"Ami d the deep white winter snow, Sleeps Mssflowr until spring, Wile snug
in Cavern Hole below, Al Redwall's creatures sing. A d autumm gave us plenty,
Qur harvest did not fail, No plate or jug is enpty, There's good Cctober ale/'

Three young creatures, the otter twi ns Bagg and Runn, accomnpani ed by G ubb
their nolefriend, hauled a small beech | og between them along the path to
Redwal | Abbey. The intrepid trio kept stopping to clear away the snowdrift
building up in front of the log as they dragged it through the snow. Singing
lustily, they pelted each other with snowballs, their breath rising in white
pl umes as they ran around the beech | og.

"Yaow You' ma drefful villyun, Baggo, |leggo oi!" "Hahah! I'll save you,

G ubb. Take that!" "M ssed ne! You couldn't hit the Abbey gate if you was
stooden in front of it, Runn!"

"Ho, couldn't | then? Well, '"ave some of this, mate!" The young otter flung
t he snowbal |, Bagg ducked. Unaware that two travellers were com ng al ong the
pat h

fromthe north, they hurled snowballs wildly at each

ot her.

"Oof! reat seasons, go easy there!"

One of the travellers, a large sturdy hedgehog, had been struck by a snowball.
He wi ped snow from his snout with the edge of his cloak. The three young ones
stopped throwi ng and hung their heads sheepishly. Gubb took it on hinmself to
apol ogi ze.

"Hurr, us'ns tunble sorry, zurr. Be you' m'urted?"

The hedgehog's travelling conpanion, a very pretty nmousemaid, stifled |aughter
at the sight of the three delinquent snowballers.

"Ch, I'm sure Bultip wll live. He's had worse
injuries.”
Ginning, the big hedgehog nodded. "I have indeed, mates. Cone on, |'Il help

you with your [og. Were are you bound with it?"

Bagg curved his mttened paw as he pointed. "Jus' round that bend, sir, to
Redwal | Abbey. We live there." Bultip nodded at his conpanion as he took the
towrope in strong paws. "l told you we'd find the Abbey on this path. R ght,
you three terrors, sit up on the log and 1'll give you a ride. You too,
Aubretia, rest your

f oot paws. "

There was little doubt the hedgehog was a mighty beast. Tossing the rope
across his shoul der, he trudged off through the snow, hauling the log and its
passengers behind with no trace of effort.

Redwal | Abbey stood backed by the vastness of Mssflower Wods, its front
facing the path and open flatlands to the west. Capped with snow, the
beautiful building resenbled a vast frosted cake, walls, battlenents,
bel | tower and Abbey fringed with icicles hanging over its red sandstone towers
and turrets.



Abbot Saxtus folded his paws into wi de habit sleeves, gazing up at the main
bui | di ng. Beside himold Sineon

the blind herbalist |eaned on a hawthorn stick, sniffing the cold air.
"Looks beautiful, doesn't it, Saxtus?"

Knowi ng his friend' s uncanny knack of sensing every mpovenent, the Abbot
nodded. "Remenber what our old friend Abbot Bernard said before he passed on

No matter what the season, Redwall always |ooks marvellous."

Simeon sniffed the air again and held up a paw. "Sonebeast is com ng this way.
One, maybe two—t's hard to tell."

They stood out on the path by the open main gates. Saxtus watched until he saw
the party approachi ng.

"I mght have known. It's Bagg, Runn and G ubb. They've brought conpany, two
travellers.”

Si meon tapped his stick on the snow eagerly. "Ch good, we'll have sone fresh
tales in Cavern Hole tonight!"

A d Friar Cockleburr hurried along with the preparations for a Mdw nter
Mossfl ower Feast, hel ped by his assistant, Alder. Both mce worked furiously,
putting the finishing touches to dishes as they called out orders to the
Redwal | ers on kitchen duty.

"Brush nore honey on that pie if you want a good shiny crust!"”

"Pass those chopped nuts and greensap mlk, please."

"Quick, pull those pasties fromthe oven before they're too brown!"

"Durry Quill, will you stop |oadi ng hotroot pepper into that soup!"

"Chhh, | eave nme be, soup's gotter be 'ot t'be any good."

Paws on hi ps, Cockleburr glared at the hedgehog. "I w sh you'd go back to your
cellars and see to the drinks with your Uncle Gabriel. Go on, be off with

you!"

Durry popped a candi ed chestnut into his nmouth and spoke round it. "Drinks're
all ready, 'tober ale, elder-

berry wine, strawb'rry cordial an' fizzy dannelion cup—nowt to do in cellar
A d Nuncle Gabe, he's takin' a nap afore feastin', restin' 'is stunmck."

Aubretia and Bultip had been shown round the Abbey. They gaped and

marvelled at the great structure, expressing their admration for it at
every opportunity. Later they had been shown to their roonms by a Forenole. Now
rested, washed and garbed in warmold green habits, they cane down to the

pl ace called Cavern Hole to attend the feast. Aubretia smled at the gall ant
young mal e nmice who fl ocked about her, each one trying to outdo the other as
they saw to every need of the pretty stranger in their mdst.

"Sit here, Mss Aubretia, next to ne."

"No, sit here, it's nore confortable. Here's a cushion."”



"You must have travelled far. Let ne get you sone
food. "

"Perhaps you'd like to try sonme el derberry wine. It'lI

take the chill of your long journey away, M ss Aubretia." Abbot Saxtus |ooked
over the top of his spectacles, wagging a paw. "So much help for one

traveller! Aubretia, come and sit here with Bultip and Sineon. Here, |I'll push
up a bit so you'll be next to me. Why shouldn't a venerable old Abbot have the

pl easure of a pretty nousemaid' s conpany?"
Aubretia curtsied and smiled. "Wy not indeed,
Fat her Abbot!"

Bultip had a massive appetite. Scarcely had grace been said when he was
munchi ng away, sanpling this and that as he allowed old Gabe Qill to fill his
tankard. "Redwall October ale, finest in Myssflower. Try it with sone nutbread
an' yell ow sage cheese, young 'o0g."

Aubretia sipped fromher beaker and shuddered. "Whoo! Taste's lovely, full of
tiny bubbles too. Wat is

it?"

Si meon pushed a large confection toward her. "It's called fizzy dandelion cup
Very nice with snowream

puddi ng and damsons—fill your plate. My nose told ne today when we net that
you are a healer. Am1 right?"

Aubretia | ooked surprised at the blind nouse's keen perception. "Yes, you're
right Sineon. | ama healer."

Si meon reached out and took hold of Bultip's hefty paw. "And you, sir, | don't
thi nk you are a heal er sonehow. "

"I"'mno healer," the stout hedgehog chuckled, "just a travellin' conpanion
protectin' Aubretia.”

The blind herbalist felt the strength of Bultip's paw as he flexed it. "I
i magi ne you do it very well. We betide the beast who stands in the way of
this paw "

Laughter and nerry chatter rose to the rafters of the big room beneath the
Abbey. There was warnth there, good conpani onship and good hunmour. Di shes went
this way and that from paw to paw, snowcream puddi ng, hot fruit pies, colorfu
trifles, tasty pasties, steam ng soup, new bread with shiny golden crusts, old
cheeses studded wi th dandelion, acorn and cel ery. Sugared pluns and honeyed
pears vied for place with winter salads and vegetable flans. Aubretia and
Bultip joined in the nmerriment, enjoyed the food and basked in the | egendary
hospitality of Redwall Abbey.

It was late night. Sleepy little ones had been carried off to their dormtory
beds and fresh torches placed in the wall sconces. Bultip nibbled on his
fourth pastie. Draining a tankard of October ale, he |ooked about at the stil
chattering Redwal |l ers bantering with one another across the tables.

"Does nobeast ever sleep in this place, Sinmeon?" The herbalist shrugged. "Are



you tired, friend?" Bultip blew on a bow of hot soup. "Not nme, |'mw de awake
now. "

The Abbot wat ched the soup disappear. "Good, that's the spirit! None of us has
torise early and work tonorrow. It's winter, and there's not a lot to do save
eat and

sl eep, so we eat when we're hungry and sl eep when we feel like it. How does
that suit you, Aubretia?"

The nmousenai d sat back contentedly. "It suits ne fine, Abbot. What happens now
we're finished feasting?"

Foremol e | ooked up fromhis turnip 'n' tater 'n' beetroot pie. "You m
travel |l en beasts, may' ap you' mgotten gudd stories to tell us'ns, rnizzy. W'm
"card all our tales ten 'undred toinmes o' er."

Cushions and chairs were set in a half-circle round the big fireplace, fresh
| ogs placed on the fire, danped down with snow soaked herbs to give a sweet
aroma to the air. Every Redwal |l er who did not want to sleep took a seat.
Aubretia and Bultip were installed in carved hi ghback chairs. The audi ence
settled down, watching the two travellers eagerly.

"Today as we wal ked through your beautiful Abbey we saw a tapestry,"” the
nmousenmai d began. "1 inmediately recogni zed the nouse pictured there, Martin
the Warrior. As | understand it he is the guiding spirit of this place and one
of its founders. Do you know nuch

about hi n?"

Abbot Saxtus sighed, shaking his head slow. "Martin has always been here to
guide us in times of trouble. Hi s presence was felt when two of our young
ones, Dandin and Mariel, were here. Unfortunately they have been gone a season
and a half now. Martin's presence has not been felt since. W know too little
of our Abbey Warrior. 1 dearly wi sh we knew nore."

A faint smle hovered about the face of Aubretia. She | eaned forward and
| ooked at the Abbot and his Redwal -lers sitting in the flickering firelight.

"Then you shall, for | have a long and great tale to

relate to you....'

It is said that Badrang's dreamwas to be Lord of all the Eastern Coast. A
former corsair, he ceased plundering the high seas to carve out his own enpire
on land. He chose good territory, facing the Eastern Sea, with hills to

the north, cliffs to the south, marshes to the west and wild forests beyond.
Secure at the edge of the shoreline the battle-hardened stoat could defend his
position fromany attack. There he set about nmking his dream becone reality,
a fortress of tinber and stone.

Mar shank!

Badrang was Chieftain of a horde: weasels, ferrets, foxes and rats. He did not
trust other stoats, considering his species to be the nost cunning and
resourceful of all creatures. Scuttling his crippled ship on the northwest
coast, Badrang had set out overland, striking for the far coast where corsairs
and searats seldomsailed the grey-blue waters of the great Eastern Sea. As he
travell ed, the vicious stoat ravaged the land, killing those he could not



conquer and ensl aving those he could. It took two | ong seasons until he
finally arrived triunphant at his destination, [aden with plunder, backed by
his ruthless horde and driving a long chain of wetched slaves before him

Badrang set his slaves to work, forcing themto carve a rock quarry and
commence building his fortress. The work went well, and soon a living quarters
was erected, followed by a perinmeter guard wall with its gates facing the
shorel i ne.

He scanned the open sea each day, for he had made enem es anong his own kind
when he was pirating. Fortunately there was never a sign of sail or ship on

the horizon. However, he bullied and drove both slave and hordebeast to have
the fortress fully built and established. Only then could he rule conpletely,

burning and killing his way in all directions until he was absolute rul er of
all he surveyed. Tyrant! Badrang | oved the sound of the word.... Tyrant!
BOOK ONE

The Prisoner and the Tyrant

He was only a young nmouse, but of strong build, with a glint in his eye that
procl aimed hima born fighter. A creature of few words who never chattered
needl essly. The early sunmer sun of the Eastern Coast beat down pitilessly on
his unprotected head as he carried and stacked chunks of rock beside the
masons who woul d shape it into blocks that woul d enl arge Fort Marshank

A weasel Captain naned R sk swaggered up/ cracking his | ong whip
threateningly, |ooking for an excuse to cut |oose on the slaves who toiled in
the dusty heat around him Hi s eye settled on the young nouse.

"You there, liven yourself up! Cone on, stir yer stunps. Lord Badrang will be
round for an inspection soon. Get novin' or y'Il taste ny whip!"

The nouse dropped the rock he was carrying and stood staring levelly at the
bul I yi ng weasel. Hi sk cracked the lash viciously, the tip flicking the air a
fraction fromhis victims face. The young nouse did not nove. H s eyes hooded
over as he stood in silent defiance.

The weasel Captain drew the |ash back to strike, but the bold, angry eyes of
t he young sl ave seened to challenge him Like all bullies, the weasel was a
coward at heart. Averting his gaze fromthe piercing stare, Hisk
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snapped his whip in the direction of sone nore timd

creatures.

"C nmon, you worthless idlers, no work, no food. Move your carcasses. 'Ere
cones Lord Badrang!"

Fl anked by his aides, Gurrad the rat and Skalrag the fox, Badrang the Tyrant
strode inmperiously onto the site. He waited while two hedgehogs hurriedly
built hima makeshift seat from stone bl ocks. Skalrag swiftly covered it with
a vel vet cloak. Badrang sat, gazing at the work going on around him

The stoat Lord addressed Hisk: "WIIl ny fortress be finished before sumer is
out ?"

H sk waved his coiled whip about at the slaves. "Lord, if the weather was



cooler an' we 'ad nore creatures..."

Badrang noved swiftly in his anger. Seizing a pebble, he hurled it, striking
H sk on the jaw. The weasel Captain stood dunmbly, blood trickling fromhis lip
as the Tyrant

berated him

"Excuses! | don't want to hear conplaints or excuses, d you hear ne? \Wat |
need is a fortress built before autum. Well, don't stand there snivelling,
get on with

it

| mredi ately, Hi sk got to work, flaying about with the whip as he passed on his
master's bad nood

"Move, you usel ess lunps! You heard Lord Badrang, Marshank must be ready
before the season's out! It'll be double the work an' half rations from now
on.

Move! "

An ol d squirrel was staggering by, bent double under the burden of a |arge
rock. Hi sk | ashed out at him The whip curled around the aged creature's
footpaws, tripping himas he dropped the rock. The weasel began laying into
his victim striking indiscrimnately at the old one's frail body.

"You worthless |ayabout, I'Il strip the nmis'rable hide
of f yer!"
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The [ ash rose and fell as H sk flogged away at the unprotected creature on the
ground.

"I"ll teach yer a lesson yer won't ferget..."

Suddenly the whip stopped in mdswing. It went taut as Hi sk pulled on the
handl e. He tugged at it but was yanked backwards. The young nouse had the end
of the whip coiled around his paw.

H sk's eyes bulged with tenper as he shouted at the intruder, "Leggo ny whip,
mouse, or |'I1l gut yer!™

The weasel reached for the dagger at his waist, but he was not fast enough
The mouse hurled hinsel f upon H sk. Wapping the whi plash round the Captain's
neck, he heaved hard. Hi sk thrashed furiously about in the dust, choking and
sl obbering as the lash tightened. Gurrad bl ew a hasty alarmon a bone whistle
he carried slung about his neck

In a trice the nouse was set upon by the nearest six guards. He di sappeared
beneath a junble of ferrets, weasels and rats as they pounded himnercilessly,
stanpi ng upon his paws and breaking his hold on the whip. They conti nued
relentlessly beating himw th spearhandl es, rods and whi ps until Badrang

i ntervened.

"That's enough. Bring himto ne!"



H s paws pinioned by whips and a spear handl e pulled hard across his throat,
t he young mouse was dragged struggling and kicking into the stoat Lord's

pr esence.

Badrang drew his sword and pressed the point against the young one's heaving
chest. Leaning forward, he hissed into the captive's face, "You know the
penalty is death for attacking one of my horde. | could run you through wth
my sword right now and snuff out your life. What d'you say to that, nouse?"
The strong young nouse's eyes burned into the Tyrant's face like twin flanes
as he gritted out, "Scuml That sword is not yours, it belongs to ne as it

bel onged to nmy father!"

Badrang wi t hdrew t he swordpoi nt. He sat back, shaking his head slowy in
amazement at the bol dness of the creature in front of him

"Well well, you're not short of nerve, nmouse. Wat's

your name?"

The answer was |oud and fearl ess.

"I amcalled Martin, son of Luke the Warrior!"

"See the roving river run

Over hill and dale

To a secret forest place,

O ny heart, Noonval e.

Look for ne at dawni ng

Wien the sun's reborn

In the silent beauty

Twi xt the night and norn.

Wait till the lark ascends

And skies are bl ue.

There where the rai nbow ends

I will meet you."

The nmousenai d Rose sat quite still as the last tremul ous notes of her song
hovered on the evening air. Froma vantage point in the rocks south of

Mar shank she | ooked out to sea. The water was tinted gold and scarlet from
soft cloud layers, reflecting the far westering sun at her back. Below on the
shore an ebbing tide gurgled and chuckl ed small secrets to itself as it |apped
t he

pebbl es.

"Hurr Mz Roser, you' mcumman' get this yurr supper. O bain't a-cooken
vittles to lay abowmt an' git cold 'n" soggy. Bo urr no."



Rose' s compani on G-umm waved a heavy di ggi ng paw at her, and the nousenaid
wandered over to join her nole friend at the low fire he had been cooking on
She sniffed appreciatively.

"Hmm wild oatcakes and vegetabl e soup! Good old Gumm you could nake a
banquet from nothing."

Gumm snil ed, his dark velvety face crinkling around two bright button eyes.
He waved the tiny ladle which he always carried thrust through his belt like a
swor d.

"Hurr, an' you udd charniee burds outener trees with yurr sweet tal ken, mzzy.
Set' ee daown an' eat oop."

Rose accepted the deep scallop shell full of fragrant soup. Placing her
oat cake on a flat rock across the fire to keep it warm she shook her head as
she si pped away.

"You're worse than an old nousewi fe, Gumm Trencher. | wager you' d rock ne to
sleep if I let you."
Grumm wagged the small ladle at her. "Hurr aye, you' m needen all yore sleep

Urrmagi ne wot yore ole dad'd say iffen oi brought 'ee 'one tired out an'
a-starved, hoo arr!"

The nousenai d took a hasty bite of oatcake, fanning her nmouth. "Qo, 's hot!
There' |l be no sleep for us until we've found out whether or not Bronme is held
captive in that dreadful fortress."

G umm wi ped his ladle clean with some sedge grass. "May' ap ole Brone jus
a-wandered off 'n' got losed, may' ap 'ee bain't catchered in yon fortress."

Rose shook her head.

"You must understand, Grumm the name Bronme and the word troubl e go together
He was always in trouble with Father at home—that's why he went off wanderi ng.
You weren't there at the time but they had a furious argument over Brone just
taking of f and roam ng as he pleased. Father said it was no way for the son of
a Chieftain to learn his responsibilities, but Bronme wouldn't listen, he ran

of f alone. Well, we've tracked himthis far, Gumm and |I'mcertain that ny
brother has run straight into trouble again. That's why |I'm sure he's been
taken by Badrang's scouts. | hope that he hasn't been forced to tell them

where Noonvale is. The whole tribe of Uran Voh would be in danger if Brone
gave away our location to that filthy Tyrant."

Gummrefilled Rose's shell with vegetabl e soup

"Doant'ee fret, mizzy. A e Brome can keepen his'n nouth shutted toighter'n a
nmussel at |ow toide, ho urr!"

The nmousenmai d unwound the throwi ng sling fromabout her waist. "I hope you're
right, Gumm 1|'d hate to think of the things those vermn would do to a young
nmouse to get information."

The nol e patted Rose's back gently with a heavy digging claw. "Doant'ee wrry,
Roser. Us'll get ole Maister Brone out'n yon pest'ole iffen himbe in thurr."

When they had finished eating they extingui shed the fire and broke canmp. A
stiff breeze had sprung out of the east, bringing with it a |light spatter of
rai ndrops which threatened to get heavier as night set in.



Scranbl i ng down the rocks, the two friends gained the shore, their paws making
soft chinking noises as they trotted through the shingled tideline. Marshank
stood grim and forbidding up ahead, a dark hunp of misery in the noonl ess

ni ght .
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The old squirrel Martin had saved peered through the cracks of the wooden

sl ave compound at the lone figure tied between two posts on the walltop above
the, main gates. Hs son, a burly male naned Fell doh, stood behind the el der
He gritted his teeth savagely.

"The scurvy toads, they'll pay for this sonmeday!"

Barkj on, the old one, shook his head sadly. "Martin will have a bad tine
tonight if the weather gets worse."

Fel | doh thunped a sturdy paw agai nst the wooden conmpound fence. "It's the
nmorning |' mnmore worried about, when the gannets and gulls and those other big
hungry sea birds conme searching for food and see himtied up there. They'l

rip Martin to bits!"

A weasel guard called Rotnose banged his spearbutt on the fence al ongside
Bar kj on' s nose.

"Cerraway fromthere, you two, or you'll be next up there with the npuse.
Doubl e work for you tonorrow. Get some sleep while you can. Sweet dreans now,
haw hawhaw! "

Fl oodtide returned, bringing with it a storm The gal e shrieked, driving heavy
rain before it. On the walltop Martin bowed his head against the battering
elements. It was all that he could do, tied as he was by four paws between two
t hi ck wooden posts. Rain plastered the
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single frayed garnent he wore close to his body, and the wetness ran down his
back, into his ears, across his eyes and over his nose into his nouth,
battering his bowed head and nunmbi ng his whol e body, which shook and quivered
in the ceasel ess gale. He hung there, like a rag doll in the wi nd.

Martin's mnd went back to the caves on the northwest shore where he had been
born. Luke the Warrior was his father. He had never known a nother; she had
been killed in a searat raid when he was a tiny infant. Luke had raised him

t he best way he could, but Luke was a warrior and sworn to the destruction of
searats and corsairs. He was unused to rearing babies.

Martin was only two seasons out of infancy when his father and sone ot her
warriors captured a searat galley after a hard pitched battle on the
shoreline. Flushed with success and driven by the awful rage to take vengeance
upon his wife's nurderers, Luke the Warrior gathered a crew and decided to
sail off in his prize vessel, to wage war on the searats. Martin renenbered he
was still very young, but fired with a determ nation to acconpany his father.
Luke, however, would not hear of it. He left Martin in the care of his wife's
not her, Wndred. The day he sailed Martin sat stonefaced outside the cave.
Luke could not reason with him

"Son, son, you would not |ast two noons out there on the high seas. | cannot
risk your life pitting you in battle against the sea scum| amsworn to do war



with. Listen to ne, | know what is best for you!"

But Martin would not listen. "I want to sail on the ship and be a warrior |ike
you!"

Luke spread his paws wi de and sighed with frustration. "What am| going to do
with you, Martin? You have ny warrior spirit and your nother's determ nation
Li sten, son, take my sword."

It was a fighting sword and well used. Luke pressed it into his son's paws.
The young nmpuse gazed w de-
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eyed at the battle-scarred bl ade and gripped the handle tight as if he would
never |et go.

Luke sniled, recalling the time when his father had passed the sword on to
him Tapping a paw agai nst the crosshilt, Luke said, "I can see it is in you
to be a fighter, Martin. The first thing warriors must learn is discipline."

Martin felt as though the sword were speaking for him "Tell me what to do and
I will obey."

Rel i ef surged through Luke as he conmmanded the woul d-be warrior. "You will
stay and defend our cave against all coners, protect those weaker than
yoursel f and honor our code. Always use the sword to stand for good and right,
never do a thing you woul d be ashaned of, but never let your heart rule your
m nd. "

He tapped the bl ade once nobre as its pitted edge glinted in the w nter
nor ni ng.

"And never ever let another creature take this sword fromyou, not as |long as
you live. When the time conmes, pass it on to another, naybe your own son. You
will know instinctively if he is a warrior. If not, hide the sword where only
a true warrior who is brave of heart, would dare go to find it. Swear this to
me Martin."

"I swear it, on my lifel" The young nouse's grey eyes reflected the wintry sea
as he spoke.

Com ng back to reality, Martin lifted his head in the teeth of the gale. Ws
it atear, or just rain running fromhis eyes as he pictured the small figure
standi ng upon the pebbled strand al one, waving the sword in a warrior's salute
as his father's ship was |lost on the horizon in an afternoon of snow and icy
Wi nter spune.

Martin's head slunped onto his sodden chest as he recalled the day of his
capture. Tinballisto was a budding warrior, several seasons Martin's senior

He had been left in charge of the tribe by Luke. The young nouse resented his
ol der friend' s authority and often showed it by wandering far al ong the coast,
away fromthe safe boundaries of the caves. It was on one such

day that Martin took his father's sword, following the tideline north unti

the short w nter afternoon began darkeni ng. He was busy chopping away with the
great blade at a driftwood | og, reasoning that he could not be scol ded for
bringi ng back firewod to the cave fires.

Wndred saw himfrom afar. She had been follow ng his pawmracks since early



noon; they stood out clearly in the snboth wet sand, nmarked with a straight
furrow where the swordpoint trailed at Martin's side. She hurried forward

scol ding her grandson. "Martin! |'ve been out of ny mind with worry. Wat have
you been told about going off alone? D you realize you're alnost a | eague from
the caves?"

Suddenly W ndred stopped berating him She was staring beyond Martin to where
a band of vill ainous-Iooking creatures were running along the shore towards
them The old nouse threw off her shaw . "Martin, cone to me. W nust get away
from here. Quickly!"

The young nouse turned and saw the corsairs. Dropping the firewbod, he took up
the sword in both paws. "Run G andma!"

W ndred woul d not have run anyway, but she was rooted to the spot with fear. A
stoat headed the band. They stopped within two paces of their victinms. The
stoat grinned wickedly. "That's a big sword for a little nobuse to be w el di ng.
You'd better give it to me before you hurt yourself."

The sword was heavy and Martin's paws were tired, but he held it point
forward, unwavering. "Leave us alone, stay back! My father told nme never to
| et another creature take this sword fromne!"

Now t he corsairs began spreading out slowy, encircling Martin and W ndred,

i cking knives and spearbl ades as they chuckled evilly at the old nouse and
the small woul d-be warrior. The stoat took a pace forward, his voice
deceptively friendly. "A wi se beast your father. Did he ever tell you about
those who could slay with a single spear thrust? Like this ... or this!" As he
spoke the
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stoat brought up his spear and began jabbing expertly at Martin. The young
mouse parried, fighting off the questing spearpoint am d the | aughter of the
cruel corsairs.

At a nod fromthe stoat a weasel ran forward from behind Martin. He dealt the
young nmouse a heavy blow with an oaken pikestaff, laying himout flat on the
sand. Badrang picked up the sword. Stepping over Martin's sensel ess body, he
wi nked at Wndred. She was held tight between two searats, tied and gagged by
her own shawl, eyes wide with terror. The stoat stared al ong the swordbl ade at
her .

"Well Grandma, he's a bold brat, that one of yours. Hmm nice sword. It should
serve ne well. Hi sk, we've wasted enough tine. Chain these two up and get 'em
back to the slavelines."”

Shackl ed to Wndred, Martin was hal f-dragged, half-carried further north al ong
the wintry shore into the gathering night.

It was in the short hours before dawn that Martin came awake, shivering and
moaning as a fiery drumof relentless pain beat inside his skull. Whips
cracked, he was pulled upright by other slaves as the chain began noving.

Then came the long march.... Two seasons, trekking under the rods and whi ps of
slavedrivers, tied by the neck to a succession of wetched creatures, al
captives together. He lost count of the days. They rolled interm nably on into
spring, sumer then autum, with Wnd-red | ong dead from hunger, thirst and
har dshi p under the | ash



Martin recalled his grief for the old nousewi fe, the closest he had ever cone
to knowing a nother: his stifled tears and the | eaden wei ght of sadness at her
| oss, the reeling of loneliness and desol ati on without her. She had deserved
far better a fate than the one she suffered. H s body began trenbling at the

t hought of the verm n who had caused all of this cruelty.

Badr ang!
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The | aughi ng, sneering, comrandi ng stoat, swaggering al ong wearing the sword
he had taken from Martin.

A strength born of built-up rage coursed suddenly through the young nouse. He
stood erect, tugging at his bonds, oblivious to the pounding stormas a mghty
roar welled up fromdeep inside him

"I ama warrior! Martin son of Luke! I will live, I will not give in and die
up here! Do you hear ne, Badrang? | will live to take back nmy father's sword
and sl ay you one day! Badraaaaaaaannggg!"

Stornmwater filled his nmouth, rushing winds tore at his

f ace.

"Martin son of Luke, can you hear ne?" a voice called up to himfromthe shore
outside the fortress.

He could not see the speaker but he heard the voice clearly above the gale.
"Yes, | hear you. \Wat is your nane?"
"There are two of us, ny friend G umm Trencher the nole and nysel f, Laterose,

daughter of the Chieftain Uran Voh. W heard you calling out. Tell ne, is
there a prisoner in there called Brone, a young mouse? He is

ny brother."

Martin could feel the stormbeating the senses fromhim He rallied and
shouted back. "I do not know of a nopuse called Brome and | don't think I'Il
have nuch chance to. | am sentenced to die up here, Laterose.”

The answer cane back in as kindly a tone as the nousemai d coul d shout under
the circunstances.

"Laterose is my full title. Please call me Rose. My friend and I will do
anyt hi ng possible to hel p you, though we cannot clinmb up—+the walls are too
sheer and high. What can we do? |Is there a nmessage you wi sh carried to anot her
creature?"

Martin shook his head. "No nessage. | am alone. The guards told nme that if I
live through the night the big sea birds will finish ne off in the nmorning. Is
there any way ... you can keep them... off ne?"

Rose thought for a noment before answering.

"' Maybe, yes. W are not warriors, but we can use our slings. Also | know a
trick to drive sea birds away."

She waited, but there was no reply. G unm stepped away fromthe wall, out on



to the beach, shading his eyes agai nst the downpour as he gazed up at the linp
figure slunped between the posts.

"Yurr, ee'mlost 'is senses, fallen aconshuss, if'n you ask oi, pore creetur!"

Rose joined G umm and together they watched the unconsci ous form sway sl ackly
as the elenents assaulted it. The nousenaid chose a hard round pebbl e and
fitted it to her sling.

"We nust help himto live, we rmust!" Her lip quivered as she spoke. "Ooh that
Badrang, the cruel cowardly, heartless vermn..."

G umm chuckl ed softly. "Noice wrrds fer a nousey-nmaid, oi must say. Hurr
hurr, himn ull live sure '"nuff, iffen 'ee be arf as ill-tenmpurred as ' ee,
mzzy."
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Dawn cane pearly grey/ shot with shafts of peach and dusky pink as the sun
broke the eastern horizon in the wake of the night storm The sea was a dim
shade of oily turquoise, with creamcrested waves in the m ddl e di stance.
Badrang the Tyrant had his carved throne chair brought out on to the
courtyard, where he could watch the fun. Gurrad the rat and Skalrag the fox
stood along with two weasels called Lunpback and Stiffear, awaiting orders as
the Tyrant stoat pointed to Martin's linp figure with his sword.

"He | ooks strong enough to have lived through a bit of wind and rain. Currad,
go and wake the sl eeping beauty. When he's consci ous and wiggling about, the
birds'Il soon spot him™"

Qurrad sniggered as he | ooked up at the circling sea birds that were begi nning
to mass above the fortress.

"Aye, Lord, that lot |ook in good appetite as usual, eh?"

Badrang nodded. "Never knew a gannet that wasn't. Ho there, H sk! Don't send
the slaves to the quarry yet, parade 'em out here where they can see the
sentence being carried out. It'll show 'em what happens to anybeast who puts a
paw wong in nmy fortress."
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GQurrad sl apped Martin around the face with a wet piece of rag until the young
nmouse revived. He held a beaker of fresh water to the captive's |ips,
chuckling as the prisoner drank greedily.

"That's the stuff. Drink up now, nmouse. Those sea birds'l| soon be down for
breakfast. Hehee, look at 'em big uns, ain't they? Geat pointed beaks
t hey' ve got,

good as a knife fer rippin' an' tearin'. They'll enjoy

n you. ..

Martin managed to spit the last of the water full into Gurrad's face. The rat
backed of f, spluttering nastily.

"Tough, eh? Well, | 'ope they takes yer eyes first!"

Chanci ng a gl ance upwards, Martin could see a great gannet preparing to dive.



Two other grey gulls were beginning to swoop | ow, and others rushed to join
themin the descent for food. H's paws were swollen by the wet ropes that held
himtightly He struggled wildly, shutting his eyes tight after Gurrad's crue
remark.

Al eyes were on Martin now, the horrified slaves, the gloating horde of
Badrang, the hungry sea birds. Plus two other pairs.

Rose and Grumm were crouched behind a stony outcrop on the beach, the young
nmousenmai d wat ching very carefully as she placed a paw across her throat and
took a deep breath. The birds wheel ed and dived | ower towards the struggling
figure bound between the posts on the walltop. G umm nudged his friend
urgently.

"Aow, do 'asten an' ‘'urry, mzzy. They burds be a-goen fpeck Marthen to death.
Aowurr, oi carn't l[ukk no noare!"

Grumm cl osed his eyes tight as the sea birds dived for the kill.

Badrang had forgotten to scan the seaward horizon that day/ preoccupied as he
was with Martin's death sentence. A sail appeared two points north on the
eastern "Qrizon. It was a great green single-masted craft, practi-

cally invisible against the sea because of its canmouflaged coloring. Three
banks of oars protruded to port and starboard, one atop the other, giving it

t he appearance of a nonstrous insect craw ing over the waves. It was Badrang's
old partner in nurder and treachery upon the high seas, a stoat |like hinself.

Cap' n Tramun Cl ogg of the great ship Seascarabl Cogg was a vill ainous sight,
an enornously fat stoat dressed in stained and tawdry sil ks, wearing a nassive
pair of carved wooden clogs. Every part of his fur wherever possible was

pl ai ted and brai ded—beard, eyebrows, noustache—all over his gargantuan body.
Plaits and braids stuck out of his ragged sleeve frills, spilled through rents
in his shirt, coat and pantal oons, even curled over the tops of the oversized
cl ogs. He gnawed on a hal f-dead | obster as he slurped seaweed grog froma
flagon, bel ching al oud and spitting shell fragments everywhere. Throw ng back
his tousled head he roared up at the | ookout, a ferret in the crow s-nest.

"Boggs, any shape o' land out there yet, matey?" The keen-eyed Boggs peered
into the distance. "Naw, Cap'n, nary a glimer o' ... Wiit... aye ... land
ahoy!" The | obster tail fell from Tramun C ogg's open nouth, to di sappear down
his open shirt front.

"Haharr harr, | knowed it! Were away, Boggs y' ole

bi | gedog?"

"Two points south, Cap'n. Aye, an' there be a liddle lunp a-stickin' up
either a cliff or sone buildin ."

Cl ogg gurgled happily. Drawing a broad cutlass fromhis sash, he began honing
it on the sole of his left clog.

"Bring 'er about two points, Gowh. If Badrang ain't there I'lI|l eat nme clogs,
on me oath | will. Gitter, tell the crewto put some vinegar into their
oarstrokes; 'urry now, nmatey. Wth this wind in our sails an' a flown' sea,
we' Il make | andfall soon. Hohohoharrharr! Wn't ne ol e nmessnmate Badrang be

pl eased ter see 'is great-uncle Clogg agin after all this tinme!"

At t he wheel Growch gave a villainous cackle.
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"pl eased/ yer say, Cap'n. | reckon Badrang'll pop 'is cork!"

Clogg flung the enpty grog bottle over the side. "An' if he don't, I'Il pop it
for "im haharr!"

Li ke a great green bird of ill onen, the Seascarab came about and headed for
Mar shank as Tramun C ogg nused al oud to hinsel f.

"Iffen | knows Badrang, 'ell '"ave slaves aplenty, too many fer one beast to
own. An ole matey like 'imwon't begrudge enough fine slaves to row the
Seascarab—ell's teeth/1 should say not. A pore |ubber like nme without a
single slave to me vessel. Asides, tain't fittin' fer corsairs an' searats to

row their own craft. So I'll just nip in nicely an' ask 'im'andsone like to
fit us out with row beasts. Badrang'll give "emto me, 'e's a nice cove. An'
wot if '"e don't, why then I'Il just slit '"is gizzard an' take 'em I|'Ill use

"is skull as me figurehead an' feed the rest of "imto the fishes. Only fair,
ain't it, Gowh?"

Both pirates burst out |laughing at the joke. Cogg liked a joke, but he was
joking in deadly earnest this tine. He hated Badrang.

The sea birds came diving in voraciously at Martin's unprotected body. They
were within a hair's breadth of his head when a wild, ear-splitting screech,
hal f way between a whistle and a cry, rent the norning air. Imediately, the
scavengi ng birds swooped away and zoomed high into the air, shrilling

anxi ously and wheeling about willy-nilly. Another |oud screech followed, and
the gulls and gannets m |l ed about high above Martin, some of them bunping
into each other in their apparent confusion

Badrang gaped upwards in amazenent. "What's the matter with '"em why aren't
they tearing himapart?"

A further screech followed, even |ouder and nore fngry-sounding than the
former two. This tinme the sea sheared off sharply and di spersed.

The Tyrant stoat was furious. "Wat in the nane of hellgates is going on?"

A ferret called Bluehide, who had lived in the far north, called out as he
scratched his ears in puzzlenent. "That's the huntin' cry of a great eagle,
|'ve heard it

afore! "

@urrad shoved himscornfully. "Garn! There ain't no

great eagles on this coast."

A smal |l venturesone kittiwake who had just arrived on the scene took a swift
dive at Martin. The screech rang out swift and harsh. The frightened kittiwake

took off like a sky rocket.

Bl uehi de shrugged, eyeing Gurrad in a patronizing manner. "That's a great
eagle's huntin' cry, I'd stake ne

oath on it!"

The rat raised his spearbutt threateningly. "Listen



addl ebrain, I've said there ain't no gr— "CQurrad! Stow that gab and get over
here!" The rat broke off his argument with the ferret and scuttled across to
Badrang' s side. The Tyrant scowl ed as he gl owered at the clear blue sky.

"Never mind what it is, there's sonething about that's scaring the sea birds
witless. We'll have to tenpt them down on to the nmouse with a bait they can't
resist. Bring a dead fish fromthe cookhouse."

Hurriedly the fish was brought to Badrang. He took his sword and cut the cord
hol di ng up the weasel Lunpback's ragged kilt. There was a snigger fromthe

sl aves as Lunpback stood grinning sheepishly with his only garnent draped
around his footpaws on the ground. Ignoring the weasel's plight, Badrang
tossed the cord to Currad.

