into the barracks |like the worms you are. That way | won't have to | ook
at your thick gorm ess faces sl obbering excuses at nme. Go on, clear off, the
| ot of you! Fortunata, Ashleg, O udd—bring the prisoners up to ny chanber.”

Less than a minute later, Argulor stirred on his spruce branch and bli nked

ow i shly, unaware that he had m ssed the chance of snatching a quick nmeal from
t he parade ground. He dozed off again in the hot afternoon sun as Chi bb shot
across the front of him bound for BrockhaU and safety. The tiny red-breasted
spy had not nissed a single word or novement of

what took place on the parade ground.

* k%
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A group of sad-faced creatures sat in the main hall of Bella's hone.

Gonff tossed the blanket and enpty cordial jar on the table in front of the
Corim |l eaders. "Found 'em over to the west, about hal fway between here and
Kotir. The place stank of weasel and ferret. Lots of tracks—a big party, 1'd
say. Anyone got nore news?"

Bel | a | ooked around the searchers who had returned, checking that the Stickles
were not present. She kept her voice low. ' 'Chibb saw themtrussed up on the
parade ground at Kotir earlier today. There's no doubt about it: Ferdy and
Coggs have been taken prisoner. They were carried off to the wldcat's chanber
for probabl e questioning."

Ski pper sl ammed a paw agai nst the hearth. "Mates, it doesn't bear thin kin'
about, those two pore little fellers in the vermns' brig."

Col unbine's voice had a sob init. "What'll we tell Ben and Goody, poor
creatures.”

Gonff was in no doubt at all. "Tell "emwe'll rescue little Ferdy and Coggs
back strai ghtaway. That's what we'll do, mateys!"

There was a roar of approval

Bella called for silence. "Please, Gonff, be sensible. I"'mcertain that the
Corimwill agree to nount a rescue operation as soon as possible. But let us
not run off or do anything reckless in the nmeanwhile. It would only end up in
nore prisoners being taken, or lives being lost."

"Bella is right." Abbess Gernaine put in. "l suggest that you let ne preside
over the rescue operation. We can use all of you, especially Chibb; he will be
of nmore value to us now man ever before. Meanwhile, |let us keep our hopes high
and tenpers in check. Bella is very busy working on sonething el se for our
benefit with Martin, and they must be excluded fromthe rescue attenpt."

Bel | a was astoni shed. She | ooked bl ankly at Germaine.



The ol d Abbess smiled back at her. "I too was out taking the air in the woods
early this norning."

Bel | a bowed to the Abbess. "Thank you for offering your help, old friend."

Bella and Martin retired to the study. Imrediately Bella closed the door,
Martin turned to her.
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"Bella, | have decided. | will find Boar the Fighter—4+ will undertake the
journey to Sal amandastron. "

Bella took hold of the warrior's paws. "Are you sure you want to do this
t hi ng, Martin?"

Martin nodded firmy. "For you and all ny friends in Mossflower, | will find
this strange place, even if it is at the world' s end. And | will bring back
your father Boar the Fighter."

The door swung open. CGonff entered, rubbing a paw to his ear

"Funny things, doors. Sonmetines it's as if they're not there, and you can hear
everything. By the way, Mss Bella, |'msurprised at you. Fancy sendi ng ny
matey of f on a quest w thout an abl e-bodi ed assistant."

Martin hesitated. He |l ooked at Bella. "I'd feel a lot safer with a good thief
al ong. "

The kindly badger smiled. "OF course. Careless of nme. Wl come, GonfF. W may
need a brain as sharp as yours."

They sat on the edge of a scroll-littered desk, while Bella settled
confortably into a dusty old arnchair. She sighed and | ooked fromone to the
ot her.

"Well, | wish | knew where to begin. Fighting badgers have been going off
guesting for Sal amandastron as far back as menory goes. My grandfather, old
Lord Brocktree, went off when | was very small, then later he was followed by

nmy father, Boar the Fighter."

"I's there any record of whether they ever found it, or are there any maps of
the way to Sal amandastron?" Martin interrupted.

Bel | a stroked her stripes thoughtfully. "There nust be a map somewhere. Both
Lord Brocktree and Boar seened to know where they were going. One thing | do
know, it would be far too difficult to find the place of dragons w t hout sone
formof key or map. You would need directions."

Gonff smiled disarnmngly. He picked up a bundle of scrolls fromthe desktop
"Well, mateys, the solution is sinple. Let's find the map!"

It had been a confused and frightening day for the two little hedgehogs. Since
they had been taken by Cludd's patrol, not a word had passed between them

Both lay on the floor of
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Tsarnmina's room trying to forget the pains that shot through their bound-up
paws and the filthy-tasting gags tied roughly across their nouths. Ferdy
snuffl ed through his nostrils for breath and exchanged gl ances w th Coggs.

What nust Goody and Ben be doi ng?
Wul d the Corimleaders organi ze a search and a rescue?
What | ay ahead they could only guess, but it wasn't going to be very pl easant.

Tsarm na sat watching inpassively as Ashleg cut the captives' bonds and
relieved themof their gags. Ferdy and Coggs lay quite still, fighting back
tears as the circulation was painfully restored to their swollen |inbs.

Cudd stirred the inert forms with his spearpoint. "Huh, they're fit enough
Mlady. Wait' 11l their tongues | oosen up, and we'll see what they' ve got to say
for thenselves."

Coggs rolled closer to Ferdy. "Don't tell the villains a thing, matey. Let's
be like Martin and Gonff: brave and silent. '' His voice was barely above a
whi sper.

Fortunata kicked out cruelly at Coggs. She regretted it inmredi ately as her paw
cane into contact with his sharp little spines.

"Silence, prisoner. Don't you know you're in the presence of Her Mjesty Queen
Tsar m na?'

Ferdy curled his lip rebelliously at the vixen. "She's not our Majesty—we're
wood| anders. "

Tsarnmina | eaned forward to the two little creatures lying at the foot of her
chair. Bringing her face near themshe slitted her eyes venonously. Baring her
great yellowed fangs and extendi ng her fearsone claws she gave vent to a
sudden wild grow .

" ' Yeeeggaarroooorrr!'
Ferdy and Coggs clutched at each other, their eyes wide with terror

Tsarm na | aughed and | eaned back in her chair. "Now, my two tiny woodl and
heroes, let's begin, shall we?"

The wil dcat's expression becanme al nost benevol ent as she took a tray of food
froma table and sat with it in her lap

"You, Ferdy—er is it Coggs? Wuldn't you like some milk and biscuits? A rosy
aut um appl e, perhaps? O nmaybe you prefer dried fruit and nuts? Look, they
won't hurt you."
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Tsarmina bit into an apple, washing it down with a draught of mlKk.

The two snmal |l hedgehogs gazed | ongingly as she ate. They had not tasted food
since dawn that norning.

Tsarmi na sel ected a biscuit. Tossing the apple aside, she nibbled daintily,
flicking crunbs from her whiskers.



Ferdy licked his Iips. Coggs nudged hi mwarningly. "It's probably al
poi soned. Don't touch it."

Tsarm na placed the platter on the floor close to them "Silly, if it were
poison I'd be ill by now Try it yourself, it's all frommy special store. Al
| want is that you tell nme about your woodl and friends."

Coggs yawned and nuttered wearily, "Don't tell her anything, matey. Not a
word. "

Ferdy yawned.

Tsarm na sat watching the two young captives. Their eyelids were beginning to
droop, so she decided to try another angle. Stretching |uxuriously, she yawned
and snuggl ed deep in the big cushioned chair.

"Il bet you two are tired. Mmm wouldn't it be nice to |lie down on a bed of
clean fresh straw and sleep for as long as you pl ease? You can, too. It's
quite sinmple, really. Just tell me about your friends—who they are, where they
live, and so on. | won't harmthem you have ny word. They'll thank you for it
| ater when they are truly free. Wat do you say?"

Ferdy blinked hard, fighting back sleep. "Qur friends are already free from
you. "

Tsarmi na controlled her nmounting tenper by burying her claws in a russet
apple. "That's as may be. But consider your own position. You two aren't free,
and you're not likely to be, until you get sone sense into your heads and
answer ny questions. D you hear ne?"

The wildcat's threats fell upon deaf ears. Ferdy and Coggs lay with their
heads resting agai nst each other, nodding slightly as they snored. They were
both fast asl eep.

Cl udd touched themgently with his spearbutt. "Huh, it beats ne why you don't
string '"emboth up and give '"ema taste of your claws, MIlady. That'd soon
make themtal k. "

Tsarnmina's voice was tinged with heavy sarcasm "You would think that,
t hi ckhead. How | ong d' you suppose they'd last with that treatment? These two
are val uabl e host ages.
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Carry themdown to the cells and lock themup for the night. W'll see if they
are hungry enough to tal k business tonorrow "

G ngi vere heard the sound of an upstairs door opening. Someone was coning

It was Cludd, acconpanied by Ashleg and Fortunata. A key turned in the | ock of
the cell to the wildcat's imediate left. He heard dudd' s voice giving
orders.

"Right. One in here, and one in the cell on the other side of the prisoner
whose nane nust not be nmentioned by MIlady's order. They nust be kept apart.”

When the trio had departed, G ngivere reflected upon this new devel opnment.
Whoever the prisoners were, he knew that Chibb the robin would be interested
next time he visited Ko-tir.
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Young Di nny the mol e knocked upon Bella's study door with his heavy digging
cl aw.

"Hello, who is it?" Gonff's voice rang out fromw thin.

"Hurr, it be Young Din. Mz Goody sent oi with these yurr viddles furr 'ee.
Martin opened the door and admitted the nole balancing a tray of food. Young
D nny blinked. The inside of the study was a mass of dust, scrolls, open
drawers and general confusion. As Bella took the tray fromthe nole, Gonff

| eaped upon him fromthe desktop. They rolled about together on the floor
wrestling and huggi ng each other at the sanme tinme. Gonff |aughed joyfully.

"Young Di n, whereVe you been keeping yourself, ne old dtggin' nmate?"

D nny gai ned the upper paw and sat on Gonff. "Wirr you' m been, zurr GonfFen?
You' ma-gettin' fatter, hurr.”

Gonff introduced his mole friend to Martin while struggling to heave D nny
off. "Matey, this is Young D nny, the strongest nole in Mssflower."

The young nol e all owed Gonff to get up. He sniled nodestly as he shook paws
with Martin.

"Naw, oi baint the strongest. Mi owd granfer Dinny, 'ee be the noightiest
nmole in these yurr parts, even tho' 'ee seen nany sumers. O be 'onored to
neet 'ee, Marthen."

Martin took an instant liking to the friendly nole. They
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sat and shared the food while Bella explained the nature of the search

D nny gazed around at the masses of dusty scrolls littering the room "Q'd
best lend a paw or winter'11l be upon uz afore *ee foinds ow."

The search was proving long and fruitless. Cupboards were turned out, the desk
enpti ed, shelves were scoured w thout success. The bul k of the scrolls were
mai nly ol d Brockhall records. Sone were Bella's recipes, others dealt with
woodl and | ore—none of themfiled in any system Bella brushed dust from her
coat and si ghed.

"I"'mafraid it's all a bit higgledy-piggledy. | Ve been meaning to put themin
order for sone seasons now, but | never had time to get around to it."

Martin banged his paw on the desktop in frustration. "If only we knew ex ..
oof I'"

A secret drawer shot out fromthe desk, catching the warrior nouse heavily in
his stomach. He sat down, surprised and w nded.

Bel | a took the single yell owed parchment fromthe drawer and read its contents
al oud.

To the mountain of fire where badgers go,

The path is fraught with danger



The way is long and hard and sl ow,
Through foe and hostile stranger

The warrior's heart nust never fail,
O falter on his quest.

Those who live to tell the tale,
First must turn the crest.

Gonff | ooked bermused. "Is that all?"

Martin took the parchment and scanned it carefully on both sides. "Yes, that
seenms to be it."

Bella sat in her chair with an air of resignation. "Well, there doesn't appear
to be much to go on."

D nny tapped the parchnment with his digging claws. "Hurr, It be a start, tho'
This yurr's a clue may' aps."” ;- Martin brightened up. "OF course, it tells us
how to start. Look: "Those who live to tell the tale, first nust turn the >
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crest.' Bella, you would know, what does it nean by, "turn the crest'?"

The badger pondered awhile. "I think it refers to the Brockhall shield—+that's
the badger family crest. It takes the formof a shield with the great oak of
Brockhall on one half and the stripes of a badger on the other. Beneath it is
a scroll bearing our famly notto: To serve at honme or afar."

"But where is this crest and how do we turn it?" CGonfF asked, scratching his
whi skers.

Bella stood up. "I know of at |east two places where it may be seen. The first
is on the door knocker of Brockhall, and the second over the hearth in the
main hall. Cone on, let's try themboth."

The four friends trooped out to the front door, where Bella seized the rusty
i ron door knocker and twisted it sharply. The old metal snapped under the
consi derabl e strength of the badger, who stood holding it in her pawwith a
slightly guilty expression

"Qops! | think I've broken it."

Young Di nny shrugged. "Never moind, Mz Bell, moi granfer'Il fix it for
Wiaurr's t' ot her un?"

ee.
The crest over the hearth was carved into the top lintel of the w de
fireplace. Martin turned to Bell a.

"I think I'd better try this one. My paws aren't as heavy as yours. Could you
l[ift nme up there, please?"

Bel | a obliged by picking the warrior nouse up as if he was a feather and
pl acing himon the broad |intel

Martin | eaned over, gripping the protruding crest that had been carved on the



fire-blackened oak-root beam He tried turning it w thout success. Conff
clinmbed ninbly up beside him

"Here, matey, let nme try. Maybe you haven't got the magic touch.” From his
pouch the nousethief drew a piece of cheese and rubbed it around the edges of
the crest.

* "Gve it a noment for the grease to work its way into the cracks. It
shoul dn't take long—this nantel's quite warmfromthe fire."

GonfTs tal ents had not been wasted. After a short interval he w ped his paws
upon his jerkin and gave the crest a skillful twist. It noved!
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"Here, matey, lend a paw. Jiggle it fromside to side with me, like this. Pul
outward as you do."

Martin assisted Gonff. The entire crest started to nove outward. Bella stood
ready to catch the holl ow wooden cylinder—t dropped into her waiting paws.

Martin and Gonff eagerly clanbered down fromthe |intel

D nny danced about excitedly. "Qurr, do 'urry, Mz Bell. Is it the nap of
Sarmmer | ander st ur nP"

The badger | ooked gravely at the young nole. "Haste will only put us on the
wrong track, Dinny. Let us take each step carefully.' *

Bel | a upended the cylinder and peered into its open end. "Here, Gonff, there's
a scroll inside. Your paws are a lot nore ninble than mne-see if you can get
it out without damaging it."

The cl ever nouset hi ef had the parchment out and opened in a tw nkling. They
studied the witing; it was a bold and heavy ol d-fashi oned style. Bella
smi | ed.

"The paw of ny grandsire old Lord Brocktree did this. You nust understand that
only mal e badgers went to Sal a- mandastron. Each one left clues for his son to
follow This was witten for my father Boar to solve. Unfortunately, Boar had
no son to |l eave a map for, so after he had solved Lord Brocktree's riddles he
carefully repl aced everything in the hope that one day another young son of
our house would find nem"

Bella sniffed and | ooked away. "Al as, maybe my little one Sunflash m ght have
foll owed these clues, had he been here today."

Young Di nny rubbed the back of his velvety paw against Bella's coat. "Hurr,
doant fret 'eeself Mz Bell, us'ns foind it furr 'ee."

Martin had been toying with the wooden cylinder. He shook it and tapped the
sides. Sone |eaves fell out.

"Look, Bella. What do you suppose this means?"

The badger shrugged. "They're just old | eaves. Let's see what the parchment
says, "

Boar is badger, nanmed after wood,



Not after forest but trees.

Where did you play on a rainy day?
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Wiere did | eat bread and cheese?
Search inside, stay indoors,

Look up and find the secret is yours.
Your castle your fort,

O so you thought.

The way is in four trees.

The way is in Boar in Brockhal

Under al e, under bread, under cheese.

Martin | eaned back against the fireplace. "Phew That's a right old riddle and
no mi st ake. "

Back in Bella's study, they sat pondering the evidence. A long tine passed and
still they could not even begin to unravel the conplicated thread of the poem
Gonff was becoming disgruntled. He lay on the floor, drumm ng his paws agai nst
the arncthair.

"Huh, woods and trees and bread and cheese, rainy days and castles and forts.
Wiat a |oad of old twaddle!"

D nny had commandeered the arnthair again. He sat back with eyes cl osed
lightly as if taking a nap

"Keep 'ee paws still, CGonffen, oi be a-thinken."
Bel | a pursed her lips and crinkled her brow " 'Boar is badger named after
wood.' | never knew my father was named after a wood."

Gonff rolled over onto his back. "If he was naned after the wood, he'd be
cal | ed Mossboar or Boarfl ower or Moss-boarfl ower "

Martin silenced the nousethief with a stern | ook. "Please, Gonff, we're
supposed to be solving the riddle, not fooling about. The second line tells
you that Boar is not named after the forest, but after the trees.”

"GO baint never 'card of no Boartrees, nor oi 'spect 'as noi granfer,"” D nny
chuckl ed.

Bel | a agreed. "Neither have |, there's elmand birch and sycanore and al

ki nds of trees, but no Boartree. | wonder if that's an old nicknane for sone

type of tree?"
Gonff sat up. "Say that again, Bella."

The badger | ooked at him puzzled. "Wat, you nean about Boar being a ni cknane
for sone kind of tree?"



"No, | think I see what CGonff means,"” Martin interrupted.
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"You said there were all kinds of trees, like elm birch, sycanore, and so on
D nny, where d'you think you're off to? |I thought you were hel ping us to sol ve
this riddle."

The young nol e trundled out of the study, calling over his shoulder. "Burr,
that be 'zackly wot oi'm a-doen, goen t'get they owd | eafs wot you' m founden
afor."

"OfF course! The | eaves!" CGonff |eapfrogged over D nny's back before he was out
of the door. Dashing back into the main hall, he scrabbled about collecting
the | eaves while Dinny foll owed up, berating him

"Yurr, that be noi idea, zurr CGonffen, 'ee gurt nouse-bag."

They brought the | eaves back to the study between them All four |ooked at the
dried, w thered speci nens despondently.

"They're only dead | eaves, many seasons ol d, but what are they supposed to
mean?"

Bella touched themlightly with her paw. "Well, let's see. There's four |eaves
here—an ash, an oak, a rowan, and a beech. There's nothing witten or sketched
on them What do you nmake of it, Martin?

The warrior nouse inspected the |eaves. He arranged themin patterns, turned
t hem over and rearranged them shaking his head.

"l don't know. Ash, beech, rowan, oak; rowan, oak, , beech, ash. Search ne."

Gonff smiled in a highly superior way. "Listen, matey, it's [ a good job I'm
a Prince of |eaf-puzzle solvers. Try this: beech, 'e«: oak, ash, rowan!"

I. "lIs this another one of your jokes, Gonff?" Bella asked, ;' eyeing him
sternly.

:s CGonff placed the leaves in order, still smling. "If it is ar joke, then
it's a very clever one, you'll admt. Beech, oak, | ash and rowan in that
order, can't you see, it's the first letter ; of each one. B then o then a

then r, spells Boar." iji, Bella shook her paw warmy. "You're right. Boar is
badger, k;named after wood. And look at this line | ower down: The ":way is in
four trees.' "

I/ Di nny cl apped his paws together with excitenent. "O joy, U ow we' m
agetten sumvheres. Roight, thinken carps on." H "Yes. Look at this line:
'Search inside, stay indoors.* At
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| east we know the map is somewhere in Brockhall; we don't have to go out
scouring the woods."

"But where indoors?"
"\Where Boar played on rainy days."

"Boar the Fighter, playing?"



"Ho aye, 'ee mnustVe played when he'ma liddle un."
"Good thinking, Dn!"

"Now, 'where did | eat bread and cheese?' D you think that'd be Boar having
hi s | unch?"

"Nay, that'd be thy granfer, Mz Bell."

"OfF course. Boar was very close to old Lord Brocktree. It's quite probable
he'd be playing around near himwhile Brocktree was eating."

"Aye, but there's the difficult bit: 'Your castle your fort.' Were's there a
castle or a fort inside Brockhall?"

"No no, |ook at the next line; 'O so you thought.' Didn't you ever play
make- bel i eve wi th somet hing when you were little?"

"Haha, | still do, matey."

"Hurr, we'mknow that, zurr. Coomon, Mz Bell. Show us'ns whurr Bowar did
play when 'ee wurr a liddle un."

They wandered haphazardly fromroomto room Every so often Bella would stop

| ook about and shake her head, nmuttering, "lI'mnot too sure, ny father never
tal ked too much about playing when he was little. Besides, | wasn't even born
then. ™

Martin paused between the passage and the main hall. "Then think for a mnute.

D d your father ever say where Lord Brocktree went to eat his bread and
cheese?"

"Hrmm not really. | expect he ate it at the table Iike any civilized creature
woul d do indoors."

"The table!"
They hurried into the main hall to where the huge dining table stood.

Gonff rapped it with his claws. "Well, a good stout table, looks like it's
made from el mwod. Wat do you do now?"

Bella had a faraway | ook in her eyes. "Wait, | renmenber now. Lord Brocktree
was a crusty old soul. | recall ny father telling me that he refused to eat at
this big table, said he needed a spear to reach for things fromthe other end.
So one day he made a table of his own, just big enough for himto
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sit at and handy, so that his bread and cheese and ale were all close to paw.
It's out in the kitchen. G andfather |oved the beat fromthe oven. Besides, he
used to dip his bread into any pans of sauce that were cooking. He liked it
out there.”

Standing in the kitchen was the very table Bella had told di em about. CGonff
clinmbed on top of it and stood | ooki ng upward.

"Doesn't make sense, matey. Al | can see is the ceiling. The riddle says:
"Look up and find the secret is yours."' "



Bella sat in the chair, spreading her paws across the table. "This is it. The
answer is in this table sonewhere. Look, my grandfather made it from beech
oak, ash and trimed it with rowan wood. Do you know, | can picture ny father
sitting at this table just as his father did before him eating bread and
cheese and drinking Cctober ale.”

Martin had not spoken. He was staring at Bella as she sat at the table. It
came to himlike a flash

"Whil e you played underneath it. It probably had a table cloth on it then."

Bella smiled at fond nmenories. "Yes, a big white one. | would pretend it was
nmy tent."

The warrior nouse scranbl ed underneath the table,

"Not Boar the Fighter, though. He'd probably pretend it was a fort or a
castle. Ha, here's an odd thing. Underneath here is covered with a few pieces
of chestnut bark. Pass ne your knife, Gonff."

Martin worked away underneath the table, cutting the chestnut bark and tossing
it out. The other three inspected each piece of bark for clues wthout
success. Dinny sniffed |t and raked it with his cl aws.

"O foozlum Thurr baint nuthen yurr."

"There's sonet hing here though. It's the map!" Martin's

TG ce could not conceal his delight. He came tunbling out

with a pale bark scroll in his paws. "It was |laid between the

bark and the table. Look, it's covered with strange witing."

,. Bella took the scroll. "Haha, this is ancient badger script.

'"Right, back to my study. 1'll have to translate it. Thank you,

"k my friends. This is the route to Sal amandastron, Once weVe

* solved it, you are on your way!"
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G ngi verc hacked away at the cell wall. As soon as the guards had gone, he set
about trying to conmunicate with the prisoners on either side of him Fromthe
danp nortar between the stones of his cell he had prised | oose a spike that
had a ring attached to it for securing unruly prisoners. Arned with the spike,
the wildcat selected a danp patch on one adjoining cell wall, and worked
furiously at the nortar around a stone which was not quite so big as the
others forming the barrier. Soon he had it |oose. Digging and jiggling, he
pul | ed and pushed alternately until the rock slid out, aided by a shove from
the prisoner on the other side. A small wet snout poked through

"Hello, Ferdy. It's me, Coggs."

G ngivere snmiled, glad to hear the sound of a friendly voice. He patted the
snhout encouragi ngly.



"Sorry, old fellow, it's not Coggs. |'m G ngivere—a friend. Coggs is in the
cell on the other side of ne. You stay quiet and I'Il see if | can Bet through
to him"

"Thank you, M. G ngivere. Are you a wldcat?"

"Yes | am but no need to worry. | won't harmyou. Hush now, little one, let
me get on with nmy work.' *

Ferdy stayed silent, peering through the hole at G ngivere, who was hacki ng
stolidly at the opposite wall. It took a long time. G ngivere' s paws were sore
fromgrappling with the stone, chipping the nortar, and pulling this way and
that until
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the rock finally gave and shifted. Wth G ngivere pulling fromone side and
Coggs pushing fromthe other, the wallstone pl opped out onto the floor.

"Hello, M. Gngivere. |I'mCoggs. |s Ferdy there?"

The wi | dcat shook the paw which protruded fromthe hole. "Yes, Coggs. If you
| ook you'll see himthrough the hole fromhis cell."

The two little hedgehogs | ooked through at each ot her.

"H, Coggs."

"H, Ferdy."

"The guards will be coming shortly with bread and water for me," G ngivere
interrupted. "I'Il share it with you. Go back into your cells now and stay
qui et. When Chi bb arrives tonorrow I'Il let himknow you two are here."

G ngi vere replaced the stone without nmuch difficulty. He saw awaiting the
guards with his daily ration of bread and water, realizing for the first tine
in a long and unhappy period that he was able to smile again.

A questing-o the friends did go,

Conpani ons brave and bol d,

Oer forest, field and fl owi ng stream

Cross nountai ns high and ol d.

These brave young creatures journeying

Al ong the road together,

While birds did sing throughout the spring,

Into the summer weat her.

"Gonff, will you stop prancing about and caterwauling while we're trying to
solve this chart? Dinny, chuck sone-tiling at that fat little nuisance, wll

you, please?"

Martin scratched his head as he and Bella turned back to die scroll. Young
D nny obliged by hurling an arncthair cushion that knocked the nousethief flat



upon his bottom

"Thurr, thad' |l keep *ee soilent apiece, zurr Gonffen. You'ma roight liddle
noi sebag, stan' on noi tunnel, you' marr."

Gonff lay on the floor, resting his head upon the cushion; he humred snat ches
of further new verses he was planning. Martin and Bella pored over the witing
on the scroll, gleaning the information and witing it upon a chart with a

qui Il
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pen. The wording was in ancient badger script that only Bella could translate.

Young Dinny called out fromBella's arncthair, where he was ensconced, "Wt we
gotten so furr, Marthen?"

Martin read al oud:

G ven to Lady Sable Brock by O av Skyfurrow the w | d-goose, after she found
himinjured in Mdssflower and tended his hurts. The beacon that ny skein find
its way to the sea by is called the strange nmountain of fire |izard.

Here Martin had marked a star with the word thus: *Sal amandastron.

W of the free sky do wing our way there. But if you be an earth wal ker, it
will be a long hard journey. Here is the way | will tell you to go. | begin as
I fly over Blackball:

Twi xt earth and sky where birds can fly,

| ook belowto see

A place of wood with plumage green

That breezes nove |ike sea.

Behi nd me as the dawn breaks clear,

Wodpi geons cone awake,

See brown dust roll, tw xt green and gol d,

Unwi ndi ng li ke a snake.

So fly and sing, the wildgoose is King.

O er golden acres far bel ow,

Qur wi ngs beat strong and true,

Where deep and wet, see flow ng yet,

Anot her snake of bl ue.

Across the earth is changi ng shape,

Wth formand col or deep,

Afar the teeth of land rise up,



To bite the wool of sheep

So fly and sing, the wildgoose is King.

Beyond this, much is lost in mst,

But here and there | see

The treachery of nuddy gray,

Tis no place for the free.

O feathered brethren of the air,
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> Fly straight and do not fall

Onward cross the wet gold flat,

Wier e seabirds wheel and call.

So fly and sing, the wildgoose is King.

The skies are grow ng darker, see

Qur beacon shining bright.

Go high across the single fang

That burns into the night.

W | eave you now as we w ng on

Qur journey then must be

Where sky and water neet in line,

And suns drown in the sea

So fly and sing, the wildgoose is King.

Gonff came across and stared at the scroll. "Well, old wotsisnane Skyftirrow
was nearly as good a bard as me. Bet he wasn't half as clever a thief, though
mat ey. "

Martin shook his head. "It's certainly a strange route to . follow, given in

goose song, witten in ancient badger, and translated into comon woodl and. Do
you think weVe m ssed anything, Bella?"

The badger |ooked indignant. ' 'Certainly not. It's all there, word for word.
["lI'l have you now that femal e badgers are great scholars, though | nust say it

all |ooks very cryptic to ne."

Young Di nny cl anbered out of the arnthair and squinted : at Martin's neat
writing.

"Urr, triptick, wot be that? Stan' on noi tunnel, it be wrse' n maken 'oles in
waiter, ho urr."



Gonff stifled a giggle. "You certainly have a way with words, Din. Ah well,
let's get our thinking caps on and inmagine we're all Sky furrows."

Martin clicked his paws together. "Right! That's exactly what we have to do.
| magi ne the ground fromup above as if f we were birds."

& Tsarm na stood watching the dawn break over Mssflower |£ from her chanber
wi ndow. M st rose in wisps fromthe tree-£.tops as the sun clinbed higher in a
pal e bl ue cl oudl ess sky.

gThe wi | dcat Queen was highly pleased with her |atest plan
f the woodl anders must have realized the two baby hedgehogs
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were m ssing, and they would send out search parties. Tsar-m na detailed C udd
and anot her weasel named Scratch, acting as his deputy, to patrol the woods,
along with a picked group of twenty or so. They would travel |ight, unhanpered
by the usual Kotir arnor. They could act as a guerilla force, lying in wait to
capture any woodl anders they cane across and sabot agi ng resi stance wherever
they encountered it.

She watched themslip out of the perimeter gate, armed with their own choice
of weapons and equi pped with rations. The wildcat Queen curled her lip in

sati sfaction. There was no need to try interrogating her two prisoners further
at the nonent; let themstay in their cells until they were starving. It was
al ways easier to interview creatures who had not eaten for a few days. Two
smal | hedgehogs trying to pit their wits against the Queen of the Thousand
Eyes—what chance did they have?

Scratch was a fairly observant weasel. He jabbed skyward with his dagger
"See that robin, dudd?"

Cludd noted that Scratch had omitted to call him Captain. He | ooked up, but
Chi bb had fl own from vi ew.

"What robin? \Were?"

Scratch sheathed his dagger. "You' ve missed himnow | could have sworn it was
the sane bird I've noticed hangi ng about outside the barracks a few tines.
Al ways ends up sonewhere near the ground, hidden."

Cludd was reluctant to believe that Scratch was nore alert than he.

"Hmm it mght be summat or not hing. Wodl anders don't usually have nuch to do
with birds. Still, we'd best be on the safe side. Hoi, Thicktail, make your
way back to Kotir and tell M1l ady about that robin. Don't breathe a word to
anyone el se, though. | don't want Ashleg or that fox stealing any of ny
credit.”

Thi cktail saluted, and jogged off in the direction of Kotir.
Scratch | ooked at the thickly woded area they were in. "Perhaps we'd better
lie low here awhile. That way we can have a rest while we keep our eyes and

ears open, eh, dudd?"
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C udd knew the idea was a sensible one, but Scratch was begi nning to annoy him
wi th his insubordinate manner.

"Aye, | was just thinking the same thing nyself. Right, |ads, pick good hiding
pl aces and keep your eyes and ears open. But just |let me catch anyone snoozing
and I'lIl have his tail for a bootlace. That goes double for you, Scratch."

As the special patrol dispersed anbng the trees, Scratch stuck out his tongue
at dudd's back, nuttering beneath his breath, "Cludd the clod thick as nud."

Thicktail did not |ike being out in Mssfiower alone, even in broad sunny
daylight. The stoat scurried through the trees looking furtively fromleft to
right; as he went he repeated Cludd's instructions aloud to hinmself, "Tell the
Queen that there's been a robin redbreast hangi ng about Kotir grounds. It
flies down | ow and vani shes near the floor. Cludd thinks that it m ght be

something to do with those woodl anders. Now, |I'mto say nothing to Fortunata
or Ashleg. Huh, if they ask ne I'lIl just tell themthat | had to come back
because | sprained my paw. |1'd better practice linping on it just in case."

Argul or was making a wi de sweep fromKotir over the forest; this way he could
fool anyone at Kotir into thinking he had flown away. He was about to circle
back when he heard the voice bel ow himand saw a stoat |inping about in the
under gr ow h.

"I must tell the Queen that a robin has seen C udd hangi ng about. No, that's
not right. | nust tell the robin that O udd has been hanging the Queen ..."

Argul or did not require perfect sight to tell himwhere his next noisy neal
was. He dropped like a stone to the forest bel ow

A stone with talons and a curving beak.
Bella's study was still awash in a litter of old docunents.
*They slid fromthe desk, which still had its secret drawer

- hangi ng askew. Several food trays stood bal anced here and Jthere am d the
dust. The scroll and four leaves that had led , the friends to the route |ay
on the armof the big arncthair, i where Dinny sat snuggled in its deep

cushi oned seat. Bella | eaned agai nst the desk. She did not mind the young nol e
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borrowi ng her favourite chair, though he did seemto be growing rather fond of
it. Martin paced up and down. At each turn he had to step over Gonff. The
little nousethief lay stretched out on a worn carpet that covered the study
floor. Martin was having trouble imagining hinself as a bird. The mere nention
of heights made the ground-1oving Young Dinny feel sick and dizzy. Gonff,
however, was displaying a fine aptitude for a nousebird.

"Ha, 'l | ook belowto see a place of wood with plunmage green that breezes nove
like sea.' It's as plain as the whiskers on your face, mateys. He neans good
ol d Mossfl ower Whods, right where we are.”

Bel | a cl osed her eyes, picturing herself in flight. "Hmm | suppose that our
woods woul d | ook Iike water moving in the wind from above. Carry on, CGonff.
What' s next ?"

"Er, 'Behind me as the dawn breaks cl ear, woodpi geons come awake.'



"Burr, doant you uns see, dawnbreak, sunroise. Goose-burd be a-tellen us'ns to
traverse westerly," Young Dinny called out fromthe arncthair.

Martin shook Dinny's paw. "Good nole! OF course, if the sun rises in the east
and dawnbreak is behind him then he nmust be traveling due west. Well solved,
Young Di nny."

The nol e gave a huge grin, settling deeper into the arncthair. "Ho urr, this
yurr young nole ain't on'y a digger. O seed they woodenpi dger waken at
dawnen, gurr, tumnble no-isebags they be, all that cooen. Goo on, wot's next
bit o' poartee? "

Gonff continued, "The poetry says, 'See brown dust roll twi st green and gold,
unwi nding like a snake." "

Bel | a nodded knowi ngly. "Aha, friend O av gave nme an easy one there. | know
the very place. Between the woods and the fiatlands south of Kotir, the road
has a twist init. |I've walked down it many tinmes and thought it was just |ike

a snake trying to slough its skin."

Gonff shuddered at the nention of snake. "So, mateys, we wal k through the
woods, heading west, and cross the path below Kotir. Then there's only one way

we can go. Straight out across the flatlands and the open plains, like the
poem says, 'O er the golden acres' to where the 'snake of blue' |ies—brr
snakes. "
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"That's no snake, Gonff," Martin interrupted. "It's the sane as Bella's

wi ndi ng road, but this one is blue—+t's a river. Wat puzzles ne is the teeth
of land eating the wool of sheep line."

Bel | a stretched and yawned. "Whoo! | think we nust be going stale sitting
around this dusty old room Sheep and | and, wool and teeth ... Ah well, maybe
we can't see the wood for the trees, but whatever it is, you'll know it when

you see it. Wiat do you want to do? Sit here half a season solving riddles, or
follow the clues you already have and work the rest out as you go al ong? The
supplies are packed and ready, you have your weapons, wits and youth to help
you al ong—what nore do you want ?"

Gonff supplied the answer. "A good matey to wal k by your side through thick
and thin."

"You' ns baint |leaven this yurr nole behoind."
Martin and Gonff | aughed heartily, Bella bowed apol ogetically to the nole.
"Forgive me, Dinny. | did not know you wi shed to go questing."

The young nol e heaved hinmsel f up onto his hind paws. "Burr, you try V stop oi
Mz Bell. Tho' oi do 'ate to take |eave of yon arnchurr."
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The Corim plan was beautifully sinple.

A party of woodl anders would set out with haversacks of provisions froma



point near to Kotir, and Chibb was to be given the rations one sack at a tine.
That way he coul d make short journeys to the cell w ndow, passing the food in
to G ngivere. Abbess CGermai ne had reasoned it all out: the woodl anders were
hel pi ng by carrying the food, Chibb would not be overtaxed by maki ng many | ong
flights and G ngivere would secretly share the rations with Ferdy and Coggs.
Later, there would be tine to nount a rescue operation, but it needed a great
deal of careful planning between the Coriml eaders.

In the hour before dawn the two parties sat eating an early breakfast provided
by Ben and Goody Stickle: hot scones, fresh fromthe oven, with butter and
danson preserve and nmugs of cold creany nilk.

"Mmff, |ookit those otters and squirrels packin* it away. You'd think they
was a-goin' away nigh on three seasons,"” Ben Stickle munbled through a
nout hf ul of hot scone.

Goody topped up his beaker with mlk. "Listen to the I eaf a-callin* the grass
green. You're worse'n any of 'em Ben Stickle. Just you mind those two |iddle
'ogs of mine don't go 'ungry. See they gets their rations.”

Ski pper tucked a spare scone in his sling pouch. "Don't
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fret your head, marm They'll both take on a cargo of vittles afore evenin'
bel I ."

Lady Anmber raised her tail and waved it. "Righto. Form up, woodl anders
carrying provisions in the center, squirrels and otters form ng guard on
fl anks and scouting ahead. Martin, your party can walk with us part of the
way. "

The sun was not yet up as they left Brockhall through the still slunbering
forest. Both parties stole silently into the trees, waving goodbye to Bell a,
Abbess CGermai ne and Goody Stickle, who stood on the sward outside Brockhall.

The ol d Abbess tucked her paws into the long sleeves of her habit. "Let us
hope that both parties are successful.”

Goody Stickle blinked back a tear. "Let's 'ope ny Ferdy and Coggs gets their
proper nourishnent."

Bel | a watched the last of the party vanishing into the thicknesses of
Mossf | ower .

"Aye, and let us hope that Martin can bring back nmy father, Boar the Fighter
to save us all and free us fromthe vernin of Kotir."

It was close to mdday. Scratch and C udd | ay beneath an ol d hornbeam All
around the troops lay hidden, nost of them sleeping soundly. C udd had spotted
one or two soldiers and was about to recall themto duty with his spearbutt,
when Scratch suddenly put a clawto his lips for silence and pointed to a
break in the trees.

The woodl anders marched by the sl eeping soldiers, unaware that they were being
wat ched. Ski pper strode boldly in the lead, twirling his sling. Some of the
otters had relieved the carriers of their [oads. They strolled al ong,
conversing with the Loarahedge mice. In the mddle terraces of sycanore, plane
and elm Lady Anber swung from bough to linb with her archers.



Scratch and d udd watched t he passage of the curious band in silence. C udd
hoped that none of the soldiers would waken noisily; he could practically
taste reward and pronotion. Rubbing his paws together in excitement, he nudged
hi s conpani on

"By the claw, that lot can only be headed to one place—Rotir. Wait'1l the
Queen hears about this, eh, Scratch."
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As he rose, Scratch shoved hi mroughly back down. "Ssshh! Look over there."

Comi ng through the trees in a slightly different direction, Martin, D nny and
Gonff marched along a path that woul d take them due west, skirting Kotir on
its south side. Col unmbine had wal ked with Gonff, but now their paths were to
part and she hurried away to join the others. As O udd watched he nade a
mental note to pay Scratch back for banging his nose down into the dirt.
Unaware of his Captain's displeasure, Scratch listened to the strains of Gonff
singing his farewell to Col unbine as she waved to himwi th a kerchief.

CGoodbye, Col unbi ne.

Now your path and nine

Must part in the woods of Mossflow r.
Keep a | ookout each day,

For |1 '11 be back this way,

In the noontide or cool evening hour

Scratch cackled. Fluttering his eyelids, he picked a daisy and sniffed it
gustily. "Aaahh, isn't that romantic, now? The young nmouse singing farewell to
his sweetnear . . . ouch!"

Cudd rapped himsmartly between the ears with the flat of his spearbl ade.
"Shut your trap, nitwit. D you want the whole forest to hear you? Those three
aren't going to Kotir. GCh no, they're bound for sonewhere el se. Now listen
greasy ears, here's what | want you to do. Take two others and follow them
Don't let themout of your sight. Find out where they're going and why, then
report back to me."

Scratch rubbed the top of his head indignantly. "Ch yes. Go off and foll ow
those three. Who knows where they're going, or howlong it'll take? Huh, you
must think all the acorns have dropped off ny tree, Cudd. | know where you'l
be, mate—grabbing all the glory for yourself. 'Yes three, MIlady, no MI ady,
three bags full Mlady. | sawthemfirst. Mlady, so |IVe sent daft old Scratch
of f chasing the odd three.'" Hoho, I'"'mon to your little gane, weasel."

Cl udd seized Scratch roughly by the ear and began tw sting savagely. "So! Open
rebellion, eh, Scratch. Now listen to me, you scruffy hal f-baked excuse for a
soldier, if | have to report your disobedience to Her Mjesty, she'll have you
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staked out on the parade ground for eagle neat, d' you hear ne? Now get going,
wor nbrain. Here, you two, Blacktooth ferret and Splitnose stoat, grab weapons
and supplies. Go with Scratch. Junp to it, that's a direct order fromne." The
sul ky-1ooking trio skulked off, rmuttering. " d bossy boots d udd, eh."



"Huh, how he ever got to be Captain, I'll never know. " "Take that spear away

and he'd fall over flat on his nose." "Aye, Tsarmina's pet, the baby-hedgehog
catcher." Cludd waited until they were gone, then shoul dered his spear

"Right, me |addos. Up on your paws. W'll take the shortcut north back to the
garrison, then Ml ady can arrange a warm wel cone for her woodl and visitors."

Cudd put the remainder of his force into a swift jog trot. Soon the spot
where the three paths had crossed was deserted as the | ast sol dier vanished
into the bright |eafy shades of Mssfl ower.

Toward eveni ng, Tsarmina grew restless. She had the two prisoners brought up
fromthe cells. The wildcat Queen was reluctant to admt to herself that she
could not get the better of two little hedgehogs. Hunger, she decided, was a
great tongue-| oosener.

Ferdy and Coggs stood before her, their eyes riveted to the 1)ig tray of
crystallized fruit and nuts.

Tsarm na popped one neatly into her nouth, delicately licking the sticky sugar
coating from her claws one by one.

"Mmm delicious! I'll wager that either one of you two young 'uns coul d eat
this entire tray in one go. Come on,

*BOW Don't be shy. First to talk a bit of sense gets themall." Coggs |icked
his lips. Ferdy grasped his paw and spoke

oat for them both.

"Huh, 1'd swap all that lot for just one slice of our munms
apple pie."
Tsarmina smled winningly. "OF course you would. | sup-

| X) se your num nmekes the best apple pie in all Mssflower?"

i Coggs wi ped his danp whiskers with the back of a paw
A**Ch, 1'll say she does. Hot out of the oven, with fresh cream
boured on until it floats."

I Tsarm na nodded agreeably. "Lovely. That's just the way

| like it. By the way, what do they call your nother?"

. no

Ferdy was caught conpletely off guard. "Goody."

"Goody what ?" The wildcat Queen kept up a friendly purr.

Coggs ki cked Ferdy and interrupted, "Goody, goody. We |ove our num s apple
pie, and that's all weVe got to say!"

Tsarmna scowmed irritably and pushed the tray of sweetneats away. "CGuards!
Take these two little fools and | ock themup again. They'll |earn what hunger
is a week fromnow.'



As they were marched off, Coggs shouted bravely, "Aye, and you'll see how
woodl and warriors can still behave two weeks fromnow, cat."

Far bel ow at the prison wi ndow bars, Chibb earnestly discussed the new pl an
wi th G ngivere.

Gonff was first to conplain as evening fell over the woodl ands. "Phew, it's a
while since | trudged this far, mateys. Wat d'you say, this looks a likely
pl ace for the night, then we can get a fresh start in the norning?"

Young Di nny inspected the site. It was a dead chestnut stunp, with a small
hol e between the two nain roots.

"Hurr, oi knows this yurr gaff. Slep' yurr many a noight. 'Ee'll do."

Martin crouched as he nade his way into the confined space. "Just about enough
roomfor the three of us. W'd better call it a day. Break out some supper
Gonff."

Whil e Gonff set the food out, Dinny scooped | oam around the entrance, |eaving
a small space for observation. The nol e had no sooner finished his task when
he held up a paw

"Usher now. Cum by 'ere an' lookit."

Silently they gathered round and watched as Scratch bl undered noisily through
t he undergrowth, followed by Splitnose and Bl ackt oot h.

"Haha, | ook out. The bogey C udd's behind you."
"Fat chance! He'll probably be stuffing his face back at Kotir."
"Aye, and getting ready to sleep in a dry bed, too,"

"No sign of the mce and the nole yet, Scratch?"

"It's getting so dark | can't see ny own paws, let alone a mce and a nole.
Cone on, let's get clear of this forest while
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we can. If we reach the road, there's a dry ditch where we can canp the
ni ght."

"Hey, Bl acktooth, stop scoffing those rations. There'll be none left for us."
"Aah, there's plenty. Anyhow, |'m starving."

"You're starving! | haven't had a bite since breakfast nyself. Here, give ne
that food."

"No, | won't. Leggo, you big grabber!"

"Here, 1'll take charge of that, you two. Garr, you greedy nits, it's spilled
all over the place now. You've dropped it."

"It wasn't me, it was him He shoved ne, clunmsy paws."

"C unsy paws yourself, greedy guts. Take that!"



"Omo! I'lIl report you to Cudd when we get back."

"Ch, go and report your nother."

In the hole beneath the chestnut tree the three friends held their sides in
silent mirth, tears running down their whiskers as they watched the antics of
t he searchers, who funbled and sbungled their way off into the darkness, stil

argui ng and fighting.

"Qurr, noi goodness, us'ns been 'unted by those 'oller'eads. Burr, yon
vernm nts cudden 'unt their way outer a shallow 'ole."

Gonff handed cheese to Martin. "No wonder. Did you bear who their boss is,
matey? A d Cudd the clod. He couldn't order his own two ears to stand up
straight."

Martin put his supper to one side. "Maybe not, but he was

smart enough to spy on us w thout our knowing it. | think

we should treat them as enem es. That way we won't be

,] caught off guard. Anyhow, let's get sone supper and sleep

:\ WVe got a |ong day ahead tonorrow. "

5 Fromthe wi ndow of her high chanber, Tsarnmina's eyes “pierced the night with
t he keenness of a predator. She saw 'e«i Cludd and his special patrol hurrying
to Kotir fromthe north ~' fringes, then sweeping her gaze in an arc she noted

a nove-

at the south edge of the forest. Wodl anders! Tsarnina rushed to the table and
rang her little bell vig-

A ferret naned Raker came scurrying in. _ "Quickly, alert the entire
garrison. Have them form up
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i nside the barracks awaiting ny orders. Tell themto be silent. Send Cludd to
me. He'll be arriving shortly."

Raker wondered how Tsarm na knew of Cludd's inmmnent arrival, but he did not
dare ask her how He held up his Thousand Eye shield in a smart sal ute.

"Ri ght away, M ady."

Tsarmi na peered intently at the band of otters, mce, and hedgehogs. She noted
the ripple in the treetops—squirrels too. This tine she had the el enment of
surprise on her side. She did not intend wasting it. Now they would | eamthe

meani ng of the word fear

Hal f way down the stairs she bunped into O udd, who was dashing up to her
chanmber to make his report.

"M lady, | have gathered sonme expert know edge on the novenents of the
wood| a—

"Yes, | already know. Form your patrol up and get down to the main barracks



qui ckly."

"But, Majesty, there was a robin flying through the woods and | told Thic—=
Tsarmi na whirled upon the sloww tted weasel. "Robin? What rubbish are you
spouting now? VWhat d'you think | care about a robin? Get out of ny sight, you

usel ess | ump. "

C udd stood, bew | dered, on the stairway as she brushed past. There was no
point in trying to talk to Tsarm na when she was in one of her noods.

The highest tree near the south side of Kotir was a stately elm Chi bb was
perched in its branches when he sighted the woodl anders.

"Ahem harrunph! Over here, please, and keep quiet. W don't want any eagles
waki ng up."

Ski pper threw a smart nautical salute with his tail. "Ahoy there, mate. Is
everyt hi ng shi pshape?"

Chi bb paced to and fro upon the branch. "Ahem well | rnust say it appears to
be, harrunmph. Though | have my doubts.”

Lady Anmber dropped in beside him and the nervous robin | eaped with fright.

"Madam Ahem kindly have the goodness to announce your presence in a |less
startling manner."
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Ben Stickle and the rest were unl oadi ng packs of rations at die foot of the
el m Col unbi ne | ooked upward at the robin.

"D you know, Ben, for some reason | feel as uneasy as Chibb."

Ben | oaded the packs on the squirrels, who scanpered up the trunk as if it
were | evel ground.

"Aye, mdear, | know 'xactly how you feel. | don't like this place one little
bit neself."

As if to punctuate the hedgehog's remark, an arrow whistled out of the
darkness to stand quivering in the el mbark

"Anbush! Everyone take cover!" Lady Anmber called aloud from her vantage point.
| mredi ately, the mce and hedgehogs were screened by a wall of otters. Skipper
bounded to the fore, ducking a spear as he swung a sling | oaded with severa

st ones.

"Over yonder, crew. By those thickets. Gve 'ema rattlin' good broadside,
mat es. "

Ranks of brawny otters nmade the air rain heavy with hard river stones.

The dinting and thuddi ng of rock upon arnmor and pelt was mngled with screans
and cries fromthe anbushers.

When the fusill ade sl ackened, Tsarm na sprang forward, urging her attackers
onward. "Charge. Rush them now. Up. Charge!™



The sol di ers pounded toward t he woodl anders, yelling and shouting threats as
t hey waved pi kes, spears and javelins.

*Lady Anber watched coolly. She notched an arrow to her

siwnstring as, all around her in the high branches, squirrels L foll owed her
exanple. She laid her tail fiat along the bough Cof the elm

"Steady in the trees there. Let themget well into the open, Jfaen watch for
nmy signal."

Though one or two otters were down with spear wounds, "Skipper had heard Anber
and he backed up her strategy. ;**Qtter crew load up. Don't sling until the
arrows are | oosed."

>w the Kotir arny had covered over half the distance, For-lata slacked off,
dr oppi ng back with Ashleg and C udd.
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Tsarnmina alone led the field. Confident that the charge would carry the ful
di stance, she turned to yell further encouragi ng words to her troops.

Lady Anmber decided they had cone far enough. Her tail stood up like a banner
as she called, "Archers, fire!l"

The waspi sh hiss of arrows halted the advance in its tracks, the back and
m ddl e ranks colliding with the fallen in front.

"Slings away hard, crew " Skipper's wild call boomed out across the nel ee.
A second volley of stones flew thick and fast into the confused sol diers.

Now Tsarm na was forced back into her own ranks. Furiously she began snarling
out orders.

"One rank crouching, one rank standing. Gve ne a wall of shields to the front
and carry on advanci ng. Poke spears out between the gaps in the shields.

Qui ck, fools. Foitunata, group archers at the rear. Tell themto fire over our
heads into the woodl anders. Hurry!"

Real i zation that they were in danger of being under serious attack gal vani zed
the Kotir troops into action

Ben Stickle and Col unbi ne were craw i ng about, whispering to the
nonconbat ant s,

"Friends, help the wounded. Go with them quickly and quietly around the back
of this tree. Forenole has arrived with help."

They slid away, with Skipper's crew nasking their retreat.

The soldiers were firing arrows now. They rattled off tree trunks and stuck
into the earth, sone finding their mark anmong t he woodl anders. The
shi el d-fronted advance noved slowy but steadily forward.

Ski pper and Amber had coordinated their firepower. After the otters | oosed
stone and javelin, the squirrels shot their arrows, each giving the other a
chance to rel oad, while keeping up continuous fire.



"Slings away!"
"Archers, fire!"

Brush and Birch were two big conpetent squirrels. Follow ng Lady Anber's
directions, they swng off toward Kotir's
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furthest side, carrying as many ration packs between them as possible. Chibb
flewwth them Al three were silent, and unseen by those in the fray bel ow.

Cudd's bellow urged the soldiers forward. "Come on, you lot. Stir your
stunps, you |l aggards. Keep pushing on. W'll have 'em soon. You can have an
otter apiece shortly."

A stoat winced as a rock bounced off his spearshaft, sending shocks of pain
through his claws. "Huh, 1'll have a nouse or a wounded hedgehog, mate. Let
Cl udd and the Queen tackle those big otters."

H s conpani on, a weasel, nodded agreenent. "Aye, let them have the glory.
W'l be satisfied with the pickings."

Seconds | ater he was silenced by an arrow

Lady Anmber was beginning to get worried. She called down to Skipper, "W're
al nrost out of arrows up here, Skip. There's too many of 'em W can't stop
their advance; it looks as if we've had it."

Ski pper's tongue was lolling as he tore off two large rocks fromhis sling.

"There's nothing for it, marm W'I| just have to see how many of 'emwe can
take with us."
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Early norning was enveloped in white mst. It clung to tree and bush like a
gossamer shawl, sparkling with dewdrops in the prom se of a hot sunny day
ahead.

Eager to be on their way, the three friends broke fast as they travel ed.
Martin unpacked scones for them Gonff doled out a russet apple apiece, and
D nny vani shed into the mst, reappearing with a canteen of fresh spring
wat er .

Li mbs | oosened as the night stiffness receded. They stepped out at a brisk
pace to Gonff's | atest marching cttant.

Sal a- manda-stron, | ook out here we come, A thief, a warrior and a nole. Though
the quest may take its toll, We'll march until we reach our goal
Sal a- manda- stron

The flood of norning sun penetrated the msts, nelting theminto a yell owy
haze. Martin and Gonff struggled to keep straight faces, listening to D nny
chanting the marching verse in nole tongue.

" Sal ad- anna- sconn, | ookit yurr'ee cone."



Still in fine fettle, they reached the outskirts of Myssflower Wods. Pushing
on through the fringes, they found thensel ves facing a brown dirt road, which
curved and bent |ike a snake. Beyond it lay the far di mexpanses of the

flatl ands

136

shimering in the heat. Between the path and the flatlands was a deep ditch
t hough because of the dry weather it contained only the nmerest trickle of
wat er .

The conpani ons kept silent, renenbering that Scratch and his aides mght well
be sonewhere nearby.

Gonff went back to the woods and returned with a long stout branch. Taking his
knife, the nousetnief trimred off the tw gs.

Martin watched with interest. "Wat are you up to, matey?" he asked, keeping
hi s voice | ow.

Young Di nny knew. "Ee'm maken a pow t'junp ditcher. Squirrel beast do et iffen
they baint no tree to swing offen.”

Martin took the pole and felt its balance. "Ch, | see. A vaulting pole. Good
i dea, Gonff.''

Making sure his grip was firmon the pole near its top, Gonff leveled it in
front of him

"Me first, Dinny next, then you, matey. Watch ne and see howit's done. I'ma
prince of vaulters, y'know "

Gonff broke into a fast trot. Wth the pole held straight out, he sped across
the road, then dipping the pole into the ditch he | evered upward and out.
Martin saw the pole bend, carrying Gonff high into the air. The nmomentum swung
himeasily across the ditch. He landed lightly on his paws and pushed the pole
back to the nole.

Dinny held it gingerly, whispering to Martin, "Mirrsey, oi 'ates a | eaven owd
earth, 'tis on'y burds be so fool'ardy. Art well, yurr oi goo."

Dinny performed a waddling little shuffle, jabbed the pole into the ditch and
rose slowmy into the air. The inpetus was not sufficient to carry him across;
he wavered in the air and began dropping back. Martin made a nmad dash.

Cat ching the pole | ow down, he thrust against it and whi pped back with all his
force. Dinny was catapulted away fromthe pole across the ditch. He hit the
far bank near the top and was grabbed by Gonff, who hel ped himto scrabble
out. Dinny lay kissing the grass, thankful to be back on firm ground.