"Here, tie the fish to this and hang it round the nouse's neck. That'll bring
hungry sea birds in to feed, eagle or no eagle."

Fromtheir hiding place on the shore, Rose scanned the sky. It was clear and
free of sea birds.
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"Thank goodness | won't have to do the eagle call again/ Gumm It was
begi nning to strain my throat."

"Hurr hurr," the nole chuckled. "G be glad too, mzzy, 'twere a vurry
froi ghtenen sound. O didden loik et one liddle bit, hurr no."

G umm peeked over the rocky outcrop at Martin on the walltop. "M zzy Roser
'earken! Wt be they villuns a-doin" to Marthen?"

The mousenai d began twirling her |oaded sling. "I don't know, but whatever it
is we'll have to stop them"

GQurrad was trying to get the cord noose that held the fish over Martin's head,
but the young mouse was ducking and struggling wildly. The rat was |l osing his
t enper.

"Hold still, mouse, or I'll pin this fish t'yer with ne spearpoint!”

Thwack!

Qurrad dropped the fish with an agoni zed yel p as the slingstone bounced off
hi s paw.

Badrang did not see the stone. All he saw was Gurrad dropping the fish and
hoppi ng about sucking on his paw. The Tyrant stood up, knocking his
t hronechai r backwards as he yelled at the unfortunate rat.

"Stop playing the fool an' get that fish round his neck before | conme up there
and batter sone sense into you with it!"

As Gurrad bent to pick the fish up, Gummfitted a sizeable rock into the
spoon of his ladle and whipped it off in the direction of the rat's bent
bot t om

Thwunpl

It struck hard and true, knocking Gurrad fromthe walltop. He plunmeted over



and | anded with a sickening thud in the courtyard bel ow.

Badrang | eapt forward, sword in paw, waving at the creatures around him
"To the walltop, quick. Sonebeast's hurling rocks!"

They piled up the broad wooden | adders on to the walltop
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Rot nose and Hi sk were ately hit by flying stones, crouched, massagi ng an
ducked anot her salvo as he ing at the others, "Were can you see?"

Skal rag stood upright, deserted shore. "Mist be Lord!"

first up. They were i medi-Hi sk fell sensel ess, Rotnose achi ng breastbone.
Badrang went into a hal f-stoop, shout-are the stones com ng from

peering at the seem ngly sonebeast hidin' out there,

Bel ow, at the corner of the courtyard where the slaves were grouped, the big
squirrel Felldoh decided to take part in the action. He ducked to the back of
the crowd, picking up several |arge pebbles as he went. Wth energy born of
anger, he chucked a | arge rough stone at the back of Skalrag's head. Many

ti mes Fell doh had bent under Skalrag's rod; now was the chance to repay the
sadi stic fox.

The flying rock did not strike Skalrag's skull, it narrowy m ssed, but took
hal f of his left ear in the process, ripping it off as it whizzed by. Felldoh
i mediately flung two nore stones, then keeping his paws at his sides gazed
around in amazenent as if sone other creature were doing the throw ng

As Skal rag screeched in pain, Stiffear sprang up, pointing down into the
courtyard as he shouted excitedly, "The stones are coming frominside our own
fortress!”

Thwack!

A stone fromthe shoreside struck himsquare in the

back.

Rot nose, still rubbing his chest, sneered at Stiffear, "Rubbish, they're
coming fromthe shore, | tell yer. | was hit neself .... Eeeyowch!"

A stone fromthe courtyard stung his tail. Confusion reigned on the walltop.

Badrang and his creatures did not know which side the nissiles were coning
from The Tyrant lay flat and raised his head slightly. He could not see the
shore clearly but he had an uninterrupted
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view of the sea. H's stonmach churned suddenly and he began to curse at the
sight his sharp eyes rested on. One nore quick | ook to ascertain that he was
not wong sent Badrang scranmbling for the | adder, calling hoarsely as he went,
"Cut that nmouse down fromthere and bring himwith you. Get down into the
fortress, quick!"

"But, Sire, we think that there's sonebeast behind those rocks slinging stones



Badrang shot a venonous gl ance at Rotnose as he hissed, "Do as | say,
scunbrain. W've nore to worry about than a few stones. Tramun C ogg's out
there with the Seascarab, sailing on a direct course for us!"

Grumm was runni ng out of good rocks to fit his |adle when Rose pointed to the
wal | .

"Look, they've had enough, they're cutting Martin | oose and retreating into
the fortress. Thank the seasons that we were able to help the poor nouse, eh
G um®"

The nol e nopped his brow and sat with his back agai nst the rocks of their
hi deout on the beach in the hot m dnorning sunlight.

"Yurr, boi 'okey, us'ns serpintly gave they vurnmints sunmat to think abowt. GO
gave '"embillyoh wi' noi ole ladler, hurr hurr!"

Rose could not help grinning at her faithful conpanion. "So you did, G unm
That ladle comes in useful for other things than stirring soup with."

But Grumm was not |istening. Facing seaward, he was pointing straight out at
t he Seascarab, which was drawi ng cl oser by the nonent.

"Lookit, mzzy. Searatters an' vurnmints, oi'll be bounden!"

A chill of fear ran through the nousemaid. Corsairs! They had sel domvisited
this coast, but the tales of horror and death that surrounded the raiders from
the sea were |l egendary. Hastily they gathered their few bel ongi ngs.

"Let's not hang about here, G unmm Cone on, we'll lie lowin the marshes
behind the fortress.”
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Cap'n Tramun C ogg was in high villainous hunour. He cut an awkward jig, his
clogs clattering noisily on the poopdeck

"Haharrharr! | reckernizes that flag flyin' o' er yon place ashore. Ho |ucky
day, | knowed it, | could feel it in me clogs! There's ne nessmate of bygone
seasons Badrang, built hisself a stone castle, pretty as you please. 'QOw many
pore liddle slaves would yer say it took to work on a place like that,

Cr osst oot h?"

A wi cked-1 ooki ng fox draped in purple bandannas scratched his chin. "Hmm |[|'d
say lots, Cap'n."

"Lots an' crowds?"

"Aye, lots 'n' crowds."
"Which is nost, Crosstooth, lots or crowds?"
"Why bl ess yer 'eart, Cap'n, crowds, that neans lots an' lots!"

"Haharrharr, well said, matey. Break out the weapons while | lays plans for a
reunion party with ne ole messmate Badrang!"

Martin stood swayi ng on swollen footpaws, his arms still bound. Badrang sat
upon his thronechair, eyes narrowed as he watched the reprieved prisoner



"Hmm like | said before, you' re not short of nerve, Martin. Hearken to ne
now, | could use a creature |like you."

From beneat h hooded eyelids Martin watched the Tyrant as he spoke, the young
nouse's gorge beginning to rise at the stoat's proposal

"How woul d you like to be a Captain in ny horde? The best of food, slaves to
conmand as you please, I'll even give you a spear to carry if you swear
loyalty to me as your master. Well, what've you got to say to that, young un?"

Martin made no reply. His paws were deadened by the tight bonds, but his rage
was aroused and his jaws were strong. He launched hinmself in a flash upon Bad-

rang, setting his teeth into the stoat's outstretched paw and biting it
savagely to the bone.

The Tyrant roared and bellowed in agony as Martin was set upon by guards, his
jaws prised apart with a dagger blade as rods and spearbutts beat furiously at
him The young nouse went down on the ground as Badrang sprinkled bl ood about,
shaki ng his paw in angui sh as he gritted from between cl enched teeth, "You'l
wi sh the gannets had got you by the tinme I'mfinished with you, whelp. On,

don't worry, you'll die, but not fast. Fraction by fraction until you scream
to wel come death. Take himaway and lock himup. 1'll see to himafter I'mrid
of C ogg!"

Inside the courtyard, slightly to the left of the main gate, was a prison pit,
dug deep into the ground with a heavy grating on top. The cover creaked as it
was slid to one side. Martin was hurled in, still with both paws bound to his
sides. He fell through the darkness and | anded with a cushi oned thunmp on

somet hing soft. There was a grunt and sonebeast was hel ping hi mupright while
anot her untied his bonds.

A gruff voice spoke. "Martin, well at least you're still alive. I'm Felldoh
the squirrel,"

The young nouse rubbed his paws, grinmacing as the bl ood began circul ating
properly. The squirrel rubbed and patted himuntil he felt able to nove easily
again. Martin recognized him He knew Fell doh as a kindred spirit, another
born rebel who had fallen foul of the vermn regime's justice.

"Fel | doh, what are you doi ng down here?"

"Awaiting the Tyrant's pleasure like you, Martin. That rotten toad Stiffear
saw nme flinging rocks at himwhile he was on the walltop. Still, you saved ny

old dad and I did what | could for you, nmatey."

Martin grasped the big squirrel's paw in the darkness. "You are a true friend,
Fel | doh. Thank you!"

They both sat on the hard-packed earth floor. There
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was a novenent to Martin's right, and as he tensed a small quiet voice echoed
hollowy in the pit.

"What do you suppose Badrang's going to do with

us?"



Martin peered into the dimess. "Wo's there?" Felldoh reached out and brought
their paws together. "Martin, this young feller was here before | arrived.
Meet Brone."

"So, Brone/' said Martin

He was younger and smaller than Martin and Fel |l doh, and his voice sounded tiny
and frightened. "I never did harmto anybeast. | was | ost and bl undering al ong
t he shore one night when the sentries on the wall saw me, and | was captured
and thrown down here. Did they capture you, Martin? WIl they keep us down
here for ever?"

Patting his paw and ruffling his ears good-naturedly, Martin reassured the
youngster. "You stick with us, Brome. We'll get you out of here. Wiile | was
staked out on the walltop, Felldoh was throwi ng rocks frominside and your
si ster Rose chucking them from outside. She's out there with a nole naned
Gumm | owe themny life."

Brone grasped Martin's paw. "Rose and G umm Hahaha, good old G umm | knew
they'd find ne. Wth those two out there and you and Felldoh in here we'll
escape easily. It'Il be as sinple as picking daisies!"

The joy and relief in the young one's voice was so evident that Martin felt a

wave of synmpathy for him Nudgi ng Felldoh in the darkness, Martin spoke with a
confi dence he did not feel

"Aye, sinmple as picking daisies, eh, Felldoh."

The squirrel was a kindly beast, he threw his paws about both of them playing
along with Martin's bravado.

"Right, lads. Three warriors like us and extra help from outside? Hah, the
only thing Badrang' Il eat for
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dinner will be our dust when we scoot out of here. Friends together!"

Shortly after that Bronme fell asleep, cushioned between Martin and Fel |l doh
Their eyes now accustoned to the gl oom they sat staring at each ot her

"Easy as picking daisies. Hm when was the last time you picked dai sies,
mat ey ?"

"Along tinme ago, friend Felldoh. Sone of themwere pretty tough to pick as |
renmenber. But not inpossible.”

"Aye, with alittle outside help we m ght stand a chance."

Martin yawned and settled down beside Brome. "Sleep first. Being tied out on a
wal ltop in a stormisn't the nost restful place around here. W'll think of
something later, friend. W can't disappoint this young un."

Fel | doh sat listening to the soft snores of his conpanions. "Ch yes, let's

thi nk of sonmething later," he chuckled lightly to hinself. "How to sprout

wi ngs, and defeat Badrang and his horde with outside help froma nole and a
mousenmai d. By my brush, why didn't | think of those two good ideas before?"
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The ship Seascarab rode at anchor in the bay as four |ongboats were beached
above the tideline. The pirates had come ashore. Surrounded by his savage
ragtag crew, Cap'n Tramun C ogg strode into Fortress Marshank. Badrang had the
way lined with heavily armed soldiers. They gripped spears tightly, scowing
at the ill assorted nob fromthe Seascarab

Wth a great clatter of clogs Tranun haul ed out his cutlass and roared
pl ayfully as he nmade a nmock dash at Badrang's soldiers. They drew back in
al arm and Cl ogg w nked rogui shly at them

"Haharr, caught yer nappin' there, mateys. You' ve all gone soft playin' at
bein' | andl ubbers. Ho there, Frogbit, N pwort, an' you, Fleabane. Been a bit
o' water passed under the keel since we sailed t'gether. Yore |ookin' plunp
an' prosperous these days."

Swaggering up to the Tyrant's wooden | onghut, C ogg booted the door. "Anyone
'one t'receive a pore seadog who's down on his | uck?"

The weasel captain Hi sk swung the door open and announced in a dignified
manner, "Enter, Cap'n, ny nmaster awaits your pleasure."

"Ch do 'e now, well ain't that pretty!" a searat called Ol back sniggered at
H sk.
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Badrang knew he was pl ayi ng a dangerous gane, but slyness and treachery had
al ways been the order of the day between hinmself and C ogg. The idea was for
neither stoat to show he was afraid of the other and to keep up a pretence of
being old friends. Wth this in mnd Badrang rushed at his former partner
huggi ng himtightly as he dropped into corsair slang.

"Well well, burn ne bilges if it ain't Cap'n Tramun C ogg. How are yer, ye ole
wavedog?"

Tramun pounded the other's back, grinning widely. "Badrang, ne nessmate,
stripe me but yore lookin' fit as a fish an' spry as a wasp. Oh, it is good
for me ole eyes t'see ye agin, me 'earty. Look wot |'ve brought fer you!"

At a signal from C ogg two searats upended a cask upon the table. They smashed
in the head and scooped out two beakers, which they presented to the stoats.
Badrang brought the drink swiftly to his mouth, halting slyly as C ogg took a
great gulp of his. It flowed down through the pirate stoat's chinplaits as he
swi gged noi sily.

"Danmson wi ne, matey. The best on earth—an' all fer me 'n' youl"

Badrang took a drink that was nore of a sip than a gulp. "Prime stuff. You
al l us knew a good barrel o' drink, you rascal."

Gl ogg rel eased Badrang and slunmped down in the Tyrant's thronechair, resting
his cl ogged footpaws noisily on the tabletop

"Just like in the ol e days, eh?"

Badrang seated hinself on the edge of the table, smiling. "Aye, just like in
the ol e days, mate!"

"Ovlong is it since we was |last t'gether, d you reckon?" C ogg took anot her



swi g, grinning and w nking.

Badrang took a sip, pursing his lips. "Too long, 1'd say, Tramun. It's good to
see you agin."

They continued to play the ganme, this time with
37

C ogg's paw straying close to his cutlass, while Badrang toyed with the bone
handl e of a | ong skinning dagger

"I recalls when we was | ast together, you left ne stranded on a reef whil st
you sailed off wid twoscore slaves, half o' which was mne by rights."” Now the
pirate's voice began to carry a nenaci ng undertone.

Badrang's face was the picture of injured innocence. "M sailed off 'n' left

you? Mdre the other way round, as | recall. There was a m ghty storman' we
were bl own off course. My vessel was wecked an' the slaves lost, all of 'em
When you never turned up to 'elp ne, | trekked off overland an' ended up in

this place."

In atrice the time for nerrinment and rem ni scence was over. Cogg hurled his
beaker at the wall and stood up.

"Aye, an' lookit you now, Lord Badrang if yer please! Surrounded by a fine

fortress an' a passel o' slaves, I'll wager. Well, | wants what's due ter ne,
I've come fer ny share!"

Badrang | eaped up, confronting his eneny eye to eye. "I worked too hard to get
what |'ve made 'ere, Cogg. Yore share is nothin' an' that's what y'Il get!"”

"Do yer hear that l|ads?" The pirate stoat drew his blade. "Let's show this
bl ack-'earted swab that we ain't 'ere to beg. We've cone to take a ful
conpl emrent of slaves to row the Seascarab fromall three decks!"

Wth a wild roar, Oogg's crew unsheathed their weapons and stood ready for
sl aught er.

"Make a move an' yer Cap'n's a dead un!"

The Tyrant made his nove |like |lightning. Kicking aside C ogg's blade, he
grabbed the stoat's plaited beard. A dagger appeared in his other paw,
dangerously close to Tranmun's throat.

"This blade is poisoned. One nick is all it takes. Hisk!"

"The archers have surrounded these quarters, Lord," the weasel Captain called
fromthe doorway. "They're standin' ready with poisoned shafts. None of this
scumw || | eave alive."

Clogg held up a pawto his crew. "Wait, hold yer rush, |lads. Put those carvers
up. "

He was still sniling, but Badrang could sense the animal rage behind O ogg's
grinning features as the pirate addressed him

"You win, matey, though |I never thought you'd use a dirty trick |like poisoned
weapons agai nst an ol e shipmate. Put up yore blade. 1'll go peaceful Ilike,
back to ne ship."



Badrang stood at the main gates until every last corsair was out of his
fortress. The Tyrant was satisfied he had outwitted his foe w thout bl oodshed,
whi ch woul d have been considerable on both sides if a fight had broken out

i nsi de Marshank. The archers had their shafts trained on Cogg as he jabbed a
war ni ng paw at hi s eneny.

"That's twi ce you' ve crossed ne, Badrang, but the third tine I'll win. I'm
goin', but ye can take an oath I'll be back, so don't rest easy, matey. One
dark night 1'Il slip in when yore |east expectin' it. Then I'Il slit yer

gullet, take the slaves an' burn this fancy place down round yore dead ears.
That's a prom se!"

Owi ng to the heightened tension and upset of the pirates' visit, it was not
until late night that the prisoners were fed. Arned with a bow of kitchen
scraps and acconpani ed by Gurrad, a young male otter naned Keyla stood
dropping the leftovers through the grating to the prisoners below. Gurrad drew
his cloak cl ose against a chill breeze fromthe sea. He wanted to be back by
the fire, eating roasted fish and drinking the danson wi ne that O ogg had

left.

The rat shoved Keyla sharply. "C non you, stir your stunps. It's cold out
"erel”

Keyl a shrugged as he sat down on the grating, poking scraps between the bars
one bit at a tine.

"Cold, sir? | think it's quite warmout here. Still, you
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do l ook a bit drawn and peaki sh. Maybe you're com ng down with fever."
"Fever? | ain't got no fever." The rat shuddered and sniffed.

GQurrad was quite taken aback when the young otter stood up and tucked the
cl oak nmore snugly around him

"You never know, sir. Those searats bring all kinds of illness ashore with
them Wy don't you take yourself indoors by the fire and have a nice beaker
of wine? I'lIl see to these idiots. Huh, they're only making things harder for
us ot her sl aves, behaving the way they do. Dimw tted fools. You run al ong
now, sir. I'll take care of feeding these three."

GQurrad hesitated a nonent then shivered as a fresh wind bl ew around him That
seened to settle the issue.

"Listen, I"'mgetting inside where I'l|l be warnmer. Don't be too |ong out here
and report straight back to the conpound guard when you're finished, d'you
hear ?"

Keyla threw the rat a smart salute. "Don't you worry, sir. | need ny sleep, |
won't be long. Better hurry now, your eyes look a bit cloudy to ne."

@urrad needed no further urging. He scurried off shivering and rubbing at his
eyes, convinced he was sickening for fever

Gggling quietly to hinmself, the otter pressed his face to the grating and
call ed down, "Felldoh, are you all right?"



The squirrel stood upon Martin's shoulders and drew hinself up so he was cl ose
to the bars.

"Keyla, my friend, listen carefully. Here's what | want you to do."

Rose and Grumm stood on the tideline, watching the silvery wake of Seascarab
as the craft headed out, veering on a southerly tack into the open sea.

"Yurr Mz Rose, worr'myou surpose 'ee villyuns wanted?"

Rose tossed a pebble into the shallows. "I1've no idea,
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Gumm but whatever it was they didn't seemtoo happy |eaving here."

The two compani ons wal ked back to the fortress walls, to the spot beneath the
mai n gates where Rose had conversed with Martin. The nousemaid | ooked up at

the twin posts with rope ends blowing loosely fromit in the night w nd.

"I hope Martin is all right. Trust Badrang to think up something cruel like
that, binding a poor creature up there in the mddle of a storm-=

Gumm hel d up a paw for silence. "Shush naow, Roser. Do 'ee 'ear that?
Sonebeast a-singen' ."

Keyl a had a fine deep voice that carried well. Rose and Gunmmlistened to his
song as it drifted over the walls to them

"l know a nouse called Martin,

And a young un who's namned Brone,

Captured by some vermin scouts

As he strayed from his hone.

So if you're out there list'ning,

['ll pause awhile and wait,

For 1've been singing half the night

On this side of the gate.™

Rose al nost wept for joy. She was answering in an instant, being both a good
singer and ball adeer. Grunm grunted softly as she hugged himtight with
happi ness, her clear voice ringing out plaintively on the night breeze.
"My nanme i s Rose of Noonvale, The tribe of Uran Voh, My only brother is
called Bronme, And Martin's name | know. We're here so we can help them So
pl ease, friend, tell to ne

What we can do to aid those two And try to set themfree!"

Imredi ately a hurried few lines rang out clear in reply.

"A vermn guard approaches. Quick, get yourselves fromsight. I'Il try to get
back to you This tine tonorrow night!"



Heedi ng the warning, Rose and Gummw thdrew swiftly to the rocky outcrop
where they had hidden earlier that day.

Fl eabane and Rotnose the weasels cane striding forward and grabbed Keyl a
roughly.

"What's all the singin' for, otter? You ain't got nothin' to sing about."
"Yeah, slaves don't sing. Wat were you singin' about?"

"Well, you see, @Qurrad thought he had fever," Keyla explained, "so he went
inside and left me to feed the prisoners. Wen | finished giving themtheir
food I thought 1'd better sing an old otter charmto keep the fortress free
from si ckness. "

"Singin' charnms, what a | oad of ol e nonsense!" Flea-bane sneered.

Rot nose was superstitious and terrified of sickness. "No it ain't. Come on
otter, let's hear you sing it."

Keyl a obliged, making up the words as he went al ong.
"Ospirit of the seasons

Wio rules the | and and sea,

From crabby claws and runny snouts,

Good spirit, keep us free.

From tummy ache, soretail and sniffs,

From grunge and whi sker cranp,
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From wobbly paws, and flurgy twin], O keep all in this canp.”

"Hah! Grunge and wobbly paws, rubbish!" Fleabane scoffed al oud. "And who's
ever heard of flurgy tw nj?"

Keyl a | ooked aghast at the weasel. "You don't know what flurgy twinj is?"

"No, and | don't care!"

Keyla | eaned close to the two guards whispering confidentially, "I knew a fine
bi g strong hedgehog | ong ago, he laughed at flurgy tw nj. Poor creature, he
never | aughed again!"

The young otter |ooked so serious that the weasels were taken aback

"Take no notice of Fleabane, young un. He's a fool," Rotnose apologized in
hushed tones. "You carry on singin' yore charns, an' sing an extra one fer
ne. "

The two guards carried on their patrol arguing anong thensel ves.

"Whbbly paws and grunge, | still don't believe it."

"Listen you, don't scoff at what yer don't know about. Lookit that mark on yer



ear—that could be the start of grunge."

"\Where? What nmark?"

"There, that sort of yellow mark on yer left ear. Can't yer see it?"
"Loafbrain, howc'n | see ne own ear? Er, does it | ook serious?"

"Well, it wasn't there at the start of the season. | think we'd best learn the
words of that charm How does it go?"

"From flurgy paws and grungy tumy,

Spirit keep us free.

Wobbl y whi skers an' dah de dah ..."

"Dah de dah yersel f, boul der bottom They're not the right words!"
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Keyl a | aughed al oud as he made his way back to the conpound.
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Badrang ordered a wallguard to be posted night and day against the return of
Tramun C ogg. He harbored no doubts at all that the pirate would be back
doubly bent on revenge and conquest. Extra guards were put to watch the slaves
when they were quarrying stone, fishing or tending crops to feed the horde.

Fel | doh' s father Barkjon had wheedl ed hinself on to kitchen duty. He kept his
old eyes and ears open, gathering all the information he could. In the slave
conpound at ni ght he discussed it with others. Since Martin's open defiance of
Badrang and Felldoh's rock throw ng, a new nood was begi nning to nake itself
felt anong the captives. Keyla, Barkjon and a hedgehog naned Hill gorse were a
little bolder than the rest. They soon becane the ringl eaders of a rebellious
little group that net each night around the compound fire. Barkjon was a
squirrel with a wise old head, and everybeast |istened when he tal ked.

"W nust do all we can to help Felldoh and Martin escape, and the other little

mouse Brone. If they can make it to freedom | know that they will do all in
their power to defeat Badrang and free us all. Felldoh and Martin are the only
ones ever to defy the Tyrant, | am
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certain that if they were on the outside they would not | eave us here to rot
in captivity."

There were nurnurs of agreenment fromthe creatures that crowded round to
listen at the nmeeting. A nouse called Purslane, who sat with her husband and
babe, called out, "Tell us what to do, Barkjon. W're with you."

"Cet themextra rations to keep up their strength,"” Keyla answered for the old
squirrel. "Shellfish or shrinp if you're out with a fishing party, crops or
fruit if you work in the fields. They need to be fit if they're to escape.”

A fermal e otter named Tull grew spoke up. "What if you work in the quarry like
do? How can | hel p?"



"Hi nder, hanper, work as slowy as you can,"” Hillgorse answered her. "If at
all able, try to steal anything that can be used as a weapon—tools, sharp rock
shards, anything. They may all be needed soneday."

"Don't listen to them You'll only land us all in trouble.”
Bar kj on stood up and gazed out over the slaves. "lIs that you, Druwp?"

A surly-1ooki ng bankvol e who was trying to hide behind others lifted his head.
"Yes, it's nme."

Tul | grew grabbed hi mand stood hi mupright. "Then don't hide at the back
muttering, stand up and speak up face to face with others instead of slinking
about . "

"Go on, Druwp, have your say." Hllgorse nodded towards the bankvol e.

It was cl ear whose side the bankvol e was on when he spoke. "W're slaves, and
it's better to be alive than killed trying to do foolish things. Badrang and
his horde are too strong for us. If you start stealing fish and crops and
tools we'll all be punished. | don't want to be suffering for the foolishness
of others. Count me out of your plans!”

Purslane threw a piece of firewod at Druwp. "Shut your snivelling little
trap. |'ve seen you hangi ng around
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the guards and carrying tales. You' re a sneak, Druwp, a toady!"

Angry murmurs arose fromthe crowd. Barkjon held up a paw for order. Wen
there was quiet he confronted the bankvol e.

"Unfortunately, we cannot count you out of our plans, Druwp. You are one of

us, therefore all we do affects you and anything you choose to do nust affect
us. Together we can be a stream coursing its way powerful and silent. Even a
smal | stream can wear away | arge rocks. But separate us and we becone as
single droplets of water, ready to be scattered by the flick of a paw. You are
either on our side, or you are with Badrang and his horde."

Druwp | owered his eyes avoiding Barkjon's gaze. "I amalone, | side with
nobeast. Leave me to live ny own life as | see fit."

Barkj on silenced the angry nurnurings of the slaves with a growl. "So be it,
Druwp. No creature is forced to join us. You may stay alone. But let me warn
you, bank-vole, if one word of our business reaches Badrang and his creatures,
I will hold you responsible. Wien that happens you will be a deadbeast. |
pronise this!"

Druwp slunk out of the crowmd to a deserted corner of the conpound. The silence
that foll owed was eventual |y broken by Keyl a.

"Ch well, if that's all for tonight I'lIl be on ny way. Feeding tinme for the
prisoners, you know "

Rose and Grumm | ay behind the rocks, watching Fortress Marshank, hel pless and
unabl e to approach the gates because of the two sentries who stood on the
wal | t op keeping a | ookout for the return of Tramun Cd ogg.

The nmousenmai d shook her head despairingly. "Wth those two up there we won't



be able to communicate with our friend. What can we do, G umm®"
"O says we sit'n toight an' wait. You' mfriend be a
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cl everbeast, 'ee'll tWnk o' summat, mz, you' m see, hurr aye."

Inside the fortress Keyla was racking his young brains for an idea. He poked
scraps through the grating as he whispered to the prisoners bel ow.

"They're guarding the walltop, mates. It's going to be difficult getting
instructions to our friends out there. Any ideas?"

"Hey down there, what's all the whisperin' about? Are you talkin' to those
prisoners? If ye are I'll lay me spearhandl e across yer back!"

Keyl a spread his paws w de appealingly. "Not me, sir. | haven't said a word.
It's these poor wetches in the pit, they're callin' to nme. They say that
they've got the fever and they want to be let out."

Frogbit and Ni pwort, the two rats who were on guard, |ooked at each other
t aken aback by the news.

"Fever! | knewit, mate. GQurrad was shiverin' like a leaf last night. He sat
by the fire drinkin' wine, an' this nmornin' said 'e was stayin' in 'is bunk
cos of the pains in 'is 'ead."

"Nah, that was just through guzzlin' too nmuch wine. There ain't no fever in
this fortress, mate."

"No? Well, what about ol e Fleabane, got a great yeller mark on 'is ear. It was
bl eedin' this afternoon!”

"Huh, that's cos the fool's been scratchin' at it to nmake it go away. Nah
there ain't no fever 'ereabouts, take nmy word."

"That's exactly what | said, sir,"” Keyla called up to them "But these three
down here are convinced they' ve got fever or plague or something horrible.
Cone down and take a look at them sir."

"What do we want |ookin' at nouldy prisoners,” N p-wort scoffed. "Qur job is
up 'ere lookin" out fer other things."

"Listen," Keyla whispered down to his friends, "they
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can't stop sick creatures shouting out feverishly. If Rose is outside she'l
hear you."

Below in the pit Martin grasped his friends' paws.
"Who has the | oudest voice, mates?"

Brone swelled his little chest out. "Try me, listen to this . Cuppi ng his
paws, Brone yelled aloud in a piercing how, "Sonebeast, anybeast, can you
hear ne? Help us, there's fever down here!"

Both Martin and Fell doh had to cover their ears. The youngster had |lungs I|ike



bell ows and a how |ike an injured wolf.
"Hel p, help! We're dying of fever. What's the matter, can't you hear ne?"

Ni pwort cl enched his paws and ground his teeth together. "Of course we can

"ear yer! Stop that yellin" or 1'll come down there an' kick yer tail unti
it's bluel™
"Ch yes, sir," Bronme howl ed back | ouder than ever. "Please, sir, kick us, beat

us, but cone down and see us. W're dying slowy of fever. The place is a
pl ague hole. Come down and see for yourself!™

Frogbit shuddered. "Fat chance! | ain't goin' down there an' catchin' a
si ckness. "

Ni pwort was in conplete agreement. "Nor nme, mate. They c'n yell an' holler al
they want. I'mnot puttin' a paw anywhere near 'em"

Through her tears Rose sat back, giggling hel plessly.

"Heeheehee! That's ny little brother all right. Renenber he used to scream and
shout |ike that back honme until Mama | et himhave his own way?"

"Yurr, oi amenbers miz. O used t'plug noi ole ears oop wi' grass. If'n yon
choild 'as fever wi' a voice loik that, oi be a taddypole!"

Rose held her throat, and throw ng back her head she gave the eagle call.

Grumm wi nced and covered both ears. "Mdi noi, wot
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a fanbily furr noisenin'. Miister Brome'll know furr sure us'ns kin 'ear 'im
naow, mz."

The eagl e screech rent the night air again. Brome clapped his hands joyfully.
"That's my sister Rose all right. She can screech as good as any eagle."

Martin parted Brome heartily on the back. "G eat work, young un. Rose can hear
us! Right, get ready to send her the nmessage."

Fromthe walltop N pwort shook his spear at Keyla. "You started all this,
otter. Listen, they' ve even upset that eagle bird now Get away fromthere, go
on! Get back to the conmpound. You've caused enough m schief around here!™

Keyl a knew his job was done. Martin and his friends could send their own
nmessages to the outside. The young otter trotted off grinning happily as the
two guards argued away on the wall

"I"'mnot putting up with this rowall night."” "Ch no, then go down there an'
shut themup." "Me? Huh, I'mstayin' right up 'ere, mate!"™ "An' so aml, nate.
We'll just 'ave to ignore the noise an' keep watch fer the Seascarab."

"I gnore the noise! Are you jokin'? Lissen to that!" "Roseyrosey rosey,

G umgrumm grumm  Li ssena-nee |issenanee! "
The eagl e screech sounded agai n. Rose and G umm were |istening.

Ni pwort and Frogbit plugged their ears with the screwed-up corners of their
ragged cl oaks and concentrated on watching the sea.



Brone sent the nmessage in fine howing style.

"In the middl e of the gate set your faces. Ch, I'mdyin" of the fever! Walk to
the south about twenty paces. It's a terrible thing this fever!
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There are three of us in this awful pit.
The fever, the fever!

As deep as three nice and a bit.
I"'mgoin' to die of fever

W need the claws of a good old chum
The fever, the fever!

| know that you can do it, G unmm

Don't let ne die of fever!"

There was a nonent's silence, then the call of the eagle screeched out three
ti mes. Rose had received the message.

A qui et peace fell over the star-traced seas, the shingled beach and the weary
sentries on the walltop. The only sound was small waves gently | apping the

| and as the tide ebbed. Frogbit unplugged his ears. N pwort followed his
mate' s exanpl e.

"Cwawl Ain't it lovely an' quiet."

"Aye, | think the eagle bird frightened "eminter silence.”
"Silence, wot a lovely word."

"I't'd sound better if you shut yer gob an' gave it a chance."

Rose had witten it all down on a snoboth rock with a piece of sea coal. She
read the instructions carefully to G unm

"Face the center of the gates, wal k twenty paces to the south. Brone says
there's three of themin a pit that is as deep as three and a bit mce. So if
we, or should | say you, dig down twi ce ny height then straight tunnel from
the twenty-pace mark, sooner or later you'll break into the pit at about head
hei ght. Can you do it, G umP"

The nol e wi nked as he flexed his huge digging claws. "Can oi do et, m z? Can
burds floiy in sky, can fishers swmin 'ee seas? Hurr hurr, 'twould be
easier'n eatin' yore mama's li'l apple puddens!”

"I'f you rescue Bronme, |I'Il see that ny nama bakes you nore appl e puddi ngs than
you coul d shake a stick at, when we get back to Noonval e." The npusenaid
hurl ed herself on G unm and stroked his velvety back fur the wong way.

" Choohoohurrhurr, mzzy. Doant you' mdo that. Et tickles, hoohoohurrhurr!"



Skal rag the fox watched as Badrang tore at a roasted sea bird and drank deeply
of the good damson w ne that Cl ogg had brought him

When the Tyrant stoat had eaten and drunk his fill he wiped his mouth daintily
on a dockl eaf and nodded at Skal rag.

"Make your report."

The fox swall owed visibly then spoke, noving frompaw to paw as he did so.
Badrang had that effect on nost creatures. Hs swift nmood changes were a
byword anong the horde

"Lord, there are no signs of Clogg and his ship. The sentries are keeping a
sharp eye out day and night. The prisoners in the hole have sone sort of
sickness, Lord. It may be fever. Bluehide and Lunpback are taking stock of the
arnory. Everything else is quiet and in order. There is nothing nore to
report."

Badrang poured hinmself a little nore wine. "Fever, eh? That young nouse,

Brone, he nmust've brought it in with him Pity, | was going to have sone fun
with those three, make an exanple of "em Still, fever is a good enough | esson
to the slaves. Throw the wongdoers in the pit where they'll catch the fever.

What a cl ever idea
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slaves getting fever fromslaves. They can't blanme us for that, eh, Skalrag?
Hahahaha! "

The fox | aughed nervously along with his naster. Bad-rang suddenly stopped
| aughi ng, leaving the other to carry on. Skalrag's thin giggle trailed away as
the Tyrant's eyes hardened.

"I"ve just had another clever idea, Skalrag. If my fortress isn't finished by
the end of sumer, | might just throw a few of my Captains in the fever pit to
rot. That'd liven their ideas up. What do you say?"

Skalrag could feel his paws begi nning to shake uncontrollably. "A spl-splendid
i dea, Lord!"

Rose waited until the wall guard changed. There was a consi derabl e interval
when nobeast was on the walltop, and she took advantage of this to sneak up to
the fortress. Standing facing the centre of the gate, she neasured out twenty
paces to the south. Marking the wall with a piece of charcoal, she dodged back
to the cover of the rocks. Gummwas waiting for her. He nodded over to the X
mar ked on the stones of the fortress wall

"Be that et, Mz Roser?"
She nodded, watching himsizing the area up. Rose trusted Gunmto do the job
swiftly and silently. In all the country there was no stronger digger than her

friend.

The nol e scratched the tip of his button nose. "Yurr, tain't easy, but tain't
"ard noither, mz. You msee they rock o' er thurr?"

It was another rocky outcrop, simlar to the one they were hiding behind. Rose
I et Gumm explain his plan.



"That thurr rock be on straightline wi' thoi marker. G'll start diggen frum
thurr. Thatwi se they vurmin guarders on wall woant see us'ns, an' you' mkin
spread tunnel durt behoind 'ee rock."

The plan was perfect. It was but the work of a nmonent to slip fromone rock to
the other. G ummtook one | ast ook at the mark on the wall, muttering
cal culations to
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hi rsel f as he squinted at it. Then he held both his heavy di ggng Paw$ to the
earth and recited his good-fortune charm

"Luck to oi an' every nole, As ever went to dig an 'ole. Tunnel gudd for al
oi "'mwirth. Mle be best when diggen urth.”

Rose was amazed at his speed and strength. G unm went straight down in a
shower of pebbles and sand, w dening as he went. The nousemmi d sat and wait ed.
Digging a flat oatcake fromtheir pack, she munched it and sipped cold mnt
tea froma canteen

Soon Gumm called out to her, "Do' ee junp daown yurr, mzzy. Ury naow"

W thout a backward gl ance, she | eaped into the hole. G umm caught her easily
and set her steady. She | ooked up as he runbled, "Bo urr, that be 'zactly two
nmousey | engths. "

He was right, it was exactly the height of two nice.

"Yurr, stan' on moi 'ead an' clinmb owt naow, Roser. No sense in you' magettin'
all durty. Wt udd yore manma an' dad say if'n oi brought you' m back all mucked
up. Hoo urr!"

The nousenai d hopped out, assisted by G unm and began strew ng the rubble
fromthe hole around as he dug steps in the side of it.

Bl owi ng sand from his snout, Gummeyed his work. "Nawt hin' fancy, but 'ee'l
do, hurr aye."

He went straight to tunnelling through the bottom side of the hole in a direct
line, faster than any two noles in the whol e of Noonval e.