Martin's strength and fearl essness hel ped himto nake the crossing with ease.
He quite enjoyed the sensation of flying through the air. Wen Dinny was fully
recovered, they comenced their journey into the flatlands.
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They were not | ong gone when Bl ackt ooth yawned and stretched hinself in the
ditch. The trackers had canped a short distance south of the vaulting area.

Splitnose rolled over in his sleep and slid fromthe narrow strip of dry



bottominto the sliny shallow water.
"Yaauugghhh! You | ousy verm n! Wo did that? Conme on, own up!"

"Heeheehee! You did it yourself, puddenhead. It's a wonder you never carried
on snoring."

"What, ne, snoring? Have you ever heard yoursel f? Sounds |ike a goose
gargling."

"Rubbi sh. | never slept a wink. On, | dropped off for a monent or two a while
back. Funny, though. | dreanmed | saw a nmouse, just up that way api ece. Cuess
what? He flew across the ditch,”

"Heeheehee oh ahaharr! He wasn't followed by Cudd pretending to be a swall ow,
was he?"

"Ha, you can laugh, fatty. But it was alnmpst as if | was awake. The nouse
flew, I tell you."

"Fatty yourself. That's what you get for hogging all those rations |last night.
It was a nightnmare brought on by pure greed.”

"It was not. It was nore |like a daymare brought on by the hunger. 1I'm
starving."

Scratch ignored their arguing. Pulling hinmself fromthe ditch, he took a chunk
of bread from his pack and began munching it.

Splitnose and Bl ackt ooth stopped fighting to conpl ain.

"GO, that's not fair. You' re supposed to be the leader. It's up to you to see
we're properly fed."

"That's right. I've only got a stingy little bit of crust and it's sopping wet
fromthat stinking ditch water."

Cont empt uously Scratch threw a crust on the bank edge. "There you are. First
out gets it."

The ferret and the stoat fought tooth and claw. They ki cked each other down in
an effort to be first out of the ditch. Black-tooth won. He grabbed the crust
as Splitnose wailed pite-ously, "Gve nme sone, Blackie. Go on. I'd give you
half if |I had bread."

"No you woul dn't, stoatface."

"Yes | would."
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"Wuldn't."

"Woul d. "

Bl acktooth relented with bad grace. "Ch, here, scringe-tail. Don't pig it al
down in one gobful."

"Aaahh, that's not fair. You' ve got the biggest half."



Scratch had wandered further up the bank. He chewed on a young dandelion
pulled a face, spat it out and shouted, "Hoi, you two, stop bellyaching and
| ook at this."

They anbl ed up, chewing the last of the crust. "Wat is it?"

Scratch shook his head in despair. "Wat do you think it is, |oafbrains? Look
it's the track of those two mice and the nole. See, here and here, the
pawprints are as clear as day. They're traveling west."

Splitnose found the pole and held it up triunphantly. "Aha, another clue. They
nmust have used this to clinb out of the ditch on."

"Ch chuck it away, boul dernose," Scratch sneered. "Huh, you'll be telling ne
next that they used it to fly through the air on. Conme on, you two. At |east
we're on their trail."

From the topnost branches of a beech on the south side of Kotir, Chibb checked
the straps on his pack before flying off to the cells. Brush and Birch watched
himflying into the thin dawn |ight, then Brush readi ed the next pack

"Shoul dn't take too long, then we can nip back and see how the battle's
goi ng. "

Birch | ooked to his quiver. "I"mnearly out of arrows. Bet the others are,
too. Tell you what—you stay here and see to the robin while | swing back to
base. 1'Il gather all the arrows | can lay ny paws on fromthe stores and take

themto our archers.”
"Good idea. See you later, mate."

Around the back of the elm it was only a short distance fromthe heavy | oam
of the woodl ands. Forenole led the little party, Colunbine and Ben bringing up
the rear with Soilflyer, a chanpion young digging mole. "Hurr on'y a

[ iddl eways, now gaffers,"” he chuckled secretively. '"Uz diggers do 'ave a foin
tunnel awaiten fer *ee to excape thru." Gatefully they were hel ped into the
broad tunnel dug by the
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nol es. As they progressed along it, Colunbine could hear Soi!-flyer filling in
behi nd them Up ahead, Forenple said confortingly to some mce, "Never 'ee
fear, |iddl e guddbeasts. W' m a goen' to Ml edeep. None may foind 'ee thurr."

Tsarm na's determ nati on was unabat ed. She pushed her forces ruthlessly
f or war d.

"Come on. Can't you see they aren't sending over as many arrows or stones?
Keep going. We've got them"

Fortunata's ear throbbed unnercifully. The vixen was |ucky that the arrow had
not struck a bit lower, or it would have been her skull. d anping a pawful of
her own herbs to the wound, she | ooked up dismally as a large squirrel swung
in laden with quivers of arrows. The fox dropped back a few paces, nuttering
beneath her breath, "If you think you' ve got 'em MIlady, then go and get them
yoursel f."

Two of Skipper's crew were driving long sharp stakes into the ground at the
base of the elmtrunk. Earth had been piled around the stakes and | eafy
branches scattered on top. Froma distance it |ooked for all the world like a



crew of otters lying in wait, arned with spears.

The newly arrived arrows drove the Kotir soldiers back a short distance,
despite Tsarm na's threats and bl andi shnents. Lady Anber checked to see that
the nol es had got away with their charges.

"I's it ready, Skip?"

Ski pper held up a paw. "As ready as it'll ever be, marrn." "Good. W'll fire a
| ast couple of heavy salvos while you slip off with the crew. See you back at
Brockhal | ." "Aye. Good huntin', marm Cone on, crew." Once again Anber's tai
stood up straight. "Archers, fire!"

Tsarmi na and C udd heard the conmmand.
"Down flat, keep your heads down, shields up,"” Cudd bellowed to the soldiers.

When the invaders lifted their heads, the otters were gone. There foll owed an
eerie silence, broken only by the rustle of the treetops. Tsarmina knew this
was the squirrels retreating. She straightened up and ventured a pace forward.
Cl udd j oi ned her.
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"Ha, bunch of cowards, eh, MIlady. Looks like they've run away."

Tsarm na peered toward the nound at the base of the elm "Mybe, naybe not. |
think they m ght have set up some sort of trap, or is that a crew of otters
armed with spears? Take ten soldiers and investigate it, Cudd. Go on, we're
here to back you up."

Rel uctantly Cudd selected ten creatures and set off gingerly for the eneny
lines. He ducked once or twi ce when sonmeone stepped on a twig. Finally he
arrived at the nound. Knowi ng the danger had passed, C udd kicked at a |eafy
bough, and prodded the nmound with his spear

"Al'l clear, Mlady. It was only a stupid trick to nake us think they were
still here.”

"What about the squirrels, Cudd?" Fortunata sounded cauti ous.

The weasel Captain peered upward into the el mbranches then hurled his spear
straight up. Several soldiers dodged out of the way as it |anded back, point
up in the nound. A small anount of tw gs and | eaves fell with it.

"Not a hide nor hair of the lily-livered bunch!" Cdudd puffed his chest out as
he retrieved his spear

Rel i eved and exultant, the soldiers of Kotir rose up, cheering and stanpi ng
about in a victory dance.

"W won, we won!" "Won what?" Tsarnmina's voice rose angrily above the
celebration. "Fools, can't you see it's an enpty triunph: no plunder, no

sl aves, no subm ssion. They've vani shed conpl etely, and what have we gai ned? A
few yards of woodl and that belongs to me anyway.'

The sudden volley of arrows slashed down, taking them unawares. Soldiers threw
up shields, diving headl ong for the undergrowmh. Even the wildcat Queen had to
beat an undignified retreat behind the elmtree she had conquered.



Once again the chattering derisory laughter of squirrels, as they swung off
into the fastnesses of Mssflower, was all that remained of the woodl anders. -

G ngivere had enlarged the two holes so that Ferdy and Coggs were able to
squeeze through into his cell

G eefully they upturned the contents of the first pack

"Good old num s apple pie!"
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"Qoh, elderberry cordiall!"

"Look, cheese and hazel nuts!"

"Candi ed chestnuts, too. Hahaha, bet old Chibb didn't know about *em"

"Come on, M. Gngivere. Here's sone seedcake and nmilk. Let's have a secret
supper together, then you can tell us the news from Chibb."

Ami dst the | aughter, G ngivere brushed away a tear fromhis eye. He was
delighted with the conmpany of his two little hedgehog friends, after the |ong
| onely confinement following his father's death.

It was noontide when Martin and Dinny sat down to rest. CGonff stood surveying
t he vastness that surrounded them undul ating plain, flatland and noorl and
stretched away into the distance, the for horizon danced and shimered in the
unseasonal heat. Gonff thought he could detect a snudge on the horizon, but he
could not be sure until they had traveled further. The nousethief turned,

| ooki ng back to where they had cone from

"Well, mateys, it's certainly a big wide world outside the woodl ands and good
old Mossflower. | can still glinpse it back there."
D nny | ay back chewi ng a btade of grass. "Hurr hurr, an' can 'ee still see yon

i ddl e mousenai d a-waven to 'ee?"

Gonff shielded his eyes with his paw and played al ong. "Wy yes, and there's
someone else too. It looks |ike your grandad waving his stick. He wants that
deeper 'n' ever pie that you stole fromhim"

"That wasn't Dinny," Martin yawned. "You probably stole it. See anything
el se?"

Gonf Fs whi skers twitched. "Aye, those three verm n that are tracking us. Looks
like they've picked up our trail, matey."

Martin and Dinny | eaped up, staring in the direction Gonff was pointing.

"There, see—a weasel, a ferret and a stoat. Now they' ve started to run. Wy
are they in a hurry all of a sudden?"

"Prob'ly cos they' m soi ghted us'ns, now we studd up," Dinny suggested.

"Aye, matey, you're right. Well, what do we do now, warrior? Stand and fight?
You just say the word."
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Martin gnawed his lip, stopping his paw fromstraying to die otter sling bound
about his mddle.

"No, that's not what we're questing for. W'd be losing valuable tine. It's
our duty to find Sal amandastron and Boar the Fighter, so that he can return
with us to save Mossflower. The first thing a warrior nust learn is orders and
duty.”

Gonff strapped his pack back on. Dinny had not renoved his. He was away and
runni ng, small velvety paws poundi ng the grassl and.

"Coomon, 'ee two,"he called. "Us'ns can |lose they vur-mn afore eventoid."

The three friends ran in silence, measuring their stride and conserving
energy. Al that could be heard above the drunmi ng of their paws was a
descending lark and the chirrup of grasshoppers in the dry grassland war nt h.
The high sun above watched the scene |like a great golden eye. The hunted
jogged steadily on, with the hunters rushing behind to close the gap

There was no infirmary for the wounded at Kotir. Soldiers |ay about in the
barracks, licking their hurts and tending to thensel ves as best as they coul d.
Cudd was quite pleased with hinself. They had driven off the woodl anders and
the arny had not retreated, so what was all the fuss about?

He put the question to Ashleg.

"Try telling her that, weasel. Here she cones.’
swirled about as he pointed to the stairs.

The pine flaarten's cl oak
Tsarnmi na bounded into the barracks, crooking a claw at them "You two, up to
nmy room Right away!"

There was little" to be gained by arguing, so with sinking hearts they trooped
up the stairway.

Fortunata was already there, her ear painfully swollen fromthe arrow wound.
Ashl eg could not resist a sly snigger. ' "Heehee, | ooks like you need a
heal er, fox."

Tsarnmina swept in, just in tinme to hear the jibe.

"One nmore remark |ike that, woodenpin, and you'll need il new head. Now, what
happened to nmy anmbush in the ".- woods?" They stood dumbly, waiting for the

stormto break. 5 It was not long in com ng

The wi |l dcat Queen cleared the table in one reckless sweep. }- Bell, dishes,
ornanents, linen and food crashed to the floor

"Not hi ng! That's what we gained fromit all."
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She raged around the chamber, kicking over furniture, tearing at wall hangi ngs
and bending fire irons out of shape as her voice rose to a maddened how .

"1 saw them Me! | set up the anbush, warned you, marshaled the arny, led the
charge and thought that you buffoons had the brains and courage to assist ne.
What did | receive? Not one original idea or scrap of encouragenent.”

Her whol e body quivered with dangerous tenper, then suddenly she slunped into



a chair as if temporarily exhausted by her outburst. The quaking trio stood
staring at the floor for inspiration as she scow ed at them

"Aahh, what business is it of yours, anyway? You're not supposed to think

only to carry out orders. It's ny job to do all the brain work around here.
suppose nothing will bother you three until the food supplies run out. OCh,
they won't |ast forever, you know. |'ve seen for nyself; the stores are
getting | ower, since we were unable to levy tribute fromthe few that |ived
around our walls. That's the trouble with being a conqueror and having an arny
to feed: soldiers are no good at providing anything unless they can snatch it
away fromthe hel pless." She stretched and ki cked noodily at a fallen goblet.
"Well, any ideas?"

"There's always the two prisoners | caught, Mlady." Cudd sounded
hal f - apol ogeti c.

Tsarm na sat bolt upright. "OF course, well done, weasel. Maybe you aren't as
stupid as | thought. Prisoners, hnmm yes. What do you think the woodl anders
woul d pay as ransom for those young hedgehogs?"

Fortunata narrowed her eyes calculating®. "Well, 1've had nore dealings with
woodl anders than nost. They're a soft, sentinmental |ot when it cones to young
ones. | think that they'd give quite a bit to get them back safe."

"Safe, that's the key," Tsarm na purred happily. "lImagine if the woodl anders
saw t heir babi es exposed to real suffering or danger—we could practically nane
our own terns."

The trio relaxed visibly, now that their Queen was in a saner nood.

There was one other listener to the conversation who had no cause to rejoice:
Chi bb the robin, perched on the outside w ndow | edge.
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> Split nose was the first to slacken pace. He gradually slowed to

o an easy | ope. Blacktooth joined him |eaving Scratch to nake

the runni ng. The weasel stopped and turned. He curled his lip

/ hi disgust at the pair, who were now sitting on the grass panting.
Scratch ran back energetically, drawi ng his dagger

"CGet up, you idle worms. Conme on. Up on your paws, both of you."

Splitnose teased a passing ant with his claws. "Ah what's the point? They're
wel | away. We'll never catch 'emnow " Scratch kicked out at Bl acktooth. "I

suppose you think the same, |azybones."

Bl ackt oot h ki cked back insolently. "Ch, give it a rest. You can't make us
run. "

"Right, soit's mutiny, eh!" Scratch | ooked fromone to the other
di sdai nfully. "Then here's something for you two buckoes to think about. One,

if you don't get running, I'lIl stab the pair of you. Two, unless you decide to
run, | won't share my rations with you. And three, think about when | : make
my report. The Queen will be pleased to hear how you two | ay down on the
job."" Woirdlessly they rose and started runni ng agai n.



Gonff trotted al ongside his friends, his quick eye noting the |andscape.

"It gets a bit hilly further on, mateys. W could drop down 7 and hide in a
dozen pl aces. What d'you say? Shall we give ; '"emthe slip?"

Martin gl anced backward. "I'd rather not risk it. They've got us in plain
view. No, best keep on until evening, then we can pick a good hiding place
when it's dark and canp there the night. Are you all right, D nny?"

The nmol e wrinkled his snout. "Doant |oik a-runnen. Lucky oi'm stronger'n nost.
You' m keep a-goen, Marthen. Doant , wurry over oi."

The noon sun gained intensity. Birds soaring on the upper thermals passed over
the six tiny figures below, hunters and hunted.

t To spur thensel ves on, Splitnose and Bl acktooth played a f gane, shouting out
their favorite dishes to each other. Scratch s-ran a | ength behind them
keepi ng hi s dagger drawn as an
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i nsurance against further rebellion. Despite hinmself, the weasel had to keep
licking his lips, not being able to shut his ears against the ferret and the
st oat .

' "Some of those candy chestnuts and a flagon of cold cider. Could you nanage
that, Bl ackie?"

"Cho, could I! How about a baby trout grilled in butter with some of that
woodl and Cct ober al e?"

"Very nice. But have you tried bl ackberry nuffins soaked in warm honey with a
few beakers of iced strawberry cordial to wash 'em down?' *

"Gaw Stoppit, Splittie. You're renminding ne of that tine when old Lord

Greeneyes had a plunder feast at Kotir. Those were the days! | had iced
strawberry cordial in a big drinking bow, with mint |leaves floating on it and
crushed raspberries too. | remenber | sucked it all through a cornstraw. Wew,

| must have supped enough of it to have a good bath in."

"Yurghh!" Scratch called out in disgust. "I was enjoying that until | had a
vi sion of you, all covered in nud and nuck, sitting in a bath of iced
strawberry cordial with two nint | eaves stuck up your snout and a pile of
crushed raspberries shoved into your ears. Doesn't bear thinking about.
Anyhow, why don't you two shut your traps and keep your eyes on those three
ahead?"

Dinny was first to gain the low hills. He ran up one side and rolled down the
other. Martin and Gonff joined in until all three were dizzy. They ran onward
as the shadows began to | engthen. Gonff gradually dropped back. He was
breat hi ng heavily. Wen they turned to | ook he waved his paws.

"Keep going, mateys. Phew, this is much harder work than thieving."
Wthout hurting Gooff's feelings, they slacked their pace to match his. Martin
noticed that the blob on the horizon they had seen earlier that day was not

nmerely a | ow cloud bank

"Look, Gonff. It's a range of mountains. Big ones, too. Wat d you think



D n?"

The young nol e squinted hard to bring the view into perspective. "Ho boi urr,
that they be, G reckons that be whurr the teeth o'land reaches up to ate
wool en sheeps, wi' they gurt 'eads in clouds."

"Clever, Dinny mate," CGonff nodded admringly. "Ex-146

«ctly as the poem says: 'Afar the teeth of land rise up to bite the wool of

sheep.' They |l ook quite close, but don't let that fool you. W' ve got a fair
bit of traveling to do before we reach them™

D nny risked a backward gl ance through a fold in the hills. , ,**Hurr, they
vur m nbags be none cl oser either. 'Spect us'ns be noightier runners."

Scratch had taken the | ead again. He knew the others were hungry and sure to
follow Trying to keep their quarry in sight was difficult, as they were often
hi dden by the hills. Descending the first low hill, he stopped to extract a
burr fromhis pad. The other two ran slap bang into him from behind.

"d odhoppers!"” he shouted. "How is it that you have all this open country to
run in, yet you both nanage to crash into ne? What d' you think this is, a gane
of | eapfrog?"

More bi ckering and backbiting ensued. Scratch ended the dispute by bangi ng
their heads together. "Look, it's nearly dark now and |I've gone and | ost 'em
thanks to you two Qafs!" He gritted his teeth in frustration

Martin and Gonff prepared the evening neal while Dinny enlarged a small hole
on the far side of the final hill. In a short while they were happily
installed in a superb little cave, pinny had even dug a | edge hal fway round
for themto rest on. The three friends lay on the | edge, eating their supper

I and watching the crinson underbellies of purple cloud rolls

; as night took over fromthe | ong, hot day.

$cratch and his mnions sat out in the open on top of the highest hill, hoping
that they might catch sight of the others at next daybreak. - Ni ght on the
open | ands was both cold and wi ndy.

Chi bb paced the mantel pi ece at Brockhall, relating all he had

beard at Kotir.

The Corimwere worried by this new theat to Ferdy and ; Coggs. "Hmm this is
an unwel cone devel opnent." Lady %Anber waved her bushy tail anxiously. ':.:
The robin ruffled his crinson breast feathers inportantly. |**Ahem harrunph.
On the surface it would appear to be so.
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However, our wildcat ally in the prison said to tell you that he may be able
to forestall Tsarmna's plans awhile."

Bel | a | ooked up to the mantel piece. "How wi |l he manage that, Chibb?"
The robin folded his wi ngs behind as he explained. "Wll, ahem 'scuse ne.
G ngi vere has taken a stone fromthe walls on each cell, as you know. He

proposes to hide both Ferdy and Coggs in his own cell, after sealing the



wal | hol es up. That way, if the eneny do not think of searching his cell too
closely, they will naturally suppose that the two prisoners have escaped."”

There was whol esal e approval for the clever plan.

Ski pper had an additional idea. "Hark, now What if we was to pretend that
Ferdy and Coggs were saie with us? That'd take suspicion off G ngivere."

"How wi | | we manage that, Skip?" Bella was curious to know.

"Easy, marm We'll find two other little hedgehogs and di sguise '"em then |et
'em be seen by soneone from Kotir."

"Good thinking, Skipper," Bella said with approval. "But now we'll ready have
to think of how we can rescue Ferdy and Coggs. G ngivere's plan is brave and
daring; however, it puts all three at great risk."

Lady Anmber shook her head. "Were do we get two little ones that |ook Iike
Ferdy and Coggs?" "You may lend ny |iddle Spike an' Posy," Goody said fromthe
doorway. "Long as they don't cone to no 'arm Though | nust say, they don't

| ook a snidgeon like ny Ferdy an' Coggs. | can tell mny liddle ones apart |ike
apples fromnuts."

Abbess CGermai ne tapped a paw to her nose. "Two bl anket cl oaks, two saucepan
hel mets, a piece of stick each, Iike swords of make-believe warriors. | think
that woul d fool anyone from a distance, Goody. But what about a rescue
attenpt? Have we any kind of firm plan?"

"You |l eave that to old Skip, marm" Skipper |aughed drily. "Bula, you take
charge of the crewwhile I"'maway. | think I'Il pay the Mask a visit."

"What's the Mask?" Several woodl anders voiced the question
"You'll soon see!"™ Bula wi nked.
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Consternation reigned at Kotir.

A luckl ess stoat had been "vol unteered" fromthe cell guards by Fortunata and
C udd, and he was pushed unwillingly into Tsarm na's chanber.

"Er, your Maj of the green Queenest, er upper of all ruler and | ower Moss. Er
er . . . The prisoners have gone!"

"Gone! \What do you nean, gone?" The wildcat Queen left her seat in a single
bound and pi cked the stoat up by his throat.

"Yuuurrkkgghhaaaarrr . . . 'Scaped." Tsarm na threw the gurgling heap to the
floor. Her voice .L-echoed in the stairway as she dashed down to the cells.
7L ¥ "Escaped? | npossi ble! Guards, get down to the cells quickly."

The cells were searched. The corridors were scoured. The outer walls were
surrounded. The parade ground was gone over inch by inch. The barracks were
turned inside out. Not a room passage, cupboard, chamber, kitchen
guard-fcouse, or scullery remai ned unprobed.

G ngi vere, however, was officially nonexistent. Hs cell was .',j6ot searched.



Nobody t hought of looking in a prison cell that ~%«s al ready bolted and
barred. J Except maybe Tsarm na
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Col unbi ne sat up, rubbing steep from her eyes.

Was it night or day? she wondered. How | ong had she slept in this warmdry
cavern? Everything seemed so quiet and peaceful after the noise and panic of
the battle she had witnessed. There was an old patchwork quilt covering her
She pushed it to one side as a little nmolemaid entered.

"Mawnen to 'ee. Wellcumt' Mol edeep. Brekkist be ready.™

She followed the nole into a | arger cave, where Ben Stickle and the

woodl anders who had been injured sat with the Loanmhedge m ce and the nole
conmuni ty.

Forenol e waved her to a place between hinself and a grizzled old nole whose
fur was conpl etely gray.

"Set ee by yurr, maid. This be Om Dinny, t'other young rip's granfer."
A d D nny nodded and conti nued spooni ng honeyed oat neal .

Qoviously the noles liked a good solid start to the day. There was a variety
of cooked roots and tubers, nost of which Col unbi ne had never seen before. A
of themtasted delicious, whether salted, sugared or dipped in honey and mlKk.
(Some of the noles did all four.) The bread was wafer thin and tasted of

al nronds, small cakes patterned with buttercups were served warm There were
fluffy napkins and bow s of steam ng rosewater to cl eanse sticky paws. As

Col unbi ne ni bbled at a rye biscuit and sipped fragrant m nt tea, she could not
hel p aski ng Forenol e where all the huge deeper V ever pies and solid
trencherfbod the noles seened to favor were.

Foremol e chuckl ed. He gestured at the table with a nassive digging claw. "Ho
urr, Conbuliney. This yurr be on'y a |oight brekkist for 'ee an' yurr friends.
W' mfancied it up a bit for 'ee. Mdles be only eaten solid vittles at even
toid when they's 'ungered greatly."

Col unbi ne nodded and smiled politely, trying to hide her amazenment. "Ch, |
see, just a loight brekkist, er, |light breakfast."

As Col unbi ne ate, she renenbered Gonff. If only he were here anid this
friendly conpany with her! She nmentally wagered with herself that he woul d
know t he nanme and taste of
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jgvery dish (and probably be jokingly chided for having stol en gaany of them
i n bygone days). She pictured her nousethief jesting with everybody, imtating
nol espeech and si ngi ng ball ads as he conposed t hem

The young nousemai d heaved a sigh into her mint tea. It dissolved in a small
cloud of fragrant steam Were, oh

« "Where, was CGonff on this beautiful nmorning? "*. It was nearly m dnmomi ng
when the "light breakfast" |eached its conclusion. Then, guarded and gui ded by
the nol e



ecomunity, Columnbine and her friends nmade their way back

*to Brockhall by a secret woodl and route.

Martin, Gonff and Dinny were wi de awake by daybreak. They crouched in the
smal | cave, eating breakfast as they watched a gray drizzly dawn. Packing the

food away, the travelers

.stanped life back into their nunbed paws. Surprisingly, Gonff was first to
step out si de.

\ "Come on, mateys. It'll brighten up by m d-norning. You

yijvait and see—+'ma Prince of Predictors.

e;;< Striding out, they left the low hills behind, to face yet nore
flatl ands. Wakened grouse whirred into the danp norning

eair at their approach.

. Sal a- manda- stron

A Look where we've cone from

;o Three of Mossfiower's best,”

Mar chi ng out upon our quest: * Sal a- manda- stron.

J Scratch sighted the three dimforms through the Iayers of {frizzling rain.

| » "There they go. Conme on, you two. |'ve got a feeling that today's die day
we catch 'em Cone on, nove yourselves, sooner it's done, the quicker we'll
get back to Kotir. good solid food again, a long rest, and maybe a bit of |or
and glory."

"Huh, |'m soaked right through!" Splitnose conpl ai ned, too," grunbled

Bl acktooth. "I never slept a wink lgain. Sitting out on top of a hill, mles
fromanywhere in | pe pouring rain, stiff all over, cold, hungry, shiver—=
Ate"Shuttup!" Scratch interrupted bitterly. "Put a button on
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your driveling lip. Look at me, |I'mweary, saturated and starved, but do you
hear ne whinmpering on about it all the tinme? Up on your paws, and try to | ook
like you're the Queen's soldiers fromKotir."

They trekked westward, pursuing the travelers.

Splitnose was nmuttering as he kicked a pebble along in front of hinself.
"Honor and glory, huh. Cudd' Il get all that, and he can keep it, too. Now if

it was honor cake and a nug of hot glory, that'd be a different thing."

"Honor cake and hot glory drink? Don't talk such rubbish, soggyhead,"
Bl ackt oot h | aughed.

"Soggyhead yoursel f, drippynose.”
"Crinkl ecl ans! "

"G easyfur!"



"Beet| ebottom "
"Stow the gab and get marching, both of you!" Scratch told them

True to Gonff's prediction, the rain ceased. Above the plains the sun cane out
to watch fluffy clouds sailing about on the breeze across a | ake of bright
bl ue sky.

Dinny sniffed the air, wiggling his claws. "Buharr, they's watter nearby,
likely a pond or tarn. May' ap us'll catcher a liddlefish. Be gudd eaten
hurr.”

Martin | ooked sideways at CGonff. "How does he know there's water near? | can't
snell a thing."

The nouset hi ef shrugged. "Neither can he, matey. Ml es probably feel it
through the earth with their digging claws."

D nny nodded wisely. "Oair, us'ns do snmell lots o' things wi' us claws."

Gonff winked at the warrior nouse. "That's the nice thing about noles, they
al ways have a sensi bl e expl anati on which we can all understand."”

The three friends |aughed al oud. D nny proved as good at predicting as Gonff.
M dday found the travelers at the edge of a | arge pond. Bulrushes and reeds
surrounded the margin, small water lilies budded on the surface. The glint of
silver scal es beneath the water prom sed good fishing. At first Martin was
loath to stop but, realizing the valuable addition a fish would nake to their
supplies, he called a halt. Wiile his
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friends went about fishing, the warrior posted hinself on guard to watch for
their pursuers.

D nny sat on the edge of the bank, imrersing his paws in the shallows wth
excl amati ons of delight.

"Oo arr, oo bliss Vjoys. Hurr, this be the loif, Gonffen!"

The mouset hief had cast a line baited with a tiny red nud-worm |n seconds it
was snatched by a voraci ous stickleback. "Ha, [ook, matey," he called. "IVe
got a bite! Come to Gonff, old greedyguts.”

Martin crept up behind them He placed a paw gently on each of his friends'
shoul ders as he whispered to them "Ssshhh. Listen to me. We are in great
danger. Don't make a sound, if you value our |ives!"
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Ski pper sat inside the curve of a big hollowlog. He faced a slimgray otter
trying hard not to | ook where the strange creature's tail had once been

"So then, Mask, how are you keeping, ny brother?" he asked.

The Mask ni bbled at sone otter delicacies that his brother had thoughtfully
br ought al ong.

"Ch, | get by, Skip. Sonetinmes |I'ma squirrel, sonmetinmes a fox. Ha, | was even



a hal f-grown badger for a while."

Ski pper shook his head in amazenent, gazing around the hollow | og where the
mast er of disguises lived al one. Many curious objects were carefully stowed
there: make-believe tails, false ears, a selection of various whiskers.

The Mask watched Skipper with his odd pale eyes. Seizing a few things, he
turned his back and nmade sone swift secret adjustnents. When he turned around,
Ski pper's nouth fell open in disbelief.

"Look, Skip. I"'ma squirrel again!"

The otter chieftain marveled; this creature in front of himwas surely an aged
squirrel —thin, grayi ng—but undeniably a squirrel, fromits bushy tail and
erect ears, right to the two large front upper teeth.

"Strike me tops'ls, Mask. How d'you do it?"

"Ch, it's no great thing," the Mask chuckled quietly. "Actually, I'd | ook nore
like a treeflyer if | took alittle nore
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J time and care with this disguise. This is only a quick change "; to anuse
you. "

; Ski pper whacked his tail against the side of the log. "Well,
fool me anytime, shipmate,"”

you coul d
Mask tossed aside the false tail and ears. Spitting out the two false front
teeth, he readjusted his body. He was an otter again.

"Maybe | fool ed you, maybe | didn't. But you're not fooling me, Skipper of
Canp Wl Il ow Wat do you want me to do?"

Ski pper sat back, folding his paws across his chest. "I have a proposition to
make to you, brother Mask. Sit still and hear ne out."

Tsarmi na glared through the cell aperture at G ngivere. The inprisoned w | dcat

sat in the darkest part of the cell. H's fur was tousled, danp fromthe walls
dewed his paws, his head dropped despairingly. Now and then his eyes would
flicker rapidly. The wldcat Queen brought her face close to the bars. "If you
know what's good for you, you'll tell me all about how those two hedgehogs

made their escape. Speak up. You nust have heard or seen sonethi ng—+they were
inthe cells either side of you."

G ngi vere | eaped up, his voice a cracked singsong shout. "Hahaha! You let them
escape so you can have their bread

> and water. | knew you wouldn't give nme any. You're keeping it all for
yourself. Ch, | saw you, sneaking along the passage. You let them go so that
you could have all that bread and water for yourself. Heeheehee."

,- Tsarmina turned to Cludd. "Listen to that. He's conpletely crazy."

She swept off down the passage. C udd stayed a noment, |ooking through the
bars. He had never seen a completely

.crazy wldcat before, although he had seen his m stress dan-



-?gerously close to that condition once or twice.

\ "No bread, no water, she's keeping it for herself." Gn-

Agivere continued his insane | anent.

j; Cdudd banged the door with his spear. "Quiet in there!"

JV "Atishoo!"

3 The sneeze cane as Cudd was turning away. He whirled ck. "Who did that?"
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G ngi vere grabbed a pawful of straw and sneezed into it. "Atishoo, choo! Oh,
I"msick and dying, sir. The cold and danp down here. Please get ne extra
rations of bread and water or I'Il die."

C udd rapped the door with his spear again. "Enough of that! You get the
rations Lady Tsarmina allows. So stop mpaning, or I'll give you sonething to
noan about . "

As the weasel Captain |unbered off down the passage, another sneeze rang out.
"Atishoo!"

On the wall above the cell door, two food haversacks hung froma spike driven
into the rock. Ferdy and Coggs sat, one in each sack, their heads poki ng out

like two fledgling house-martins in their respective nests.

Coggs reached across, trying to stifle Ferdy's snout with his paw, but another
sneeze rang out.

"Ati shoo!"

Ferdy blinked and rubbed his snout. "Sorry, sir. This bag has flour in it from
the scones, and it's tickling ny sn . . . sn . . . Ashoo!"

Reaching up, Gngivere lifted his little cellmtes down fromtheir hiding
pl ace. While there were no guards about, they could play and exerci se.

Chibb flew to the wi ndow, dropping the |atest supplies in. He caught the enpty
sacks that G ngivere tossed up to him In the shaft of light the wldcat was
| ooki ng strangely sane and healt hy.

"What news, Chi bb?"

"Ahenmhem The Corim have deci ded that you nust soon be rescued, all three of
you. How they propose to do it, | don't know yet."

G ngi vere nodded. "I hope they realize that the | onger they wait, the nore
dangerous it beconmes for Ferdy and Coggs."

Chi bb slung the enpty sacks around his neck. "Ahem |'m sure they do. At
present the message is, keep on the alert and keep up your courage. You are
not forgotten."

Chibb flew off swiftly. Gaining the woodl ands, he paused to perch on a spruce
branch as he adjusted the bags about his neck for easier flight. Argul or
bel ched dozily and gl anced at the robin perched
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j|' beside him Chibb gave a junp of surprise, but did not forget | hi s
manners.
* "Ahem beg pardon." The fat robin darted fromthe branch ":'. like a

flame-ti pped arrow.

Argul or shifted his claws. Warily he dropped his eyelids back into the
sl umbering position.

Were the small birds getting faster, or was he getting slower? The eagle
di sm ssed the problem reasoning that there were still plenty of soldiers in
Kotir who were a ot slower than a single robin redbreast. A lot tastier, too.

Dinny and Gonff sat quite still at the edge of the pond as Martin whispered to
them "Now, very slowy, look to your left. Do you see the femal e swan over
there? She's sitting on her nest with her back to us. Right. Don't |ook, just
take my word for it, in the open water to the other side there's a big nale
swan—t's her mate. He's not seen us yet, but he's headed this way and bound
to sight us if we stop here, so let's nove away as silently as possible."

Wth great care CGonff let the fish slip back into the water. He cut his
fishing line. The three friends noved speedily, ducking behind the rushes wth
not a second to spare.

The huge white swan glided by them serenely. He was like a ship in full sail,
an awesome spectacle, the snow white body and hal f-fol ded wi ngs conpl enenti ng
perfectly the muscul ar serpentine neck columm surmounted by a solid orange
bill and fierce black eyes.

Martin shuddered. He thought of how cl ose they had been to death. The nale
swan was warlike and fearless, absolute nonarch of his pond. Any creature who
dared trespass upon these waters while his nmate sat upon the three new hatched
cygnets in their nest was fated never to see the sunset. The white col ossus
swept by, continuing his patrol of the pond.

When he was past, the three friends slipped away. Gonff whispered a silent
goodbye to the silver fish in the shallows. "W were both lucky that tine,
matey. Swimfree."

A respectabl e distance fromthe water, Dinny untangled a streaner of duckweed
fromhis paw

, "Boi okey, this'n's owd granfer near |osed a dear liddle /: 157

nmol e back thurr. O never see'd a skwon afore, gurt feathery burdbag they be,
stan* on noi tunnel."

They lunched on appl es and bread, supplenented with some cow parsley that
D nny had di scovered.

Bl ackt ooth and Splitnose sighted the pond. They had been runni ng ahead of
Scratch after a particularly nasty bout of nanme-calling. The stoat and ferret
had called Scratch a frog-walloper; this seemed to touch sone hidden nerve in
t he weasel, and he took strong objection to the insult. The pair ran off,
cackling gleefully as the weasel threw pebbles and earth clods after them

"Come back here and say that, you cowardly custards. 1'll give you frog



wal | opers when | get you!"

Runni ng wi de, they approached the pond at a different angle fromthat of the
travel ers. Blacktooth and Splitnose whooped with delight.

"Look, a river, a river! Truce, Scratch!"

Scratch joined them the quarrel tenporarily forgotten at the sight of the
wat ery expanse.

"That's not a river, it's a pond,"” he pointed out. "This is nore like it, a
good fresh drink, a nice bath for our paws. Look, a swan sitting on a nest.
Swan eggs—what a tasty ideal™

Splitnose was not so sure. "Er, don't you think that bird | ooks a bit big,
Scrat ch?"

"So what ?" the weasel snorted. "There's three of us and we've got spears.
bet swan eggs are lovely."

"Have you ever eaten one?" Splitnose asked.
"No, |'ve never even seen one, but | bet they're very big and good to eat."
"Well, all right, we'll back you up. How do you get the eggs?"

"Easy, just stand in the shallows and chuck our spears at the swan until it's
forced to fly away, then we rob the eggs."

Buoyed by Scratch's confidence, they waded into the shallows. The femal e swan
wat ched them fearl essly. She issued a warning hiss.

The woul d-be plunderers were enjoying thensel ves i mensely.
158

"Qoh aahh. Hey, Blackie, doesn't this nmud feel great when you squelch it with
your paws?" Splitnose call ed.

"Aye, 'specially after all that running, mate. Just watch this." Bl acktooth
flung his spear. It fell far short of the tar-

Splitnose | aughed scornfully, then threw his. It went a little further, but
still far short of the swan.

Scratch sneered contenptuously at their efforts. "Huh, you two couldn't throw
a frozen wormand hit the earth. Go and get sonme stones to fling at her. | can
probably wade out that fer and stab the bird."

The ferret and the stoat waded back to the bank, and ran off to search for
m ssi |l es.

Scratch ventured recklessly on until the water was around . his middle. There
was a crackle of parting rushes behind him Scratch turned in the water. The
giant male swan blotted out everything in his vision; he did not even get a
chance to cry out or lift his spear

Scratch was dead before he knew it!

Splitnose and Bl acktooth returned to the water's edge, their paws full of



rocks and earth cl ods.
"How 11 this little |lot do, Scratch?"
"Scratch, where are you?"

"Scrat chy-watchy, you old frogwal |l oper, cone out. W know you're hiding, we
can see the rushes noving."

The mal e swan cane thundering out of the rushes in half-flight, churning up a
bow wave as it hissed |ike a nest of serpents.

* Yooooaaaaggggghhhh!'

Only the speed of raw terror and the fact that they were .racing away fromthe
pond and its nest saved the lives of the panic-stricken pair.

" Omowoowoo hel pel pel p!"
The mal e swan webbed its way up onto the bank, beating its wings wide to the
bl ue sky, hissing out its victory cry—a savage chall enge to the distant

runners.

The fenale settled securely on her babes in the nest. She j-preened her neck
feathers, smling with just a touch of snug-Bess. Swans never | augh al oud.

K * * *
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Though they were a fair distance fromthe pond, Martin and his friends heard
t he angui shed shouts on the breeze.

"Sounds like our followers fromKotir have ruffled soneone's feathers, eh
Din," Martin remarked. The nole | ooked grave. "Skwons etted 'em oi uxpect."
Gonff placed a paw on his heart and sang slowy,

A weasel, ferret and a stoat, Found a pond but had no boat. Now they can't see
the waters from The inside of a swan.

Tsarm na stood at her high wi ndow, watching the squirrels. They had descended
fromthe trees at the woodl and edge. Wth them were two small hedgehogs cl ad
i n cooki ng-pot hel mets and bl anket cl oaks.

Fortunata rapped lightly at the chanber door and entered.

"Ml ady, oh, you've already seen them"™

Tsarmina did not even turn to | ook at Fortunata. She continued peering
intently at the two little figures in the mddle of the squirrel group

"Are they taunting us, do you think?" she asked.

Fortunata joi ned her at the wi ndow. "No, woodl anders don't go in for that sort
of display, MIlady."

To her surprise, Fortunata found Tsarmina patting her approvingly. "Good
t hi nking, fox. Shall | send out a party to try and capture thenP"

Fortunata shook her head. "I'd advise against it, Mlady. They'd only sweep



off into the trees, nmaking our soldiers | ook foolish. Squirrels always do."

Tsarmina smiled. She sat up on the wi ndow | edge, winking at the vixen.
"Clever, very clever, Fortunata. You aren't as dull or slowwtted as C udd
and Ashl eg. Listen how, | have better eyesight than you or any creature in
Mossfl ower. | Ve been watching those two little hedgehogs, and there's
somet hing not quite right about them™

"Not quite right, MIlady?" Fortunata was baffled, but she tried her best to
| ook intelligent.

Tsarm na tapped a paw to her nose. "Exactly. They're playing little ganes with
me, those woodl anders. But | have a game or two of my own to play. Tell ne,
you know t hese
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woods and their creatures better than anyone in Kotir, don't you?"

Fortunata was pl eased that Tsarm na was confiding in her, but she began to
feel uneasy. There was often an unpl easant sting in the tail of her Queen's
schenes.

"I was bom and brought up in Mssflower country, Mlady. What is it that you
require fromme?"

"Fortunata, we are surrounded by blunderers.” Tsar-mina's tone was that of an
old and trusting friend. "You are the only one |I can really rely on. | never
forget those who serve nme well. | haven't forgotten that you hel ped ne to be
Queen with your know edge of herbs. This is a big area to rule, and it becones
lonely. | could do with soneone as w se and cl ever as yourself to share that
rule. But first | amgoing to ask you to do ne a favor. Think carefully before
you answer, because on that answer rests our friendship. WIIl you do ne this
favor ?"

The greedy fox fell headlong into the trap. "I amyours to command, Queen
Tsarm na. "

The wildcat ruler smled |like a cat with a bird. "Well said, friend. Now, what
| want you to do is this . "
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The Cori mwere startl ed.

Ski pper strolled into Brockhall followed by a ferret. Before Lady Anber could
fit arrowto bow, or Bella pick up a poker to strike the foe, Skipper

addressed them heartily.

"Mates, don't get your ropes in a tangle. This 'ere ferret is an otter. Meet
nmy brother, the Msk."

The Mask bowed low. Stripping the bindings fromhis ears, he renoved the bark
slivers that sharpened his muzzle, pulled out the wi cked eyeteeth and undid
his imtation tail.

Bel | a pounded the sides of her chair with a heavy paw. "Winderful, he is
i ndeed an otter. Wl come to Brockhall, M. Msk."

Abbess CGermai ne seated the otter, placing food and drink before him "So you



are the Mask. | have lived long and seen strange things, but never one as
strange as you, though | hope you will forgive ne for saying so, sir."

Mask shook the Abbess warmy by the paw. "It is a strange world marm you will
forgive me saying, but never have | seen such friendly and gentle mice as you
and your oddly dressed followers."

Ski pper patted Mask on the back. "Friends, you wouldn't believe your eyes if
you saw ol d Mask in sone of the getups |'ve seen himin."

"Ch, tell us, Skip." Colunbine | eaned forward eagerly.

Ski pper took a draught of cider from Mask's cup. "I
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couldn't begin to tell you all this one's disguises, but just as an instance,
he gave ne the slip comng through the forest. i |ooked high and | ow for him
Ha, there was the ol d deceiver stood right next to ne, up against a tree, got

up as a piece of bark, would you believel™

Spi ke and Posy clung to Col unbine's habit, staring wi de-eyed at the strange
otter.

"Did you really, M. Mask, sir?" Spike asked

Mask chuckl ed as he fed thema slice of apple each. "On,

- aye. That's an easy one. Al you need is an old piece of bark as big as
yourself and the right tree. You just stand there and think the same thoughts
as the tree, and presto!"”

"\What ot hers can you do, sir?" Posy wanted to know.

"Ch, a fox, a squirrel, a hedgehog like you, even—you name it. Haha, otters
are pretty hard to do, though. Funny tails, you see."

"Coul d you be a bird?" Spike inquired.
"Well, er, let's say |I'"mpracticing that one, shall we?"
"A stoat or a rat, then?" Posy persisted.

"No trouble. They're the easiest to do. It's all a question of studying shape,
really."”

Abbess CGermai ne was i npressed. "You say you could look |ike a stoat, weasel or
even a fox?"

The Mask wi nked. "Indeed | can, marm That's why |I'm here."

Early eveni ng shadows were beginning to | engthen across the plain. Dinny
| ooked to the mountains on the horizon, and judged the distance shrewdly.

"W'm be vurry close to yon mountings on t'nmorrer, Mar-;~then."
The warrior nmouse gl anced toward the massed rock. "So we will, Din. As to how

we'll cross them |I'mat a |oss. Look at the size of them They al nost
di sappear into the



sky.

; "Don't you worry, mateys," Gonffsaid confidently. "W

N haven't come this far to be beaten by an old stone hill. Be-jOides, we
don't have to worry about those vermin followi ng *; BS. The swans probably
dealt with them" ¥fA> Dinny's snout rose into the air. "G 'ma-snellen' nore
"M\l ter thru 'ee paws agin.”
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"What, nore water, Din?" Martin asked. "Burr aye. Runnen waiter thiz toim"
"Best keep our eyes skinned for swans, eh, mateys," CGonff warned.

"Hoo arr, doant wanna see skwons no nore."

Gonff was first to find the broad stream It was not quite w de enough to be
cl assed as a river. The nousethief strode down the bank and recited aloud to
the flowi ng waters

O er golden acres far bel ow, Qur wi ngs beat strong and true, \Were deep and
wet, see flow ng yet, Another snake of bl ue.

Martin | ooked to the opposite bank. "It seens peaceful enough, but it's far
too wide to cross here. W'll canp here tonight and scout the bank for an
easier crossing in the norning."

The mi|d spring evening was very pleasant by the water. Dinny scooped out a
circle while Martin set flint to the steel of his broken sword and started a
small fire. Gonff repaired his fishing line. Wthin a short tine he | anded a
pl unp young bream

The three travelers sat around the fire, watching the fish grilling in a
cradl e of green reeds over the flanes. Firelight flickered and danced in
D nny's buttonlike eyes.

"Wwarnff, hurr hurr. G do likes warnff."

Gonff tested the fish with his knifepoint. "It'l| be ready soon, mateys. A
little | oaf apiece toasted up, sonme cress fromthe water's edge, a beaker of
fresh streamnater, and we're snug for the night."

The stream gurgl ed and eddi ed ceasel essly toward the distant nountains as they
enjoyed a spell of rest on its soft nossy bank

Splitnose and Bl ackt oot h had wandered aim essly. Wthout Scratch to direct
themthey were | ost. N ght found the pair out upon the open plain, hungry,
tired and thirsty. Splitnose |lay down, snuggling sleepily against the grass.
Bl ackt oot h was restl ess.
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"Huh, I'mnot sleeping out in the open again. There nust be a hole or a cave
her eabouts. M ght be a bite of grub, too.'

"Ch lie down and get sone rest,"” Splitnose murrmured sleepily. "You' re as bad
as Cludd or Scratch. Get some sleep, “.and we'll see what it's |ike around
here in the norning. I'mnot noving. Mght even sleep late, too."

Bl ackt ooth noved off. "Right. You stay here. I'Il be back if I can't find



somet hing better. | could swear there's water running nearby. I'll go and take
a | ook."

"M nd the swans don't eat you," Splitnose called out, his eyes already cl osed.

Bl ackt oot h was back sooner than expected. He danced about, giggling quietly to
hi nmsel f.

"Splittie. Hey, cone on, snoreface. Wake up! Heeheehee, guess what |'ve
f ound?"

The stoat grunbled as his conpani on shook hi m awake. "Two frogs and a
dandel ion. Now beat it, will you? |I need sleep."

The ferret could not contain his excitenment. "I found a big stream a canp, a
fire and food—and those two nice and the nole!"

Splitnose cane awake. "Where?"

"Not far. Over that way a bit. Listen, if we're quick and quiet we can take
t hem pri soner.'

The stoat |eaped up. "Geat. You say they've got food and afire?"

"Yes, half a roast fish, packs too, full of goodies," Black-tooth told him
"You know t hose woodl anders—they love '- their rations."

"W could march 'em back to Kotir."

"Heehee. Aye, could you imagine old dudd's face when we walk in with three
prisoners? The Queen'd prob'ly make us Cenerals. Onho, 1'd give that dudd a
fewdirty jobs to do.

- I'd make himjunp!™”

"Right, Blackie mate, lead me to "em

the river bank arnmed with

They sneaked silently across to

- their spears.

$

i The three friends lay asleep around the fire, unaware of the
| > eyes that watched themfromthe top of the bank
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Fortunate struck deeper into Mdssflower, aware that Tsar-ni na was watchi ng her
fromthe high chamber w ndow.

The vixen had cast off her borrowed finery fromKotir, reverting to the frayed
old healer's cloak and bag of herbal renedies. She |eaned heavily upon an ash
staff. Fortunata was nore suited to this type of work; she preferred
subterfuge to warfare. Besides, the rewards prom sed were greater

Tsarm na noved fromthe windowto ring her table bell. Cudd entered, saluting
with shield and spear.

"Yes, Your Mjesty."



"Cet sonebody to clean this roomup, it's filthy. Drill the troops and keep
themon the alert. They're not here to eat me out of house and hone. Oh, get a
foraging party together. W nust keep sonmething in the larders if we want to
outl ast the woodl anders. "

G udd saluted again. "It shall be done, Ml ady."

The wi |l dcat Queen settled back in her chair. Now was the time to play the
wai ti ng gamne.

Col unbi ne I ay behind a screen of bushes, nibbling a green hazel nut. The
nmousenmai d often volunteered to go on watch outside Brockhal I, inmagining
herself to be the first to sight the travelers' return. That GonfF! He would
probably come back singing at the top of his voice,

' m back, Col unbine. Yes, nowis the hour My good friends and I WII| be saving
Mossf | ower,

or some such cheery air. Colunbine |ay watching sunnmotes danci ng through
dappl ed patterns of green | eaves, dreaming of her thief.

Then she sighted the fox.

It was a vixen, dressed |like a journeying healer. The fox cast about, sniffing
here, inspecting a scuffed | eaf there, obviously searching for somebody or
sormet hi ng.

Colunbine slid silently away from her hiding place. Once
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she was out of the fox's vision she took to her paws, dashi ng headl ong back to
Brockhal I .

Shooing sone little ones inside, she shut the door and bolted it. It was
[ unchtime, Loamhedge mice were serving up hazel nut cloister pudding with

wi | | owherb sauce. Col unbi ne made straight for Bella.

"Fox, fox, comng this way!" she panted. Skipper put a restraining paw on her
"Whoa there. What fox coning from where?"

"Qut in the woods, comng fromthe northwest, sniffing and probing. It's a
vixen. She'll find her way here soon unless we stop her.’

Lady Anmber nopped up sauce with a crust. "A vixen eh, did you recogni ze her
Col unbi ne?"

"Ch yes, it's the one they call Fortunata, though she's dis-guised herself up
a bit. I recognized her at the anbush.™

"An ol d raggedy cl oak and hood," Bella interrupted, "together with a bag of
herbs and a staff?" Col unmbi ne nodded.

"The old pilgrimheal er disguise. Waring a bit thin, eh, Msk,'' the badger
chuckl ed drily.

The otter |ooked up from his pudding. "Wat are you going to do about her?'

Lady Anmber reached for her quiver. "A swift arrowin the right place should



save any argunent.'' - Ski pper pawed his sling. "Either that or a sharp rock
on her stem”

Mask stood up, patting a full stomach. "M z badger, why don't you let ne dea
with this? It may help with our escape plans for the prisoners.™

Bel | a pushed food toward Col unbine. "Here, little one, ; have sone |lunch. o
on, Mask, tell us the plan." >ee' The otter had his back to them he was

sel ecting disguises. i_"I say, let her cone, see what she wants, but don't I|et
her | know who | am Pretend that 1'ma newconer." *;;." Wen he turned to

face the Corim WMask was i ndeed a “newconer. He was transformed into the npst
evil slimgray s:ipid fox they had ever seen

The Mask slid into Bella's study to conplete his disguise. |**Find the right
tail, rub a little brown dust into ny coat and
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see to the finer bits. Ha, she won't be able to tell me from her own grandpa
when | "'mfinished."’

"Right. We've got you. Don't try anything funny or we'll skewer this nole!"
Martin opened his eyes. The ferret and the stoat were standing over D nny,
their spearpoints at his throat. The warrior nmouse was about to junp
instinctively for them but Gonff discouraged him

"Do as he says, matey. TheyVe taken us by surprise.”

Al three lay quite still. Blacknose snmirked with satisfaction

"I'"l'l keep the nole pinned down, Splittie. Look through that pack over there,
and see if you can find some cord."

Splitnose scuttled off and runmaged in the pack

"Even better, mate. Look, a rope," he call ed.

**@Gve it here and keep your spear on the nole, stick himif he noves."

Bl ackt oot h wound the rope round the travellers. Binding themtogether, he
tugged the end to make sure it was tightly secured.

Picking up his spear, he strutted around them "Ha, you're our prisoners now.
You'll pay for breaking the |aws of Kotir and |eading us on a wl d-goose

chase. Be still!"

Splitnose was enptying the supply packs out. "Heehee. Look, apples, bread,
cheese, mfff. Piel"

Bl acktooth threw extra fuel on the fire and cramred food wol fishly into his
nmout h, while nenacing themw th his spear

"Hey, this is nmore like it, Splittie," he enthused. "Cone and get warm by the
fire "'

Gonff winked at Martin and whi spered, "Leave it to me, matey. |I'Il settle
these two idiots."

Bl ackt oot h yanked sharply on the rope's end. "No tal king there. One nore peep
out of you and you'll be sorry, d' you hear ne?"



Gonff shrugged as best as he could. "Don't worry, Captain. You' ve got us, all
right. But please don't eat all our supplies, we'll have nothing left to keep
alive on."

Splitnose threw an apple core at Gonff and bit into a cheese. "Ah, stop
nmoani ng, nouse. Look at us, weVe lived on one skinny crust and grass for the
| ast few days. Mmm this is

168

good cheese. Hey, a fruitcake! By the claw, that'll do for ne.

"Come on greedyguts, half for me.
spear.

Bl ackt oot h prodded Splitnose with his

"CGet your own, fatbelly," Splitnose retorted.

"Wy, you gl uttonous worm"
"Quch! You keep that spearpoint away fromne, rotten-gums." -

"That's the stuff, matey,’
stoats are the bosses."

Gonff called out encouragingly. "You show hi mthat

Bl ackt oot h was about to stab Gonff with his spear when Splitnose jabbed himin
the bottomwi th his spearpoint.

Martin took Bl acktooth's side. "Don't let himdo that to you, ierret. Get
him"

D nny supported Splitnose. "
tunnel, skoat."

'Ee be nowt but a gurt bully. Junp on furret's
Bl ackt oot h cracked Splitnose across the head with his spearshaft. Splitnose
retaliated by stabbing Blacktooth in the paw.

The three friends egged themon with | oud shouts.

"YouVe got himnow. Stab!"

"That's it. Keep himpinned down!"

"CGet his throat with your teeth!"

"Shove himin the fire, quick!"

Filled with blind rage, the stoat and ferret battled all over the canp site,
rolling through the fire, splashing in the shallows, stunbling against the
captives, oblivious of all except the desire to w n.

"Grr, take that, stoatsw ne!"

"Aarghh, you won't push me around any nore, ferret-face. Get this!"

Bl acktooth fell, pierced by his opponent's spear. Splitnose backed off,
droppi ng his spear, and stunbling further into the shallows. Blacktooth pulled

hi nsel f upright and staggered toward his foe, spear held outright. Splitnose
bl undered into deeper water, unarmed, holding his paws out pleadingly.



"Blackie, no. | didn't nean it!"

The ferret tottered unsteadily into the water, lifted the spear to throw and
fell dead into the shall ows.

Splitnose kept backing off as if in a daze. "I didn't mean to, Bl ackie.
Honest. You can have half the c—=
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Suddenly he was gone! All that remained was Bl acktooth the ferret, face down
in the shallows of the swirling stream

The three friends had fallen over. They lay, bound, gazing at the water where
Splitnose had been a noment before.

"Pitholes, matey, full of bottom nud," Gonff explained. "W'll have to
renmenber that when we cross.”

Dinny wiggled. "Us'H 'ave to set about thinken *owto free usselfs."

Martin wenched round to face Gonff. "Any ideas?"

The nmousethief smiled in the darkness. "Stay still. | can reach ny dagger
Didn't | ever tell you, matey, |I'ma prince of escapers.”
Martin felt the bl ade sawing at their bonds. "Aye, | seemto remenber you

sayi ng sonething of the sort in the cells at Kotir, natey."

The ropes fell away under CGonff's keen bl ade. He stood upright.

"I was right that tine too, if you renmenber,” CGonff pointed out.

D nny straightened up. "Hurr, tho' you' m'ate to boast about et."
They took stock of the danage. Martin threw a tranpled cheese to one side.

"Huh, they've ruined our supplies,” he said with disgust. "Mst of the food
rolled into the water with them Look, even the fish fell in the fire." He
held up a snoking relic.

Gonff pushed Bl acktooth's carcass into the fast-flowing water. "It coul dVe
been worse, matey. At least we're alive."

D nny bl ew on the enbers, adding dry reeds and wood. "Ho aye, Marthen. Us'l|
make out awight, 'ee'll see."
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Fortunata followed a trail that led to a dead end. Sone creature had
skillfully covered nost traces, but the vixen knew that there had been
woodl anders here. The canoufl agers had not been entirely successful in
covering everything; there was still scent and the odd broken tw g. She
scrat ched about in the undergrowth, trying to reveal further clues.

"Lost sonet hi ng?"
The vixen was startled by the voice. She whirled around, attenpting to

di scover its owner. Al she saw was the silent woodl and. Quite suddenly there
was anot her fox standi ng al ongsi de her



"I said, have you |ost sonething?" he repeated.

Fortunata wei ghed up the newconer carefully. He was an old fox, patched gray
and dusty brown, slimbuilt and slightly stooped. But it was the eyes that
caused her to shudder-weird, flat, shifting eyes. This was the nopst
evil -1 ooki ng of her species that the vixen had ever encountered.

"No, it's not something IVe lost," she said, trying to sound unconcer ned.
"Actually, | was merely passing through here."

"Aye, me too. Maybe we can hel p each other," the old fox suggested.

"Yes, maybe we can. My nane is Besontail, the wandering heal er, what are you
cal | ed?" Fortunata asked.

"I"m Patchcoat. | cone fromfar away to the east," he replied.
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Fortunata nodded. He certainly | ooked |ike a patched coat. "Well, | cone from
the ... er, southwest. Maybe that's why we've never net. |I'mreally hungry,

t hough, Patchcoat. | expect you've seen tracks around here. Maybe there's a

canp of woodl anders nearby. They usually give me food in return for ny healing
skills."

Pat chcoat rubbed his | ean stomach. "Aye, |'mhungry too. There's not much
future in eating grass and drinking dew Listen, Besontail, maybe | can travel
al ong as your assistant. | passed a place earlier today that m ght be just

what we're | ooking for."
Fortunata's ears stood up. "You did? Were?"

The strange fox waved a paw. "Ch, round and about, you know. | didn't stop
because t hose woodl anders al ways drive ne off, for sone reason. Huh, you'd
think I was out to steal their young. It looked like a well-stocked hi deaway.
| expect | could find it again.”

"I can't blane themdriving you off, friend Patchcoat," Fortunata sniggered.
"You certainly don't | ook anything |like a baby fiel dmouse on posy day.'

Pat chcoat threw back his head and | aughed w ckedly. "Ha-haha, | ook at
yoursel f, you raggedy-bottoned tranp. Any honest woodl ander would run a mle
fromyou. Let's join forces. Cone on, how about it? You won't find the place
wi t hout ne."

Fortunata rubbed her whiskers as if she was giving the matter sone earnest
thought. Finally she thrust out a paw. "Al right, Patchcoat," she agreed.
"We'd better stick together, | suppose. Shake paws, fox."

"Aye. Shake paws, fox.
Left paw nmet |eft paw as they intoned the ritual of villains,

Shake paws, count your claws. You steal mne, |I'Il borrow yours. Watch ny
whi skers, check both ears. Robber foxes have no fears.

Ben Stickle was observing the scene fromthe cover of a hunped | oam bank. He
scurried off to report to the Corimthat the Mask, alias Patchcoat, had nmade
contact with Fortunata, alias Besontail.
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The Mask woul d | ead Fortunata a merry dance through £ Mssftower before
evening fell over the woodl ands.

\Y

It was mid-afternoon when Chibb left the cell wi ndow at Kotir. G ngivere sat
inthe strawwith his two little friends, patiently explaining the nessage
sent by the Corim

"Now, if a ferret looks like a ferret, or a stoat |like a stoat, or a weasel

| ooks like a weasel, don't trust them But if a fox that |ooks like a fox says
that his nane is Mask and he's been sent by the Corim we must do exactly as
he says, quickly and wi thout question.”

Ferdy scratched his spiky head. "Supposing it's a stoat that |ooks like a
weasel with a ferret's nose and a fox's tail, M. G ngivere?"

G ngi vere pushed himplayfully backward into the straw. "Then don't trust him
even if it's a Ferdy that |ooks like a Coggs with a G ngivere's fur, you
little rascal. Hush now, there's sonebody coming. | 'd better get you back

i nto your bags. *'

Two weasel guards passed al ong the corridor, chatting ani matedly.

"So what did the foraging party bring back?" "Not a single acorn. The Queen's

not too happy, either." "Well, that's only to be expected.” "Aye, but it made

t hi ngs worse when Cludd reported that one of our soldiers had been taken by

that big old eagle.” I, "Who was it?*' . "A stoat, they say." !
"Ah well, as long as it wasn't a weasel." ' "Aye. Can't stand stoats

nmysel f. Nasty sly creatures.”

"Right. Not like us, mate. Anyhow, |'Il bet if the eagle at-\ tacked one of
our lads he 'd weasel his way out of it sonmehow *' t "Hahaha. That's a good
one. Weasel his way out of it!"

X The waters of the fast-flowing streamglittered in the after-fi noon sun

Al day the three travel ers had wandered along the |I bank, |ooking for a

shal | ow fording place. Martin gazed up at the nountains. They were rnuch cl oser
now. He could see the green of vegetation at the base changing to basalt and
sl ate-col ored rock which soared upward to snow covered peaks that seemed to
support the sky like nythical colums. Gonff was singing as he trailed his
fishing |ine al ong.
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Othe day is fair and blue, The mountai ns He ahead. Comnpani ons good and true,
Qur enemes are dead. | "mlonging for the day, O for that happy tinme, Wen

["lI'l return to say, Sweet Col unbine, you're nine

As they trekked, Young Dinny dug up edible plants and roots to add to their
suppl i es.

Martin sighted a bend ahead with steep sl oping banks. "Conme on, mates. The
stream | ooks narrower there. Perhaps there's a way to cross.”



He was right; just around the bend was a sight that gl addened their hearts.

A rope stretched across the water, attached at either end by a deep stake
driven into the earth. On the opposite bank a white willow trunk lay in the
shal  ows. CGonfF twanged the tautened fibers of the rope.

"It's a ferry, mateys," he told them "See on the other bank? Pity it isn't on
ms side of the water. Never mnd, even if it nmeans getting wet we'll cross on
this rope."

Two pairs of unw nking eyes watched them from behind the | og on the opposite
shore.

Martin waded into the river, holding the rope as a guideline.

"Come on, it's not too bad," he called. "Stay on this side of the rope, then
the current won't sweep you downstream"

Di nny and GonfF foll owed his exanple. The going was not too difficult. Paw by
paw, they began pulling thensel ves through the stream Halfway across, it
deepened. They were floating now, but still going forward, aided by the rope.
A shout rang out fromthe far bank, "Stop right there, strangers!”

A snake and a lizard energed from behind the willow trunk.

"Looks like trouble, eh, Din," GonfF whispered.

Martin ignored the warning, continuing to pull hinself forward.

Dinny called out a friendly hail. "Goo' day to
need t'be afeared.”

ee. Us'n's on'y a crossen, no

The snake reared up, flickering a slimtongue. "Hssss. No-174

body crosses without paying us. |I'm Deathcoil and this is Wip-scale. W are
the ford guardi ans. Pay us, or pay with your lives."

Gonfl f caught up with Martin. "I don't like the | ook of those two. Has that
snake got adder marki ngs?"

Martin's warrior nature rose. Tightening his grip on the rope with one paw, he
unsl ung the broken sword from around his neck

"Looks a bit skinny and undersized to be a true adder, Gonff," he reassured
his friend. "I"mpretty certain that the other one is only sone kind of new.
Leave it to nme. We'll soon find out."

It was now apparent to the ford guardians that the travel ers were coning
acr oss.

"\What Ve you got for us?" the lizard asked, his voice harsh and aggressive.
"Come on, nove yourselves. Up on the bank here, and enpty those packs out.
Qui ck, now "

Martin's fece was grim "Listen, you two. You dont frighten us. W're
travelers and we aren't carrying anything of value, but we'll fight if we nave

to, so you'd better stand clear."

The snake | owered his head onto the rope, glaring wickedly at them "Hsss,



fools, one bite fromny fangs neans death. |If you have no val uables, then go
back and get some-tiling to pay our toll with."

Martin yanked down on the taut rope, letting it go with a twang. The line
sprang upward, vibrating. The snake was hamrered on the | ower jaw severa

ti mes before he was tossed flat on the bank. "How s that for starters, worm"
Gonf F | aughed. "Stand up straight, and I'll give you a taste of my dagger when
| get ashore. Conme on, Din."

The nol e waved a hefty digging paw. "QO'll make knots . in *ee, then oi'l
teach yon glizzard sum manners." ' The three friends bounded up on the bank
dri ppi ng but de-'term ned. Martin advanced, w elding his broken sword; Gonff
;drew his dagger as he and Dinny spread in a pincer novenent; ; (he nole
whirled a pack | oaded with plants and roots.

As they closed for conbat, the snake flicked his coils at Martin. "Hsss,
you'll |eave your bones on this bank, nouse!"
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Fortunate was becoming irate with her traveling partner. "By the fang,
Patchcoat, |I'mcertain we've passed this sane yew thicket three tinmes today.
What are you playing at, in the nane of foxes?"

Pat chcoat whirled upon the vixen, pulling out a long rusty knife. "Are you
calling me a liar, Besontail? Think I don't know where |'m goi ng?"

The vi xen backed off, licking dry, nervous lips. "OF course not, friend. I'm
sorry, this forest looks all the same to ne. I'ma healer, not a pathfinder
you know. "

Pat chcoat grunted, as he sheathed his knife. "Huh, I"'mno trail master nyself.
I"'ma nercenary by trade. |I'd swap a good barracks for this | ot any day. Never

m nd, not far to go now '’

Fortunata pushed aside an overhangi ng branch. "A nercenary, eh? Soldier for
hire. Well, you do right by me and I m ght be able to find you a good
barracks. | could have you nade into a Captain."

"A Captain, you say. \Were at?"

The vixen wi nked. "Tell you sone other tine. Are we nearly there?"

"See that big oak?" Patchcoat asked, pointing. "lIt's got a hidden door between
the main roots. Follow ne."

At the sound of knocking, Bella opened the door of Brock-hall the mnerest
crack. Skipper and Amber craned their necks
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to see the visitors as the badger called out gruffly, "Wo are you? Wat do
you want ?"

Fortunata made a fawning bow "My name is Besontail. This is nmy assistant,
Pat chcoat. Are there any anong you who require the services of a healer?"

Lady Anber showed her teeth. "W don't need your nunbo-junbo, fox. Now clear
of f, quick!"



"Ch, please have pity on us,"” Mask whined pitifully. "WVe fallen upon hard
ti mes. Foxes are always driven off, even when they have travel ed far, seeking
honest work. W do not mean harmto any creature. W are starving."

Ski pper wi nked at the badger. "Ch, let emin, Mz Bella. Surely we can nanage
a bite and a sup for these two cruising fleabags?"

Bel | a opened the door wide. "Conme in, foxes. But mind you behave, otherw se
you may find yoursel ves hanging by the tails froma high branch."

Once inside, Fortunata's eyes roved ceasel essly, noting every detail of her
surroundi ngs. Abbess CGermai ne entered the room acconpanied by two snall
hedgehogs dressed in bl anket cloaks and cooki ng-pot hel nets.

"Ferdy, Coggs, take these two travelers to the kitchen," she ordered them
"Ask Goody to feed them please.”

Goody Stickle fed the unsavory duo sone | eftover spring vegetable soup with
bread and cheese. They ate ravenously.

"Dearie me, it looks like you two ain't eaten since |ast harvest," Goody

remarked. "1'll cut nore bread V cheese, then you can earn your keep by
scouring sone pots and pans before you eat us out of house and hone
altogether. That'll save ny old paws a job."

Rel uctantly the foxes finished their meal. Afterwards they faced the
form dabl e stack of dirty kitchenware heaped in bow s of water

The vixen curled her lip in disgust. "You wash and I'I1 ;wi pe.

Mask shook his head. "Ch no. A heal er needs clean paws. : You wash, and I|']l
do the wi ping."

As they worked, Mask whi spered to Fortunata, "Wat jd you make of this place,
Besont ai | ?"

"Well, they've certainly got a confy den here," she re-
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plied. "Well-stocked, too. But hark, Patchcoat, they're soft and innocent as
new bread. Look how easily we got in here."

Mask tapped his nose knowi ngly. "A right bunch of woodl and bunpki ns, eh? One
good squad of soldiers could tie their whiskers in knots."

Fortunata passed a |arge pan to be wi ped. "How would you like to be in charge
of that squad, Patchcoat?"

"Wwuld this have anything to do with that Captain's job you nentioned
earlier?" Mask whispered out the side of his nouth.

Fortunata wi ped her paws on a towel. "Aye, it would. |'ve been watching you,
Patchcoat. You're a fox after ny own heart. Now |listen carefully and stick by
me. W can both cone out of this as two rich and powerful foxes if we play
both ends against the niddle."

A fraction before both sides joined in conbat there was a deep gruff shout
fromthe reeds. "Wwoooaaahhh, gerroutofit!"”



A small, ferocious shrew, armed with a heavy hornbeam cl ub, hurled hinsel f
roaring onto Deat hcoil and Wi pscal e. He bel abored themnnercilessly with swift
hard bl ows.

"WhatVe | told you two filthy reptiles?" he shouted. "Gerroff my bank. Here,
take this with you, and this, and this too!"

The snake and the lizard were thrashed into the stream
"Quch, ow, no, please, owdo, ooff!" they cried.

The bad-tenpered shrew slamred his club down hard on Wi pscale's tail. It flew
off into the air, and he batted it into mdstreamw th an expert flick.

In the water, a pattern of dirt floated away from Deathcoil, show ng that
under the dark bruises he was only a comon grass snake.

The shrew turned to Martin and his friends, gesturing toward the unlucky pair

in the stream "See, a grass snake and a newt. Pair of nuisances, |'ve warned
'em bef ore about threatening honest travelers. Go on, clear off you snotty
verm n. Just let me catch you around here again, and |'Il make you eat each

other's tails!"

The snake and the newt were carried off by the current, hissing dire threats
now t hey were out of reach of the shrew and his club. "You wait, you'll pay
for this, you haven't seen the |ast of us.”
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A well-aimed stone from Gonff's sling bounced off the snake's head; another
fromMartin stung the nem's severed tail stunp.

The shrew nodded approvingly. "Slingnice, eh? Good shots. This club's ny
weapon. They won't be back for another dose of this."

Martin smled. He liked the shrew s trucul ent manner. "Thank you, sir," he
said warmy. "I amMartin the Warrior. This is Gonff the thief, and this Young
Dinny, our nole friend. W are travelers, as you see, bound on a quest to

Sal amandastron. "

The shrew shoul dered his club. "Sala what? Ch, you nmean that big place t'other
side of the mountains. Well, I'mcalled Log-a-Log Big Club. | own the ferry
round here. You should have given nme a shout, like this."

Log-a-Log cupped his paws around his nmouth, bellow ng out in a deep voice
whi ch echoed off the mountains. '' Logal ogal ogal ogal og!"’

Gonff put his sling away. "W would have if we'd known, matey. Do you live
around here?"

Log-a-Log parted the reeds, revealing a cave hewn into the bank. "Aye. | live
al one. | expect you're hungry; travelers always are. Cone inside. 1'll tel
you all about it."

Inside the cave was a nest of untidy odds and ends. Fishing nets draped the
wall's, a fire snoldered in one corner, many tools lay all about a |arge,
skillfully made boat that dominated , the living area. An old black water
beetl e sat by the fire.

The travelers found seats amd the junble, and Log-a-Log served them steam ng



bow s of freshwater shrinp soup with .arrowhead bread and spring radi shes. He
sat stroking the bee-|'tie's back

j-- "I call this fell ow G ubwhacker. He lives nearby, comes in .;-.' and out
of here for his food, just like a pet. That there is my | boat. It's about
finished. | was going to try it soon in the stream'' / Martin felt the sturdy
polished hull. "It's beautifully |£rafted, Log-a-Log. You know about boats,

then?" 1?': The shrew picked up a spokeshave. He took a sliver off the |'«ern
"Ships, friend, ships. Though I'ma ferry-puller, like SAIl. ny famly, we
used to live with our tribe on the banks of ||[the River Mdss, far to the north
of here. One day, several isons ago, we were invaded by sea rats who sail ed

i nl and.
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They took many of us captive and put us to the oars of their galley. Some died
there, but | escaped. One night | slipped nmy chains and went overboard, just
south of Sal amandastron. | swam ashore. Do you see those nountains? Wll,
couldn't cross them so | wal ked around them Ha, that took a season or two, |
can tell you. Eventually- | found ny way to this place—the Great South Stream

| call it. One day I'll go back to ny village, where the shores and fl atl ands
neet the woods on the River Mss. Until then, well, here | am"
Martin put down his bowl . "Then you' ve seen Sal amandastron?"

"Ch aye, passed it a fewtinmes when | was in the galleys," Log-a-Log agreed.
"Big mountain, fiery at night. Sea rats don't like it, though."

Martin nodded. "Yes, |'ve heard about the sea rats. My father went oif to
fight themup north. He was never heard of again. Tell me, Log-a-Log, do you
know t he way to Sal amandastron?"

The shrew pointed with a |adle. "Over those nountains and due west."

D nny was stroking G ubwhacker. "Hurt, can 'ee go thurr by stream d oglog?"
The shrew paced the cave with his lips pursed. Silently they watched him
Finally he stopped al ongsi de Di nny and the beetle. Taking a | oaf and a piece
of cooked fish, he placed them upon G ubwhacker's back, where they could be
carried without falling off. Log-a-Log patted his pet affectionately.

"Go on Grubwhacker," he told him "Back to your mssus and the little uns.”

The beetle trundl ed oif obediently.

The shrew turned to Martin and his friends. "Right. Load the boat up with
supplies. 1'll get the mast and sail ready to rig up."

Gonff stood up. "Wy, matey, what are we supposed to be doi ng?"

Log-a-Log grunted as he heaved a heavy mast tinber fromthe back of the cave.
"We're going to see if that old streamw ||l take us under the nmountain. That's
the shortest route to Sal amandastron. | wouldn't chance it on ny own, but now
that I *ve got a crew..."

BOOK TWD

Sal amandastr on
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Ski pper hobbled into the dining roomat Brockhali. He sat down with a sigh of
relief, rubbing his tail and paws.

Fortunata and Mask were clearing away the lunchtinme dishes. The sly vixen
nodded toward Ski pper and wi nked at her conpani on. Mask | ooked slightly
benused, but Fortunata wi nked again as she sauntered over to the otter

"What seens to be the trouble, sir?" she asked solicitously. "lIs it an old
i njury?"

Ski pper shook his head and continued rubbing. "No, it's these pains | get in
me paws and tail. The minute | come out of the water, or even after a

rai nshower these days, it starts throbbing right into me old bones. (Qoh, the
pains, matey. It's agony!"

Fortunata crouched in front of Skipper. "Here, allow me to take a | ook, sir.
I'"'ma heal er of pains.'

First she stroked the fur on Skipper's paws, then she probed , and tested with
her claws. The otter put on a fine display of anguish.

"Ow, ooch," he exclainmed. "That's it, right there. You touched the very spot."

The vi xen stroked her whi skers, |ooking very professional. *" Hmm yes, | think
you' ve got a touch of the stiffeners,"” she told him

Ski pper expressed concern. "The stiffeners? Float ne tail, is that bad?"
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Fortunata shook her head gravely. "It will be, if you let it get any worse

|'ve seen otters bent double with the stiffen-ers. Very, very, painful
i ndeed. ' *

"Can you cure nme, Besontail ?" he asked.

Fortunata | eaned agai nst the table. "Feverfew, wormwod, extract of nightshade
leaf to stop the pain, that's what you need. Plus, of course, a few other
items that | don't normally carry with nme."

"But you can get thenP" Skipper asked hopefully.

Fortunata smled at Mask. "Well, | suppose so. Though I'll have to go out into
the woods to gather them Wat d' you say, Patchcoat ?"

Mask had caught on to the schene. "Right, Besontail," he said. "W'd better go
out into the woodl ands and hunt for the stuff. After all they Ve done for us
here, it'd be a shame to watch this poor otter suffer when we can help him™"

Fortunata kept her voice light and casual. "O course we'd need a coupl e of
hel pers, creatures that aren't needed for other duties. Wat about those two
little hedgehogs? I'Il bet they'd love a ronp in the woods."

Spi ke and Posy (disguised as Ferdy and Coggs) were eager to help. Goody
Stickle wiped their snouts with her apron corner

"Now m nd you, don't go a botherin* the healers,"” she warned them "Behave
yourselves like two liddle gen-tle'ogs."



Fortunata patted themgingerly on their heads. "Ch, they' Il be just fine with
ol d Patchcoat and me, marm"

The heal er and her assistant strode off, in the wake of the two snall
hedgehogs who scanpered playfully ahead. Mask hitched the nedici ne bag around
his neck as he trudged along with the vixen

"Here, Besomtail, what are you up to now?" he asked. "I thought we were
supposed to escape back to Kotir and tell this Queen of yours where the
woodl anders are hiding out."

Fortunata ducked an overhangi ng branch. "That's exactly what we're going to
do, Patchcoat, but there's no harmin bringing back a couple of escaped
prisoners while we're about it. You wait and see. It'll be an extra feather in
bot h our caps,
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though 1'd hate to be one of those young hedgehogs when Tsarni na has them back
under her claws."

Mask felt a cold hatred for the cruel vixen, but [ong practice had taught him
to keep a straight face.

Fortunata watched the two little ones tussling happily in the loam "W'I|lIl get
the credit for them eh, mate."

"You'll get what's comng to you today." Mask's voice had sunk to a grim
whi sper.

Fortunata only hal f-heard her strange conpani on. "Eh, what's that?"
Mask | ooked around him "I said, I'"'mnot sure if this is the way."

"Ch no, don't tell me we're lost," Fortunata groaned.

Mask pointed to a fork in the trail. "No, wait a nonent, it's one of these two
paths. Listen, I'Il take this path to the right and keep an eye on these
hedgehogs. You take the one to the left. If it's the real trail, you'll cone
across a fallen beech. Gve ne a call. If | find the beech on ny trail, 1"l

give you a yelp."

Fortunata parted fromthem calling out to the hedgehogs, "Be good, little
ones. Stay with Uncle Patchcoat. |I'll see you later."

When the vi xen was gone, Mask sat on a chestnut stunp. He gave Spi ke and Posy
a sugared hazel nut each

"You're not really our Uncle Patchcoat, are you?" Posy giggl ed.

Mask patted her gently. "No, I"'mnot. And Besontail isn't your aunt. But |
don't think we'll be seeing her again."

Spi ke stared gravely at the otter. "Can we call you M. Mask agai n?"

Mask gave them his canteen to drink from He wi ped nut fragnents fromtheir
faces with his false tail

"Not until we're saie back at Brockhall tonight," he said firmy. "Pretend for
now that | really amyour Uncle Patch-coat."



Posy hugged the false tail to her confortingly. "You' re a nice old Uncle
Pat chcoat . "

Beneat h hi s di sgui se Mask bl ushed with pleasure.

Fortunata spotted the fallen beech ahead. She | eaned against it with a sigh of
relief.

185
"Phew! Thank the fang this is the right trail," she said aloud. "Soon as | get
nmy breath back, 1'll give Patchcoat a call."

"You' ve done all the calling you're going to do, traitor!" Lady Anber and ten
squirrels dropped fromthe trees and stood bl ocking the vixen's path, each
with an arrow notched on a drawn bowstri ng.

Instinctively Fortunata knew her plans had gone badly astray. She cowered down
wi th droopi ng ears.

"It was Patchcoat," she whined. "I wasn't going to harmthe little ones. He
forced me to go along with his w cked plans. He said that—=

"Silence, fox!"

Lady Anmber dropped her bushy tail flat along the ground.

Ten bowstrings strained tighter

The squirrel |eader pointed an accusing paw at the trapped spy. "W knew who
you were fromthe nmonment you entered these woods," she rasped. "Wen you left
Brockhall today | was only a treetop away fromyou. | heard every word that

passed between you and Mask."''

Fortunata crouched low, trying to offer as small a target as possible.

"No, you've got it wong, he's Patchcoat the nercenary," she argued. "I don't
know any creature called Mask. Wait, yes | do, there's another fox naned Mask.
He |ives over by Kotir—a real evil creature. He's the one you want. 1'l1 take

you to him™"

"Spare ne your lies, fox." Anber's voice was flat and harsh. "You have |ived
the life of a traitor and earned the reward of treachery. Tell your deceitful
tales to whoever neets you at the gates of Dark Forest."

Amber's tail flicked upright like a banner

Ten arrows flew straight and true!

Ofor the life of a sail ornouse,

It's better than Kotir gaol

A rest for the weary traveling paws,

Wth the wind to drive our sail

There's a shrew for skipper



Two mce for nmtes,

And a nole for a cabin boy.
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t When we sight Sal anandastron
. W' || shout out |oud, Ahoy!

M dafternoon on the waters of the Great South Stream saw the friends |earning
to handl e the boat that Log-a-Log had named Waterwi ng. Martin was taking a
turn at the tiller under the shrew s guiding paw, while Gonff charged about
playfully trying to air his newfound nautical know edge.

"Keep her downwi nd, ne lads. Steady at the tiller there. Watch your | arboard
side, Cap'n Log-a-Log. Bring the helma point to starboard. Steady as she
goes! "

Dinny was definitely not cut out for a sailor's life. The young nole |ay
am dshi ps cl utching his stonmach.

"Burr oo, 'ush 'ee, Gonffen. This yurr pore nole be a-dyen. Yurr, ¢ 'n oi goo
ashore an' wal k apiece, '"twould stopp *ee wurld goen round."

Log-a-Log produced sonme herbs for Dinny to chew upon. After a while he felt
better, but he kept up a steady stream of commrents.

"O'd as soon be a gurt burdbag flyen in 'ee sky than sailen on this yurr
streaner."”

Martin watched the stream carefully. The nmountains towered right over them
now, bl ocki ng out the sky ahead.

"Log-a-Log, have you noticed the current? It's very swift here and getting
heavier. W're nmoving along a bit too fast for ny liking."

"Aye, |I've noticed the streamis starting to take a steep downward course
Martin.'* The shrew | ooked worried yet Spoke calmy. "Here, CGonff. Let's see
you take the sail in and drop the mast. Better lend a paw, Martin and D nny.

"1l take the tiller."

- As they worked, the water began to get very choppy. Crested foanmheads
began appearing around rocks which stuck up like jagged teeth in the swirling
flow. Log-a-Log was

; stretched to his limt holding the tiller and maneuveri ng Wa~

| terwing. The little craft began to buck and tilt; water was

; Splashing in heavily over the forward end.

"Leave the mast." The shrew s voi ce booned out above
, the roar of water. "As long as the sail's down, bale her out
£ before we're swanped. Hurry!"

8§ Wat erwi ng | eaped about like a frenzied sal mon. The thun-
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der of the streamrose, echoing fromthe mouth of a dark tunnel form ng

over head. Hangi ng bushes and vegetation clawed at the small crew, while rocks
pounded dangerously at the sides of the boat. Wthout warning, they were swept
deep into the tunnel. The stream becane a waterfall

In a mad torrent of boiling white water they were hurled over the brink of the
chasm Waterw ng hung for a second in space, then plunged into the abyss. The
mast struck the nountainside. It snapped with a resoundi ng crack and cane
crashi ng down onto them

Tsarm na stood in her usual position at the high chanber wi ndow, C udd waiting
dutifully at one side.

"Spring vegetables aren't nuch use, Cdudd. Find out what the birds like to
eat, and scatter sonme of it about. Set some traps and get the archers out. Fat
woodpi geons, a juicy thrush or two—that's the sort of thing we need."

"Yes, Mlady, I'll see to it right away."
obedi ently.

The weasel Captain trudged oif

Tsarnmi na | eaned farther out the w ndow, scanning the wood fringe. "No, wait!"

A strange-1 ooking fox emerged fromthe undergrow h, tugging two little
hedgehogs al ong on a rope. It was plain to see he was in a hurry. Behind the
trio, a band of otters and squirrels came dashing in pursuit. Looking backward
at his pursuers, the fox tripped over the rope. The woodl anders dashed forward
and pounced upon him

Tsarm na shoved Cudd to the door. "Quick, quick. Get down there and grab the
nearest troops. Help the fox. Hurry!"

The wi | dcat Queen raced back to the wi ndow yelling aloud, "Hold on, fox. W're
getting help out to you. Keep hold of those hedgehogs!"

The stranger put up what appeared to be a good fight. Unfortunately, he was

out nunmber ed. One group of woodl anders kept hi m busy defending hinmself, while
several squirrels slashed the rope fromthe captive hedgehogs, bearing them
oif into the trees, away into thick wooded Mossfl ower.

Late again! Tsarm na slamed her paw hard agai nst the wi ndowsill.
Down bel ow, Cludd and a party of soldiers raced toward
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di e nel ee. The woodl anders broke off the attack, vanishing |like snmoke into the
under gr ow h.

Tsarmi na was standing in the entrance hall as O udd escorted the newconer in.
She peered closely at the odd-1ooki ng stranger.

Mask panted heavily, slunping down on his haunches. "Whew, those squirrels and
otters fight |ike madbeasts!"

Tsarmina circled him "You didn't do too badly yourself." There was grudgi ng
admration in her voice. "Wuat's your name? How did you cone here?"
ny

Mask | ooked up at the wildcat. m cal | ed Patchcoat. You must be Queen



Tsarm na of the Thousand Eyes. Fortunata told nme about you."
"So, you've net the vixen. Wiere is Fortunata now?"

Mask shrugged. "Probably lying in the woods, full of squirrel arrows. She was
too slow to keep up. | could have beaten those woodl anders to here easily if
it hadn't been for that great dozy lunp."

Stupidly, Cudd stepped forward. He prodded the strange fox with his spear
"You still haven't told MI|ady why you're here, fox."

Wth a deft noverment, Mask grabbed the spear, thudded the butt into Cudd s
mdriff, bowed himover, and was standing on his chest with his dagger
pressed agai nst the weasel's throat.

"Listen, fatguts," he grow ed dangerously. "I'll make you eat that spear if
you ever poke it at me again. Renenber that. My nane's Patchcoat the
nmercenary, see. | sell ny blade to the highest bidder."

Mask stood on Cludd's nose with one paw and executed a neat turn to teach the
weasel a painful |esson. Wthout even |ooking to see the result he turned to
Tsar m na

"Ha, you could do with sone proper fighters, Queen. Es-'pecially if that oaf
and Fortunata are a specinmen of what you keep around here."

Tsarm na showed her great fangs in an approving smle

"Well, at last a real warrior. Wl cone to Kotir, Patchcoat.
Ita sure you'll do well here. Cludd, get up off the floor and
give this fox your Captain's cloak to wear. From now on
/you'll take orders fromhim™
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Sullenly dudd undid his cloak, flinging it to Mask

Ashl eg stunped in with a band of soldiers. He threw a healer's bag upon the
fl oor.

"W tried tracking those woodl anders, M1l ady," he reported sadly. "But they're
wel | away. | found Fortunata east of here, full of arrows. Her body is out on
t he parade ground."

" Dead?"
"As a doornail, Mlady."

e ' '"Then what do | want with a slain fox?'' Tsarm na asked inpatiently.
"Throw it out in the woods for the eagle."

Tsarmi na started back up the staircase. "Patchcoat, 1'll be up in nmy chanber
Cone up later. I'"'msure we have plenty to discuss together.' *

Mask fastened on the cloak of Captaincy. ' 'Aye, later, Mlady. First | want
to inspect these cells Fortunata told ne about. Maybe | can di scover how two
young hedgehogs escaped fromthemso easily."'



Tsarmina clinbed the stairs pensively. This strange fox was certainly a |ucky
find.

190

Time stood still. Martin imagi ned he was back under the river in Mssflower
bei ng towed al ong by an otter. Everything was pitch-black and ice-cold. A
mllion thoughts rushed through his brain, bringing menories flooding back
his father leaving to fight the sea rats . . . Tsarmina snarling at him...
the kind face of Bella at Brockhall. . . Dinny chuckling as he westled with
Gonff . . . BEverything whirled together into one great nmel strom of crashing

water, then there was silence.
Martin felt nmossy ground against his wet back.

"Not dead, bring nmedicine, medicine," a sibilant voice was sayi ng somewhere
cl ose.

The warrior nmouse felt sone vile-tasting |iquid being poured between his |ips.
He opened his eyes.

He was lying on a broad | edge, which was covered in velvety nposs. Soft I|ight
cast flickering lum nous water patterns around the rock face. A nouse was
standi ng over him another crouched nearby. Martin took a second | ook. Surely
these creatures could not be mce? They had very little fur, black |eathery
skin and, oddest of all, wi ngs!

The one nearest pushed the bow toward Martin with a black cl aw.

Martin snelt the putrid nedicine and pushed it away. "No nore, thank you. |'m
all right now Were aml1? Wo are you?"
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"Lie still, lie still. W are the tribe of Lord Cayvear who is ruler of Bat
Mountpit. You will not be harmed, not be harmed,"” the creature assured him

Martin sat up, he felt wet but unhurt. "My name is Martin the Warrior. There
"were three others with me—a shrew, a nouse and a nole. Were are they? Have
t hey been rescued fromthe water?"

The ot her bat shuffled over. "I am Rockhanger. This is Wngfold. W have found
the angry one and the strong tun-neller, but no other creature, no other
creature.”

Martin stood and | eaned agai nst the rocks. Hs head was aching and he felt a
| arge bunp between his ears.

"The other nouse is called Gonff. You'll know himeasily. He's a cheeky little
thief who loves to sing. He's ny friend, and we rmust find him" he said
anxi ously.

Rockhanger felt with the edge of his wing across Martin's face and body.
Martin recoiled and then stood still. Rock-hanger was blind.

The bat chuckled; it cane out like a dry hiss.

"No creature is blind who sees by touch. If | tried hard enough I would see
you with my eyes, but the tribe of Bat Muntpit gave up the use of eyesight



| ong ago. We can feel in the dark, feel in the dark."

The bats led Martin away fromthe |l edge with its constant sound of falling
water. They made their way al ong a network of caves connected by a series of
passages. In the first cave they entered Martin found Log-a-Log and Young

D nny.

"Yurr, Marthen. Wip wet of F'n 'ee." The nole tossed hima heap of soft dried
NDSS.

The warrior nmouse dried hinmself vigorously, bringing the warnth back to his
body.

"Has there been any news of Gonff?" he asked his friends.

Log-a-Log squinted in the pale light that diffused throughout the regions of
Bat Mountpit.

"None at all," he said sadly. "W've | ost Waterwing too, after all the work I
put in on that boat."

Dinny wrinkled his snout. "Ho urr, c'n allus make 'nother bowt, but thurr be
on'y one Gonffen."

A bat cane in carrying food for them "I am Darkfur. Eat, eat. Qur tribe are
searching for your friend, for your friend.'

The three conpani ons took the edge off their hunger with
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the food of the bats. There was hot nushroom soup and a drink made from sone
salty-tasting waterweed. The rest was not easy to identify, though it was
quite pal atabl e.

Martin ate automatically. A great wei ght hung upon his spirit. He could not
imagine life without his nmousethief friend at his side.

After the meal they rested awhile to recover fromtheir ordeal. \Wen Martin
awoke, Log-a-Log and Dinny were still sleeping. There was an enornous bat
standi ng over them The stranger touched himlightly with a w ngcl aw.

"You are Martin the Warrior. | am Lord Cayvear, Hi gh Chief of the dark places.
Wl conme, wel cone. "

Martin stood up and bowed. "Thank you for |ooking after our safety, Lord
Cayvear. |s there any news of our friend Gonff?"

"Not yet, not yet, but sometinmes no news is good news,"
reassuringly. "My scouts are searching, searching."

Lord Cayvear said

Martin paced the cave anxiously.' 'Lord Cayvear, | cannot stay here feeling
hel pl ess while ny friend may be in great danger.''

The great bat folded his wings. "I know, | know. You would not be a true
friend if you did, Martin. Come with me. W will search together. Let these
two sleep on; it will do them good, do them good."

Mask strode down to the cells with a businesslike air, his Captain's cloak
swirling splendidly.



"Hey, where d'you think you're off to?" a weasel on sen-e; try duty in the
corridor challenged himinsolently.

The di sqguised otter rounded on the unfortunate guard, stanping his paw down
hard in fine mlitary fashion

"Stand to attention when you address a Captain, you .scruffy idle nud-brained
scum "

The weasel gul ped, coming swiftly to attention. "Sorry, Captain. | didn't
realize ..."

; Mask stood, paws akinmbo, sneering contenptuously. "Chin in, chest out,
eyes front, spear straight, shield up. Up, SI said. So, you didn't realize. It
strikes me there's been quite & bit of 'not realizing* going on down here.
You probably didn't realize it when the prisoners escaped. Well, let nme tel

I, ny mangy-furred | addo, things are going to be different
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around here. You'll learn to junp when you hear the name of Captain Patchcoat
in future. Either that, or you and your cronies will find out what double

duties in full pack on half-rations nean. Do | nake nyself clear?"

The weasel banged his spearbutt resoundingly against the floor. "Very clear
sah!"

"Right. Lead me to the wildcat's cell, then get back about your duties," Msk
ordered sternly.

"Fol l ow ne, sah!"
G ngi vere heard the rapid paws narchi ng down the passage. Wth practiced ease
he slung Ferdy and Coggs up into their haversacks and sat on the fl oor

| ooki ng forlorn.

The wi | dcat gaped vacantly through the bars at the evil-1looking fox on the
ot her side of the door grille.

When the sentry departed, Mask held up a paw to forestall questions. "I amthe
Mask. The Corimsent me to free you. Are the hedgehogs with you?"

"Yes."

"Good. Then be ready tonight."

"You mean we're getting out tonight?" G ngivere asked incredul ously.

"Aye, if | can swing it. Tell Chibb there nust be a good force of woodl anders
waiting in the thickets on the east side. | Ve got to go now. Be ready

toni ght." Mask strode off down the passage, every inch the Captain of Kotir.
Ferdy and Coggs nmade the haversacks dance and wiggle.

"Hooray, we're going home tonight!"

"Who was that, M. G ngivere? Was it a fox?"

"You tell me, little Coggs. How the Corim could enploy any creature so



evil-looking, is beyond ne."

"Look at nme, M. Gngivere. Do | look evil?" Ferdy called, sticking his snout
out of the haversack. "I can, you know. Al | do is shut one eye and pull ny
snout to the left, like this."

"By the fur, you're frightening the life out of me, Ferdy. Best |eave your
snout alone or it'll stick like that."

"Can we cone down to play, M. G ngivere, please," Coggs pleaded.
"Not right now Try and get some sleep up there. I'Il call you when M. Mask
gets back tonight. W'll need to be
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bright and alert if we're to nake it back to your friends and famly in
Mossf | ower . "

Martin was astoni shed by the size of Lord Cayvear's donain. Bat Muntpit was
vast and inpressive, with chasns, tunnels, streans, caves, waterfalls, and
underground | akes. Lord Cay-vear pointed out his tribe. Those not searching
for Gonff were farm ng great areas of edible roots, nushroons and subterranean
plants, while others fished the | akes.

But there was still no trace of Gonff the nousethief. Having clinmbed upward in
t he search, they spanned the high cave galleries, leading off a centra

pat hway that rose steeply. At the top Lord Cayvear stopped. He turned, barring
the path with outstretched w ngs.

"We go no further, no further," he stated.

Martin pointed upward. "But, Lord Cayvear, |I'mcertain | can see the glinmer
of daylight up ahead.'

The great bat was unnoved. "So you can, Martin. So you can. The outside world
may be reached fromup there, but none may venture further. There is a |large
bird of prey roosting higher up, far bigger than any bat. It is a killer. Mny
of my bats who went up that way were never seen again, never seen again."

. Martin gave one | ast dejected | ook at the slimshaft of |ight and
turned back.

The little bats were curious and delighted with Dinny. They were under the
i npression that the nole was a fat bat without wings. Dinny liked the idea.

"Ho urr, batnousen. G do fly under 'ee soil. That's as *ow oi wore nmoi W ngs
out wi' all that diggen."

The little bats |laughed. "M . Dinny, you are funny, ftmy!"

Martin called Dinny and Log-a-Log together to discuss . their position

"As | see it, there's one way into Bat Muntpit, and that's the way we cane
in. As for the way out, it's a high passage with an opening, but it's barred
by sone large bird of prey. Even Lord Cayvear fears to go up there."

"Burr, do 'ee say wot sort of burdbag it be?" Dinny asked.

- Martin shrugged. "That | don't know, Din. | only hope
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poor Gonff wasn't taken by it. Listen, we nust find a way past that bird to
continue the quest. CGonff would have wi shed it."

Log-a-Log was not optinmistic. "If the big bird could kill Lord Cayvear, what
chance woul d we have?"

Martin unwound his sling. "Still, we've got to give it atry."

"You'mcaint do it w* slings, Marthen. But if yon burdbag is 'igh up, then oi
knows an ole nole trick to cave 'imout," Dinny prom sed.

Lord Cayvear materialized out of the gloom "How would you do it? Wat is your
pl an, your plan?"

"Ur, oi get'n b'neath *iman* dig away 'ee nest, then push so it fal
out'ards down 'ee nounting," the nole expl ai ned.

Lord Cayvear flapped his wings and fl ew upward, hangi ng upsi de down by his
cl aws.

"Can you do it, do it?" H's voice was an excited hiss.

Martin patted Dinny on the back. "Lord Cayvear, if this nole says he can do
it, then rest assured, he can. Come on, we can given himsone assistance."

Dar kness had scarcely fallen over the woodl ands. Treetops were touched by the
fires of the setting sun, and evening birdsong was thinning out to the | ast
few warbl ers. The thickets at the east side of Kotir were packed with
squirrels and otters, each one personally paw pi cked by Skipper and Lady
Amber. The two |l eaders listened to reports coming in.

"Squirrels ready, marm archers in the | ow branches. Beech and Pear along with
Bar kl ad and Springpaw, waiting to whirl the young uns off through the treetops
to Brockhall."

"Full crew standing by, Skip. Bula and Root to one side in case we need
decoys. All otters fully |oaded—slings and javelins. W'll give "emplenty to
think about if it cones to a fight."

They lay in wait, watching the night grow ol der

Bella and the Stickles, plus the Loam hedge nice, had stayed behind at
Brockhall, the Co rimdecision being that this was a mission for the swftest
and nost warlike.

I nside Kotir, Mask nade his way down to the cell areas. Inwardly, the otter
shuddered after his interviewwth the
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v wildcat Queen. Tsarmina's grisly plan for victory over the woodl anders did
not bear thinking about: enslavenent, death and inprisonnent. Nor did the
expression of fiendish delight upon her face every tinme she tal ked of
separati ng woodl and fam lies, locking infants in cells as hostages, weaking a
mur der ous revenge on otters and squirrels, putting the old and infirmout to
the fields as enforced | abor



Mask went about his perilous game with a new determ nation

Torches glittered in the brackets on the walls of the dismal cell passages.
The stoat on sentry duty had been warned of the bad-tenpered Captain

Pat chcoat. He had prepared hinmself well, even sweeping his part of the passage
with a broom

At the sound of the Captain's approach, the stoat came smartly to attention
awai ting orders. Mask came briskly along the passage.

"Hmm that's a bit nore like it. Straighten that spear up " a touch," he
said, inspecting the sentry. "Good, anything to report?

"Al'l in order, Cap'n."

"Right. Get your keys out. The Queen wants a word with the traitor G ngivere."
"But Cap'n," the sentry gul ped nervously, "Her Miyjesty gave strict orders that
he was never to be nentioned again, only fed and kept under |ock and key.
That's what she said.”

"Well, she's the Queen, mate," Msk chuckl ed, patting

the stoat's paw. "If she decides to change her nind, who are

you and | to say different? We're only conmon sol di ers. But

| like your style; you' ve a lot nore sense than the buffoon

who was on duty here earlier. You take your orders from ne,

i soldier, and I'lIl see to it that you wear a Captain's cloak

before long. Tell you what: you give ne the keys. That way

"Il take all the responsibility. You go and get your supper

and have a gane of shove acorn with your mates."

; The stoat surrendered the keys willingly to Mask. Wo

- said this new Captain was a bad-tenpered fox? He sal uted

smartly.

"Thanks, Cap'n. Gve ne a call if you need help."

Mask marched off down the passage, calling over his .£ shoul der, "No need,
mate. You carry on. | can take care of | 197

a crazy half-starved cat anytinme, or ny nane ain't Patch-coat."

G ngivere was ready with Ferdy and Coggs as the key grated in the | ock. The
door swung open to reveal the strange fox with the evil countenance.
"Quickly, now," he whispered, holding a paw to his nmuzzle. "There's no time to
| ose. G ngivere, you walk in front of me, I'll have ny dagger out as if I'm
mar ching you up to the Queen's chanber. Ferdy, Coggs, get behind me, under ny
cl oak, and keep as close to ne as possible. Don't nake a sound; your lives
depend upon it."



To the casual observer, it looked as if there were only two creatures wal ki ng
al ong the passage, G ngivere and Captain Patchcoat. Ferdy and Coggs were
conpl etely hidden beneath the Captain's cloak. They negotiated the cell area
successfully. Twi ce they passed guards who, know ng Captain Patch-coat's
reputation, saluted smartly, keeping their eyes to the front. Mask nodded
curtly to them The escapers carried on up two flights of stairs and into the
mai n entrance passage.

Cl udd strode out of the mess hall wth another weasel named Brogg just as Mask

and G ngivere were passing. Cudd was still smarting fromhis denmption. "Watch
this, matey," he winked cunningly at Brogg. "I'll make old cleverwhiskers junp
t hrough the roof. You'll see.”

Mask's bushy inmitation tail protruded fromthe bottom of the cloak that had
once been Cludd's pride and joy. Sneaking up behind Mask, Cudd stanped his
paw down hard and heavy on the tail, expecting to see Mask leap in the air and
roar with pain. Instead, Mask carried on wal king. The tail had fiallen off; it
| ay trapped under dudd's paw. The weasel stared open-nouthed at the false
tail, its end covered with pine resin and two cunning tw ne fasteners.

It took the slowwitted Cludd a nonment to catch on
"Hey, you, Patchcoat! Stop! Stop him He's no fox!"

Cudd ran forward. Mask tore down a wall hanging, throwing it over the head of
his charging eneny. Cdudd fell, stunmbling and wiggling to unhanper hinself.
G ngivere swept up the two snall hedgehogs and dashed for the main door, with
Mask cl ose behind. Together they charged the main
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door, both creatures slamming their weight against it. The door flew open
bowl i ng Ashl eg over as he stunped in.

The fugitives sped across the parade ground as the hue and cry was raised
behi nd t hem

"Escape! Escape! Stop themquickly. Kill themif you have to!"

The upper galleries were crowded with the tribe of Lord Cay-vear. Martin stood
ready with a heap of rocks and his sling. Log-a-Log was beside him his shrew
dagger drawn.

It was a tense nonment as Dinny went up silently, paw by paw, until he was
directly under the crack of light.

"What is your friend doing now?" Lord Cayvear whispered to Martin. "There is
soil and nbss up there, but many rocks, many rocks."

Martin watched the soft earth and small rocks beginning to slide down the
incline. "He's digging innard then downward. That way, whatever is above wll
col | apse and hopefully fall outward."

More noss, rock and earth came down in a nmoving scree. Dinny came with it,
sliding on his back and keeping an eye on the |light shaft. The young nol e
dusted his coat off.

"Hurr, hurr, clever oi. Marthen, see if 'ee c'n get sumat to | ever your 'ole
with."



Martin turned to Lord Cayvear. "Have you got a long stout tinmber we could use
as a |lever?"

The bat chieftain conversed quietly with a band of his foll owers. They sal uted
and wi nged of f fromthe high galleries.

"Be | ot quicker an nore suproisful wi' a gurt lever," Dinny explained to Lord
Cayvear .

There was not long to wait before the bats returned bearing a stout piece of
wood.

Log-a-Log fondled it, with tears in his eyes. "It's the keel of Waterw ng, ny
| ovely boat!"

Sure enough, the stout curving tinmber was the original birchwod keel of
Wat erwi ng; the bats had salvaged it fromthe falls.

On Dinny's instructions, it was borne upward by an army of bats. They waited
until he had clanbered up and positioned hinself at the hole, then slowy they
fed the strong tinber in, under the nole's gui dance. Wen the tinber was
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fixed to Dinny's satisfaction, he wedged it on either side and underneath wth
three rocks. Then the nole slid back down to his friends. Martin | ooked up
what Di nny had acconplished was a deep hole beneath the light shaft, with the
boat keel sticking out of the excavation at a slightly upward angl e.

Log-a-Log scratched his chin. "Wat happens now, D nny?"

"Hurr, now 'ee baths fly oop thurr soilent |oik and perch on yon lever's end."

Lord Cayvear began signaling his legions. Two by two the bats flew silently as
cl oud shadows, then perched on the end of the |ever

When ei ght of them were perched securely, the keel grated, noving fractionally
downward. They shifted and tightened cl awhol ds.

Two nore bats |anded on the keel. It stayed still.
Yet another two |l anded. This tine it noved visibly.

Dinny turned to the assenbly. "Hoo arr, arf duzzen nore'll do *ee. Best coom
out o* way whurr it be safer.”

Anot her two bats had | anded, then another twos. There was nore shal e and rock
sliding dowmn as the final two bats | anded on the end of the overcrowded keel
proving Dinny's calculation totally accurate.

Suddenly the hol e gave way and col | apsed, pushed outward by the keel bearing
down. The entire rock face shifted under the | everage. Bats flew in al
directions. Through the dust the small shaft of |ight wi dened into a hole as
big as a fair-sized cave entrance.

There was a screeching and hooting, and through the debris Martin glinpsed a
huge tawny ow wi nging its way west then south.

Amid the rubble of the landslide, the bats raised a sibilant cheer. D nny was



carried above themup the scree to the opening, Martin and Log-a-Log hel pi ng
to bear their friend.

The three travelers were breathing deeply in the cool sweet evening air when
Lord Cayvear flapped up gracefully. He bowed deeply.

"My thanks to you and your friends, Martin. Against the bigeyes we were
totally helpless, totally hel pless.™

"I know, Lord Cayvear," Martin nodded understandingly.

200

"Even we could not have fought off a tawny owt that size-he was a rea
monster. Well, thanks to our Dinny, we can continue the quest and your tribe
can live in peace and safety."

Log-a-Log of fered some good advice. "What you nust do is to bar the entrance
with wood and make a door. Leave some small holes in it, and station sentries
ni ght and day. Then if any large birds try to roost, you can push them off
with spears and long poles. | will tell you how this door can be nade."

For the first tine Martin and Di nny | ooked over the edge to the outside world
bel ow. There was nothing to see except heavy gray evening m st in |ayers on
t he ground.

Martin stepped back fromthe edge. "W couldn't attenpt to clinb down there at
night, Din. Let's stop here with our friends tonight and continue the quest
tomorrow. Ch, Dinny, if only Gonff had been here to see this."
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The escapers ran toward the outer gates in the perimeter walls, hotly pursued
by Cudd, Ashleg and a band of soldiers.

Tsarm na, keeping her usual vigil at the upstairs w ndow, had arnmed herself
wi th bow and arrow in the hope that she m ght spot Argul or disposing of
Fortunata's renains.

When t he hubbub broke out down on the parade ground; w thout hesitation she
fitted an arrow to her bow and took aimat G ngivere's back. Coggs slipped
from G ngivere's pawhold. He rolled into a ball, hitting the parade ground
harm essly. G ngivere bent to pick himup, as Mask dashed up behind to see if
he coul d hel p.

The Queen of the Thousand Eyes had al ready | oosed the deadly shaft. As

G ngi vere picked Coggs up, he heard Mask grunt behind him Thinking the otter
was urging himto hurry, the wildcat dashed for the gates with his precious
burden. He knocked the bar aside and pushed one gate open

The woodl anders flooded in. Ferdy and Coggs were passed from paw to paw unti
they were out of the danger zone. Freed of his burden, G ngivere turned to see
his rescuer staggering slowy across the parade ground as the Kotir soldiers
closed in on him Wth a fearsone cry and a bound, G ngivere was at Msk's
side. Hol ding himup, he supported the injured creature through the gate,
while the otters and squirrels stood fearlessly in line on the open parade
ground, driv-
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ing Cudd, Ashleg and the soldiers back to the barracks under a hail of
arrows, javelins and rocks.

Tsarnmina joined Cludd in the main hallway with a band of reinforcenents at her
back.

"Come on," she shouted furiously. "They're easily outnunbered. W're not going
to retreat fromour own parade ground. Get out therel™

Cl udd was enraged at being taken by surprise on his own territory. Wth a
bel | ow he dashed, recklessly out into the open

Encour aged by Queen and Captain, the forces of Kotir flooded out across the
open ground. Madly Tsarmi na raced ahead of them spurred on by her own fury.

Ski pper and Lady Anber decided it was time to nmake a tactical wthdrawal.
Their m ssion was acconplished as far as getting the escape party out of Kotir
was concerned; besides, the woodl and troops were far outnunbered by the hordes
of Tsarmina's soldiery. The far side of the parade ground was black with

sol diers who swarned forward regardl ess of missiles. The woodl anders fired a
parting volley then ducked out behind the doors.

"Lively now, mates," Skipper roared. "Follow G ngivere and Mask. Make sure
they get hone safe. Anber and ne'll slow 'emup a bit here."

As the gates opened outward, it was but the work of a noment for the otter and
the squirrel to place two sizeabl e wooden wedges beneath each gate and bang
them home firmy with rocks.

Thi nki ng ahead, Tsarmni na guessed that the gates would have been barred to sl ow
her progress. Standing on the backs of several soldiers, she sprang up, gained
a clawhold on top of the gates and vaulted over with great agility. Tearing
out the wedges with feverish energy, she pulled the doors open

The woodl anders had had no time to cover their tracks, so it was plain to see
whi ch route they had taken. Tsarm na pointed east into Mossflower. "Foll ow ne,
stay together and obey my conmands. W night not catch them but there's an
even chance these tracks may lead to their hideout!"
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Deep in the woodl and shade, Mask and G ngivere were traveling slowy. The
otter was breathing, |aboriously, often halting to | ean agai nst trees, but he
i nsi sted on wal ki ng unai ded.

G ngi vere was puzzled and concerned for his rescuer. "Mask, what's the matter
friend? Are you hurt?"

The strange otter gave a wy grin and shook his head. "I"mall right. Listen
t hat nmust be Ski pper and the crew coming this way."

The otters were boisterously recounting their victory over Kotir.
"Ha, soldiers! Vernmn, nore |ike."

"Aye, it took two score our nunber to rmake us back oif, eh, Skip."
"I must have used two pouches of rocks on their thick skulls.”

"Hoho, | could throw one of '"emfurther than they could hurl their own



spears.”

"What a bunch of blunderers! Good job they've got the cat to lead 'em or
they'd be lost in their own headquarters."

"Hey, you two. \What are you doi hg hangi ng about here?" Ski pper bounded up
twirling his sling. "Mask, me old ship.-mate. You did us proud back there.™

"I think he's been hurt," G ngivere whispered in Skipper's ear

Mask strai ghtened up and began wal ki ng doggedly forward. "Leave ne alone, |'l]
be all right."