Skalrag stood at the rear of Badrang's |onghut, trying hard to stop his paws
shaking after the interviewwith the Tyrant. A bankvole was idly pulling up
weeds t hat
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grew agai nst the side of the building. The fox watched himfor a while before
calling to him

"Druwp, over here!"

The bankvol e pretended not to hear but worked his way along until he was cl ose
to Skalrag. The fox | ooked this way and that, naking sure he was unobserved as
he spoke out of the corner of his nouth.

"Well, what's happening in the conmpound, matey?"

"I"mnot your matey or anybeast's," Druwp answered w t hout | ooking up



"There's |l ots happening in the compound but it'll cost you food and wine to
find out."

Skal rag | ooked at his paws. They had steadi ed somewhat. "I know that. You'l
find a roast fish and some wine here tonight, just under the corner there,
where it usually is. Nowtell ne what's happening."

Druwp's voice was | ow keyed and surly. "I'mtaking a chance doing this. If
they ever found out they'd kill me for sure. So I'd Iike a proper whole roast
fish, none of your table scraps, and sonme of the dark danmson wine the corsairs
br ought when they paid a visit."

Skalrag's eyes wi dened. "How d' you know t hey brought danson wi ne?"

Druwp sniffed. "You' d be surprised at what | know. Well, do | get proper
f ood?"

"Yes, yes, get on with it." Skalrag chewed inpatiently at a hangcl aw.

"Right, listen close now There's three ringleaders, Hillgorse the old
hedgehog, Barkjon the squirrel and that young otter called Keyla. These three
are urging all the slaves to steal fish, crops and also tools fromthe quarry,
sharp stones, anything they can make into weapons. There's a plan of sone sort
to free Martin, Felldoh and anot her nouse fromthe prison pit. Keyla has been
doi ng somet hi ng when he takes the food to the prisoners each night."

Skal rag urged his inforner on. "Wat's the plan? What is Keyla doi ng? Wiy do
t hey need weapons?" Still keeping his eyes down, Druwp shrugged. "I don't
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know how they plan to get themout of the pit and I'mnot sure what Keyla's up
to. But the general talk is that when they're free they'll be able to help
from outside. Meanwhile the others are collecting weapons agai nst the day when
they get a chance to strike back at Badrang and all of you. That's all | know.
|'ve got to go now. "

Skal rag placed a footpaw swiftly on Druwp's neck, holding himstill a noment.
"You' ve done well, Druwp. 1'll nake sure the fish and wine are the best. But
find out nore. I need to know nore. When will | see you again, ny friend?"

The bankvol e struggl ed | oose of Skalrag's paw and hurried off.

"I'"'mnot your friend. 1'Il be in touch."

In the gloomof the prison hole young Bronme was getting very depressed after
the initial euphoria of contact with the outside had faded. He began to
specul ate niserably.

"Suppose they get caught outside the fortress, where will we be then?"

Fel | doh tried reasoning with him "Don't be silly, Brone. Your sister and that
nmol e aren't daft, they know what they're doing."

The youngster was silent awhile, then he started again. "They m ght have the
directions wong. Suppose Grummtunnels the wong way. He coul d have nissed
this place by a few Il engths. Just think of it, poor old Gumm digging and
di gging and getting nowhere while we sit down here twi ddling our paws."

Martin gave Bronme a light thump on the back. "Here now, what's all this gl oom



an' doomfor, young feller? You ve already told us that Gummis the chanpion
digger in all the country. Well, let me tell you, noles are anpbngst the npst
sensi bl e beasts over or under land. If your friend Gummis a chanpion di gger
why, I'd trust himwith ny |ife anyday. So would you, eh, Felldoh!"

Before the squirrel had a chance to answer, a spear-
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bl ade cl anged on the grating above. The three friends | ooked up. They coul d
not see clearly but Skalrag's voice was unmi stakabl e.

"They say you've all got the fever down there. How d' you feel? Sick, dizzy,
sweating? Not very nice, is it?"

Fel | doh | aughed scornfully. "It doesn't hurt as much as the rock that | hit
you w th, mangenose!"

Skal rag banged the grating with his spear angrily. "I've half a mnd to cone
down there and run you through with nmy spear "

"But you won't, will you, because you're terrified of catching fever,"
Fel | doh' s answer canme back nockingly.

Skal rag thwacked his spear on the grating a few nore tines. "You're right,
squirrel, I won't conme down. But then nothing else will, and that neans food
or water. Hah! W don't feed usel ess nouths around here, nor do we play
nursemaid to sick beasts. So you can all stay down there until you die and
rot!"

The fox swaggered off, proud that he had won the

argunent .

Martin felt a tear fromBrone's cheek as it danped his paw. He threw an arm
about the youngster. "I don't know about rotting, but pretty soon he'll get a
rotten surprise when he finds we're gone from here. |magi ne

the fox's face!"

Brone managed a sniff and a smile. "Haha, yes, and

we'll be safe in Noonvale."

Martin began kicking the side of the pit wall. Felldoh caught on and joi ned
him Their footpaws thudded away at the packed earth wall.

Brone squinted at themin the darkness. "\Wat are

you doi ng?"

"Gving your mole friend a little hel p and gui dance. He's probably very
sensitive to underground noi ses. Take no notice of us, Brome. Tell us about
Noonval e. Where do you live? What sort of a place is it? Are the creatures
nice and is the food good? Go on!"

As they listened Martin noticed that Brome's heavy
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nmood of sadness di sappeared when he tal ked of his hone.

"Er, let me see, what sort of place is Noonvale? Wll, it's a deep gl ade far
in the forests, a secret place, you mght say. At dawn the sunlight cones
filtering |ike golden dust through the oaks and sycanores and elnms. It is

qui et; you can al nost hear the sounds of peace. Light blue snoke drifts up
fromthe cookhouse fires, mingling with the green | eaves above. Soft nosses
and dark green grass carpet its slopes, and there are fl owers—eol unbi nes,

f oxgl oves, bluebells, wood anenbnes and ground ivy. Ferns grow there too.
Sonetimes | would Iie anobng them at dawn, catching dew drops on my tongue ..."
Fel | doh blinked back a tear, surprised by the young one's el oquence. "Sounds
like ny kind of place, Brone. Wat about the creatures there?"

"Hrmm the creatures. Well, there's ny sister Rose and me, our father is Uran
Voh, Chieftain of Noonvale, and our mama's nanme is Aryan. W live with other
creatures who have found Noonval e—npl es, squirrels, hedgehogs, even sone
otters. My father rules the vale. He is always very kind, but sometines he can
be stern to naughty ones. You would like ny mama, though. She is the best cook
anywhere. "

Martin al most forgot his aching paws as he thunped away at the wall. "Does she
cook anyt hing ni ce?"

"She cooks everything nice," Brome sighed |ongingly. "Mishroom and chest nut
stew, wild onion and | eek soup, spring vegetable pasties, nutbread, oatfarl
wheat - cob, all piping hot fromthe ovens. She bakes bl ackberry and appl e
tarts, plum mapl e pudding, elderberry pie with yell ow summercream gooseberry
preserve scones, hot with buttercup spread—

Fel | doh nmassaged his shrunken stomach as he wailed al oud. "Stop, stop! | can't
stand it. Al that beautiful food!"

"Mushr oom and chestnut stew, plum maple puddi ng,
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oh nmy aching teeth!" Martin wi ped a paw across his drippi ng nmout h.

Brone gave a | oud chuckl e as he m schi evously continued tornenting his hungry
friends. "My father hel ps the noles and the hedgehogs. They brew all our

dri nks—dandel i on ale, strawberry cordial, chestnut brown beer—

"Omooh! Chestnut brown beer. Stop, you little fiend, stop!"

Martin and Fel | doh beat their footpaws harder against the wall.

G umm backed out of the hole, pushing a mound of earth before him Rose
cleared it away, helping the nmole out into the |late afternoon sun

"You seemto be maki ng good progress, G umm"

Rattling his digging claws against the rock to clean off the | oose sandy soil
the nol e blinked his eyes agai nst the sunlight.

"That oi be, mz, hurr aye. G be a-goin' the roight way too, bo urr. They
beasts be a-bangen loik two drumers at a winter fayre, guidin oi straight to
"em Hurr hurr, et woant be | ong naow, Roser. Afore m dnoight, oi'd reckern.”

Rose wiggled excitedly. "M dnight! Wonderful. It should be fairly easy to get



cl ear of Marshank under cover of darkness. Oh, G unm you' re a dear!"

The nol e nade his way back to the tunnel, murmuring to cover his
enbarrassnent, "G bain't no deer, oi be a nole, an' doant 'ee fergit it,
mzzy!"
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A sliver of moon appeared, like a slice of lenon rind suspended in the soft
star-strewn darkness. The tide was at full flood, without a wind to drive it.
Smal | silver-tipped waves | apped shyly on the shore, gradually devouring the
coastland up to the tideline. Little sound was heard, save for the nuted
splash of muffled oars and the hoarse nuttered curses of Cap'n Tramun C ogg as
he urged the four |ongboats through the dark waters.

"C nmon, bend yer backs, ye bottlenosed bandits. Yer m ght've broken yer
not hers' 'earts but ye won't break mine. Pull, me bullies, pull!"

O ogg' s ship was beached around a point south of the headl and. The w |y stoat
was planning a surprise attack on Marshank. The corsairs rowed steadily as
Cl ogg kept watch

"Harr, there 'tis, me buckoes. Badrang's fine castle!l May'aps it won't | ook so
fine when I'mdone with it. Gl back, Wtpaw, keep those ropes an' grapplin'

' ooks close by. Poison arrers, eh. 1'll give that schemn' stoat a night to
renenber. 'Ere, but wot am | talkin' about? Deadbeasts don't 'ave no nenory,
an' that's what 'igh 'n'" mghty Badrang'll be when | lays sword to 'im Dead!"

The four boats pressed on through the night waters,
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| aden with hardened ruffians all armed to the teeth with bows, arrows, pikes,
spears, daggers, slings and a variety of swords.

Lumpback and Stiffear were on the walltop keeping guard. The two weasel s
| ounged agai nst the tinmber posts. Lunmpback was not in the best of npods. He
prodded Stiffear with his spearbutt.

"Stop drummin' yer paws. It's gettin' on me nerves!"

Stiffear had been hal f asleep. He grabbed his spear, bristling. "I'm not
drumm n' me paws, sl obberchops. Look, they're still!"

"Watch who you're callin' slobberchops, you. Sonething's drummin'. Can't yer
‘ear it, like a sorta soft tappin noise?"

"No I can't, an' if you prod nme once nmore with that spear 1'll shove it up yer
snout. Huh, drummin' noises. It's prob'ly yore tiny brain drummin' round in
yer thick skull!"

They jabbed their spears at each other and snarled a bit before going back to
wat chi ng the sea

"I can 'ear it, drumm n' away," Lunpback started muttering again, "only
softlike, but I know !l can 'ear it. Stiffy, see that rock out there on the
shore, that one yonder— could swear | saw a pile of sand bein' chucked up in
the air above it!"



"First drummin', nowit's piles o' sand!" Stiffear blew a | ong sigh of
i npatience. "Wt's the matter with you, toadbrains? Did you eat sone bad fish
for yer dinner?"

Lunmpback pointed with his spear. "Hah, there! | saw it again, |ike sand bein'
tossed up in the air, right above that rock, see!"

Stiffear stared hard at Lunpback, shaking his head pityingly. "That's the
crabs 'avin' a dance. They do it every few nights y'know, Kkickin'" the sand up
with their liddle claws an' jiggin' away like billyo."

"Don't tal k rubbish!" Lunpback curled his lip in a sneer
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Stiffear lost his tenper then. "Yore the one tal kin' rubbish, y'fool! Next
thing, | suppose you'll be seein' the shore swarmn' wth corsairs...
Garrgh!" He fell forward with a | ong barbed arrow protruding fromhis neck
Lumpback screaned as the dark shapes hurried towards the fortress walls.
"Attack! Attaaaaaack!"

Rose had seen the corsairs first. She was about to enpty nore rubble away when
the soft thud of paws on sand reached her ears. Turning towards the sea, the
nmouse-mai d coul d see the four boats on the tideline and a nob of dark shapes
scurrying across the shore towards Marshank. She junped down into the shaft
Grumm had dug and held her breath. Fortunately, nobeast saw her. They dashed

past swiftly, intent on reaching the fortress.

Anxi ously she crouched at the tunnel entrance, murmnuring under her breath,
"Grumm where are you? Ch, hurry, Gumm please!"

Brone had fallen asleep. He |lay between Martin and Fel | doh as they sl apped
their feet wearily against the prison pit wall. Exhaustion was overcomni ng them
both, and they grunted with exertion as they tried to continue.

"Can't keep this up any nore, Felldoh. How about you?" Martin gasped.

The squirrel nodded droopingly "Me too, mate, the young un could be right.
Maybe his nmole friend has tunnelled in the wong direction.”

Suddenly Martin's frustration boiled over. Wth a wild effort he kicked the
wal | fiercely, shouting between each thud, "We're not going to die down here!"

Wt hout warning both his footpaws shot through the side of the wall and a
muf fled cry rang out fromthe hole.

"Bo urr, zurrs. 'Ad 'ard, tis oi, Gunmm"
Badrang | eaped from his bed as Gurrad roused himw th a pani cked squeak

"Lord, it's dogg an' his corsairs. They're attackin'!"

Throwi ng on a chainmail vest and grabbing his sword, the Tyrant pushed his
frightened henchrat to one side.

"OfF course he is, addlebrain. | wouldn't expect himto do anything el se. Cone
on. Are the horde positioned on the walls?"



GQurrad scurried along at Badrang's side. "Aye, Lord, they were up as soon as
t he guard shouted a warning."

"Good. 1'lIl be at the main gate. Send Skalrag to me right away!"

Morents | ater Skal rag cane hurrying down fromthe walltop. "Sire, they're
pressing hard, but we're holding 'emoffl"

"Where's dogg's ship? On the tideline or in the bay?" Badrang yelled to the
fox above the clash of battl esound.

"There's no sign of it, sire. They cane in | ongboats."

Badrang pondered a short nonent then rapped out orders. "He'll have cone in
fromthe south-he sailed off that way. The ship is probably beached or
anchored round the other side of the headl and. Right, listen hard now,

Skal rag. Take ten good archers, get oil, tinder and flints, find O ogg's
vessel and burn it to ashes with fire arrows. Leave over the back wall while
the thick of the fighting's at the front. Go, and don't fail ne!"

As Skalrag hurried to do his master's bidding, the Tyrant dashed up the | adder
to the walltop and joined the nel ee.

Arrows whistled through the night fromboth sides. Cogg was trying to keep up
heavy voll eys of shafts and slingstones to make the defenders keep their heads
down. Badrang seened to be everywhere at once, hacking at grapnel ropes,
hurling boul ders and roaring orders.

"Don't let them grapplers get ahold, slash the ropes! Push that siege |adder
over! Risk, get to the north corner
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use the big spears and | ong pikes to stab downward! You there, take four nore
and get down into the courtyard. Reinforce the gates w th anythi ng—ocks,
ti mber, sand—anything you can | ay paws on!"

Cap' n Tramun C ogg how ed al oud at his archers and slingthrowers as he awaited
t he upsi de-down | ongboat that was being trundl ed over the beach towards him

"G ve 'em bl ood an' brokenbones, ye black-livered flotsam G owh, keep those
arrows a-flyin' an' nake every one count! Haharr, Badrang, |'ll soon be
wearin' yer guts fer garters! Bring that |ongboat t'me, 'earties. W'Ill knock
on the Tyrant's door, haharrharr!™

The | ongboat's keel was plated with a heavy sheath of copper that cul m nated
inalunp at its prow Upside down, it made a battering ram Twenty or nore
verm n stood underneath the boat, using it as an unbrella against missiles
fromthe walltop. Tramun Cl ogg joined them heading the operation, roaring
orders gleefully.

"Strai ght ahead as she goes, buckoes. Pound that ole door to splinters, mates.
Charge!"

Paws grasped the undersides of the craft tightly as they raced madly across
the shore. Arrows, spears and rocks bounced vainly off the plated keel, unable
to stop the corsairs' battering ramstriking Marshank's gates with trenendous
force.



Whunp!

Most of the ramcrew fell flat under the inpact as thick copper plate net door
timber with a splintering crash. Paws a-tingle fromthe reverberation, they
hoi sted the boat al oft under O ogg's triunmphant commands.

"Hoho, cullies. Back '"er off an' let's do it again! Guzzle, Dedjaw, Floater
Up front "ere with me. Arf a dozen whacks like that'n an" we can use yonder
gates fer toothpicks at our victory feast! Nothin' can stop wavebeasts such as
us mates. Chaaaaaarge!"

@Qurrad slashed at a clinbing rope with his cutlass. Feel-65

ing the walltop shudder slightly as the ram struck once nore, he | ooked
anxi ously towards Badrang. The Tyrant had a stack of light javelins at his
side, and he was throwi ng themw th deadly accuracy, snarling with

sati sfaction each tinme he was rewarded with the screans of another searat

i npal ed by his good aim Pausing nomentarily, he grabbed a passing ferret.

"Tail wart, get down bel ow and see that the gates are well shored up with rock
and rubble. dogg can batter our doors until his whiskers turn grey. If
t here's enough packi ng behind 'emhe'll never break through.”

The battle raged on into the night, its infernal din of roaring clangour
overriding the hiss and swell of the restless sea.

Brone was last to enter the escape tunnel. G unm haul ed the young nouse in
al ongsi de him

"Qudd to see you'm nmmister. You be |ooken fitter'n a
bunbl ybee. "

Martin and Fel | doh pounded the nmole's furry back joyfully. "Well done, friend.
Brone was right, you are a chanpion digger!"

G umm w i nkl ed his nose nodestly. "No nore'n moi job, zurrs. You uns get along
naow, O 'Ill bide yurr awhoil an' patch up yon 'ole so's nobeast be a-knowen
'ow himn excaped. Hurr hurr, "twill give they Bardang vur-mnt sunthen to
puzzle o' er, a henpty pit wi' no marks o' breakout, hurr hurr."

The three friends craw ed on all fours through the darkness, Felldoh's tai
touching the tunnel top and brushing down a light drift of sand. dosing their
eyes, they pushed forward in the eerie underground silence, their bodies
quivering with the anticipation of freedom It was the battl enoi se and a soft
breeze tickling his whiskers that told Felldoh they had nade it. He sneezed
and rubbed fine sand fromhis eyes as Rose hel ped hi mout.

"Up you cone, treejunper. Is Gummw th you?"

The squirrel rolled to one side as Martin pulled him
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self fromthe runnel. Together they haul ed young Brone out as Martin answered,
"He'll be along shortly when he's bl ocked off the hole. Phwah! |I've swall owed
so much sand I'Il be spitting it out all season.”

"Here, wash it out with sone cold mnt tea."



Martin rubbed dust fromhis eyes and stared at the nousemaid as he accepted
the canteen of liquid. He was thunderstruck

"You nust be Martin."

He stared silently into the nmost gentle hazel eyes that ever reflected
starlight, lost for words as a quiet smle spread over the nousemaid' s serene
features.

"Drink up, Martin. Your friend and ny brother are waiting their turn."

He took a quick nouthful, suddenly finding his voice as he did. "Yurn b'rosty
nose!"

"I beg your pardon?" Her |aughter was |like a sunmer breeze anong bl uebells.
Martin took another gulp and cleared his throat. "Sorry. You nust be Rose."

Fel | doh grinned as he grabbed the canteen fromhis friend s faltering paws.
"Aye, she is. Remenber ne? |'m Felldoh, and this other creature is Bronme. Your
nane's Martin and the beast whose head you're standin' on is our rescuer

G umm''

Martin hastily shifted his footpaw, munbling an apol ogy as the nole | evered
hi msel f from the tunnel

"Thankee, maister. Hurr, et be gurt
a-killen each other o'er yonder."

n' noisy out 'ere wi' they vurmn

Suddenly Martin becane aware of the battl enoi se around Marshank. It shook him
out of his daze and he began thinking clearly.

"Ch er, right! Well, | think our best bet is to put as nuch di stance between
ourselves and that ot right away!"

Fel | doh bristled slightly. "I can't leave until nmy father is free. I'm
staying."

Martin gripped his friend's paw. "W won't be a bit
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of help to anybeast if we get killed or captured in the mdst of a battle.

Li sten, Felldoh, I"'mwith you. One day we'll free all the slaves from
Badrang's clutches, but right nowwe're only five, too few to stand agai nst
the Tyrant's horde. | say we should go to Noonvale. Brone and Rose's father is
a Chieftain, and surely he will tell his tribe to help us. Then when we are

strong in nunbers we can return and defeat Badrang and all his vermn, w pe
themfromthe face of the land and free our friends. Wat do you say?"

Brone shook his head. "My father Uran Voh is a creature who goes his own way.
He will never |eave Noonvale. As for our tribe, well, they generally do what
he tells themto."

Rose spoke up. "Aye, brother, our father is as stubborn as you—that's why the
two of you always quarrel. But maybe | can persuade Mther. She'd ask himto
hel p you. I know she woul d."

Martin held the squirrel's paw tighter. "Wat do you say, Felldoh? Shall we
give it atry?"



There was a nonent's silence, then Felldoh nodded. "I"'mwth you. If we can

rai se an army at Noonval e then one day I'Il return to dance on Badrang's
grave!"
Martin's eyes shone at the thought of it. "And 1'll be dancing with you,

friend, holding the sword that once bel onged to ny father!"

Rose, Brome and G-unm cl asped their paws with Martin and Fell doh over the
escape hole. "W'll do it, friends together!"
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Cap' n Tramun Cl ogg was beginning to feel discouraged. No matter how hard and

| ong he beat at Marshank's gates with his battering ram they seened to hold
up. Gruzzle, Dedjaw, Floater and the rest were seated on the shore beneath the
upturned boat, blowi ng for breath as they nassaged weary paws. O ogg struck
the side of the boat with his cutlass.

"Wt's the matter, yer lily-livered seascun? Weary al ready? Conme on now,
"earties, up on yer paws an' give it one nore go. She's splinterin', | tel
yer. Wiy, a couple nore bangs an' we'll be through inter the fortress!"

Gruzzl e sucked noisily at a skinned paw. "Ahh, Cap'n, | thought you said one
nore go arf an hour back, an' we're still chargin' those gates |ike
madbeasts. "

Ol ogg cocked a fierce eye at the conplaining sea rat. "Yore grizzlin',
Gruzzle, always grizzlin'. Now up off those hunkers, mate, an' charge that
gate, afore | charges you wid this frogsticker!" He waved his cutl ass

t hr eat eni ngl y.

There was a knocking on the outside of the boat.
"Cap'n, it's Wetpaw. Cone quick an' take a | ook out 'ere!"

The boat was lifted and C ogg poked his head from underneath. "Lookit wot,
mat e?"
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The ferret pointed to reddy-orange glow illuninating the sky beyond the

headl and. It took a nmoment for realization to sink in, then the pirate stoat
| et out an agoni zed wail and began tearing at his braided beard, the clunsy
wooden cl ogs clicking together as he perforned an anguished jig on the shore.

"Whaaaagh! The sline-coated villain's burnin' me ship! Yarrggh! Me luvverly
Seascarab, pride o' ne 'eart! Badrang, yer rotten foul -nosed worm stinkin'
screwtailed stoat, warp-eyed snotty-snouted shark!"

The corsair crew | ooked on in dismay as their Cap'n gave full vent to his
spleen. Hurling hinmself at the gates, he hacked with his cutlass, kicked with
his cl ogs, even gnawed savagely at the woodwork with his teeth as he yelled

bet ween nmout hful s of splinters, "I'Il rip yer liver 'n" lights out an' feed
"emto the crabs. I'll cut off'n yer "ead an' throwit in yer face. |'ll
string up yer tripes fer riggin'. 1'll pickle yer tail in burnin' brine

[“1r... I"11.... Yaaahaaagh!"



Skal rag and his archers stood pawdeep in the sea, the water scarlet and gold
with reflections fromthe blazing vessel. They blinked as ashcloth fromthe
sail drifted sootily by on the breeze. The Seascarab was settling down in
flames on the shall ow bay bed, and tinbers crackled as blazing pitch bubbl ed
fromseams. Two rats who had been left on watch were draped linply in death
over the gunwal es, bl azing arrows extinguishing thenselves in their backs.
Wth its great green sail burned away, the mast stood like a fiery beacon
agai nst the star-studded night. It cracked and broke, falling in an aval anche
of sparks. The vessel heeled over, listing at a crazy angle as sea water met
flames with a | oud steam ng hiss.

Skalrag turned to his archers, satisfied. "There's one ship that won't put out
to sea again. Formup and follow ne. W'Ill take care of those | ongboats before
we head back to Marshank."
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The wily fox did not want to attract attention fromthe battle area by burning
t he | ongboats.

"Put up those bows, use your swords an' knives to hole these boats. That'l
| eave Cl ogg trapped on the shore.”

Unawar e that the |ongboats were being destroyed, Martin and his conpani ons
were heading for them figuring to take one and sail further up the coast,
where they would | eave the boat and travel to Noonval e for help.

Fel | doh | ooked to the fiery gl ow beyond the headl and. "We'd better hurry.
Those searats will be coming for the |longboats to see if they can save their
ship."

Martin gl anced back towards the fortress as he remarked to his friend, "Good
guess, Felldoh. There's a whol e bunch of themconming this way!"

The dark shapes of yelling corsairs could be seen | eaving the fray and naking
for the longboats. Martin grasped Brome's paw.

"Let's put a nove on, otherwi se they' Il catch up with us."

G umm had been | ooki ng ahead towards the boats. "Hurr, lookit, thurr be other
vurmn by they boats an' they see us'ns!" he groaned in dismay.

Fel l doh gritted his teeth. "Foebeasts behind an' before us, Martin. Either way
is trouble."”

Martin sized the situation up quickly. "W can't turn back now. There's |ess
of "emin front of us. Keep going. We'll have to chance rushing them Rose,
take Grumm and Brome, pick out a boat and get going. Felldoh and | will hold
them of f. Please don't argue, just do as | say. Right, Felldoh?"

The big squirrel nodded. "Right! | recognize that half-eared rogue at the
boats—+t's Skalrag. There's about ten with him Let's get at it, Martin!"

The young nmouse and the squirrel dashed towards Skalrag's group, yelling at
the top of their voices.
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"Freedom Chaaaaaaaarge!"



Skal rag was not sure whether the swiftly advancing pair were arned, though he
knew by their warlike cries that they intended doing battle. The fox hesitated
a nonent, unsure whether to neet themsword in paw or go for his bow. He |ost
the initiative, barely having time to shout a warning to his archers before
Martin and Fell doh were on him The squirrel grabbed Skalrag's sword paw,
struggling to get hold of the blade as Martin dealt the nearest rat a flying
kick with both footpaws.

"Hel p me, hel p!" Skalrag was scream ng.

Now sone of Clogg's creatures spotted the activity by the | ongboats. They
unsheat hed their weapons and dashed forward to protect their boats. Two rats
went down under the hefty digging claws of G unmand a hearty wallop froma
chunk of driftwood held by Rose. Brone began shoving the snallest of the boats
out into the surf, and Grunm and Rose lent their weight to his efforts. Martin
was holding on to one rat who was trying to stop the boat, while he held the
head of another under the water. Felldoh had a strangl ehold on Skal rag, whose
sword belt had snapped; both sword and belt were | ost somewhere in the

shal  ows. The corsairs cane charging in, yelling, surf splashing beneath their
paws.

Rose | eaned over the stern of the small boat, pulling Brone in while G umm
found the oars. She began shouting. "Martin! Felldoh! Over here, quickly!"

Thinking swiftly, Martin stunned a sea rat with a heavy blow. G abbing a
hal f-throttled Skalrag from Fell doh, he thrust the fox at the corsairs.

"Here, mates. One of Badrang's lot, tryin' to steal our boats!"

Wth a concerted how of rage the corsairs threw thensel ves upon Skal rag and
anot her rat Fell doh pushed towards them

Martin nudged his friend, whispering urgently. "Quick, into the boat!"
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Hal f wadi ng, half swi mri ng through the night-dark waters, they made for the
boat. Grumm and Brone held oars over the stern to them

"Burr, 'asten, zurrs!"

As they grabbed the oars and began clinbing aboard, the corsairs suddenly
real i zed what was goi ng on.

"Those ain't searats. Stop 'eml" the ferret called Boggs yell ed hoarsely.

Martin scranbled into the boat, but Felldoh was having a hard time with his
huge bushy tail weighed down by sea water. The rat called G owh fl oundered
forward and seized the squirrel's footpaws. Fromthe boat Martin nmanaged to
grab Felldoh by his other two paws, then another searat |atched on to
Felldoh's tail and a tug of war began. Felldoh was stretched between water and
boat, helpless, his mouth filled with salt water.

Rose | eaned over the stern, w elding an oar.
Thonkf Bof f!

She stunned the rats with two direct hits. Martin heaved mightily and Fell doh
cane tunbling into the boat.



Whil e some of the corsairs held Skalrag and his platoon prisoner, the rest
junped into the boats and began rowi ng after the escapers.

"Row " Martin cried out to his friends. "Paddle with your paws! Anything!
Hurry. They're comi ng after us!"

Grumm sat in the stern, not noving. Rose | ooked at him curiously.
"Come on, Gumm Paddle, don't just sit there."

The nol e shrugged unhappily. "G carn't nove, mzzy. Iffen oi do, us'll sink
O be setten roight on a gurt 'ole in 'ee boat!"

The nol e sat, conpletely soaked, blocking the hole as best he could, with
water swilling around the bottom of the boat.

Brone started to | augh. Fell doh eyed hi m di sapprovingly.
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"I can't see much to | augh about, young un. It's not a very funny situation
we're in."

Brone held his sides as he tried to paddl e and stop | aughing at the sane tine.
"\Whooheehee! |'msorry, Felldoh, can't help it, heeheehee! Oh dearie nme! Look
at those creatures, hahahahahaha!"

The two boats | oaded with corsairs that were followi ng were only goi ng one
way. Down!

Rose joined in with Brone's |laughter. "OfF course, that's what Badrang's
creatures were doing, holing the boats after they'd set fire to the big ship.
Lucky old us, we picked the one with the smallest hole in it!"

The corsairs' faces were a picture of abject misery as they baled furiously,
while the boats filled up and sank beneath them They fl oated about, treading
wat er and watching the small craft, lowin the water but going strong, head
straight out to sea. A joyous shout rang out across the choppy night waves as
the little boat pulled away.

"Fr eeeeeeeeeeeeee! "
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Dawn brought with it a lull in the battle at Fortress Marshank. The weat her
was humi d, and a heavy grey sky hung like a pall with greenish purple tinges
out on the horizon. Badrang stood with Gurrad on the walltop, his battle-weary
horde ranged al ong the ranparts, dull-eyed as they ate breakfast and cat napped
at their positions. The Tyrant stoat noted with grimsatisfaction that he had
successful ly defended Marshank agai nst the corsair invasion. But C ogg was a
resourceful enemny. What would his next nove be?

QO ly-1ooking plumes of snoke rose into the still air fromthe cooking fires of
the corsairs on the shore. The pirates were in surly nmobod. Not only had they
failed to breach the gates of the fortress, but they had al so suffered the
indignity of having their ship gutted by fire and sunk. Cap'n Tramun d ogg and
several of his messmates were holding an interrogati on session behind a

sem circul ar rocky outcrop close to the tideline.

The unfortunate Skalrag and six of his remaining archers were the prisoners



t hey were questioning. They huddl ed together on the beach, cruelly bound paw
and nuzzle with tough dried kelp strands. Skalrag stifled a terrified whinper
as he stared wi de-eyed at the ruthless
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faces of the searats and the vicious twinkle in the eyes of Cogg. The pirate
stoat drew his cutlass, grinning evilly as he licked the bl ade and squinted

along it towards the quaking fox.

"Harr, tell ne, Skalrag, what would you do to anybeast who set fire to yore
ship an' scuttled 'er?"

Skalrag's nmuzzle was tightly bound. The nost he could manage was a strangl ed
sob. Cogg swing the cutlass at the petrified fox's head. It clipped severa
whi skers and neatly severed the gag. Skalrag fainted clean away in a heap. The
corsairs |aughed uproariously as they doused himwi th sea water to bring him
round.

Tramun C ogg put the point of his cutlass to Skalrag's nosetip. "I wouldn't
chop yer 'ead off, bucko. Ho no, that'd be too quick fer the likes o' you.
Avast, mates. Tell this scumwot we do t' ship burners an' scuttlers.”

The corsairs tickled Skalrag with their knifepoints as they told him

"String 'imupside down in a crab pool!"

"Roast 'imo'er a slowfire!"

"Chop off 'is paws an' make 'imeat 'em"

"Use "imfer a batterin' ramagin the fortress gates!"”

"Ch no, please, Cap'n," Skalrag wailed in despair. "Don't let themdo it. |
was only carrying out Badrang's orders!™

Cl ogg sat by the fox and stroked his head soothingly. "There there now, matey.
Dry yore eyes an' don't bl ubber no nore. Qe Tranun Cogg's got an 'eart soft

as swans-down. | won't |et nobeast kill yer. But 'earken now, y' must swear on
yer oath that you'll do exactly as | tell yer."

Skal rag nodded vigorously. "I will, Cap'n, I will. | swear on ny oath as a
fox!™

Tramun chuckl ed as he patted the fox's cheek tenderly. "Of course yer wll,
matey, cos if yer don't, the things ny crew threatened to do to yer would be
as nothin' to wot 1'd do when | caught up with ye. Lissen now, 'ere's wot
you'll do ..."

"\What about then?" Skalrag nodded towards his six bound conrades.

Tramun wi nked broadly. "Ch don't fret yore 'eart over that lot. Wrnms |ike
that'd be too nuch trouble as galley slaves. They'Il be fishbait afore
nightfall, mate."

Skalrag's former archers gave a nuted mpan of angui sh

The sl ave conpound was a circul ar palisade of upright logs driven into the

ground and bound together by ropes. It had a single gate, which was generally
kept | ocked. Inside, the occupants shifted as best as they could for



t hensel ves. Most slept on their sack mattresses against the walls, sone
under neat h a rough wooden awni ng that shaded part of the structure. At night
the slaves were allowed a fire in the center of the dirt floor

Keyl a and the rest of the slaves had been on barricade duty all night, piling
rubbl e and rocks against the gates to reinforce them against the battering
ram Now they sat |ocked inside the slave conmpound, relieved of quarry and
field | abors while Marshank was under siege.

A d Barkjon shook his head. "It's a bad business. If Badrang wins, we'll stil
be sl aves here. However, if the victory goes to the corsairs, we'll all end up
as galley slaves after we've been forced to refloat their vessel or build a
new ship. Slavery is bad enough, but the life of a galley slave is worse than
deat h. "

Amid the troubled nmuttering that foll owed, Keyla cane forward.
"That's the bad news, now here's sonme of the good. Before we were herded back
in here at dawn, | checked the prison pit. There was nobeast inside. Mrtin,

Fel | doh and Brome have escaped—they're free!"

Barkjon's chin quivered a little as he patted Keyla's paw. "That is good news
i ndeed. My son Felldoh a free creature! He'll bring help to us, you'll seel™

"Aye and Martin too," Hillgorse the old hedgehog
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chimed in. "He's a tough one, that young nouse. He'll see that we get help of
some sort!"

The sl aves nodded agreenment, one or two of themeven emtting | ow cheers.
Barkj on silenced themw th a wave of his paw.

"Keyl a, was there sonething el se you wanted to say?" The young otter held a
pi ece of sacking. It clinked as he strode about speaking in a | ow clear voice.

"Al'l very good, but what are we doing to help ourselves? It's no use just
sitting here on our tails making fine speeches and waiting for others to do
somet hi ng. Look!"

He flung the sacking open and weapons clattered to the ground. "Three knives,
a spearhead and four slings. | collected themfromdead vermn while we were
wor ki ng through the battle last night. There's a start to our arnory."

Pursl ane, a not her nouse, stepped forward carrying her infant. She took an
axehead and a broken sword-blade frominside the little one's shaw and added
themto Keyla's weapons.

"I managed to get these. It's not nuch but it's a start."” Qhers started to

cone forward and add their contributions.

"This dagger's got no handle, but it's sharp."” "Here's the top froma |ong
pike. It only needs a pole." "I got a whip and these two arrows. The bow was
too big to carry."

"Pouchful of slingstones, a sling and this iron hook." A hedgehog, little nore
than a baby, tottered out and threw his offering on the snmall pile of
armanents. "Dagga an' stones to fro'!"



The otter called Tullgrew began gathering themup. "Well done. W'd best hide
these until the right time comes along. |I'Il bury themin the earth underneath

nmy pallet."”

H | | gorse nodded approvingly. "Good work. Remenber now, stick together, help
each other, steal anything

you can from Badrang's creatures. Each day, mnmy friends, we will becone
stronger, nore deternmined. Only our bodies are held in slavery. Qur m nds and
hearts are free."

The neeting ended, Tull grew began burying the weapons. Druwp the bankvol e
pretended to be sleeping, but he was noting through half-closed eyes the spot
where Tul | grew was di ggi ng.

Sl avebeasts snuffled and noaned in their slunbers. The fire burned lowin the
crowded conpound, and stars in the soft dark sky | ooked down on the m sery of
the wretched creatures below as they slept, all save two.

Keyl a was still watchi ng Druwp!

Dawn |ight found the small boat had been carried far out by the ebbing tide.
It bobbed about on the heaving grey waves like a leaf in a storm Felldoh
Martin and Bronme baled with paws and oarbl ades, trying to splash the water
over the sides. They were fighting a losing battle. Rose stood in the stern
straining her eyes for a sight of land. Al she could see were nobuntai nous
grey-green waves wherever she | ooked. Gunm sat mi serably, blocking the |eak
with his bottom baling with his little |adle as the boat settled ever |ower
in the water.

"Burr, oi can't swim Et be a shame t' finish up drownded."

Sonet hi ng struck the side of the boat, causing the tinbers to creak. Brone
| ooked up from his baling.

"I hope that was a rock or sonmething floating by. 1'd hate to think it was a
big fish!"