"Look, Skip, it's his back!" Bula pointed to the wet patch spreadi ng across
Mask' s cl oak

Mask staggered a few paces, then fell heavily.

Ski pper dashed across and knelt by Mask. Gently, he drew back the cloak to
reveal the broken arrow shaft protruding fromthe otter's gray fur. Tsarnmina's
arrow had found its mark, not in G ngivere as she intended, but deep in the
back of Mask

Ski pper supported the wounded otter's head as he said encouragingly, "Hold on
matey. We'll get you back home atid patch you up in a brace of shakes. Strike
me colors, one neasly arrowisn't going to stop a freebooter |ike you."

Mask shook his head, a slow smile playing on his lips. "Someone at the gates
of Dark Forest nust have put ny nane on that arrow. At least | made it back
into Mossflower."'
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Hot tears sprang into Skipper's brown eyes. "Don't say that, messmate. It
woul dn't be the sanme w thout you."

Mask | eaned close to Skipper's ear. "Do me one | ast favor, Skip."
"Anything. You just nane it."

"Prom se ne that you won't tell little Spike and Posy about this. Say that
Uncl e Mask has gone to live far away."

Ski pper wi ped Mask's brow gently with his paw. "On nmy affidavit, brother."

The gray otter nodded slowy. H's curious eyes clouded over as he | ay back
peaceful ly and went |inp.

Ski pper stood up. He sniffed, grubbing griny paws against his eyes. "Listen
crew. W're taking himback to the River Mbss. He liked it there. W'll stow
hi munder a willow on the bank, and that way he'll always be near the sound of
the water he loved. Tie some slings together and nake a stretcher, mates."

G ngi vere stepped forward. He picked Mask up fromthe earth, holding him
firmy in his strong paws.

"Please |l et ne have the honor of carrying him He rescued us from Kotir
prison. Ferdy, Coggs and nyself, we owe himour |ives."

Ski pper turned away. "So be it."



Thus passed the Mask, the strange one who lived alone in Mssflower, the otter
who was master of many di sgui ses.
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Dawn had scarcely broken when Log-a-Log put the finishing touches to the main
frame of the gate. Martin peered down fromthe edge of the hole in the
nmount ai nsi de, holding tight to Dinny beside him

"So, this is what the other side of the nountain | ooks |ike, eh, Din."
"Ho urr, baint much to be seen tho, Marthen."

The sl oping side of the nmountain was visible, but beyond that the bottonl and
was a bed of thick white mst, as far as the eye coul d see.

Lord Cayvear joined them

"What lies below, I do not know," he told them "Thank you, Log-a-Log. Thank
you for your good work. Soon ny tribe will be safe once nore. W will be
conpl ete masters of all Bat Muntpit, Bat Muntpit."

Log-a-Log patted the heavy tinber frame, made mainly fromthe w eckage of
WAt er wi ng.

"Aye, no sign of that owl now, though this gate should keep it away. That, and
a few sharp prods in its feathery bottom Don't |ike ows nyself."

The sun was up and shining brightly within an hour, but instead of clearing
the mst it seemed to nake it thicker. Martin and his friends were eager to
continue the quest. Politely they refused entreaties fromthe bats to stay as
| ong as
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t hey wi shed, though with a tinge of regret because of the kindness and
hospitality shown themby the tribe of Bat Muntpit.

Lord Cayvear presented themw th haversacks of fresh food and drink. The great
bat stayed inside the darkness of the exit hole with his tribe, away fromthe
gl aring sunlight.

Martin shook himheartily by the paw. "Now, put that barrier up as soon as we
| eave. Better safe than sorry, ny friend."

The little bats clung to Dinny. "Fly back through the earth and visit us one
day, visit us one day," they begged.

The nol e was visibly noved. "Doant 'ee fret, little bat uns. Thiz yurr nole'l
see 'ee suntine."

Log-a-Log gave final instructions as to the care and mai n" tenance of the
gate. Al three then stood for a monment in the awkward silence that often
marks the parting of friends. Martin was about to say that CGonff would have
conposed a ballad for the occasion, but he turned away with a sigh. Adjusting
the sword hilt about his neck, he faced the outer world.

They began the sl oping descent with Lord Cayvear's whispered farewell in their
ears.



"Qur spirit flies with you. May you find what you quest for, what you quest
for."

The going proved not too difficult. They dug their paws into the | oose scree
and shal e, hal f-wal ki ng, hal f-sliding.

"I'f only Gonff were here,” Martin could not help remarking. "He'd renenber the
exact words of the Skyfurrow poem Let ne see, now. 'Land lost in m st and
gray-brown treacheryl-er sonmething like that. | can't recall it properly."

D nny braked hinsel f against a boulder. "Nay, nor do oi. Proper owd pudden
'eads us be, hurr hurr.”

Log-a-Log took a chunk of rock and tossed it outward. It fell down into the
m st, vani shing conpletely.

"Usual |y some kind of swanmp or nmarshland under mist like that. We'd best keep
our wits about us down there," he warned.

It was midday when they finally reached the bottom and. The mi st was dense and
hi gh above their heads. It blocked out the sky, leaving the travelers in a
worl d of swirling fog. Dark squel chy nmoss and sliny weeds carpeted the ground,
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dotted with wide areas of evil-smelling fungus. Here and there rivulets ran
as if trying to find a way out of this oppressive region

D nny gazed into the mst. "Yurr, be that sunmat nobven over yon?"

They stopped to peer. Log-a-Log rubbed his eyes. "It might be. Then again, it
m ght be the nmist playing tricks. If you let your imagination run away with
you, ail sorts of shapes start popping up."

The travel ers | eaned against a | arge hunped rock to take their noon neal.
Martin broke off sone bread. "I've got the strangest feeling that we're being
wat ched, " he said, chewi ng as he spoke.

D nny tapped the rock. "Diggen claw be a-tellen oi that too, Marthen."

Suddenl y, behind them six huge toads bearing the ends of a twi sted reed net

| eaped fromthe top of the rock. Passing right over the travelers' heads, they
| anded square on the ground, neatly trapping the three friends tightly
underneath the net.

One toad poked a trident at them
"Krryoi k gl ogflugg glunbatt. Catchincaught threehere!"

Tsarm na pushed her party hard into the fastnesses of Mss-flower. She halted
frequently to sniff the earth or trace the pawprints in soft ground.

"No mstake, this is them all right. Look here: ny traitor brother, carrying
somet hi ng heavy, by these deep prints. Keep going. Dawn can't be too far off;
we' Il give those woodl and-ers a breakfast they won't forget.'

H gh in a tree above Tsarnm na's force, Barklad the squirrel sat nuttering to
hi nsel f, "Too many heads to count. Looks like nost of Kotir has been nobilized
to track us down."



He vaulted off across the high green terraces to make his report.

Cludd pointed with his spear. "Blood spots, Mlady." The wildcat Queen
i nspected sticky dark red fl ecks brushed

off on the |eaves of a lilac bush

' "Otter. That nust be the one who tricked us into thinking
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he was a fox—Patchcoat. He took the arrow that was neant for G ngivere."

Cludd ground his teeth. "Patchcoat, eh? | want that one mysel f, wounded or
not. He's wearing ny Captain's cloak."

Tsarm na pushed onward. "Take who you pl ease, but G ngivere's mne. Leave him
to me," she ordered.

The sol diers marched forward confidently, mnmade brave by sheer weight of
nunbers.

Not far from Canp WIllow, the ancient gnarled tree that was its namesake bent
lithe boughs over the clear flowing river. Beneath its branches the dawn Iight
filtered through onto the party who had gathered round the |last resting place
of the Mask. Smooth river boulders in a cairn marked the spot; flowers and
decorated otter slings were laid on the grave in tribute to a fallen conrade.

Ski pper sighed heavily, turning away to join Lady Amber, who was listening to
Barklad's report. Cold fury had overtaken the otter leader's grief; at his

i nsi stence there would be none but otters to face the oncom ng hordes of
Kotir. Lady Anber wisely acceded to her friend s w shes, but not before she
had outlined a few plans of her own.

"Do what you have to, Skipper, and good luck to you. The whole of Kotir is
abroad in Mossflower, so be careful. However, this is an opportunity we mnust
not mss. | have sent messengers to Brockhall. No doubt the Forenole and his
crew woul d wel come a chance to inspect Kotir while the cat's away. | wll take
my force to make sure they get there and back in safety. Agreed?"

Ski pper greased his sling with slippery bark and checked the rows of
danger ous-1 ooking otter javelins sticking point down into the bank

" Agreed!"

Ashleg was first to sight the river, heavily swathed in norning mst from bank
t o bank.

"We've been here before, Mlady," he rem nded her. "This is where we | ost
G ooner. Surely this isn't where they have their headquarters?'

The Queen of the Thousand Eyes peered into the msts
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ahead. "No matter. This is where the trail |eads; here is where they' |l be.
What' s that?"

Cl udd stood forward brandi shing his spear. "It's that otter, M|l ady. Look, the



i nsolent hound is still wearing ny cloak. Let me at him"

Tsarm na nodded toward the spectral figure that stood weathed in the msts.
"CGet to it, dudd," she conmmanded. "CObviously they know we've been follow ng.
"Il check around for surprises. W won't be fooled a second tinme. GCh and

d udd—

"Yes, Ml ady?"

"See you finish the job properly, if you want to wear that cloak as a Captain
again."

Hefting his spear O udd advanced on the cl oaked figure. "You just leave it to
me, Majesty. Right, Patchcoat, let's settle this once and for all," he
chal | enged.

Ski pper stepped out of the tendrils of mst, shedding the cloak. "I'mready
for you, weasel. The one you called Patch-coat was ny brother. You're not fit
to lick his paws. | will give you your cloak back to take with you to the

gates of Dark Forest; they have a special place for cowards there."
Stung by the insult, Cudd bellowed with rage as he charged.

Ski pper allowed hinmself a grimsmle of satisfaction. Flexing his powerful
linbs, he hurled hinmself |ike an uncoiling spring at the oncom ng weasel.
Di sregardi ng weapons, the two creatures | ocked together on the ground,
snarling and tearing at each other |ike savage beasts.

Martin, Dinny and Log-a-Log struggl ed hel pl essly, floundering about in the net
like fish out of water. The nore they noved, the tighter they were entw ned.
Martin realized this, and lay still.

"I am Martin the Warrior," he called out. "These are ny friends D nny and
Log-a-Log. Why have you done this to us? W nmean you no harm W are only
travel ers passing through. Turn us | oose, please."

The toads turned to each other. They made unintelligible clicking and
gol | opi ng noi ses, seenming to find the whol e busi ness highly anusing. Their
| eader jabbed warningly at
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the captives. "Krrglug, yukyuk! Quietnow, furnouse. Danpwatchsay conmenow. '’

The prisoners were dragged uncerenoniously along the nmuddy ground. O her toads
cane out of the mist to join the procession. Wen they finally reached their
destination, the captives were surrounded by a veritable army of the
creatures.

The | eader threw the net ends over a stake driven into the ground. He spread
hi s webbed cl aw nenbranes. "Krrpl ok! Seehere, onenole twomouse, Marshgreen say
what ?"

Seated on a huge fungus carved into the |ikeness of a high throne was a toad
bi gger than the rest. Far nore repulsive, too. It had no warts and was a sliny
wet green color. Its great translucent eyes filmed over as it blinked at the
captives. Fireflies danced in opaque plant-holders, and four nore toads stood
guard around the throne with tridents. The big toad gave an ungai nly hop down
to the ground and stood in front of the trio, blinking ceaselessly, its great



wobbly throat pul sating.
"Krrkl ok! Goodfind, Danpwatch. Furnouse nmakehappy Marshgreen.”

Martin decided that politeness was at an end. They were being treated |ike
trophies. The warrior nouse's voice was |oud and angry. "See here Marshgreen
or whatever they call you. You' ve no right to treat us like this. Now set us
free, this instant!" he demanded.

The assenbly of toads gave a bubbly cry of shock at the blatant disrespect to
their ruler.

Marshgreen inflated his throat until it swelled |like a balloon. H s eyes
bul ged 1i ke button nushroons.

"Spl akkafrott! Mut hshut mousefur. Cheekybeast. Take-three, throw n
Scr eanhol e. "

The conpany of toads waddl ed and hopped excitedly, brandishing their tridents.
"Krrpl akoggl e! Screamhol e, throw n Screanhol e!l™

"Look over there," Log-a-Log whispered to Martin. "I might have known it
woul dn't be spring without those two weeds sprouting again.”

It was the newt and the grass snake, \Whipscale and Deat h-coil. The unsavory
pair saw they were noticed and grinned w ckedly.
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"D you fancy standing on ny tail again, shrew?"

"Cho, you three are in for it now"

D nny shook the net. "Goo boil yurr 'eads, sloibeasts.”

Deat hcoil stood alnost on the tip of his tail. "Not until we've seen you
thrown into the Screamhole with the Snake-fish."

Before they had a chance to find out what Deathcoil was tal king about, the
trio were dragged along in the net once nore. The journey was not so long this
time; it was far speedier because the net was haul ed by many nore toads.

They halted at what appeared to be an overgrown well. Its large circul ar bore
di sappeared deep into the earth. Thick ferns drooped about the edges, grow ng
down into the pit.

Mar shgreen canme waddling up with the snake and the newt. They were flanked by
toads carrying firefly lanterns on their trident forks.

"Krrpook! Snakefish feedwell, Marshgreen bringyou fur-nmouse,” the toad ruler

call ed down the dark wel | hol e.

A toad presented Marshgreen with an el aborately carved trident. He jabbed it
cerenoniously at the captives in the net, then jabbed it three tinmes toward
the well. The assenbled toads flattened thensel ves agai nst the ground,
chanting, "Snakefish m ghtyone, stayin Screanhole, eatup furnouse, |eaveal one
Danmpwat ch! "

Martin and his friends |ay apprehensively listening as the chant grew | ouder.
Suddenly it stopped. The toads holding the net spilled it open, tugging it



backward vi gor ously.

Martin, Dinny and Log-a-Log were shot forward through the tracery of
overhanging fenms. Deep into the Screanhol e.

Tsarmi na had detail ed her archers to scatter volleys into the trees and brush
in case of conceal ed woodl anders. They fired off a desultory salvo, then al

el se was forgotten as they broke off to watch the battle between Skipper and
Cudd at the water's edge.

Jaws | ocked, the conbatants rolled over and over. Loam and sand flew in al
directions as they bit, grappled and kicked, raking each other wi th heavy
claws. The very ground shook
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at their wildness. Fur hung on the dawn air. Blood spattered into the river.

It was not too long before Cludd realized he was outmatched by the power and
fury of Skipper; now he was fighting for his life. The weasel tried to pul
free fromthe naddened otter, but to no avail. His breath sobbed raggedly in
his throat as he strained to reach the spear he had dropped in the first

char ge.

Ski pper, aware of what C udd was up to, squirned over, rolling himin the
opposite direction to the weapon. Suddenly O udd grabbed a pawful of sand and
ground it into his opponent's eyes. Tenporarily blinded, Skipper furiously
tried to clear his vision, unwittingly freeing Cudd. Seizing his chance,

Cl udd bounded up and snatched the spear. Wth a savage scream he charged at
his floored adversary, leveling the point at Skipper's unprotected neck

Through a sandy haze, Skipper saw the weasel conming. He rolled to one side. As
he did, his paw cane in contact with the Captain's cloak he had shed upon the
bank. Sweeping it up and over in one continuous novement, the otter netted

C udd, head and haunches. Falling over backward, Skipper felt the breeze of

t he spearpoint pass his ear.

He thrust upward mightily. Al four paws connected squarely with Cudd' s body.
The weasel shot high in the air, envel oped by the cloak, landing with a cry of
shock. His fall had been broken upon the otter javelins that stood fixed in

t he ground.

Oter javelins are pointed at both ends!

Chaos broke | oose. Tsarnmina hurled her troops forward at Skipper. A band of
otters broke cover, stopping themw th javelins and slingstones. Skipper
bounded gracefully tail over ears into the river, followed by his crew, who
took the liberty of rattling a last furious salvo at the soldiers of Kotir.
Pushed on by those behind, several of the front ranks spilled into the water.

Tsarm na was anong the first to go headlong into the river. Panic overtook the
wi | dcat as she floundered in the water. "Qut, get me out," she screaned.

"Qui ck, before they |oose the pike!"

Hurri edly she was dragged up onto the bank.
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Furt her upstream there was a barking | augh of victory as Skipper's head broke
the surface. "The weasel got his cloak back, cat. It's pinned to him™"



The river closed with a swirl on the last of the otters. Tsarmina raced up and
down the bank, snatching spears fromher soldiers, hurling themvindictively
at the water.

"Come out, woodl anders, stand and fight!" she chall enged.

Brogg, the weasel conpanion of Cudd, had taken the opportunity of extracting
the cloak fromthe javelins and his friend' s body. He squatted at the river's
edge, washing it through.

Few rips, bit of blood; still, it should clean up nicely, he thought.

Suddenly the cloak was being pulled into the water, dragging Brogg along with
it. Ashleg kicked himsoundly on the bottom

"Leggo, fool. TheyVe got the pike out."
Brogg had never let anything go so quickly.

Bel | a appeared on the opposite bank. "Stay out of our woods, cat," she said,
pointing a blunt claw at Tfcarm na. "l|ake your verm n away from Mossfl ower and
| eave us alone, or you will be defeated soneday.' *

Tsarmina ran to the water's edge, but halted at the sight of a dorsal fin
patrolling the river. Her voice was a hoarse scream

"I amthe Queen of the Thousand Eyes. | rule all Mbss-flower. One tinme | mght
have shown you nercy, but not now This is war to the death—your death,
badger! Archers!"

Before an arrow could be strung, Bella had gone.
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The Screanhol e was dark and slimy. Martin, Dinny and Log-a-Log | anded with a
splash in muddy water. The nole slipped upon a snooth bul ky object.

"Yurr, wot be that?" he wondered al oud, as he spat out fetid water.

"Don't hang about down there, matey. Here, reach up and I'Il give you a lift."
The voi ce bel onged to CGonff!

Martin and his friends | ooked up. They could not see daylight or hear the
toads. Above themwas a hole in the pit wall; Gonff stood at its entrance,
holding a firefly lantern in his paw. The little nousethief |ooked dirty and
wet, but as cheerful as ever.

Martin was overjoyed. "CGonff, you old thief, is that really you?"

Their | ong-1o0st compani on shook with silent nmirth as he held up a cautionary
paw. "Shush, matey. Not so loud. You'll wake up the big feller. Here, grab
this vine and I'Il pull you up."

Gonff hauled Martin up; together they pulled Log-a-Log and Dinny to safety.
Al three shook water fromtheir coats and warmy hugged the little

nouset hi ef .

"Bring any rations with you, matey?" Gonff was hungry.



"Nay, 'ee toaden took'mall."
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Gonff | ooked disgusted. "Ch, that warty lot. |I mght've known."
Log-a-Log sat in the dryest spot he could find.

"But how did you conme to get down here?" he asked curiously. "W thought you
were dead for sure when we |ost you at the waterfall."

Gonff puffed his chest out indignantly. "M, dead! Not |ikely. Wen | went
over the falls |I must have been washed right underneath the nmountain by the
currents. Next thing I knew, I woke up with the snake and the lizard standing
over me. Foul reptiles, they'd bound nme tail and paw. | was taken up in front
of old Greenfrog, or whatever they call him Huh, the filthy ol d swanphopper
he'd been listening to the snake and the lizard, and wanted to know where |'d
hi dden you three. O course | told himto go and roast his fat green behind.
That was when he lost his tenper and had ne chucked in here with old
Snakefish."

"What's this Snakefish thing supposed to be?" Martin interrupted.

"Be? He's not supposed to be anything, matey. Snakefish is a giant eel. Big,
you never saw the like. He's like a wiggling tree trunk. Here, watch this."

Gonff prised a rock loose fromthe clay. Leaning out, he hurled it at what

| ooked |i ke a snooth boul der sticking out of the water. In the dimlight, the
brown muddy mess churned; boiling, as thick coils | ooped and weaved; thrashing
about with untold m ght.

Gonff shuddered. "That rascal nearly had ne. | was saved by the vine hangi ng
fromthis cave. Good job I'"'ma prince of clinbers. | still keep checking the
tip of my tail to make sure it's there—that's how close it was. Still, he's

not a bad old sort, providing he keeps his distance. Ch yes, we've even had a
conversation, Snakefish and ne. He was the chanpi on toadscoffer in ms part of
the country, until they laid a trap for himand he fell in here. Poor old
Snakefish can't get out now Still, they keep hi m happy enough by slinging the
odd eneny in here—the occasional fish, naybe a dead bird, passing travelers
too, of course. A d Snakefish wallops the | ot down, doesn't bother him™

Gonff |leaned out, calling to the eel, "I said, it doesn't bother you, does it,
bi g mat ey?"
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The surface of the dimwater parted with a whooshi ng upheaval and the head of
Snakefish appeared. It was something out of a nightmare: thick, w de,
silver-black, and the color of yellowivory beneath. A massive slablike head
hi ssed and swayed, revealing countless teeth, pure white and needlelike. Two
savage jet eyes watched themw th unblinking intensity. Coils of flexible
steely muscle rippled and undulated with a life of their own.

Snakefi sh spoke.

"One day | will find my way out of here, then | will taste the toadflesh
again."

Dinny saluted with his digging claw. "Let's "ope 'ee do, zurr. You mscoff a



few for uz. 'Spect you' m passen fond of 'ee toaden."

Snakefish clouded his eyes dream |ly. "Aaaaahhhh nmeeeee. There's nothing so
tasty as a brace of plunp toads. Unless it's two brace.'

Log-a-Log shifted his paws nervously. * '"Er, right first tine, sir. Look at
us, all string and fur. Ugh! Way don't you slip out for a toad supper?"

Snakefish reared up, pushing his coils against the snooth walls of Screamhole.
There was no purchase for the great eel. He slid back into the water.

"See, | have given up trying," he said sadly. "Each attenpt only nmakes these
wal I s nore smooth and slippery. Strength alone is usel ess down here."

Martin had the glimer of an idea forming in his mnd. He decided to risk
broachi ng the matter.

"Li sten, Snakefish, | have a proposition to put to you. Suppose we hel ped you
out of here, would you | eave us to go our way in peace w thout harm ng us?"

The great head submerged nonmentarily, energing again beneath the hole. Martin
felt that if Snakefish really tried he could reach them The eel slid back a
little to reassure them

"I'f you could free me, | would | eave you to go at liberty where you will," the
eel promised. "I would rather eat toad than nouse. Besides, | need to take ny
revenge on the tribe of Marshgreen. But you had better decide quickly; before
t he passing of another day | will need to eat. Do you understand ne?"

The warrior nouse replied for themall.
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"We understand perfectly, Snakefish. Now, will you | eave us alone while we
formulate a plan. 1'Il give you a call the noment we are ready."

The sinister giant slid noiselessly back into the nurky waters.

Gonff giggled nervously, "Right, mateys. Thinking caps on, or it's npuse,
shrew and nmole pie for dinner tomorrow "

Kotir was deserted. The entire garrison had been .nobilized to pursue the
wood| anders.

Abbess CGermai ne and Forenol e stood at the wi ndow of Tsarm na's hi gh chamnber,
| ooki ng out over the forest.

They had di scovered little. Kotir was as grimand nean as any self-respecting
woodl ander coul d i magi ne it—danp and oppressive, riddled with dank crunbling
roonms and passages where feeble torches guttered fitfully against fungus and
noss-cl ad masonry. As to supplies, it was useful to know that they were at a
low ebb in the fortress.

Foremol e tugged his snout reflectively. "Hurr, marm Baint even wurth
a-carryen off they mangeful vittles."

Mol es and mice had searched the stronghold thoroughly; it was a enpty carrion
nest .

Col unbi ne wandered through the deserted arnory with dd Dinny. Al the weapons



had been taken off by the soldiers of Tsarm na

The Loamhedge nouse curled her lip in disgust. "Ch, what's the point of
wandering around a filthy evil junble |like this?"

The venerabl e grandsire of Young D nny was too busy carrying out his own
research to answer. He sniffed the floor between paving cracks, tapped upon
wal I's, dug his claws into rotten beams, all the while nuttering to hinself,
"Burr, oi'mgetten a feelen in noi diggen claws 'bout this yurr fort'ica-tion
O "'mbound to 'ave a sniff round yon cells."

Col unbi ne went up to join the Abbess in Tsarm na's apartments. She could not

hel p noticing the vast difference between the | uxurious trappings of the

Queen's quarters in contrast to the squal or of the barracks.

"Abbess, | think I'd sooner live wild in the woods than
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endure this dreadful place. Have you seen the way she treats her sol diers?"

The Abbess ran a thin paw over the tawdry hangi ngs and stai ned rugs, which

Tsarmi na had spoiled in her rages. "Yes, child. Now you know the difference

bet ween the way these animals live in conparison to honest woodl anders."

Foremol e had only one word to express his disgust: "Durt-bags!"

The Abbess | ooked pensive; an idea was formng in her mnd

"Col unbine, this place is deserted. Wiy couldn't we take it?"

"Goodness, is this our peaceful Abbess speaki ng?" the young Loanmhedge nouse

replied, with a twinkle in her eye. "Actually, | was thinking the sanme thing

nmysel f earlier. The answer is that we are not warriors, and our forces are

split; the otters and squirrels are out in the woodl ands. Besi des, we woul d

find ourselves in the position of being unarmed and wi thout food supplies. How

long could a little party like ours |ast out?"

The ol d mouse shook her head wonderingly. "Goodness, is this our little

Col unbi ne speaki ng? Strategies, supplies, |ack of weapons, divided forces
Maybe you m ssed your true vocation, young maid. Perhaps you would have

fared better as an arny commander. | bow to your superior mlitary know edge,

General Col unbine. ™"

The young mouse | aughed heartily and curtsied.

A d D nny cane shuffling in. The Abbess noticed he was | ooking highly pl eased
about sonet hi ng.

"Hullo, Od Din. My, ny, youVe got a light in your eyes."

Col unbi ne cl apped her paws. "Oh, youVe found sonething. Do tell us, please!"
The old nole tapped a paw in his snout, w nking broadly.

"Do you'ns foller oi now G'll show 'ee a gurt new way outten thiz stink."

Mystified, they followed him As they wal ked, they talked, and A d Di nny
i nparted a plan to Col unbi ne and t he Abbess.



Lady Anmber stood in the thickets with Barklad. Together they watched the east
gate.
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Anmber tapped the ground inpatiently.
got to?"

"Where in the name of acorns have they

"Shall | take a party in and bring 'em out, marn?" Bark-1ad asked, noting her
anxi ety.

Anber | ooked up to the high chanmber window. "No, give it alittle while yet.
But | tell you, Bark, | don't Iike hanging about this place. Look, they've not
even posted sentries or |ookouts at the wi ndow. How are we supposed to |et
them know i f the cat and her troops are on their way back? Ch, where have they
got to?"

"Roi ght yurr be'ind 'ee, marm"™

Startled, the squirrel swng round. There was Forenole, the Abbess too, and
Col unbi ne—everyone that had gone into Kotir, down to the |ast nole and nouse.

"By the fur, where did you lot spring fron"

Col unbi ne stroked her friend' s gray head. "It was A d D nny—he found a secret
way out. We went beneath the cells. It's a sort of cavern with a lake in it.
W, or should | say Grandpa Di nny, found a noving slab, and underneath it was
a tunnel that traveled along for a while then went up. W followed it and cane
up into a hollow oak stunp—that one right behind you."

Lady Anmber curled her tail in amazenent. "Well, ['Il be treebound!"

The Abbess gave a wy chuckle. "If we put your discovery together with Ad
Dinny's plan, we may have a final solution to the problemof Kotir."'

Col unbi ne could not help interrupting. "I'Il bet Gonff, Young Dinny and Martin
wi Il have the solution too when they return fromtheir quest with Boar the
Fi ghter."

"No doubt they will, child," the Abbess nodded. "But they have been | ong gone.
Who knows when they will return. Bella has said that it is a |ong journey
fraught witfi danger. Besides, how do we know that Boar the Fighter stil
lives? | do not wish to alarmyou by saying this, but, all things being equal
we nust have plans of our own. Merely sitting waiting on Boar's return wll
not help Mossflower; we nust all act to the best of our abilities. Werever
your Gonff is at this nonent with Martin and the young nol e, you can wager
that they will be giving of their utnpst. Let us hope that they will be both
saf e and successful in their quest."
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They made their way back to Brockhall that fine spring noon, unaware that they
were passing on a parallel course to Tsarmi na and her returning army.

The wi |l dcat Queen was in a foul temper. "I wouldn't give a pawful of noul dy
bread for the lot of you, standing gawpi ng while your Captain gets slain by an
otter."

From somewhere in the junbled ranks a voice nurmured inpudently, "Huh, |
noticed you didn't leap forward to help Cdudd."



Tsarmina whirled on the troops in a fury. "Just let ne catch the one who said
that! You bunch of buffoons couldn't even get a single arrow off at that
badger. GCh no, you stood there like a load of frogs catching flies."

As she turned to press on, the voice continued nmuttering, "Well, youVe got the
bi ggest bow. Wy didn't you use it?"

Tsarm na grabbed her unstrung bow fromthe pine marten and flail ed
i ndi scrim nately about her

"Ashleg, | want that cheeky beggar found," she shrieked.

**|ta the Queen, d'you hear? I'Il make an exanpl e of whoever it is.

The pine marten dropped back. Marching at the rear, he bobbed up and down to
see if he could catch the cheeky one unawares.

When the arny straggled wearily back into Kotir at mdday, Tsarmina' s tenper
had not i nproved.

"Ashl eg," she commanded. "Dismiss this |oad of ninconpoops. Send themto their
barracks. I'Il be up in ny chanbers."

Ashl eg was stunping his way round to the front when the voi ce was heard again.

**Oh, that's nice, lads. Wsh |I had confy chanbers instead of a danp
barracks. "'

Tsarmina turned to confront the sea of blank faces, but she stifled her reply
and contented herself by el bowi ng her way savagely through the ranks to the
mai n door.

*'Dinny, | was thinking—ould you burrow upward through the side of this
cave?"

The nole tested the walls with his digging claws.
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"Loik as not, Marthen. But 'ee'd need diggen claws loik oi to foller upp'ard
if we'nall t'get outten 'ere.”

Martin patted his friend' s velvety back. "Good nole, Din. W only need you to
reach the surface, then you can | ower sonething down so we can all clinmb out."

Dinny wi ped his paws. "Stan' outten this yurr nole's way. Yurrgooi!"

Wth a nmol e's undoubted digging skills, Dinny was soon burrowi ng i nward and
upwar d.

Martin reported the plan to Snakefish as Log-a-Log and CGonff backpawed the
freshly dug earth out of the way into the pit bel ow

Ni ght and day were of little consequence in the msty world of the nmarshes.
The toads had lingered awhile on the edge of Screamhole, but there was little
to see, and their enjoynment was marred by the fact that no screans issued from
the well. One by one they drifted off, back to the Court of Marshgreen

Deat hcoil and Whi pscal e stayed, however. They sat by the Screanhole, waiting
to hear the cries of their foes as Snake-fish did his grisly work.



The newt felt the stunmp of his new growi ng tail
"What' s happeni ng down there? Has the Snakefish gone to sleep?" he snarled.

Deat hcoil stretched leisurely on the ground. "Patience! Have you ever known
any -creature to escape what happens in the Screanmhol e? Snakefish is probably
feeling sluggish fromlying in that nuddy water for so long. He'll liven up
when the hunger drives him You'll see. Sit down here and wait a bit."

The unsavory pair stretched out side by side.

They had been dozing for some considerable tinme when the earth beneath them
began trenbling.

Deat hcoil pulled to one side, rearing up. "Did you feel that? The ground's
shaki ng. "

The newt scanpered out of the trenbling area. "Qick, let's get out of here.”

H s conpanion slithered behind. "No, wait, it's only in that one spot," he
called out. "The ground is quite still over here. Let's get behind that rock
and see what happens.”

In a short while, two digging claws and a npoi st snout broke
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t hrough the ground surface. Young Dinny energed fromthe earth, shaking soi
fromhis coat. Going to the edge of the Screanmhole well, he called down,
"Doant wurry, soon 'ave ee outen thurr, ho urr."

The spies behind the rock slithered away to inform Marsh-green and his toads
of what they had seen

Tsarmi na slept heavily after the night spent in Mssflower Wods. The

ni ght mare visited her dreans again; once nore she was engul fed by cold, dark
rushing water. It fl ooded her senses as she fought feebly against the nuddy
engulfing tide that filled nostrils, ears and eyes. At the very nonent when
she felt all was |ost and drowni ng was inevitable, she cane awake with a
start. Stumbling heavily, she slunped on the floor, pawing the solid stones to
reassure herself. Stone was real; it was good. These stones bel onged to her
Queen of the Thousand Eyes. She | ooked gratefully at the floor.

That was when she saw the pawprints in the dust.

Two nice and two nol es!

Fortunately, Ashleg was hal fway up the chanber stairs when he heard the Queen
screeching his nane. As quickly as his wooden |inmb would allow, he hop-skipped
t he remai nder of the distance. Bursting into the chanber, Ashleg found hinself
confronting a Tsarmi na he had not encountered before. The wildcat sat on the
floor, hunched up in a cloak that had once bel onged to her father. She was
rocki ng back and forth, gazing intently at the stone floor

Ashl eg cl osed the door and bowed apprehensively.

"Your Majesty?"

Tsarm na did not ook up. "Mce and noles. Search this roomfor mice and



nol es. "
"Inredi ately, Ml ady."

Ashleg did not stop to question the order. Knowi ng how dangerous Tsarmi na's
nmood coul d becone, he set about the task. Peering into the cupboards, | ooking
beneath the table, behind the wall hangi ngs and drapes, the pine marten
searched the entire roomthoroughly.

**No mice or noles here, Mlady," he reported.

Tsarm na sprang up, pointing inperiously at the door. *' Then go. Search the
whol e of Kotir!"
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Ashl eg sal uted and hobbled swiftly to the door
“"No, wait!"

He halted, not sure of which way to turn next. Tsarmina was smiling at him
Ashl eg gul ped visibly as she put a paw about his shoul ders.

"Ashl eg, where is G ngivere?"

"He escaped, Majesty. You foll owed himyourself,"” he replied, puzzled.

"Ch, cone now, you don't fool me," Tsarm na chuckl ed, al most good-naturedly.
"First it was those two hedgehogs that escaped—but they didn't really, they
were here ail the time. Then there was the fox who was really an otter. Now ny
very own roomis covered in the tracks of woodl anders. Cone on, out with it,
old friend, you can tell ne."

Ashl eg began to be very frightened. "Mlady, I'msorry, but | don't know what
you're tal king about. I"'monly Ashleg. | served your father faithfully and now
| obey and serve only you."

Tsarmina smled knowi ngly. "Conpletely loyal to all ny famly, eh, Ashleg?"
"Ch yes, indeed, MIlady."

The nurderous claws shot out, burying thenselves into the pine marten's

shoul der through the feathered cape he wore. Tsarm na's whi skers brushed

agai nst his face as she snarled, "So, that's it. You're hel ping ny brother
now. G ngivere never really escaped, did he? It was all a trick. He's stil
here with those woodl anders. They're turning ny arny against ne. Maybe he was
with nme all the time | was in the forest looking for him Ha, he's a sly one,
that brother of mine. I'lIl bet it was himwho pushed me into the water when
the otters loosed the big pike . . . Ugh!"

Ashl eg's face was a mask of frozen agony. The claws dug deeply in him bl ood
was staining his cloak.

Suddenly Tsarm na rel eased hi mand scrubbed furiously at herself with the
cl oak she was weari ng.

"Uuuuuhhhh, deep, cold, sliny, dark water," she muttered incoherently.

Ashl eg backed quietly out of the chamber. The wildcat was oblivious to his
departure; she was battling the watery torrents in her imagination
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As the pine marten hobbled swiftly down the stairs, his Queen's ravings echoed
about the spiral stairwell.

"Stay away! Stay away! You won't get nme. | won't come near the water.'

Ashl eg's m nd was made up: he could not stop a nonment |onger. Tsarmna was a
mad Queen. Kotir was a place of danger to those who stayed there.

The | ate afternoon sun poured down over the ranparts of Kotir. Silence nmade it
frightening to the departing Ashleg; the |arge areas of dark shadow and sunlit
stillness unnerved him He had cast aside the pluned scarl et cape, exchanging
it for a dull brown homespun cl oak. Hurrying across the deserted parade
ground, Ashleg slipped through the gates and began wal ki ng sout h—away from
Tsarm na, Mossfl ower and dreans of anbitious conquest. Maybe there was
somewhere under a different sky where he could find a new way of |ife; naybe
somewhere there were friends waiting who knew howto live sinply, w thout

del usi ons of grandeur.

Perched in his high spruce, Argul or opened one eye. Never too proud to
scavenge, the eagle had satisfied his hunger with the results of the
confrontation at the river. Argufor's eye closed again lazily. Feeling ful
and tired, he slept on in the m staken hope that everything comes to hi mwho
wai ts.

Ashl eg had flown the coop; that is, if a pine nmarten with a wooden | eg does
ever fly.

D nny counted hinself [ucky. He had found the woven rush net that had carried
themto Screanmhole. Securing one end to a tree root, he pushed the remainder
over the edge of the pit.

"Yurr below, grab'n old of 'ee net, Marthen."

Unfortunately the net fell short of the travelers' grasp.

From above, the nole's voice was calling urgently, "Burr, 'asten now G 'ears
t hey t oadbags a-cunmen."

Gonff junped up and down with frustration. "Think of sonething quick, mateys!"”
Snakefi sh poked his nassive head up. "Sit on nmy head. | think | can reach it!"
"What ? Not likely!" Log-a-Log backed into the cave.
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"Ury, they' mnearly yurr!" Dinny called.

Sitting at the edge of the cave, Martin placed his paws on the huge reptilian
head and braced hinsel f against the skull ridge beneath the snooth skin.

"Push nme up, SnakefishE"
The great eel thrust upward, slid back slightly, then with a col ossal effort

reared out of the water and shot up like a bolt. Martin grasped the net,
keepi ng his purchase on the eel's head.



"Quick, bite!"

Snakefish's teeth clanmped onto the bottomof the net. He hung there a noment,
t hen began bunching his coils, the rough underskin finding contact with the
fi bers as he weaved his sinuous body into the neshes of the net.

Martin pulled upward. Snakefish secured hinself, and called, "I can nmake it
easily. Show yourselves, you two below. 1'Il loop ny bottomcoils around you
and lift you up with ne."

Log-a-Log and Gonff stood clutching each other, their eyes shut tightly as
they felt thensel ves enveloped in steely coils and lifted effortlessly.

Marshgreen and his toads | oomed out of the cottony mists. Three of them
waddl ed forward, trying to capture Dinny as the nole flayed about with heavy'
di ggi ng cl aws.

"Qurr, 'ee doant cum near oi, sloiny toadbags,"” he warned.

Deat hcoil and Whi pscale noticed too | ate the net fastened at the edge of the
Screamhol e. Martin came | eaping over the edge, |oosing stones fromhis sling,
fast and accurate. He bounced a rock off Marshgreen *s head, knocking him
flat.

@urgling screams of horror greeted the next arrival fromthe pit. The head of
Snakefi sh appeared, dripping |ike sone prineval nmonster fromthe abyss,
slitted eyes and white rows of teeth confronting the terrified assenbly.

"Toadfl esh!”™ Wth a bunching serpentine notion, the slayer of the swanps
pul l ed hinself clear of the pit, shedding his passengers in the sanme novenent.

Gonff and Log-a-Log sprang up, battling despite their bruised ribs.
Pandenoni um t ook over as Snakefish struck like a thunderbolt into the nearest
group of toads. Regardl ess of
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tridents and firefly lanterns, the giant eel went about the business of
sati sfying his i mense hunger.

Martin turned away, sickened by the grisly spectacle.

"Are you all right, Din?" he called anxiously. "Quick, Gonff, Log-a-Log. Let's
get out of here right now "

Gonff stared wildly into the mists. "Aye, but which way, matey?

"Hoo arr, this'n '1l1l show 'ee.'
groggy Marshgreen.

Young Dinny had a fierce headl ock on the

Martin grabbed a trident and poked the toad Chief.

"Good nmole, Din. Conme on, you. Lead the way due west, or I'll stick you on
this oversized dinner fork and feed you to Snakefish."

Mar sfi green waddl ed of f pl eadi ng mournfully, "Krrgloi k! Musefur notkil
Mar shgr een, showyou wayt ogo. "

In a short space of tine they were bl anketed on all sides by a mist so heavy
it drowned out even the far-off squeals of Snakefish's victins.



Log-a-Log watched the green bul k of the toad waddling ahead. "Well, at | east
he seems to know which way to go. What's next in your rhyme, Gonff?"

Wthout hesitation, Gonff reeled off Oav Skyfurrow s lines,

O feathered brethen of the air, Fly straight and do not fall, Onward cross the
wet gold flat, Wiere seabirds wheel and call.

Martin prodded Marshgreen lightly with the trident. "Do you know t hat place?"

The defeated toad Chief turned, blinking his eyefilms. "Krrploik! Notfar
notfar, shorebad, seabird eatyou eatne."

Martin |l eaned on the trident. "Ch, stop npaning, Geen-bottom We'Ill let you
go when we're free of this mst. Though it's nore than you deserve."

Eventual |y they reached a cl ear running stream They drank
some water while Dinny dug up edible roots.

"Qurr, rooten. They baint no deeper'n ever pie, no zurr.'
rock. "Don't worry, matey. If we ever

Gonff perched on a
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cone out of all this in one piece I'll steal the biggest pie in al
Mossfl ower, just for you."

Dinny closed his eyes dreamly. "Ur, a roight big ' n an' all furr this yurr
nole.”

Gonff broke into song.

It will be great, 1'll watch you, mate,
And you can dive right in.

But don't sing with your nouth full
"This pie is all for Din."

A crust as light as thistledown,

And filled with all you dream

Fresh vegetabl es, the best of fruit,

Al floating round in cream

D nny | ay upon his back, waving stubby paws. "Ojoy, O arpiness, an' al
furoi, 'ee say."
The trek was long and weari sonme; time stood still in the |land of the msts.

Martin longed to see natural daylight again, be it bright and sunny, or
cl ouded and rai ny.

They were negotiating a particularly soggy stretch of ground when Log-a-Log
remarked to Gonff, "Here, d'you reckon things have gone a bit darkish?"



Gonff jumped onto a tussock of dry reeds. "That's prob'ly because nighttine's
conmi ng on, matey."

Martin pointed. "Look, | can see the sky."

Sure enough, the mists were beginning to thin. Pale evening sky was plainly
vi sible fromwhere they stood.

Gonff made a further discovery. "See, on the other side of this grass, there's
sand. Looks like miles of the stuff.”

Hurriedly they junped onto the tussock to confirm Gonff's sighting. Behind
them Marshgreen picked up the trident and waddl ed of f, back into his domain
of swanp and m st.

The questors gazed in wonder at the scene before them On the horizon the sun
was sinking in a sheen of pearl gray and dusty crinmson. Martin's paw shot up,
poi nting northwest. "Look, the flanmes of Sal amandastron!”
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That same evening, the Corimassenbled in the main room of Brockhall. There
was much to be discussed. Goody Stickle bustled about laying the table, with
Coggs firmy attached to her apron strings. The little hedgehog did not
conpl ai n; besi des, speaking through a nmouthful of hot acorn scone dripping
with fresh butter and danson jam was not quite the formfor budding warriors
and daring escapers. He waved in passing to Ferdy, who was seated in a deep
arnchair with Ben Stickle.

Bet ween bites of his scone, Ferdy related a highly colored version of their
advent ur es.

"So ne and Coggs broke the door down and pounced on these three weasel s—er was
it stoats? No, they were weasels. Anyhow, there was six of them great ugly
verm n. Hoho, did we ever give themwhat for! The wildcat Queen was there, but
she took one | ook at us and ran away. Good job, too! D you know, Ben, me and
old Coggs there, we had to carry four squirrels off through the trees—er was
it otters? No, it was squirrels, I'msure. Saved them fromthose Kotir
sol di ers, though."

Ben Stickle w ped jam and crunbs from Ferdy's nout h.

"Must have made the pair of you powerful hungry. You haven't done anything but
eat since you got back, except talk, that is. Are you sure you never chattered
any of those stoats to death?"
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Wien the table was laid, silence fell as Bella entered the room

"My hall is your hone," she said. "Please fill your platters and eat the
excel l ent food. Thank you, CGoody Stickle, for this splendid table."

There was an inmmedi ate clatter of serving and good hunor.
"Pass that deeper V ever pie. Mnd you don't fall in."

"Hoho, is that |eek and onion broth | snell?"

"Mm fruit pie. Quch, it's hot!"



"Here, cool it down with some of this cream”

"Pass the butter, please.™

"Nut pudding! My old nmumused to make this."

"Aye, | renmenber CGonff pinching it fromher oven."

"Hahaha. Here, have a go at this quince and apple crunble.”
"Hey, who's used all the creanP"

" 'l say, Goody, you must give ne the recipe for your plum pudding."
"Ask your gran-she gave it to ne."

"Now, which will | have, October ale, cider or butterm]|k?"
"None. You're fat enough, Ben Stickle."

A pleasant time was passing eating the cel ebratory supper.
When the di shes were cl eared away, Abbess Gerrmai ne stood up

"Pray silence for our host," she call ed.

Bella took the floor. "Were are Ferdy, Coggs, Spike and Posy?"

Ben pointed in the direction of the dormtory. "Well abed and snorin' I|ike
chanpi ons, marm "

Bel | a bowed her head. "Then let us give a nonment of silence and thought to the
menory of a very brave otter, the Mask, w thout whom none of tonight's joy
woul d have been possible."

A respectful silence foll owed, broken only by an audible sniff from Skipper

Bella took a sip of butterm |k, then she w ped her eyes on the back of a heavy
paw.

"Now to business. First let ne say it has been a good day
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in many ways, mainly because Ferdy and Coggs are back safe with us. Also
because we have a new friend in our mdst—Gd ngivere. | amsure you wll al
join ne in saying that our hone is his for as | ong as he chooses to stay
here.”

"Thank you, Bella, and you too, my friends. But this cannot be," he said
sadly. "Tsarnmina is a very dangerous creature; ny presence here would only

endanger you all. | would never forgive nyself if any of you suffered because
of me. Tonight | will stay with you, but tonmorrow | will leave at first |ight
to go eastward through Mossflower, far away fromKotir and all it stands for

| could not stay here, knowing that | would be adding to your problems. If
Tsarmi na knew that | was here with you, she would go mad for revenge on us
all, and who knows what evils her dark mind could think up. Somewhere beyond
Mossflower | will make a fresh start. Thank you for all your help and

ki ndness. All ny life, wherever | am | wll carry the menory of ny woodl and



friends deep in nmy heart. If the tinme should arrive when | can return the good
treat ment you have shown ne, then rest assured, you will not even have to ask.
Il will help in any way possible, for | owe the woodl anders of Mssflower a
deep debt of gratitude."

The wi |l dcat sat down am d silence, which suddenly gave way to | oud appl ause
for his noble words.

Ben Stickle shook himfirmy by the paw

"M. Gngivere, sir, it'll break Ferdy an' Coggs' liddle 'earts to know you' ve
gone away. But one day I'lIl tell 'em when they're old enough to understand.
Thankee for looking after nmy liddle 'ogs, sir."

Bel | a banged upon the table.

"As you are aware," she continued, "our friends from Loamhedge and the
Foremole's crewrisked life and linb to find out about Kotir. dd D nny,
bel i eve you have sonething to tell us?

The ancient nole tugged his snout to Bella, then spread a barkcloth scroll
across the table.

"Hurr, now this yurr's Koateer, see. W'm been a commen an' goen all the wong
ways. See yurr, this'n's a map of b'low cells. They's a gurt cave an* | ake
under Koateer, also a tunnel wot'll lead 'ee out into an 'ollow stunp in
woods. "
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There were nmurnurs of wondernent fromthe onl ookers. AOd Dinny rapped a
di gging claw on the tabletop

"Foremol e an' oi bin a-plannen.'Ee'll tell about it; oi baint one furr
speechen. "

Foremol e threw up his paws and announced in a clear no-nonsense tone, "Fludd
"er out. Charmania woant stay in no floaten 'ouse.”

Hubbub broke out. Col unbine rushed to Forenole's side, waving the scrol
al of t.

"Please, listen to what | have to say," she shouted over the noise.
Abbess CGermai ne | ooked proudly at her ward as she began to speak

"I was with Foremole and A d D nny when we nmade the plan. Let nme explain.
First, it relies on the fact that Kotir lies in a |and depression. Mssflower
Wods itself is actually on nuch hi gher ground. The nol es have studied the
landfall."

Col unbine laid the scroll out, pointing at two areas of the table as if
referring to a |larger map.

"Over here and over here, the R ver Mss runs on a northeast course through

t he woods, then takes a sharp bend to the west. Sometine in the past there
must have been a large | ake where Kotir now stands, but this dried up when the
river changed its course. W have since found the remains of that |ake in the
cave beneath Kotir."



Lady Anber did not see the point. "But how does that hel p us, Col unbine?"

"Let the maid tell it," Skipper whispered in her ear. "I think |I've guessed
t he plan, though."

"If the noles were to dig fromwhere the river is closest to Kotir," Col umbi ne
continued, "they could nake fl ood tunnels fromthe banks of the R ver Mbss
down to the | ow and and straight into the cave beneath Kotir."'

Real i zati on dawned upon Lady Anber. ' "Then the old | ake bed would fill up
agai n!"

Excited shouts rang out.
"They' d be fl ooded!"

"Kotir would sink beneath the | ake!"

"CGood riddance too, | say!"

Ski pper bounded up onto the table. "If we can make
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sluicegates, me and ny crew will sink themon the riverbank to hold the water

back until the tunnels are conplete,"

Lady Anber | eaped up beside him "Leave it to the squirrels, Skip. W'll build
your floodgates. You just see to it that they' re sunk properly into the
banks. "

Foremol e was not the greatest of |eapers, but he clanmbered up on the table
besi des Amber and Ski pper.

"Ho urr, an' us noles'll dig "oles. W'll tunnel for 'ee, boi 'okey, us will!l"

Col unbi ne t hought the cheering and pawthunpi ng woul d never stop. All around
her, woodl anders were danci ng, huggi ng each other and whooping at the top of
their |ungs.

Bella had to pound the table for a long tinme until order was restored.

"Congratulations, Corim | think it is a good plan," she announced. "Best of
all, it will save open warfare and |loss of |life. Now, does every creature
present agree to the plan?"

There was a mass shout of approval. Every paw in the room shot up

"Aye!" "Then we shall carry out this plan. W nust, for | fear that Martin and
his friends are long overdue on their return. Having said that, | do not w sh
any of you to feel downhearted, for who can calculate the journey to and from
Sal anmandastron? We rnust hope and keep the faith in our friends' promise to
carry out their mssion. Maybe one day not too far fromnow | wll see ny
father, Boar the Fighter, cone striding through Mssfl ower Wods—al ong with
Martin, Young Dinny, and Gonff—to lead us to victory. \Werever the questers
and ny father are this day, let us wish themgood fortune."

A rousing cheer rang through Brockhall as Bella sat down and crossed paws wth
the Corim | eaders.



Abbess Gerrmaine had the final word at this neeting.

"Yes, friends, good fortune to those who traverse afar and good fortune to us

all. | think the plan is a good one," the frail old nouse told the assenbly.
"Even | and ny brothers and Loanhedge, unused to fighting and war, can see
that this will avoid unnecessary bl oodshed on both sides, for friend and foe

alike. A death is always a death. Bl oodshed is an awful thing. What we are
striving for is peace—keep this thought uppernost in your minds. If | had a
wi sh, it would
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be that we lived in harnmony with those at Kotir. But this cannot be. So let ne
say again, good fortune to the | overs of peace and right. Let liberty and
freedom be the | egacy that we | eave to those who follow us in the seasons to
cone. May they find true peace in Mssflower."

There was a reverent silence for what was, indeed, a heartfelt prayer.
The four travel ers were hungry.

They had risen before dawn and were on their way through the | ow sand dunes
where little el se grew but tough sand grass. Belts were tightened after the
previous night's nmeager supper'of a few roots which D nny had managed to
forage. The nole tried digging in the sand for edible material. He rubbed grit
fromhis eyes with weary paws.

"Qurr, baint no gudd diggen in this sloidy sarnd. Might as well try diggen
'oles in a river.'

Gonff wiped a dry paw across his mouth. "I'mthirsty nore than anything,
mat eys. What | wouldn't give for a good old beaker of cold cider right now "

Martin trekked on doggedly. "Look, it's no good goi ng on about what we haven't
got. We'll just have to keep our eyes peeled until food cones along. Here, |et
me show you an old warrior trick nmy father taught ne." He rumaged sone snooth
pebbles fromhis sling pouch. "Try sucking one of these. | knowit isn't as
good as a drink, but a pebble will keep your mouth noi st and stop you drying

up. "

Bei ng woodl anders, they were not used to traveling through soft sand. Even
Log-a-Log, who had nade such a journey before, found the constant sinking of
paws into dry shifting grit very tiring. Al four soon sat exhausted on top of
a dune. Martin picked up sonme sand. Letting it run through his paws, he
scanned the distance to where the mass of rock stood, but there was no |ight
issuing fromit in daytine.

Gonff spoke his thoughts aloud. "There stands Sal anan-dastron, mateys. And
here we sit, as far away fromit as ever. Not a crust nor a drink between us,
and sand all around. It's certainly hard going."

Log-a-Log stood up, brushing his fur free of sand.

"Wait here. IVe traveled in sand before, | may be able to help."
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He scranbl ed of f anong the dunes.

D nny scooped a small hole. He watched it fill up again. "Mi oP granfer



Dinny'd never b'lieve thiz, stan* on noi tunnel."

Martin stretched out upon the dune. "Well, at |east we've come this far. Don't
worry, mates. We'll make it sonmehow "

Log-a-Log returned carrying four thick pieces of wood-branches he had found at
t he edge of the dunes.

"Here, trimthese up," he told diem "They'll make good wal ki ng staves to help
us through the sand."

They set about trimming the branches with teeth, claws and knives.

Then they set off again. Wth the staves, the going was slightly better. Every
once in a while they spotted a small toad or a frilled newt from a distance,
but the creatures would either ignore themor scuttle off anobng the sandhills.
There was al so the odd small bird, which had to be shooed off with staves when
it becanme too inquisitive.

Log-a-Log found sonme soft grass with a mlky sap, and they chewed it as he
conj ectured what |ay ahead.

"Pretty soon we'll be out of these dunes and onto the firm sand. Maybe then
["I'l find something to eat. No water, though. Trouble is that nobst things on
the shore taste salty, and that makes you want water even nore. Ch, test the
sand with your staves as we go. Here and nere you may find sinking sands.

Wat ch out for those big seabirds too—gulls and such. They'll gobble up
anything at all. Show themyou' re not afraid; whack out at themw th your
staves, then they'll |eave you alone. Now, if you see any pools of water,
don't drink fromthem+t's all seawater, full of salt, tastes very nasty. One
| ast thing, stick together and don't wander off."

"That all, nothing el se?" Gonff |aughed and waved his staff. "Good, then what
are we | agging for?"

To their amazenent, the nousethief skipped off singing,

I mustn't drink the water

And there may be nought to eat.

Those gulls nay see a nouset hi ef

As just a tasty treat.

| step out bravely on the quest,

Across this funny | and,
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And when | di sappear they'll say, "He's found the sinking sand."

"Not hi ng keeps our Gonff down for long," Martin |aughed. "Come on, let's press
on,"

They came out of the dunes at m dafternoon. Before them stretched the shore:
flat solid sand, dotted with small rocky outcrops. The sun glinted like gold
| eaf on the shimering sea.



Log-a-Log ignored it and wal ked on. H s three conpani ons, however, could not
hel p stopping monentarily to stare in awe at the distant reaches of mghty
water. It staggered the imagi nati on of woodl anders who had never w tnessed
such a spectacle.

Dinny could scarce credit his first sight of the sea.

"Hurr, oi sees it, but oi doant berleeve it. Wurr do it all conme from
d ogl og?"

"They say it's always been there," the shrew shrugged. "Like the sky and the
ground. See this sand here with ridges on it like little waves? Well, that's
where the tidewater cones up to. You'll probably see it flooding in soon. Keep
your paws on the snmooth sand, here, this side of all these shells and
suchlike. That's called a tideline."