Rose peered down into the water. Her eyes went wi de with shock. She | ooked up
pretending to scan the horizon

Her brother shook his head. "C non, Rosie, you can't fool me. | saw you gapi ng
into the water. What's down there?

"It's a big fish!" Rose's voice was little nmore than a whisper
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They stopped baling. Felldoh chuckl ed hal fheartedly, "Big enough for us to
catch and eat?"

Rose shook her head. "The other way round, friend. It's big enough to catch
and eat us!"

There was anot her thunp against the boat's side. G unmsat tight, staring
unconfortably at the sky.

"Burr, oi 'ates t' think o' noi pore bottom a-poken through 'ee bowt wi' a gurt
fi sher swi nmen under oi."



The fish struck again!

This time it fractured the planking, and sea water squirted in as the boat
settled | ower.

Martin grabbed an oar. "This will make a good float, Felldoh. You and Brone
hang on to that other oar. 1'll take this one with Rose and Gumm If we get
separated, we'll neet up at Noonval e. Look out, here we go!"

The boat filled up, sea water rushing in over the sides as it dropped from
beneath them plumeting into the depths below In an instant they were all in
the sea, struggling and kicking out as they held on to the oars. Subnerging
his head, Martin gazed down into the depths. He could dimy make out the

gi gantic shape of sone deep-sea fish as it chased the sinking craft into the
greeny depths. As he pulled his head fromthe waters, Rose was shouti ng.
"Brone, Felldoh, over here. Can you reach us?"

The young mouse and the squirrel were being swept away on the crest of a big
roller, while Martin's oar was being pushed under, weighted as it was by three
creatures. Instantly, Martin released his hold on the oar. It bobbed up and
began travelling away from himon the waves, and he struck out after it. Rose
paddl ed madly, turning the oar so it would drift nearer to Martin.

Grumm hel ped as much as he could, calling out, "Marthen, swmo'er 'ere. See

iffen you' mcan catch a hold o' moi paw "

Painful ly Martin cane fractionally nearer his friends on the oar. Rose kicked
back with all her mght to hold
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the oar from being swept off, and G umm stretched hinself full length in the
wat er .

The sun began breaki ng through the w ndswept grey cloud masses, bringing with
it a heavy sunmer rain slashing and hammering on to the face of the deeps.
Hal f blinded and spitting sea water, Martin felt his outstretched paw conme in
contact with Gumm s footpaw. He clung on furiously for dear life as Rose
cried out, "Hang there, Martin. Just tread water. It'll relieve the weight on
this paddle. Wien I'mtired I'lIl change places with you."

Rose kicked out with the waves, sending the oar skinm ng along through the
rai n-washed sea

Fel | doh had his nouth open to the sky, trying to drink in some rainwater.
Brone had heaved hinself up on the oar. Anxiously he scanned the sunny
st or nswept wast es.

"There's no sign of 'em The waves are too high!"

Bef ore Fell doh had a chance to reply, the water beneath them heaved and t hey
were both lifted high into the air. The big fish had haul ed the sinking boat
around |like an enpty peapod. It had found sonething to play with! Its huge
body buffeted and banged t he boat about.

Fel | doh was still holding on to the oar as the fish tenporarily |ost interest
in the boat and charged at the oar. The squirrel saw the w de nouth gaping

t hrough the water. Rows of pointed white teeth and a cavernous pink interior
whooshed through the sea towards him Felldoh |et go of the oar and subnerged.
He felt a thunp on his back as the giant creature seized the oar and nade off



with it, frolicking and | eapi ng, sonetinmes half its own | ength above the
surface. Suddenly it dived and was gone.

The hull of the upturned boat struck his head as Brone | eaned over and seized
his ears. "Gotcha, matey!"

Scranbl i ng and ki cki ng, Fell doh nmanaged to hau
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hinsel f on to the upturned keel, where Bronme was clinging with all paws.

"Whew! That was a close call. Still, fair exchange is no robbery. The fish can
have the oar, we'll keep the boat."

Fel | doh wi ped dashing rain fromhis eyes. "Let's hope that nonster doesn't

feel playful again and cone back for the boat after he's chewed our oar up

Hang on to ny tail and steady ne, young un. I'mgoing to take a | ook around
for the others."

Wth Brome clinging to his tail, Felldoh stood gingerly and surveyed the
stornmy scene. Sunlight shafted down through the cloud masses, which were
showi ng areas of bright blue sky between them The wi nd whi pped the wavet ops
into white foam sending massive rollers conbing across the main.

"Any sign of 'enf"
Fel | doh shaded his eyes fromthe rain with a paw

"Not a glinpse, but there's a dark splotch on the horizon that nust nean | and.
It nust be floodti de—we're headed straight for it."

Brone was not sure whether it was rain or tears in his eyes. "Thank the
seasons for that! | wouldn't becone a seafarer at any price. Leave the water
to the fishes, |I say."

The norning wore on, but the rain showed no signs of abating.

G ummclung to the oar, half asleep, with Rose hanging on to his footpaw
Martin paddl ed doggedly on, pushing the oar in front of him his body nunmbed
fromthe cold of the sea and the driving rain. The sun was now col oring the
sea in glorious tints. Rose stared at it through salt-rimed eyes, lost inits
beauty for a nonment until Martin's voice cut into her reverie. "The sun sets
in the west, doesn't it?" Rose nodded. "Hmm suppose it does." Martin's voice
becanme suddenly hoarse with excite-
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ment. "This is the Eastern sea. If it were norning the sun would rise on its
hori zon. Don't you see what that neans, Rose?"

"I"'mtoo tired to work it out, Martin. Tell ne what it neans."

"It neans that we have to face inland to see the sun in the afternoon. So if
we can see the sun in front of us now, we are travelling towards |and!"

Rose cane fully awake, hauling herself up on G unm s back she gave a | oud
yel | .

"Land!"



It was still distant, but it was definitely land. Dark cliffs showed agai nst
the sky. She patted her nole friend' s wet back heartily.

"Land, Gumm It's |and ahead!"

"O woant berleev et until these yurr diggen claws ¢'n scrape it, mzzy, an'
then iffen et be so, thiz yurr beast woant never even be caught drinken water
agi n, never moind a-swimen in et."

Martin found renewed strength and ki cked out harder towards firm ground.

10

H sk the weasel Captain watched the bankvol e rummagi ng about near Badrang's

| onghouse. Sneaking silently up, he pressed a dagger against the unsuspecting
creature's back.

"Be very still or you're a deadbeast!"
Druwp did not nove, nor did he show any surprise. "My nane is Druwp. Kill mne
and you'll answer to Skalrag. I'mhis spy."

H sk noved the dagger point up to Druwp's neck. "You're lying. | think 1"l
kill you anyway"

"Do as you pl ease, Captain," Druwp shrugged. "But | have val uabl e
i nformation."

"Li ke what, for instance?" Hi sk curled his |lip contenptuously.

"Like the three prisoners in your pit, for instance. They' re not there any
nore. They've escaped.”

H sk spun Druwp around to face him "You're lying. Nobeast could escape the
prison pit!"

Druwp let a sly smle cross his lips. "Then go and see for yourself. If I'm
lying, you can always kill ne later. I'mnot going anywhere."

H sk grabbed Druwp by the neckfur and held the knife to his throat. "Then |'I

go and see for nyself. If you're lying, I'll cone back and kill you. Skalrag
won' t
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save you—er didn't you know, he's been mssing since |last night."

Badrang was on the wal ltop when Hi sk sidled up and whispered in the Tyrant's
ear, "The three beasts we had in the prison pit are gone."

Badrang narrowed his eyes. "Gone? Wat d'you nean? They've died or been
killed?"

"No, Sire, they've escaped.”
"Rubbi sh, nobeast escapes ny prison pit."

"That's what | thought, Sire, but they're gone sure enough. | went down and
checked mysel f. The strange thing is that there's no sign of escape. The



grating was | ocked tight and the pit was secure.”
"How did you find out they were gone?"
"A bankvol e sl ave, name of Druwp, told ne. Said he was Skalrag's spy."

Badrang toyed with a | ethal -1 ooking dagger, tapping it against his teeth.
"Hrmm he may be useful to us. Have him brought to ny | onghouse tonorrow. Make
sure none of the other slaves know "

A cry rang up fromthe shore. "Badrang, ole nmessmate! Sing out, 'ave you 'ad
enough?"

"I's that you, Cogg, nme 'earty?" The Tyrant smiled thinly as he slipped back
into the old corsair |anguage. "I'mthe one should be askin' you that
qguestion. 1've burned yer ship, stoved in yer boats an' left you with nought
but the sea behind yer and me wid ne fortress an' ne horde in front of vyer.
What d'ye say t' that?"

Cap'n Clogg' s irrepressible laughter rang out of the darkness. "Haharr harr
But yer a few beasts short. My bullies slew a good number o' yours, an' |'ve
got yer ole nessmate Skalrag, trussed up like a fow ready fer the pot. OCh,
and some of yer darlin' liddle slaves 'ave escaped. Did ye know t hat ?"

Badrang tapped the dagger against his teeth before he replied. "Qut wid it,
Tramun. Wt d'ye want ?"

"Atruce an' a parley wid ne ole one-tine shipmte."
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"Cho, there's a change of tune for yer. Wiy should | parley wid the |ikes of
you, yer great plaited seaswab?"

"Cos iffen yer don't, I'll lay long siege to yer great palace. It don't cost
nothin' to canp right 'ere on yer doorstep an' fish yer waters, an' plunder
yer fields. Me an' ny buckoes ain't goin' noplace. | could keep a war goin'

until yore dimin the eye, long in the seasons an' white in the beard. Then
you won't get no fancy enpire built, an' sooner or later yer horde'll starve.
So be a good cove an' parley wid ne."

Badrang considered the offer for a nonment. "G ve nme until nmornin' to think
about it, Tramun. Meanwhiles, 'ow about you returnin' Skalrag as a sign o
good faith?"

"Haharrharrharr! You allus was a canny one, matey. So be it, then. Qpen yer
gates an' we'll let the fox go."

Now it was Badrang's turn to chuckle. "The gates stays shut an' |ocked. You
ain't goin" to get "emopen with a batterin' ramor a fox. I'll "ave sone o'
nmy beasts |l et down a basket on a rope, and we'll hoist Skalrag in wid that."

"Hoho, ain't you the suspicious one, an' me conmin' 'ere in all good faith.
Righto mate, we'll play yer liddle game. Boggs, G owch! Loose the fox an'
point 'im'ome-wards. Good night to ye, Badrang, an' nay the sunny seasons
hover round yer bunk."

Badrang sheat hed his dagger. "An' good night to you, Tranmun. My the gentle
breezes allus fill yer sails wid the scent of southern roses.”



An hour | ater, Badrang had Skalrag on the torture rack extracting information
fromhim

Brone and Fell doh got on all fours and kissed the danp sands several tines. It
was sweet to be on | and, whether danp or dry.

The squirrel took stock of their position. "I know exactly where we are,
Brone. You see all this charcoal on the tideline?"
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Brone's paws crunched on the stuff as he bent in the darkness and picked up a
pi ece.

"Hmm it's burnt wood, half waterl ogged. Wonder where it's fron®"
Fel | doh pointed out into the bay. "Right there, mate, where the corsair ship
burned and sank. Over yon hills lies Fortress Marshank, so we'd best go

quietly."

Brone grasped Fell doh's paw firmy. "Where you go | go, mate. By the way,
where are we goi ng?"

"To Noonval e, eventually. But first we nust |look for our friends. W'll find
somewhere to hide up for a bit and dry out. Then we'll see if we can lay our
paws on sone food. We can't do a thing until it's light, except rest and eat."

They wal ked south across the beach, towards the cliffs. Brome chattered
i ncessantly.

"Rest and eat, that sounds like a good idea. I'll bet an acorn to an eggshel
that's exactly what Rose and Martin are doing right now, |ying back and
feeding their faces. G umill be doing the cooking. Next to ny mama, he's the
best cook in Noonval e, once he starts stirring stew or soup with that little

| adl e he always carries. Mmm It smells so good. Wiy, [I'Il even bet that he's
found so—=

"Hush, Bronme. Wat's that sound?"

The squirrel had clanped a swift paw across his garrul ous young friend' s
nmout h. Both creatures stood stock still, listening. The sound carried on the
ni ght breeze. Instruments were playing and sonebeast was singing. Brone
pointed to a faint glow emanating froma crevice in the cliff face. Wen they
were closer, the friends both bellied down and crawl ed the rest of the way
cautiously.

It was a type of lean-to tent, erected between a two-wheel ed wagon and sone
rocks. Afire glimered, throwing the creatures inside into grotesque

sil houetted shadows agai nst the canvas. Bronme and Felldoh lay in the darkness
listening to the song.
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"Ch, we're the Ranbling Rosehip Players,

And we pl ease both old and young.

Oer field serene and forest green

Qur prai ses have been sung.



W' re the Ranbling Rosehip Players,

And we'll take on any part,

Bring a tear to your eye to nmake you cry

O joy to the saddest heart.

Though the road be tough and the patch run rough
And weat her be cold or grey,

Wth a smile and a song we'll travel along

On our Ranbling Rosehip way. Hey!"

A heavy voi ce boonmed out as the song finished "No, no! Ballaw, you're supposed
to catch Celandine as the last line is sung. You did it far too early and she
wasn't there to take the fan from Gauchee. It's not good enough. Let's try it
again fromthe begi nning. One, two, Ooooh, we're the Ram.. Ballaw WII| you
stop eating that pastie and take up your position. Here, give ne that

conf ounded thing. You' ve had quite enough!”

A hal f-eaten nushroom pastie was flung fromthe | ean-to and struck Felldoh
squarely between his ears. The pastie was followed by a hare, who dived on it,
junpi ng on Felldoh's head in the process.

"Bad formthat, chuckin' a chap's supper about, Rowan. Hey there! There's a
bally squirrel here, tryin' to use ne pastie as a hat!"

Confusion foll owed. Brone | eaped on the hare, trying to west himoff Felldoh
The squirrel was hanging ganely on to the hare's whiskers, trying to avoid the
long flailing legs. Mce, a nole and two squirrels cane pouring out of the
lean-to, tripping and falling into the confusion of paws, |egs, ears and
tails. Pandenoniumreigned as the junble of creatures squeaked, grunted and
how ed. Fell doh was a seasoned fighter. Scranbling fromunder the others, he
clinmbed to the top of the

heap, about to set his teeth into the tail of whoever was headl ocki ng Brone.

"Here, what's all this about? Come out of it this instant!" Fell doh was swung
aloft by a massive pawto find hinmself staring into the stern dark eyes of a
big old femal e badger. She growl ed fiercely at him

"Clanp those lips and put those teeth out of sight, otherwise I'll do a bit of
biti ng—and 1've got bigger teeth than you!"

Wth her other paw, the badger cuffed out, sending creatures rolling this way
and that. Catching sight of Brone, she hoisted himhigh off the ground in her
ot her paw and shook him

"Behave yourself, you little wetch! Wat's your names, both of you, and
what're you doi ng hangi ng around our canp?"

Fel | doh reached between his ears. Disentangling a bit of pastie, he tasted it
and nodded approvingly. "Hym nmushroom pastie. Wait, don't tell me, it's been
fried with spring onion gravy. Very nice!"

The hare picked up the remains of the pastie fromthe ground. Wping it off,



he ate it, speaking through nmouthful s.

"I'f y' wanted some of our tucker, old lad, you should knock on the wagon an'
ask politely, wot? 'Stead of sneakin' round."

Brone waggl ed his paws indignantly fromhis position in the air. "W weren't
sneaki ng around, we saw your firelight and heard you singing so we came over
to investigate. Ch, by the way, |'mBronme, only son of Uran Voh, and this is
Fel | doh, |ate of Marshank. Hello!"

The badger set themgently down as the hare nade a very el egant |leg. "Pleased
t' neetcher, I'msure. Allow me to introduce us. W, sirs, are the Ranbling
Rosehip Players. | am Ball aw De Qui ncewol d, actor and tragedian. My |arge
friend here is Rowanoak. She is our cart puller, props mstress and principa
baritoness. The two young squirrelmaids there are Trefoil and Cel an-
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di ne, soubrettes, sopranos and acrobats. The nole Buckler is our juvenile

| ead, conedi an and catcher. The two nousenai ds, Gauchee and Kastern, are
bal ancers, chorus and general conpany cooks. There you have it, m friends.
Er, would you |ike supper?"

Brone pulled at his slack belt. "Indeed we would, sir. My backbone was j ust
talking to ny stonmach about food. They tend to stick together when I'm
hungry. "

The hare nodded admiringly, his floppy ears waving to and fro. "Well said,
young feller. A creature of infinite jest, wot?"

Inside the lean-to it was shnug and warm after the stiff night breeze on the
shore. The Ranbling Rosehip conpany were kindness itself to Fell doh and Brone.
They were given cloths to dry off their sea-danped fur as they sat round the
fire sipping carrot and celery broth fromscallop shells. Rowanoak brought out
two tunics simlar to the ones the rest of the Rosehips wore, quartered gold
and crinson with a green border and black tie belt.

"Here, you'd best put these on, though I'll have to let yours out a touch when
| have time, Felldoh. You're quite a sturdy sort for a squirrel."

Cel andi ne stroked Fel Il doh's strong bushy tail. "Hmm 1'l|l say you are!"

Fel | doh coughed nervously and accepted a hot rmushroom pasti e from Buckl er. The
friendly nol e passed Bronme a sizeabl e wedge of pie.

"Yurr, maister. 'Unny an' blackb'rry. Speck you | oik summat sweet."

The young nmouse took a bite and rolled his eyes. "Mm do | ever. Sweet things
are good for the voice, you know. "

Gauchee was ni bbling an apple and a carrot together. "Are they? | never knew
that. |I only eat apple 'n' carrot myself. Do you sing nuch, Brone?"

W thout warning, Brone let forth a swift yodel with
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his piercing tenor voice. "Tralalalalalalarrr! Do |I indeed! Try and stop ne,
Gauchee. "



Bal | aw pi cked up a small harecordion and tuned it. "Good f you, young feller.
D you know the Bobble O riddl e song?"

Brone wi nked. "You play it and I'Il sing it." Ballaw played the introduction
and Brone began singing, with Rowanoak providing a fine baritone harnony line.
It was so catchy that the entire conpany, even Felldoh, clapped their paws in
time with the lively nel ody.

"Bobbl e O Bobbl e O Bobble O

If you know, tell me where | do grow.

H gh above the lowy earth,

And yet | flourish for all I'mworth.

Bobbl e O Bobbl e O Bobble O

Tell me now if you think you know.

| hang between the earth and sky,

Green or brown as the seasons pass by

As around ne all the birds do fly,

and just before winter away go |.

Bobbl e O Bobbl e O Bobbl e O ohhhh

Tell me true, I'd like you to try!"

There was | ong appl ause and Brone had his back patted so heartily it began to
ache.

"Excel lent, top hole, young un!"

"You' mgorra foin voice, zurr Broom"

"Ch, it was the best |'ve ever heard. You never nissed a beat!"
"Well done. I wish we had a tenor who could sing half as good!"
Fel | doh scratched his head. "Wat was it?"

Brone took a bite of his pie. "Wat was what ?"

"The thing in the riddle song, green, brown, growing in the sky and then
flying away before winter with the birds. Wat was it?"
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Bal | aw nodded towards Bronme. "That's for the singer to tell old lad."
Brome wi nked at Felldoh. "Wat else could it be but

a | eaf ?"

Rowanoak sat down between the two friends. "Now, tell ne about yoursel ves.
Where are you fromand how did you come to this place?"



Qutsi de, the wind whistled across the bl eak Northeast Sea. The rain had
stopped and a quarter-noon showed between the scuddi ng night cloud formations,
t hrowi ng down a noving pattern of dark and silver across the shore. Snug in
the crevice of the lowering cliffs the conpany crouched in their nmakeshift
tent. Inside the |l ean-to, Felldoh and Brone sat around the fire, eating and
drinking as they related their story to the newfound friends they had nade,

t he Ranbling Rosehip Pl ayers.
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When the rain stopped, Martin felt his footpaws touching solid ground beneath
the water. He stood upright with the sea | apping his neck, shaking Rose and
Gumm who had both fallen asleep

"Land. We've made it. Help me push this oar ashore.™

Hardly feeling the wood of the paddle, their bodi es nunbed from constant
imersion in cold sea water, the three friends crawl ed out onto a sandy beach
situated at the foot of high dark cliff formations. They sat on the sand,
shivering and hungry, their teeth chattering and paws trenbling
uncontrol | ably.

Through salt-bl eared eyes Grumm peered up at the cliffs. "Wnner wot be up
t hurr?"

Martin rose stiffly, massaging his linbs. "Some small cave where we can
shelter for the night, | hope. Do you two want to rest here while | take a
| ook?"

Rose and Grumm staggered on to their paws.
"I don't like it here. Gummand | will go with you."
"Burr aye, 'tis creepy rounden yurr!"

The rocks were dark and slippery fromthe rain. Martin went in front, with
Rose bringing up the rear. They kept Gummin the mnmiddle as he was not a very
good clinmber. Mles seldomare. Holding the paddl e between them they strove
upwar ds, scrabbling and
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sonetines sliding back in the darkness. After what seened an eternity of
grappling with the wet cliff face, they rested on a narrow | edge. The three
friends sat catching their second wind, listening to the tide far below as it
surged and hissed al ong the ni ght-cl oaked shore.

Martin peered upwards. "I think if we clinb a little further there is a nmuch
broader | edge above us. There's bound to be some sort of cave or crevice where
we can shelter.”
"Carn't oi stay yurr,"
a-sleeping on oi."

G umm si ghed wearily. "Mi pesky ol e paws be gone

Rose rubbed her nolefriend s paws vigorously "Poor G unm Chanpi on diggers
can't be chanpion clinbers too. Not far to go now and you can have a good
sleep. 1'll get breakfast tonorrow so you can have a little extra lie-in."



This offer perked G ummup no end. "Burr. Thankee koindly, Mz Roser. You' ma
guddbeast ! "

Martin gave an involuntary shiver. "There's sonething about this place | don't
like. Still, this is where we | anded up, and beggars can't be choosers. Cone
on."

Al three had their paws on the rimof the | edge after a short hard clinb when
the nets cane hurling down and envel oped them Tough, close-woven neshes of
kel p, weighted down all around with stones. The friends were swept fromthe
rock face and held dangling, their paws, tails and heads entangled in the
snharing nets. Tiny dark shapes, masses of them jibbered and pranced on the
broad | edge as they hauled their catch swiftly upwards. It was over in a
flash. Martin, Rose and Grummwere | anded like fishes and swiftly clubbed into
unconsci ousness.

Swi mm ng up through dark msts, Martin's head |lanced with pain as he opened
his eyes, in bright sunlight. A stick prodded himsharply in the back
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" Bi ggamouse wake up! Mugganug! Pl ennygood catchim”

The young mouse opened his eyes fully and saw he was boxed inside a stout
wooden cage. Tiny nouselike creatures with |l ong wiggling snouts surrounded the
cage. They danced up and down with excitenent. One nore venturesone than the
rest darted forward and jabbed Martin's paw with a sharpened stick

"CGot cha gotcha, Bi gganpbuse! Higgig! Notso big-ganow "

The young mouse reacted speedily. Wth a swi pe he snapped the stick, baring
his teeth savagely as he gripped the wooden bars.

"Cerroutofit, you jibbering little idiots, and | eave ne al one!"

He shouted so loudly that the tiny creatures scattered |ike chaff before the
wi nd, clapping paws over their ears.

Martin glared through the cage at them growing fiercely, "Keep your
di stance, or 1'll eat you all!™

He clashed his teeth several tinmes, sending fresh pain waves through his
t hr obbi ng head. Rubbing a sizeable bunp on the back of his skull, Martin
| ooked around and took stock of his position

H s cage was in the entrance to a |large cave. On the opposite wall he could
see two ot her wooden cages, in which the sensel ess forns of Rose and G umm | ay
More of the tiny creatures passed, giving hima w de berth. They were carrying
several fish which had been lashed to driftwood pol es—snelts, shanni es and
butterfish they had brought up fromthe shore.

Behind them carrying nets and fishing gear, came a hedgehog. H s footpaws had
been bound to a heavy log that he was forced to tow in his wake. Martin shook
the cage bars, calling to him

"Hey! What is this place and who are all these little wetches?"

The hedgehog gave Martin a quick smle and a friendly wink. "I'm Pallum Be
still. 1'"ll get back to you."
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He was urged on by nore little creatures followi ng up the rear
"Urryurry, pinpiggy. Muthashut!"

As they passed into the recesses of the cave, Gunmstirred. "Burr oo! M
pore ole 'ead, et be bunmpen an' a-bangen orfully."

The sound of the nole's voice seened to waken Rose. |Immedi ately she was up on
her paws, and despite her aching head she battered and tugged at the bars of
her cage.

"Let me out of here this instant, d' you hear. Let ne out!"

G umm hel d paws over his ears. "Hurr, doant ee nake such a gurt noise, mzzy.
You'm'urtin' noi brains."

Martin was relieved his friend had suffered no permanent damage. "G umi s
right, Rose. Best lie still. How do you feel ?"

The nmousenai d nanaged a wan smile. "Apart from being caged up with an ache in
nmy head and a bunp like a thrush's egg, plus a raging thirst and an enpty
stomach, | feel fine. How are you this norning?"

Martin grinned wyly. "Actually, | feel pretty silly. Wait until you see the
beasts who did this to us."

As if on cue, several of the tiny creatures materialized out of the di mess at
the rear of the cave.

G umm nodded. "Pigny shrews. G npight 'ave knowed!"
"Pigny shrews?" Martin echoed the name ques-tioningly.

The hedgehog came lunbering up to them surrounded by pigny shrews. They
chattered ceaselessly in their odd dialect, some of themsitting inpudently on
t he hedgehog's towing log, their ride adding to the burden he dragged al ong.

It did not seemto bother himunduly. He snmiled in a foolish, disarmng way.

"Hello there. It's me, Pallum Listen, never look angry in front of pigny
shrews. Smile all the time. It confuses them"
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Martin pasted a large grin on his face as he introduced hinself and his
friends. The shrews were never still, hopping, junping, dancing and gabbling
on in an unintelligible manner. The one who had jabbed Martin with a stick
began to do it once nore. The young nouse dodged this way and that to avoid
t he sharp wood, grinning furiously as he spoke from between cl enched teeth.

"Pallum let me tell you sonmething, friend. In a moment |1'm going to grab that
stick and stuff it up that little wetch's long squiggly excuse for a nose!"

Pal | um shook his head smlingly. "lIt'd be the worst day's work you ever did,
Martin. These are babies—squidjees is their proper title. The tiny scum
poking you with the stick is the worst brat of all. That's Dinjer, one and

only son and heir to Amballa, Queen of the pignmy shrews. She'd have you killed
for sure if you laid paw on her little darling. Wait a nonent, | think |I can



stop him™"

Turning to the offender, Pallum addressed himin pigny shrew | anguage.
"Hi ggi g, Dinjer, goodagood, you pokeynore bi ggamuse!"

Di njer stopped instantly and began trying vainly to bel abor Pallum s spiky
hide with the stick.

"Pi npi ggy shuttamouth! Notell D njer whattadoo!"

Pal | um chuckl ed as the infant flailed unsuccessfully at his spikes. "Contrary
little snips. Best way to stop 'emis to encourage them They'll always do the
opposite to what you want, specially this one."

Rose wi ped a paw across her parched lips. "Pallum is there any chance of us
getting sone food and water?"

A tiny drum sounded fromw thin the cave. Pallumheld up a paw. "That'll be
the Queen, Anballa. Wen you speak to her, bow your head and call her

Bal | amum Be very respectful. She's vindictive and all powerful round here.
Don't nention the word higgi g—that neans you are | aughing, and she m ght think
you were | aughing at her. Please do as | say and | eave the rest to ne."
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Anmballa was a plunp little figure. She wore gol den pantal oons and a cl oak of
[ight blue. On her head was a coronet studded with bright shell pieces and
smal | polished beach pebbles. A seagull feather stuck up at the back of it.
Had she not been such an inmportant personage the three friends would have
burst out |aughing at the comnical sight she made.

Drawi ng herself up to the peak of her ninuscule height, she pointed a tiny
sword at Martin.

"Bi ggar nouse, you! Wat nanesay?"

"OBallamum | am Martin." The young nouse bowed his head, speaking
respectfully. "That other nouse is called Rose and the mole is G unm W nean

no harmto you or your tribe of pigny shrews."

Anbal | a | eaped forward in a rage, jabbing through the bars with her sword so
that Martin was forced to junp backwards.

" Bi ggar nouse bi gganout h! What shrew pi gny? No shrew pi gny here 'bout!"
Pallumtowed his I og forward, interceding on Martin's behalf. "M ghtygreat
Bal  amum sill ynmouse knownot tribename Hi ghbeast, still sleepynuddle from

banga- bang on headpl ace."

Martin caught on to Pallum s message and rubbed his head, nmuttering. "Phwaw
Sl eepynudd| e, sl eepy-nuddl e!™

Anmbal | a squi nted suspiciously for a monent before she appeared satisfied, then
she broke into | aughter

"Hi ggi g higgigig! H ghbeast givvayou plenty banga-bang, yougo sl eepasl eep
suddenqui ck. Hi ggig higgigig!'"

Martin nodded ruefully. "H ghbeast m ghty warriors, bangabang plentyhurt."



Pal  um wi nked approvingly at Martin before tackling Arballa on behal f of her
captives.

"O Bal | amum nogi ve these sillybeasts nout hfood or gluggadrink. Theynot get
obbl ewood an' caretake Squid-jees. Ballanumkillendead!"

The Queen nmade as if to kick Pallum but did not
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because of his spikes. She drew herself up and proclainmed regally, "Ballamm
saythi s! Nof eed | azynout hs, workaneat. Bring obbl ewoods. Sillybeasts makegood
Squi dj eenurses. Higgig higgigig!"

The pigmy shrew tribe |aughed with her as they jigged and cavorted about the
cave.

Pal | um | ooked astonished at the Queen. "G eat Ballanum wi sest Hi ghbeast,
howyou t hi nkat hi s?"

Anmbal l a curled her lip disdainfully.
"That cos nmenot pinpiggy nme Ball anmum ofal |l Hi gh-beast!"

Later that afternoon the three friends sat eating nutstud-ded shrewbread and
drinki ng dandelion cordial. Like Pallum their footpaws had been skilfully
bound to hefty |l ogs which they had to drag round as they wal ked. Martin kicked
at his.

" Cbbl ewood, a wooden hobble, not only that but we've got to play nursemaid to
those tiny Squidjee hooligans. | think I would have preferred death!"

Rose giggled. "Ch come on, Martin. You love themreally, especially little
Dinjer."

At the mention of the villainous infant, Martin clenched his paws. "Ch yes, |
love himso much | could hug him right around his foul little neck, tighter
and tighter!"

G umm finished his nmeal hurriedly. "Look owt, yurr coons 'ee little vurmn an'
"is crew’

Headed by Dinjer, a crowd of Squidjees descended on the captives. They spilled
the cordial and thrust aside the shrewbread.

Di njer prodded Martin with his stick inpatiently. "Upnow, bigganouse. Wgo
pul | ari de on obbl ewoods!" Martin and G-unm spent the remai nder of the

aft ernoon towi ng gangs of Squi dj ees around. The tiny beasts sat on the wooden
hobbl es, singing and | aughing uproariously as they urged their transports on
to greater speeds.
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Rose had been detailed with Palluminto cleaning up the little ones' sleeping
area and maki ng beds.

Martin and his friends picked up nmuch of the pigny shrews' |anguage during the
course of the day. It was relatively sinple when they realized that the

H ghbeast tribe spoke by running words together in pairs, sonetimes in threes.
Toward evening, Martin and G unm supervi sed Squi dj ee suppertime. The nol e



wi ped wild oat porridge frombetween his ears where a bow had been upturned.

"Burr, they' m Squinjers serpintly be woild liddle vil-lyuns. Iffen oi 'ad noi
ladle to paw, why oi'd tan a fewtails, oi tell you' m"™

The Squi dj ees, who could not understand a single word of nole talk, chuckled
madly as they squirted strawberry cordial fromtheir nouths at the nole.

Martin sighed, the fixed smle on his face beginning to hurt. "They' ve got the
tabl e manners of a wol fpack. Great seasons! Look at the way they waste food
and

ness it about."

Pal | um and Rose appeared, smling dutifully. "Cone-cone, sleepytine,
Squi dj eebabes. Sl eepytine!"

This was the signal for a mass escape. The infant pigmy shrews fled,
squealing, to hide, wanting the captives to chase them

"Hi ggi gi g, catchus, chaseynouse!"

Pal  um knew al | the hiding places fromlong experience. As they gathered the
little ones up for bed, Martin noticed Anballa and several of the other pigny
shrews watching themcarefully | est they becane roughpawed or spoke harshly to

t he babes. Squidjees were al nbst revered in the Hi ghbeast tribe.

The tiny beasts ran wild over the newy made beds, flinging the covers about
and tranpling pillows.

"What do we have to do to nake these rogues sleep, Pallun?" Martin groaned.
" Si ngasong. "

Instantly the Squidjees flung thenselves flat on their
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beds, straightening the covers about them and pl unping pillows as they called
out. "Singasong, wewanna singa-song!" Pallum i mediately began singi ng.

"Go to sleep, you filthy bunch.

I'"d love to lay you all out with a punch

How d you win a nother's heart

Wth a squiggly trunk like an eel's back part?
I's that awful smell the reason?

You haven't been washed all season

So go to sleep in your scruffy beds.

May ni ghtmares enter your beastly heads,

And when sunlight heralds the new daybreak

May you wake with tunmy ache.™



Strangely, the Squidjees were half asleep. Smiling and yawni ng t hey nunbl ed.
"Veryni ce, verynice. Singa-nore."

Stifling a chuckle, G unmtook over with his deep soothing bass.
"You'ma dreadful 'orrible crew

An' oi wuddent give to you

Supper nor dinner, brekfis' nor tea,

QO 'd spank the dayl oi ghts out of 'ee.
An' oi'd make 'ee wash ten toi nes each day.
Til you' m bad manners wurr scrubbed away."

Tiny snores announced that the Squidjees were all asleep

Rose nopped her brow with relief. "Whew Thank the seasons the little nonsters
are finished for the day. Small wonder their nothers don't | ook after them™

Pal | um pointed to sonme spare mattresses in the corner. "All right, you can
stop smling now and get some rest. Lie there and relax. I'lIl go and get sone
supper for us.
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| think I saw a big mxed fruit pudding with cream and

some new cider."

G umm f | opped down thankfully, swiftly followed by Martin and Rose. Their
wooden hobbl es cl acked together noisily and Rose wi nced as she held up a paw

"Sshh! Not so rmuch noise. You m ght waken the
nonsters."

"Burr, oi'd throw noiself offen '"ee clifftop iffen they
waked. "

"From sl avery to slavery in one easy pawstep, where will it end?" Martin
si ghed I oud and | ong.

Rose shook his paw confortingly. "In Noonval e soneday. W won't be here al

our lives with a warrior |ike you about, Martin. Being a nursemaid is not in
your stars. | wonder what becane of Brome and Fel | doh. They'll have drifted in
to land, no doubt. That Felldoh is a good tough squirrel. I know he'll I ook
after nmy brother. | hope they're safe and well."

Martin could hardly keep his eyes open as he watched Pal |l um approach bearing a
heavily | aden tray.

"\Wherever Fell doh and Brome | anded up, they couldn't possibly be worse off
than us. Nursenmaids to those tiny rogues. Huh!"
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An alliance had been made between Badrang the Tyrant and Cap'n Tranmun C ogg.
Still not trusting each other, the two villainous stoats affixed their
signatures to a sprawling birch-bark parchment, Badrang witing his nane in a
curly flourishing script, whilst dogg | aboriously scrawl ed an X and a crude
sketch of a wooden clog, his mark. It was witnessed by Gurrad the rat for

Mar shank and Boggs the ferret for the corsairs. Tranun repeated the terns as
he and the Tyrant took a joint beaker of best parsley w ne.

"Harr, so, as | sees it you're goin' to call off yer troops an' lend nme sone
slaves to refurbish an' refloat nmy ship. Meself on the other paw, won't
attack, 'arass or demand slaves fromyou. |I'mto unnerstand that the slaves
you lend me is still yores an' 'ave to be returned. Right?"

Badrang si pped his wi ne and nodded, tapping the parchment. "Aye, agreed, and
don't forget all this. At such times as you have a seaworthy craft to sail off
in, | keep half of your crew as hostages. Wen, or if, you return having taken
nore sl aves, then they get divided equally between us and you get your
hostages returned to give you a full crew"

Cl ogg stroked his plaited whiskers, narrowi ng one eye. "Fairly said, partner
fairly said. An' | can feed ne
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crew fromyer supplies an' billet them'ere in yer fancy fort, though I'm
never to tell other corsairs or searats as | nmay cone across on the 'igh seas
the location of this 'ere place."

Badrang nodded, refilling Cogg' s beaker. "Right! But don't forget, Tramun,
after the first cargo of slaves is split between us you guarantee to sell any
further slaves from other voyages only to nme. I'Il give you the best of
weapons, trade goods and supplies."”

O ogg sl opped wine as he threw back his head and drai ned the beaker, then
draped a paw around Badrang's shoul ders. "Haharr, just like in the good ole
days, eh, matey!"

The Tyrant reciprocated by throwi ng his paw about C ogg's neck. "Aye, as y'
say, just like in the good ole days, Tramun. But this time there'll be no
under paw deal i ngs, traitors nor spybeasts."
"Spybeasts? | ain't never used spybeasts, natey."
| ook of injured innocence.

The pirate stoat adopted a

"There, there." Badrang patted C ogg's neck affectionately. "I know you
haven't. There's nothing worse than a spybeast. Wy, if | thought there was
one in ny fortress I'd tie himto the gates and let ny archers use himfor
target practice. Look, just like that fox over yonder."

He turned Cogg's neck with his paw so that the corsair was | ooking at the
i nside of Marshank's nmain gates. The carcass of Skalrag hung there, stuck with
so many arrows it was |like a pincushion

Even though he was seething inwardly, Cogg grinned fromear to ear. "Foxes
was allus traitors. | never |iked that one."