D nny was fascinated with the shells. He picked |ots of them up; when he could
carry no nore he would throw them away and start his collection afresh.

Wt hout warning, a black-headed gull swooped down at them Al four fell flat
upon the sand. Log-a-Log lashed out with his staff, catching it on the beak
and as it soared away, Martin hit it hard on the wing with a sling stone.

The gull wheel ed, scream ng angrily, then nore seagulls flewin to
i nvestigate. Soon the four friends were hard-pressed defending thensel ves
agai nst aerial invaders.

Waving his staff at an oystercatcher, Martin called to Log-a-Log, "I thought
you said they'd go away if we showed 'em we weren't afraid of seabirds?"

Log-a-Log thwacked a common gull across its webbed cl aws.

"You can never tell with these birds. Quick, let's make a run for it. There's
some rocks over yonder!"
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Waving their staves furiously, they dashed al ong the beach to where a rocky
outcrop thrust up fromthe sand. Finding a fissure between the rocks, they
huddl ed i n toget her.

The gulls wheel ed and circled awhile, screeching threateningly, diving toward
the rocks, but sheering off at the last noment. Finally they gave up and flew
off in search of other, easier prey.

Martin poked his head out into the open. "All clear, they've gone now " he
report ed.

Log-a-Log clinbed swiftly to the top of the rocks. "Look, mates—a rock pool
CGet the fishing tackle out,"

Locked tightly in by the rocks there was a beautiful mniature |ake of deep
seawater, crystal clear. They sat on the edge, gazing into the colorfu
dept hs.

"Look, there's shrinp, just like Skipper and the crew get fromthe R ver
Moss, " Gonff exclained. "Wat's that, Log-a-Log?"

"Where? Onh, that. | think it's called a starfish. Not very good to eat,
t hough. See here, attached to the rock? These are linpets. They're a bit chewy



to eat, but they'll keep us going."

D nny shook his head. "Nay, G oglog, thems shells loik *ee picken up out of
sarnd. "

The nol e was surprised when Log-a-Log managed to prise one lose with his
knife. He scooped the flesh out and cut it up, giving themeach a portion

*"Chew on this,"” he invited them "Go on, it's not poison."

Gonff pulled a face at the unappetizing |linpet flesh, but bravely he popped it
into his mouth and began chew ng.

"Tastes very salty," he conmented. "I bet you could chew this until next
harvest cane around and it'd still be bouncing off your teeth. Best swallow it
in one gulp."

Martin found some seaweed that tasted quite nild.

"Hey, try sone of this! It's |like Goody's cabbage with a bit too nmuch salt on
Not bad though."

Bet ween them they explored the different tastes of rock pool vegetation. The
shrinp were proving too difficult to catch, though Gonff sat determ nedly, his
line hanging in the water, baited with a piece of linpet. Gadually it was
taken by something which pulled it beneath an underwater | edge.
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"Haha, mateys, |'ve got a bite,’
supper!"

he shouted excitedly. "Look out, here cones

Assisted by Martin, he pulled and tugged at the line. Finally they hauled up a
smal | spidery object with a soft shell and two tiny claws.

"Throw it back. It's a crab!" Log-a-Log called urgently to them

Martin shook hold of the small crab as Gonff tried to unlatch its claws from
the segment of bait. There was a scrabbling and clattering noise at the
pool si de, and a huge carapace emerged.

Log-a-Log slashed the Iine with his knife, |eaving the baby crab to enjoy the
bait.

The water splashed away, displaced by a considerabl e bul k. Four bl ackish-gray
arnored | egs clawed their way over the edge of the rock

It was a fully grown crabl!

The nonster stood in front of them its eyes roving hither and thither on |ong
stal ks. Two |l arge pl ates opened, revealing a downward-slanting nmouth that shed
wat er and gaped open at them But it was the creature's claws that caused the
nost concern. Large powerful pincers, held high, snapping open and shut with a
noi se like steel hitting stone, they were studded with horny nodul es that
resenbl ed teeth.

"Back off. Don't try to fight it, you'll lose," Log-a-Log said, not taking his
eyes fromthe angry crab. "Keep backing off until we're on the sand. Then
we'll really have to run for it. Crabs can scuttle sideways very fast."



They retreated carefully. The big crab blew a bubble fromits mouth, | owered
its claws, snapped themviciously at the intruders and charged |ike |ightning.

Now t hat Cl udd was gone, Tsarm na needed a new Captain of the Guard, so she
pronot ed Brogg the weasel.

At first Brogg enjoyed his position of power. But of late he was sorry he had
ever donned the cloak of Captaincy, particularly when he was called up to be

i nterviewed by the Queen in her chanbers.

"Brogg, | made you Captain. You must find G ngivere. He has ki dnapped Ashleg."
"Yes, Majesty."
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"Find yoursel f another Captain. That stoat, Ratffank-he'll do," she suggested.
"I want you to go through the entire arny one by one."

"Go through the arny, MIady?" he asked, puzzled.
"Yes, jellybrains. You and Ratflank take them one by one to the ceils."
"Yes, Mlady."

"WIl you stop interrupting ne and listen! Al anyone ever says around here is

'yes, MIlady* or 'no, Mlady." "
"Yes, Mlady."
"Shut up!" Tsannina shouted irritably. "Get themone by one in a cell, pul

their whiskers, then check their fur. Is their tail their own tail?"

"Er, isit, MIlady?"

"That's what | want you to find out, nitwit."

"Ch yes. But why, M ady?"

Tsarm na paced the room her voice rising to a cracked crescendo. "Because one
of themis G ngivere in disguise, you clod. He's here, in ny fortress,
plotting against me. Get out and find him"

Later Brogg sat at a barrack roomtable, joined by Ratflank

and several other cronies. They were reduced to eating hard

bread and woodl and pl ants. Brogg sipped froma flagon. "Huh, at |east there's
still a drop of cider left. I tell you

mat es, the Queen has definitely taken a funny turn."
"Ch, | don't know, " Ratflank smrked. "She's still got
the sense to recogni ze a good stoat when she sees one. Look

at me, I'"'ma Captain now" One of the ferrets spat out a noldy crust. "Is that
some kind of cerenony you carried out, Brogg?"

he asked.



"What cerenpny, what are you tal ki ng about, Dogfur?" "Well, the way you took
Ratfl ank down to the cells and

twi tched his whiskers, then you pinched his fur and tw tched

his tail before you gave himthe Captain's cloak."

"Ch no. Matter of fact, youVe all got to have it done." "What, you nean we're
all going to be made Captains?' "Caw, | wish old Lord Greeneyes was here now,
mat es, "

Brogg sighed gloonily as he cupped his head in his paws.
**Or even the other one, G ngivere."
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# x *

Warm sunrays cascadi ng through the | eaves mingled in harmony with the peace of
Mossfl ower Wbods. Somewhere a cuckoo was calling, and young ferns curled their
tendril tops toward bl ossom on the branble.

G ngi vere had travel ed east since early norning, never once turning his head
to | ook back toward Brockhall. He sat with his back to a sycamore and opened
t he satchel of food given himby the woodl anders. The very sight of a homely
oat cake brought a lunp to his throat at the thought of the good fnends he had
| eft behind, especially of little Ferdy and Coggs.

Wth unshed tears bright in his eyes, G ngivere wapped the food up. He
continued wal ki ng east through the peaceful flowering forest.

240
33

Martin leaped to the fore as the crab cane charging forward. "Hurry, get down
to the sands," he shouted urgently. "I'Il try to hold this thing off. Go on,
get going!"

The three travelers would not run and desert their friend. They backed away
slowy to the edge of the rocks, while Martin, facing the crab as a rearguard,
foll owed them

The crab woul d make a scurrying attack then back off, suddenly changing tack
to shuffle in sideways. Not having time to use his sling, Martin hurled
several well-placed stones at the maddened creature. They made a hol | ow

cl unki ng noi se as they bounced off the tough crabshell. Each tine it was hit,
the crab would halt, pulling its eyes in on their |ong stal ks. Hol di ng one
claw high and the other out level toward them it advanced—for all the world
like a fencer minus his sword. The huge cl aws opened and shut, cl acking

vi ci ousl y.

Fromthe top of the rocky outcrop where they stood to the sand bel ow was a
forbiddingly long drop. Log-a-Log teetered on the brink, shutting his eyes
tight at the dizzy height. Wthout a second thought, GonfF grabbed the shrew s
scrubby coat with one paw, held tight to Dinny's digging claw with the other
and j unped.



As Dinny felt hinself being pulled fromthe smooth rock surface, he seized
Martin's tail with his free digging claw

The crab dashed forward, only to find its pincers nipping nothing. dutching
paw to fur to clawto tail, the travelers
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sailed out into midair and plumeted downward, narrowly missing the jutting
rocks that projected fromthe nmain nmass.

Bunp!

They | anded flat upon the beach sand with a dull thud that knocked the breath
fromtheir bodies.

Martin was first to recover. He sat up, rubbing his back, feeling as if his
tail had been dragged out by the roots. Dinny lay facedowmn. He lifted his
head, snorted sand, and | ooked up at the rock face.

"Hoo arr. Lookout, 'ee commen doawn!" he war ned.

Sure enough, the crab was scranbling and scuttling sideways down the rocks
toward themw th surprising agility.

Ignoring his injuries, Martin ran to face the arnmored nenace as his friends
recovered fromthe fall. Gabbing a stave, he hit out strongly at the
creature.

Wth a | oud clack, the crustacean caught the flailing stave between both its
claws, imediately locking tight onto it, wenching the weapon fromthe
warrior's grasp

Martin felt totally helpless as he readied hinmself for the crab's next nove.

VWhirling and pranci ng about on the sand with its slitlike nmouth gapi ng and
frothing, the crab clutched nmadly at the stave. Martin could only stare in
amazement at the dancing nonster as it jigged about, holding the stave high in
its nurderous claws.

Log-a-Log tugged at the warrior's paw. "Conme on, Martin. Let's get going while
we can. That crab doesn't seemto want to let go of the stave!'*

"Ha!" CGonff snorted. "It's not a case of wanting. It hasn't got the sense to
rel ease the stave. Can't you see?"

As if to prove his point, the little nmousethief joined the crab and actually
began dancing along with it. Round and round they went, Gonff comically
following his strange partner's every twist and turn. Furiously the crab
waggl ed its stal ked eyes, opening and closing its nouth as it pranced crazily
around, still clasping the stave tightly.

Martin and his friends nursed their arching ribs, trying not to |augh too
hard. Tears streanmed down their cheeks at Gonff's antics.

"Ch hahahahooohooo. Stoppit, Gonff, please,” Martin
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begged. "Heeheeheehahaha. Come away and | eave the silly beast al one.



Hahahaha! "

Gonff halted; he doffed a courtly bow at the enraged crab, "My thanks to you,
sir. You truly are a wonderful dancer."

The crab stood glaring at Gonff, with a mxture of ferocity and bafflenent as
t he nouset hi ef continued his polite conplinents.

"Ch, | do hope we neet again at the next annual Rockpool Ball. Those shrinps
are such clunsy fellows, you know. They tread all over one's paws. They're not
hal f as good as you. Incidentally, who taught you to dance so well? Keeping
all those legs going together, you didn't trip once. My, ny. W really nust do
this again sonetine."

The crab stood stock-still with the stave held high. It watched the four
travel ers depart along the shore, their laughter and jesting mngled on the
breeze.

"Hahahaha! Wait'111 tell Col unbine. Maybe he'll give her dancing lessons if we
ever chance this way again, hahaha!"

"Burr, 'ee'ma wunnerful futt tapper.”
"What about you, Din? You could have joined themfor a threesone reel."

It had been an eventful day. Now, as the noon shadows began | engthening, the
tide flooded in. The friends wended their weary way al ong the intermnable
shoreline. Saiamandastron stood firmin the distance, never seem ng to get any
cl oser.

Tired and dispirited, they trekked onward, feeling the pangs of hunger and
thirst. Apart fromthe odd seabird whose curiosity had to be fended off
forcefully, they were conpletely isol ated.

Log-a-Log shielded his eyes, pointing ahead. "Look, what are those birds up to
over yonder?'

Sonme di stance further on, gulls were wheeling and diving. There were two bl ack
shapel ess objects upon the sand. The birds were concentrating their attack on
the smaller of these.

Eager to see what was happening, the travelers broke into a trot. As they drew
near to the scene, it becane apparent that the gulls were harassing a living
creature. Not far fromwhere it lay there was a ranshackle | ean-to.

Martin whirled his sling as he began running.
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"Come on, mates. Let's drive those scavengers off. Charge!"

The creature was a thin ragged rat. Qulls pecked and tore ruthlessly at it as
it lay unprotected on the sand.

Under the fierce onslaught of stones and staves, the sea-birds took to the
air, screeching and wheeling above the intruders who had robbed them of their
prey, and finally flying off to seek easier victins.

Martin knelt and lifted the rat's head. The creature was very old and
enaci at ed.



"There, there, now, old one," he said, stroking sand out of its watery eyes.
"We're friends. You're safe now "

Log-a-Log touched the rat's |linp paw "Save your breath, Martin. This one has
gone to the gates of Dark Forest."

" Dead?"

"Aye. Dead as stone. He nmust have been on his last |egs when the birds found
him Let's get himto his hut.”

Bet ween themthey bore the rat into the tattered dwelling. Placing it gently
in a corner, they covered the body with an old piece of sailcloth. Then Gonff
expl ored the contents of the hut.

"Look, mateys, water and supplies," he said triunphantly.

There was a small quantity of dried shrinp and seaweed and a pouch of broken
bi scuit, but best of all there were two hollow gourds filled with clean fresh
water. Dinny found a cache of driftwbod. He began setting a small fire, using
a flint fromMartin's sling pouch and the steel of GonfTs dagger

"Pore beasten. G wunder who'm *ee wurr." The nol e shook his head sadly.

Log-a-Log poured water into cockle shells.

"Sea rat. No question of it. He's been chained to an oar, too. | saw the scars
on his paws. Mne were |ike that once."

Martin found a thick deep shell, blackened by fire on its outside. He began
shreddi ng shrinp and seaweed into it.

"But you said they used other creatures as oar slaves, yet this one was a
rat?"

Log-a-Log poured water onto the ingredients and set the shell on two stones
over the flanes.

"Aye, but there's no telling with sea rats. They're savage
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and cruel. Maybe that one did something to offend his Captain. |'ve seen them
| aughi ng and drinking together, then suddenly fighting to the death next
nmonent over sone silly little incident."

Ni ght fell purple and gray in long rolling clouds; a stiff breeze sprang up
fromseaward as the four conpanions stood for a nonment in silence around the
pitiful canvas-wapped figure in the small grave Dinny had dug in the sand.
After the brief cerenmony, they watched as the nole filled in the hole,
decorating the nound with col ored seashells he had found. "Baint nmuch, but far
better'n sea ratten ud do furr 'ee." Sal amandastron flared crinmson agai nst the
dark sky as CGonff began to sing,

Always the tide comes flowing in. Ever it goes out again. Sleep 'neath the
shore evernore, Free from hunger and pain. Mdrning light will bring the sun
Seasons go rolling on. Questing ever far from home, For Sal amandastron

Log-a-Log shivered. He turned to the hut. "Conme on, you three. That soup



shoul d be ready now. "
Martin bowed his farewell to their benefactor and foll owed the shrew inside.
"Aye, life nmust go on," he agreed. "A dry place to sleep, a warmfire, sone

food and a night's rest is what we all need. Tonmbrrow we go to the fire
nount ai n. "

Far to the northwest of Camp WIllow, the nmoles were making ready within sight
of the river bank. The great tunneling was about to begin.

Chi bb wat ched themfroma plane tree. The feathered spy was now in

sem -retirement. He had amassed a consi derabl e store of candied chestnuts for
his services. Still, he thought, there was no harm earning the odd extra nut
by standi ng guard here.
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Foremol e and A d D nny paced and nmeasured, nole digging terns were bandi ed
about freely.

"Needen furm ground. Roots t'nmake shorin's too, urr."
"Ho urr, good down'ards gradin' t'nake waiter flow roight."

"An* rocknovers, Billum *Ee be a gurt rockmover."

"Aye, but moind 'ee doant crossen no owd tunnellen. Doant want fludd goen
wr ongways, hurr."

Above in the trees, Anber's crew were dropping down tinber for the
sl ui cegat es.

"M nd out bel ow"

"Tip that end up, Barklad."
"Come out of the way, young un."
"Right. Let 'ergo!"

On the ground, Loamhedge mice were stripping, cleaning and jointing the wood.
Abbess Germaine rolled up her wide sleeves and joined in with a will.

"Col unmbi ne! Here, child, sit on the end of this log and keep it still," she
called out. "I'll mark it here, where the joint should be."

' Scuse ne, Abbess. Wiere do we put these pine branches?" a strong young
nouse asked.

"Take them over there. M. Stickle has his little ones pulling the bark and
twigs oif all the new wood."

"Hey, Ferdy, | think I might Iike to be a carpenter instead of a warrior. \Wat
about you?" Coggs deci ded.

"Ch, I'mgoing to be a warrior carpenter, Coggs. Posy, will you stop carving
patterns and strip that bark."

"Qoh, look! Here's Mx Bella with sone big stones. My, isn't she strong!" Posy



excl ai ned.

"Can | put these stones here, Spike? Whew 1'Il have to go back for nore now.
| saw Goody coning through the woods—+ think it's beechnut crunble and
el derberry fritters for lunch."

"Hurray, ny favorite!" Ferdy said delightedly.

"Don't forget to wash those paws in the river before you eat." Bella reni nded

t hem
"But, Mz Bella, all us workbeasts get nucky paws."
weVe been wor ki ng hard."

Coggs protested. "Shows

"Ch, and what about littl ebeasts? They get mucky paws
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just playing. You scrub "emw th some bank sand, young Coggs."

The woodl anders stood by after lunch until O d D nny was brought to the spot
where the tunnels woul d begin. Three young chanpi on di ggi ng nol es were
there-Billum Soilflyer and Uthclaw. They stood respectfully to one side as
Fore-nole escorted A d Dinny forward. Billum presented the ancient one with a
beakerful of Cctober ale. He quaffed nost of it in one gulp. Enptying the rest
on the ground where the work was to take place, Od Dinny recited,

Mol es a-tunnellen, deep an' far. Mdles a diggen, urr that we are.

Foremol e nodded approvingly. dd Dinny was quite a solem nole versifier. He
raised a gnarled claw to the three champions. They went to it with a will anmd
| oud cheers. Qther teanms would follow up, wi dening and shoring in their wake.
The great tunneling of Mssflower had begun

H dden by a screen of leaves in a high elm a woodpi geon was witness to a very
strange scene in the woods south of Kotir. Tsarmina, arnmed with a bow and

arrows, was talking to the surrounding foliage.

"I know you're there, brother. Ch, it's no use hiding. The Queen of the
Thousand Eyes will find you, you can be sure."

The woodpi geon remai ned perfectly still. No point in offering a handy target
to a wildcat with bow and arrows, he decided, even if she were | ooking for
soneone el se.

"Come on out, G ngivere. Show yourself. This is between ne and you."

Silence greeted the challenge. Tsarmna smiled slyly.

"Think you're clever, don't you? Haha, not half as clever as your sister.
know your little gane. I'Il find you!"

The wi | dcat Queen continued paddi ng through the still forest, sometines hiding
behind a tree, often doubling back on her own tracks, always on the alert.
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Brogg and Ratflank were sitting in the larder. As Captains, they decided it
was their prerogative to sanple sonme of the remaining rations. The two



of ficers stuffed bread and guzzled cider froma half-enpty cask.

There was a knock at the door. Hastily, they swall owed and w ped their

whi skers. Brogg stanped about kicking sacks and checki ng casks as he called
out, "Yes? Wo is it?"

"It's Squint the stoat, Cap'n," a thin reedy voice piped back at him

The pair rel axed.

"Come in, Squint. Wat d'you want?" Brogg asked.

The stoat entered. He stood to attention before his superiors. "I foll owed Her
Maj esty, just like you told me to, Cap'n Brogg."

"Well, where did she go?"

"South into Mossfiower. She took a bow and arrows with her. | kept well out of
si ght and wat ched. Funny though, she kept ducki ng here and bobbi ng t here,
hi di ng behind trees and so on."

"What for?"

"Her brother—you know, G ngivere. She kept calling out his name. Went on like
that for ages. | thought I'd better cone back here and report to you."

Ratfl ank wi ped a crunb fromhis paw. "You did well Squint," he began
Brogg silenced him "You keep quiet. |I'mgiving the orders around here."

He turned on the unfortunate stoat. "You thought you'd better cone back and
report, eh? Who told you that you had permission to think? D you realize that
you've left your Queen out there alone in the forest, at the nmercy of any
rovi ng band of woodl anders?'

"But Cap'n, you told ne to—=

"Silence! Speak when you're spoken to, stoat. Now you get back out there on
t he doubl e, ne bucko, and don't come back until M1l ady does, and that's an
order!"

Squi nt stood bewildered until Ratflank joined in the chastisenent.

"You heard Captain Brogg. On the double now. One-two, one-two, one-two. Step
lively, Squint!"
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The stoat doubl e-nmarched backward out of the larder. Brogg and Ratflank fel
back upon the sacks, |aughing.

"Hohohoho, proper thick'ead, that one. Hey, it's not too bad this officer
| ark, Brogg."

"I"ll say it isn't," Brogg agreed. "Keep the troops on their nettle while

i nspect the larder, eh?"

"Righto, Captain Brogg. I'll go up and turn themall out for an arns
i nspection and chuck a few in the guardhouse for having dirty spears. You keep
checki ng round here."



"Heeheehee. That's it, Captain Ratflank. You nake 'em junp."

When hi s conpani on had gone, Brogg rooted about under some sacks. He cane up
with a stone jar half-full of strawberry jam Upending it on his snout, he
snmacked the bottomwith his pawto free the sticky sweet. Sone of it actually
went down his nouth; the rest stuck to his nose and whi skers, and he gave a

jamy giggl e.
"Heehee, hnmmmm mmmm Too good for the troops, this stuffl”

Squi nt dashed heedl essly through the woods, pushing aside bushes, cracking
twi gs and branches as he followed the trail

Tsarmi na was not aware that Brogg had ordered her to be followed. Stealthily
she slipped behind an outcrop of furze, fitting the arrowto the bow as she
foll omed her pursuer's noi sy progress.

"Come to ne, G ngivere," Tsarm na crooned softly under her breath. "Run
qui ckly! Your sister awaits you."

Squi nt pl oughed headl ong past the furze bush. The string twanged nercil essly.

He |ay facedown with the arrow protruding fromthe back of his neck. Tsarm na
stood over the fallen stoat, her nad eyes seeing only what they wanted to.

"There's an end to it, brother. You'll never trick me again!"
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The gourds of water had been | ashed to both ends of a stave; any other food
that coul d be packed was carried al ong. The four travelers had a new spring to
their step, now they were free from hunger and the nmountain was rmuch nearer
Since early norning they had been on the nove, glad to be away fromthe hut
and the menory of its dead occupant. The going was easier and lighter; the

weat her stayed fine. Late afternoon found them seated by a shall ow rock pool

Log-a-Log munched a biscuit, keeping a weather eye on a crab | odged beneath a
r ock.

"I don't like those things. You never knew when one's going to do a quick
scuttle at you."

Gonff wiggled his paws in the sun-warmed shallows. "Ch, | don't know. | quite
fancy anot her dancing |l esson, if our friend there is in the nood."

They | aughed at the thought of their |ast encounter with a crab
Martin gl anced up at Sal amandastron. "Look, you can just see the |ight
faintly. Watever it is rmust burn continuously. D you suppose it is a fire

lizard, Din?"

"Hurr oi doant be a-knowen of such creat'res. Burr, foir dargons, indeed. Wt
moi owd granfer'd say of 'emoi doant know ' *

"Nor do I, but one thing | do know, " Log-a-LlLog said,
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noddi ng toward the mountain. "That place is all that stands between sea rats
and the land. They fear it and hate it."

Gonff dried his paws. "Then why don't they go around ft?"

"Because it's there, | suppose." Log-a-Log shrugged. "It stands as a
chal | enge. The ship | was on avoided it |ike the plague. But not Cap'n

Ri pfang, master of the vessel Bl ood-wake; he's the nost bl ack-hearted sea rat
of "emall. Rip-fang's had many battl es around Sal amandastron. They say he
swore a mghty oath never to rest until he rules that nountain.”

Martin stood, stretching his linbs. "But what's up there? What do they fight
agai nst ?"

Log-a-Log shook his head, "Some say one thing, sonme another. Fire dragons,
arnored nmonsters or phantons that can strike a creature down wi thout touching
it, who knows?"

"There'll only be us to find the truth,"” Gonff remarked, shouldering the
supplies. "What chance do nonsters stand against a Prince of Musethieves, a
warrior and a chanpion digger, not forgetting a shrew |ike yourself, matey.
Cone on. Let's get going."

Toward evening, with the nountain burning bright above them Martin first
noti ced they were bei ng wat ched.

"Do you see anything, CGonff?" he asked, when he'd told his conpanions.

"No, matey, but | know what you mean. | can feel the hairs on ny neck rising.
What about you, Din?"

"Ho urr, nmoi diggen claws be a-tellen me summat, tho* wot it be oi doant
know. '

Log-a-Log was in agreenent, too. "Aye, just a sort of feeling really. D you
see that lunp of sonmething or other out by the tideline? I could swear it
noved a nonment ago."

"Don't stare at it," Martin warned them "Keep going. Shortly we'll nake as if
we' re canpi ng down for the night, but we'll He down with paws to weapons,
keepi ng our wits about us. Then let them make their nove."

The travel ers chose an open spot away fromthe rocks. They lit a small
driftwood fire and lay around it, feeling very vul nerable.

Martin kept his eyes slitted against the guttering fire.
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clutching his sling in one paw and his sword hilt in the other. Agonizing
nmonents stretched away; still there was no sign of noverment. The friends began
to think that their suspicions had been groundl ess. Night had fallen and it
was quite warm there was not even a breeze to disturb the | oose sand.

The fire burned | ower.

Despite hinmsel f, Martin began to feel sleepy. He fought to keep his eyes open
Dinny's soft snores reached his ears, Gonff was lying too still to be fully



awnake.

"I say, did you fellahs do a bunk fromthe jolly old sea rats?" a voice said
softly in Martin's ear.

"No, we've come all the way from Mossf—= Martin answered in a dozy murmnur.
He sprang up, whirling his sling.

Lyi ng anongst them by the fire were three hares.

The warrior nmouse was shocked and angry with hinmself. "Stand up and fight, you
dirty sneaks!" he chall enged t hem

The nearest hare held up his paws to show they were unarmed. H s conpani ons
smled innocently at the travelers.

"Hell o, chaps. |'m Trubbs."
"I'"'m Wother. Capital Wand an O dontcha know. "
"I"'mFiring. Double F, no E. Howja do."

The sling dropped from Martin's paw. "Er, very well, thank you. How did you
get here?"

"Ch, this way and that, old chap."
"Dodge and weave, Yy'know. "
"How t he dickens do we ever get anywhere?"

Di nny scratched his nose and stared hard at the sand-col ored hares. It was
hard to distinguish themfromtheir background.

"Drubbs'n' oo, did 'ee say?" he asked sleepily.
"No, no. It's Trubbs, old sport."”

"Wit her, at y'service."

"Haha, then I've got to be Ffring, | suppose.”

Gonff took the initiative. He saw i medi ately that the strange trio were
friendly. He made a deep bow

"Pleased to neet you, |I'msure. My nane is Gonff, Prince of Musethieves. This
is our |leader, Martin the Warrior. Here we have Young D nny, the world' s best
digger, with the latest addition to our little band, Log-a-Log, a shrew and an
excel l ent boat buil der."
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Paws were shaken warmy, then the three hares were invited to sit by the fire
with the travelers. It anused Martin and his friends how the hares spoke in
turn.

"Well, well. This is confy. Tell us all about yourselves."

"Rat her! What neck of the old county are you bods fronP"



"Live far fromhere, do you?"

Martin explained the nature of their quest. At the nention of Bella's father,
Boar the Fighter, a tw nkle passed between die eyes of the hares. The warrior
continued the tale up until the tine they had found the rat on the shore.

"Well, that's our story," he concluded. "Now, what's yours? How do you three
cone to be out here in the mddl e of nowhere next to a fire nountain?"

"Actually, that'd be telling."
"Er, haha. | second that, old bean.”
"Ch yes, quite."

Getting a straight answer from either Trubbs, Wther, or Ffring was difficult,
to say the least. Gonff tried the casual approach

"Well, you can either stay here with us, mateys, or be off about your
busi ness. WVe got to get a proper night's sleep so that we can clinb that
nount ai n tonorrow. "

The three hares shuffled about a bit, then their tone becane nore
busi nessl i ke.

"Ah, the mountain . . . Actually, we've been sent down here to you."
"To | ead you to the nmountain, y'see."

"Wuld you mind awfully com ng al ong with us?"

Log-a-Log cl apped Ms paws in delight. "Haha, now you're talking."
The hares wiggled their |ong ears appreciatively.

"Yes, | suppose we are talking, really."

"Never al one, though. Al ways together, you'll notice."

"Silly, really, | suppose. Do hope you'll forgive us, what?"

"Mateys," Gonff chuckled, "we'll forgive you anything if you can take us up
that nountain.”

"Hmm it's not actually up, don't you see.”
"No, it's sort of under, doncha know. "
"But we are glad you're comng with us, chaps."

D nny scratched his head. "Ho air, us'ns be a-comen with *ee awight. But
who' m sent *ee for uz?"

253
"You'll soon see."

"Il say you will."



"Most definitely."”

Martin kicked sand on the fire to extinguish it. "Righto. Lead on, Trubbs,
Wt herand Ffring."

"Ch, | say. Good show. Let's all go together."

"One never leads, triple initiative, what?"

"Jolly good idea, chuns.”

As they started toward the nountain, the three hares produced strangely shaped
shell's. They blew into them sinultaneously, naking a treble note not unlike
that of three small trunpets. The sound echoed across the stillness of the
shore. Immediately the scene lit up like daylight as a huge blast of flane
rose from Sal amandastron. A voice |ike thunder on a hot noon boomed out wth
an i nmense runble.

"Come in peace to the nmountain of fire lizards!"

Hearing the gigantic sound effect, Log-a-Log threw hinmself facedown upon the
sand with both paws over his ears, but the hares seened hardly to notice it.

"Ch, golly. dd Log-a-Thing's fallen over."

"Must be in a blue funk about the booner, eh."

"I expect so. Up you get, old fellah."

It was a narrow passage between the sand and the rocks; they went in single
file. At the end was a small cave. Trubbs tugged at a conceal ed cord. They had
to junp aside as a stout |adder clattered down fromthe darkened recesses

over head.

"Right. Up you go, laddie."

"No, no. After you, old chap."

"Ch really, | insist."

Martin jumped up to the rungs of the ladder. "I'lIl go first, if it'll save you
t hree arguing."

"What a spiffing idea."

"Sensi bl e chap, what?"

"Rat her. Indeed he is."

At the top of the |adder they found thenselves in a broad upward-running
passage hewn into the living rock. The | adder was hoi sted and they wal ked up
the steep incline, lit by torches at regular intervals in wall sconces. From
somewher e above there was a steady roaring sound.
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"Wt be that gurt noise, maisters?" Dinny asked curiously.

"Could be the jolly old fire lizards."



"Then again, it mght not be."
"You'll soon find out, old fellow."

Five flights of stairs hewn into the rock, one nore cave and anot her steep
corridor led themto their destination

The very heart of Sal amandastron

Bane the fox came down the dusty road fromthe north with his band of
mer cenary plunderers.

They nunbered about sixty in all, mainly foxes, with a scattering of rats and
weasel s—a notl ey group, part tranp, part scavenger, nmostly thieves. Al were
wel | armed and capabl e, despite their ragged appearance. Food they had in
plenty: fish, birds, and vegetables to cook with them By craft, guile and
nmur der they had crossed the boundl ess northern | ands, seeking warmer clines
and easier |iving.

Bane was weary of living on his paws, always on the nobve. He was on the
| ookout for some fat prosperous little community where he could hold sway
wi t hout much argunent.

Then he spotted Kotir. A grand ruin that had seen better days, but the
possibilities were there. Backed by woodl and, fronted by flatland, practically
skirting a road used by travel ers—+t was a dream cone true.

Leaving orders for his band to canp in the ditch at the roadsi de out of sight,
Bane circled Kotir by hinself to spy out the lie of the |land. The nore he saw
of Kotir, the nore he fancied it. There would be no nore winters in the
freezing northlands once he gained entry to this place.

Striding purposefully around the woodl and edge at the south side, he
practically bunmped into Tsarmina returning fromthe forest. It would have been
hard for a bystander to tell who was the nore surprised, the fox or the

wi | dcat. As Tsarm na qui ckly nocked an arrow to her bowstring, Bane's paw shot
down to the curved sword he wore at his side. There was a nmonent's silence as
they both stood still, gathering their wits. Finally Bane cocked a paw toward
the fortress.

"Whose place is this?"

"It is mne. Wo are you?" Tsarm na demanded haughtily.
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"They call me Bane. I'ma fighter, but if there's an easier way of getting
what | want 1'll always try it."

"Hmm a fighter. My name is Tsarm na, Queen of the Thousand Eyes. That is ny
headquarters; it is called Kotir."

"Thousand Eyes," Bane said thoughtfully. "There was only ever one with that
nane, old Verdauga G eeneyes. He was a w ldcat, too."

"Yes, he was ny father."
" Was?"

"Verdauga is dead now. | alone rule here. If you want, you may conme into ny



service. Kotir is in need of fighters. Are there any with you?
"Sixty in all. Trained warriors—foxes, rats and weasels."
"I don't trust foxes. Wiy should | trust you?"

"Ha, who trusts who these days?" Bane snorted. "lI'mnot particularly fond of
wi |l dcats. |'ve fought al ongside your father, and against him too."

"No doubt you have, but that is in the past now. You say you have threescore
warriors at your conmand. What would be your terms if you cane to serve
Kotir?"

"Make me an offer.”

"I"ll do better than that. |I'Il make you a guarantee, Bane," Tsarmina told the
fox. "There are certain creatures—etters, squirrels, mce, hedgehogs

woodl anders. One tine they used to serve ny fanmily, now they choose to live in
Moss-fl ower Woods and resist me. Once we have flushed them out of hiding

t oget her and enslaved them then you can have an equal place alongside ne. W
will rule Mossflower jointly."

Bane's paw left the sword hilt. "Done! 1'Il take you at your word."

"And I will take you at yours," Tsarmi na replied, clasping the proffered paw

Their untruthful eyes snmiled falsely at each other

Tsarm na saw that at |east Bane had told the truth about his followers; ragged
and unkenpt, but fighters to a beast.

They entered Kotir together
Bane felt as if the place had been built for him

The uniformed soldiery of Kotir |ooked askance at the tattered but well-fed
band of nercenaries.

Bane's fighters cast scornful eyes over the ill-fed soldiers in their
cunbersone livery.
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Tsarmi na and Bane were cl oseted together in the Queen's Chanber. She |istened
to his ideas with respect; treachery could conme later, but for now she gave
the fox full credit as an experienced camnpai gner

Bane's plan was sinple. "Don't give *eman inch; show them you mean busi ness;
forget about subterfuge and spies-thai only nakes for prol onged war—strike
hard and be ruthless. W have the superior nunber of trained fighters. Start
tonmorrow norni ng, have the full strength out in skirmish line, conb the forest
t horoughly, kill any who resist and take the rest prisoner. It's the only way
to get results, believe ne."

"Bold words, Bane," Tsarmina told himapprovingly. "But have you tried
fighting squirrel archers? They can vani sh through the treetops as quick as
you can think."

"Then burn the trees, or chop themdown. |'ve seen it all before. If small
creatures scurry off down holes, then block themup, fill every possible exit.



That's all they understand. You take nmy word, it works every time. | know, |Ve
done it."

Tsarm na pointed out of the window at the fastness of Mssflower. "Could you
do it again out there?"

"Wth our conmbined forces, easily."
"Then we start tonmorrow norning," she said decisively.
"At first light!"

Col unbi ne was learning to use one of the smaller squirrel bows. Lady Anmber had
set up a target while they patrolled the digging areas to protect the workers.

"Pull the string right back," Lady Anber instructed. "Look al ong the arrow
shaft with one eye. See the target? Good. Now breathe out and rel ease the
arrow at the sane tine . . . Fine shot, Colunbine!"

The shaft stood quivering near the target's center
"Haha, |'mgetting better at it all the tine, Lady Amber."
"You certainly are. Keep it up and you'll soon be as good as ne."

Foremole and A d Dinny canme trundling up. The nole | eader tugged his snout to
Anber .
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"Marm Dinny an' oi filled up yon holler oak stunp whurr 'ee got'n out Kotir
from*' he reported.

A d D nny plucked the arrow fromthe target and returned it to Col unbi ne.
"Hurr, that we' ave," he agreed. "Doant want Sudden com nen out thurr. W'm
gotter fludd cat place, not 'mwoodl ands. "

Amber sighed. "It's a long dig. Let's hope we can do it before the cat and her
arny make any surprise noves."

Ski pper sprang dripping fromthe river

"Never fear, Amber. My crew and | have done our bit. We've dug from under the
water clear to the floodgates your crew sunk into the ground, where the noles
began digging. Mnd, | wish we could tunnel as well as Billum Soilflyer and
Uthclaw. Strike me colors, you ought to see those lads shift earth."

Foremole and A d Dinny smled with pleasure, but Amber slammed her paw agai nst
the target.

"I just wish there was nore ny squirrels and | could do. Ch, | know we're
patrolling and keepi ng watch, but we don't seemto be contributing any rea
wor k. " She sighed agai n.

"Then why don't you let me and ny crew do a bit of guard duty?" Skipper
suggested. "We could certainly do with the rest after all that underwater
diggin' . Listen, Billumreckons they' Il strike some big rocks soon; why don't
you see if you could rig up sonething that'll help the noles to nove thenP"



Amber was delighted with the suggestion.

"Righto. I'Il get Barklad and Cakapple onto it. They could rig tree hoists.
Thanks, Skip."

Chi bb had flown a wide patrol merely for the exercise, but soon he grew weary
of such energetic practices. Perching on a branch not far fromthe sl eeping
Argulor, he listened to the eagle talking in its sleep

"Hrfm pine marten, one little pine marten, that's all, naybe they taste |like
pi ne, hmmmm "
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Despite the feeling of awe, Gonff could not help smling to hinself. After

wat chi ng Sal amandastron from afar, seeing the ecolumm of fire that spouted
fromits top, and recalling the very nane neant "nountain of the fire lizard,"
the little nousethief imediately sawit was a trick worthy of sone nmind as
clever and resourceful as his own. There were no fire-breathing dragons here,
but there was sonething equally as inpressive in this great cave.

It was nore than a cave, he decided. It was a huge nountain hall. At the its
center was a mghty furnacelike forge. A towering colum of rockwork took it
up to the ceiling, away out of sight. Surrounded by hares, there stood the
father of badgers. He was pure silver fromtip to tail with a doubl e broad
creany white stripe on either side of his forehead. Above the thickly nuscled
linbs and barrel chest, a pair of wild eyes surveyed the newconmers. Gving the
m ghty bell ows handl e a powerful downward swi ng, he tossed a red-hot
spearpoint with a quick flick of his bare paws. It landed in a water trough
with a boiling hiss of bubbles.

As the badger stunped across to them Martin could al nost feel the
reverberations through the rock floor. He towered above them extending a
cal | oused paw that resenbled a chunk of rock

"Wl come to Sal amandastron, friends. | am Boar the Fighter,"
boonmed and echoed about the hall

the big voice
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H s paw envel oped by Boar's, Martin felt very tiny. Now the full inpact of
Bella's words cane to him Here indeed was one to save Mssflower; the silver
badger | ooked as if he could tear Kotir to pieces with his paws.

"I am Martin the Warrior. This is Young Dinny, and these two are Gonff and
Log-a-Log. | have traveled from Miss-flower with ny friends to bring a nmessage
fromyour daughter, Bella of Brockhall."

Boar unfastened his apron and shed it.

"Al'l this | know Cone, let us goto my cave. It is nore confortable there. M
hares will bring you food and drink, and you can cl ean yourselves up.'*

As they foll owed Boar, CGonff whispered to Martin.
"How does he know, matey? Is he a magi c badger?"

"Sshh," Martin silenced the nousethief. "Watch your manners. We'll get to know



soon enough. "

Boar's cave was indeed confortable. There were | edges to sit or lie upon
covered in velvety noss, plants grew around the walls and hung fromthe
ceiling. There was a rough rock table and a pool in one corner with steam
rising fromits surface.

"The pool is heated fromny forge," Boar said, noticing their surprise. "You
may bathe there later. You will observe that it is never cold here, again
thanks to the forge. But please be seated. Here cones the food."

The hares brought in new bread, fresh salad, baked fish, mnt water and a
sel ection of last autum's fruits crystallized in honey. After the fruga

seashore neals, the four travelers ate like a reginent nmany tinmes their
nunber .

Boar watched them wi th sonet hi ng approachi ng anusenent on his gigantic face.

Gonff gave hima friendly wink. "So, the flanes of the forge carry up that
rock flue and shoot out the top of Sal a- mandastron, eh?"

Boar wi nked back at Gonff. "You are a very perceptive little fellow, CGonff the
thief."

"Prince of Mousethieves, matey," Gonff corrected him

"But how did you know he was a thief?" Martin interrupted.

Boar | eaned his chin on nuscul ar paws, bringing his eyes
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level with Martin. "I know many things, little mouse. Later | will show you
how. Now, is that young Di nny, grandson of ny chil dhood friend Dinny the

nol e?"

"Hurr, Zur Bowar, that oi be. You' mknow nmoi granfer Oam Di nny?" . "OF course
| do. Is that old rascal still going strong?"

"Ho urr, 'ee be fitter'n a flea an' owder'n twenny 'ogs," D nny | aughed.
"Good, I'"'mglad to hear it. And what about you, Log-a-Log?"
"Sir Boar, | ama boat builder, one-tinme | eader of the Northwest Shrew Tribe."

"Ch? Why one-tinme | eader?"

"Because I'mall that's left of my tribe in freedom" Log-a-Log explained. "W
were captured by sea rats. | was the only one to escape the galleys."

Boar's eyes hardened to a burning ferocity and the bones in his paws cracked
audi bly as he ground them toget her.

"Sea rats! Dirty, treacherous, nurdering scum™

Martin was shocked at the deep hatred in Boar's voice, he listened intently as
t he badger conti nued.

"Not only do they burn and plunder anong honest creatures, but they are savage
to their own kind. Sinking each other's ships, nmurdering dieir own compani ons



for an extra pawful of loot."

"Log-a-Log has told ne of a sea rat called R pfang of the Bl oodwake," Martin
interrupted. "Do you know hi n®"

Boar pointed seaward. "That one, he's out there now-sy spies have been

wat ching himall spring—sailing fromnorth to south of here, waiting his
chance to attack Sal amandas-tron. Ripfang is the nost evil of all sea rats. He
has fought and sunk all others who sail in these waters, pressing their crews
as slaves in his service. He is also the cleverest and nobst cunning of them
all.”

"I'n what way is he clever and cunning?" Gonff asked, noting the concern on
Boar's face.

"Well, he has never feared Sal anandastron, or the | egends that surround this
pl ace. Ripfang is very daring, too. He has personally been here and knows t hat
it is only myself and a few hares who keep the nyth of the mountain alive.

O hers
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we can scare off, but not Ripfang. It is witten that soon he will nount a
maj or war agai nst Sal anandastron.”

This was the second tine that Boar had spoken of things that had not yet
happened. Martin was curious.

"You say it is witten, Boar?"

The badger stood tall, pointing at Martin. "Wat is that broken weapon you
wear about your neck like a nmedal ?" he asked.

The warrior nouse took it off and gave it to Boar, who inspected it closely as
Martin expl ai ned.

"That was once the sword of ny father. He was a warrior. How it cane to be
broken I will tell you, because your daughter Bella asked ne to informyou
about all that is going on in Mssflower."

As they ate and rested, Martin told Boar how he cane to Kotir, the plight of
t he woodl anders, and Bella's plea for Boar to return to his birthright and
free the | and. Throughout the narrative, Boar the Fighter said nothing. He
paced the room turning the broken sword hilt over in his paws, |ooking at it
as if it carried some nmessage for him

Martin finished his recitation of the events. "So you see, Mssflower has need
of its son, Boar," he concluded. "You nust cone back with us."

There was silence. When the silver badger spoke, he did not answer the plea.

"This is a very ancient sword hilt, a good one. | can make it into a new
weapon. | must give it a blade that will not be broken again by anything."

Martin saw that Boar would not be pressed for answers; he decided to conmply
until the badger's nood changed.

"Thank you, Boar. | would dearly like to see nmy father's old sword forged into
a new weapon. Since it was broken | have felt like half a warrior carrying
half a sword."



Boar shook his massive head. "Your mistake, Martin. You are a real warrior, a
full and true one. You have the heart—I can see it in you. But when | nake
this sword anew, you rnust always renmenber that it is not the weapon but the
creature that wields it. Aswrd is a force for good only in the paws of an
honest warrior. But enough now. You and your friends are tired. | will talk to
you tonorrow and show you
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many things. Sleep here. If you wish to bathe the dust of travel away, | wll
send nmy hares with dry towels for you." Boar took his | eave of the travelers.

The hot bath was deep and refreshing. Trubbs, Whther and Ffring turned up with
huge soft towels.

"One each, you chaps. No splashing.”

"Wash behind your ears, old sport."

"Ni ght-night. See you in the norning."

Dry, full and warm they lay on the nbss-covered | edges.

"Hoo urr," Dinny yawned, "so we'm cone to Samman-dastorat |ast."
Log-a-Log stared at the high ceiling.

"A wonderful place indeed. Strange creature that Boar, eh, Martin?"

"Ch, he'll tell us what he intends when he's good and ready," Martin said
airily. "Let's get some sleep. |1've a feeling tonmorrow s going to be a ful
day."

Gonff could not resist a rendition of his | atest song.

At last the weary travelers

Have reached their hearts' desire.

W quested overland to reach

The nmountain of the fire.

To meet with Boar the Fighter

Who knows secrets dark and deep—

Gonff sat upright scratching his whiskers, "What rhymes with deep, mateys?"
Three wet towel s knocked himflat. "You' m npoight troi sleep!”
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The woodl anders were caught conpletely unawares in the early norning.

Led by Bane and Tsarmina, the joint forces hit swiftly. Luckily the little
ones were still abed at Brock hall and the Loamhedge nice were preparing

breakfasts. The only creatures at the diggings were noles, otters and a few
squirrels.



Bane's nercenaries dashed in, hacking madly, backed by Tsarm na's spears.
Uthclaw, Billumand Soilflyer were deep underground. The rest were caught in
t he open.

It was chaos!

Ski pper took an arrow in his side. Lady Amber |ost an ear to a fox's sword.
The woodl ands were alive with yelling, slashing animals. There was only one
thing to do: retreat with all speed. Disregarding his wounds, Skipper stood
fast with a small band of otters, hurling stones as he roared al oud, "Cet
away, quickly!"

Amber and her squirrels nmanaged to escape through the treetops, |eaving two
slain on the ground. Skipper and his otters sawto it that the few noles were
safely carried off across the river, before vanishing into the water

t hensel ves.

Tsarm na gave out howl s of victory across the now sil ent woods.

Bane | eaned on his curved sword breathing heavily. "See, | told you they're no
match for us. Phew But they can put up a tidy fight, even when they're

out nunbered. "
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Brogg swaggered up and sal ut ed.

"Two squirrels, three otters and a nole slain, Mlady,'* he reported.

He was about to turn away when Bane tugged on his cl oak

"How many of ours |ost?" he asked tersely.

"Three ferrets, a stoat and a weasel, four rats and a fox."

Bane shook his head in amazement. "Good job, we outnumbered them No
pri soners?'’

'"."No, sir, not a one."
"Hm pity."
Ratfl ank |inped up, nursing a cracked paw.

"We've found three big holes over there by the river," he said.

The conmmanders strode across to the spot. Bane bent down and sniffed the earth
around each hole, while Tsarm na stood wat chi ng.

"What d'you suppose they were up to?" she wondered.
Bane spat into one of the holes. "Your guess is as good as mne. W didn't get

time to chop the trees or fire the woodl and. Maybe there's some of 'emstil
down these holes."

"Then we can fill themin." Tsarm na grinned w ckedly. "Brogg, get sone big
rocks, fetch that tinber |ying about there, use the spears, fill themin well
and press the earth down hard. They'|ll be inprisoned down there until the air

runs out."



Bane wi ped his sword and sheathed it.

"Well, that's that. There's not much ny band can do around here. W'Il| head
back to Kotir and try another dawn raid tonorrow. "

Tsarm na was right beside the fox | eader. She was not about to stop out in the
woods with her soldiers, |eaving Bane to take over Kotir in her absence.

"Right, Bane. |I'Il leave Brogg with some of the others to get on with the job.
The rest of us will go back to Kotir with you."

As they marched off through the norning brightness of Mssflower, one of
Bane's foxes sniggered as he trod on the back of Ratflank's cloak.

"Yah, | think your pussycat Queen's frightened of us | ocking the fortress door
on her."
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Rat fl ank tugged his cloak free, sneering. "Ch yes? Well, you just try calling
her pussycat to her face, hero!"

The first Bella knew of the attack was when the Corim | eaders re gathered

their crews at Brockhall. Abbess Germai ne and Col unmbi ne organi zed bandages and
her bs, Loanhedge mice bustled about mnistering to the wounded. Ski pper
refused to stand still, and Goody Stickle chased about after him dabbing at

his injury, trying to get a bandage around it.

There were tears of rage in the otter's eyes. "Six lost, by the fur. Were did
they come fron? Who was that fox with all those scruffy nmurderers? Tsarm na
coul d never have done this on her own."

Lady Anmber adjusted the bandage around her head so she could see properly.

"I heard someone call him Bane," she told him "Get Chibb. Tell himto go to
Kotir. He'll have to be very careful, but we've got to find out all we can
about this other lot."

Forenpol e tapped a di ggi ng cl aw upon the table.

"Us'lIl avter do sunmat 'bout Urthclaw, Soilflyer V Bil-lum They' m stucken
down 'oles. Qo be a-tellen wot they villyuns do to *ee."

"Yes," Bella agreed, "it's nost inmportant that we rescue the noles fromthe
tunnels. Next on the list is to make sure that the area around Brockhall is
conpletely hidden. If they don't know where we are, they can't attack us.
Furthernmore, we will need to find a second hi deout, sonewhere deeper into the
east of Mossflower. If ever Brockhall is discovered, another refuge will be

very necessary."

Messengers were sent out to find Chibb, and the wood-|anders set about erasing
the tracks around Brockhall, while Germai ne and her m ce tended the wounded
with dedi cated care

The nmenory of the murderous anmbush still 1ingered.

Lady Anber was not one to forget.

Nei t her was Ski pper.



Bef ore noon, Chibb had reported back to the Corim but the news was not good.

"Er, ahem Very serious, very serious. It seens that this fox Bane is an
expert, a nercenary with a band of about
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sixty. Harrunph. 'Scuse nme. Evidently they are planning another anbush, as
deep as they can get into Mossflower in one early norning march. Tonorrow,
they plan to set out at dawn in a skirmsh line, killing or capturing al

before them"

Col unbi ne held up her paw. "Then we nust not give themany targets. Everyone

shoul d stay here, conpletely out of sight, in case Brockhall is discovered."
Bel | a nodded approvingiy. "l second that. Good thinking, Colunbine. Are we all
agr eed?"

There was a | ow murmur of assent. Nobody noticed the | ook that passed between
Anmber and Ski pper.

In the early afternoon, Bella left command of Brockhall to the Abbess and
Col unbi ne. Al one, the badger set out eastward into the woodl and depths to find
a second place of refuge.
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Martin woke feeling pleasantly fresh. He opened his eyes to see Boar
supervising the laying of a beautiful breakfast table. Hares were weathing
flowers across the board; the food they brought had been grown in small

gardens dotted about the |andward side of the nountaintop. Boar had snall
rosebuds and sweet peas twined in his beard, and a garland of ivy |eaves sat
on his head. The huge badger | ooked |ike some benevol ent spirit cone down from
the nmountain, holding a green wand in his paw.

Pointing to a high arrow wi ndow that streamed down gol den sunlight on him he
boomed out to the waking travel ers, "Wl cone to Sal amandastron on the first
day of a new sumer!™

Young Dinny's heart |eaped at the sight of Boar and the nmention of his
favorite season. "Burrhoourr, oi dearly |oiks sumertoid, Zurr Bowar!

During a fabulous nmeal in which all took part, they were introduced to the

ot her hares who lived in the mountain. Besides Trubbs, Wther and Ffring there
was al so Harebell, Honeydew and WI Il ow, three doe-eyed beauties who coul d
render Trubbs and conpany speechless with a single flutter of their eyel ashes.
There were four others, a huge fell ow named Buffheart, his wife Lupin and
their two young ones, Starbuck and Breeze.

"These hares are ny eyes and ears," Boar explained. "I
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can stretch out my paws through them and feel what is going on for mles
around. They are also fearsone fighters. Yes, every one of them Don't |et
silly talk and pretty eyes fool you. They'll show you later. As for the
present, they'll take your friends off and show t hem somet hing of this
mountain we live on. Martin, will you cone with ne? | would talk to you



al one. "

The warrior nmouse followed the silver badger up through many caves, flights of
rock stairs and | ong passages. High up die pair went, into the topnost cave.

It was still warmfromthe heat of the forge. Martin | ooked out of a |ong open
wi ndow to see the beach bel ow and the waters beyond, sparkling and glinting in
early sumrer sunlight.

"This is where you heard ny voi ce when you were down on the shore last night,"
Boar whi spered to him "I rnust whisper now because if | were to raise ny
voi ce, the echoes woul d deafen you."

Martin nodded, fearing to speak |lest his voice did the sane.

Boar sniled, patting the nouse warrior lightly. "You are w se beyond your
seasons. Now, do not be surprised by what | amgoing to show you. This is for
our eyes alone, Martin—we two warriors."

The badger went to the left wall between the entrance and the wi ndow, where
there was a | ong, deep crack that appeared to be a natural seamin the rock
Setting his great blunt claws deep into the fissure, he began to pull

Martin stood in awe at the frightening brute strength of Boar the Fighter.
Steely sinews and gi ant muscl es bul ged and strained as the badger pulled,
grunting quietly deep in his chest. Froth appeared on his jaws with the
exertion; still he pulled with m ght and main, platelike back paws set flat on
the rock floor, ponderous claws gouging at the bare stone. Wth a | ow runbl e,
the entire wall started to sw ng outward.

Martin wat ched w de-eyed, paws and jaws clenched tight, willing the silver
badger to performthis great feat of strength. Boar set his shoul ders agai nst
one side and his paws agai nst the other. He pushed hard, and the secret
doorway stood

wi de open. Wthout a word they wal ked i nsi de.

* k%
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It was a narrow hall. One side of the wall was covered in mnute carvings, the
ot her was snooth, whilst the far end was a rounded al cove. What Martin saw
there stopped himin his tracks so fast that Boar stumbled on him

A badger in full arnor was seated on a throne in the alcove! Martin felt
Boar's paw upon his back. "No need to be afraid, little friend." The badger's
voice was calm "This is ny father, AOd Lord Brocktree."

Boar padded silently forward. He touched the arnored badger reverently.

"I went questing for Sal amandastron, just as ny father did," he expl ained.
"When | found this place, he was still alive and well. He ruled here, and we
wer e happy together for many seasons. In the end he was called to the gates of
Dar k Forest because of his great age. Now he is part of the |l egend of the
mount ain, as he wished to be. | did this for him this is his tonb." Boar gave
the arnor a gentle rub; it glowed dinmly. Wal ki ng back to the entrance, he
called Martin over.

"Let us start at the beginning. See here?" Boar indicated a carved |line of
badger figures. "Qur kind have conme here since creatures first felt the sun



Only warriors, the brave of heart and strong of will, are listed here. See:

Urthnin the Chipper, Speariady CGorse, Bluestripe the Wld, Ceteruler . . . the
list goes on and on. Look, here is ny father, Lord Brock-tree; here | am next
to him There are the spaces for those to cone after us. | see you wish to ask
me a question. Carry on, Martin. | release you fromyour silence."

Martin did not need to speak; he pointed at a bl ock of picture carvings set
apart fromthe others.

"They are good |ikenesses of you, | think," Boar whispered.

The scene was a small frieze depicting the activities of four creatures. Three

were intentionally small, but the fourth was unm stakably Martin, even to the
br oken sword about his neck. Boar |ooked at Martin with a strange expression
on his face. "Friend, believe me, | did not carve these pictures here, nor did
nmy father. How |l ong they have been here, | do not know. | accept it as part of

the | egend of Sal amandastron; you must, too. You are the |argest figure, and
here are your friends. See, here you are |eading themtoward the nountain.
Here is Sal amandastron, and here are you again, energing
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fromit with your friends. You no |longer carry the broken sword about your
neck; you are holding a bright new sword. As for the rest, well, your guess is
as good as mine."

Martin studied the picture closely. ' "Here is the sea, there is a ship .
Over here | ooks very faint. It could be a group of trees, a wood or a forest.
This |l ooks like a whip and an arrow. Wat does that nean, Boar ?**

"Your eyes are far better than mne, Martin. The whip is the scourge of the
sea rats, a sign of evil. As for the arrow, which way does it point?"

"Down the hall to where your father sits."

Boar indicated the roomof echoes. "Martin, you nust go out there and wait for
ne."

Wt hout question, Martin went, glancing backward once, to see Boar stooping in
t he al cove behind Lord Brocktree's throne. He was studying something carved
| ow down on the wall

Sonetime | ater the badger emerged. He seened ol der and tired-Iooking, and
Martin felt concern for his friend.

"Are you all right, Boar? What was witten there?"
The great silver badger whirled upon Martin, his face a mask of tragedy.
"Silence! Only Boar the Fighter nust know that!"

The sudden shout caused a thousand echoes to boom and bounce off the walls
with startling intensity. The sound was deafening. Martin threw hinself to the
floor, covering both ears with his paws as he fought against the fl oodi ng
crescendo of noise, Boar's voice reverberated |like a thousand cathedral bells.
Sorrow and contrition ceased the big badger's face; he swept Martin up with a
single paw, bearing himswiftly fromthe room

When the warrior nouse recovered, he was |ying back in the badger's cave. Boar
was bat hing his brow with cool water.



"Martin, forgive nme. | forgot to keep ny voice down. Are you hurt?"
Martin stuck a pawin his ear, wiggling it about.

"No, I'mall right. Honestly I am You nustn't blane yourself. It was ny
fault."

Boar shook his head in adnmiration. "Spoken |like a true
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warrior. Rise up, Martin, and follow ne. Now | wll give you the neans to
fight like one."

Trubbs, Wther and Ffring met themat the forge. There was lots of giggling
and wi nki ng between the hares.

"Well, does he know about you-know what, eh, Boar?"
"I say, let's showit to himnow, Boar. Be a sport."
"Yes, otherw se the poor old bean night keel over wi th suspense.™

There was a twinkle in Boar's eye as he turned to Lupin, the w fe of
But Theart.

"What d'you think, Lupin? Is he ready for this?"
Lupi n waggl ed her | ong ears hunorously as hares do.
"Ch, | suppose so. Anyhow, we'll soon find out."

Boar had moved to the edge of the forge and was toying with sonething wapped
in soft barkcl ot h.

"While you slept last night, my hares and | worked until after dawn had
broken," he said at last. "I have made sonething for you, Martin."

The warrior nouse felt the hairs rising on the back of his neck. He gul ped
with excitenment as Boar continued.

"One night while out on patrol, our Lupin here saw a star fall fromthe sky.
She found the spot where it |anded. A lunmp of hot netal was buried deep in the
sand. Wen it cool ed she dug it out and brought it back to me. Last night |

put sea coal and charcoal in ny forge; nore than ever before, | nade

Sal anandastron gl ow so hot that it could be seen in |ands far across the sea.
| had to-half the night had gone before the netal becane soft. | hamered it
out, oiled it, folded it many times against itself on nmy anvil, all the tine

reciting the names of every great warrior | had known or could think of.
spoke your nanme on the final hanmmer blow Here, Martin. This is yours."

Everyone gat hered round, including the three travelers, who were back from
their tour of the mountain. They held their breath as Martin carefully
unw apped the barkcloth, Iayer by |ayer

It was the sword!

Doubl e- edged, keener than a razor, it lay glittering and tw nkling, a nyriad
of steely lights. Its tip was pointed like a mountain peak in mdw nter, the



deadl y bl ade had a three-
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quarter blood channel. It was perfectly bal anced against the hilt, which had
been restrapped with hard bl ack | eather and finished with a ruby-red pomel
stone and curving scrolled crosspiece where it joined the marvel ous bl ade.

Never in his wildest dreanms had Martin inmagined such a thing. Since they left
Mossfl ower on the quest, he had nore or |less forgotten the broken hilt that
hung about his neck. Caught up in the adventures and perils they had been

t hr ough, he had used whatever he had to—a sling, a piece of wod as a

st ave—never expecting to see his father's sword restored to a newness that far
out shone its hunbl e begi nnings. Now, suddenly, he felt the warlike bl ood of
his ancestors rising at the sight of a fighting weapon few were chosen to | ook
upon, let alone own. The feeling of destiny lay strong upon him as he picked
up the fascinating weapon in one paw. H s hackles rose and the bl ood gorged in
his face, flashing across his eyes. Now he was the Warri or

Everyone moved back to the walls as the warrior nouse took his sword in both
paws. He held it straight out, letting the point rise slightly to feel the
heft of the weapon. Suddenly Martin began sweeping it in circles, up, down,
and around. The steel blade whooshed and sang eerily on its own w nd, the
bystanders followed its every nove as if hypnotized. Martin | eaped onto Boar's
anvil, still swi nging his sword. There was an audi bl e ping as he sliced the
tip fromthe anvil horn. It ricocheted oft the rock walls. They ducked
instinctively as it hummed past |ike an angry wasp, |eaving the singing blade
unmar ked.

"Tsarm na, can you hear nme?" Martin roared out above the voice of the howing
blade. "I am Martin the Warrior. | amconing back to Mossflowenrrrrrrr!'’
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An hour before dawn, Brogg was rubbing sleep fromhis eyes. He flopped his
Thousand Eye Captain's cloak about himand stunbled into the main billet with

Rat f | ank. They ki cked at prostrate fornms, pulling tattered bl ankets from
sl eepi ng sol di ers.

"Come on, you lot," they ordered. "Up on your paws. It's invasion tine again."

Grunbling and protesting, the troops sat up, scratching at their fur, w ping
paws across eyes.

"Gaw | was bavin* a lovely dreamthere.”
"Huh, me too. | dreaned we were getting a proper hot breakfast."
"You'll be lucky, bucko. Bread and water, and be glad of it."

"Where's this fat of the land we're all supposed to be living of f? That's what
I'"d like to know. "

Rat f | ank ki cked out at a huddl ed form wapped in sacking. A rawboned fox
wearing brass earrings | eaped up

"Keep your stupid paws off me, |unphead,” he snarled. "I'mnot one of your
dimnvt soldiers. W only take orders from Bane."

Ratfl ank hurried away, narrow y dodgi ng the bared yell ow fangs.



Bane and Tsarm na paced restlessly about in the entrance hall. The fox banged
hi s paw agai nst a door post.
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"What's keeping then?" he asked inpatiently. "It'll be noon by the tinme we get
going at this rate.”

Tsarmna gritted her teeth, turning, she screeched toward the barracks,
"Brogg, Ratfiank, get them out here double quick, or I'll come in there and
nmove you nysel f!1"

The first bunch came tunmbling out, adjusting tunics, clattering shields on
spears.

"Here's mine. Where's your crew, Bane?" Tsarm na smrked.

Morments | ater, Bane's nercenaries strolled casually out in the rear of the

uni formed sol di ers. The fox commander struck his curved sword agai nst a shield
until he got order.

"Right, you lot. Sanme drill as yesterday-skirm sh Iine, conb the woods, keep
your eyes peeled and your wits about you. When we find them renenber: no
mercy!"

The horde noved out toward the parade ground in the courtyard. As the first

hal f - dozen sol di ers passed through the doorway into the open, there was a
harsh shout fromthe woodl and fringe.

"Firel"

A hiss of vicious weaponry cut the air. The six soldiers fell in their tracks,
cut down by arrows and javelins.

"Retreat, retreat, get back inside, quick!" Bane ordered hastily.

There was panic as the back ranks conming forward stunbled into the front ranks
retreating. More troops fell, transfixed by flying death.

"What's going on out there?" Tsarmi na yelled at Bane.

Bane stood panting with his back to the wall

"They' ve got us bottled up in here. Wait a nmonent. Badtail!"
The rawboned fox came trotting up. "Here Bane."

"See what the position is out there. Pinpoint where they are and report back
to ne."

Badtail lay flat upon his belly. Sliding around the doorposts, he scranbl ed
out onto the parade ground, tacking and weavi ng. Hal fway across the courtyard,
he bobbed up and down, checking the trees and scanning the | ow bushes through
t he open mai n gates.

"What d'you see?" Bane's voice rang across the open space.
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Still lying flat, Badtail raised his head as he shouted back, "Squirrels and
otters. They've got the mmin gates open and they're shooting fromthe tr—=

An otter javelin closed his nouth forever.

Bane poked his head around the doorpost. An arrow humred its way viciously
into the woodwork. He pulled back swiftly as two nore buried their points in
t he door post where his head had been

Ski ppe. crouched behind a bush and signaled to Lady Amber, who was perched on
the | ow branches of an oak.

"El even down and plenty nmore to go," he reported.

\ mber drew back her bowstring and let an arrow fly. 'Mike * the round dozen
Ski p! "

Gimlaced and determ ned, the crews of bo A |l eaders tightened paws on
bowstrings, slings and javelins, waiting for the next head to show around the
door posts of Kotir fortress.

I nside the building, confusion followed the panic of the initial attack
Tsarnm na dashed upstairs to her chamber, dashing back down agai n when a
fusillade of arrows greeted her through the open wi ndow. Bane sat at the foot
of the stairs.

"Fortunes of war," he said phil osophically.

"Ch, burn themout, cone down hard on them |'ve seen it all before," Tsarm na

sneered. "Well, fox, what's your next nove?"
"I's there anot her way out of here?"

* '"There's the scullery and | arder entrance on the north side, but it's only a
smal | door."

"I't"ll have to do. Let's give it atry."

At the scullery and larder entrance the door was shut tight with rusted bolts
whi ch took sone considerable time to nove. Wen it was finally opened, the
troops hung about reluctantly. Nobody seened very keen on dashing out to do
battl e. Bane prodded a Kotir soldier with his sword.

"Come on. You lot have got shields. Get out there!"

The stoat turned sullenly to Brogg. "He's not giving me orders. |'ve got six
seasons' service here. Hmand his lot only arrived yesterday."

Tsarm na rushed up the corridor, thrusting creatures aside.
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"CGet out there, you and you, *' she ordered. "Forma barrier of shields the way
youVe been trained to do!"

Her word was final; there was no arguing with the Queen of the Thousand Eyes.
Three sol di ers pushed their way out into the open, shields held up in front. A

slingstone cracked the mddle ferret on his paw. He yel ped with pain,
automatically dropping the shield. Arrows hissed in once nore, reducing the



ranks by a further three.

H gh in a sycanore, Barklad fired off an arrow as he remarked to his
conpani on, "How |l ong d' you think we can keep this up, Pear?"

Pear rubbed beeswax on her bowstring before answering.

"Lady Anber says until noon, then it'll be too late for themto go invading
Mossfl ower. Personally, | think we should encourage themto cone out at noon
then we could foll ow them back and pick themoff in the evening."

Anot her squirrel swung in through the branches. "Are you two all right for
arrows?" he asked breathlessly. "Here's another quiver full. Gve a call if
you're running | ow "

He swng off to the next tree with his supplies.

Bane tried every possi ble nove, but at each new turn he was frustrated by the
deadl y accuracy of the woodl anders. Every exit tried, be it w ndow or door
resulted in further |loss of troops. The sunmer norning wore on, the high sun
above inpervious to the dead that littered the courtyard.

Tsarmi na cane up with the nost sensible suggestion to date. "Wy don't we just
shut the doors and ignore then? Wth nothing to shoot at, they'll have to
| eave. "

Bane was gl ad of the solution. He would have nmentioned it earlier, had
Tsarnmi na not been in such a towering rage.

Ski pper was no nean clinber. He stood on a | ow bough with Lady Anmber. Toget her
t hey considered the problem of the doors that were slamred shut and the
bol t ed, wooden tabl es which had been pl aced across the open w ndows.

"Looks |li ke a stal emate, Anber.*'

Lady Anmber thwacked off an arrow at the cl osed door. "Cowards! They're very
brave attacki ng defencel ess wood-
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| anders and killing unarned creatures, but they can't face real warriors when
it comes to a battle."

Ski pper | ooked up at the clear blue sky. "Ah well, second day of summer and
all's well, ne old branchjunper. Come on. Let's wthdraw and get back to
Brockhal I . "

A mschievous snmile spread across the squirrel's face. "Right you are, Skip.
But not before |I've left themwith a snmall token of our regard."

Tsarm na sat eating woodpi geon with Bane in an inner roomw th no wi ndows.
There was a tap on the door

"Cone in!" she called
It was Ratfl ank.
"Ml ady, Brogg says to tell you that the woodl anders are setting fire to us."

n \Mat ?u



"Er, yes, Mlady. Fire arrows. They're shooting theminto the doors and w ndow
shutters. Brogg says it'll be all right, though, 'cos it's a stone building
and they'll only bum the woodwork."

Tsarm na sprang up knocking the table sideways. "My chanmber! Bane, see if you
can do sonething quickly. O ganize a bucket chain. Put those fires out. If

t heyVe touched ny roomI'IlIl, 1I'll . . . oooooohhh!"

She dashed fromthe room taking the stairs two at a tine.,

The wal | hangi ngs were snol dering ruins and the door still blazed
merrily—Anber's archers had given it special attention

"Cet those buckets up here. Bring water!" Tsarm na how ed down the stairwell

"But we're trying to put out the fire at the front door, Mlady," a dithering
voi ce called up from bel ow

*'| don't care what you're trying to put out! Get that water up here on the
doubl e. "

"What about the door, MIady?"

"Spit onit, for all | care. This is ny room+the Queen's own chanber is on
fire. Hurry up, idiot."

"I diot yourself!"

"Who said that?" she demanded
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"Place your paw flat upon the blade, grip the handle tight, hold the sword
flat above your head."

Thwang!

Martin countered Lupin's blade as Boar roared out instructions.

"That's how to bl ock the downward chop. Now |l et go of die blade. Sweep it down
and under. Two paws on the haft, straight up and slice. Qickly, turn in and

slice again at head height."

It took Lupin all her skill to duck Martin's blade. She backed off, panting as
she | eaned on her sword.

"Whew. CGolly, there's not a lot you can teach this warrior."
"Can't |, though." Boar smiled. "Watch this!"

The badger picked up a fire iron fromthe forge. Thrusting one paw into his
bl acksmith's apron, he adopted a ready stance.

"On guard, Martin," he called. "Go for a direct thrust."

Martin came on guard. Moving in swiftly to take the badger by surprise, he
| unged and st abbed forward.



Boar hardly seenmed to nove. Wth a flick of his fire iron he disarmed Martin,
sendi ng the sword spinning and pinning Martin against the wall in the sane
nmoverent, the fire iron hovering a fraction away fromthe warrior nouse's

ri ght eye.

"How did you do that?" Mrtin gasped wi th shock
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Trubbs and conpany were watching fromthe sidelines.

"Ch, he does it easily, old sport.”

"No trouble to the jolly old boss."

"Quick as a w nk, doncha know. "

Boar | aughed aloud. "It's only a trick, Martin. Don't get discouraged. 1'll
show you a dozen nore like it before this day's through. Pick up your sword,
on guard again."

This time the silver badger ducked in under die blade, catching Martin's sword
paw. Locking the point with the flat of the fire iron, he flattened the
warrior nouse against the wall with the edge of the sword across his throat.

"See, just another bit of trickery."

That second day of summer, Martin | earned nore of swordplay than in his whole
life. Nobody was nore adept with a blade than Boar the Fighter

D nny, Log-a-Log and Gonff tried jointly to lift Boar's own sword, but they
could hardly manage to get the big battle blade off the floor. It was inmense,
areal full-grown nal e badger's war sword, with double crosstrees and a

ri ppi ng edge that had two sets of curved prongs hal fway down die |l ength of the
extra-w de bl ade

Boar perforned tricks with it, slicing apples in the air and taking a

whi skertip from Lupin as she stood stock-still. Martin noticed that the
badger's nood becane nore |ight-hearted and jovial when he was around weapons,
even allowing hinmself to be flattered by Harebell, Honeydew and WI I ow, who

imtated Trubbs and conmpany by speaking alternately.

"Qoh, you are clever, Boar old chap."

"And strong. My word!"

"We | adi es woul d never be able to lift your big heavy sword."

Three speci al daggers had been forged for Gonff, Log-a-Log and D nny, who wore
t hem proudly about their waists. Gonff delighted the occupants of

Sal amandastron with his inpronptu ball ads

Harebel |, Honeydew and WIlow, Each a pretty thing; Bold, brave and fearless,
Wt her, Trubbs and Ffring; Lupin, Buffheart, Starbuck, Breeze,
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Swift as winds across the trees; Rule o'er |land and sea herefrom
Sal a- manda- st ron



Harebel | and conpany fluttered their eyelids madly.
"Ch, M. Conff, you are clever."
"And so handsone, too."

"You have a lovely voice."

Gonff waved a nodest paw. "Save it for Trubbs and conpany, ladies. |'m
prom sed to my Col unbi ne."

"I's she pretty?"
"Very pretty?"
"Prettier than us?"

"Well, she's certainly prettier than Gonff," Martin, Dinny and Log-a-Log
chimed in inpudently.

"I"d say half as pretty again."
"O'd say twoice as pri'ee, hurr hurr."

Boar roared with laughter and raised his battle sword. "Cheek, shall | chop
of f their heads, Gonff?"

The mouset hi ef flushed scarlet beneath his fur. "No, just their legs will do,
Boar. They need their nouths to eat and make silly remarks with."

To ease Conff's enbarrassnment, Buffheart beckoned the friends.

"Have you seen our fire lizard?"

"Fire lizard? No," Gonff chipped in quickly. "Let's go and have a | ook!"

They foll owed Boar and the hares, trooping up nore flights of stairs unti

they were sonewhere near the echo cave. Buffheart took theminto a side cave
that had a big open wi ndow slot. By the side of the window lay a great stone
carving of a fearsonme head, a grotesque parody of what its maker had i magi ned
a dragon should | ook like.

"Nobody knows how it cane here," Starbuck said, stroking it fondly. "Sonetines
Boar lifts it up to the window at night and lights a fire inits mouth to

frighten off the sea rats.”

Boar exerted his great strength and picked up the stone head. "Yes, | put it
about here, facing out to sea."

He rested the head on the window sill, then went strangely
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qui et. Boar the Fighter stared hard to seaward. The rest joined himat the
wi ndow to see what it was.

Hal f way between the skyline and the shore, a ship was sailing in toward | and.
It was a large black galley with doubl e oarbanks and twi n square-rigged sails.
At the tip of the prow was the bl eached skull and fin of sone |arge sea fish,



standing out like a figurehead.
Boar whi spered a single chilling word.

' Bl oodwake! '

He was oblivious of all about him remaining with his gaze riveted on the
craft in the water.

Martin turned to Lupin. "Is that Ripfang's ship?" he asked.

She nodded distractedly, pulling at Boar's heavy paw. "Cone away, Boar
pl ease. Can't you see he's taunting you agai n?"

The silver badger shook her off and dashed through to the echo cave.

Even though they shielded their ears, they could hear Boar in the other room

roaring out like thunder at the vessel, "Ahoy, Bloodwake. Ri pfang, are you
there? This is Boar the Fighter. Wy don't you show your rotten hide near ny
nmount ai n agai n? How about tonight? I'll be waiting, seascum™

As they watched, a red flag enbellished with a scourge was hauled to the
foremast peak. It dipped up and down twi ce.

Buf fheart's teeth ground angrily together. "He'll be here, nake no m stake
about that."

Boar strode heavily in fromthe echo cave, stretching hinmself up until his
head brushed the ceiling. He gave a huge sigh of satisfaction then recited
al oud,

The second night of summer, The second visit since spring, The rat fromthe
seas Meets the Lord of the rock, To settle everything.

Martin saw the wild light of battle in Boar's eye. "Then you're going to fight
Ri pfang toni ght?" he surm sed.

Boar departed fromthe cave, calling as he went, "No, I"'mgoing to kill him""'
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They pursued himdown the stairs to the forge hall. Taking a rough file, the

badger began putting a slashing edge to his war sword.
The happy tine was at an end.

Martin picked up his own sword. "We're conming with you, Boar.

The badger shook his head. "No. This is not your fight. This one was witten
I ong ago on the wall behind ny father. It nust be."

Martin was obdurate. "Say what you |ike. Boar. Wen night falls, 1'll be there
at your side."

"Aye, and I|."
"Me too."

"I"'mcomng with you



"And me, matey." " "Boi 'okey, an' oi too."
"Count ne in, old chap." 'j "Rat her, what ho!"
"Wuldn't miss it for the world, what?" . Boar put the file aside. "So be

it. Come if you feel you Inust, and thank you, ny friends. But you, Buffheart,
and

-j you, Lupin—you nmust remain here with your young ones. 'eThe fires must be

kept burni ng, you understand?"

Buf f heart nodded, biting his lip so fiercely that a trickle of blood coursed
fromthe side of his nouth.

"As you say, Boar," Lupin spoke for both of them
*- The silver badger stood with his paws resting on the top crosstree of
his sword, every inch the commander.

"The rest of you, listen to ne. No matter what happens, you nust obey the
warrior's code. | give the orders, no one else. | know it may be difficult for
you to understand, but you nust trust ne conpletely. If you obey ne, then you
are ny true friends; disobey, and you are ny enemy. Do you understand what |
say?"

The heads nodded in silence.
spi kes.

Boar hung the great sword back on its wall

"Good. Now go and rest," Boar told them "But first see ; to your weapons and

eat.' * ; When they had gone, Martin lingered awhile with Boar

o: "That verse you spoke," he said curiously. "It was wit-.ten on the
wall. Did you recite it all?"
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Boar shook his head. "Not all. The last lines are only for ne to know. Once
again, Martin, thank you. It will be good to have a real warrior at ny side
toni ght."

They cl asped paws, the nouse's dwarfed by the badger's.
"Good | uck, Boar, ny friend."

"Luck has little to do with fate, Martin. You followthe warrior's star. Be
true to yourself and your friends."

So the creatures of Sal amandastron lay down to rest, each one with their own
t hought s.

The second gl orious day of summer rolled on toward night.
The bl ack ship Bl oodwake sailed closer with every wave.
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Bane had an i dea.

"Now t hat the woodl anders have gone," he suggested cunningly, "why don't we
sneak out of Kotir and hide ourselves in the bushes at the edge of the forest?



We coul d hide right behind the position they held this norning. That way,
we'll be able to turn the anbush on themif they cone back tonorrow for
anot her dawn attack."

"Huh huhuhu, good idea, fox," Brogg chuckl ed encouragingly.

Tsarmina turned a frosty stare upon the Captain; the chuckle died to a gurgle
in his throat. Near open ennmity was the order of the day now between her and
Bane. She was sorry she had ever let himand his band inside her gates.

"Fool, Brogg," she snarled. "Can't you see this fox only wants us out of Kotir
so that he and his raggedy band can slip in behind our backs?"

Bane spread his paws wide disarmngly. "Hoho, if that's what you think, |ady."
"Yes, that's exactly what | think, fox!" Tsarm na snapped back

"That's a problemeasily solved." Bane shrugged. "You stay in here with your
deadhead Captain; | take the forces out into the woods. In fact, |I'll take
them tonight, so that we can be well hidden by the time the woodl anders
arrive."
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Tsarmina sniffed. "That's a better idea. I'lIl agree to that, Bane."

The fox laughed. He drew his sword and held it out. "Think you can trust ne,
or would you like to confiscate ny sword?"

Tsarm na's eyes slined dangerously. "If | take that sword, 1*11 take your head
withit, fox."

Bane sheathed the sword and spat, '
be your head that comes off, cat."

"If you ever try to take nmy sword, it'll

"W shall see."
"Aye, we shall see.”
Chi bb saw, too. He heard all as well.

Aswift flutter of his wings took himout across Myss-fl ower, back to
Brockhal I .

Foremol e was pacing around in deep leaf nold with O d D nny. They were trying
to remenber the exact |ocation of a disused tunnel

"Thurr it may be. Mdind, oi only sez maybe."

"No, tis yurr. G'd swurr on noi tunnel it's yurr."
"Nay, may'ap it's mdway 'tw xt they two."

"Wy urrhoops, urthenquaker. Look out!"

The ground beneath themtrenbl ed and heaved. Both nmoles were tipped flat on
their bottons in the | oam

Soilflyer's head popped out of the ground. He bl ew dead | eaves from his snout,
grinni ng broadly.



"Hurr, good norrow to 'ee, zurrs," he called cheerfully. "Us'ns found that
crossways tunnel as used to be yurr."

Forenmole tried hard to preserve his dignity. "Thurr '"ee be, Omd Din. O did
tell "ee it wurr thurr."

"Oo, fer a 'spectable Forenole, 'ee be a gurt fib bag!"

Soilflyer pulled hinself free of the loam followed by Uth-claw and Bill um
They tugged their snouts in nock respect to their elders, Billumstifling a
bass giggl e.

"Ow summ of these owd | ads do enjoy loif, a-setten about playen in 'ee | eaves
loik liddle "ogs, it do surproise oi."

Forenol e shook a stern claw at Billum "Lessen thoi cheek. Get 'ee over to
Brocken'all an git 'ee vittles."

Over at Brockhall, things were running smoothly. The little ones played ganes
wi t h Col unbi ne and Goody, while the
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Abbess hel ped Ben Stickle and her mice to fietch arrows, which they tied into
bundl es. As deputy in Bella's absence, Abbess Germmi ne was not too pl eased

t hat Ski pper and Anmber had di sobeyed a Cori m decision, but she nmade all owances
for the fact that they had lost friends in the anmbush at the diggings.
Nevert hel ess, she felt it was her duty to upbraid diem

"You had no right to go off like that after electing to stay here. Both of you
m ght have been killed."

Ski pper was fishing pieces of hazel nut and | eek out of a pan of stew that had
gone col d beside the hearth. Germmine rapped the table sharply with an arrow

"Ski pper of otters, are you listening to nme?"
"Ch aye, marm I'mall ears,"” he said abstractedly. "Are these | ast season's
nuts or the one before? R ght nice sweet taste theyVe got."

The Abbess snorted in exasperation. "Now, | want you, both of you, to prom se
me that you'll never do anything so foolish again. |I'msurprised at you, Lady
Amber —you a squirrel Queen, too. That's not setting a very good exanple to
others, is it?"

Amber cocked her severed and bandaged ear stunp toward Germaine.

"Eh, what's that you say?"

Al'l three dissolved in hel pless |aughter.

Chibb arrived with the noles, saving the miscreants further scolding; reports
were made to the Corimleaders present. Ferdy and Coggs had arrived at a

deci sion to become warrior carpenter cooks, so they served refreshnents for
everybody.

As they ate, the Abbess nulled over the situation. "Well, if the forces of

Kotir are hiding in the woods, it would be unwise for you two to try a repeat
performance of today's attack."



Ski pper grinned broadly. "Wy, perish the thought, marm They'l|l be keeping

t hensel ves busy, by the sound of it. W'Il just let "emlie unconfortable |ike
out there all night, then they can shiver through the dawn waiting for us not
to turn up. What a danp squib."

Forenpl e banged the tabletop with one of Ferdy's biscuits. **Hurr, an' ifFen
they varnments think us'ns stopped a-diggen
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burr, they' m doant know noles. Us'll 'ave 'ee tunnels work-en agin afore
eventoid, mark/1

Bell a of Brockhall had wandered far in search of a second hideout. If ever
Brockhal | were discovered by the arny of Tsarmina, it was inperative that the
woodl anders have a place of safety to flee to. The good badger was al ways
consci ous of her responsibility to the woodl anders. She felt she nust
undertake this search. Bella enjoyed the solitude of the far Mssfl ower
stillness after the close confines of Brockhall in the conpany of woodl anders.
By nmidday she was traveling east through vast tracts of field country. The
badger knew instinctively that the R ver Mdss would be winding its way
somewher e near, and her good senses were confirnmed in due course.

Bel | a seated herself on the bank of the broad swirling water. She did not
resist taking a short nap in the early sumrer warnth

"Bella. Hey there, Bella of Brockhall!"

H e badger sat bolt upright, blinking away her tiredness. G ngivere was
runni ng towards her, and there was another cat with him a sleek reddish
fenal e.

The badger junped up wavi ng her paws joyfully.

"Haha, G ngivere, you old rascal, who's your friend?"

The fenmale cat smiled and waved back.

"Ch, you are just as | imagined you, Bella," she said warmy.
told me all about you and his woodl and friends. |I'm Sandi ngonm "

"G ngi vere has

They sat on the bank together as Bella brought themup to date with the news
and expl ai ned her mission. As she tal ked, Bella noticed how strong and happy
G ngi vere | ooked. The reason why soon becane apparent.

"Look at nme, Bella. Wuld you believe it, I'"'ma farmer now. Yes, ne,

G ngi vere, son of Verdauga. WVe got a nice little piece of land further up
the bank and the fishing is good in this river."

The badger was delighted. "Well, you certainly fell on your paws this tine,

friend. Though you deserve it after all you' ve been through. Congratul ations
to you both."

Sandi ngomm t hanked Bella. "Anytinme you pl ease, you
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may bring the woodl anders to stay with us. This place is too for away for
G ngivere's wicked sister to find.'



Bel l a stood up. Dusting her coat off, she refused an offer to stay for |unch
"I wouldn't dream of intruding on two such happy creatures any |onger," she
said firmy. "Besides, |'ve got to get back to Brockhall and give themthe
good news. Not only have I found a second hideout, but | have redi scovered our
friend G ngivere and nmade yet another new friend in Lady Sandi ngonrm "

G ngivere sniled understandingly. "As you will, Bella of Brockhall. Gve ny
best wi shes to all the woodl anders, and don't forget to tell Ferdy and Coggs
to visit Uncle G ngivere and Aunt Sandi ngonm soneti ne."

"Ch I will, never fear," Bella assured him "Thank you, ft's good to know that
we of the Corimhave two great friends al ways ready to help."

The badger set off westward, back toward the |leafy glades , of Myssflower in
t he noonday sun

"Goodbye, Bella of Brockhall. Good luck to you," the cats called after her.

, "Thank you. Take good care of each other now. Goodbye, fcurner G ngivere
Goodbye, Lady Sandi ngomm "

289

Ni ght had fallen over Sal amandastron

The war party clinbed down the roof |adder onto the sand. CGonff, Di nny and
Log-a-Log had been outfitted by the hares. They were helneted and arnmed with

| ong poi nted pi kes, snaller versions of the arnms carried by fighting hares.

Martin | ooked around, checking out the conpany. There were Trubbs, Wther and

Ffring, Harebell, Honeydew and WIllow, his three traveling conpani ons and Boar
the Fighter. The silver badger towered above themall, |ooking fearsonme enough
to chill the blood of any sea rat's veins. He wore heavy spi ked arnor across

his back and front, topped off with a shining nmetal headpi ece that cane
forward into a badger war nask.

Boar pointed his great war sword up at Buffheart as he gave final orders.

"Make sure you pull that |adder back up safe, slide a rock over the entrance
hol e and don't open it to any creature.”

"But supposing you want to get back in again, Boar?" Starbuck asked, gazing
down from behind his father

The badger chuckled drily. "Don't worry, Star. A short clinb and a rock sl ab
won't stop ne."

Lupi n appeared at the opening. "Breeze is at the forge sobbing herself silly.
WIl you be all right, Boar?"

The badger did not look up. "lI'mfine, Lupin. You' re the strong one. You know
what to do."
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"l do, Boar."

"Good. Then conme on, you lucky lot, follow me. We're going to a party with



sone sea rats."”

As they noved off, Gonff nudged Di nny. "What a happy badger. He seens to get
nerrier when he's closer to a battle."

"Ur, wishen oi did," Young Di nny gul ped. "Mi young paws be all of
a-trinmble.”

"I"'mglad | haven't got that trouble, Din," Gonff giggled nervously. "M ne
froze solid with fright sone tine ago."

lii silent file they made their way out to the shore, keeping close to the
rock face. The party halted when they stood with their backs to the nountain.
It was deserted, though Bl ood-wake bobbed at anchor close to the |and.

Trubbs twitched his whiskers. "Don't like this at all, chuns. Not one little
bit."

"I"ll second that, laddie."
"Thirds for me, old scout, wot?"
Gonff peered toward Bl oodwake. "Maybe they're still on board."

Log-a-Log gripped his pike tighter. "No, mate. She's rid--ing too high in the
water for that."

"Log-a-Log's right," Martin whispered to Boar. "Wat do you think?"

"Ch, they're here, somewhere," Boar chuckled softly. "I Can snell the stink of
sea rat fouling up ny territory. Trubbs, you take the left. Harebell, around
the nmountain to the right. See if you can spot anything."

The hares slipped off |like sand on the breeze. "Look, mere's a small band of
"em" Boar exclainmed, pointing straight ahead. "Been lying | ow where the waves
lap the sand. Ha, they don't fool ne. There's sone kind of anbush being rigged
up around here, but don't worry, we'll be ready."

Trubbs and Harebell arrived back at the same tine. "Boar, lhey' re around the
back of the nountain, hordes of them"

"Harebell's right. | saw 'emtoo, all skulking in the shadows."

Boar remai ned calm "Huh, Ri pfang seenms to be using his brains nore and his
mout h | ess these days. They nust have dropped off further up the coast and
cone overland, circling
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to get behind us. | told you that band up ahead was only a blind."

D nny gave a hoarse shout. "Look out! Yurr they'm a-cunmen!”

From both sides of the nountain they filtered out in a swift pincer novenent.
Trubbs' estimate was right: there were hordes of them Martin watched in
silence as they forned a semicircle. He had never seen so many sea rats.
Vil l ai nous faces, weathed by bl ack headbands and adorned with brass earrings,

snarled at them Strange sickle-shaped swords with small round target shields
wer e brandi shed hi gh. Daggers and whips bristled where there were no swords.



Martin thanked the fates that there were no archers.

Boar stood forward smiling hugely, leaning idly on his battle blade. "WllI,
wel . The gang's all here. Were's old snot-whi skers? '

The ranks parted, allowi ng two standard bearers carrying sea rat banners to
cone through. Standing between themwas a rat, half as big again as any of the
others, carrying a sickle sword and a | ong whiplash. A single fang grew
overlong fromthe left side of his nmouth, giving his face a grotesque sneer

"Here | am nountain Lord. We have you surrounded and ready to die."

Boar did not give the courtesy of a reply. He whirled his giant war sword
al oft and charged with a thunderous battle-cry.

Yoooohaaarrraal | aayl eeeeee! !'I'"

Bot h sides surged forward, neeting with a crash of steel upon the churning
sands.

Martin felt the nadness of conbat searing through his veins. He | eaped and
struck, hacked and thrust, stabbed and sl ashed |ike a flash of hot sunmer
[ightning. Shields were shorn through by his flying bl ade, sea rats went down
before himlike corn to a reaper. They crushed i nward, swi nging their sickle
swords. Dinny took a gash upon his shoulder. He was about to go down when
Trubbs heaved a squealing rat high upon his pike, tossing himonto the bl ades
t hat nmenaced Dinny. Gonff had |ost his pike, but he went at themw th a dagger
in each paw, flailing like a windmlIl, up, down, across, over, his fear
forgotten in the boiling nelee of battle. Firing was henmed in on all sides,
his bobtail shorn off; but Wt her
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and Log-a-Log came vaulting over the sea rats' heads on their pikes to save
t he bel eaguered hare. Jabbing left and right, they were joined by Harebell
Foursquare back to back they fought, turning in a ferocious circle, spearing
and ripping like a carousel of doom

The rats on the tideline had begun to nove. Boar swung | ow at the feet of his
enem es. As they junped, he carried the sweep high, the i mense war sword
slicing through at head |l evel. Bl ood-spattered, pierced by steel in a dozen
di fferent places, he fought on, oblivious to his wounds, trying to reach

Ri pfang, who stood at the back urging on his sea rats.

"Come to ne, Ripfang,"” the silver badger chanted as he battled. "Meet Boar the
Fighter. I amthe son of AOd Lord Brocktree, ruler of Mssflower, Chief of the
mountain. My bl ade is singing your deathsong. Let Boar take you and your
vernmin crewto the gates of Dark Forest this night. The summer sun cannot
stand the sight of you darkening the earth!™

Now the rats packed in harder at Ripfang's command. The roiling mass of
enem es seened endless. Martin and his conrades w ped sweat and bl ood from
their eyes as they battered heroically away at the tide of sea rats which
threatened to engulf them

The warrior nouse found hinself back to back with Boar. "Boar, we're
har d- pressed and out nunbered, " he yelled over die noise of war. "It'd take us
all season to slay this pack, even if they stood in line and waited."

The silver badger made a rat into two half-rats with his sword. "I know,



l[ittle warrior. | told you this was nmy fight. I'msorry | got you into it."

Martin extinguished a spitting face with his blade. "Not your fault, Boar. It
was witten."

The badger used his sword hilt to pulp a rat who cane too near. "Listen
Martin. Get the crew around you. I'mgoing to force a way through, then we'l|l
run for it. There's only that single group standing between us and Bl oodwake.
Are you ready?"

It took a few nmonments in the battle until Martin had nmustered his conrades in
a group. There was a nmonentary lull as they stood ringed on all sides by sea
rats.

Li ke chain |ightning, Boar made his nove with a furious
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charge. The nmad onsl aught carried themforward to the edge of the horde.
Hewi ng ceasel essly, Martin and the rest broke through. They began running

toward the small advanci ng band of sea rats.

Pi kes clashed with sickle swords as they net. The astounded verm n were so
t aken aback by the ferocity of the attack that they broke and scattered.

Rushi ng onward, the friends nmade the water's edge.

Honeydew | ooked back. "We've |eft Boar behind!"

"No, he never cane with us."

"Let's go back."

"Stay!" Martin's shout was a cold comand.

They turned to stare at the warrior nouse.

"Remenber your orders fromBoar. Do as he said; it is the way of the warrior
Boar has seen his own fate witten, there is nothing we can do to stop it. W
must capture that ship."

They slid into the surf with the sounds of battle still ringing in their ears.
There was only a token watch |left aboard to guard the galley slaves. They

| eaped overboard at the sight of the roaring fighters who sprang dripping to

t he deck of Bl oodwake.

Panting with exertion, Martin turned to Log-a-Log, "Get this vessel under way
with all speed!"'

The shrew rapped out commands to the new crew. "Slash that anchor cable. Hoist
those sails. Martin, take the tiller-steer her out to deep water. You bel ow,
row for your lives if you want to taste freedom again."''

Pushing the tiller over, Martin felt Bl oodwake respond. She turned on the
ebbing tide with a stiff breeze at her stern, riding the waves out toward the
open sea. The rest of themjoined himas he stared over the after end, across
the snmooth wake to the shore.

The silver badger's voice carried to themon the w nd



"Sail away, ny warriors. Tell Bella and Mossfl ower of Boar the Fighter. Cone
closer, sea rats. Let ny blade kiss you to sleep. Ah, Ripfang, ny old eneny,
got you! Now | embrace you as a friend. See."

They wat ched as Boar went down under a nob of sea rats who were how ing and
scream ng. The badger w el ded his
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sword with a single paw, the other mighty paw held Ri pfang close to his
studded netal arnor, crushing himto death.

Martin turned away, blinded by tears. He could | ook no nore.
Nor coul d his conpani ons.

Before themlay the deep open sea. Behind them the flames of Sal amandastron
burned bright over a shore piled and littered with dead and wounded sea rats.

The spirit of Boar the Fighter lingered on the sands, reluctant to | eave a
good battle and travel to the gates of Dark Forest.

The silver badger had seen the witing on the wall. He had fulfilled the
| egend of the nountai n!

Tsarm na and Bane wat ched each other |ike pike eyeing a water beetle, the

wi | dcat Queen from her high wi ndow, Bane from where he crouched shivering with
the troops, drenched in nmorning dew, conpletely dispirited after a fruitless
ni ght spent in the forest. The rift was w dening between cat and fox.

Bane squatted in the wet grass beside Brogg.

"See how your Queen treats us? W shiver out here all night while she lies in
[ uxury, warm and snug."

Brogg squinted dully. "She always has. Mlady is a Queen, you know "
Bane spat at a small insect. "If | ruled Kotir, the troops would get the sane
treatment as nme. Ask ny crew. W always had plenty to eat. | never hid in

safety and let themtake all the risks."

"I's that why you pushed them out of doors, in front of all those arrows and
javelins?" Ratflank sniggered.

Bane cuffed himsoundly across the snout. "Wo asked your opi nion,
sni vel whi skers? | didn't notice you volunteering to dash out and fight those
wood| anders. "

Brogg stood up, brushing dewdrops fromhis cloak. "Ah well, they won't be
showi ng up this norning. Whbnder how they knew we'd be lying in wait?"

Bane wi nked and tapped his nuzzle. "Maybe she got word to them That way she
could have Kotir and the rations to herself. There's enough supplies in there
to keep one cat happy forever."
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Brogg scratched his chin. "Really? Do you think she'd do that?"



"Well, look at the evidence." Bane |laughed nmirthlessly. "Fromwhat | hear, the
garrison was in a right old ness before | arrived with reinforcenents and
rati ons. They say she was acting strange. You should knowshe had you pul ling
tails and checki ng whi skers. Wat normal creature does things |ike that?"

As the force noved back to Kotir, Bane and Brogg were deep in quiet, earnest
conver sati on.

Tsarm na wat ched them from her high wi ndow. She al so scanned the surroundi ng
treetops for signs that the eagle m ght be abroad. An idea was fornming in the
wi | dcat's mi nd.

Later that norning, while Bane was supervising a teamto replace the burned
door and wi ndow tinbers, Tsarm na had Brogg come to her room She fed himon
ci der and roasted woodpi geon as she worned i nformati on from him

The weasel Captain told his Queen all.

Tsarm na resumed her position at the wi ndow, watching the telltale quiver of a
spruce top. When she turned to Brogg her voice dripped sincerity.

"You have been a good and | oyal Captain, Brogg. Make no nistake, your Queen
will reward you. This fox forced his way in here while we were distracted by
t he woodl anders. He countermands ny orders and whi spers lies about nme to ny
soldiers. Do you realize that if he had not barged his way in with his ragged
mob, | was going to pronote you to act as Suprenme Ceneral ?"

"Me, MIlady?" Brogg could hardly believe his ears.

"Yes, you. Say nothing of this to any creature, especially Bane. Let himcarry
on repairing our woodwork. He thinks he will rule Kotir one day. You stick to
doi ng your job, Brogg. Keep ny Thousand Eye soldiers loyal to me. As for Bane,
| eave himto ne. If he speaks to you, tell himthat | wish to see him up here
in nmy chanber."

"I wll, Mlady. You can trust ne."

"I do, Brogg ny good friend. Now go."

The weasel did not stop backing up and bowi ng until after he was outside the
room
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* * %

By mi dafternoon nost of the repair work was well under way. Bane strolled up
to the high chanber and sl ouched against the table where Tsarmn na sat.

"Well, what d'you want ne for now, cat?" he asked insolently.

Tsarm na pushed a beaker of elderberry wi ne across the table to Bane, and
poured one for herself.

"I b you, Bane. A good job well done on the doors and wi ndows. | could not have
done better nyself."

The fox watched carefully, not taking a sip of the wine until the wldcat had
drunk from her beaker.



"Why this sudden honor, Tsarm na? \Wat are you up to?"

The wi | dcat Queen shook her head sadly. "How did we ever come to this mstrust
and enmity, Bane?" She pointed a dramatic claw to the open wi ndow. "Qut there
is where the eneny is. The woodl anders are the ones we should be fighting, not
each other."

The fox took a mouthful of the rich dark wine. "I'Il agree with that, but
what's brought about this sudden change? Tell nme, if we are to trust each
ot her."

Tsarm na passed a weary paw across her brow. "Until you came, | had not won a
single victory over the woodl anders. Even when they attacked us yesterday you
did all you could, but still I did not trust you," she confessed. "I made you
wait out in the open all night and you never conpl ained once. Today | | ooked
frommy w ndow and saw you hel pi ng your band to repair the damage to Kotir.
That was when | changed mny opinion of you."

Tsarnmina refilled Bane's beaker with wi ne. When she spoke again there was
somet hi ng approaching a sob in her voice.

"Forgive ne. | have m sjudged you, Bane. You are a true friend."
The fox quaffed the wine, then took the liberty of pouring hinmself sonme nore.
"You like the work that we are carrying out on the fire danage?"

Tsarm na pushed the wine jug so that Bane woul d not have to stretch when
reaching for it.

"Indeed | do. It's ten tinmes better than ny bunbling | ot could have done," she
assured him
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Bane nodded agreenment. "Aye, nmy band can turn their paw to nost things.
They're still working round at the larder and scullery entrance."

"Good," Tsarm na said over her shoul der as she rummaged in a wooden chest.
"But what |'mworried about is the main gates between the courtyard and the
woodl and edge. "

The fox finished his wi ne, banging the beaker down decisively. "Right, let's
go and take a look at 'em though | don't think they' Il need nuch repair.
They're a solid old pair of gates.”

Tsarm na produced a cloak fromthe chest. It was a long trailing garnent made
frombright red velvet trimred with woodpi geon feathers. Recently it had been
cl eaned and brushed.

"I want you to take this cloak, friend," she insisted smlingly. "Wear it as a
token of our new alliance. \'s you can see, it is not the plain cloak of a
Captain; this was nmade for a Lord."

Bane took the cloak. Twirling it round, he admired the color and wei ght of the
velvet. He swept it up, draping it around his shoul ders. Tsarm na fastened the
clasp at his neck

"There! How handsonme you | ook. Mre |like the Ruler of Kotir than | do."



Bane's paw stroked the feather edged velvet. "Thank you, Queen Tsarrnina. This
is a splendid cloak. Hoho, wait'll ny gang see their |eader decked out in his
finery. Come on, let's take a |l ook at mat gate. '

There were many admiring and envious gl ances from Bane's nercenaries as he
strode across the courtyard.

"By the fang. Look at ol d Bane. Wat a fine cloak!"

"He certainly cuts a dash init. I'll bet he's been pronoted.”

"Haha, he | ooks nore |ike the Chief here than the cat does."

Brogg and Ratflank | eaned out of the barrack room w ndow. The weasel Captain
could not help remarking under his breath, "Wat d' you suppose the fox is
doi ng, wearing Ash-leg's cl oak?"
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Dawn brushed pal e streaks of pink and gold through the gray m st on the calm
sea waters.

Raspi ng sounds froma file could be heard on deck fromthe oarbanks bel ow.
Gonff was freeing the slaves.

Martin and Dinny assisted the pathetic creatures onto the deck. Sonme of them
had not seen daylight in seasons. They were a mixed bunch, ragged shrews and
emaci ated nice, together with some bedraggl ed hedgehogs and the odd gaunt
squirrel

How coul d any creature treat another in this cruel nmanner? Martin wondered. It
made his bl ood boil as he tended them

D nny was doling out food from Bl oodwake's wel | -stocked pantry. "Yurr, get sum
vittles down 'ee, us'ns fatten 'ee up."

Martin was supporting a tough nouse who seened on the verge of coll apse.

"Thank you, Martin son of Luke," he said, nodding gratefully at the young
warrior.

Martin's paws gave way. He sank to the deck of Bl ood-wake, taking his burden
with him They sat staring at each other. Martin could find only one word to
say.

"Ti nbal | i sto?"

Tears ran freely down the mouse's whiskers. "Martin, ny friend."

A shrew who was gnawi ng at a ship's biscuit cane and sat
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by them "Martin, the young warrior nouse, eh? Tinballisto here was al ways
tal ki ng about you." Tinballisto threw a paw about his friend s shoul der. "How
did you know | was aboard this floating rat trap?"

Martin hugged him "I didn't, you old wardog. | thought you' d gone to the

gates of Dark Forest |ong ago, fighting enem es off outside our caves in the
nort hl ands. "



As they sat tal king, Log-a-Log cane from Ri pfang's cabin aft. He was studying
some sailcloth charts. Immediately a great shout went up fromthe shrews who
had been freed.

"Log-a-Log! Chief, it's us, the old gang fromthe village!"

Preoccupi ed with sonething he had di scovered anong the maps, the Shrew Chi ef
waved distractedly to them "Ha, hello, you lot. Well, eat up and get fit
again. The boss is back now. Told you |I'd rescue you, didn't 1."

Goni f heaved hinself up fromthe galley banks bel ow. "Wew, mtey! It could do
with a good scrub down there. Hey, Log-a-Log, found sone booty?"

The shrew spread charts upon the deck. "Look, it's all here—the way hone."
Martin could nake little of the charts. "Show ne."

"Righto. It's sinple really. See here, that's Sal anandas-tron," Log-a-Log

expl ai ned. "Keep the setting sun to your left and foll ow the coastline unti
we sight a river flowing into the sea fromthe right. It's the R ver Mss,

see, flowing fromeast to west."

D nny's digging paw tapped the canvas. "Hurr, well oi never did, stan* on noi
tunnel! It be our river as flows thru Mossfl'er. Lookit, thurr be 'ee
woodl ands mar ked up over yon. Burr, 'ee ratbag knowed it all."

Log-a-Log pinned the canvas down agai nst a breeze mat was springing up

"I"ll say he did. That's how he cane to capture my tribe. There's our village
mar ked up on the northeast fringes of Mssfiower. Banksnout, shin up the mast
and keep your eyes busy for the river flowing in fromlandward. Gonff, take
the tiller and hold it seaward a point to bring us closer into shore. Shrews,
break out all sail so we catch this good breeze."

Under the eye of the summer sun, Bl oodwake scudded across the foam ng white
caps like a great seabird. Tinmballisto | eaned over the deckrail with Martin.
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"I wish I'd had the chance to nmeet Boar the Fighter,"” Tinballisto sighed. "He
sounds like a great warrior, fromwhat you say. What a pity he won't be com ng
back to save Mssfiower.'

Martin drew his sword. He pointed it east toward the land. "It is ny duty to
save Mossflower. | swore it to Boar and | intend keeping that oath."

Timbal listo watched himas he held forth the beautiful blade. "You wll,
Martin. You wll!"

A hedgehog poked his head around the door of the forward cabins. "Ahoy,
there's a full arnory here, |ads—swords, spears, knives, everything an arny
could wish for."

"Qurt loads o' vittles, too." Dinny chuckled. "G tell *ee, CGonffen, liddle
boats make oi sick, hurr, but this'n's a noice big shipper. G'Ill call *er
Widdshi pp. Harr, that be a foin nane."

Gonff watched the forepeak respond to the tiller.



"Widdshipp it is then, D n. Though personally |I'd have named her Col unbi ne."
Trubbs and conmpany chimed in.

"I say, that's a bit strong, Gonff, old sailor."
"Has Col unbine really got a wooden botton®?"

"And two ears that stick out |ike sails?"

They narrow y ducked the pail of seawater that Gonff hurl ed.

Banksnout roared out in a gruff shrew bass fromatop the rigging, "Ahoy! River
in sight up north to | andward!"

Martin clinmbed the bowsprit. He stood on the bleached fish skull figurehead,
| ooki ng eagerly.

Sure enough, there was the river, boiling across the shores in the distance.
He turned to the crowd of eager faces watching him

"Take her head up and round the shore, Gonff. W' re going hone!"

Shrews, mce, hedgehogs, squirrels, hares and a single nole roared out in one
voi ce that rang across the waves,

"Mossflowerrrrrrr!l!l”
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Argul or was awake.

Shifting on his high spruce perch, he glared down greedily through his old
watery eyes at the red-cl oaked figure crossing the parade ground of Kotir.

"At |last, pine marten!"

Tsarm na pushed hard against the gates. "See, they're rocking on their
hi nges, " she pointed out to Bane. "Those wood-|anders have been neddling with
them |'msure of it."

Bane gave the gates a kick. "Do you think so? They seem solid enough to ne.
Huh, even fire arrows didn't make rmuch inpression on these gates."

Tsarmi na unbolted the | ocks. Opening the gates cautiously, she peered around
them at the woodl ands. It was safe.

"Al'l clear out here, but | don't like it. I'msure theyVe done sonething to
t hese hinges fromoutside. Just think, if these gates blew down during the
autum, we'd be at their mercy."

"Huh, | don't know what you're fussing about," Bane said, swirling his new
cloak inpatiently. "The gates look all right to ne."

Tsarmi na gnawed her lip. "Are you really sure, though?"

The fox sighed in exasperation. "Ch, | suppose I'll have to go and take a | ook
to keep you happy."



He strode briskly outside.

302

Tsarm na dodged inside, slaming the gates and bolting them

Bane was puzzled nmonentarily. "Hoi, what's the matter with you, Tsarm na?"

There was no reply. Tsarmina was racing across the parade ground to watch from
her hi gh wi ndow.

Suddenl y Bane sensed he had been tricked, but it was too |late.

Argul or had al ready | aunched hinmself fromhis perch. He homed in on the
red-cl oaked figure like a bolt fromthe bl ue.

On the other side of Kotir, Bane's mercenaries worked away on the scullery
door, blissfully unaware of what was taking place outside.

Bane did not see the eagle swoop; he was trying to find pawhol ds as he
cl anbered up the oaken gates.

Argul or struck him hard from behind, burying powerful talons and vicious
hooked beak in the prey that had eluded himfor so | ong. The fox was
transfixed, frozen with cruel agony; but as the eagle started to carry him
of f, Bane's fighting instincts took over. Freeing his curved sword, he struck
upward at the feathered eneny.

The sword hit Argulor, once, tw cel

Doggedly the great eagle sank tal ons and beak deeper into his prey. Beating
the air with his nassive wi ngspread as he did, both hunter and quarry rose
skywar d.

Tsarmi na at her w ndow danced up and down in fiendish glee. Attracted by the
screans, the occupants of Kotir |ooked up. Bane slashed wildly with his sword;
Argul or stabbed nmadly with his beak. Al the while the conbatants rose higher
and soon they were above the treetops.

Chibb fluttered in circles sone di stance away. He watched the amazing sight as
eagle and fox rose into the sky.

Far above Mossflower, Argulor won the battle. Bane gave a final shudder and
went linmp, the curved sword falling fromhis lifeless paws. The anci ent eagle
felt cheated; this was no pine marten, it was a fox. Argulor's heart sank in
his breast. It did not rise again. The rheumy eyes shut in the sanme instant as
the great wings folded in death, and only the talons remained fixed deep into
the dead fox.
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Tsarm na wat ched as both creatures plunged earthward. Two enem es defeated in
a single brilliant stroke.

Rat f | ank dashed for the gate. Brogg shouted after him "Were d you think
you're off to?"

"Ha, to get that cloak, of course. That's a good bit of velvet. It can be
repaired, y'know "



"Cet back here, frogbrain. See what happened to the fox-he wore the cloak.
D you want the sane thing happening to you?"

"Frogbrain yourself, dimmvt. Can't you see the eagle's dead? Any creature can
wear that cloak now "

"Hoi! Don't you call ne dimmit, droopy whiskers.”

"Il call you what | like, dimvit. Nitears! Fatnose!"

Tsarmina smiled inwardly, a third victory today. Now that she heard Ratfl ank
shouting she could identify the insolent voice that had often insulted her
fromthe protection of the ranks or the bottom of a curved stairwell.

Later that day, she instructed Brogg.

"Take Ratflank, and find the bodies of the eagle and the fox."

"Yes, Mlady. Shall | bring them back here?"

"No, Brogg. Bury them™

"As you say, Ml ady."

"Ch, and Brogg ..."

"Yes, Ml ady?"

"How do you feel about that insolent Ratflank these days?"

"Ch, him He's a cheekybeast, Mlady. Called ne Iots of nasty nanes."
"Yes. Me too. How would you like to bury himw th the fox and the eagl e?"
"Huh huhuhuh," Brogg chortled. "Can |, M ady?"

"Yes, but not a word to any creature about it."

"Can | have the red cloak too, MIady?"

"Yes, if you want it."

"And Bane's curved sword, Ml ady?" Brogg pressed her.

"I'f you can find it."

"Where d'you think it fell, MIlady?"