Badrang tightened his grip on Cogg's neck nomentarily then rel eased him The



Tyrant matched the corsair grin for grin.
"Neither did I, matey, neither did I!"

Early norning sun bathed the shore beyond the headl and, prom sing a hi gh hot
day. Rowanoak harnessed
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hersel f between the shafts of the Rosehips' gaily painted cart and they noved
further along the shoreline, away fromthe close proximty of Mrshank
Fel | doh and Brone enjoyed the conpany of the Ranbling Rosehip creatures
greatly; they had been accepted i mediately as friends and possi bl e nenbers.

By midnorning they had set up their canp on the clifftops, where they had an
excel l ent view of the area without revealing their presence. The hare Ball aw
De Qui ncewol d and Rowanoak were in cl ose conference while the rest unpacked
and prepared |unch. Brone hel ped Gauchee and Kastern to prepare a | eek and
bean soup, sniggering with the two nice as they watched the pretty squirre
Celandine trying to flirt shanelessly with a nuch enbarrassed Fell doh as he
unl oaded the cart, blushing to his tailtip at her sinpering conplinments.

"Ch Mster Felldoh, you're so strong! You lifted that trunk as if it were no
nore than a feather. 1'll bet you nust be the nost powerful squirrel in the
whol e country!"

Fel | doh was conpletely |lost for words. He turned away fromthe cart and
started breaking some driftwood up for the fire.

Cel andi ne dabbed at her brow with a dainty |lace square. "Ch ny, oh ny. |I'd be
all season just trying to break one teensy piece of that wood with an axe, and
| ook at you, sir, snapping it in those great paws of yours like it was dead
grass!"”

Trefoil the other squirrel maid uncerenoni ously bundled a pile of tunics at
Cel andi ne. "Here, nissy, get your paws wet washing those through and | eave
that poor fellow al one before he turns into a beetroot!"

The tenptress flounced off in a huff, laden with dirty washing. Trefoil began
snappi ng wood al ongsi de Fel | doh

"Take no notice of her, friend. 1've seen her fluttering her eyel ashes at
dragonflies."

Buckl er the nmole was erecting the awning as a sun-
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shade. "Burr aye, she'ma gurt flutterer, that un," he chuckled. "G |osed noi
"eart to 'er long seasons agone. Hurr, but she'ma foin arctress too!"

The food was good and sinple, hot soup foll owed by wheatfl our pancakes spread
with wild honey. The conpany | ounged beneath the awni ng, eating and drinking
cool mnt and buttercup cordial froman old stone jar.

Rowanoak shook her great head.
"What in the nane of trees and turnips nade us ranble this far up the |and,

['"lI'l never know. We had good times in the south, friendly creatures to
entertain, nice places to stop awhile ..."



Bal | aw t he hare nade a pancake di sappear with alarm ng speed. "True, true, but
what's a chap got up here in this bally neck o' the woods? Fortresses, tyrants
an' corsairs. Bit thick, isn't it, wot? About the only decent thing was
nmeeting you two jolly lads."

The rest of the conpany murnured agreenent.

Rowanoak stared patiently at the hare. Ballaw carried on guzzling cordial
unaware that he had interrupted her flow "If you're quite finished, Mster De
Qui nce-wol d?" she conti nued.

Bal | aw di spat ched anot her pancake, daintily |icking honey fromhis paws. "Not
finished dealin'" with these pancakes, Rowan ne old oak, but don't let me stop
you talkin'. You eat |ess when y' talk. Hawhaw "

The badger eyed himfrostily before continuing. "Thank you! Now what | have to
say concerns our new friends Felldoh and Brone. Here is what | propose. W're
up here anyway, for better or worse, so we may as well do sonething useful. It
goes wi thout saying that we will keep our eyes peeled for any sign of their
conpani ons, Brone's sister, Martin and the mole G umm But neanwhile, as
Fel | doh has told us, his father Barkjon is a slave in that dreadful fortress.
It nmakes my bl ood boil when | think of a creature being ensl aved, robbed of
freedom beaten, starved and forced
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to labor for sonme junped-up villain. Wat do you think?"
There was an instant chorus of agreenent with Rowanoak

" Shane, poor ol d Barkjon!"

"It's a flarnin' liberty, wot?"

"Yurr, nobeaster should be slave to anuther!"

"Ch, | can't inmagine it, we've always been free!"

"It's disgraceful. That horrid stoat!"

Rowanoak | et themcarry on working up their indignation before carrying on
wi th her speech. Wen they had done she conti nued.

"When Ballaw and | formed the Rambling Rosehip Players we took on only
talented creatures we knew we could rely on. | personally have never been
di sappointed in any of you, that is why today we are all gather—=

"Ch, stop takin' a bally seavoyage to get round a cockleshell, old gel. W al
want to rescue Felldoh's old pater, don't we?"

"Aye!l" The response was | oud and whol eheart ed.

"Good show. Then let's stop jawbangin' an' get to it, wot?"

Rowanoak passed Bal | aw t he pancakes and honey. She was smiling. "Thank you,
Bal, you old rascal. Now we need a strategy, and you know the best way that a
travel l i ng conmpany can scout the | and?"

Buckl er held up a sticky digging claw. "Yurss, marm Us'ns goo thurr an put on



'ee show'

"What ?" Fel |l doh spluttered on his drink. "Now just hold fast a nonment friends.
It's very kind of you to offer to rescue ny dear old dad. But we've an
appointnent with Martin in Noonvale. Qur plan is to raise an arny and free al
the slaves. And anyway you'd last as long as a leaf on a bonfire at Mrshank."

Kastern the mousemai d chuckl ed. "Listen, squirrel, if you' d been half the
pl aces we' ve been and done a quarter of the things we've done, you' d know
better."

"Chaha! 1'd say y' would, old |lad. Gauchee, renenber
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we put on the courtin' of the frog an' the caterpillar for all those fierce
toads in the south swanps?"

"Do | ever!" The nousemai d ni bbled her carrot, shaking with mrth. "Wth you
pl aying the villainous toad uncle. | thought those toads were so enraged they
were going to toss us in the swanp!"

Cel andi ne giggled. "And they woul d have, too. CGood job they let Cel andi ne
butterfly tie themall up with the magic rope that woul d make t hem al
handsonme. Heeheeheehee!"

The whol e conpany fell about |aughing as Kastern pointed at Rowanoak. "That
was when Badger Bountiful hoisted themall up into a tree and told themthey
too would turn into beautiful butterflies and fly away. Ha-hahahahaha!"

"Hoohoohoo! You shoul d've seen their bally faces when we ate all their feast
and went off, leavin' '"emall hanging' froma tree waitin' to turn into
butterflies. Hawhawhaw "

When the | aughter had subsi ded, Rowanoak wi nked at Fell doh and Brome, "No need
to worry about us. W know what we're doing."

Fel | doh grasped the badger's paw. "I don't know how to thank you."

Trefoil was rummaging in the cart. "Ch, don't thank us. W won't be doing it
all on our own—you two will be taking part in the show "

Brone leapt up in alarm "But they'd recognize us right offl"

Kastern pl aced a huge frog nask over the young nouse's head. "There, your own
mama woul dn't recogni ze you now. "

Rowanoak cl apped her hefty paws together. "Righto, clear the food away W' ve
got a show to rehearse. Felldoh, you | ook strong enough to be a good catcher

Cel andi ne fluttered her eyel ashes. "Ooh, he could catch me anytinme of the
season!"
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Rowanoak gave her a glare then ignored her. "Brone, sorry you can't sing on

this job. Your voice is too recogni zabl e. However, you woul d rmake rather a
good frog naiden."



"Me, a frog mai den?"

"Why certainly, old lad. An' 1'll be your w cked uncle toad. Hoho, nme proud
beauty, you shall never marry that caterpillar!™

Fel | doh shook his head in bew | derment as Buckler stuck a large red ball on

the tip of his nose. "It sounds just crazy enough to work!"

109

13

It was still early norning and already Martin was feeling tired. He and his

friends had been roused several times that night by the famliar Squidjee cry,
gl uggadrink. It seenmed that every baby pigny shrew woke at |east twice nightly
wanting a drink.

Rose haul ed her | og away fromthe noi sy breakfast table. She was spattered
with food and dri nk.

"Good nmorning, Martin. You'll never guess what's planned for the norning after
breakfast is through."

Martin shook his head. "Don't tell ne, | don't want to know "

Rose told himanyway, stifling a smle as she did. "We're taking all the
Squi dj ees down to the beach for a paddle in the rock pools. Evidently the
whol e tribe goes down there every day to check on their fishing nets. If it's
good weather |like today, the little fiends are brought along to anuse

t hensel ves. "

"Ch how nice. It will be fun!"™ Martin put on his fixed snile.

Grumm and Pal l um had their paws full w ping off sticky baby whiskers. "Cumm
yurr, you' m—orrible liddle toad. Thoi whisker'n be full o' oatneal."

The Squi dj ees dodged about chanting ceasel essly. "Wannago shoreshore! Wannago
shoreshore! "

no

Descent to the shore fromthe high cliffs was not as difficult as it first

| ooked. There was a hidden stairway, cunningly carved into the rock by the

pi gmy shrews. Martin and his conpanions had to make the trip several tines.

Wat ched by Anmbal la and her ever vigilant shrews, the four friends had to carry
each Squi dj ee piggyback fashion down to the sand. Wen all the shrews were
attending their nets, the Queen turned to Pallum

" Squi dj ees pl aynow, youwat ch pl ennygood!"

She shook her sword at themin warning before seating herself confortably
where she coul d keep an eye on everyt hi ng.

The Queen's infant son Dinjer was trouble on wheels. The other Squidjees were
relatively cal mand happy, burying Gummup to his neck in the sand. Martin,
Rose and Pal l um were buil ding a sandcastle for sone others. Pallum pointed to
G umm

"That was what | always hated, when they decided to bury me. G umm seens to be
enjoying it."



The nol e pulled | oose a digging paw and waved to them "Burr aye, 'tis noice
'n'" cool on an 'ot nmorn loik this'n."

"Stillagrumm staystill!"

Several Squidjees started draping wet seaweed on the nole's head.
Martin | ooked about for Dinjer. Rose spotted him

"There he is, the little blaggard. Look, clinmbing!"

Dinjer had strayed fromthe rest and taken a notion to scale the cliff face.
The section he chose was slippery and steep, with sharp crags sticking out
above it. Martin's patience snapped. He | eaped up, pointing at the mi screant.

"Cet down fromthere, you stupid little beast, or you'll falll™

The Queen heard him Angrily she threw a rock, catching Martin sharply on his
unpr ot ect ed back.

" Bi gganmouse bi ggamout h! Notal k Bal | anum son |i ke-that, badtal k. Bal |l anum
killslay bigganouse!"

Martin was about to make sone reply when there was a | oud screech.
"Yeeeaaakkk!"

A great gannet had swooped down and snatched Dinjer fromthe rocks. The infant
pi gmy shrew was carried high into the air, held by his tail and the hemof his
| oose robe in the | ethal anber beak of the predator. He wriggled and squeal ed
like a mdget piglet. Imediately all activity on the shore ceased as
Anmballa's wails rent the air.

"Waaah waaah! Dinjergone hindead |ikefather, I|ike-
father!"

"I remenber that when | was younger/' Pallum whispered to Rose. "Dinjer's
father was taken by a big gannet |ike that one. Poor little nmite, he's as good
as dead now. "

Anmbal | a had slid down from her seat on the rocks. She covered her eyes and
wept inconsol ably. "Nonore Dinjerbabe! H ngone, deadnow "

Martin grabbed her by the paws, pulling her upright. "Notdead, Ballanum
Di nj er notdead. Bigganouse savehim"

Sei zing the Queen's sword, which was no nore than a dagger in his paw, Martin
bow ed the nearest two pigny shrews over and snatched their fishing net.
Dashi ng off along the shore after the gannet, he called back to his friends.
"Cet nmore nets and follow ne. Hurry!"

The gannet soared upwards, wheel ed, and dropped down on to a high ledge in an
i solated part of the cliffs. D njer was stunned by the |l anding. The infant |ay
linp between the big bird' s well-clawed and webbed feet. There was a | arge
untidy nest on the ledge, with two scrawny hal f-feat hered gannet chicks in it.
On seeing their mother they set up a cackle.

As he ran, Martin watched the bird descend and alight on the high | edge.
Wt hout pausing, he ran to the cliff face directly belowit. Pausing only to



grip the sword-blade in his teeth, he hurled the fishing net upwards. The
meshes caught on the rocks. Gving a quick tug to
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check its firmess, Martin began clinbing, pulling hinmself up paw over paw on
t he tough kel p net. Wen he reached where the net had caught, he disentangl ed
it, whirling it around his head he hurled it aloft, catching another rocky
crag. Again he began hauling hinself up over the nmeshes.

Bel ow on the beach, the whol e of the Hi ghbeast pignmy shrew tribe had gathered.
They watched as Martin continued his ascent. Rose began spreadi ng the other
nets on the sand, |ashing four of themtogether. The pigny shrews were getting
in her way, ignoring her as they tranpled the nets and gazed up. Rose, Pallum
and Gunm bulled into them pushing them backwards.

"Cet out of the way. Can't you see we're trying to help hinP"

One of the Hi ghbeasts kicked out at Rose. "Cheeka-npuse! Notal ka nme |ikethat."

Anmbal | a bit himsavagely on the neck and knocked hi m down. "Gettaway qui cknow
i ke nousesay, allayou!"

A piercing cry came from D njer as he woke and saw his predi canent. "Eeeee
Hel pre hel pneeeeee! "

Martin heard the cry and redoubled his efforts, throwi ng the net upwards and
scranmbling over it. He chanced a quick | ook up—enly about three nore |engths
to go.

Dinjer's tear-stained face appeared over the rimof the | edge. "Eeeeeee
hel padi nj er eeeeeee!"

He was dragged back by the forni dabl e beak of the gannet. The huge bird tossed
hi m agai nst the side of the nest. Dinjer curled up tight as the two hungry
chicks tried to crane their floppy necks over the edge of the nest to get at
hi m

Bel ow on the shore, Amballa hid her face in horror of what m ght happen to her
little son. Rose put a conforting paw around the Queen's shoul ders.
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"Nocry, Ballamum Bigganpbuse Martin is mghty warrior. He will get your Dinjer
back, yousee, yousee!"

Anbal | a seened to understand Rose. She clung to the nmobusemai d as she anxiously
wat ched t he hi gh | edge.

Breat hing raggedly with exertion, Martin pulled hinmself up on to the |edge,
haul ing the net up after him

Di njer saw himand junped up, yelling. "Biggambuse Martinnbuse, saveneeeee!"

The gannet turned its bright dangerous eyes on Martin as he took the sword
from his nout h.

"Di njer, nomake nonoi se, bestill, still!"

The gannet took a stalking stride towards Martin, lowering its |ethal yellow



beak. The young nmouse swung with the little sword. It clacked harm essly off
the great bird' s beak, but caused the gannet to stop where it was. Now Martin
shook the net out and swished it at the bird' s feet. It took a step back.

Behi nd him he could hear Dinjer sobbing with terror. Wrking his way across
the | edge, jabbing with the sword and sweeping with the net, Martin gradually
got hinmself into a position where he was between the gannet and its nest.

Sensing danger to its chicks, the gannet began spreading its w ngs, |owering
its neck and opening its beak wide as it hissed at the intruder. Martin knew
there was not nuch tinme, it was getting ready to attack. He would have to act
qui ckly. Throwi ng back his head, he shouted aloud into the gannet's face,
hopi ng that he coul d be heard bel ow on the beach.

"Stretch the nets! Hold themup, lots of you. Be ready!"

Rose heard him She had thought of giving her eagle call, but if Martin or
Dinjer were in the nest they would be crushed under the gannet, which would
naturally sit on its nest to defend the chicks agai nst anything. G asping a
corner of the net, Rose held it high, yelling aloud, "Holdup net. Stretch it
tight. Now "
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The Hi ghbeast tribe stood uncertainly for a nonent, until a harsh order from
Anmbal |l a their Queen sent them scurrying to the edges of the net, w th Rose,
Pal lum G unmm and Anmbal l a at each corner.

The Queen snapped out directions. "Holda netup, upup! Stretcher tightnow"
The net was ready, up and tightly stretched.

Martin reached back with his footpaw, keeping a wary eye on the gannet as he
ki cked Dinjer lightly.

"Movenow, Dinjer. Get over to the edge ...
Di njer began crawling on all fours. The gannet, sensing it was being robbed of
its prey, tried to pass Martin to get at Dinjer. Martin jabbed with the sword.
This time he nipped the bird in its open nouth. It retaliated with |ightning
swi ft ness, pecking himsharply in the side. Martin drew his breath in short at
the pain. He clanped his paw over the spot, feeling warm danp bl ood.

Dinjer was now at the edge of the cliff, peering over at the dizzy drop down
to the shore.

"Junp, Dinjer, jump!" Martin hissed at him
"Eeee nojunp nojunp, Dinjer 'fraid!"

There was nothing else for it. Martin turned swiftly and gave the baby pigny
shrew a hefty kick on the bottomthat sent himflying outwards over the edge.

"Yeeeeeeeeeeehhhkkkk!"
Whunpl
Di nj er bounced up and down in the center of the net. Saved!

The gannet gave a shrill squawk and attacked Martin. Leaping to one side, he
whirled the net and threw it straight over the bird s head. The kel p fishing



net envel oped the gannet's head and one wi ng, and draped on the ground,
trapping one of its webbed feet. Martin fell to one side, dragging at the net.
The bird's head canme awkwardly askew and it tried to pull its leg free. Martin
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ki cked out at its other leg, sending the gannet crashing on its side, |oosely
trapped in the net.

The young mouse | eapt up, his chest heaving. The net would not hold the big
sea bird for long and he did not wish to kill it. The two chicks were
squawki ng raucously in the nest. Turning to the fallen nother bird, Martin

| oosed off the net. Then he ran for the edge shouting al oud, "One for the net
conm ng doooo0000- own! "

He | eaped into the blue sumer norning, up and out. Monentarily he was robbed
of breath as the wind whistled past his ears. Spread-eagled, with all Iinbs
flailing, he dropped like a stone, plumeting down into the net.

Whunf f !
A mghty cheer rose up from everybeast on the shore.

Rose, Pallumand G umm hurried to help Martin fromthe net. The nousenaid tore
a strip from her snock

"You're hurt. Let nme see. Ch, thank goodness, it's not serious!"

Martin |l et her bandage his side. Anmballa cane over, smiling through her tears.
Martin of fered her sword back but she refused.

"Martinnobuse warriornouse, greatbrave, savemny Dinjerbabe. Ball amum sayt his.
War rawant ? Anyt hi ng foryou!"

Pal | um nudged Martin as he whispered, "She's just offered you anything you
want for saving Dinjer. |'ve never heard the Queen do a thing like that
before. "

A silence fell over the assenbl ed Hi ghbeasts. Martin lifted the sword and with
two swift strokes freed Rose of her hobbling log. Striding purposefully over
to Pallum and G unm he slashed through the kel ps that bound themto the | ogs.
Pal | um coul d not renenber being without the great |og inpeding his footpaws.
He hel d the broken kel p ends and wept silently.

Martin faced the Queen of the pigny shrews eye to eye. "W want free!"
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The silence on the shore intensified as Anballa drew herself up regally, her
fierce little eyes burning into Martin's. "Ballamum saythis. Yougo allfree!"

The ranks of the Hi ghbeast tribe parted to let the four friends pass through
They wal ked in silence, holding the slashed kel p ends |l est they tripped.

Suddenly Dinjer ran out in front of Martin, swinging a stick. He struck the
young nmouse, hard as he could. Martin winced as he took the blow full across
the face. Dinjer was in a foul tenper, striking and scream ng as his tantrum
grew.

"Bi ggamouse ki ckanee. Killslay bi gganouse. He kick-anee Dinjer!”



Instantly Anballa was between the two. She grabbed Dinjer, snapped the stick
and threw it away, then seizing her son by his tail she began spanking him
hard with her free paw.

"Martinnouse rightsay you stupid ... little ... beast!"

The I oud cheers of the pigmy shrews, coupled with Dinjer's anguished wails,
cut through the sunlit norning as the four friends strolled free along the
beach, away from pigny shrews and captivity.

Gummsnmled fondly. "Burr, tha' sound be loik nusic to noi ears!"
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While Cap'n Tramun O ogg took a party around the headl and to see what he could
sal vage of his ship, Bad-rang attended to other matters. Druwp the bankvol e
stood before the Tyrant in his | onghouse. Badrang had his aides, Gurrad and

H sk, bring food for the spy. Roast sea bird, baked fish, new bread and a
flagon of danson wi ne were placed in front of Druwp, but the treacherous
creature had suddenly lost his appetite. He eyed the [ong thin whipping rods
held by Gurrad and Hi sk, conpletely overawed in the presence of the mghty
Badrang. The bankvole had told themall he knew, but Badrang was not

sati sfied. Danger radiated fromthe stoat's eyes. He was in an unpredictable
nood.

"Let me get this straight, Druwp. You knew that the prisoners were going to
escape fromthe prison pit, but you don't know how they did it. You know t he
ringl eaders of the slave resistance and you know they have buried weapons, but
you don't know what their plans are. Don't play ne for a fool, bankvole. G ve
me sone good hard information that | can act upon.”

Druwp swal |l owed hard, his nmouth dry as a bone. "I know exactly where the
weapons are buried, Sire."

Badrang sniled at Hi sk and Gurrad. Coming swiftly
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out of his chair, he patted Druwp's back, feeling the spy flinch beneath his
t ouch.

"Good, good. That's what | want to hear. Tell nme exactly where they are.™

"Lord, they are inside the slave conmpound, buried in the earth beneath the
sl eeping pallet of an otter called Tullgrew | watched her digging the hole.
She did not know | saw her."

Badrang turned to his aides. "Cone on, let's go and take a | ook. You have done
wel I, Druwp. From now on you will be ny eyes and ears in the ranks of the
slaves. Sit down, eat, drink and be easy."

When Badrang and his cronies had | eft the | onghouse Druwp felt his confidence
returning, his appetite too. Seating hinself at the table, he poured a | arge
beaker of wine and tore off a leg fromthe roast sea bird. The bread snelled
good and fresh as he stuffed it hungrily into his nouth. Quaffing danson wi ne
and setting his teeth into the hot meat, Druwp allowed hinself a rare smle
Let the others be hel pful and noble to each other. He was in the business of



sel f-preservati on.

The slaves had lain idle since the hostilities with C ogg, but they knew it
woul d not |ast. Badrang would soon have themtoiling under the I ash. The
afternoon was warm and lazy with hardly a breeze. They made the nost of it,
| ying about in the sun

A mouse cal l ed Yarrow wandered over to the palisade and peered through a gap
"Barkjon! Badrang is comn' this way with Gurrad an' Hisk."

The old squirrel was instantly at his side. "Yes, | see them | wonder what
t hey want ?"

Badrang stood in the center of the conmpound, a know ng smle hovering round
his lips. The slaves shuffled nervously as Hi sk and Gurrad wandered anobngst
them flicking the long thin rods. The Tyrant's voice was soft, al nost
friendly, as he addressed his captives.
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"Well, you've had a nice easy few days, but it'll be back to work in the
nmorni ng. Stand by your beds while we take a head count."

They hurried to obey, giving H sk and Gurrad's rods a wide berth. An eerie
silence settled over the whole place as the two Captai ns wal ked around t he
nervous creatures standing by their pitiful sacks of straw which served as
beds. Gurrad took one side, Hi sk the other, tapping their canes agai nst each
ani mal 's chest as they counted.

H 1l gorse the old hedgehog stood in front of a very young nouse cal |l ed Hoopoe.
As CGurrad's cane snaked out to touch the youngster, Hillgorse batted it aside
with his paw. He spoke out, his voice bold and enquiring. "Wiat's all this
about ? What do you want of us?"

"Hillgorse, is that your nanme?" The Tyrant's voice was still deceptively
friendly. "That's what they call ne."

"Hmm | thought so. Let me see now, which one of you is Barkjon?"

Fel | doh's father took a pace forward. "I am Barkjon."

Badrang's eyes roved this way and that. "Keyla, is there a young otter naned
Keyl a?" "Aye, that's ne!" Keyla held up a paw. Badrang stared at the otter a
nmonent. " Good, good. You can tell ne which one is Tullgrew. Another otter

i ke yoursel f."

Keyl a exchanged gl ances with Barkjon and Hill gorse before replying. "Tullgrew?
There's no Tull grew here." Badrang's voice hardened. "Lie to me and you'l

die, all three of you. Who is Tull grew?"

The otter could not see her friends endangered. She held up her paw. "M/ nane
is Tullgrew"

Badrang strode across to her and kicked the sack of bedding grass. "Move that
and start digging."

Slowy Tullgrew did as she was bid. The noon sun beat down on the conpound. A
smal | cloud of dust
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arose where the otter toiled away, digging the sandy clayish ground with both
paws. Barkjon | ooked across to Hillgorse. Their eyes were sad with
resi gnation.

Tul l grew dug until she was standing in a pit half her own height. Sweat ran
down into her eyes, hiding t1 .e |look of puzzlenent in them

Badrang sensed sonething was anmiss. "CQurrad, Hi sk! Throw that otter out of the
hol e and take over!"

The two Captains scranbled to obey. Putting their rods aside, they heaved
Tul | grew out of the excavation and began di ggi ng fast and hard under the
Tyrant's hot angry eyes. All their questing paws found was earth and nore
earth.

They were al nost at head hei ght when Badrang snapped at them "Get out of it,
fools. Can't you see there's nothing there?"

As they pulled thensel ves out, Gurrad, the shorter of the two, slipped and
fell back into the hole. There was an audi bl e snigger anong the sl aves.
Badrang whirled round to face them "W'Ill see how | ong you | augh doi ng doubl e
wor kl oads tonorrow "

H sk hel ped the rat out and they padded warily behind the Tyrant as he swept
out of the compound, his cloak billow ng darkly agai nst the noonday

bri ghtness. Tullgrew spread her dusty paws w de. "What happened to the
weapons? They weren't there.”

"By the seasons! | wonder where they went."
i nnocence.

Keyla's face was the picture of

Bar kj on waggl ed a paw under the otter's nose. "You know, you young rascal!"

Keyla smiled mschievously. "Aye, | know, but Druwp doesn't. He watched

Tull grew bury them and | watched him Wen he fell asleep, | gently pulled
Tul | grew and her bedding to one side. She was asleep too, weary after all that
digging. So |I just dug the weapons up and found a new hiding place for them"

Tul | grew shook her head in amazerment. "But where did you put them Keyla?"
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"Hah! Right in the center of the conpound, there, where Badrang was standi ng
when he first canme in. Hee hee hee!"

Druwp was sitting anong the remmants of his feast sipping the | ast of the w ne
when the | onghouse door opened with a bang. Badrang entered, flanked by CGurrad
and H sk. Wne spilled as the flagon went flying against the wall. Druwp's
chair was pulled fromunder him and in a trice he was flat on his back with
the Tyrant's footclaws against his quivering throat.

"You made a fool of ne, Druwp." The stoat's voice grated with a rage he could
hardly contain, "I don't like being made to look a fool. | should kill you,
but I won't. You will continue spying for nme. However, first you must learn a
hard | esson!"

A sob rose in Druwp's throat as Badrang called to his Captains, "Bring ne
t hose rods, then guard the door so he can't run!"



The hot still summer evening was bringing the day to a close. Tranun O ogg's
crew sat out on the shore grouped around cooking fires. The Cap'n woul d not
allowthemto be billeted in Badrang's "fancy fort", where they could be
surrounded by the Tyrant's horde while sl eeping—better the open shore close
to the tideline.

Cl ogg had inspected the hulk of his ship at |ow water. There was a chance the
hul |l could be towed ashore and saved to rebuild upon. The corsair's clothing
steaned as it dried on himby the fire. He gnawed on a toasted nackerel and
swi gged noisily at a jug of old seawed al e.

He did not notice the strangely clad hare who was sitting beside himin the
twilight until the creature spoke.

"I say, old lad, any chance of a nip at that seaweed ale? I'mvery partial to
a drop of the old beach water."

The unfl appabl e O ogg hugged his jug cl ose as he
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eyed the odd beast indignantly. "Gt vyer own ale, rabbit. 'Ere, you ain't
one o' ny crew?"

The hare nudged hi mcheekily and wi nked. "Should bally well hope not. Flippin'
rabbl e, wot, wot?"

Tramun turned to the nearest searat. "Ahoy, G owh. Wo is this cove? One o
Badr ang' s?"

Growch squinted at the hare. "Can't recall seein 'imat the fortress, Cap'n.
Shall | run "imthrough for ye?" He drew a | ong rusty dagger.

Ballaw, for it was he, suddenly shot his paw out at the fire. "I say, |ook!"
A huge columm of green flame rose weathed with yell ow snoke.

The corsairs fell back fromthe fire. A chunk of fish fell from O ogg's open
mout h to di sappear down the front of his steam ng shirt.

"Stripe me, a magic rabbit. 'Ow d' yer do that, matey?"

"Can't tell you, old top. Me throat's too parched for words."

Ol ogg passed the jug of seaweed ale. "Then wet yer whistle wid this 'ere.

Bal | aw scrubbed the rimof the jug with his paw then enptied it with one | ong
gul p. The searats were totally anazed.

"Waste o' good ale, that was. Like pourin' it down a well!"
Bal | aw | eapt up strai ght and gave a piercing how. "Owooooo!"
He fell flat on his back and lay quite still.

"Haharr, | knowed it," C ogg chuckled. "E s gone an' done hisself in from
"oggin' all that ale too quick. That'n's a dead rabbit, nates!"

"No he ain't, Cap'n. Look, the rabbit's comn' to life!"



Ball aw s | ong | egs kicked out and upward, once, twi ce, thrice. He began
nmoani ng, hol ding one paw to his throat while he stuffed the other down his
nout h.

C ogg squinted closely at the stricken hare. "Wt's 'e doin' now, Crosstooth?"
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"Looks like summat is stuck in 'is gullet, Cap'n. Ch, |ook out!"

The corsairs gasped in amazenent as Ball aw began pulling a long ribbon from
his mouth. It opened out wide and frilly. Qut and out it cane as the hare
pul l ed faster, paw over paw, changing colors as it issued from his nouth—ed,
bl ue, pink, brown, green, purple, culmnating in a vivid yelloww th |arge
black letters witten upon it.
Bal | aw sat up and read it aloud. "
goodsel f, sir!"

"Cap'n Tranun O ogg' -why that nust be your

Gl ogg scratched his plaited beard fiercely. "Aye, that's me name. 'Ov d you
know?"

Bal | aw | eaned close to Clogg's ear. "It'd shock you what us magic rabbits
know, my good fellow Here!l" He presented Clogg with a rosy apple that he
appeared to pull fromthe pirate stoat's ear

Tramun cl acked his clogs together with delight. He was i mensely taken with
hi s new found friend.

"Gruzzle, Boggs, fetch wine an' vittles fer our magic rabbit 'ere. C non,

matey, tell us yer nane."

Bal | aw bowed courteously. "Tibbar!"

"Ti bbar, wot sorta nane's that?"

"Way, it's sinmply rabbit spelled backwards, ne ol d buckadoodl e."
"Haharrharrharr! Yore a good un, Tibbar. Do nore magic fer us."

Bal | aw adopted a droopingly sad face. His ears fl opped downwards. "Al as and
al ack, old mateyfriend, | nust go. But would you like to see sone nore nagic

creatures? We could put on a show of |egerdemain, a tale of unrequited | ove
and skul duggery that would astound you!"

"Aye that we woul d, Tibbar matey.
friends?"

Cl ogg nodded eagerly. "Wen'll ye bring yer

"Tonmorrow eve just after sunset, into the courtyard of yonder fortress, if |
have your prom se that none shall harmus."
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The Cap'n held a grubby paw to his stomach, which he valued far nore than his
heart. "Prom se? You 'ave ne oath as a corsair, nmatey. You an' yer mates is to
be treated |ike queens an' kings nmade o' butterfly wings, and I'Il slit the

gi zzard of anybeast that |ooks the wong way at yel!"

"Until tormorrow night then, sweet C oggo!"



Bal l aw flung his paw out at the fire. There was a puff of heavy purple snoke,
a blinding white flame, and he was gone.

The corsairs stood in a hushed group around the fire, rubbing their eyes after
the flaring white brightness.

G uzzl e shook his head sadly. "The magic rabbit's gone, shipped out in a
flash. D you think "e' Il turn up again like 'e said 'e wuld, Cap' n?"

G ogg fished about in his shirt until he found the chunk of mackerel. He
nodded as he chewed on it. "Bless yer 'eart, Guzzle, o course 'e wll.
Ti bbar's ne matey. D you 'ear wot 'e called ne? Sweet C oggo. Ain't that
"andsone! "

Bal law trotted back into canp hunmm ng snatches of a tune he was conposing
Rowanoak' s voi ce greeted him

"Lookout, everybeast, it's Tibbar the magic rabbit, fresh fromhis corsair
debut . "

"Magi c rabbit yourself, you old stripehound.” Ballaw hel ped hinself to a |arge
wild cherry flan. "Well, chaps an' chapesses, the jolly old wheeze worked. W
open tonorrow night in the main courtyard of Fortress Marsh-ballyank. Leave it
to De Quincewold, eh wot?"

"Bal | aw, you deserve three hearty cheers!" Felldoh shook his head admringly.

The theatrical hare's ears stood up indignantly. "Stow the applause. 1'd
sooner have three hearty suppers and sonme decent cordial to wash away the
taste of that corsair's seaweed ale. Dreadful swill! That Cap'n O ogg' s chaps
aren't goin' to last long drinkin' that stuff. Dearie me no, they' |l end up
warped or rotted. Take mi word."
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Under a quarter-nmoon on clifftops still warmfromthe day's sun the Ranbling
Rosehi p Pl ayers rehearsed for the follow ng night's performance. Fell doh and
Brone | earned the business quickly. They had to.
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More than a day's journey south on those sane clifftops, Martin and his
friends canmped for the night. Unable to risk a fire in strange and possibly
hostile territory, they spraw ed wearily at the edge of a small scrubby

woodl and that grew up alnost to the cliff edge.

Grumm massaged his anple stonmach as it gurgled plaintively. "Hurr 'scuse oi
moi tummy's a-thinken moi nmouth 'as fergotted 'owto eat."

Rose propped herself up on two paws. "Wat | wouldn't give for a plain
ordi nary oatneal scone spread with honey right now. "

The scone hit Rose on the head, |anding on the ground beneath her nose. She
sat up, looking at it with astoni shment.

"Where in the name of apples and acorns did that come fron®"

Grumm picked it up and took a bite. "Burr, 'tis still warman' spreaded w'



"unny too!"
"Hoi! Can | have one too?" Pallumcalled out cheekily into the darkness.

No sooner had he spoken than a scone thudded on the ground by him The
hedgehog chuckl ed with delight, not questioning where the food came from
Pal l um was a sinple soul, practical too.
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"Go on, Martin. Have a go. Ask for one!"

The young nmouse was standing alert and upright, Anballa's small sword in his
paw. He peered into the darkness murrmuring, "Yes, I'd |like a scone w th honey.
Wul dn't mind something to drink too. Strawberry cordial would be nice."

The scone struck his footpaw. He did not see which direction it came from As
he bent to get it a voice called out of the woods, "You mcan 'ave the scone,
nmoi dears, but oi bain't throwen noi gudd beakers abowt an' spil-len drinks
"ither 'n' yon. Hoo arr no!"

Gumm | eaped up waving his ladle, which he had retrieved fromthe pigny
shrews. "G 'd be knowen that speak. 'Tis a nmoler loik oi!"

A mol e came pl oddi ng out of the darkness. She was dressed in an oversized nob
cap and a huge flowery pinafore.

"Hurr, oi bain't nawmthen loik you' m maister. O be just loik oi, Polleekin."

She sat on the grass beside them w ping her paws on the fl owered apron and
conversing as if they had al ways been there.

"Mbi 'eart, 'twas an 'ot summer day t' day, et surely wrr. O was gatheren
oop 'ee scones after coolen '"emoff in 'ee shade, when oi yurrs sunbeast
a-longen furr scones, so oi throwed himn summ"

Rose | aughed her merry tinkling |augh. "Ch you're so kind, Polleekin. Thank
you!"

The nol e stood up, dusting herself off busily. "O aspeck yore well 'ungered
an' thursty too. Young uns allus are, partickly travellers. Coomon then, 'one
w' oi."

They introduced thensel ves and told Polleekin their story as she led themto
her dwelling in the wood.

Grumm | ooked up at it, hardly able to believe his eyes. "Mi seasons! A noler
liven oop inna tree. Hurr!"

Pol | eekin did actually live up in atree. It was an old
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dead oak that had fallen at a crazy angl e against a tall rocky outcrop. The
trunk was practically a stairway. They followed her up to a | arge confortable
room built between three thick boughs. It was floored with driftwod and
cordage and roofed with the same material, tightly chinked with noss, earth
and | eaf packing to keep out wind and weather. The walls were formed by the
foliage of the surrounding trees, skillfully woven together. They sat on a | ow
nossy branch broad enough to be a bed, listening to Polleekin chatter as she



prepared their supper.

"Hurr, oi be all alone in '"ee wrld naow. Fanmly growed, troibe gone, so oi do
as oi loiks wid noiself, liven in 'ee tree, fearen nobeast an' given wel cunm
to nmost, hurr aye."

The supper when it canme was little |less than spectacular. Strawberry cordi al
dandel i on and burdock beer and hot mint tea. Froma snall stone charcoal -fed
oven the honely nol e produced a stew of carrot, turnip, peas and | eeks, a

| arge cottage | oaf and a button nushroom turnover garni shed with parsley. From
her | arder cane a dark heavy fruitcake with mapl ecream toppi ng and an
assortment of wildberry tartlets. She bustled about, |aying themon the floor

"CGet thoi jaws round that liddle lot. O allus keeps vittles in plenty yurr,
you' d be apprised at 'ee visitors oi gets, noi dears."

Conversation and talk went out of the |eaf-screened wi ndows as they applied
t hensel ves to the business of serious eating. Polleekin watched them rocking
back and forth on a springy bough and tapping her ol d digging claws together
Only when they had sl owed down to the picking stage did she venture to speak

"They creeturs you' m be a-looken for bain't passed thisaways."