Tsarmi na turned her eyes upward as if seeking patience. "Brogg, | woul dn't
know where the sword fell, or the eagle,
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or the fox. Just get out of ny sight and don't bother me with details." >
"But what about—Yes, Ml ady."

Uthclaw was first to reach the underground foundations of Kotir. Tunneling
steadily, he made his way al ong the under-ground wall until he nmet up with



Billum Together they continued until they linked up with Soilflyer, who was
wai ting for them

"Burr, 'day to 'ee noles," he greeted them "Forenole an' Om Di nny be al ong
wi ' tools soon, us'ns can brekk throo *ee rock then."

Lady Anber had sunk the fl oodgates at the other end of the tunnels, they were
to be lifted by rope hoists attached to rock counterwei ghts over high
branches. Skipper and his crew had dug fresh tunnels fromthe river, sloping
down to nmeet the floodgates which separated themfromthe main tunnels. Al

t he wor ki ngs had been shorn up with stone and tinber. Forenple supervised the
renoval of rocks fromthe foundations of Kotir. The noles pried away the soft,
danp stones with bars and chisels until they felt the cold fetid air on their
snouts. "Burr, oo, durty owd place needen a gurt barth, hur burr."

Shortly before nightfall, the noles clinbed out of the tunnel workings, back
in Mbssflower, where the woodl anders and Corim | eaders had assenbl ed. Bella
rolled three | arge rocks over the holes fromwhich the nol es had energed.

O hers noved in to pack the bungrocks firmy in with wood and soil

Now everyt hi ng was ready.

Bet ween the | ower depths of Kotir and the distant river in Mssflower Wods,
all that stood was three tinber sluicegates.

Lady Anber laid her tail flat on the | ower branches of a sycanore.
The woodl anders held their breath.

Ski pper nodded to Forenol e.

For enol e nodded to Bel |l a.

Bel | a nodded to Amber.

The squirrel's tail rose like a starter's flag. There was a creaking of rope
pul | eys as squirrels |aunched the rocks from
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the high trees, riding down to earth on them holding to the ropes. The
counterwei ghts travel ed fast, humm ng across the heavily beeswaxed branches.

The wooden fl oodgates nmade a squel ching sound as they were pulled free of the
earth, then water began rippling through into the tunnels.

The fl ooding of Kotir had begun
44
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Drivi ng Widdshi pp inland agai nst the flow of the River Moss was a difficult
t ask.

Al'l paws manned the oarbanks, and Martin sat al ongside Tinballisto.
"Phew! | never realized rowing was such heavy work," Martin groaned.

< "Pull, ny friend, pull. It's twice as bad when you have to do it on



hal f-rations with a sea rat's whip cracking about your ;cars and you chai ned
to the oar."'

The vessel had been built for coast raiding. Though it was a large craft, it
had a flat bottomfor taking shall ow draught; fhus it was able to travel
upriver without a deep keel sticking in the shallows.

Inland they travel ed, sonetinmes aided by a breeze when the sails were hoi sted.
O her times saw two teans draggi ng her forward on headropes fromthe

river banks.

It took a day and a half of hard work to get across the flat beach and into

t he dunes, where the river was tighter-channelled and fl owed faster agai nst
them Log-a-Log solved the problemby using the long galley oars fromthe
deck. Two crew to each oar, they punted and pushed Widdshi pp t hrough Ae dunes,
keepi ng her head upriver with great difficulty. Gradually the dunes gave way
to hilly scrubland and the sand began to di sappear
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It was a weary crew that sat upon the bank that night, watching the ship
riding at anchor.

Gonff hurled a clod of earth at the fast-flowing water. "We'll never make it
this way, mateys. Wiy not abandon ship and march the rest of the way?"

Harebel | and company smiled sweetly.

"Ch, you are a silly, M. Gonff. W nust take the ship."

"The river flows back to the sea, you see.”

"And we may need that to make a quick getaway if we are pushed.”

Martin winked at Gonff. "The |l adies certainly know their strategy. By the way,
has anyone seen Log-a-Log Big C ub?"

As if in answer, the shrew strode up out the gathering gloom "Aye aye. |'ve
been scouting ahead. Found the old village, too. Cone on, you lucky |ot.
There' |l be a hot nmeal and a warm bed with a rpof overhead tonight. Bank
snout, you wouldn't recognize your little ones nowthey're taller than nme. Oh,
Martin, | forgot to tell you, we've gained another hundred able-furred
recruits.”

Delight awaited themat the shrew village as famlies were reunited am dst
cheering and shouti ng.

"Daddy, Daddy, it's ne, Emily, your baby shrewet.”
"Hoho, | ook at you! You're bigger than your mum"

"Sharptail, you said you were going for acorns. That was four seasons ago!
Wher e have you been?"

"Sorry, mdear. Sea rats y'know. What's this, grandshrew babi es?"
"Aye, you're a grandpa shrew now. "

"By the fur! Here, give me a hold of that little fat feller."



* ' d uggabuggal uggoo! "'

"Haha. See, he knows ne already."

The hares joined Martin and the others around a fire. Two plunmp shrews served
themw th hot fruit pie, dandelion salad and bows of fresh mlk. Gonff sang

around a mout hful of hot pie,

O the Widdshipp is a goodship, And we'll sail her anywhere, Rowed by nice,
crewed by shrews, And often steered by hare. 308

So hoi st the anchor, |oose the sails, Gve ne a wind that never fails, And
we'll sail the goodshi p Widdshi pp From here to ol d Brockhall.

He had to sing it twice again whilst the shrews danced a s hornpipe with the
har es.

As the fires burned low, they settled back with full stomachs and renewed hope
for the norn.

Martin and Tinballisto slept side by side beneath the stars, each wapped in a
colorfully woven shrew bl anket .

Dinny dug a flatfish hole for the hares.

. "Ch, thank you kindly, M. Mle."

"Such charmi ng manners and swift digging." :; "Qoh, and that beautiful
vel vety fur and strong claws." ;- D nny winkled his face and tugged his
snout, slightly em, barrassed. "Burr, bless 'ee, baint nought but an owd
‘ole, : nm ssies.”

The noon rose |like a white china plate over the peaceful scene on the banks of
the River Mbss.

-. Tsarmina faced the troops gathered in the large ness hall. She had
specially arranged the gathering by sending Bane's forner mercenaries in
first; her own soldiers, led by Brogg > in his red velvet cloak, ringed the
nmercenaries by jostling themto the center of the floor. Brogg held up Bane's
curved ? sword for silence as the wildcat Queen addressed the assenbly.

"Bane is dead. Those who served under hi m have nowhere |left to go now Mbove
fromhere, and you do it wi thout sup-,;(, plies or weapons. Besides, those
woodl anders out there would take care of you in short order. Any creature want
to say sonethi ng?" There was sil ence.

"Right," she continued comandi ngly. "From now on

; you take your orders fromme. Brogg will see that you get

; rations and a billet each. Later I'll see about appointing nore

of ficers and getting you some proper uniforms. Take over,

Br ogg. "

The weasel Captain stepped up, twirling his new sword. "All together now Hail
Tsarm na, Queen of Mossflower!"
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The response was | ess than enthusiastic.

Tsarmi na nade themrepeat it until she was satisfied. "That's better. You can
learn my list of titles later."

They stood in awkward silence, not knowi ng what to do next. In the hush that
followed, Tfcarm na's ears rose visibly. Something was beginning to disturb
her .

"Dismss, all of you. Brogg, you stay with ne."

When the hall was enptied she turned to Brogg with haunted eyes.

"Listen, can you hear it?" she asked fearfully.

"I can't hear a thing, MIlady."

"Listen! It's water, flow ng, dripping, spilling somewhere. Ugh!"

Brogg gave careful ear. Suddenly he brightened up. "Haha. Yes, | can hear it
now, Mlady. You're right. There is water about sonewhere. Danp d'you think?"

The sound of water produced so distressing an effect upon Tsarm na that she
forgot to chide Brogg. She cowered in a corner, paws covering her ears to shut
out the dreaded noise. Flowi ng water, seeping water, creeping water, dark

icy, swirling water!

"Brogg, quick, get as many troops together as you can," she ordered
desperately. "Find out where that water is comng fromand stop it. Stop it!"

Brogg saw the terror on his Queen's face and fled the room

The whol e of the garrison searched high and ow. But not too | ow, nobody,
i ncl udi ng Brogg, was overkeen to venture beneath the cells. Down there it was
dark and cold; down there was the | ake where G oonmer used to be kept.

And goodness knows what el sel

That night, as T*arm na sat huddl ed in her chanber, dripping water echoed in
her inmagination, never letting up. Wen the fear of water was upon her, the
daught er of Verdauga was no | onger Queen of Mssflower, Lady of the Thousand
Eyes or Ruler of Kotir.

She was reduced to a crazed, terrified kitten, trenbling at the sound of
dri pping water in the darkness, |onging for

morning light to cone stealing over the horizon

* * %
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Sonet hi ng had gone radically wong with the flooding. Bella slunped in the
grass by the river with Skipper. "No joy, marrn?" he asked solicitously. "I'm
afraid not, Skipper. There seenms to be only a trickle going down the tunnels."

Lady Anber joined the pair. "Aye, it seened to be going , go well at first.
D you think it's because it's sumer and we haven't had much rai n?" she
suggested. : Ski pper chewed a bl ade of grass. "Maybe so. There's not . »l ot



we can do about it, anyway."
; "Maybe we could damthe river?" Bella offered tentatively.

- "I npossible, marm" the Skipper of otters snorted. "Damthe River Mss?
Stow me barnacl es, you couldn't hope to r«top a river that size fromflow n
to the sea.” Col unbine stopped by to join the discussion. "Perhaps it wll
fill gradually."

. "Aye, mssie," Skipper chuckled drily. "W could all sit there grow ng
old and watch it doin' just that. No, we'll give

-ft a bit nore tinme, then if things are still the same we'll have

to think of another schenme." v Lady Amber whacked her tail down irritably. f
"After all that underwater digging and tunneling, then fthere's the lives
that were lost, too. Huh, it makes ne nad!" ;; The river carried on flow ng
its normal course, only a thin

trickle diverting down the tunnels.

it was the evening of the follow ng day. Abbess Gernmine inmd Col unbi ne were
hel ping Ben Stickle to take the little (Ones out for an evening stroll along
the river bank. Ferdy and fCoggs pl ayed with Spi ke and Posy, together with
some young ;4aice. They were sailing miniature boats that Ben had made :for
t hem

CGermai ne wat ched fondly as the young ones dashed boi sterously up and down the
bank, bursting with energy after being confined to Brockhall the past few
days.

"Be careful, Spike. Watch you don't fall in," she called.

"See ny boat, Abbess. It's faster than Coggs's."
"Qoh | ook, Ferdy is cheating. He's pushing his boat with ;«i stick." "; " No,
I"'mnot. It's the wind. Mne has a bigger sail."
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"Col unmbi ne, m ne has gone down the hole. Can you get it back for ne, please?"

"Sorry, Spike. It's gone for good now. Never mind, |'msure Ben will make you
anot her."

Ben Stickle crouched to | ook down the hole where the boat had vani shed. He
stood up, w ping his paws and shaki ng his head.

"Fl ood tunnels, they're about as much use as an otter in a bird s nest. How
far d' you suppose they'll have filled up the | ake under Kotir? A paw s hei ght?
A whi sker's |evel ?"

The Abbess watched the rays of the setting sun through the trees. "Wo knows,
Ben. One thing is certain, though: Kotir still stands, dark and evil as ever
it was. What a shane that Foremple and A d Dinny's plan never worked."

They turned back to Brockhall.

"Bella says there's no likelihood of rain; the weather is staying fine," Ben

added.



Ferdy tucked the boat under his small spines.

"Maybe they should have done it in the winter, Ben," the Abbess observed

unhel pful | y.

Ben ruffled Ferdy's head. "Maybe frogs shoul d have had feathers. Conme on
young 'uns. Get your boats. Back to Brockhall and wash up for supper.' *

It was a warmnight. As the Corimsat about in the main room an air of defeat
hung over the conpany.

Bel | a yawned, stretching in her deep arnthair.

"Well, any nore suggestions?"

There were none. The badger searched one face then another. "Then we nust
explore the possibilities open to us. But let nme say this, I do not want to
hear any nore plans of mass attack or open war."

Ski pper and Lady Anber shifted unconfortably.

"Foremple and A d Dinny still think that the flooding will work, if they can
figure out certain alterations to the original plan," Bella continued. "I know
a lot of us do not agree with this, but personally | think that the fl oodi ng
is our only hope. Wth this in mnd, | propose we visit the site tonorrow
norni ng. Maybe with all the Corimthere we nmight cone up with a good idea. If
not, then there is only one other sensible thing to do."
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Goody Stickle wi ped her paws on her flowery apron.

' What m ght that be, Mx Bella?"

"To nove all the woodl anders and everything we can carry away from here. W

woul d travel east to G ngivere's new borne. | have told you that he and
Sandi ngomm wi I | acconmpdate us. W would find a welconme there, far away from
Kotir."

Ski pper junped up, unhappiness witten on his tough features. "But that'd nean
the cat has won."

Cries of support rang out for the otter |eader

"Yes, why should we be driven out?"

"We already left our hones to cone to Brockhall."

. "It wouldn't be the same in a strange place.” "I was bora around here.
' mnot noving!" Abbess CGernai ne banged a wooden bowl upon the table to
restore order, but it broke in two.

"Silence, friends, please. Let Bella speak," she shouted above the din.

, Bel | a picked up the two halves of the bowl, and smiled "Mefiilly at
Ger nai ne.

"Thank you, Abbess. Friends, there is nore to ny plan first neets the eye. If
we were to nake this nove | am ~peaking of, then think of its effect upon



Kotir. Tsarm na would not have won; she would not have chased us through pie
woods—we woul d have left of our own free will. Now, what would it acconplish?
I magine for a nonent if we stayed io the east until next sumer, or even
spring. All the time we were gone the water would continue to run down the
flood tunnels. In autunm there is nore rain and the wind drives the liver
faster. Wnter would see the current run under the ice, and on warm days the
snow woul d feed the river and swell it. Finally when the thaw arrived in
spring, the river waters would flood, m ghty and unchecked, then we would
truly see the | ake rise beneath Kotir. One other thing. Between now and next
spring ny father, Boar the Fighter, may arrive. He

tone can face Tsarmina and defeat her. That is all; | have spoken ny piece."

>e Forenole rose and cane to the table. Taking the two broken hal ves of the
wooden bowl, he held them up

**\We be loik this hobjeck—splitted up we' m baint nuch > 313

use. But if n us sticken t'gether, then we' museful, hurr.'
hal ves together for all to see.

He pressed the two
A d D nny seconded him "Forenole be roight, Mz Bell. 'Tis wunnerful

nol esense. "

Col unbi ne was al | owed her say.

"Let us do as Bella suggests. Tomorrow we will go to the flood tunnels, then
i f nothing can be done we will follow her plan."

| mredi at e agreenent fol |l owed.

"See, Colunbine," the Abbess said, picking up the broken bow in her frai
paws, "old and weak as | am yet sonehow | managed the strength to performa
small bit of magic. Let us sleep now It is late, and tonorrow we can tidy up
here and wash the dishes—all except this one."

The Abbess placed the broken halves carefully on the table.

"Maybe a lesson in nole |l ogic wuld not be a bad thing for a wildcat Queen to
[earn.”

Log-a-Log was in his elenent as | eader of his tribe once nore, he roused the
entire village an hour before dawn to get the ship under way. Wth a hundred
extra shrews to help, Widdshipp fairly flew along the river. \Wen they were
not row ng, they were punting, pushing or hauling on ropes.

"Come on shrews, hoist sail," Log-a-Log conmanded. "Two of you on this tiller.
Make yoursel ves busy. Double up on the oars there. You two in the crosstrees,
stir your stunps, the Chief is back. Let's show these bunny rabbits how to
nmove a craft up our own River Mss."

"I beg your pardon, old Log-a-Thing."

"Steady on with the name-calling there, O M ghty Leader."

"I ndeed, we're hares, not bunny rabbits, d you mnd."

T. B. sat on the deck sharpening pikes. "Gdd | ot those hares,"” he renarked,

"Seasoned warriors though,” Mrtin said, as he counted swords and daggers.



"Boar the Fighter taught them personally. Don't let their silly talk fool you.
| wouldn't have them as an eneny at any price, and | was proud to fight
al ongsi de them agai nst the sea rats."
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I CGonff sniffed the air. H's whiskers twitched in the predawn
| <Jarkness that shrouded the riverbanks.

| "Trees, Din. We must be in Mossflower. Dawn will soon

o xx

l: The young nmol e was painting a crude sign to cover the

, , pame Bl oodwake. It bore the | egend Widdshi pp. He shook "Ibis head
admringly, wiping paint fromhis paws.

"Hurr, Gonffen, we'm'one again, oi'ma-feelen it." The gruff voice of a shrew
in the crosstrees confirnmed Din-'s words. "Sun arising eastward, trees grow ng
close, we're n the forest."

> *' Keep her head straight," shouted Log-a-Log, standing lout for'ard. "Furl
those sails in before they snag on the 'branches. Lively there!l" f Martin
joined himat the prow.

| "At this rate we should make Canp WI Il ow around md-f(Jay. | never noticed
us navigating the ford that crosses the

Log-a-Log patted the rail. "I chanced it in the dark. Good “tailoring, see.
A d Widdshi pp skimed the shallows with ii”er flat bottom N ce and deep here
t hough, easy going on ffceoars."

4 The sun rose above the woodl and m sts, revealing another |fcot sunmer day.
Patterns of water |ight played along the

Bul kheads, |eaf and branch shadow nottled the decks. The Iftiars pulled strong
agai nst the deep slow current as the big

thip nosed its course, further into the depths of Mssfl ower.
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Brogg wat ched Tsarmina as she lay flat upon the parade ground with her ear to
the floor.

One of Bane's forner nmercenaries, a rat nanmed Chinwart, tugged at Brogg's
cl oak and asked, "Wat's she up to, Cap' n?"

"Can't you see, she's listening for water."
"Vt er ?"

"Aye, water, wornbrain. Wiat d' you suppose she'd be listening for, strawberry
cordial ?"

Tsarm na sprang up, hurried across the parade ground and | ay near the wall of



the building. Listening intently, she waved a paw.

"Brogg, over here!"

"Yes, Mlady."

"CGet down, press your ear to the wall—ot up there, down here by the ground.”
"Ch, right. Here, M ady?"

' "That's it. Tell me what you can hear.'

"Er, nothing, Mlady."

"Are you sure, Brogg?"

"I"'mcertain, Mlady."

"Well, | can hear water running."

"But | can't, Mlady."

"Hym perhaps it's ny imagination."

"Strange thing the imgination. Ml ady."
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"Are you sure you searched below the cells Il ast night?"

"Positive, Mlady."

"Brogg, if | thought you were lying to ne ... You did irch there, didn't you?"
The weasel Captain noted the | ook of fear that flitted across tormna's
features. He took full advantage of it. "Your Mjesty, | personally went alone
to the place be-

-ath the cells where it's all danmp and green with slinme and w ngus. | searched
around that underground | ake where the fCloonmer lived. The place was full of
strange echoes and drippi ng sounds. Maybe that's what you've heard. The pl ace
is "e-vays full of odd echoes and dripping noises down there in blackness.
Shall we go down there together and recheck M1 ady?" Tsarm na could not stop
her whol e body shaki ng; she sat

- the ground, unconsciously w ping her paws across her xt. "No, no, Brogg,"
she said nervously. "I won't be go-down there. 1'll be up in ny chamber if you
need ne for nything."

% She nurried indoors, brushing roughly past Chinwart, who

ffead been |ingering nearby, eavesdropping on the conversa-

I1ion.

f He winked knowi ngly at Brogg. "I was with you |ast night.

pfe never went anywhere near that place under the cells. Wat

| * pack of old fibs you fed her there, mate."



C Brogg grabbed the rat savagely by his ear and pulled him
:fek>se, tw sting hard

"Listen to me, bonebrain. You keep your skinny nouth uit. |I'mgiving the
orders now, not Bane." " " Omowowow, | eggo, you're pulling me lug off!"
Chi nwart ~whined pitifully.

$ Brogg twisted the ear nore cruelly. £ "Til rip your tongue out too if | hear
anot her word fromprou," he said nenacingly. "Let her go and search the deep
4ark places if she wants to. |I'mnot going down there, not :for all the cider
in Kotir. Unless, of course, you' re volun-Jeering to go down there al one?"

:» Brogg released the rat, who stood nursing his ear tenderly. «/"Al right,
all right! | haven't seen nothing, heard nothing, |>nd | won't say nothing.
It's none of mny business."

317

Brogg contenptuously wi ped the claws that had been nipping Chinwart's ear on
the rat's tunic.

"Good. Now get about your business, pigsears."”

When the rat had scurried off, Brogg stood sunning hinmself. He held the |arder
keys, had a new red vel vet cloak and a-dangerous-1|ooking curved sword. To al
apparent purposes, he was the only Captain at present serving in Kotir.

Life was beginning to feel fairly good.
A packed lunch was served at the river's edge.

Bella tossed an apple core into the water, they watched it bob to one side
then stick in the shall ows.

Ski pper plucked it out and flung it far. "All | can say is that sonehow the
River Mbss is at a | ow ebb. Those hol es were underwat er when we dug them and
now they are high and dry."

Ben Stickle lay flat out on the bank, gazing up at the cloudl ess sky. "Mist be
the mld spring we had. Look at it now, hardly a week into the season and it's
like mdsumrer. Huh, it'll be late autum before we see a drop of rain at this
rate." "So, what is to be done?" Abbess Gernmai ne asked, putting her mlk
beaker asi de.

Lady Anmber stroked the space where her ear had been, "Wat d'you think, Skip?
Wuld it be possible to damthe river now that the level's fallen a bit?"

The otter picked up a pawful of banksand. It ran freely through his claws.
"Marm even as things are now, it'd be like trying to stop the sunrise at

dawn. W don't stand a chance of even trying to block off a river the size of
old Mpss."

"Er aheml " Chibb perched on a young chestnut shoot. They continued tal ki ng,

i gnoring the robin. "Maybe if we dig the channels a bit deeper." "Tunnels, you

mean. "

"Channel s, tunnels—t's all the sane, isn't it?" "Ahenhem harrunph!" Chibb



called again. "It is if you're a squirrel, but to a nole or an otter a channe
and a tunnel are two conpletely different things."

"Hunph, ahem harrunmph!" Chi bb was becomi ng inpatient.
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Hurr, that be correck. "Oes is 'oles an* tuners is fur-

"Har runph, ahemhemher nhem "

"What d'you nean, furrows, a channel isn't a furr—"

" Ahem "

"Chi bb, what's the matter with you? Some nut stuck in r throat, is it?"

*Er ahem no. But | thought you'd like to know there's a |jhip com ng up the
river."

"A ship!"
1 "What, you mean a boat ?"

| "Harrunph, | beg your pardon, but 1'd have said a boat if ;;1 meant a boat.
It is a ship, full size, all black, white skull Idling on the front, rolled up
canvas sails, lots of oars. Ship!" ? Bella |eaped up, spreading her paws wi de.
"Every creature |take cover. Abbess, you stay with them Be ready to nake a
flash for Brockhall if you hear ny signal. Skipper, Lady Am, conme with ne.
W' d better go and investigate. Chibb, id you see who was on the ship?"

"Ahem ‘'fraid not. Soon as | sighted it | came here to Report."

;" "CGood work," Bella congratulated him "Come with us. | W may need you to
carry word back fast to those in hiding." ;V The woodl anders conceal ed

t hensel ves behind trees, in bushes and under deep | oam The badger, the otter
the squir-tel and the robin struck out west along the bank, |eaving the ricene
apparently deserted.

light, they made swift progress. It was not far to Khe stretch of water where
the ship was. f « Chibb was the first to sight it. He fluttered up and down
txcitedly. "Ahem see, | told you so. Look at those two big ;£>ol es sticking
up above the trees. They're, er, harrunmph, big poles that stick up on ships."
P> Ski pper saw them too.

' "Masts, they are, matey," he explained. "Let's get in Coser and take a
better |ook."

On all fours, they crept to the river's edge, concealing thenmselves in the

bushes as the ship hove into view . "You there, cone no further," Bella
called fromher hide-+|wt, in the forbidding boomof a warlike badger. "If you
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mean harmto any creature in Mssflower, put back to sea—ordeal with nel"
There was silence fromthe black ship.

On board Widdshi pp, Martin and his friends lay on deck, hidden by the ship's
si des.



D nny clapped a paw to his nouth, stifling a chuckle. "Hurrhurrhurr, oi know
oo that be a-shouten.”

"Bella, good old Bella of Brockhall." There was a distant ook in Martin's
eyes. "For a nonent there she sounded |ike Boar. *'

Log-a-Log nodded toward the shore. "Well, we can't lie here all day. Wo's
goi ng to answer her?"

Young Di nny sol ved the problem by standing up and bell owi ng, "Yurr, thurr be a
beast aboard oo's a-perishen frumluv fer one called Conbuliney.'

The creatures in the bushes dashed out in tine to see the nole hit the water
with a splash as Gonff heaved hi mover the side.

"Oo arr, glub, 'elp! G baint nmuch gudd at sw men!"

"Hold fast there, Young Din!" Skipper called, and he was in the water like a
flash. He held Young Dinny up as eager paws haul ed them on board.

" Ski pper, you old waterwalloper!”

"CGonff, you young piebandit!"

"Hall o, Bella. Ahoy, it's ne, Martin!"

"Martin the Warrior, welcome honme. Look who's here!™
"Lady Anber, where's your ear?"

Log-a-Log's voice rang out, and suddenly Widdshi pp was swarm ng with shrews,
m ce, hedgehogs, squirrels and hares.

"Bring her hard over. Steady to the bank. M nd those masts on the trees.
Steady that tiller. Watch her head in the shall ows!"

Chibb flew to the ship and perched inportantly upon the rail. "Ahem | nust
fly and conduct good tidings to those |anguishing in conceal nent."

As he flew off, Skipper chuckled. "Does that nmean he's going to tell the
others? Strike ne colors, but this is a fine '"andsonme vessel. | never seen the
like of it afore on old River Mdss. You didn't steal it, did you, Gonff? Is
that two sails | spy? Wonderful. Blow ne, |ook at the size of that tiller

Thi s
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is a real seagoing craft, all right. Wat's that big skull on the for'ard tip?
A fish! | don't believe there's a fish that big in all the world."

As Widdshi pp berthed al ongside the bank, Tinballisto held up his paws | aughi ng
heartily. "Hold steady, otter. You nmust be Skipper. I'mMartin's pa
Tinmballisto. We'll answer all your questions soon enough.”

Bel | a and Lady Anber cane aboard, gazing about in awe as they hugged Martin,
Gonff and Di nny.

Bella smiled fondly at the warrior nouse as she patted his back. "Martin,
you've grown. You really look Iike a full-blooded warrior now. Wat a
beautiful sword that is! Is nmy father here? Wiere's old Boar the Fighter?"



A silence fell over the ship's crew. Martin gently took Bella' s paw.

"Come into the cabin with ne, old friend. | have a long story to tell you."
There were many stories told that sunmer afternoon while Martin and Bella
remai ned in the cabin. Ferdy and Coggs, Spi ke and Posy sat anong a group of
woodl anders on the deck. The little hedgehogs wore brass sea rat earrings and
carried a round shield each. Their eyes were w de and nmout hs agape as Conff
rel ated the events which had befallen the travelers since they |eft Mssflower
to go questing for Sal aman-dastron. Ben Stickle, Goody and the Abbess were
equal ly inpressed, smling broadly when Gonff could not get his paw | oose to
illustrate a point because Col unbi ne was clasping it tight.

"Toads, mateys. You' ve never seen toads as w cked as this lot. But when that
eel came slithering out of the Screamhole ..."

"Was the eel as big as a tree, M. Gonff?"

"Twi ce as big, Spike. He'd have eaten you without even opening his mouth."
Lady Anmber chuckled drily. "Are you sure you saw nice with w ngs, Gonff?"
"Ch, | never saw them But Martin and Dinny did. Isn't that right, Din."
"Burr aye. Qurt |eathery burdmouses, a-flyen about inside 'ee nounten."
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"Was that Sal amandastron nountain, M. Dinny?"

' '"Indeed it was not. Batchaps inside our nountain? Never!''
"Fat chance, young teller ne hog, what!"

"Only fire, hares and badgers inside our nmountain, old |ad."

Gonff | ooked severely at Trubbs and Conpany. "Who's telling this story, me or
you?"

"Yes, please be quiet and let M. Gonff tell the story, Trubbs."

"Rather, he's a much better storyteller than you."

"Indeed, and isn't little Col unmbine pretty."

"Then there was this beach," Gonff continued enthusiastically. "Huge, big as
Mossfl ower, nothing but sand as far as you could see, besides the water and
the crabs. "

"Qoh, what's a crab, M. CGonff?"

"Well, it's like a spider, only a hundred tinmes bigger, with great nipping
claws and lots of hard arnor."

"Did you and Martin slay the big crab, M. Gonff?"
"Er, well, no, Ferdy. Actually, | ended up dancing with it."

"Hanahahahaha! "



"Was it a pretty lady crab, Gonff?"
"No, | think it was a jolly sort of male crab, Col unbine."
"Ch, then that's all right."

"Here, | nearly forgot, this is a necklace of shells | nade for you. Put it
on."

"Ch, thank you, Gonff, it's beautiful. Are they crab shells?"
"No, missie, thems shell shells, c'Ilected "emnoiself, oi did."

"Whil e Gonff was busy dancing with the crabs, | suppose. Thank you very much,
D nny."

The nouset hi ef chose to ignore the reference to his dancing talent and
continued the narrative.

He told of the sands, the novenent of nighty sea tides, of the scavenging
seabi rds and the dead rat whose provisions saved their own lives. He described
the neeting with Trubbs and conpany and how they led the travelers to the
mount ai n. Gonff went on to tell of die fabul ous place called Sal amandastron
its halls, caves, stairs and passages. He related to his amazed audi ence the
saga of Boar the Fighter, of his
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roaring forge, gigantic battle sword and his col ossal bravery in the war
agai nst the sea rats. CGonff told of the struggle that ended with Boar and
Ri pfang going together to the gates of Dark Forest, and finished with the
capture of the ship Bl ood-wake, now called Widdshi pp

There was a nonent's conplete silence, then the wood-1anders fl ocked about
hi m babbling questions.

T. B. and sone former oarslaves saved Gonff from further harassment by | uggi ng
| arge copper tubs out fromthe galley.

"Right. Forma line here. It's skilly and duff tinme!"

The young ones sniffed the savory odors as he expl ai ned, "Seafood and potato

stew, that's skilly. It'll put hairs on your chest |like a giant sea dog
There's plenty of pepper and sea salt init, too. Finish it all up and show ne
a clean plate, then I'lIl dish you up sone of nmy own warrior's recipe: plumand

chestnut duff in cream and beechnut sauce. Conme on, there's plenty for
everyone."

Ni ght fell as Widdshi pp rode at anchor, kedged safe in mdstream Martin
energed fromthe cabin | ooking pale and sad after the news he had related to
Bella. He called the six hares to him

"Go to the cabin, Bella wishes to talk with you," he told them "Tell her al
you know of her father and the tinme you spent in his conmpany on the mountain."
"Rely on us, old chap."

"Only the good tines. Mumis the word, y'know. " "That's the ticket. How strong
Boar was." "Like a father to us. A handsone badger, what!" "He taught us al
so much. He was so understanding." "How could we forget such a dear friend."



Before they slept, the travelers were closeted with the Coriml eaders to hear
how Mossfl ower had fared in their absence. Wen they had | earned all, they
went out onto the deck. The little ones had been bedded down in the cabins,
but the novelty of hanmock sl eeping |ost out to weariness. Qutside on the
deck, every creature was assenbl ed, packing the rails and rigging.

Bella stood with her paw upon the tiller, red-eyed with grief but cal mand
conposed.
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Martin took conmand instinctively. The warrior nouse seened to have grown in
stature and confidence since his return, every woodl ander now | ooked upon him
with a respect that bordered upon awe. He stood on the peak of the after end
gallery, the sword glinting under a full noon.

"Friends, | have heard all, and my conpani ons have told you everything that
happened to us on our quest. Now | am back."

Abbess CGermai ne nodded approvingly at the commanding figure. "Tell us what you
want us to do, Martin."

The warrior nouse drew his sword and | eaned on the pomrel stone as his bl ade
pi erced the deck tinbers.

"Trust ne, Mossflower will be saved. | have been thinking of a plan that

will not explain at present. First | nust see certain things before | know it
can be executed properly. Now we nust sleep until the nmorning. Tonorrow, after
the little ones are sonewhere safe, you will see what | intend. Do not worry
any nore. Qur force has been doubl ed by the nunmbers who have sail ed back with
us, and we have seasoned warriors with us now. Boar the Fighter cannot be here
toni ght, but | know that his strong spirit watches over us. From beyond the
gates of Dark Forest he has sent me with this sword to nake an end of Tsarm na
and all who follow her. | pronmise you that I will."

Every creature who saw Martin the Warrior that night knew, wi thout a shadow of
doubt: he was the one chosen to keep that pronise.

BOOK THREE
O Water and Warriors
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Deep beneath Kotir the water |level had risen gradually. Now it was above the
rock sections renoved by the noles.

Hour by hour it had risen fractionally. To the casual ear the trickling had
stopped, but it was still adding silently to the volunme, as it seeped in from
bel ow the surface of the gradually rising | ake.

Standi ng at her high wi ndow, Tsarrnina breathed deeply, filling her lungs with
t he soot hing summer breeze that blew in from Mossfl ower Wods.

At | ast the accursed dripping had stopped!
She felt |ight-headedly happy. Dark, fearful night had given way to this

beautiful calmsunlit nmorning, taking with it the haunting sounds of the
wat er .



Brogg was right, she thought, even though he was only an oafish weasel. There
was a certain sense to his logic. |Inmagination was a strange thing, which
pl ayed odd tricks upon an overw ought nind.

Now a new resolution was formng in Tsarm na's devious brain, one she
consi dered worthy of her talents.

Mossfl ower nust be conquered!

The eagl e was gone; Bane too. And her forces were stronger now with the
addition of his one-tinme nercenaries.

Tsarmi na all owed hersel f an audi bl e snigger. That Bane! He had even taken the
trouble to restore and repair all the
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Kotir woodwork, in anticipation of taking over fromher, the Queen of
Mossfl ower. Stupid fox!

Furni shing herself with a bow of mlk and a roasted woodpi-geon, she nentally
t hanked Bane for his supplies, adding another point to her favor. She sat down
to breakfast and some earnest thought as to the final solution of the

wood| anders.

Tsarnmina rang the bell to sunmon Brogg.

"Your Majesty?"

"Ah, Brogg. Put aside that sword and sit over here at ny table.”

4Thankyou, M Il ady."

"This morning | was thinking of appointing some new Captains. However, | have
since changed ny nmind, Brogg. You will remain as the one and only officer
giving out mmy orders, of course.”

Brogg sat to attention, his chest puffed out proudly. "Oh, thank you, M ady,
thank you. 1'Il make you proud of me. You won't regret this. Wait and see,
=

Tsarmi na silenced the babbling Captain with a wave of the woodpi geon carcass.

"Enough chattering, Brogg. Let ne tell you what you nust do to earn this great
honor . "

"I amyours to command, ny Queen."

*' Good. | want traps, lots of traps. Shares, nets, pits—anything we can think
up. "

"Traps, M ady?"

"Yes, traps, you great buffoon. | want traps laid all over that forest out
there."”
Brogg grinned as recognition dawned. "We'I|l capture sone woodl and prisoners."

"Capture, kill, maim+4+ don't care, as long as it makes those creatures afraid



to set paw outside their hiding place, wherever they may be. 1'Il turn the
tables on them and they' |l never pen us in again. Gve thema good |ong
sumer of my schene, and they' |l be only too willing to accept my ternms—those
who are left after the traps begin their work."

"Right, Mlady. I'll start today. How about some covered pits with sharpened
stakes at the bottonP"

"Excel lent, Brogg. At last you're talking ny | anguage. Al so, we could arrange
some thin strangling nooses concealed in the deep | oam"
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"Great idea, MI|ady. How about sone big nets and trip ropes?"

"Spl endi d. Make sure you have |lots of poisoned hooks tied in the net meshes.
Ch, and don't forget the old bent sapling trick with the hidden noose. You can
al ways bank on sone | unmbering badger or hopping squirrel to step into it, eh

Br ogg. "

"Yes, Mlady. Inmagine all those woodl anders dangling upsi de down by their back
paws. Huhuhu!"

"Hrfm just like apples waiting to be picked."

"Ch, huhuhu. We might just |leave themto ripen until autumm before we pick
"em Ml ady."

"Heehee. Very good Brogg. | never imagi ned you had such a sense of hunor.'
"Ch, | have ny nonments, Ml ady."

"Well, nmake sure your nmonments are all victorious ones fromnow on, ny one and
only Captain."

Brogg sal uted awkwardly, knocking the chair over as he rose. "Yes, Mjesty.
"Il get right down to h this very norning."

Tsarm na caught the end of his cloak, pulling himback. "There you go, rushing
and dashing about like a sparrow after a fly. Priorities, Brogg. If you must
do a job, do it properly. Take your time. Gather the right equi pment together
organi ze the troops into squads, give each one a team | eader and offer rewards
for the nost ingenious traps and the best results. Do you see the idea?"

Brogg's face brightened at the power he was about to wield. "You're right,

Mlady. I'lIl spend all today organizing, then we can make a start first thing
tomorrow. "'
He departed, |eaving Tsarm na back at her high wi ndow, still clutching the

woodpi geon. She destroyed the carcass by crushing it with a single bl ow and
hurled it out of the wi ndow toward the forest.

"Here, have sonmething to eat, woodl anders," she shrieked. "You'll need it by
the tine autum cones. 1'l1 keep you penned up in your holes. W' Il see who
runs out of supplies first."

Abbess Germai ne and Col unbine were taking the little ones to stay with
G ngi vere and Sandi ngomm Bella drew a nmap to direct them Ferdy and Coggs
were torn between visiting
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their uncle G ngivere and staying behind to beconme warrior seadogs. Gonff had
a word with them

"Listen, mateys, Martin and | can't be spared to guard the little unst that's
why we thought of sending you two. |Imagi ne how much safer the Abbess and

Col unbine will feel, knowi ng that Ferdy and Coggs are along to protect the
convoy. |'ve made you a sling each and a pouch of throw ng pebbl es apiece.”

"Honest to goodness real ones, M. Gonff?"
"Aye, the sane as Martin and | carry."

Ferdy had only one thing to say: "Right, Coggs. Let's line these creatures up
"Il tell the Abbess and Colunmbine to lead, we'll protect the rear."

They departed am dst nmuch cheering and paw wavi ng, both warriors getting their
snouts wi ped soundly on the corner of Goody's apron.

The Corim | eaders set about the distribution of arms. Log-a-Log and his shrews
were proficient archers; they used the squirrel shoul der bows as standing

| ongbows, and Lady Amber saw to it they were well supplied. The six hares fel
gladly into Skipper's conmpany. They were well liked by the otters, and proved
to be as efficient with javelins as they were with their own big pikes, which
were greatly admred by the otter crew.

The Loamhedge m ce were unused to any sort of weapon, so they joined Goody
Stickle to help in any way possibl e-healing, repairing, and running the field
kitchen. T. B. and Young Dinny took the noles. They banded together with the
former oar slaves, between themthere was an anmazing variety of weapons.

Bella strolled over to review them

"Well, well, who's in charge of this bloodthirsty crew?" she asked, receiving
two sal utes.

"Captains Tinballisto and Young Di nny of the Mossflower irregulars reporting
for duty, marm'

Young Di nny brandi shed a dagger, he was decked out in a many-colored fringed
silk sash and brass sea rat earrings.

"Haharr, we'ma roight drefful rabble an' ready furr foighten ow."
Bella returned the salute as she tried to hide a snile.

In the for'ard cabin of Widdshi pp, Martin spoke secretly with five strong,
experienced otters. \Wien he energed, the
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banks were thronged with a horde waiting upon his word. Every eye was upon him
as he sprang fromthe side of the vessel and waded ashore through the

shal lows. Tinballisto had found his old battle arnmor in the sea rat |ockers.

He cane forward and buckled it on his friend in silence. Setting the round war
helmet firmy on Martin's head, he strapped the .breastplate on and buckl ed

t he greaves about the warrior's paws. Bella and the hares presented Martin
with a scabbard and swordbelt which matched his sword to perfection.



Martin turned to his arny.
"Let us go and settle the score with Kotir!"

Brogg cursed in the half-l1ight before dawn as he tripped upon a coil of rope
lying in the main hallway. The place was a junble of snaring equipnent. The
weasel Captain nibbed a bruised paw and wi shed he had not been so enthusiastic
on the previous day. Picking up the rope, he hurled it at Chinwart, as the rat
was settling down for a quick nap in the corner

"Come on, dpzychops. On your paws. | thought you were supposed to be hel ping
me sort this ness out?"

"\What about the others?" the rat yawned. "Wy arent they all awake and
hel pi ng?"

Brogg paused, letting go of the net he was dragging to the doorway. "Good

i dea. Way should | have to do it all nyself? Chinwart, go and kick them out of
their billets, say that anyone who isn't ready to parade smartly will be
reported to the Queen."

The threat worked. A few noments later the hall was filled with sl eepy
sol di ers; but seeing Tsarni na was not about they offered no hel p. They | ounged
about, sitting on the stairs.

Brogg renenbered Tsarmi na's advice.

"Attention," he called. "First one out on the parade ground carrying a trap
gets doubl e supper this evening. Anybody who lies about will be sentenced to
hal f bread and water.'

Chi nwart grabbed three stakes and scuttl ed outside. The rest began
hal f - heartedly picking up nets.

Chi nwart came hurtling back inside.

"Cap'n, they're out there!" he said wildly.

"What are you yammering on about now, rat? Who's out there?"

"Wyodl anders! Go and see for yourself!™
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Recal ling the | ast woodl ander raid, Brogg acted with caution. He poked his
head around the doorway nervously, ready to pull back swiftly in case of
arr ows.

The main gates had been flung agape. Standing in the open with the dawn m st
evaporating in the sun around them were a nunber of creatures: a badger, a
mouse in armor, and that brawny otter. Brogg did not linger to see if there
wer e ot hers.

"Chinwart, go and rouse the Queen, quickly!" he ordered.

Tsarm na cane boundi ng down w de awake, she peered round the doorway wth
Br ogg.

"So, at last they're show ng thensel ves. Maybe we ni ght not need the snares,
Brogg. Perhaps they've wal ked straight into a trap."



"*But, Mlady, they're carrying a white flag. Doesn't that make them
peaceabl e?" Brogg protested.

"Don't believe all you see, Brogg. You're carrying a sword, but that doesn't
make you a soldier. Let's hear what they have to say."

As she stepped boldly out into the open, Tsarm na whispered out the side of
her mouth at Brogg, "Get the archers. Wit for ny signal."

None of the deputation was arnmed, except die nouse who carried a sword to his
side. Tsarm na recogni zed himimredi ately, also the cheeky nouset hi ef standi ng
behind him She curled her lip in scorn

"Escaped prisoners and woodl and rebel s, what do you want?"

"W are the | eaders of the Cori mcone to deliver an ultinmatum" The warri or
nouse's voi ce was hard and cl ear

Tsarmna's mnd was racing. All the | eaders here in one place; they nust not
be all owed to escape alive. Had Brogg organi zed those archers?

"Well, here | am speak your piece."
deceptively calm

The wi | dcat Queen kept her voice

The warrior pointed a nailed paw at her. "Listen carefully to what | say, cat.
You and your creatures have no right to tyrannize or try to enslave
wood| anders. W are honest and free. Mssflower is our hone.'

"You insolent upstart!" Tsarm na | aughed harshly. "I should have killed you
when | had the chance. Do you realize

332

who you are threatening? | am Tsarm na, Queen of the Thousand Eyes, Rul er of
Mossf | ower . "

Her adversary did not seeminpressed. "I am Martin the Warrior, and | have not
cone here to make idle threats. This is what | have to say: |eave this place
by sunset today, take your arny with you, go where you will, but stay clear of

Mossfl ower and do not try to harm any woodl ander. "

Tsarmi na gl anced over her shoul der; she could see the archers standi ng ready
i nsi de the doorway.

"I'f I do as you say, what then?"

"You will be allowed to | eave in peace and none of your creatures will be
harmed. You have my word as a warrior."

Tsarm na shrugged. She held her paws open w de. "Wat happens if | choose not
to | eave?" she asked.

Martin's tone was like Boar's hamrer striking the anvil. "You will die here,
you and all your vermin. I will bring this evil place down on your heads.
Again you have my word as a warrior."

Tsarmi na remained silent for a monent, as if considering both offers. Wen she
spoke again her voice was flat and dangerous. "Big words for a little nouse.
wi Il make no prom ses save one: you will all be slain where you stand."



At her signal a score of archers |eaped forth, ready to fire.

She fol ded her paws, smiling sarcastically. "Wat do you say to that, little
warrior?"

Martin stood like a rock, showing no trace of fear. "Then we will stand here
and be killed by your arrows. But | ook behind ne at the trees and on your
outer wall. Every woodl ander who can draw bowstring or throw javelin is aining
straight for your treacherous heart. You would not get a paw s length before
you were sent to the gates of Dark Forest. So carry on, cat. Tell your archers
to fire. W will die so that Mdssflower can be rid of you."

Tsarm na's eyes shifted, dodging back and forth. Qtters, mce, squirrels,
hedgehogs, even hares—there seenmed to be as many of themas |eaves in an
autum gal e. Each with a weapon trained on her, every face grimwth
determ nati on.

"Down bows!" she called to her archers in an urgent hiss.

The soldiers pointed their bows to the ground, allow ng the strings to slacken
of f.

The Corim | eaders began wal ki ng backward out of the gateway.
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Tsarm na extended a quivering claw. "This isn't where it finishes," she
t hreat ened, her voice shrill with rage. "Ch no, this is only the start."
Martin's response rang back at her. "Until sunset tonight. W will wait

out side for your answer."

Brogg popped his head out. "Don't forget to close the gates after you,
huhuhuh! "

As the gates closed, Bella's voice was |loud and clear. "These gates are being
shut, not to stop us getting in, but to keep you fromagetting out."

Tsarm na dashed inside. "Get those nets and ropes out of ny way. | want
everybody up to the top of Kotir, the very top. Hurry!" she urged.

Gonff stood in the shadow of a sycampbre with Martin.

"Well, matey, it's done now. We're all init, win or Iose. No second chances.
You heard the cat—this is only the start."

"She's planning sonething, Martin," Lady Anber said fromup in the branches.
"It's gone too quiet in there for ny liking."

Martin | ooked up. "Mne, too. Tell the leaders to draw their conpani es back
under cover. Let us wait and see what nmove she'll make."

Whi spered orders went out, and the woodl anders noved back, blending into the
green shade and nmottl ed shadow. The outside wall was deserted; not a whisker
paw or weapon showed anywhere. Eerie silence fell upon the soft norning

war nt h, broken only by a faint rustle of breeze through the treetops.

Filing silently up a wooden | oft staircase, Tsarmina |led her forces out onto
the flat, square, battlenmented roof of Kotir. Signaling themto lie |ow, she



peered over the top of the wall.

"Quietly now. Archers come forward. Keep your heads down and station
your sel ves around these battl enents. Be ready to fire at ny conmand. "

The archers deployed stealthily. They lay waiting.
Tsarm na nodded to them
"Fire!"

A deadly hail of arrows flew earthward. She watched as they vani shed into the
treetop foliage. There were no screans or cries from bel ow, silence reigned.

"Fire again!"
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A second voll ey of shafts plunged down into the green fastness. Still nothing.
Furt her back in the woodl and. Ski pper nunched an oatcake. "I wonder if the

cat's allowing her troops an early snack?**

Timbal | i sto polished an apple on his fur. "Shouldn't think so. Look at those
arrows peppering the trees where we stood a nonment ago."

The woodl anders sat eating, watching scores of arrows striking the branches
and soft earth, just out of range of where they sat. A Loanhedge nouse was
snaring a bowl of mlk with Gonff.

"Shouldn't we be firing a few arrows back, sir?" he asked bol dly.

"No, matey. Waste of tine. Too high. Besides, we'd give our position away to
diem Let 'emwaste nore shafts awhile yet."

"Unl ess we could get high up in those trees on the north side/' Barklad said
as he nibbled a stick of celery.

"Could you hit themfromthere?"
"What! Good squirrel archers! O course we could, Martin."

The warrior nouse pondered. "Hmm possible | suppose. But we'd need sonething
to decoy theminto concentrating their fire over this way. Any ideas, Anber?"

Tsarm na waved her paw for the archers to cease fire. Some of themdid not see
her and kept shooti ng.

"Stop, that's enough, fools," she shrieked. "Can't you see they're not there!"

The arrows stopped. A fox called Bentbrush turned to his conpanion, a rat
named \Wegg.

"Bane woul d have thought of something to weed 'emout," he said nostalgically.
"Li ke what, for instance?"
"Well, like, er. | don't know. But he'd have thought of sonething."

"If he was so smart, why is he so dead now? Look, the bushes are noving down



t here!"

Tsarm na was al ongside the rat in a flash. "Were? Show ne!" she demanded
eagerly.

"Down there, right by where we were shooting."
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The fringe bushes at the wood's edge were indeed shaking and rustling.
Tsarmina smled with satisfaction. "So, we weren't just wasting arrows; sone
of themare hit. Over here, you lot. G ve those bushes a good raking with
arrows. | don't want anything left alive down there. Ready, fire!"

The shafts went through the bushes |ike a shower of rain.

Lady Anmber clinbed high in an elmuntil she glinpsed the back of the soldiers
over the battlenents. Notching an arrow to her bowstring, she murnmured to the
twel ve stout squirrels who were follow ng her exanple, "Three shots, quick as
you like, then away from here."

The shafts flew straight and true, striking the huddl ed group who were firing
upon the bushes. Tsarm na was saved by the body of Bentbrush, who fell across
her, two arrows protruding fromhis back. There was nowhere to run on the open
roof, and a score of soldiers were struck by arrows.

Before they could recover and retaliate, the squirrels had gone.

Log-a-Log and Forenol e sat sonme distance fromthe bushes. Wl |l hidden, they
tugged vigorously at lengths of rope that were attached to bush and branch

"Yurr, 'ow long do us'ns keep a-tuggen 'ee ropes?"
"Take a rest now, Forenole. They've stopped firing."
Lady Anber and her squirrels swing in fromthe high branches.

"Good decoy, Martin," she congratulated him "W gave them sonething they
won't forget in a hurry. Nearly got the cat, but a fox fell across her."

"Yes, a clever strategy, but you nust keep on trying to think one junp ahead

of Tsarmina. She'll come back at you with sonething else, if | know anythi ng
of warfare. That cat is as cunning as any sea rat, you'll see," Log-a-Log
war ned.

Martin pointed to Chi bb descending fromthe blue. "Here comes ny spy now. "
"Er, ahem | overheard the cat giving orders."

"What was she sayi ng?"

"Well, harrunph, ahem Mst of it wasn't fit for the ears
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of any decent creature, but she's left a token force on the roof and is taking
the rest downstairs."

Martin unsheat hed his sword. "That nmay mean she intends coming out to nake an



attack on us."

Bel | a nodded. "Well, she can't get through the gateway. |'ve |ocked and wedged
that gate nyself."

"Then they'l|l probably be com ng over the walls," Skipper interrupted. "This
is what |'ve been waiting for, hearties—a good chance to use ny pike hares."
"Ch, we'll be there, old bean, pikin' away." "Rather. Done this sort of thing
bef ore, doncha know. " "Jab, thrust and whatnot; all part of the gane." Young
D nny waved a dagger at his crew. "Ho arr, we be roight aside 'ee. Widden mi ss
et furr nuthen.”

Martin called order. "I want no pitched battle or wholesale killing," he told
themfirmy. "You nmust do just enough to defend our position and send them
back in retreat over that wall. Lady Amber, keep squirrels high in the trees;

have t hem t ake brushwood shields for protection. They nmust keep those archers
on the roof pinned down."

A weasel called Foul whi sker peered around the doorway to the parade ground.

"Al'l clear, Mlady. They think we're still on the roof," he reported.
"Good. Get across the open ground quickly and don't drop those | adders."

The attack force was a |l arge one. Brogg | ed them across the parade ground to
the wal |

"Right, you lot. Set the |adders up and get clinbing," he ordered.

They scaled the walls until the top of the stonework was thick with soldiers.
Nervously they watched the trees, until Brogg cane up last, panting hard.

" See anyt hi ng?"

"No, Cap'n. Al clear."

' "Then haul these |ladders up and | et them down the other side."

As the last troops set paw on the woodl and side, Martin appeared fromthe
trees. He was backed by six hares carrying pikes. Brogg grinned; not a very
| arge reception.

337

"Troops charge!"

Oters poured out of the undergrowth from behind Martin and the hares. From
the left and right flanks, a horde of Mssflower irregulars sprang from

hi di ng, closing |ike pincer jaws.

Pi ke cl ashed upon spear as the two sides net, and battle cries arose.

"Death to the woodl anders!"

"Martin for Mossflower!"”

A fox struck down an oar slave. He was about to finish himoff when Skipper
t hwacked himhard with a rock-1aden sling, knocking the spear fromhis paws.

The six hares were causing devastation, with their pikes easily outreaching
Kotir spears. Soldiers facing fierce otters ran to the left or right, only to



see the way barred by nobs of shrews, mice, noles and oar sl aves.

Brogg was no coward when his blood was roused. He fought madly to reach the
warrior nouse who carried the whirling sword.

Martin took a stoat | ow down, whipping the blade up and round at head hei ght
as Boar had shown him Turning, he felled a weasel. Then Brogg was upon him
bulling forward. Unable to use his spear, the Captain threw hinself at the
warrior nouse. Martin saw himcom ng. Falling backward and throw ng his paws
up, he caught Brogg off bal ance, tossing himneatly. Skilfully, Brogg |anded
on all fours. Grabbing his curved sword, he cane thundering back with the
point held low Martin rolled to one side, |eaped straight up, and chopped
down with a doubl e-pawed swi ng. The weasel Captain found hinmself holding a
sword handl e from which the bl ade had been conpletely shorn. He backed up to a
tree, with Martin's sword at this throat.

"Back over that wall. Now " The warrior nmouse's voice snapped |ike a whip.

To Brogg's surprise, the blade | owered. He found hinself dashing for the wall,
shouting al oud, "Retreat, retreat. Back to Kotir!"

Ski pper hefted a javelin, taking aimat Brogg, but Martin's sword pushed the
weapon asi de.

"Enough, Skip. Let themgo."

* k%
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The vanqui shed troops fought tooth and cl aw anong t hensel ves to be first over
the wall |est the warrior nouse change his mnd.

Loanhedge mice noved in to hel p the wounded.
Martin, Skipper and Gonff stood breathing heavily.
"You should have let us finishit, Martin."

"No, Skipper,"” Martin said firmy. "The only tine I would have all owed that
was if the cat had been here.”

Gonff sheathed his two fighting daggers. "Blow ne, matey. We had t hem whi pped
there. Why did you let 'em go?"

.Martin wi ped his sword on the grass, staring at the slain of both sides
strewi ng the woodl and fl oor.
"To show themwe are not evil," he said at last. "W only want what is ours,
and now | think they know we're strong enough to get it. Could you not see,
the fight is going out of those sol diers? They are beginning to |l ook as if
they need food. Their |arders nust be just about enpty, and only the fear of
their cruel Queen keeps them going. Besides, when | put nmy plan in notion with
the help of sone otters and ny friend Tinballisto, Kotir will be truly broken
and defeated until it is only a bad nanme to frighten little ones off to bed
with in the seasons to cone."

Bel | a shook her head sadly as she picked up the linp formof a squirrel who
had been a former oar sl ave.



"You did right, Martin," she told him "There is no greater evil than killing.
| don't care whether they call it war or justice. Life is precious.”

A Loanmhedge nouse wi ped away a tear as she turned to Tinballisto. "I think
Bella's right," she added.

"Aye, and so do I, young mssie. But what can Martin do? He has to lead us to
a lasting peace against a cruel and col dbl ooded cat,"” Tinballisto said gently.

There was no nore fighting that day. Both sides halted to lick their wounds.
Martin waited for sunset, whilst Tsarm na berated her soldiers as she tried to
think up fresh schenmes for victory.
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It had been a hot afternoon. The sun started to redden agai nst a dusky purple
sky as Tsarm na ventured to stand at her hi gh wi ndow. There was the warrior
standing arnor-clad on top of the wall. He had probably used one of the

| adders | eft behind by the cowards who had retreated. Tsarm na raked her cl aws
across the wi ndow | edge in hel pl ess fury.

"What do you want, nouse?"

As she asked the question, she was groping furiously for the bow and arrows
whi ch she kept close to paw

"The sun is nearly set, Tsarm na. Renenber the ultimatum | gave you this
nor ni ng?"

The wi |l dcat Queen played for tinme as she funbled with bow and arrows beneath
t he wi ndow | edge.

"Tell me again, mouse. Refresh ny nmenory."

"The message has not changed. There is still tine for you to take your arny
out of here and |l eave us in peace," he said reasonably. "You will not be
harmed if you | eave before the sun is down."

The arrow cane speeding through the air and struck Martin in the side. The
warrior nouse flinched and swayed with pain, but he stood firm Tsarmi na bit
her Up until blood fl owed.

Martin turned and painfully mounted the | adder, with the shaft still sticking
in him As he went, his words were like a final knell
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"Then it is finished. I will bring this place down around you stone by stone.
You will travel to the gates of Dark Forest."

The troops sitting in the nmess hall heard every chilling word in the failing
light.

"W shoul d have got out of here long ago," a ferret called Ditchpaw snarled at
Brogg. "Wth an arnmy our size we could live off the fat of the | and anywhere."

QO hers joined him



"Aye, why should we fight for this old ruin? It's hers, not ours."

"I was with Bane. He let us fight and keep our plunder sacks filled. There
isn't even 'enough to eat in this stinking place."

"I don't know what the nouse has planned, but you can bet he really neans
busi ness. "

"Aye. W nust have been mad ever to think woodl anders were soft."
"Right. Look at the mates we | ost today, and where was she?"

"Hi ding on the other side of the wall like a wormfroma fish."
"Mre like a cat froma nouse, hahaha—

Tsarnmina stood in the doorway. "You were sayi ng?"

Silence fell across the ness hall.

"Wel | ?" Tsarmina's eyes narrowed.

The rat call ed Wiegg stood up. "W want to get away fromthis place," he
whi ned.

Tsarmi na prow ed across to him her face al nost touching his nose. "Too |ate,
rat. The sun has set. However, there is one way you could get out: by the

gates of Dark Forest. Do you want ne to send you that way?"

Whegg stood trembling with fear as Tsarm na slid back to the doorway. Turning,
she smled disarnngly.

"Look at you. Al of you panicking because of a mouse in arnmor and sone
woodl and creatures. You' ve heard what they want. They don't want a war, they
wi sh to | eave us in peace. Wy?"

The troops gazed dunbly at her.

"Il tell you why, because they cannot get us out of here! Kotir is too
strong. Take no notice of nmpuse threats," she
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urged. Ditchpaw swall owed hard and dared to speak. "But the nouse said he was
going to destroy Kotir stone by stone. W all heard him™"

Tsarm na beckoned to Ditchpaw and a hefty-Iooking fox.

"You and you, push against the wall," she ordered.
Puzzl ed but obedi ent, they shoved against the wall with their paws.
"Ch, you can do better than that. Harder! Push with all your night!"

The two creatures pushed and strained until they fell down gasping.

Tsarm na | aughed. It sounded alnmost jolly. "Well, did anyone see Kotir budge,
even a tiny bit?"

Troops shook their heads, and there was a chorus of no's.



"OfF course not, you great load of ninnies." The w | dcat spoke |ike a nother

hedgehog to her infants. "It would take nore than all of you and the
woodl anders together to nake a single dent in these stones. Kotir will outl ast
even the forest outside. Now, listen. I'mgoing to break ny gol den rul e and

tell you about my plan. First let me say there is no shortage of food. In
fact, starting tonorrow, you are all on extra rations."

Brogg junped up. "A cheer for the Queen, nmates!”

"Hurray!"

Tsarm na nodded gratefully to her Captain. "We will last out the sumer. It
has been a drier season than ever before," she continued encouragingly. "Just
before the first rains of autum cone, | wll have ny archers prepare nany

fire arrows, exactly like those the sly woodl anders shot at us. Can you guess
what |'m going to do?"

"Burn the woodl ands, M ady."

"Wio said that?"

"I did, Mlady."

"What's your nanme?"

"Foul whi sker, Your Mjesty."

"Well done, Foul whisker. Good weasel. Yes, we'll stay safe in Kotir al

sumer, with plenty of supplies for everyone. Then in autum we'll burn the
woodl anders and their forest together."

Brogg was on his paws again. "Well, mates, I'mall for it. Alazy sumer wth
lots of grub. | vote we stay here with
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four Queen. She's not afraid of woodl anders. Huh, she even f'shot their boss
toni ght."

A cheer rang out fromthe troops. It was not wildly enthusiastic, but at |east
it carried a note of optimnsm

>Bel |l a and Lady Amber bent over Martin.
"Looks as if he's com ng round," the badger reported : thankfully.

T. B. held the sling pouch with the arrow still sticking fromit. "It would
have been a different story without this stone carrier."

. Bell a bathed Martin's brow with cool water. "Even allowing for that, it's
not exactly a scratch, is it."

Martin opened his eyes and i mediately tried to stand, but Amber pushed him
back. "Be still," she said firmy. "lIt's only by luck you weren't really
injured. Bella, stick sone herbs on his wound and bind it up."

"What hour is it, Gonff?" Martin asked, |ooking at the sky.

"Not | ong before mdnight, matey."



"Bell a, thank you. But please stop fussing over nme |like a nother hedgehog. |
must get up. There is inmportant work to be done."

Bel | a extended a paw. "Then up you come, warrior. Gonff and I will help you.
What is this inportant work that cannot wait?"

Martin tested his leg experinmentally, and winced. "I rnust get to Widdshi pp
toni ght."
"Well, junp on ny back. It's quite broad enough to bear a nbuse—even a wounded

warrior.' *

Wth Gonff walking in front to clear the path for Bella, they made their way
t hr ough t he war m woodl and ni ght .

Bula the otter lay crouched on the foredeck. She watched the dark shapes
materialize silently fromthe trees by the bank

"Who goes there?" she chall enged them
"Cori mof Mbssflower."

"Advance and be recogni zed."

"Bula, you old shrinp-chaser!"

"Gonff, you little pie bandit. Hello, Mz Bella. What news? Martin, are you
hurt? What happened?”

343

Martin slid fromBella's back and | eaned on his sword. "It's nothing, Bula. Is
everyt hi ng ready?"

"As ready as it'll ever be, Martin."
Bul a gave a short bark, and her four conpani ons appeared on deck.

Martin gave a last fond | ook at Widdshi pp as she rode at anchor on the R ver
Mbss, then he nodded to Bul a.

"Sink her!"

"Scuttle Widdshi pp, matey? Are you out of your m nd?" CGonff blinked in
di sbel i ef .

Bella laid a heavy paw gently on the nmousethief. "Martin knows what he's
doi ng, CGonff."

Wth a splash the five otters dived into die river and were nonentarily | ost

to sight in the dark water. Wen they surfaced they were at opposite ends of

the craft, three for'ard, two astern. Canped in their jaws were rope hawsers
which ran to the ship. They began swi mri ng strongly, tuggi ng Widdshi pp around
so that she drifted until stemand stern faced opposite banks. Now Widdshi pp

stood side on across the River Mss.

The otters energed, dripping. Passing the headropes to Bella, they dived back
in and joined their friends on the other bank. "Make those stern ropes fast to
that big oak," Martin called out to them "G ve sone slack to allow her



sinkage. W'll make her fast to this beech over here,"
Di ving back into the water, the otters boarded the vessel am dships. Bul a

handed out wooden nallets, and they went below She pointed out the inlets
under the oardecks.

" Knock those spigots and seacocks wi de open, crew. Let the water in.
They went at it with a will. Soon the river was gushing in from eight
different points and the bilgewater |evel rose swiftly. Bula took one | ast

| ook around, satisfied that the job was done.

"She's filling fast, crew. Al ashore!" she ordered.

Martin stood on the bank with them They watched Widdshi pp list slightly with
the flow, then the black ship began sinking lower in the water. Above the
gurgling flow and creaking tinbers, Gonff could be heard singing a nournful
farewel |,
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You carried us safe o' er the water,

So proudly you sailed the blue sea.

Now | ie on the bed of a river,

To hel p make ol d Mossfl ower free.

But here in our hearts we will keep you, Wddshi pp.

Li ke a great bird of freedom upon that last trip,

Wth the wind in nmy whiskers,

Surrounded by friends.

Sl eep deeply, old Wddshi pp,

Your voyagi ng ends.

The little nmousethief sniffed as he wi ped a paw across his eyes. "It's a good
thing Log-a-Log isn't here, matey."

Stem and stern sank levelly as the vessel went down. Wth A cascading ripple
the waters broke over her nmidship rail.

Martin turned away. "Come on, Gonff. | can't bear to watch her any nore."

A pal e silver noon dappled the forest floor as they made their way back to the
canp outside Kotir. Bella, with Martin on her back, |unbered through the calm
sumer night, flanked by Gonff and Bul a.

"Don't fret. It was a great act of sacrifice, a brave thing. Boar woul d have
been proud of you both," she consoled themin her gruff, gentle voice.

Bula was a little nmore cheerful. "I'Il bet you when this is all over that
Ski pper will find a way to refloat your Widdshi pp. "

Gonff | ooked across at the otter. "D you really think so? You' re not just



saying it to make us feel better?"

Bul a wi nked. "OF course not. W never stoved her in, just opened the inlets.
She's not danmaged. Don't you worry, matey. Skipper'1l sort it out. He's got
other things in his head beside water in his ears, that's for sure.”

Back at the river, only the tops of stem stern and masts were show ng. The
bil ges had settled deep into the river bed under the steady pressure and
wei ght of inflow ng water.

Now t he River Moss was bl ocked. It began overflow ng its banks, backing up and
pressing agai nst the sunken ship that barred its course. In |less than an hour
there were only three points where the danmed-up river could find escape.
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Strai ght down the flood tunnel s!

The swirling waters gushed in with a thunderous runble. A creany brown del uge
pour ed under ground, sweeping earth, loam tw gs and rocks along in its mad
rush. It ripped through the tunnels, tearing and battering at the walls unti
the shor-ings were swept away and the whol e thing was wel ded into one great
torrential underground bore, hurtling toward the | ow ands where Kotir stood.

Foremol e and A d Dinny were dozing over the crusts of a deeper V ever pie when

they felt the ground reverberate under them Forenole pressed his snout into
the | oam

"Thurr she goes, Onad Din. Doant need no diggen claws to tell 'ee wot be
' appenen unner ground. "

"Ho urr, they varnents soon be getten a gurt barth ol thurr |oives, oi do
b'l eeve."

"Harr, stan' on moi tunnel, oi'd 'ate t'be they!"

Mossfl ower sl ept on through the night, which was still and calm

But only on the surface.

Whegg the rat yawned and shivered. He tugged the old grain sack which served
as a cloak tighter about his skinny body against the afterdawn freshness. The
nmorni ng had started cloudy, with little sunlight to provide warmh up on the
flat roof where he was stationed on watch. Brogg came stanping up. Rubbing his
paws together, he glanced over the battlenents at the still woodl and.

"Quiet night, eh, \Wegg?"

"Aye, bit chilly though, and they're still out there," \Wegg reported.
"Those squirrels been shooting agai n?"

"Nah. They don't if we don't. But | think there's sonmething going on down
there."”

Brogg squatted down besi de Whegg.

"Ahh, what can they do? You heard the Queen. We'll just sit tight here unti
the nonent's right."



"Huh, sez she! Those woodl anders aren't as green as they're grass-colored,”
Whegg answer ed back cheekily.

Brogg shoved himplayfully. "You let me and Ml ady worry about that. Had your
br eakf ast yet ?"
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"No, not yet. |'mstarving. Any chance of slipping off for a bite to eat,
mat ey ?"

"Matey! You nean Captain, don't you?" ; "Al'l right. Captain, then."

"Aye, go on. But send a relief up here. 1've got other filings to do beside

standi ng guard for the |like of you."

Whegg rubbed the stiffness fromhis |inbs as he hobbl ed downstairs, naking for
the pantry rather than the mess as Acre was nore chance of food down near the
| arder. A fox passed him wi ping and scrubbing its paws agai nst the stones.

"Danp down there, mate. Water's coning up between the pantry fl oorstones,” he
war ned.

"Wat er ? \Wher e?"

They both | ooked up to see Tsarmi nha com ng down the stairs. The fox beckoned
over his shoul der.

"Down there, MIlady. Anyhow, it's always been danmp below stairs."

Whegg shook his head. "Only in the cells and beneath them not on ground
| evel . Besides, it's sumer, and there hasn't been a drop of rain since
spring.”

Tsarm na pushed past themurgently. "Follow ne you' two!"

They hurried down to the pantry passage. Water was | eaking through the
floor, and all three junped back onto the bottom stairs.

"I't was only danp when | was here a nonment ago," the fox said in surprise.
"Look, you can see the water covering die floor now"

Whegg touched the water with his paw. "But how? | nean, where has it all cone
fronP"

Tsarnm na's eyes were riveted on the water. "Get through to the dungeons, rat,"
she said shakily. "Tell the guards there to cone up and report to me. They'l
know. "

Whegg sal uted. Stepping gingerly down, he slopped off along the wet passage.

Tsarm na backed up several stairs and waited

Morents | ater, Wiegg canme swi shing hurriedly back, his | ace a nask of
di sbel i ef .

"Mlady, the staircase to the cells is conpletely underwater. It's like
l ooking into a well. Ugh! There are two drowned weasels floating in there."
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W d-eyed, Tsarm na began rubbing her paws as if trying to dry herself.
Suddenly she turned and bounded upstairs. Soldiers' voices were shouting
ever ywher e.

"The parade ground's like a | ake!™

"Bottom barracks is flooded!"

"The supplies will be ruined!"

"Front hall's awash, nmates!"”

"Al'l the cell guards have been drowned!"

Screanms and cries rang in her ears as the Queen hurried to her chanber.
Grabbing the bow fromthe wall, she began firing arrow after arrow at the
enpty face of the woodl ands.

"Show yoursel ves! Martin, conme out and fight!" she shrieked.

In the high branches of a poplar, Martin stood, supported by Lady Anber and
four squirrels.

Bar kl ad patted hi mresoundingly. "Look, Martin, it worked. Kotir is flooding!"
"How high is it, matey?" Conff called up fromground | evel

"Ch, it's looking pretty wet, GonflV

"And still rising?"

"Aye, still rising, all right."

The squirrel Queen signaled her crewto take the warrior nouse back down to
earth.

"What now, Martin?" she asked.

"Now the real plan goes into action. |IVe never told you about ny friend

Timbal | i sto, or even how he cones to have a strange nane |like that. Well, you
just wait and see what he has in store for Kotir, he'll help it to sink, al
right.

"I"'mgoing to get ny sword and arnmor. Tell the Corimleaders to have every
avai l abl e fighting creature gathered at the edges of the land rise. There's
bound to be a final charge.”

Whegg the rat and a weasel nanmed Slinkback threw their arnored mail tunics and
shi el ds over the rooftop battlements. There was a faint splash as they hit the
wat er bel ow.

Brogg faced them his curved sword at the ready. "Here, what d' you think
you're up to? You can't do that."

Sl i nkback I aughed openly in the Captain's face. "Haha.
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Li sten, Brogg, you'd do better to chuck your stuff over too, or do you want to



be drowned in full arnor?"

The Captain | ooked at his Thousand Eye tunic and red vel vet cloak. "But what
will MIlady say?"

Enbol dened by his compani ons' actions, the weasel called Fdul whi sker ski med
his round shield over the battlenents. "Don't listen to Brogg, mates. W' ve
heard enough lies. That nmad cat will get the lot of us killed to save ms old
ruin." The weasel whirled at a sound behind him but too |ate.

Tsarm na was standing nere. She dealt hima furious blow killing himwhere he
stood. Lifting the body effortlessly, she threw it contenptuously over the
battl ements, then turned upon the rest.

"Who' s next?" she challenged mem "Does anyone want to join hin? Conme on, step
up. Let's see who wants to di sobey the Queen of Kotir."

They backed off fearfully; the slightest scow or mutter now woul d nmean
i nstant deat h.

Tsarm na snatched up a fallen spear and jabbed it toward one group, then at
anot her. The troops cringed, cowering close to the walls. She |aughed insanely
as she snapped at Ifae stout weapon with a single fierce novenent.

"Look at you! Call yourselves warriors! | could break you as easily as |
snapped that spear. But | won't. I'mgoing to use you to break those

woodl anders out there. The time has cone for you to act |ike proper soldiers.
You'll fight or die, either victory or death. I'Il show you how to make wa—
Whunp!

The whol e roof shook. , Terrified, the troops fell flat.

Tsarm na dashed to the edge, in time to see a second boul der cone whi zzing
through the air like sone giant shapel ess bird.

Whoon

It struck halfway up the wall. Masonry fell, splashing into the water fromthe
gap left by the striking mssile.

As the roof shook under the inmpact of another boul der, the wildcat Queen
grasped the battlenent, staring wildly across

t he deep fl ooded area.
* * %
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Ski pper patted the rough tinber frame. "Wat do you call this thing again,
mat e?"

Tinmbal li sto was hel ping squirrels and otters to lay the next boulder in the
cradle.

"A ballista, Skip. | built themin the wars up north many a tinme when | was
young. Great idea, isn't it?"

Ski pper shook his head admiringly as the system of pulleys and counterwei ghts



creaked under the wi nding handles, a long throwi ng arm fashi oned fromthree
silver birches strained and bent against the brake |ever.

"You're a cunning old wardog, Tinballisto. Ha, a baby hedgehog coul d operate
this big catapult.”

Young Di nny junmped up and down, clapping his paws. "Let oi do et. OCh, please
give thiz young nole a shot, zurr."

Timbal | i sto shut one eye, sighting along the line the rock would take when it
was fired.

"Aye, why not? Be ny guest, Young Din," he agreed.

The nol e could hardly rel ease the | ever pin for chuckling. He threw hinself
face down in the grass as the | ever snapped back, the long arm pitched forward
as the rock shot away overhead.

"Ojoy, O arpiness! Wiurr'd et go? Wt'd oi "it?"

The watchers on the shore saw the tower shudder. A hole appeared as the rock
hit Kotir with trenendous force. Rubble and masonry showered into the water as
anot her gap was nade.

A loud cheer went up fromthe woodl anders.
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Tsarmina turned fromthe battlenments to give an order to her soldiers, but
they were gone. The roof was deserted.

Below in the water were foxes and weasels, ferrets, stoats and rats. Sone were
swi mm ng, others were hangi ng onto doors they had hacked off with their
weapons. Wboden wi ndow shutters, tables, benches, anything that could fl oat
was being utilized by the fleeing arny.

The rooftop shook fromyet another assault by the siege catapult.
Brogg stood faithfully at the head of the stairs.

"You had better come down, Ml ady. The whole building is starting to crunble
inside. Hurry, before the stairways collapse,” he advised.

Tsarmina turned left then right. She ran to the battlenments, |ooked over and
ran back in agitation.

"You'll see, we'll win yet. It's that traitor brother of mne, G ngivere. He
must still be alive. A single mouse couldn't have thought all this up. |
shoul d have killed them both and nade sure they were dead when | had the
chance," she ranted.

Leapi ng the spaces where the stairs had been denolished, the Queen and her
Captain made their way to the high chanmber. It was still intact. Beneath their
paws, Kotir rumbled and crunbled in its death throes. The whol e pl ace was be-
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ginning to disintegrate into the massive, rapidly rising | ake whi ch surrounded
it.



Brogg lifted a table and slid it out of the window It did not have far to go
before it splashed into the water.

"Hurry, MIlady. W can both make it out of here on the table!"*

Hel ped by Brogg, Tsarm na made an undignified scranble over the w ndow | edge.
She | owered herself onto the upturned table. It rocked crazily in the water,
but stayed fl oating.

Brogg clinbed up on the wi ndow | edge. "Hold it steady, MIlady, closer to the
wall so that | can get on."

Tsarm na ignored the Captain. She pushed further along the wall until the
tabl e was beyond Brogg*s reach

"Mlady, wait forme!"

"Don't be silly, Brogg." Tsarm na sounded al nost condescendi ng. "You can see
there's only room enough for your Queen on this thing. Two of us would sink
it."

The Captain scratched his head dully as if trying to understand.

"But, Your Majesty, what about ne?"

Tsarm na pushed further along the wall. "Ch, you'll find something, Brogg. Cet
ashore and regroup the arnmy. I'mgoing to find that nouse warrior and ny
brother G ngivere. Don't you worry, |I'll make them pay for the |loss of Kotir."

Tsarnmina floated off round the sinking stronghold, propelling herself along
the walls by paw, to the other side, where there were no woodl anders.

Brogg crouched miserably on the window sill, trying to make up his m nd which
surprised himnore—the desertion of Tsarmina his Queen, or the arrival of a
huge bal lista boul der which put an end to his bafflement forever.

It was a tranquil sumrer norning far to the east in Mdss-flower. On the farm
the small creatures were out tending crops with G ngivere and Sandi ngomm |t
had becone a second home for the young woodl anders who had made the trip to

this peaceful haven of refuge.

. Abbess Gernmai ne and Col unbi ne sat upon the riverbank together. Col unbi ne was
busying herself with roots she was drying; it was a good area for nedicina
herbs and pl ants.
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Abbess had charcoal and parchrments; she was draw ng sonet hing. Col unbi ne

wat ched fromthe corner of her eye. 5he renenbered Loanhedge. The Abbess used
to draw a lot o those far-off days, often translating her thoughts onto
parchnent s which she kept in a journeying satchel —a thing she had not done
since their arrival at Brockhall

Now the ol d mouse took up a dried reed. Using it as a strai ght edge, she

wor ked busily with her charcoal sticks, nibbing here, altering there, shading
and curving the lines dntil a clear outline of a great building began to
energe. Germaine peered over the top of her spectacles as she worked,

Col unbine smiled fondly at her

"That's a fine big house, Abbess."



"l suppose you could call it a house, child. I've had this idea in my mnd
since we | eft Loamhedge."

"Ah yes, poor old Loanmhedge. | was just thinking about k nyself. Perhaps we
could have built your big house there, -had we been able to stay," Col unbi ne
suggest ed.

"No, that would not have been possible, Colunbine. There was very little |oca
stone around the Loanhedge area."

Col unbi ne put the roots aside and | ooked at the drawing with renewed interest.

"Then this great house is not just a dream It could be built if we had the
right material and | ocation, plus, of course, die creatures to build it."

Ger mai ne nodded deci sively, spreading the plans out be-tween them "Ch yes,
i ndeed. Let me explain. This would not be a nmere house. The building | am
planning will be a real Abbey for all our woodl and friends who wish to live
there, a peaceful place where all would exist in happiness."

"How | ovely. Tell me nore about your Abbey," Col unmbi ne said excitedly.

The ol d Abbess expl ai ned eagerly, pleased to have Col unbi ne show ng i nterest
in her brainchild.

"See here, this is the outer wall, with its gatehouse, small w cket gates and
big main threshold. Here is the main building—bell tower, Geat Hall,
kitchens, dormitories, infirmary, store roonms, cellar spaces ... | have

t hought of everything that a proper Abbey needs. These areas around the |arge
buil ding are enclosed within the main walls—+they are orchards and fields to
grow crops in, a pond, and everything it
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woul d need to be self-supporting. This is a dreamthat could becone reality if
Mossfl ower were freed."

Col unbi ne gazed in wonder at the well-outlined plan. "You say it could becone
reality?"
"Ch yes." The old Abbess nodded enphatically. "Wen we first saw Kotir

noticed that though the stones were darkened and slime-covered, it had been
built of red sandstone. There are outcrops of it all over the Mssflower area.
Yesterday | crossed the River Mbss on a log, and there is an old quarry over
there. We could hew an endl ess supply of good stone fromit."

"A beautiful dream Abbess, maybe soneday—

"Abbess, Col umbine, hurry up, we've nade you a |lovely cheese and appl e sal ad,
but Coggs says he'll eat it all unless you cone right away," Spike said
breat hl essly as he and Posy dashed up. Sandi ngomm fol | owed, | ooki ng

nock-seriously at the two mice.

"I think you' d better do as they say, Abbess. |I'Il go and get Uncle G ngivere
W don't want himto miss his salad because of that fat little Coggs."

CGermai ne al l owed Spi ke and Posy to hel p her up.

"Cheese and appl e sal ad—ny favorite,” she told them "Lead me to it. I'll show



that wetch Coggs a thing or two about putting salad away. Did | ever tel
you, when | was a young nouse long ago, | once ate three great bowl s of cheese
and apple salad at a sitting?"

"Ch, hahaha. Then why aren't you tat |ike Coggs? He says he's not going to
stop eating until he's twi ce the size of Skipper."

"What d'you nean, tw ce the size? My goodness, |ook at you, young Posy. You'l
be bursting out of your fur soon.”

"Hahaha. Ch, stoppit, Abbess. That tickles. Haha-heeheehee!™"

The first Kotir soldiers were haul ed dripping to shore by the woodl anders.
Dispirited, disarnmed and soaking wet, they were made to sit at the water's
edge by Skipper and the six hares, who fished themout w th fearsone-I| ooking
pi kes. "Sit down there, you great wet weasel." "Steady on, Trubbs old chap
that's a stoat." "Oh, | say, sorry. Sit there, you soaking stoat."
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"Saturated stoat, don't you nmean, old bean?"

"Hmm what about the weasel s?"

"Ch, actually they got winging wet, both begin with W you see.™

"Righto. Sit over there, you winging wet weasel."

"Ch golly, IVe got a rat now. How d' you address these blighters?"

; "Easy, old thing—+ats are rancid." ~ "Ranci d? That doesn't nmean wet."
"No, but the wretched cove does | ook pretty rancid."

"So he does. Splendid. Sit here, you rancid rat!"

Ski pper patrolled the ranks of defeated troops and eyed them sternly.

"Sit tight, vermin," he said sternly. "Keep your paws on your heads, where
can see them First one to make a funny nove goes straight back into that
water on the end of a pike. Understood?

Young Dinny and Ben Stickle fed them bread and m | k.

"Here you bl aggards, eat this and drink up. Though the way you' ve behaved
toward us, we shouldn't be giving you anything."

"Hurr, too roight. O'd give' 'ee ditchwatter an' frogtails ifn oi 'ad noi
way. "

A weasel tried to snatch the bread froma stoat. Dinny cuffed himsoundly
round the ears with blunt digging claws. "None o' that yurr, please, or oi'l
sett 'ee atop o' yon cat-tingpult an' shoot 'ee into middle of 'ee |lake," he
t hr eat ened.

There was no fight left in the vanquished Kotir troops. Mdst of them | ooked
grateful to be fed and treated civilly by their captors. Lady Anber and her
archers sat in | ow boughs, bows and arrows ready in the event of an uprising.

Martin was ot herwi se engaged. He made his way further along the bank, away



fromthe bustle and noi se. Standing at the north edge of the |ake, he watched
Tsarmna's progress in silence. The wildcat Queen was obviously maki ng her
escape bid, leaving her arny to its fate. She paddl ed between Kotir and the
shore, whilst behind her the fortress crunbled and splashed into the water
under the ballista s constant bat -
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tering. The wildcat Queen floated steadily toward | and on the upturned table.

Martin drew his sword. "Boar the Fighter, help nme this day," he whispered,
renmenbering its maker. Then the warrior nouse |inped along the shoreline as
fast as his injured Iinb would permt, on his way to intercept the eneny.

Tsarmina paddled in to | and and sprang ashore. lgnoring the activity on the
east side, she stared miserably at Kotir. There was no further need of rock
m ssiles; the flood had done its work. Wth a runbling crash, the |last of the
roof caved in. The whole structure disintegrated, splashing into the great

| ake. There was a boiling of nuddy brown bubbles, then the | ake surface went
still under the gray mi dday sky, rippled only by the soughing w nd.

Kotir was gone from sight forever!

Tsarm na threw back her head in an angui shed yowl and ran to the water's edge,
drawi ng back swiftly as the wetness touched her paws.

"I have kept my promise to you, cat. Kotir has fallen!" A stern voice called
out from behind her.

The wi |l dcat Queen froze, fearing to turn around.
"G ngivere, is that you?"

Martin strode to the water's edge and stood a short distance fromhis norta
eneny.

"I am Martin the Warrior, son of Luke, friend of Boar the Fighter."

Tsarmna turned to face her foe. "So, it is you. Wll, my little warrior
where are your woodl and allies? Not here to help you?"

Martin | eaned upon his sword. Now that the noment had arrived he felt only
contenpt. "Tsarm na, you are the Queen of an underwater fortress, Ruler of the
fishes.'' H's voice had a nocking ring to it. "Cat, you are scum floated
ashore on an upturned kitchen table, nothing nore!"

Stung by the scathing insult, Tsarnmi na gave a scream of rage, and dived

strai ght upon Martin. Digging her claws into his back, she gave a mad yell of
triunph, which was swiftly foll owed by a how of pain as the keen bl ade

sl ashed her ribs to the bone.

Martin wi nced as he swung his sword. Feeling Tsarm na's
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claws pull free of his back, he stabbed furiously at the great furred bul k of
the wildcat. She | eaped back a pace.

Maddened by the sanme berserk rage that had driven Boar onward, Martin hurled
hi nsel f upon the surprised wildcat.



This time Tsarmina took two thrusts in the flank before she raked the
warrior's face savagely with vicious claws. The helnet was torn fromMartin's
head, arnor fl apped | oose as Tsarm na di sentangl ed herself, but he managed to
pi erce her paw right through.

They crouched panting for a nonent, both sorely wounded. Then Martin dashed
the blood fromhis vision, and with a bell ow of rage he charged the wildcat.

This time she was ready. Tsarm na ninbly sidestepped, cruelly striking
Martin's back as he plunged by, opening further the wounds she had al ready
inflicted.

The warrior nouse fell heavily upon his face and lay still. Tsarmina |licked
her wounds, chuckling evilly. She had finally finished her enemy off.

Then Martin stirred.

Shaki ng hinsel f, he stood upright. Gipping his battle blade with both paws,
the warrior went headl ong at Tsarm na.

Despite the shock at her opponent's recovery, Tsarmina swiftly gathered her
wits, sidestepping once nore.

This time Martin sidestepped with her, striking a mghty blow to her back.

The wi | dcat Queen screanmed in agony, roundi ng suddenly on him Paw grasped
claw, teeth bit fur; kicking, scratching, gouging and stabbing, they rolled
over and over on the bank in a shower of flying earth.

Tsarmi na freed herself, leaving Martin prone on the ground. Once nore she
backed of f Iicking her wounds.

"CGot you that time, woodl ander!" she crowed.

Digging his blade into the earth, Martin heaved hinsel f up, breathing
raggedly. Exerting all his strength, he whirled the war sword al oft.

* ' Mossfl owernr! *'

Fear was etched in Tsarm na's eyes as she tried to fight off the wild
onsl aught. Here was a warrior who would not lie down and die.

Locked in conmbat, they strained and flailed at one anot her,
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the warrior nouse hacking at the wildcat Queen, who gave back slash for
thrust, bite for cut.

Her hide open in a dozen places, Tsarm na kicked out with her four paws,
sending Martin flying into the water. She grabbed a piece of driftwood to push
himfurther in, only to find himstanding in the shallows, waiting to attack.
Covered fromhead to tailtip in mud, blood and water, Martin struck the branch
that Tsarmina thrust at him breaking it in two with a single swi pe. H s next
backsl ash splintered the remains deep into Tsarmi na's paw.

Crouching lowwith the sword point held out in front, Martin waded out of the
water toward his foe, the red glitter of total war shining hot in his eyes,
his teeth bared in a wild |augh.



Tsarm na's craven heart fail ed her

The wi |l dcat began circling nervously as Martin closed in. Like a dream from
the past, she recalled that winter evening in her father's bedchanber when she
had snmashed the rusty sword of a captive nouse. She remenbered the words he
had spoken as he was dragged off to the cells at Kotir: You should have killed
me when you had the chance, because | vow that | will slay you one day!

Unawar e of the water behind her, Tsarm na retreated, backing off as the little
warrior came toward her, bloodied but unbowed, the nobuse who would not lie
down and die. Martin, the one that fought |ike a great nal e badger

Back, back, she paced, her eyes shifting fromthe gleam ng blade to Martin's
pi erci ng eyes. Deeper and deeper into the waters of the | ake went the Queen of
t he Thousand Eyes.

Even though Martin had halted upon the | ake shore, he seened to be getting

| arger, towering in her vision. She had to get as far away fromthis threat as
she coul d.

Suddenly Tsarm na realized she had gone too deep. The energy drai ned from her
body; dry land seened niles away. Water filled her world, dark, swirling,

eddyi ng, tugging, longing to fold her in its wet enbrace, pulling her down,
fill-big her nmouth, nostrils and finally her eyes.

The dream had cone true. The nightmare was alive

Back in the shallows, Martin dragged his wounded body onto the land. Trying to
l[ift his sword one last tine, he managed to gasp out, "Sleep in peace, Boar
Mossfiower is freel”
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The shining sword slid fromthe warrior's grasp and he fell to the earth, a
i np sodden bundl e.

The captives on the | akeshore were seated in ranks. Paws on heads, they
di sputed in | ow voices with each other

"I think we're safe. These woodl anders are not killers."

"Huh, if we'd been captured by Bane or Tsarmina it would have been a different
story, mate."

"I"ll say. We'd all have been floating face down in that |ake by now those
who hadn't sunk."

"Aye. Instead the woodl anders fed us and cared for us."
"Better grub than | ever had at Kotir."

Bella forestalled any further coment by standing upon a nound and calling for
order.

"Attention, all of you. Listen to ne!"

Murnuring died away as the forner army of Kotir |istened to hear what was in
store.



The badger pointed over their heads at the |ake. "Look! Turn your heads and
see—Kotir is gone forever. Now you have no | eader or walls to hide behind. The
war in Moss-flower is at an end. You are defeated."

Late afternoon sun energed through the clouds as Bella continued. "W do not
make total war upon you because we are not killers. However, that would not be
the case a second tinme. Renenber that."

A timd paw showed in the ranks. It was Whegg the rat.

"Then we're not to be sentenced to death?" he asked anxiously.

Bella held .her breath a nonent before speaking.

"No. "

There was an audi bl e sigh of relief fromthe prisoners.

Whegg coul d not resist a second question

"What will happen to us?"

Ski pper stood on the nound besi de Bell a.

"Right," he said. "Clean up your lugs and listen hard, mateys. I'll only say
this once. You will each swear an oath that you will never again carry a
weapon or come near Moss-flower country, though if I'd had ny way none of you
woul d have got out of that |ake alive today. Be that as it nmay, Bella of
Brockhall here has said that you be spared, so you have her to thank for your

| ucky escape. But "Il tell you this: any
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creature that doesn't agree to our terns, let himshow a paw now. The | ake is
still here, and so am|."

The captives imedi ately sat upon their paws.

"Good! " Ski pper nodded his approval. "Now you will remain here until tonorrow,
when you will be escorted under guard to the flatlands west of here. You can
travel west or south, but not back up north and certainly not back here to our
land. That is all for now Be still and behave."

Bel | a and Ski pper stepped down to join Anber and the others.
Anmber | ooked concerned. "Were has the big cat got to?"

Tinmballisto was worried too. "Wiere is ny friend? Has anyone seen Martin?" he
asked anxi ously.

Ben Stickle nodded. "Just before Kotir fell into the |ake, | saw himon the
bank. He headed up that way, yonder."

"Then he nust be found straightaway," Bella interrupted. "Gonff, you and
will search the water's edge. The rest of you stay here and keep an eye on
this lot."

Before they noved off Bella issued a warning:

* "Watch out for Tsarmna.'



Young Di nny, Bella and Gonff halted further up the bank. Tinballisto joined
them refusing to watch captives while his friend was m ssing.

Bel | a | ooked about. "I don't think he would have cone this far with his wound.
In all that arnor he couldn't possibly have travel ed fast enough.”

"Aye, besides, what would he have wanted all this way al ong the shore, when we
were capturing prisoners further down?" Conff agreed.

"I'f I know ny friend, | think he nmust have spotted the cat."

"Hurr, noi diggen claws be a-tellen ne Marthen be about summhurrs. O do fee
et."

"Well, we'd better trust you, Din. The old digging claws haven't been w ong
yet, matey."

"Lookit, thurr!"™ Squinting hard, the nmole pointed further along the shoreline
to where the sunlight was clearly glinting off a shining object.

Gonff broke into a run. "By the teeth and fur, nmatey, that nust be the sword!"
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The little nousethief was first to reach the fallen figure of his friend.
Dinny, Tinmballisto and Bella came as fast as they could to the spot where the
sword | ay. They found Gonff blinded by tears, his whole body shaking wth
grief as he knelt by the pitiful bundle that was his friend. "He's dead,
they've killed our Martin!"

D nny knelt beside him burying his face in the earth. "Hoa nay, letten et
doant be true!"

The two friends wept bitterly.

Tinmbal i sto woul d not, could not, believe that after the short period they had
been reunited, his friend had been taken to the gates of Dark Forest.

Tinmballisto turned Martin gently over, laying his linbs straight. Swiftly, he
hurried to the water and filled Martin's hel met. Soaking a cloth, he dabbed
feverishly at the fearsome wounds that covered his friend s body.

"Who coul d have done these awful things to a living creature?”

Gonff wi ped his eyes. Picking up a long broken claw fromthe earth, he held it
out to them "Tsarmina, that's who," he said grinly.

D nny squinted at the claw. He cast about, sniffing and sifting with his paws,
finding many traces of blood on the ground. "They' m fought a gurt battl ef oi ght
yurr. Lookit, cat-bludd on Marthen's sword, ground all a-ploughed up."

Gonff followed the tracks to the water's edge. "You're right, matey. The cat
went backward, into the lake. |I think our warrior won the battle."

Once nmore the tears sprang to the little nmousethief's eyes. "Martin, we went
t hrough everything together. Wy couldn't | have been here to help you,
mat ey ?"



Bella was cradling Martin's head, when suddenly she | eaned closer to the
warrior mouse's lips.

"He's alive! H's mouth is noving!" she exclained joyfully.

T. B. began dabbing furiously at his friend's paws with the wet cloth. "He's
alive! My friend is alive! Bella, is it true? Ch, please say yes!"

The badger's eyes were nmisted. "He's tal king to Boar ny
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father at the gates of Dark Forest," she said in a strained voice.
"Don't let himgo there, please. Do sonmething to help him" Tinballisto
begged, seizing Bella's paws.

Bel | a t hought hard for a nmonent. "Wait, | have not got the know edge as a
heal er for sonething as serious as this. But | know one who has—Abbess
Ger nai ne."'

Gonff paced up and down, shaking his head. "But she's taken the little ones
over to the east of Mssflower. It would be too late by the tinme we found
her."

"Then send Chibb. He can fly there,”" T. B. said in a desperate voice.

Even in the urgency of the situation, Bella of Brockhall took comand.
Restoring order and good sense, she provided a solution

"Friends, here is the only way we nay save Martin. Listen carefully. Gonff,
hurry back to our canp and send Chi bb east. He nust tell the Abbess to gather

her medi ci nes and herbs together. Meanwhile, you will get blankets and bring
t hem back here. Do not nmove Martin, just keep himwarm and dry. Abbess
Germaine is old and cannot travel fast, but | will follow Chibb and bring her

back from G ngivere's farmas speedily as | can.”

Wt hout another word, Bella dashed al ong the shore with a speed surprising for
a badger. Cutting to the east, she crashed into Mssflower Wods |like a
juggernaut, disappearing in a welter of churned-up ground and flying foliage.

Ni ght fell upon the |akeside. A fire burned bright as Goody Stickle tended
Martin, tucking the blankets gently but firmy around his injured body. Ben
Stickle hurried hither and thither gathering firewood.

T. B. stood by, feeling totally useless as he listened to the fevered voice of
his friend.

"Carry on the sweep of the blade,” Martin whispered. "Up and across, eh, Boar
you ol d battl ebeast. Wo will wield our swords for us now, warrior?"

T. B. was about to speak, when Goody held a paw to her lips. "Hush now, M. T.
B. He's a-sleepin*. I'mdoin'" all | can to keep the life in the poor nouse
until Abbess gets here."
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Trubbs and the hares built a bower of reeds and w || ow

about Martin and Goody, speaking in whispers as they did

Sso.
"Keep the old night breezes off, what!" "Rather. Can do w thout the bally
wi nd, y'know. " "Nothing worse than a chill on the paws when a chap's

not on top form"

Pal e moonlight glimered off the surface of the |ake as
Martin lay still, scarcely breathing. The woodl anders sat
wai ting.
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An hour before dawn, the occupants of the snall farnhouse were up and about.
Col unmbi ne checked the Abbess's satchel

"Coni frey, elnbark, notherwort, verbena, rosehips. . . . | can't think of
anyt hi ng we' ve m ssed out, can you, Abbess?"

The ol d mouse stood facing the western woodl ands. "No, child. |I've got
everything | need. Now stop upsetting yourself and prepare breakfast for the
l[ittle ones."

Chi bb perched on the farmhouse wi ndow sill, listening to G ngivere and
Sandi hgonm

"We nust not let the little ones know," G ngivere was saying, "Let them play.
Soon enough they'll grow up and have to face life's problens.”

"You're right, G ngivere. Spike, Posy, would you set the bow s and spoons out,
pl ease. "

"But Lady Sandi ngomm you said it was Ferdy and Coggs's turn today. We did it
at supper last night."

"You're right. It's not fair. Hey, you two, come on. Your turn for setting the
br eakf ast things out."

Ferdy and Coggs canme running fromthe wodl and edge. "Hurray, it's Mz Bella.
Look out or she'll knock us all over."

Bel | a cane poundi ng out of the woods, |athered in foam and breathing heavily.
Ferdy ran al ongsi de of her
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"Mz Bella, have you been running all night? Have we won the war?"
"Come away, little one. No tine for games now. "

G ngivere led Bella to the farmhouse, but she coll apsed near the front
door st ep, panting.



Sandi ngomm dashed i ndoors. "I'Il get sonething to dry you down and you can
have breakfast."

Bel | a shook her head as she caught her breath. "No time, friend. Sone water to

drink, then I'lIl be on ny way. Abbess, are you ready?"

Germai ne patted Bella's heaving flank. "Ch, I'mready. But you' re not, Bella.
You need rest. You'd never nmake it back like that, so lie still awhile."”

Still panting with exertion, the badger took a sparing drink of water and | ay

upon her side.

"Right. It won't take me |long, G ngivere. Get some stout cords and be ready to
bi nd t he Abbess on my back. W don't want her being swept off in the woods."

Chi bb decided to forego breakfast. "Er ahem 1'll fly back and tell them
you're on the way."

Sandi ngomm turned to Col umbi ne. "We'd best | eave breakfast. Pack some food to
eat on the way. I'Il close up the farmhouse and we'll go back together."

Posy tugged G ngivere's tail. "Did you hear that, Uncle? W're going for a
trip and taking a picnic with us."

"OfF course we are, Posy." G ngivere sniled distractedly.
A short while later, the Abbess sat upon Bella's back, securely roped together
with her satchel of herbs.

Bella took a deep breath. "Good, |'ve stopped blowing Iike an old frog now. M
|l egs are feeling steady. Hold tight, Gernaine. Here we go!"

Goody Stickle tried hard not to |l et her concern show. She had done all she
could, even followi ng her instincts and allowi ng the delirious warrior to
clutch his sword as he lay raving. Tinballisto stood by her, gnawi ng worriedly
at his claws. "He's still trying to get past those gates into Dark Forest.
Goody, what can we do?"

W pi ng her paws on her old flowery apron, the hedgehog tried to | ook busy.
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"Well, for a start you can stop hangin' about an' botherinl ne, M. T. B. You
go and gather some firewood with nmy Ben." She softened at the hel pl ess | ook on
Tinmballisto's face. "My dear, you can't do anythin' for your friend, nor can
I, really, until proper help arrives. You go and hel p our Gonff on | ookout. Go
on, I'"lIl call you if he wakes."

When he had gone, Goody wung out more cloths to place on Martin's brow. He
was feverish, shivering, sweating by turns, and constantly nurnuring.

"Bring her head around," he nuttered. "Sail for the shore. 1'll rescue Boar
fromthose sea rats. Gve me ny sword. Watch out for those seabirds and the
crabs, Gonff. Leave the rest to nme, matey."

M dnorni ng brought a shout from Gonff. "It's Bella! She's got the Abbess with
her. Hey, Bella, over here!"

The badger cane thundering across the | akeshore. Stopping in a shower of



earth, she parted the ropes with a slash of her big claws and a few snappi ng
bites. The Abbess tunbled fromthe badger's back. Pausing only to grab her
satchel, she ran to Martin's side

"You did well, Goody Stickle, go and rest now," she said confortingly. But
Bel | a was shocked by Martin's appearance. "Abbess, he | ooks dreadful. Do you
think he'll live?" she asked, |ooking over Germaine's shoul der

CGermai ne was already nministering to Martin.

"CGonff, put some water to boil on the fire. Bella, open nmy satchel and give ne
some feverfewyes, that one there. Now a touch of nightshade; not too much.

Ben, can you gather sone fresh dock | eaves for ne?"

As she tended the warrior nouse, the Abbess answered Bella. "Do not worry, old

friend. This nmouse will live, if | have anything to do with it, though it wll
take all ny skills and a long, long tine before he is conpletely out of
danger. Colunbine will be here soon. You go and rest; the race that you ran to

save Martin's life would have killed a | esser creature. You nust get sone
sl eep. "

The three female hares were not fond of the idea that prisoners should be fed
and cared for. Prodding the defeated

366

troops of Kotir with their pikes, they drove themten at a time to the | ake.
Har ebel |, Honeydew and W1 ow t horoughly approved of cleanliness.

*' Cone on, slineface. Get in there—you won't drown "
"Use plenty of sand and scrub hard, you nucky lot."
"You there, fox, wash behind those grubby ears."

The fox turned away nuttering insolently, "Huh why should I?"

Trubbs and conpany were practicing with slings. Ffring bounced a sharp pebble
off the fox's bottom causing himto junp.

"Because you won't get any tuck if you don't, you filthy rogue."

"Hear hear! Now get those ears washed—both of 'em |addie."

"Then you can wiggle *emin the sun until they dry, what!"

Ski pper inspected a rat. "Show ne those paws. Turn 'emover. Right. Go and get
fed. Hoi! Were d' you think you're sailing off to, scruffbag? Get back in and
scrub those whiskers, or I'll come and do it for you with a cob of spruce
bark."

He | eaned on his pike, discussing the prisoners with Dinny and the hares.

"This mserable lot will eat us out of crop and woodl and, the way they're
scof fing," he objected.

"Burr, they' mgotten a dozen stumm cks api ece, nasty vurrmen."

Log-a-Log pushed a hal f-washed weasel back in with his stave. "Not to worry. |
heard Bella mention to Lady Anber that we're nmarching them out of Mssfl ower



tonorrow. "
"Urr, zooner th' better, sez oi."
"Any news of Martin yet?"

"Bella said he's still the same, no change, though the Abbess has decided to
have hi m noved down here after this | ot have been bani shed."

"I still find it hard to believe that he slew the big cat. That must have been
a battle and a half, nmatey.'

"Ur, ee'ma wrrier, our Marthen, tho' the battle be furr "ee loif of 'Iim

now. "
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It was noon of the followi ng day. The sun beat down on the dusty path that
separ at ed Mossfiower Wods fromthe flat-lands rolling away to the west.

On the far side of the ditch stood the defeated arny of Kotir, each one
carrying two days' supply of food and water. On the woodl and side of that sane
ditch stood the hordes of Myssflower: shrews, mice, squirrels, hares, otters,
hedgehogs and nol es, together with G ngivere, Sandi ngomm and Bell a

The badger stood (all. Pointing to the horizon, she addressed the freed

pri soners.

"You must go now. Travel together or split into groups, as you will. If any of
you are thinking of finding nore weapons and com ng back here, | would

strongly advise you to listen to what these creatures have to say."
The six hares stood forward, brandishing their Iong pikes.
"Hell o, you rascals. W're the border patrol now, y'know "
"Yes, first reginment Fur and Foot Fighters at y'service."

"Wyodl ands are splendid, but the old flat country, this is the place to be,
what I'"

"So, you've got until sunset to vanish into the distance, savvy?"

"Actually, if we can still sight you then, there's going to be another jolly
old battle."

"Rat her. W hares and these woodl and chappies will be only too happy to pursue
you. "

There was silence fromthe other side of the ditch. Sone of the Kotir troops
began shuffling nervously, unsure of what to do.

"Count of ten to be on your way," Skipper's gruff call rang out. "Them that
stays here gets buried here. Right, mate vs. Altogether!"

Every woodl and voi ce was raised in deadly unison
"One! "

"Two! "



"Three ..."

The | eaderi ess foxes, weasels, stoats, ferrets and rats ran. They ran as they
had never run before, stunbling and pushing to get out in front. Not a word
was spoken amongst them All that could be heard was the harsh panting of
breath as
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they sped away into the far sunlit distance, each one feverishly hoping that,
regardl ess of the others, he would be out of sight by sunset, away from
Mossfl ower and its grimhorde of dangerous woodl anders.

Hal fway through the | ong afternoon. Lady Anber and Ski pper approached Bell a.

"Couldn't we just go after themone last tinme, Bella?" Skipper pleaded.

The badger shook her head at the Corimleaders. "No, friends. WVe won,
Mossfiower is ours again."

"Hurr, let's go *ome!"

Foremol e's words in his rough nol espeech sounded |ike the sweetest nusic ever
hear d.
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A score of days had gone since the bani shnent.

The | akeshore rang to the sounds of late evening nerrinent. Colored |anterns
were hanging fromthe trees, reflecting a mass of orange, pink, blue and gold
lights upon the cal mwaters. Stars tw nkled above, woodl anders danced bel ow,
garlands of flowers were Strewn everywhere and delicious snells cane fromthe
great fires at the | ake nmargin.

Martin awakened to the sounds of Gonff singing.

Let no foul beast give one command,

"Il say, "O no not ne,

My back bends to no tyrant's rule.

Hey, friends, this nouse is free."

Free has a sound, it rings around,

A lovely way to be.

So dance or sing, do anything,

You're free free free free freeeeeeeeeee!

"Hurr, that's wot 'ee think, Gonffen. You tell '"immssus."

"Gonff, conme and help me to get the stopper off this strawberry w ne, right
away. "

"I nmredi ately, mnmy Colunbine, O nurse of warriors and charmi ng nouselet. |'m



coming, nmy little candied chestnut."

There were roars of |aughter.
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Timbal l i sto fl opped down on the edge of Martin's bl anket.

"So, you're awake, mate. The Abbess said it'd be sometine today."

Martin smled and grasped his friend s paw

"Don't worry, |'m back now. How I ong have | |ain here?"

Before Tinballisto could answer, Ferdy and Coggs dashed up.

"Ha, so you're awake, sleepyhead,"” Ferdy teased.

"Yes, fancy dozing off when there's a party," Coggs added.

The Abbess and Bella canme over, decked in flowers and carrying a bow of
woodl and veget abl e soup, which the old nouse started feeding to Martin froma

| adl e.

"Good evening, Martin. Don't answer, just keep eating; we want you up and
about as soon as possible."

The warrior nouse did as he was bidden. Soon all the woodl anders had gat hered
around hi m

"Look, Martin's awake now "

"My, ny, doesn't he look well!"

"Ur, loivly as pepper V strong as ale."

"Haha, ahoy there, shipmate.”

"Well, how do you feel, Chanpion of Mssflower?" Bella chuckled happily.

Martin gazed about himat the friendly faces and smiled through the tears
falling fromhis eyes.

"Cood to be alive, Bellal"

There was a | oud cheer, then the voices poured in thick and fast.
"Quess what, matey-while you were asleep | wedded Col unbine."
"Yes, CGonff's given up being a thief—+'ve seen to that."

"Ha, we found thema place, y'know, while we were out on border patrol down
south along the path. It's just inside the woods."

"Yes, it's atiny old church called Saint Ninian's or some-such. How it cane
t here, goodness knows. It's all overgrown and rickety.'

"Ch, my Gonff will soon fix that up."

"Hey, matey, have you noticed that the | ake's gone down a bit? Skipper and



Log-a-Log have practically refl oated Widdshi pp
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"I ndeed they have. Before sunmer's out we'll be shipping stone down fromthe
quarry near G ngivere's Farm"

"Have you heard? W're going to build a great stone Abbey."
"A huge place where we can all live together."

"Right at the side of the path, not far fromwhere Gonff will be living with
Col unbi ne. "

Bel | a waved her paws for order. "Hush now Go and enjoy yoursel ves. Qur
warrior has fallen asleep listening to your chatter."

The fires burned | ow, though the festivities continued on the | akeshore as the
sounds of happiness drifted up into the soft sunmer night, traveling onto the
pl aces beyond the stars, where |egends live.

372
Sone creature was knocking on the gatehouse door

Bel | a of BrockhaU rose slowy fromher arnchair by the enbers of the fire and
shuffled across to the threshold.

A fine plunmp nouse stood framed against the starstrewn night. He entered,
noddi ng toward the small nouse who | ay asl eep, propped up on the arm of the
chair by a cushion

"I knew he'd be here Iistening to your stories, marm"

Bel l a squinted closely at the plunp mouse. "You nust be Gonff, son of Gonif
and Col unmbi ne from Saint N nian's. | thought | recognized your son. He's the
i mge of his grandfather.”

The plunmp mouse chuckl ed. "Aye, you'd better check your candi ed chestnuts and
cheese, marm There's nothing safe while he's around. Lucky he's asleep, eh."

Bel | a picked up the sl eeping mouse with great gentleness. "Little rogue. Look,
his tunic's full of acorns. Wnder where he got themfrom Cone on, |I'Il carry
hi m back hone for you."

Toget her they nade their way south along the dusty path, Bella talking quietly
as they went.

"Pity he went to sleep like that, | never told himof the great vow that
Martin made when he hung up his sword to beconme a Redwall nouse. O of the
wonder ful feast when the main gate was raised. That was when you were born
y' know. Hoho, we certainly nade a double celebration of it
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that summrer. Skipper of otters ate so nuch that he sank in the Abbey pool, and

Lady Anber dived in to fish himout. Did your mum and dad ever tell you about
it?"

Gonff, son of CGonff and Col unbi ne, nodded, smiling in the | ate autum night.



"Aye, at least a hundred tinmes, matey!"
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The | ast day of autumm was hot and bright as midsumrer. Still as a mll pond,
the sea reflected a cloudl ess blue sky. Seabirds wheel ed and call ed, soaring
lazily on the warmther-mals above the sun-baked sands of the shore.

Two hares stood shaded by the cave entrance, watching a folly grown nale
badger plough his way wearily across the beach toward them He was big and
danger ous-1 ooking, the fierce light in his eyes glinted off the metal tips of
an i mrense warclub which he carried easily in one paw.

The hares stepped fromthe shadows of the rock into the sunlight, the stranger
stood before them pointing at the nountain.

"What do they call this place?" he asked.
The ol dest of the hares, a nale, answered him
"Sal amandastron, the place of the fire lizard."

The badger gave a huge sigh. Leaning against the rock, he rested his club on
t he sand.

"I feel as if |'ve been here before,” he said strangely.

The fenmal e hare produced victuals fromwi thin the cave entrance. "Rest awhile.
Eat and drink. | amcalled Breeze, and this is nmy brother Starbuck. Wat do
they call you?"

The badger sniled. He touched one of his headstripes, which was yellow rather
than white.

"Some call me Sunflash the Mace. | amthe son of Bella and Barkstripe. I'ma
traveler."”
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St arbuck nodded in satisfaction. "Your travelling is at an end, Sunflash, you
are the grandson of Boar the Fighter and great grandson of AOd Lord Brocktree.
It is witten on the walls of our nmountain that you would come here soneday.'

Sunfl ash strai ghtened up. He stared hard at the hares.

"Witten, you say. By whon®?"

Breeze shrugged. "By whoever wote that other hares will follow after us. That
is the way it has always been and always will be."

Both hares stood in the cave entrance. They bowed to the badger. "Wl cone to
your mountain, Sunflash the Mace, Lord of Sal araandastron,™”

The hi gh sun above watched as the badger and the hares went together into the
nount ai n on the shores bel ow
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