Rose sighed as she poured herself some of the fragrant mint tea. "l hope
they' re safe and well, Polleekin."

The nole closed her eyes, nodding slowy. "Ho,
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they' m safe enuff an' awoight furr 'ee noment, mzzy, never fret."
Pal l um stared at her curiously. "How do you know?"

Still nodding and smiling, with closed eyes the nole spoke. "G knows lots o
t hi ngs but oi doant know why oi knows 'em Pl aces, faces, 'appenings an' al
manner o' things runs in an' out o' noi ole 'ead, |oik beefolks in an' out o'
ee hoives."

Martin stared fixedly at the wise old nole, his food forgotten. "Yes, | had a
feeling when we first net that you were not ordinary."

Pol | eeki n shrugged, opening one eye to look at Martin. "G carn't '"elp it,

mai ster. You'mbe a wurrier beast |oiken thoi daddy afore you'm That |iddle
knoife bain't '"is sword. You' mgot a |ongways t' go afore yon sword coons back
to 'ee. Doant naken you'mless'n a wrrier, tho'. O seen gurt brave wirriers
in moi |ong seasons, but none like you'm Marthen."

The nole went into a doze then. She tal ked no nore. Wen they were finished
eating they lay back on the broad confortable bough and were soon asl eep
Moonlight filtered through the | eaves on to the faces of the four friends as
t hey slumbered. Polleekin nmoved silently, touching each of their faces
tenderly. She shook her head and wi ped her eyes on the flowery apron

"Pore young uns, so nuch 'arpiness an' sadness afore 'ee, iffen on'y you' m
knowed. GO be glad noi seasons are near run an' oi doant 'ave to carry
ot herbeasts' | oives around in noi ole 'ead for |ong naow. "

Martin opened his eyes to the song of small birds with dawn sun filtering
green and gold through the leafy walls of the tree house. Rising silently, he



clinmbed down to the woodl and floor. There was a cool spring rising out of the
rocks, bubbling its way into a small pool. The young nouse swilled his face
and paws, shaking away the droplets and drying off with a pawful of grass.
Pol | eekin bustled past with a small rush basket.
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"Mawni n', zurr Marthen. Lookee, |iddle nushyroons, celery, lettuce an' early
"azel nutters, green uns, sone dandelion an' crabapples.”

Pal | um appear ed, |ooking into the basket and nodding hungrily. "Mmm they | ook
| ovely and fresh."

The ol d nol ewi fe slapped his paw away as he reached for a young button
mushroom "Q@urr, you' myoung roguer. 'Ad still till oi nake thoi breffist."

Grumm and Rose took a hurried wash at the spring. Shaking thensel ves dry, they
scranbl ed swiftly back up to the tree house for breakfast. Polleekin could
wor k wonders with vegetabl es, and she did. They feasted on nushroom and cel ery
soup garnished with young dandelion petals, followed by the scones she had
baked the day before, now well soaked through w th honey. Rose poured
crabappl e cider for themas the old nole began outlining her |uncheon menu.

"G'll bake a gurt cake wi' woild plum'n' damson from noi |ast autumm | arder
Hurr, an' meadowcream aplenty to go wid et."

"Rurr, oi'mdrefful sorry, marm but us'ns be gone afore long." G unm s voice
was heavy with regret.

Pol | eeki n wi ped hefty digging claws on her apron. "Aye, so you' mshall, tho
oi dearly wisht 'ee would stay yurr wid oi awhoil, p'raps two day or nore."

Rose sat next to the old nolew fe, patting her back. "I wish we could stay for
ever, Polleekin, but we nmust get to searching for ny brother Brome and our
friend Felldoh. That is, if they still live."

Pol | eekin sighed. "G told you' mlarst noight, mzzy. They two be al oi ve an'
wel | . Doant ask me 'ow oi knows, 'cos oi cuddent tell 'ee, but take nmobi word,
oi knows it fer sure. You mthree creeturs be best travellen straight fer
Noonval e. Stay 'way from'ee vurmn fort. Bad fortune awaits 'ee thurr iffen
you' mreturn.”

Martin | eaned forward. "What sort of bad fortune, Poll eekin?"

The ol d one cl osed her eyes, rocking back and forth. "Nay, zurr Marthen, 'tis
not for oi t' say, lessen oi be a-tellen lies an' nmoi ole memry be playen
tricks loike it do sometines."”

The friends did not pursue the question further, though Rose had a request to
make of PolLl eeki n.

"You told us to travel to Noonvale. |I for one think it a good idea. But |'m
afraid | haven't the foggiest idea where it is fromhere. W' re conpletely
[ ost. Can you hel p us?"

The nol e opened her eyes. Mwving slowy about, she began rumuagi ng through her
| arders and stores.

"GO 'mno good at markin' an' maken woiten, mzzy. Yurr, take this an' mark as
oi say whoile oi make up thoi supplies.”



Rose took the proffered barkcloth and charcoal stick. Wth great care the
nmousenai d wrote everything down, sometinmes maki ng Pol | eekin repeat things two
or three times until she was satisfied. The old nole-w fe gave out her

i nstructions al nost grudgi ngly as she went about the business of making up
four packs of provisions.

Pal | um wat ched her, shaking his head and snmiling fondly. "Wat a wunnerful ole

nmol ewi fe. | bet even Squidjees would be nice to her. My 'eart and stummick is
longin' to stay longer in this place with Polleekin, but we've got to go.
Still, 1"l1l nmake nyself a prom se by my spikes that I'lIl return 'ere soneday
an' taste her cookin' again."

M dnorni ng sunlight |anced through the gently swaying foliage as Poll eekin
wandered silently off to replenish her larders. The four friends sat studying

t he nmessage she had dictated to Rose. G unm sniled sheepishly. "Hurr, oi'm
drefful iggerant at wurdin', Mz Roser. Kin youmread it to oi ?"

Rose read the nessage slowy.
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"Fol | ow your frontshadow, do not stop Till you reach the one with dead three

top. See the twin paths, beware of one Sweet as the spreading atop of a scone.
Canp cl ose by night, watch out by day For the three-eyed one who bars the way.
More you will not learn until Meeting the warden of Marshwood Hill."

Martin scratched his chin thoughtfully. "I wi sh Polleekin would have expl ai ned
it alittle clearer.”

Rose shrugged. "She doesn't want us to go. The poor old creature |oves to have
conpany. However, know ng that we nust carry on and find Noonval e, she did the
best she could with her rhyme. Let's take it a bit at a tine as we go. Foll ow
your frontshadow, do not stop. Wiat in the name of seasons is a frontshadow?"

Pal | um shoul dered his pack. "I think it's when the sun is at our back, and the
shadow we throwis in front of us. Conme on, let's make a start. Now let ne
see." He | ooked up at the sun, calculating which way it would travel. "This
way, straight into the woodland. In two hours the sun will be at our backs."

G umm pi cked up his pack reluctantly. "But whurr's Mz Poll eeki n?"

Rose pointed into the scrubby thickness surrounding them "Somewhere in there,

having a quiet sulk, |I shouldn't wonder. Ah well, | don't blanme her. | fee
pretty bad about |eaving here myself, but we nust go. I'll sing her a
farewell. She'll hear it, I'msure."

The friends set off into the warm m dday. Martin kept his eyes on the country
ahead, listening admiringly to Rose's beautiful singing voice.

"Goodbye, ny friend, and thank you, thank you,

t hank you, It nmakes ne sad to | eave you upon this sunmer day.
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Don't shed a tear or cry now. Goodbye now, goodbye

NOow.



I"msure I'll see you sonehow, if | pass by this way, For the seasons don't
foretell Who nust stay or say farewell, And I nust find out what |ies beyond
this place. But | know deep in nmy heart W are never far apart

VWhile | have a memiry of your smling face. Goodbye, ny friend, and thank you,
t hank you,

t hank you, Your kindness guides nme ever as | go on ny way."

Gumm sni ffed, wi ping away huge rolling tears as they pressed into the |eafy
fastness. "Hurr, fair breaks noi 'eart, you' mreckern she 'card 'ee song,
Pal | un®"

Martin pointed swiftly to a patch of rustling ferns. They caught a glinpse of
fl owered apron di sappearing. "Don't fret, G umm She heard Rose's song. Look!"

Four slices of plum and danmson cake spread thick with neadowream affixed to
t he droopi ng branch of a hawthorn, hung bobbing in their path |ike strange
fruit.

G umm pi cked one. Sitting down on the ground, he began eating, smling through
the tears that coursed openly down his honely face. "Mi 'eart but she'ma
wunnerful creetur. G'd be fair proud t' be a choild of that thurr noler."
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Eveni ng shadows | engt hened as the hot day drew to a close. The shore lay warm
and dusty beneath the last rays of daylight. Fortress Marshank's gates were

t hrown open wi de. Torches and seacoal fires illumnated the courtyard as the
corsair crewmngled with the Tyrant's horde. An alfresco supper had been laid
for the two | eaders and their aides. Atenporary jollity prevailed in the
[ight of the pronised entertainnment, though Badrang and Cl ogg still regarded
each ot her suspiciously.

The Tyrant stoat nibbled a leg of roast gull, sipping daintily froma beaker
of greengage cordial as he smled patronizingly at the corsair Cap'n. Tranmun
Clogg sniffed at a pickled mackerel. Wth a defiant grimace he dunked it

t horoughly in Badrang's cordial bow and wolfed it down in one nout hful
Choki ng and coughi ng, he grabbed a hal f-enpty puncheon of kelp beer, tilting
it to his nouth and drinking deeply as it splashed w despread down his braids
on to the tabletop. Wth a |l oud belch and a villainous grin, he slamred the
puncheon back on the table.

"Harr, that's better! Ho lookit, 'ere comes ne mate Ti bbar an' 'is pals!"”
Badrang eyed the approaching troupe scathingly
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"Hmm so this is the entertai nment we've been waiting for?"

C ogg half drew his cutlass, thrusting his face close to Badrang. "Aye, so
"tis, an' they're friends of nme good matey Ti bbar, so don't you fergit it."



Badrang turned his head, avoiding Cogg s fish-laden breath. He had dropped
his corsair accent now that he held the upper paw. "Forget it? How could I?
You' ve done not hi ng but gabble on about it all day."

O ogg was offended by the Tyrant's manner. He squinted fiercely at him "That
weren't gabblin', matey, 'twere a warnin'. Don't nmess with those creatures,
an' get any thoughts o' slave-takin' outta yer 'ead, Badrang. It's double bad
luck to any who tries to "armme magic friends, seel™

Brone felt hinself freeze beneath the huge frog mask that envel oped his head.
The sight of Badrang and Mar-shank caused panic in his nind

Rowanoak pushed himgently from behind. "Hurry al ong now, young froggy. Hop to
it

Rermenbering that he was invisible beneath his di sgui se gave Brone the
confidence he needed. Gving a |oud croak, he hopskipped into the center of
the courtyard and began setting up the scenery fromthe cart with the other
Rosehi p troupers. Felldoh was conceal ed beneath a big comical fox outfit. The
t ongue wobbl ed and the eyes rolled every time he noved his head. Beneath the
mask, Felldoh peered wildly around, seeing each famliar hated face: Badrang,
GQurrad, Hi sk. But no sign of his father Barkjon.

Ballaw was in his elenment. The show, mixed with the ever present danger of
appearing before enem es, nade his heart beat fast with excitenment. Dressed in
the flowi ng costune of Tibbar the magic rabbit, he cartwheeled boldly up to
the | eaders' table and tweaked Cl ogg's plaited beard.
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"Cl oggo, ne old crab carcass, nme jolly old wavedog conpanion, top o' the
evenin' to you, wot wot?"

Tramun | aughed uncontrol l ably, highly amused at his new friend' s antics.
Bal | aw produced two spoons from C ogg's beard and began cl acki ng t hem
rhythm cally together by bounci ng both spoons off the corsair stoat's vast
st omach.

"When's a stoat not a stoat? When he wears clogs an' a velvet coat! Wen's a
stoat an ol d seadog? Wien he's whiskery friskery attery biskery Cap'n Tranun
d ogg!"

"Whoa hoho harrharrharr! Ain't 'e a caution, ha-harrharr!" C ogg thunped
Badrang heartily upon the back. The Tyrant nanaged to put his beaker down
before cordial spilled on his polished breastplate. He glared at O ogg before
turning to Ball aw

"So you're the nagic rabbit. Well, let's see sone nagic."

Bal | aw t ook Badrang's beaker and enptied it at a single gulp. Before the
Tyrant could protest, he refilled the beaker froma nearby flagon and tossed
the contents of it into Badrang's face. The Tyrant gave a gasp of surprise and
threw up his paws, only to find that the beaker showered himnot with drink
but with dead | eaves. Clogg fell off his chair |aughing.

"See, | told yer, that's ne ole matey Ti bbar the magic rabbit! Haharrhohoho!
Make nmore mmgic, Tibbar."

Bal | aw bowed el egantly as he | eaped down fromthe table. "Lord Badrang, what
d' you wi sh, old chap—a play, or nore nagic?"



Badrang refilled his enpty beaker, checking to see that it was greengage
cordial, and not dead leaves. "I'lIl go along with friend C ogg here. Make nore
magi c. " Bal |l aw extended his paw dranatically.

"Bring forth the deadly dagger of death!"
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Gauchee and Kastern canme forward, bearing between thema red silk cushion. On
it lay a long dagger which glittered wickedly in the firelight. Rowanoak

chanted in the background,

"From t he deepest darkest dungeons, 'Neath the nountains of the moon, Cones
t he dreadful dagger of death, To bring a creature to sad doom"

Rowanoak then cane forward, draggi ng Cel andine. The squirrelmaid threw a paw
to her brow, protesting theatrically,

"No no, no no! Not I, Not |I. One so young and pretty as ne Is far too fair to
die!"

Bal | aw t ook the dagger. Producing an apple from an astounded searat's ear, he
sliced it in quarters with the glittering blade, smling w ckedly as he called

to the assenbl ed verm n,

"See how sharp an' nurderous is me blade. Who would like to see ne kill the
mai d?"

I mredi ately, there was a sil ence. Cel andi ne | ooked so
tearfully beautiful nobeast nade a sound to condemn
her. Except Badrang.

"Run her through, rabbit, and be done with it!" Cel andi ne shri eked and
strove to get away as

Rowanoak hel d her tightly, helpless before Ballaw. The
hare hel d the dagger high

"Badrang, your nane is feared throughout the land. My Lord, | kill this maid
at your conmand!"

He struck at Cel andi ne. She screaned.
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" Aaaaiiiieeeeeee!"

The bl ade appeared to bury itself full Iength in the squirrel mai d' s body,
though it had col |l apsed secretly back into the dagger's handl e. Cel andi ne took
the handle in both paws as Ballaw let it go. She | ooked as though she were
trying to pull it out of her, though she was really pressing it in. Ballaw
turned, his face a mask of horror, paws quivering as he held themto his face.

"Alas no nmore |I'Il laugh or sing.

I've murdered her, the pretty little thing!"



Cel andi ne staggered about, mpaning pitifully.

"Nor more 1'll see the dawning o' er the trees, Nor see the golden sunlight in
t he sky, The seasons change, the birds, the flowrs, the bees. Al ack a day,
poor ne who has to diel™

Buckl er stood close to her, banging on a small drumas he nmuttered out of the
side of his nmouth, "Coomon, mz, daunt 'ee nake a banquet o' it. "Ury oup
an' die!"

Wth a final heartrending sob, Cel andine flopped gracefully into Rowanoak's
paws and died, still clutching the dagger to her

As Rowanoak bore the squirrelmaid s |inp form around, some of the corsairs
began nuttering.

"Shane, she were a pretty liddle beast."

"Aye, mate. That rabbit might be magic, but 'e's fair 'eartless!™

Cap'n Cogg took a huge draught of kelp beer. "Harr, Tibbar, matey Wat'd you
want ter croak 'er for? The show s spoiled now. You gone an' ruined a good
night's entertai nnent!"”

Ballaw twirl ed his nmagic rabbit cloak. "There, nmy good friends, speaks a stoat
with a heart o' gold; nme old conpanion O oggo. Just for you, I'Il bring her
back to life."
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Rowanoak | ai d Cel andi ne on the ground. Ballaw knelt over her, chanting.

"Here lies a young maid who's been kill ed.

Wth my own paw | thrust the knife.

Wthout a drop of her blood spilled.

See, | bring her back to life.

Hocus pocus dunbel dum dreary, wackal up one two

three four five, Gaw um paw um cockal orum maid rise up and

conme alive!"

He took hold of the dagger and made a great show of pulling it out of

Cel andi ne, heaving and grunting until at last it stood free and shining as he

waved it in the air.

The young squirrel maid sat up, rubbed her eyes and sniled prettily as she
stretched. "Where am1? | nust have fallen asleep!”

There was great cheering and appl ause for the marvellous trick. Ballaw swiftly
col | apsed the dagger back into its handle, stowed it beneath his cl oak and
brought forth an identical one. This, however, was no trick dagger. The hare
stuck it in the tabletop between C ogg and Badrang for their inspection

Tramun tested the weapon, slammng its point down hard into the table severa



times. "Tibbar, matey, yore the magi ckest rabbit | ever cl apped eyes on!"

Badrang never bothered testing the knife. He sat back, chin on paw. "Very
good, rabbit. Can you do any nore tricks?"

Bal | aw pointed at Felldoh in his ridiculous outfit.

"More tricks, you say? Attend me here, My magic is no trick. Yon fox, |'lI
make hi m di sappear, Wth a wave of ny magic stick!"

Rowanoak whi spered in Felldoh's ear, "Now is the
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chance to free your father. Try to renmenber what you were told. You won't get
a second opportunity. Good luck."

The badger donned a massive bl ack cl oak as Buckler and Trefoil unloaded a box
fromthe cart. Ballaw cl apped Fell doh on the shoul der, haranguing himloudly
as the stage was set.

"Now t hen, young fellah, you cunning fox, How d you like to di sappear? Just
pl ace yourself inside yon box, And like a flash you' re out of here!"

Fel | doh backed off, his head flopping comically as he pl eaded,

"What ? Vani sh me, sir Tibbar, no,

To what strange place would | then go?

Under the sea, or maybe up there,

To regions of the nether air.

| pray you, sir, please |let ne be.

Magi ¢ Ti bbar, don't vanish ne!"

Bal l aw turned to the crowd. They were | aughing at the com cal fox's plight.
Assisted by the rest of the conpany, he got a chant going that was soon picked
up by everybeast.

"Where's the best place for the fox? Locked up tight inside the box!"

The entire conpany | eaped upon Fel |l doh and dragged himyelling to the box.
There was utter confusion as they thrust himin and he sprang out again. In,
out, in, out he went, with the delighted hordes of vermin | eapi ng about
chanting | ouder and | ouder,

"Where's the best place for the fox? Locked up tight inside the box!"
Ballaw ran to the fire shouting madly, "In! In! Get himin, | say!"

He extended both paws to the fire.

Whoosh!

A great smoky gouting colum of flane lit up the night. Red, green and

brightest blue. There was a yell of alarmas creatures fell back, rubbing at
their eyes in the blinding Iight.



Fel | doh conceal ed hinmsel f beneath Rowanoak's huge bl ack cl oak. She noved
swiftly away to the edge of the firelight and shook the brave squirrel free
fromthe envel oping garnent. Felldoh rolled deep into the shadows, flattening
hi nsel f against the wall as he made his way to the slave conpound. Buckl er
beat furiously on his small drum secretly kicking away at the box so that it
nmoved and shook. Trefoil stood at his side, her |ips scarcely nmoving as she
called out in a loud inploring tone,

"Opity, gentle creatures, |ack a day.

Don't | eave a poor fox here all |ocked away!"

G ogg nudged Badrang roughly. "Hoho that's settled the fox's 'ash. Tibbar's
got 'imstowed tight in that there box!"

Kastern and Cel andi ne paraded round, holding up a variety of big ol d-fashioned
| ocks conplete with keys and nmany | engths of tough seakel p rope.

"Who will lock the fox up tight?" "Who will bind the box up right?"

There was no shortage of volunteers. Searats and corsairs mngled with nenbers
of the Tyrant's horde as they crowded round the box. Sone proudly showed
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their skills in rope knotting, while others secured the |ocks through the
box's netal eyelets.

Bal | aw strutted round the secured box, nodding with satisfaction.

"Lashed stoutly by good seafaring beasts, By honest soldiers |ocked firm No
creature could possibly get out of there. Not even the smallest worm™

Badrang pl ucked the | ong dagger fromwhere it stood quivering in the table. He
strode across to the box, his lip curling as he addressed Bal | aw

"Has the fox di sappeared frominside the box now?"

Ballaw s long ears twitched. He held up a cautionary paw. "Wait, Sire. Let ne
weave the spell."

He circled the box, gesturing and | eaping.

"Now you vani sh, unfortunate one. A wave of ny wand and you are gone. Others
may search and seek in vain, But you will never be seen again!"

By sleight of paw, Ballaw produced a hazel twi g. He tapped the box sharply,
once, twice, thrice, calling out,

" Ongum bongum wol | agum woe, Vani sh, disappear, dematerialize. Go!"

Turning to Badrang, he panted in nock exhaustion and bowed. "He is gone,
mlord. The box is enpty. Shall | show you?"

The Tyrant sniled evilly, shaking his head. "No. Leave the box secured. But if
the fox is really gone, I'msure you won't mnd me doing this!"

Darting forward, Badrang slamed the dagger down with furious energy straight
through the box lid, up toits hilt. There was a horrified gasp fromthe



onl ooker s,

followed by a mad roar from Cap'n Tramun C ogg as he charged out, cutl ass
upr ai sed.

"Murderer! | warned ye, Badrang, none of these nagic beasts was to be harned.
You treacherous scum”

Bal | aw acted swiftly. Tripping Cogg, he grabbed the cutlass and ran the box
through with it, using both paws. Turning, he helped the pirate stoat up and
dusted him

of f.

"Nay nay, Cap'n. If |I say the fox is vanished, then you can be sure he's gone.
H there, you, Qurrad! D you fancy throwi n' your spear at the box? Anybeast,
cone on, have a go!"

There was silence for a noment, then Gurrad threw his spear. The heavy weapon
crashed through the box, protruding fromthe other side. It was |ike a signal
| mredi atel y, daggers, spears, arrows and even swords flew through the air. In
seconds the box resenbl ed a pi ncushion. Wen the m ssiles had stopped, Ballaw
gave the box a mghty kick with his long hindpaws. It fell apart, show ng
everybeast that the fox had really vani shed.

The hare spread his paws wi de, grinning. "You see, when Tibbar the magic
rabbit perforns nagic, it is real!"

Amid the hearty appl ause that foll owed, Druwp's voice squeal ed out fromthe
direction of the stockade.

"The sl aves are escapi ng. Help, cone quick, they're escaping!"
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The four friends had trekked through the scrub woodl ands all afternoon, their
shadows | engthening in front of them heralding the onset of evening. It had
been a still, hot day, and the going was slow in the heat. Rose w ped her brow
as she caught up with Pallum Martin had been clearing ahead with his shrew

swor d.

"Phew, it'll get a little cooler as night falls, but then we'll |ose our
frontshadows in the dark."

They waited as G umm caught up with them The nole blinked as he wi ped the
moi st tip of his nose. "Hurr, be cool er unnerground, us'ns a-goen f make canp
soon, Marthen?"

"Good idea, Gunm W deserve a rest. Were d' you suggest we canp?"

"Burr, oi dunno. Wt say 'ee, Mz Roser?"

The nmousenmai d stood on tip-paw | ooki ng around. "Straight ahead, |I'd say. It

| ooks | ess scrubby and the trees are taller, like a proper forest. Let's canp

by that ol d dead oak."

A slow smle spread across Pallum s face. "Do you nean that old dead oak with
the three tops ...?"



Rose cl apped her paws together as she recited the lines. "Follow your
front shadow, do not stop, till you reach

the one with dead three top. Hahah, that's it, an old dead three-topped oak
Cone on!"

They lay in a nossy hollow at the base of the |ong dead forest giant, eating
supper and | ooking up at the night sky Above the woody canopy countless stars
bej ewel | ed the dark vel vet expanse, and a silent fiery-tailed conet flashed
across the peaceful scene. Rose picked at a small carrot and turnip farl as
she passed the canteen of mnt and | avender cordial to Martin.

"Well, we found the dead three top easy enough. Tonorrow we'll |ook for the
twin paths. Ch, | do hope Brome and Felldoh are all right. 1'd hate to think
of us lying here eating if they needed our help."

Martin took a sip fromthe canteen. "Trust Polleekin's words, Rose. There's
not hi ng el se we can do. Brome is young, but Felldoh will |ook after himhe's a
warrior."

The nmousenai d | ooked at the short shrew sword sticking in the ground close to
Martin's paw where he could reach it quickly.

"What's it like, being a warrior?"
"I don't know really,"” Martin shrugged. "I won't consider nyself a warrior
until the day | take ny father's sword back from Badrang."

Rose tossed a piece of her bread. It bounced off Martin's nose. "Silly, of
course you're a warrior. Even Polleekin saw that. | know you're a warrior
because you protect others. Look at the way you' ve hel ped ne and G umm and
Pallum And the way you dealt with that big seabird. Nobeast but a warrior
coul d have done that."

Gentl e snoring noises came fromthe nole and the hedgehog

Martin chuckl ed. "No good asking them they're sound asleep like | should be.
Us warriors need lots of sleep, you know. Good night, Rose."
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Long after Martin had gone to sleep, Rose |ay awake thinking of her hone in
Noonval e.

"Noonval e." She said the name in a whisper to the star-strewn night.

To her it meant peace, happi ness and security, filled as it was with fanly
and friends. Noonval e, the secret place of the ancient northeastern forest.
The young mousemai d cl osed her eyes and fell into a deep slunber, far from
horme. Noonval e.

Dawn arrived soft as a feather on air. Martin opened one eye and watched two
ants trundling off with the tiny piece of bread that Rose had thrown at him

He lay still, thinking of Noonvale. He had tal ked with Rose the previous day.
As they wal ked, she told himabout her home, with G umm addi ng the occasi ona
conmment .

The nore Martin heard of the place the nore he Iiked it. Maybe soneday he
could live there, with Rose and her famly and G unm and Pal |l um .



"Coom on, zurr Marthen. You' ma-goen t' loi thurr all season?" G unm prodded

Martin with his little ladle. "Naow, wot'll 'ee 'ave fer breffist. G c'n make
zoop. "
Rose sat up, rubbing her eyes. "No soup, Gumm W'|| eat fromthe packs."

Martin stood and stretched. "Aye, best not light a fire in strange country."

G umm wandered off, nuttering to hinself. "Burr, no foire. O do |oiks noi
zoop of a nornen, |eastways oi' mnot a-goen w 'out fresh water. G'll go an'
seek sunm out."

Rose snil ed as she dug apple turnovers out of her pack. "He's a proper old
grunp some nornings. Shoul d' ve been called Gunp instead of G unm Here, have
one of these turnovers. He'll be back soon with fresh water. That's anot her
thing he insists on nbst nornings. Even in winter, he'll sit out sucking
icicles in the snow "
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Pallum Martin and Rose broke their fast with apple turnovers, sone candi ed
hazel and chestnuts and the remamins of the cordial fromthe canteen. They sat
enj oyi ng the qui et woodl and as the sun warned the norning. Pallum kept somne
food out for Grumm as he repacked their provisions.

Rose stood up, |ooking around anxiously. "Were has that nole got to? He only
went for water. I'Il give hima shout..."

"No, don't raise your voice, Rose. If Gummcan hear it then so can others.
Cone on, we'll take a quiet walk and | ook for him"

Martin could see that Rose was concerned for her friend. She kept shaking her
head and murruring under her breath, "He's never usually gone this |ong.
Gumm silly beast, where are you?"

They were not far into the tall trees when Martin stopped. Pointing ahead, he
| eaned cl ose and whi spered, "See the twi n paths, beware of one Sweet as the
spreading atop of a scone. There they are, Rose. The twi n paths. Look."

Two definite paths twi sted and curved away through the tall treetrunks, one to
the left, the other to the right.

"Maybe Grunmi s gone down one, but which one?" Rose's voice sounded small in
t he huge silent forest.

"Neither, | 'ope. They both |l ook pretty fearful. Maybe |I best stay 'ere and
wait in case G unm shows up. You two can explore the paths. 1'd only get in
t he way."

Rose coul d see that the hedgehog was afraid. She patted his prickles
carefully. "Good idea, Pallum Come on, Martin."

They ventured a short way along the path that ran to the right. It wound and
curved but seened safe enough. Martin shook his head. "Let's try the left
path."

Creeping stealthily forward, they explored the left path. It seenmed nore
tangl ed and overgrown than the other and oppressively hot. Again Martin
halted. He made a gesture towards his ear, indicating that Rose
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should listen. The nousemaid heard it right away. It was a thick, heavy
hunm ng, |ike nothing she had ever heard. Straining her ears, she caught a
[ ow, frightened whinper.

"That's G umm "

"Aye, and it's coming fromround that bend. You stay here, Rose." Martin drew
his small sword.

"I"'mcomng with you. I couldn't stay here, Martin." Rose caught on to his
paw.

"Al'l right, but stay behind me and try not to make any noise."

They inched forward carefully. The humm ng grew heavier until it seened to be
part of the very air they breathed. There was an overpoweringly sweet snell
everywhere. Martin brushed aside a wild dogrose and they rounded the bend.

It was a very strange scene that net their eyes.

Bees! There were literally mllions of the insects. They swarmed on shrubs,
bushes, trees and all over the ground. A fallen el mblocked the path

conpl etely, and gigantic hives stood everywhere along it—eld hives, new hives,
hal f-built hives and ol d broken ones. Honeyconb coul d be seen exposed in
parts, thick, golden and wax-seaned. Amber nectar dripped to the ground and
onto the heavy fungus that grew around the fallen tree. Wth his back al nost
touching the trunk sat Gumm the small |adle held against his nose so that he
could breathe. Rose stared w de-eyed. It was hard to distinguish G unm from
the bees that swarmed on him They were all over his furry body, from footpaws
to eartips, covering himconpletely and buzzing dangerously. G umm had his
eyes tight shut. Every once in while he would make a small frightened sound
around the ladle that protected his nostrils.

"Sit still, Gunm" Rose said in a husky whisper. "Don't cry, there's a good
nole. Martin and | are here now "

"Hurrmm Mz Roser." Gunm s voice sounded nuf -

fled as he tal ked around the ladle. "They' mtrapped oi daown yurr. Qoch! They
stingen oi, not all at oncet, noind, just when they feels loik "avin' some fun
with oi. QCoch!"

Rose kept her voice low "lI'msorry you' re being stung, Gumm but sit stil
and we'll have you out of there soon.”

Martin spoke out of the side of his mouth. "Rose, they've got us trapped now.
There's as many behind us as there are in front, and they're bl ocki ng our way
out. OM |'ve been stung on the footpaw and they're beginning to swarm on ne.
You can't fight bees with a sword.

Onch! ™
Rose | ooked at Martin then down at herself. "That's strange, not a single bee
has | anded on me. Look!" She held her paw forth. Not a single insect tried to

land on it.

Martin blinked in surprise. "How d'you do it... ? Oach!"



Real i zati on dawned on Rose suddenly. "Martin, Gumm don't speak, don't say a

single word. |'ve noticed that every tinme you speak you get stung. Now, the
bees aren't stinging ne, so it nmust be because they like the sound of ny
voice. |'ve got an idea. Listen, I'mgoing to start singing. If they like ny
voi ce when | speak, they're sure to like it if | sing gently. As soon as you
feel that it's safe, then take my paws and we'll wal k out of here, or at |east
give it atry. Wll, here goes. Let ne sing a bit first."

Martin and Gummrenmained still, like two statues covered by masses of slowy

novi ng bees. Rose began her song.

"You will find ne at Noonvale on the side of a hill Wen the summer is
peaceful and hi gh, There where stream ets neander the valley is still, 'Neath
the blue of a calmcloudless sky ..."

Ri ght away Martin noticed a difference in the behavior
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of the bees. The buzzing dimnished to a | ow background hum and the insects
that were craw i ng over himceased their activities.

"I't's working," he whispered urgently to Rose. "Keep singing. I'mgoing to
take your paw. Grumm can you hear nme? Reach out for Rose's paw when she
sings."

Rose continued, her voice |like warm breeze on a soft night.

"Look for me at dawni ng when the earth is asleep. Till each dewdrop is kissed
by the day, 'Neath the rowan and alder a vigil I'll keep, Every nonent that
you are away ..."

Rose stretched her paws forth. Feeling Martin and Grumm take them she turned
and began wal ki ng back down the path with a slow, neasured pace. Martin and
Gummtrod carefully al ongside the nousemai d. She continued singing, and as
they went the bees began dropping off and buzzing lazily back to their hives.
"The old earth gently turns as the seasons change

slow y.

Al the flowers and | eaves born to wane. Hear ny song o'er the lea, like the
wi nd soft and

lowy. Ch, please come back to Noonval e again."
Pal  um was waiting anxiously at the entrance to the path. At the sight of his
friends returning he did a small dance of joy, coupled with anxiety at the

| unps and bunps rai sed by the bee stings.

"Haha! There you are, thank the seasons! Ch, |ook at you, Gumm all covered
in swellin's. Wat happened?"

The nole smiled at his worried friend. "Bo urr, that be anuther story, Pallum
Move asoi de so us'ns can set daown an' rest us'ns' weary bodies, hurr?”

The three travellers slunped agai nst a spreadi ng syca-
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nmore. Martin shook his head in amazenent, burying his short sword point down
in the loam "Thank you, Rose. That was narvell ous. Wio needs a sword to
defend us? That's the second tine you' ve won a victory with your voice—first
as a sea eagle, then as a singer. You know, the strange thing is that | hardly

noticed the bees. Al | could hear was your song. | could have listened to it
for ever!"
Pal | um made poul ti ces of dockl eaves, nightshade and mud. "Sit still now while

| put these on your stings to cool them Best thing in the world for stings.
How s that ?"

"Qoh, you don't know how good that feels,” Martin sighed gratefully as the
fire died fromthe stings under Pallums nministrations. "All we need nowis
anot her song from Rose."

Grumm spat away a bee sting that he had nipped out with his teeth. "Ho yurss,
M z Roser be the noicest songer in all Noonvale. 'Er daddy an' oi watched many
a tine whoil she singen 'ee burds outen 'ee trees.”

Rose was all a-fluster. She junped up and shoul dered her pack. "It was only an
ol d Noonval e song. Every young creature there can sing it as well as nme. Cone
on you two, or are you going to sit there all norning?"

The nousenaid set off down the path at a lively pace, with Martin and G umm
bringing up the rear as Pallumpulled stings fromthem

"That's it, right there in the mddle of nmy back. Ooh, that's better. Get that
one on the side of G umms neck."

"Oochooch! Go easy, zurr 'edgepig. You mwurser than 'ee |liddle peskers as put
yon stingers thurr!"

They made good progress that day, though the woodl and grew high and gl oony as
they traversed it. It was noontide, yet the sun could hardly be glinpsed

t hrough the high interwven foliage canopy. Dimgreen light filtering down
gave the path an eerie quality of unreality. Halting by a little brook, the
four friends made a late [unch of appl escones washed down with the cold spark-
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ling water. When they had finished, G umm and Pallum sat dabbling their
footpaws in the brook, grunting and nmaking small noi ses of happiness as the
babbl i ng water gurgled over their paws. Martin and Rose sat behind t hem
nudgi ng each other and stifling silent giggles as they watched the pair enjoy
t hei r paddl e.

"I see you. Beware!"

Quick as a flash, Martin | eaped up, drawing his sword at the sound of a

boom ng voice in the half-lit forest. He held up a paw, cautioning his friends
to silence. They waited a nmonent, then the voice echoed out a second tine.

"Go back, small ones. Leave ny path!"

"Who are you?" Martin shouted then, surprised at how the forest echoed and
magni fi ed his voice

"I amthe Mrdop." The spectral sound runbl ed about the treetrunks. "I see
all. None can pass nme. Go back!"



"W nean no harm" Martin replied, keeping his voice friendly as possible. "W
are only travellers trying to reach Noonval e!" Leani ng asi de he whi spered

quickly to Rose. "Keep himtalking. I'lIl try and find out where he is!"
"Be still, all of you!" the voice rang out, hollow and angry. "For | am
M rdop, born in a stormat the night of winter's noon! | see all! | slay all!"

Pl acing her paws firmy together, Rose did a magnificent harsh grating voice
whi ch rang and echoed wildly.

"And | am Martin the Warrior. | have slain nore than the hairs on your hide! |
have defeated Anmbal | a and Badrang. Let us pass!”

There was nore silence, then the voice called threateningly, "One warrior is
nought to a Mrdop. | will eat himup!"

Rose resorted to her own natural voice as she answered, "There is nore than
one warrior here, there are four! | am Rose, the deadliest slayer in Noonvale.
|
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eat Mrdops for breakfast. Wat say you, Pallumthe M ghty?"

Pal um swel l ed until his stickles separated and shrieked out, "Yahoooo! | am
Pallumthe Mghty. |I carry a thousand swords! | too eat M rdops, though
general ly as snacks! Stay clear of me and watch out for ny friend G unmthe
Gower!"

"What is a Gummthe G ow er?" the mysterious Mrdop voice answered them This
ti me Rose thought she caught a note of hesitation in it.

The nol e shuffled forward, brandishing his ladle. "GO be Gunmthe Gower, a
gurt moighty beast! G nakes zoop out o' Mrpods an' sangw ches fromthey
tails, ho urr!"

"I care not who you be." The Mrdop's voi ce sounded definitely unsure now. "Go
back or die. Nobeast passes the M rdop!"

"Hurr, then they be allus a furst toine!"
"Stand aside or we'll go right over you!"
"M rdop or no Mrdop, we're coning!"

"Stay back, keep away." The M rdop voice sounded strained and frantic now
"I"ve fought foxes, battered badgers, whipped weasels, strangled stoats..
Omoooaaahhheeeh! "

"Over here, friends. Hurry!" Martin's voice rang out |oud and cl ear

From somewhere up in front of them canme a crashing and the nost dreadful
earsplitting screans and yells.

Rose grabbed a fallen branch and shook it fiercely "The Mrdop must have got
Martin. Come on. Chaaaaarge!"

The three travellers rushed forward along the path to where the horrible
noi ses rose to a deafening intensity.
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Tul | grew and Keyla threw t hensel ves upon Fel | doh, huggi ng and patting the
brave squirrel

"Haha! Good to see your battered old face again, mate!"

"Aye, yore a sight for sore eyes all right friend!" Felldoh w nked at them
cheerily. Hel ped by Tullgrew and Keyla, Felldoh battered aside two |ogs from
the conpound wall. It was difficult to keep the joyous slaves silent and
orderly. Barkjon and Hillgorse hurried themthrough, encouragi ng and advi sing
quietly.

"You get through, marm 1'Il pass you the young un." "Haha! W're free,
Barkjon. Free as the air!"™ "Not quite. Keep your voice down and hurry pl ease."
"Hillgorse, can | take ny bag of shells? They'll make good cups and platters.

I've collected themfor three
seasons.

"Leave them we may have to run for it. You'd only be slowed down | uggi ng that
[ ot al ong."

Fel | doh and Keyla had taken the two I ogs fromthe palisade, |aying them
agai nst the back of the fortress main wall to forman easy way to the top
They lifted and pushed the slaves up to where Tullgrew waited with
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a stout kelp rope. One at a time she swung them out over the top

"Now | 'mgoing to | ower you down. Let go of the rope and junp as soon as you
can. There's bedding mattresses down there to break your fall. Hurry now, we
need the rope for the others."

In the mdst of the bustle, Barkjon found time to grasp his son's paw
"Fel l doh, | knew you wouldn't let us down. Were's Martin?"

The squirrel hugged his father quickly. "That's a story for another day. Cone
on, let's free these slaves, old bushtail!"

For the first tine in many a |long day Barkjon grinned happily. "Ad bushtai
your sel f, whi ppersnapper. |'ll wager you don't go over that wall faster than I
do!"

It was as they were | aughing together that Druwp shouted, "The slaves are
escapi ng, hel p, cone quick, they're escaping!"

Badrang ki cked over the banquet table. Hauling out the sword that had once
bel onged to Martin, he laid about himwith the flat of the bl ade.

"Cet to the compound, quick! | knew sonmething like this would happen. Cone on,
stir your stunps, you addl ebrai ned scum Move!"

The Tyrant's horde stunbl ed over each other, grabbing weapons as they rushed
to do their master's command. Badrang dashed about |ike a madbeast, using the
flat of his blade as a rod, smacking heads and paws wi th nunmbing force.



"Hurry, run! Are you deaf or stupid? Myve, you nudworns!”

Tramun Cl ogg sat on the overturned table, still drinking and eating, a sly
sm |l e hovering on his greasy lips.

"Ho dearie nme, the liddle slaves are all runnin' off. 'Ere, Guzzle, d'you
reckon it's 'cos they don't like it 'ere?"
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The Tyrant cast a murderous glance at the corsair stoat. "This is all your
fault, C ogg—you and your mmgic rabbit with his performng friends. They've

got something to do with this, I"'mcertain of it! WelIl, aren't you going to
hel p?"

O ogg sl opped kel p beer down his whiskers as he drank. "They're yore slaves
mate, you see to 'em |I'monly a pore 'onest wavebeast who's down on 'is
luck."

Quivering with rage, Badrang pointed his sword at the corsair. "Don't worry, |
will. But you look to those magic friends of yours and hold them here until |
get back. 1'm hol ding you personally responsible for them"

The Tyrant dashed off after his horde.

Bal | aw gl anced uneasily at Rowanoak. "D you hear that, old gel, |ooks Iike
we're in for a spot of bother, wot? Plan nunber two |I'd say, eh!"

Brone tugged at Buckler's tunic. "Wat's plan nunber two?"

"Hurr 'tis pretty sinple, maister. Wien you' mbe in trouble an' they audi ence
doant loik 'ee no nore, then us'ns run fer it loik billyoh!"

Rowanoak began singing softly to the Ranmbling Rosehip Pl ayers.

"I think we'll call it a day, Back to the cart |I say. It's exit left w thout
any pay. W'd be better off far away!"

The conpany began sidling unobtrusively towards their cart.

Cl ogg staggered upright. Throwing his drink down, he began rugging to free the
cutlass fromhis waist sash

"Ahoy, Tibbar. 'Ad 'ard there. Were d you think yore off to?"
Conpl etely unruffled, Ballaw nade an el egant bow.
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"Love to stay, old Ooggo old stoat, but you know how '"tis. W need our jolly
ol d beauty sleep."

Tramun tipped the wink to Boggs, Crosstooth and Gruzzle. In a trice they had
the pirate crew surroundi ng the players.

Clogg licked the blade of his cutlass and closed one eye. "An' all the tinme |
t hought you was me mateys. It ain't friendly like runnin' off so soon. 'Ow s
about you doin' one nore bit o' magic fer ole Tramun?"



Bal | aw gave the stoat a large toothy grin and a wi nk. "Wy certainly, ne old
wave wal | oper. One nore piece of magic, just for you, comin' up right away.
How d you like to see ne vanish the entire troupe, cart an' all, presto, just
like that!"

"Vani sh the 'ole crew of ye?"

"That's what | said, old sport."

"An' the cart too, an' all of this whilst yore surrounded?"

"That's the ticket, Cap' n!"
"Haharr, 'tis inpossible. But you carry on, matey!"

Bal | aw col | ected several hefty pieces of firewod and distributed themto the
troupe. Meanwhil e, Rowanoak harnessed herself to the cart shafts. The hare

i ndi cated by sweeping dramatic gestures that they all clinmb up on to the cart.
When they had, he joined them

"Laydeez an' gennel beasts, watch closely! As you see, we are all holding a

| arge magi ¢ wand each. That is, with the exception of my good friend the magic
badger there. Now watch cl osely please, as ny old uncle Fl ob-bears used to
say. The speed of the paw al ways deceives the eye, an' nore often than not

bl ackens it. Are you ready? One, three, two four, whatever. Chaaaaarge!"

The huge femal e badger threw all her wei ght and speed agai nst the shafts,

sending the cart forward |ike a runaway boul der on a mountainside. It snashed
t hrough the surroundi ng corsairs, sending themscattering |ike ninepins as the
troupe flailed and thwacked away at searat heads with their | arge magi ¢ wands.
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O ogg was taken aback monmentarily, then he was up and pursuing the cart as it
headed for the open gate of Marshank

"Stop' em It's a trick!"

Bal | aw caught G uzzle a hefty blow, sending himears over tail. "OF course
it's atrick, oldlad. | told you it was!"

Tul | grew gave a shout of alarmfromthe walltop as she saw t he horde pounding
towar ds the conpound. "Lookout, Felldoh. They're com ng!"

Only half of the slaves were over the wall. Felldoh | ooked around in
desperation as Hillgorse and Barkjon cane running to him The horde were now
pelting around the outside of the conpound towards them

Bar kj on groaned al oud. "There's too many and we have no weapons!"

Fel l doh gritted his teeth. "At |least half of us got away. Wait, this m ght
hold 'emoff a bit!" Gabbing a chunk of rock, he called up to Tullgrew,
"Throw t hat rope down!"

Cat ching the rope, Felldoh secured the rock to one end of it and began
swinging it as he advanced on the horde. It took out several of them before
they hurriedly backed off. The chunk of rock circled and whirred in a deadly
bl ur as Fell doh roared, "Conme on. Wo's next, you stinking bunch of cowards!
Cone on!"



"CGet him you dolts! Rush himl" Badrang howl ed with rage as he pushed his
creatures forward.

Grabbing a spear froma weasel called Rotnose, Bad-rang hurled it. Still

swi nging the rock, Felldoh |eaped to one side. The spear m ssed hi mbut took
Bar kj on through his shoulder. Imediately, H llgorse pulled the spear fromhis
friend. The hedgehog was powerfully built despite his age. Welding the spear
with a strength born of desperation, he | aunched hinself at the horde of

f oe- beasts, plunging and stabbing wildly. In the narrow space between st ockade
and wall they were driven back

161

by the spear and the sw nging rock. Hillgorse stuck the spear in the ground by
Fel | doh.

"G ve nme the rope, young un. Take the spear and get your father away from
here, he's been wounded. Do as | say, quickly!"

Fel | doh grabbed the spear as he felt the rope taken fromhis paws by

H |l gorse. Tullgrew had clinbed hal fway down the two | og steps on the wall,
and between them they haul ed the semni conscious Barkjon upwards. Two arrows
found H Il gorse as others clattered and bounced off the walls around Tull grew
and Fel | doh, who had succeeded in gaining the walltop with the linp form of
Bar kj on hel d between t hem

Bravely Hi Il gorse swng the rock, his strength failing as he shouted at the
wal [ top, "Get away from here, Felldoh. Save your father and the others!"

Anot her arrow struck Hillgorse, and the rope slipped fromhis paws. The old
hedgehog' s eyes were nisting over as he gave a final roar and hurled his spiky
body into the ranks of the eneny.

Fel | doh tried to scranmble back down to Hillgorse, but Tullgrew hung on
pul I'i ng hi m back. "We must escape. He gave his life so we could be free!"

Fel I doh bit his lip until blood showed. He took one |ast |ook at the scene

bel ow. Badrang and his horde were beginning to nount the |ogs and scale the
wal I, and the slaves who had not managed to escape were forcing their way back
into the compound through the gap they had made. Felldoh still had the spear
in his paw when he noticed who the | ast of the slaves was and shouted his
nane.

" Dr uwp! "

The treacherous bankvole did not turn. He knew who was calling him He tried
to squeeze through the gap back into the stockade but found his way bl ocked by
the sl aves inside.

"Qut of my way or I'Il report you!"

Those were the | ast words that Druwp spoke. Felldoh
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threw the spear, harder than he had ever thrown anything. It found its mark
between the traitor's shoul der bl ades. «e

" Junp! "



Hol di ng Barkj on between them Felldoh and Tullgrew | eaped fromthe walltop
into the night. It was a good drop, but the straw packed mattresses broke
their fall. The others were waiting for them They |ooked this way and that,
unsure which would be the best direction to take in the darkness. Suddenly a
near by runbling caused themto crouch down in the wall shadows, and a voice
rang out.

"What ho, is that the disappearin' fox?"
Fel | doh gave a sigh of relief. "Ballaw | see you managed to escape safely."”

"Rat her! Though at the noment there's a posse of pirates hot on our paws. |
say, have you got | adies an' young uns there?"

"Aye, and a wounded father, and any noment now Badrang' ||l be com ng over that
wall with his horde."

"Calls for a bit of quick thinkin', wt? R ghto! Get the babes, nothers an'
wounded into the cart. Everybeast fit to run get pushin', but wait until |
give the word.. . Wait for it..."

The sound of O ogg's crew rounding the outside of the back wall blended with
t he shouts of Badrang and his horde, who had now reached the walltop. Ball aw
ki cked the | ast of the straw nmattresses away into the night and joined his
friends at the cart.

"Head south smartly now. Look alive, you chaps. Go!"

The wheel s of the small wagon nearly left the ground as it shot forward,
propell ed by every abl e-bodied creature. In nmonments it had clattered off into
t he darkness.

Badrang pushed Hi sk and Gurrad off the walltop. G abbing others, he began
shoving them of f into space.

"Junp, you lily-livered toads. The slaves did it easily enough. Cone on, you
there, Ni pwort, Fleabane. Junp!"
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Bodies went flying fromthe walltop. Horde soldiers shut their eyes and
| eaped, preferring the drop to Bad-rang's towering anger.

The renoval of the cushioning straw sacks made the |anding hard for those who
did not |Iand on the heads of Cap'n Tramun C ogg and several of his crew
nmenbers.

Bal | aw had judged his timng right. Confusion reigned in the darkness as the
corsair crew and the Tyrant's horde fought each other tooth and claw in the
ni ght .
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A nmonster stood on the path in front of Rose. It had the body of a fox, the
talons of an ow and a huge snakeli ke head with three big goggling eyes
surnmount ed above rows of fearsome teeth. Dashing nadly along to where the
dreadful screams were issuing from the mousemaid tried to stop at the sight
of the horrendous apparition. G umm and Pal |l um cannoned i nto her back, sending
her staggering straight into the arns of the nightmare beast. She screaned
aloud in terror as she blundered into its enbrace.



Then it collapsed on the path in a dusty heap. Straw, grass, bark, dead ferns
and feathers swirled everywhere

Rose sneezed, spitting out a mouthful of downy fur as Pallum and G umm cane
gingerly forward to help her up

"Burr, wot be et?"

"Huh, Mrdop, it's nothing but a great big doll hanging fromthe trees by bits
of creeper!”

Rose dusted herself down, |ooking around wildly. "Were' s Martin?"

The horrendous screans had stopped. To one side of the path Martin sat upon a
great hollow | og, chuckling
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quietly. "Bravo, Rose. You' ve  just slain your first
M rdop!"

The nousenai d | ooked flustered. "But how ... and

you ... those screams ... ?"

"Come over here and |I'll show you."

Martin bent beside the hollow log and called aloud, "Go back, for I amthe
Mrdop and I will slay you!"

The sound thundered and reverberated around the forest, magnified by the
hol I ow ash | og.

Grumm uncovered his ears when the noise faded
"But oo wurr a-doen all 'ee shouten?"

Martin took them around the other side of the big log to where four rabbits,
obvi ously nother, father and two young, were |ying sl unped.

"Ch dear, you haven't killed them Martin?" Rose

gasped.
The young mouse shook his head and snmiled. "OF course not. | couldn't harm
creatures like these. | sneaked up and saw what they were doing, so | thought

I'd take a | eaf out of your book, Rose.™

The nmousenai d | ooked nystified, then Martin explained. "Renmenber, the warrior

who uses the voice instead of the sword? Well, | crept up behind them and
started yelling as loud and horrible as | could. O course, being new at this
sort of thing, | suppose | underesti mated the power of my cries. The rabbits

seened to freeze then fainted right away!"

Rose hurried to the side of the two babes. She stroked themtenderly unti
t hey began whi npering and noving. "Poor little things. You great bully,
Martin. Fancy doing an awful thing like that!"



Grumm and Pal lum had to hide their faces to stop bursting out |aughing at the
sight of Martin, paws outstretched in bew | derment.

"I didn't hurt them Wat was | supposed to do, set about themw th ny sword,
or ask themnicely to please stop terrorizing travellers? You' re the one who
went and destroyed their Mrdop. Bully yourself!"
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Rose fussed about, wetting the older rabbits' nouths with water until they
revived. Instantly they drew back in horror.

"Aagh! Go away, you savage creatures. Wiich one is Gummthe G ow er, and who
is Pallumthe Mghty and Rose the Sl ayer?"

Grumm tugged his snout respectfully at the female rabbit.
"Hurr '"tis oi, marm But oi doant nean 'ee no 'arm"™

Martin took a slightly stronger line with them "Er, just a nonent, please. |
think it's we should be asking the questions. \Wat d'you nean by shouting
threats and trying to intimdate travellers on this path?"

The father rabbit held a shaky paw to his brow. "Please, not so loud, we're
really delicate creatures, you know. Allow nme to introduce us. |'m Fescue,
this is my wife MIdwort and these are the twi ns Burnet and Buttercup.
Mrdop's the fanmly nane, hence the, er, figure we have to keep away

i ntruders."

"Ch yes, it was Fescue's great Grandpa who built it," his wife interrupted.
"One never knows what horrid types of beast want to wander abroad on our path.
Pl ease don't harmus, we were only protecting ourselves."

Rose sat by MIdwort M rdop and spoke soothingly "W woul dn't dream of harm ng
anicelittle famly like yours. I'msorry we frightened you, but we were
rather scared ourselves with all that threatening and roaring you were doing."

Fescue | aughed nervously. "Er yes, haha, rather good, wasn't it? By the way,
have you had tea yet?"

G umi s stomach made a small gurgle as he rubbed it. "Us'ns be allus ready
furr vittles, zurr. Do you' m'ave zoop?"

M|l dwort stared down her snub nose at the nole. "Hardly. Soup is not good for
one at this time of day. Follow ne, please.™

They followed the Mrdop famly down into their burrow It was |arge,
confortable and spotless. Behind
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t heir backs, Pallum nmade a snooty gesture with paw to nose, and G unmm nodded
i n agreenent.

Tea was a very formal affair in the Mrdop burrow. First the guests were given
| avender - scent ed soap, warmwater and soft barktowels to wash and dry their
paws. The two young rabbits were sent back several tines until their parents
were satisfied that their paws were cl eaned properly, then they all sat down
at a small table.



MIldwort Mrdop brought a large pot of steaming mint tea with honey to go in
it, a platter of wafer-thin cucunber sandw ches and seven tiny oat scones,
each lightly spread with raspberry preserve. She seated herself, and in the
silence that followed nurnured quietly to her husband; "The grace before tea,
dear."

Fescue coughed gently to clear his throat. They all stared down at the
spotl ess tablecloth while he repeated the grace.

"For all we receive for tea, Thanks to the seasons be. Partake we sparingly O
this good neal ."

As they each chose a cucunmber sandwi ch, MIldwort scol ded Burnet. "Sandw ches
first, scones later. Put it back please."

Baby Burnet scow ed slightly. "Scones are ny fav'rite."

Fescue tweaked his ear lightly. "Baby bunnies should be seen and not heard,
Burnet. Don't talk back to your nother. How many tinmes must we tell you!"

The neal was eaten rather quickly in polite frosty silence. G unm nade a
sucki ng noi se as he drained his teacup and sat back. "Hurr, they' m noice
scones, marm GO 'mpartial to a noice scone.”

MIldwort sniffed. "So are we, M. Gumm There are nore in the cupboard for
t onmor r ow. "

Fescue smiled nervously as he nodded agreemnent.
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"Indeed there are, dear. No sense in overstuffing with food. Er, you say you
are bound for Noonvale. |'ve no idea where the place is. W' ve always lived by
our path, never noved away. |I'mafraid | can't give you any directions, but
I"'msure that fromhere you'll have to cross the west narshes. My advice to
you is watch out for lizards. Nasty things—annibals, | mght add!"

Baby Burnet nodded and agreed with his father. "Cab-binals!"

"Burnet!" Fescue | ooked severely at him "Do not interrupt your elders and
betters. You are excused fromthe table. You too, Buttercup. Don't stray far
fromthe burrow and try to keep cl ean. Bedtine soon."

Li ke two silent shadows, the little ones got down fromtheir chairs, bobbed a
curtsy and a bow to the guests and left the burrowwith their nother's voice
ringing in their ears.

"Wal k, don't run. How many tinmes must | tell you!"

As she cleared away the tea things fromunder the noses of the still hungry
travellers, she said in a strained voice. "You are wel come to stay the night
in our burrow "

Rose ki cked Grumm beneath the table as he searched for crunbs. "How nice of
you, Ms. Mrdop, but we woul dn't dream of inposing upon your good nature.
Besi des, we have a |long journey ahead of us and we nust go while there is
still daylight. Er, you nentioned canni bal l|izards, M. Mrdop?"

Fescue Mrdop helped his wife to fold the tablecloth. "Oh yes, so | did.
Ri ght, here's what you nust do. At the edge of the forest the narshes begin.



Find the place called Marshwood Hill. If the lizards trouble you, then strike
the gong you will see hanging froma hornbeamtree. The Warden will take care
of you. He's such a nice creature, isn't he, dear?"

M Il dwort Mrdop nodded vigorously. "Oh yes, the Warden of Marshwood Hill, a
very, very nice creature!"
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They took their |eave of the Mrdops, thanking themfor a pleasant stay. M.
and Ms. Mrdop waved before retreating back down their burrow. G umm rumraged
through their ration packs until he found sone candi ed acorns and chestnuts.
The two baby M rdops were playing in front of the burrow, and he gave them a
pawf ul each of the nuts.

"Yurr, babbies, eat'm oop noice' n nessy |loik. They' mguid n sweet."
Further along the path, Martin and Rose fell about |aughing as Pallumimtated

the hungry Gunm at tea, taking both the parts of the nole and Ms. M| dwort
M r dop.

"Burr, oi'mpow ful 'ungry, give oi a scone, mssus!" "No no, you nasty rough
mol e, one is quite sufficient!"™ "Hurr, then give oi summ zoop, marm" " Soup?
Lack a season, the ruffian will eat us out of house and burrow. Go away and be

off with you, you gluttonous beast!"

Gummdrew his |ladle and shook it at Pallum "One npbor wurd out of 'ee an'
oi'll raise a bunmp on you' m spi kers!"

Late that evening they reached the forest edge. Standing on a small rise, they
| ooked down on the great West Marshes spreading as far as the eye could see.
Grasshoppers chirruped in the short hillgrass and nyriad swarnms of flies and
m dges were everywhere.

Rose shooed a cloud away with a dead fern. "Wiew! |'m not sl eeping the night
out here. Let's go back and canmp in the fringe of the trees. W can face this
ot in the norning."

They sl unmped down wearily beneath a sycanore and a beech. A slithering nearby
caused Martin to junp up. Two | ong sl owworns snaked away hi ssing noisily,

di sturbed fromtheir rest. The creatures made no nove to attack, but Martin
stood with short sword drawn watching themslither down the side of the rise
toward
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t he marshes. Pallum began collecting dry firewbod and digging a shallow pit.
"It's all right, they're only slowwrns. Evil-looking reptiles, they do lojs
of hissing but they can't really harmyou. Right, Gumm what'll it be?
Cucunber sandwi ches or one scone api ece?"

The nol e was busy di ggi ng out some nushroons he had found. He | ooked up,
shaki ng soil from his snout energetically. "Zoop, we'm'aven zoop! Aye, an'

oi'lIl make a pudden too, wi' sone apple an' bl ackberries growen over yonder."

Night fell warmand mild, with the small fire burning red as they sat around
it, well fed and satisfied with their day's progress.

"Tut tut, M. Gummthe Gower," Rose teased Gumm "If | were you |'d put



hal f that pudding away for the norrow. You' ve eaten far too rmuch al ready and
it's way past your bedtine!"

The nol e | ooked up froma |adleful of pudding and snorted, "G shoul d ve |eft
you' m be'oind wi' they Mrk-dops, mzzy. Teach you' m some manners, hurr!"

They watched a full noon nove silently from behind pillow night-cloud
formations, it hung in the sky like a still, new polished silver coin.

The two sl owmornms had returned. Wth themwas a band of |izards twoscore
strong. Their tongues slid silently in and out, filny eyes blinking constantly
against the dry warnth of the night. The two sl owwornms indicated where the
sleeping travellers lay by thrusting their heads forward and hissing. The
lizard |l eader, a great red-frilled reptile, nodded his head slowy as he

wat ched the glow fromthe red enbers of the fire dying |l ower. Soon the fire
woul d be cold and the four travellers deep in sleep. The lizards waited
patiently, watching their |eader, waiting for himto nove.
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It was fully dawn when the escaped sl aves and the Ranmbling Rosehip Players
made their way back to the hide-out on the southern cliffs. Puffing and
panting, they threw thensel ves down on the grass and lay in the cool norning
breeze. Gauchee cane later than the rest. She had been watching their
backtrack, covering the cart nmarks and keeping a wary eye peeled for pursuers.
The nouse sat with her back to the cart.

"Nobeast follow ng us, they nust still be busy righting anmong each other."
Bal | aw fl opped his long ears thoughtfully fromside to side. "Mybe so, but
they'Il try and find us. | can't imagine old Badthingy lettin' half his slaves
an' us off that lightly. W'd be best postin' a guard. I'll take first watch,
me an' this jolly-lookin'" young nousey feller here. What's your nane, sir?"
"They call me Juniper."

"Righto, Juno, ne old nipper, you an' nme are first guard."

Rowanoak bl ew tenderly on her paws. "QOoh, that's better! This dashi ng about
all night doesn't suit ne any nore. Not as young as | used to be. Kastern
what are you up to this norning?"

"Well, there's ot of new nouths to feed," the sensible
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young nmousenmai d expl ained, "so |'mgoing to organi ze a forage party, see what
we can find to swell our larder out a bit. I'll take sonje of our new

conpani ons when they've had a rest and a bite of breakfast."

Rowanoak |iked to keep her paw on the pul se of activities in canp. She sat
down and began nmassagi ng her f oot paws.

"Hmm good idea. Who's on cooking duties this norning?"
Trefoil w ped wheat flour fromher paws on a dock-leaf. "It looks like it's ne

again. | did it yesterday too. That Cel andine was supposed to take her turn
today, but she's probably off fluttering her pretty eyel ashes at the new



arrivals and enchanting themall."

"Ch, is she. Well, I'mnot having any of that!" Rowanoak stood up deci sively.
"There are no shirkers in this troupe, everybeast pulls their weight. Were is
she? Cel andi ne! Celandine, it's no use hiding, mssy. | want a word with you,
m | ady! "

Rowanoak searched the canp several times before she began to get worried
Nobeast had seen the pretty squirrel maid.

Ballaw |l eft sentry duty a noment to call an assenbly.

"Attention please. Has anyone seen Cel andi ne?"

Barkj on held a healing poultice of herbs to his injured shoul der. The wound
was not as serious as it had appeared the previous night. Felldoh held his

father's head upright as Brone fed himsoup froma scallop shell

"Drink up, sir. This is made fromgreen nettles and | don't know what,
supposed to help recovery."

The old squirrel licked his Iips as he finished the soup. "It tastes very
nice. What's going on over there, sonme sort of neeting?"

"It's a young squirrel maid, one of the conpany she's m ssing."
Barkjon sat up a bit, resting his back against his son's
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paws. Wth his eyes half-closed he nodded slowy. "I remenber now. Was she an
extremely pretty creature?"

Brone put aside the enpty shell. "Ch yes, d'you recall her?"

"Indeed I do. Though I was only half conscious, | renmenber seeing her face
over the back of the cart as she pushed. | thought she was the nicest-Iooking
squirrel | had ever seen. | nust have dozed off awhile, because when | woke

she wasn't there any nore. Perhaps she tripped and fell."

"Aye." Brone nodded, recalling the wild dash from Marshank. "W were going so
fast that nobeast woul d have noticed. She's either |lost or captured by now "

Fel l doh laid his father down carefully. "If she's lost I'll find her."
Barkj on struggled to get up. "But what if she's captured, son?"

"Then I'Il free her, or die trying!" Felldoh's strong face radi ated anger and
hatred. He strode off, |eaving Brone and Barkjon gazing after him

The old squirrel shook his head. "Let himgo, Brone. There is a great rage in
my son against all that Marshank stands for. You were only there a short
whil e, he has spent nost of his life as a slave. | know how he feels."

Soon the news was all over the canp that Cel andine was either |ost or
captured. Ball aw posted Buckler on guard with Juniper. He conferred with
Rowanoak awhile, then they both went to talk with Felldoh

The squirrel was sitting by the fire. At his side lay a pile of short heavy
driftwood | ances. He was hardening their points to needl e sharpness by burning



and rubbing themon a rock. Felldoh was intent on his work and he did not even
bother to | ook up as the hare and badger approached.

"What ho, treejunper. Looks like you're arnmin' yourself up to start a one
beast war there, wot?"

Fel | doh continued sharpening the short |ances as he
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replied, "Whatever it takes, |'ve got scores to settle at Marshank."
Rowanoak squatted al ongside H m "Need any hel p, Felldoh?"

He pul l ed another lance fromthe fire and began grinding it to a point on the
rock. "It's not your fight. | got your troupe into this, and it's time | did a
bit nmyself wi thout endangering others.”

Rowanoak nodded understandi ngly, realizing Felldoh was in no nood to be argued
wi th. She wat ched himawhile before picking up one of the |lances and wei ghi ng
it in her paw. "How far can you throw one of these things?"

Fel | doh took the | ance and stood up. "Far enough. My nuscles are stronger than
nost after seasons working in Badrang's rock quarry." He threw the I ance from
the cliff top. It sailed out over the beach a fair distance before burying
itself point first in the sand.

"Not bad at all." Rowanoak wi nked at the hare. "Ballaw and | can throw a short
| ance twi ce that distance."”

"I"d like to see you try!" Felldoh |aughed hunor-1essly.

Bal | aw sought around until he came up with a piece of driftwood not quite as
Il ong as the | ances Fell doh was maki ng. Taking a knife, he cut a deep notch
across one end of the wood, then hefted it and nade several throw ng notions.
A few nore adjustnments to the wood with his knife and Ball aw nodded wi th

sati sfaction.

"That's about right, old chap. Pass ne a javelin—-any one'll do."

Fel | doh sel ected one of the short heavy javelins and gave it to Ballaw The
hare laid the javelin flat along his piece of wood, point forward and the
other end resting against the notch he had cut. Wth the weapon lying flat on
t he wood agai nst the notch, he drew back his arm took a short hopskip and
flung out, holding on to the wood. The javelin soared away, passing Felldoh's
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weapon on the beach, travelling onward and finally splashing dowmn into the
water on the tideline, alnmst out of sight. Felldoh gasped as Ball aw gave him
t he pi ece of wood.

"Here, old lad, you have it. Sinple device, eh wot? Mkes your throw ng arm
twice its length and gives you double the distance."

Fel | doh | ooked at the javelin [auncher as Ballaw conti nued, "W've won nmany a
supper at tribe gatherings in the south with one of those. There was al ways
some big brawny beast wagered he could throw a javelin farther than ne or
Rowanoak. "



The badger offered her paw to Felldoh. "Now do you want our hel p?"

Fel | doh grasped the big paw, his eyes alight with resolve. "Let's go and see
if they' ve got Cel andi ne at Marshank!"

Accusations flew thick and fast at Marshank, C ogg and Badrang bl aming the
whol e thing on one another in the wake of the confusion at the rear wall.
Wil e the remai nder of the slaves were under heavy guard, the other corsairs
and horde nenbers gathered in the courtyard to witness the argunent ragi ng
between their leaders. It was a fine show of rage, spleen and insults.

"Hah, Lord 'igh an' mghty Badrang, is it? Can't 'old on to arf a passel of
def encel ess sl avebeasts. Yore a lob-stertail!"”

"I"'"d sooner be anything but a conplete idiot who |lets the eneny into Marshank
and has the gall to call themfriends. You always did keep your brains in your
cl ogs, Tranun, you buffoon!"

"Buf foon yerself. Ye blown up pollywoggle! There was ne an' the crew nearly
catchin' those creatures, an' wot did you do? Junped off the wall on to our
'eads, you jellyfish!"

"Jellyfish? You're the one who started all this nmess, addlebrain!"
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"Ch, is that so? Then who set fire to ny ship and who let the slaves escape?
You' ve brought bad luck on both of us, fiddlebrainl"™ *

"Shut your nouth, you pigtailed poltroon, or I'll shut it for you!"

"Haharr, now yore flyin' yer true colours, jugnose. |'mnot stoppin' round
'"ere to bandy words with the like o' you, I"'moff to do sonethin" useful

Gruzzle, Boggs, formthe crew up fully arned.”
"Hold hard there, woodenpaws. Were d'you think you' re off to?"

"Well, clean out yer mucky lugs an' lissen whilst | tell yer. Those sl aves

t hat escaped last night is now free beasts, you got no jurisdiction over 'em
anynore, Bad-rang yore Lordship. So, if any beast were to recapture 'em then
they'd belong to the finder, an' that'll be ne if yer please. Conme on, |ads.
Away, boat's crew"

Badrang watched O ogg and his crew march of f through Marshank's front gates.

"Shall we formthe horde up and stop 'em Lord?" Gurrad whispered anxiously to
the Tyrant.

Badrang gave the rat a withering glance. "Stop them what for? Let ne do the
thinking, Gurrad. If Cogg recaptures the slaves, where's he going to take
them what's he going to feed them on, where's he going to keep them penned
up?"

Gurrad | ooked puzzled, "I don't know, Lord. Where?"

Badrang tapped a paw against his skull. "That's why you're a hordebeast and
I'"'ma | eader, Gurrad. What el se can C ogg do but bring them back here. Wen he
does, I'Il take themfromhim So, what could be sinpler than allow ng Cap'n

Tramun Clogg to be our slave chaser."



Gurrad sniggered gleefully, rubbing his paws together. "You' re a clever one,
Sire. Areal clever one!"

Badrang buffed his claws on his fir and inspected them "I could buy and sel
an oaf |ike O ogg anyday. He'll soon find that out to his cost."
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Cel andi ne was | ost. \Wen she tripped and fell while running through the night
with the cart, the young squir-relmaid had cracked her head and passed out on
the spot. Dawn had broken a full hour before she cane to. Celandine's first
reaction was to sit and cry, and she did so. Sobbing and wailing

br oken-heartedly, she lay on the clifftop, kicking her footpaws and nursing a
brui sed | unp, just below her ear near her jaw ine. At regular intervals she
woul d stop and sniff, calling out the nanes of Ballaw, Rowanoak, Buckler and
Fel | doh. Hearing no reply, the pretty squirrel maid would throw hersel f back
full-throated into a bout of copious bellow ng and weepi ng. Wiy did no one
cone? There was al ways sonebeast round to dance attenti on when tears fl owed
down her beautiful face. It took quite a long tinme for Celandine to realize
that she was totally al one, so she set about doing what she did best, preening
herself and attending to her |ooks. She brushed, |icked, dusted and prinped,
hol di ng her head coyly on one side so that the curve of her bushy tail hid the
unsi ghtly bunp she had suffered. Then she sat again and benpaned her fate
aloud to the bright norning air.

"Omww Why doesn't sonebeast come for ne? My head's aching and | nust | ook a
dreadful sight. Owwd |'m hungry and thirsty and dusty and dirty and now |'m
| ost. Omoooh!"

The weasel Floater had been scouting ahead. He made his way back to where
Cl ogg was | eading the crew

"No tracks of the carts, Cap'n. They finish over yonder. Mista been sonebeast
coverin' the trail."

Cl ogg | ooked at the ground, chewi ng one of his beard plaits. "Covered, ye say?
Bad fortune fer us, matey. Lookit, 'ere comes ole Crosstooth. May'ap 'e 'as
somne

news.

The fox pointed at a tangent to where the cart tracks had finished. "Found a
set of pawprints goin' thataway, Cap'n, but 'tis only one beast."
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Cl ogg spat the plait out and scratched his nose. "Cfcie beast is better than
none | allus says mate, |ead on!"

They had not gone far when the sounds of Cel andine's |anentations reached
their ears. Tramun Cogg signalled for silence. Bellying down, the corsairs
breasted a low hill. They peered over at the weeping squirrel maid.

Gruzzl e shook his head synpathetically. "Ain't she pretty, Cap'n. It's enough
t' break yer 'eart!"

Cl ogg chewed at a dandelion still attached to its stem "Aye, 'tis sad, matey,
an' even sadder when | thinks of the way I'mgoin' to make that |iddl e beauty
wail when | tickles sone information out o' her with me cutlass point."



Cel andi ne was still crying and tal king al oud to herself.

"Ch, why don't any of the troupe conme and find ne? Owwmi Ch dear, | nustn't
weep so nuch or I'Il look all ugly and puffy."
"Ho, that ye will, nme liddle weepin' willow Cone on now, dry yore eyes an'

give ole uncle dogg a big smlel™

Cel andi ne | ooked up in terror. Standing not ten paces fromher was the corsair
stoat and his villainous crew. She choked out a small frightened whi nper as
Cl ogg drew his cutlass and advanced on her, grinning w ckedly.
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Martin and his friends were captured so quickly it nmade their heads whirl. One
nmonent they were sl eeping peacefully, and in a tw nkling they were dragged up
on to their footpaws. Tough vine ropes secured their paws tight with nooses
that | ocked around their necks. The dark slithering shapes of lizards were
everywhere, slinking around the treetrunks and withing over each other

maki ng no ot her sound than a sibilant hiss.

Wth his paws pinioned to the sides of his head by the vine that encircled his
neck, Martin struggled to get |oose and reach his short sword, shouting to
Rose and the others.

"Rose! Are you all... gaaaargh!"

The big red-frilled Iizard pull ed savagely on the vine, choking Martin into
silence. The young nouse tugged either side of his neck, striving to | oosen
the vine so he could breathe properly. Then they were off at a headl ong run
pull ed along cruelly with countless lizards flanking them and shoving from
behi nd. Spl ashi ng t hrough marshwat er, cludgi ng through mud, crashing through
nettles, they rushed through the night.

Rose sobbed for breath. Tripping on a root, she fell flat in some ferns. The
speeding reptiles did not stop or even slow, they continued their nad
st anpede, draggi ng
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her al ong thunpi ng and bunpi ng across the soggy earth. How she fought her way
back upright Rose never knew, but she was certain she woul d have been dragged
to her death had she not done so.

Gumis short legs battered the earth as he was dragged and swept along in the
m dst of the lizard throng. Somewhere cl ose he could hear Pallum s ragged
gasps as his friend fought for air on the end of a strangling vine noose.

Battering through evil-snelling liquid and bubbling marsh gases, they pelted
onward, mud flying everywhere as lizard tails waved and scaly | egs |eaped high
inthe reptile stanpede. Martin lost all count of time or distance until, like
his three friends, he passed out fromlack of air and was dragged al ong by the
neck.

Morning in the marshes was overcast with waithing grey mst tinged with
yel I ow sul phurous wi sps. The four bodies that lay tied to stakes were
practically unrecogni zable as a nole, a hedgehog and two mice. They were
conpl etely covered in thick caking mud and clay fromthe wild run



Martin stirred and coughed. His throat hurt abom nably.
"Martin, are you all right?"

It was Pallum The hedgehog resenbled a round ball of clay.

"Pallum |I'malive at |east. How are you?"
"Be nmuch better when my old neck stops hurtin'. |'ve been awake an hour or
nmore, but | lay still. Didn't want to attract attention fromthose creepy

lizards—they're all round us."

Martin strained his neck slightly. The vine was still |ooped around it, though
now his paws were free. Lizards were everywhere, just sitting and staring at
them He noticed the large red-frilled | eader had the short sword |lying on the
ground in front of him

Martin crawl ed across to Rose. Loosening the vine on
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her neck, he patted her nuddi ed cheeks, calling her name. "Rose, Rose!"

A junble of lizards dived on him pulling the noose tight as they dragged him
away from Rose. Martin fought back as best as he could, shouting through the
scaly bodies that enveloped him "I was only trying to | et her breathe, you
scaly villains. Let ne go. W weren't trying to escape!"”

The big red-frilled lizard stal ked slowy across. He kicked the others off
Martin and dragged the young mouse back to his stake. Hi ssing softly, he gave
the vine a final sharp tug, indicating that Martin should stay in that spot.
Fl'icking his serpentine tongue, he turned and slid gracefully back to his
former position.

Pal | um | ooked across at Martin and shrugged. "Don't say nuch, do they? W'd
best sit tight and wait for Rose and G unmto cone around."

Both Rose and her nole friend revived some short tine |later. They sat
massagi ng sore necks, easing the tight vines off to enabl e easier breathing.
The big red-frill gave the vines a tug when he thought they had nmessed enough
with them He hissed softly and sat watching the four captives.

After a while, they got to know the rules. They were allowed to talk, but only
in quiet tones. If they talked loudly, or pulled at the nooses, the lizards
woul d yank hard, tightening the vines, and hiss soft warnings at them

G umm pi cked burrs and nud fromhis face. "They' msloimy vurmnts, aroight.
Soilent, tho'. Nary a word do they' mlizzyards be a-speaken."

"Hush now, Grumm " Martin nuttered quietly and urgently. "They're com ng over
here!"

Silently a group of lizards came to each of the prisoners and deposited by
them four |arge gourds of water. The reptiles retreated and sat wat chi ng.

Rose tilted one of the gourds and sipped, then she
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drank deep gratefully. "It's water, good clean and fresh. | never knew it
could taste so nice."

They drank their fill, dashed some in their faces to wash away the dirt and
grime, then sat waiting. Next to come was a great wooden pan fashioned froma
section of lime trunk. The red-frilled | eader indicated that it be placed in
the centre of the area between the four stakes, where the captives could reach
it. Again the reptiles retired to watch.

The vessel was filled with a warm cream col oured m xture. Pallum ventured a
dipintoit with his paw He licked at the stuff and shrugged.

"Food. Tastes like some kind of porridge. Not rmuch flavor in it, though. Hhrmm
yes. | think it tastes a bit |ike mushroom"

They all tried sone and agreed it was pal at abl e enough, but had hardly any
taste.

Gumm shovel l ed a pawful into his nmouth. "Hurr, tain't zoop or nothink noice
but et ain't bad, burr no."

Rose had taken several nouthfuls. She splashed a little water on her paws to
cl eanse them "Huh, it's not very good either. |I've had enough of that
tastel ess mush, thank you."

The red-frill stal ked sinuously over to her. He tugged the vine sharply,
i ndi cating that she should carry on eating.

Rose sighed and | ooked across at Martin. "Ad frilly neck won't be happy unti
we' ve eaten all our dinner up like good little creatures. | suppose |I'd better
try sonme nore."

Martin licked his paw and dug in again. "Mishroom porridge. It's deadly
boring. "

"Huh hu huh!" Pallum chuckl ed as he spoke through a mouthful. "D you think
they're trying to fatten us up a bit?"

Suddenly they stopped eating. The horror of what the hedgehog had just said
dawned on them
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"What was it M. Mrdop said," Rose whispered in a hushed voi ce. "Canni ba
l'izards!"

Twi ce that day nmore bowl s of porridge and gourds of water were brought to
them If they showed signs of refusing to eat, the big red-frill would tug on
the vines until they began choki ng.

Grumm groaned as he noticed several of the reptiles scraping ashes froma |ong
pit at the edge of the lizard settlenment. Qthers began | aying charcoal and dry
wood init.

Martin seethed silently. If only he could break away and reach his short

sword, but it was inpossible—+they were watched by scores of gaping lizards who
seened to have little else to do but sit and | ook at them The young nouse | ay
back, his mnd racing furiously against the insurmnountable problem

A di pper appeared on a | ow branch nearby. The little bird nodded its head from



side to side, ruffling its handsone browny red plunmage and preening at its
fawn-col ored breast. It made a twittering noise and Rose | ooked at it
strangel y.

"Martin, that bird is talking to us."

Noting that the lizards were still watching, Martin kept his voice to a quiet
conversational level. "Can you understand it, Rose?"

"I think so. It's said the sane thing twi ce now. Ganna aitcha gannc aitcha.
I"mpretty sure it's saying, Going to eat you, going to eat you, neaning the
lizards are going to eat us."

"You're right, Rose.” Martin trenbled with excitement, trying hard to keep his
voi ce under control. "The lizards rmust not be able to understand it or they'd
have chased it off by now See if you can get it to carry a nmessage to the
Warden of Marshwood Hill."

"Ganna al pi z, ganna al pi z?" Rose made a strange noi se hal fway between a
whi stle and a chatter.
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The little di pper nodded, pecking at the branch. "Al pi-choo al pi choo!"

Pal  um had been listening. "Wat did it say?" "I tried to ask it for help."
Rose expl ai ned. "Ganna al piz, sounds a bit like going to help us. It replied,

Al pi choo, which sounds |ike help you\"

Grumm came in on the conversation. "Ho urr, but 'ow you' mgoin' t' say Warden
o' Marshywood "ill?"

Rose pondered a nonment. "Right, how does this sound?" She made a lilting
sound. "Whoa hoo din al piz! Woa hoo din alpiz!"

The di pper puffed out his tiny chest and flew off trilling, "Woa hoo din!
Wioa hoo din!"
Martin sat up slowmy. "Well, he's gone now. | take it that whoa hoo din neant

war den, Rose?"

"I't was the closest | could get. Whoa hoo din al piz. Warden help us. Let's
hope the di pper understood. Ch no, they're bringing nore porridge."

Silent lizards replaced the enpty bow with a fresh one of the sickly warm
mushr oom porridge and full water gourds were brought.

Rose held her stomach and pulled a face. "Yukk! | can't eat any nore of this
filthy rubbish!"

The red-frill came striding over. Martin could tell that he was going to tug
Rose's neck vine tight. The young nouse's warrior spirit boiled over at the
t hought of the reptile tormenting Rose. As the red-frill stal ked past him

Martin let out a yell and snashed the water gourd over its head. In a flash
they were grappling. Martin's neck vine strained tight as he pushed the
red-frill's head straight into the porridge, leaning his full weight to keep
it there as he tried to drown the reptile.

"Here, frilly. Try some of your own nedicine!" Before Rose, Pallumor G umm
could help, a nmob of lizards were upon Martin, smothering himwith their



pul sing bodies as they freed their |eader. Four of themuntied Martin's neck
vine fromits stake. The red frill hissed balefully at him tongue flickering
in and out
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constantly. Hel pl ess and wei ghted down by nunbers, the young nouse was dragged
off towards the firepit. Two lizards put flint to tinder and | eaped back as a
curl of snoke arose. Other lizards flung thensel ves on Rose, Pallumand G umm
as the nousenmaid screamed at the top of her voice

"Leave himalone, you filthy cramers. Put that fire out!"
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Sonetimes in a pinch frivolous young squirrel maids can turn out far nore
resourceful than they thensel ves woul d have known. So it was wi th Cel andi ne.
As a Ranbling Rosehip Player, she had acted the part of the brave and
beautiful heroine many tinmes. Now was her chance to give a star performance.
Cap' n Tramun C ogg advanced on her, |eering and w nking rogui shly. "Haharr
don't be afeared o' ne, pretty little bird. Soon you'll be singin' just fer

me! "

Cel andi ne backed off, throwing up her paws in horror. "Begone, you great ugly
toad. Put not a paw near ne!"

G ogg, who had al ways inagi ned hinmself as a handsone buccaneering beast,

halted indignantly. "Ugly toad? You hardnosed liddle snip, cone 'ere, | say!"
"Never. | would rather die!"

"Hoho, m ssy, that kin be arranged. Now be still or you'll make it worse on
yoresel f.. ."

Gl ogg | eaped at her, clutching with his free paw. Cel andi ne stunbl ed back
hal f tripping. She grabbed a pawful of the sandy soil and flung it straight
into the corsair's face. Regaining her bal ance, she dashed off.

Cl ogg dropped his cutlass and sat down hard, pawi ng at his eyes, which were
jamred full of |oose, gritty dust.

"Cet after that bold baggage an' catch 'er," he how ed
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at his crew. "Lively now 1'll '"ave 'er ears fer dinner an' 'er liver

tripes tore out!"

n

Only Gruzzle stayed back to | ook after Cogg. The rest set off at a run after
Cel andi ne, | aughi ng and cheering. They knew a single squirrelmaid could not
get far with an entire crew of corsairs hard on her paws.

Cel andi ne ran as she had never run before, w shing that she had not added al
the frills and furbelows to her Rambling Rosehip tunic. They inpeded her and
of ten caused her to stunble. Behind her she could hear the whoops and guffaws
of her pursuers as they drew closer. The squirrelmaid' s breath canme in ragged
sobs. She was unused to running any great distance. Cap'n C ogg had nmade it



plain that he meant her harm and there was no telling what m ght happen to
her if she fell into the claws of searats and corsairs. Death would be

i nevitable. Not knowi ng where she was running to, Celandine forced her
flaggi ng |inbs onward.

Three searats, Critter, Crableg and Bl uddnose, took the |ead, outstripping the
rest of Clogg's crew easily. They were good runners, lean and fit.

A sand dune rose up in front of Celandine, and there was no way round it. She
panted fitfully, going down on all fours as she attenpted to scranble up the
hill. Crableg put on an extra spurt and dived forward. He managed to catch the
squirrel maid' s back footpaw. Wiggling swiftly on to her back, Cel andi ne

ki cked out. She caught himhard on the snout, causing Crableg to rel ease her
The searat was so close he could have reached out and touched her

"You ain't goin' to be pretty no nore, squirrel!"” he snarled as he w ped a
stream of blood fromhis snout on to the back of his paw.

VWhi ppi ng a curved dagger from his wai st sash, he brandished it. Suddenly a
wooden | ance seened to grow out of his chest. Crableg | ooked down at it and
fell dead with a foolish expression of surprise on his face. The
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sl ayi ng happened so quickly that Gitter and Bl uddnose had not seen it. They
arrived panting at the dune to find their nessmate |ying dead, with the short
wooden | ance protruding fromhimlike a ship's mast. There was no ot her
creature in sight except the squirrel maid, her eyes wide with horror

Gitter drew his sword and wal ked uphill towards her. "You killed Crableg w'
that piece o' wood, you lid die serpint!”

As he raised the sword, another javelin came whistling through the air and
transfi xed himthrough the throat.

Bl uddnose had drawn his sword, but his nerves failed him Wth a small wail of
fright he flung the weapon away and took to his heels, back towards the main
group, who were now in sight.

Cel andi ne sat shocked, |ooking at the two dead searats in front of her

"Celandine, clinb the hill, get up here quickly!" a hoarse, urgent voice
called fromthe hilltop.

She sat staring at the carcasses of Crableg and Gritter, unable to conprehend
what had happened.

"Move yourself, missy," Ballaw s voice rang out theatrically. "Come on, up
here or you'll miss your cue!"

Automatical |y, Cel andi ne picked herself up and scranbled dunbly to the
hilltop. Rowanoak's huge paws swept her over the hill and out of sight. The
badger clanped a paw over the squirrelmid' s nouth, and Ball aw and Fel | doh
fixed fresh javelins on to their throwers.

Crosstooth the fox had always |iked Crableg's curved dagger. He took it from
the searat's lifeless paw and tucked it into his belt as he nudged Critter's
body with his spearshaft

"Y'mean to tell us that the pretty liddle squirrel did this?"



Bl uddnose was shaking uncontrollably. "Well, there was nobeast el se
'ereabouts. She nusta did it!"
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The ferret Boggs curled his Iip scornfully. "Did ye see the squirrel kil
" enp"

Bl uddnose sat down on the duneside, head in paws. "No, | never. One nonent
they was large as life, next thing they' re both dead. She must've done it.
Can't yer see, she's vanished. | knew we shoul d never 'ave nmessed with nagic
beasts!"

A weasel called Floater swapped his own chi pped and rusted sword for the
better blade that Gitter had once owned, and scoffed al oud, "Vani shed ne

tail! Wt seen 'er go over this 'ere dune. See, there's the beauty's
paw-tracks. I'mgoin" up there an' get 'er neself."
Clogg stunped to join the rest, with Guzzle at his side, still trying to

clear the corners of his Cap'n's eyes with a none too clean silk kerchief.
Tramun shoved hi m away and patted Floater's back

"Aye, there's the laddo. Up the "ill ye go, Floater. Sing out if you sees
anythin' up there."

As they stood watching the weasel scale the dune, Cogg nmuttered in his beard
to hinmself. "Nay, it weren't no snip of a squirrelymaid did fer two tough
rogues like Crableg an' ole Gritter. The beast that did this could sling a

| ance good an' proper."

Shielding his eyes, dogg squinted up at the weasel, who had nade it to the
top of the hill.

"Ahoy, Floater. Any signs o' life up there?"

The weasel waved his paws wildly, shouting aloud, "Cap'n, it's
t hr eeeeeeeeeee! "

Fl oater came runbling awkwardly back down the dune, flopping this way and
that, hanmpered in his fall by the short lance through the center of his back
The body halted its sliding descent right in front of the Cap'n's big wooden
cl ogs.

"Three o' ne best fightin' beasts slain. Harr, the mur-derin' scoundrels,
'ooever they are. Right, buckoes, armyerselves an' take the '"ill. Chaaarge!"

Ol ogg stood back, whirling his cutlass as he urged them on. The charge was not
a notabl e success. Nobeast
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wanted to reach the top first, and there was a deal of hangi ng back and
accidental stunbling before O ogg realized what was going on. The pirate stoat

did a small dance of anger, clogs clicking sharply.

"You bottl enosed bloaters, get up that "ill right now, d ye hear nme. That's an
order fromyer Cap'n. Go on, chaaaaarge!"

They stood awkwardly about a third of the way up the dune, still unwilling to



stormthe hilltop. O ogg unsheathed his cutlass and began bustling his way up
knocki ng crew nmenbers left and right as he did.

"Qut o' me way, yer mack'rel-faced, mlk-swiggin', muck'eads. Yore nothin' but
a pack o' ring-tailed cowards!"

As they turned to | ook sheepishly at him a searat called Wl pp screaned when
a short javelin zinged out of nowhere and slanmed right through his footpaw
The charge immedi ately deteriorated into an undignified rush down the hill

Clogg followed in their rear, berating themsoundly. "One |liddl e spear an'
yore all runnin' about |ike beetles in a bucket. Ho shame! | never thought I'd
see the day a crew o' mne would dash off w thout even seein' the enemy!"

When they were a reasonabl e distance fromthe big dune, the corsairs stopped
and sat down on a grassy sward. Tramun cane clattering up, with Wil pp |inping
slowy several |engths behind. The corsair Cap'n slunped down and began
enptyi ng sand from his cl ogs.

"Gruzzle, I'mfair disappointed in you, matey, an' you, Dedjaw, an' you,
Boggs. Mateys, what are ye all afeared of, a few ol e sharpened wooden sticks?"

Whangl|

A needl e-pointed | ance arced out of the blue sumer sky, narrowly m ssing
Tramun Clogg as it pinned his coat skirt to the ground. The corsair Cap'n
| eaped up as if he had been beestung, ripping his coat fromthe quivering
| ance in the process.
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"Tidal waves an' typhoons! There nust be a nonster be'ind yon "ill. Nobeast
could hurl a lance that far!"

The rout continued, with Clogg in the |lead as they scurried back to the safety
of Marshank

Behi nd the sand dune, Fell doh lay watching over the rimat the retreating
corsairs.

Bal | aw bl ew a I ong sigh of relief as he put down his javelins and thrower.
"Good job they never charged the bally top an' stormed us. There was enough of
the blighters.™

Rowanoak dusted sand from herself. "There certainly was. Imagine if they'd got
past us, our canp is only over the next hill, south and east on the
clifftops."

Cel andi ne suddenly bounced back as if nothing had happened. Prinping the |ace
hens of her tunic, she remarked airily, "Oh yes, | had an idea it was, that's
why | headed over this way!"

Ballaw rol l ed his eyes upward in nmock despair. "You dreadful little fibber
m ss! You were coming this way because a band of ruffians were chasing you."

"Othem " Cel andi ne tossed her tail huffily. "I knew they wouldn't get ne!"
Fel | doh turned around fromthe dune rim "But how did you know?"

Cel andi ne cl asped both his paws, fluttering her eyelids wildly. "Because



knew in ny heart that my brave Fell doh would conme to ny rescue, and you did."

Rowanoak smiled and shook her huge head. "Come on, brave Felldoh, let's get
this ruthless charnmer back to canp!”

Fel | doh felt his face burning as Cel andi ne hung on his paws, praising him
out rageousl y.

"You're so strong, so courageous, and so accurate with your sharp little
sticks. Qoh look, | pricked ny paw on

one!
When they had gone, Brone energed from hiding. He
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had foll owed Felldoh with the intention of joining him until the badger and
the hare decided to help his friend. Brome had stayed out of sight, know ng
that Bal | aw and Rowanoak woul d have sent hi m packing, back to canp. So he
secreted hinself in a clunp of tor grass and watched them rescui ng Cel andi ne.
Brone had grown a | ot bol der since his escape from Marshank. He admired
Fel | doh and wanted to be Iike him but he was treated as a young one in the
canp. Brone clinbed the dune and peered down on the three dead corsairs,

i magi ni ng hi msel f | aunchi ng | ances al ongsi de Fel | doh and sinmering with
resentment at being left out.

He slid down the dune on his bottom and sat | ooking at the three lifeless
figures. After a while the young nouse ventured to pick up the sword which | ay
near Gritter. He swng it in the air, trying a few fancy strokes, an idea
formng in his head as he did. There were still a good nunber of slaves to be
freed from Marshank. |nmagine the | ooks on the faces of Fell doh, Ballaw and
Rowanoak if he, Brone, canme marching back with a score or so of slaves that he
had rescued.

The nore Bronme swung the sword the nore he liked the idea. He would do it!

Arming himself with the sword and a dagger fromFloater's belt, he dressed
hinself up in an assortment of corsair gear which he took fromthe three

bodi es. Srmudging up his face with a few pawful s of dust, Bronme pulled the brim
of Crableg's floppy hat down at a rakish angle and set off for Fortress

Mar shank. Swaggering along like a villainous searat, he practised the brogue.

"Haharr, |'m Bucktail, as good a matey that ever sailed the seas an' plundered
| andl ubbers. Haharr an' hoho!"
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As Grumm Pallum and Rose tugged at their neck vines they screamed and shout ed
insults and threats, despite the nmenacing presence of the lizards who
surrounded them Martin did not waste breath on words. He fought savagely
tooth and paw as the reptiles dragged himbodily towards the fire pit. The
red-frilled | eader stood inpassively by, tongue flickering, throat pul sing,
silent as the rest of his tribe. Martin drew bl ood from several of the beasts,
ki cking, butting, biting and gougi ng whenever he could force a nmovenent anong
the swarmng |izards whose bodi es swanped and stifled his every attenpt. The



fire took off and began crackling, pale w sps of smoke rising to blend with
the fetid air as hungry gol den red flanmes danced and ni ckered in the

cooking pit.

A piercing off-key cry rang through the marshl ands. Imediately all activity
anong the lizards stopped. The noise rent the still air a second time. It was
not a pl easant sound, sonething akin to the screech of a gate with rusty

hi nges, coupled with a loud gurgling ululation. The red-frilled | eader's head
shook fromside to side, eyes flickering and filmng as he hissed what
appeared to be sone type of warning or command. The rest of the reptiles went
into swift, silent action. Hustling Martin and his

three friends together, they hauled the neck vines tight, securing themfirmy
to the stakes so that the four captives were forced to lie with their faces in
the dirt. Ferns, |eafy boughs, rushes, shrubs and all manner of vegetation
were piled hurriedly on the prisoners until they were lost to view Severa
lizards perched on top of the pile, stretching thenselves out as if napping.
Beneat h the oppressive heap, Martin and his conpani ons fought desperately for
br eat h.

A fully grown male grey heron stal ked majestically into the Iizard encanmpnent,
towering high over the heads of the reptiles as they stood still |ike statues.
The Warden of Marshwood Hill was an i mmense bird. He glared down at the
lizards from his enornous height, dark-pupilled, pale gold eyes watching them
fromover a savage yell ow pair of beak spikes. Throw ng back the snakelike
colum of his powerful neck, he gave throat to a chilling shriek, the twin

bl ack feathers on his skull back vibrating.

The di pper zooned down fromthe branches of a gnarled wych-elmat the edge of
the clearing. It |anded anobng the |izards perched on top of the vegetation and
did an excited hopski p dance. The grey heron noved fearlessly and fast, |ong
bl ack sticklike | egs pounding the ground as it spread awesone silk grey w ngs
and charged the heap. The lizards scuttled over each other in their attenpts
to get out of its way, but they were flung high into the air as the heron
scattered the foliage, denolishing the entire pile with w ngs, beak and cl aw
webbed feet.

Martin, Rose, Gumm and Pallumlay exposed on the ground, withing feebly as
they pulled at the taut neck vines. The Warden's dangerous anber beak cl acked
perilously close to their heads as he severed the vines with carel ess ease. He
wat ched them for a nonment until Martin's eyes opened. Leaning cl ose, he spoke
to the young nouse in a precise clipped manner
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"Lie still, stay there. Do not interfere, lizards! CGot to deal with them"

The Warden strode a neasured pace around the canp. There was conpl ete sil ence.
He glared at the reptiles. The lizards stood notionl ess, tongues in, eyes
filmed over as if conpletely cowed by the mad intensity of the heron's stare.
Martin watched, fascinated. The whole affair was carried out in conplete
silence. The heron would point to the captives with its beak then glare at the
lizards. They remai ned notionl ess. Regardl ess of whether or not he trod on
heads, bodies or tails, the Warden stal ked about the canp, finally halting in
front of the red-frilled | eader. Wth a sl ow contenptuous nmovenent of one |eg,
the heron flicked the red-frill over on to its back. It was obviously a
chal l enge that the lizard | eader had to accept. Wiggling upright, the



red-frill hissed and circled to attack

Lyi ng between Pallum and Martin, Rose watched in horror as the grey heron's
beak flashed down. "Ch, how horrible!"

Martin covered her eyes with his paw. "Don't |ook, Rose. | think I can guess
what he's going to do next!"

Gummturned his face aside. "Burr oo, dearie oi! Never could oi be that
"ungry!"

Pal | um nodded i n agreenent as the Warden turned on another lizard. "Guaw |
never seen nothing like that. It's disgusting!"

Martin shrugged. "Maybe you've forgotten, but those |lizards were going to eat
us. The big bird is dealing out his justice to them™

The killer's beak flashed down several nore tinmes until the Warden of
Marshwood Hill had taken his fill. He swall owed and gul ped, then threw back
his head and gave a sharp cry. It was a signal that the lizards were

di sm ssed. They scattered into the marshes in seconds, |eaving the canp
deserted except for the four friends and the grey heron. Wping his beak
nmet hodi cally on a grassy tussock, he strode across to them
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"I am Warden of Marshwood Hill. These are ny marshes, and | amthe only | aw
Li zards are | awbreakers, toads and snakes al so. | do what nust be done!"

Martin bowed formally. "I amMartin, this is Rose, Pallumand G umm W wi sh
to thank you for saving our lives. W are travelling through your marshes on
our way to Noonvale. | was hoping you could help us with some directions."

The little di pper had | anded next to Rose. She was stroking its head. The
Warden preened his huge downy breast awhile as if considering what Martin had
sai d.

"I know no Noonval e, but | have heard its nane spoken. | wll guide you
t hrough nmy marshes. Obey ny laws, or | kill you. Lawbreakers must be kill ed.
Gat her your things, and follow ne."

Martin picked up his sword, Gumm found his | adle, Rose and the dipper found
t he packs—they were untouched, the lizards had not bothered with them

"Can you put out fire?" The Warden pointed his beak at Pallum "I do not like
fire. "

The hedgehog was about to reply when G umm anbl ed over

"GO c¢'n put they'mfoire out, zurr Wardun, ho urr."

The nol e positioned hinself by the fire pit and set to work with his

remar kabl e di ggi ng cl aws. Shooting danp nmarsh earth backwards, he dug
furiously. In a short time the fire pit was reduced to a snoul dering mass,
covered in the earth that G unmm had spread on it.

The Warden nodded abruptly. "I could not do that. You are a useful creature.”

Gummtipped a paw to his snout. "Thankee, zurr, tho' you' m'as thoi own uses,
oi 'spect, keepin' 'ee law in these yurr swanps."



But the Warden was not |istening, he was stal king off out of the canp, calling

back to them "Cone, follownme. | will guide you through nmy marshes to the
mountain. | rnust stay here, | amthe | aw. "
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As they trekked over what appeared to be a slender trail through the wetl ands,
G umm whi spered to Pallum "Yurr, they burd doant say much, do 'ee."

Pal  um coul d not resist doing a comcal inpression of the Warden. Strutting
stiff-1egged, he glared at G unm and spoke sharply. "I amthe |law. These are
nmy marshes. | amthe law"

Bot h the hedgehog and the nol e burst into subdued chuckl es.

The Warden turned and glared at them "Make fun of the law, and | deal wth
you. | amthe law"

Pal  um and Grumm froze for a moment then they saluted vigorously. "Yes, sir.
Under stood, sir!"

"You'm'ee law, zurr. Ho urr, gudd, foine!"

Martin wal ked along with Rose. He nodded at the little bird hopping by her
side. "I see you've got a new friend, Rose. Wat's his nane?"

The nmousenaid stroked the little creature's downy head. "D pper, that's what

he is and that's what 1'Il call him Mrtin, did you hear what the \Warden
sai d—he'd guide us to the mountain. | wonder where that is."
"Me too. | suppose the only way we'll find out is by following him He seens

to know the country well enough.™
"Ch yes, and d'you know why that is?"

Martin smled knowi ngly. Leaning close he whispered into Rose's ear so that
t he Warden coul d not hear

"Because he is the law"

The marshes were dreary, foggy and misty, drab and treacherous. The travellers
followed the grey heron step for step, being careful not to deviate fromthe
tortuously narrow trail. Either side of them npss-hung branches stuck up |ike
spectral linbs fromthe green-dark ooze that exuded occasi onal bubbl es and

wi sps of swanp gas. The only sign that evening was approaching was that the

at nosphere grew deci dedly gl oom er. The Warden halted at a juncture where two
paths crossed to forma
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wooded islet. They sat down in the danp grass as the grey heron | ooked about.
"Canp here tonight, travel tonorrow"

Grumm took out his ladle and set about snapping dead tw gs. "Hurr, thank
gudness fur that. C nmon, Pallum |lend ee thoi paw yurr."

The piercing eyes of the Warden stopped themin their tracks. "Wat do you
do?"



"Make zoop, zurr." Grummwaved his | adle about, chuckling. "Per zoop you' m
need a foire. You' mloik mi zoop."

"I do not know zoop. Make no fire. | amthe law. | do not like fire!"
Sonmewhere nearby a frog croaked in the nmarsh. The Warden foll owed the
direction of the sound with his savage eyes. He swall owed hungrily. "Stay
here, do not nove. Frogs are about. They are | awbreakers. | amthe law, | will

deal with them"

He stal ked off into the darkening msts. Wen he was out of sight, Pallum gave
a short, hunorless laugh. "Looks to ne like the |law wants its supper."

Rose was unpacking rations. "What a dreadful idea!" she shuddered.

Martin hel ped her prepare their neal. "Muybe so, but without the Warden of
Marshwood Hill we'd have been lizard lunch today. The bird is a necessary
evil, believe nme."

Rose laid out two fruit flans, some hazel nut scones and the | ast canteen of
m nt and | avender cordial. The food was a bit battered and squashed but stil
very tasty. Rose | aughed as they watched the dipper pecking furiously at a

scone.

"Ch | ook, Martin, Dipper's really enjoying hinmself. I'lIl bet he's never tasted
anyt hing as nice."

The tiny bird sprayed themwi th crunbs as he attenpted to conmunicate his
pl easure to his newfound friends.

" Goodi z, goodiz!"
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After supper, the dipper whistled and chirped happily. Wen he had finished
t hey appl auded him Martin |ay back, sipping at the tangy cordi al

"Wsh | could sing like that. |'ve got the worst singing voice in the world.
Cone on, Rose, sing something to cheer us up in this gloony marsh."

The nmousenmaid obliged willingly, her wondrous clear voice ringing nelodiously
into the deep marshl and ni ght.

"O happy is as happy does,

M sery never useful was,

And | am happy now because
I"mwith the ones | |ove.

Sing fol lol Ioh a lairy |ay,

Let the sun shine bright all day,
So I'I'l go happy on ny way

Wth the good ones that | | ove.



O fie on you, O great disgrace,

Look at that sad unhappy face,

"'l not walk with you, not one pace,
You're not the one | |ove.

Si ng dunble dum and derry dee,

You'll have to smle to cone with ne,
Till happiness doth let you see
You're the one that | |ove!"

The di pper chirped appreciatively as they appl auded. G umm shook his head
admringly. "G loikes that un, Mz Roser. A lus nmakes oi feel |oike darncen!"

Rose gave the nole a playful shove. "Wll come on, old G umthops, it's ages
since | saw you dance!" Gumm stuck his digging claws in his ears, rolling

fromside to side with enmbarrassment. "Ho no, oi'mno gurt shakes at 'ee
darncen. You' m papa allus used to larff when oi darnced."

"Well, papa's not here now, so you'll dance—er we'll tell the Warden that
you' ve been making fun of him"
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Rose picked up Gumis |ladle and shook it at himin nock anger.

"Ho no, you' mwudden do a thing loik that."

"Ch yes she would!" Martin and Pal |l um chorused together.

Grumm stood up, shuffling his paws. "Hurr, s'pose oi better sing 'n' darnce

then. You' m awful crool beasts."”

Rose could see that the nole wanted to sing and dance. "Conme on, G ummyface,
do your party piece, the one about your old grandfather. | like that one."

Mol e dancing is a curious spectacle and is invariably acconpani ed by singing.
Grumm hel d up his digging claws and did a small hopski p,

"Naow Granfer were a pow ful nole.

Scratch a tunnel dig an 'ole,

The noi ghtiest eater, so oi'mtole,
In all of all 'ee wuddl ands.

You' m shoul d' ve seen hi m eaten cake.
Grannum sai d, fer gudness sake,

Q'll start 'ee oven up to bake

An' twel veteen cakes oi'll nake.



If Granfer ate wun, himate two,

Ho dearie nme, oi'mtellen you

H m ate those twel veteen cakes roight throo,
Then went asleep till zunmer.

An' when 'ee zummer sun did break,

My ol e granfer cane awake,

The gudd ol e beast drinked all 'ee |ake

An' left 'ee fishes sobbin'.

Hmn story as oi've toald to you

O swears as every wird be troo,

Iffen you'mthink oi tole fibs to you

Then go an' arsk 'ee fishes!"
Rose, Pallumand Martin were falling about |aughing as Gummtook a bow He
was puffing fromthe exertion of song and dance comnbi ned.
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The Warden appeared as if fromnowhere. He stared hard at Grumm and shook his
head once. "CGood at putting out fire, not at singing. Muse Rose is the best
singer. | know this. Sl eep now Dipper, you go back to your famly nest!"

Sonetime before dawn Martin stirred. Vague nmuffled sounds had gradual |y
wakened him He lay awhile taking stock of their hostile surroundings. The
muf f1 ed sounds continued. Rolling over slowy, he checked the sleeping forms
of Rose, Gunm and Pallum They were deep in slunber, breathing peacefully.
Martin's eyes strayed over to where the grey heron was lying. It was hard to
tell in the darkness, but he sensed that something was not right. He peered
long at the bird, his paw straying to the short sword stuck in the ground near
his head. The Warden appeared to be rolling about in his sleep, naking nmuffled
noi ses.

Slowy Martin rose until he was crouching. Placing his paws carefully anong

t he danp grass tussocks, he edged over. Sonmething slim slapped himin the
face as he reached the nmoving figure of the Warden. There were dark shapes al
over the great bird, and it was nmoving nore slowy and weakly As his eyes
becane accustoned to the darkness, Martin saw that creatures he could not nake
out were strangling the grey heron, w nding about its neck while others
secured its | egs and w ngs.

So that was what the nmuffled noises were. They nust have been attacking the
Warden for some time because the big bird' s struggles were very weak. Martin
threw hinmself into the fray with a shout that wakened his three friends

i nstantly.

"Yaaaaah, Maaaaartin!"
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It was getting towards evening and shadows were beginning to | engthen on the
shoreline as Brone clinbed down fromthe cliffs. Ahead of himhe could see

Wil pp, the searat who had taken Felldoh's javelin through his footpaw, |inping
al ong by hinself. Suddenly Brome had an idea that night gain himentrance into
Mar shank. He padded silently up until he was al nost |evel with Wil pp

"H there, mate. You the beast they left be'ind?"

Wil pp sat down on the sand, wincing as he nursed his paw. "Aye that's ne.
What's yer nanme, matey?"

Brone sat down by him and began ripping a strip fromhis shirt. "Harr, |'m
Bucktail. Cap'n sent me back for ye. | was walkin' along the clifftops when |
saw you down 'ere. 'Ad still while | binds that paw up fer ye, nessnate.”

Wil pp gritted his teeth as Brone worked. "Aagh, it 'urts bad, Bucktail. Wt
dye think, will it give me a linmp for the rest o' me |ife?"

"More'n likely, bucko." Brome nodded as he tied the inprovised bandage off
neatly. "You was lucky it didn't catch you 'igher, or you' da been a goner
Cone on, mate, up on yer paws. |'Il give yer a lift back to the fortress."

Hoppi ng on one paw, the injured searat threw an arm
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about Brone's shoulders and | eaned on himas they nmade their way slowy back
"Bucktail, eh. Well ny name's Wil pp, an' | won't fergit yer fer the 'elp
you' ve give nme this day, nessmate.”

They entered the fortress as darkness fell. Nobeast paid nuch attention to
them both. The main center of attraction was the continuing feud between the
two | eaders. Clogg sat on the courtyard stones, surrounded by his crew as he
tore ravenously at hard bread and dried fish, guzzling seaweed ale from an
oversi zed tankard. Badrang stood on the porch of his | onghouse, haranguing the
corsair.

"Now |l et me get this right, one creature, a single squirrelmid at that,
killed three of your great hairy waverobbers and wounded another. Well, lack a
season and | ose a day!"

Cogg hurled a hard crust at Badrang. It fell short. "Harr go an' boil yer
'ead, stoatears. You was safe enough inside o' yer fancy fortress surrounded
by yer | ubbernosed 'orde!"

Badrang | eaned over the porch rail, his voice nocking. "And what, pray, was
t he dreaded Cap'n Tramun C ogg doing while this dreadful slaughter took place?
H ding fromthe squirrel mai d?"

Clogg's nose glinted purple with rage as he spat out dried fish. "It weren't
no squirrelymaid did the killin', it was those excaped sl aves o' yourn
throwin' javelins, an' by the way they could throwl'd "ate t' be in yer shirt
if they attacks 'ere!"

The Tyrant spread his paws appealingly to the listeners. "Wy should they cone
back here after escaping? Strikes ne they'd want to put as nuch distance

bet ween t henmsel ves and Marshank as possible. By the way, how s your ship

refl oati ng com ng al ong?"



A slow smle spread across Clogg's villainous face. "Mich the sane as yer
stone quarryin' an' field croppin',
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me ol e nessmate. ' Ave yer done much enpire buildin' today, haharrharr?"

Stung by the taunt that had rebounded on him Bad-rang pointed his sword at

the corsair. "I'lIl remnd you that you're eating ny food, C ogg, and your
wort hl ess mob of seascumare filling their bellies at ny expense too. But al
that's going to change. Fromnow on if you want to eat our supplies at
Marshank you'll have to earn your food |like any of ny creatures!”

C ogg hurled the tankard. It smashed on the ground in front of Badrang as the
corsair bellowed defiantly, "W ain't yer creatures, ne an' ny crewis
seabeasts, rovers an' freebooters. W' re 'onourin' you by takin' our neals
‘"ere 'cos you owe us that nuch, you boat-burnin' barnacle. We'd 'ave sailed
off fromthis fort |long since but for yer treachery!"

Brone threw a paw about Wil pp, steering himtowards the walls of the slave

conmpound. "C mon, mate, let's find someplace for you to sit easy. W can't

stand around listenin' to those two stoats jawin' each other to death while
yer paw s injured bad."

They sat with their backs against the wooden fence. "Harr, 'tis rest you need,
Wil pp." Brone spoke loudly on purpose. "A good deep sleep'd do you a power o
good, matey. Sleep, the best healer of alll™

Wil pp did not argue. He was weary and his footpaw throbbed relentl essly.
G osing his eyes, he lay back.

"Right you are, Bucktail. | feel like |I could sleep fer a season!"

Keyl a had been listening to the two creatures on the other side of the fence.
Curiosity overcame the young otter, and he was not long in clinbing the
timbers to peer over the top at the pair.

Brone made sure that Wil pp's eyes were closed and they were not being
observed, then he swept the floppy hat fromhis head and grinned cheekily up
at Keyl a.
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Hol di ng up a warni ng paw, he pointed at Wl pp, stroking the searat's head
gently and crooning in a soft voice, "Sleep, matey. You need a | ong deep

sl eep, long an' deep."

Keyl a understood. He gave a broad w nk and di sappeared.

Brone continued speaki ng soothingly to the hal f-asleep Wil pp. "Sl eep, natey,
that's all you need, sleepy sleep sleep ..."

Wil pp's eyelids flickered. He glanced at Brone and smiled lazily. "Bucktail
me ole matey, you | ooks |ike some kind o' nouse without yore hat on ..."

Assi sted by a nouse naned Yarrow, Keyla popped up over the conpound top
Bet ween themthey held a big inprovi sed sandbag.

Whunp!



Wil pp' s head was a target they could not mss. The heavy object |anded
forcefully, knocking the searat out like a light.

"He's got enough on his mind to keep himasleep a good while," the
irrepressible Keyla giggled. "Brome, what are you doi ng back here, friend?"

The young mouse cl anped his fl oppy hat back on. "I've come to get you and the
rest away from here, Keyla, though I thought you'd have escaped with the | ast
lot."

The young otter shook his head. "I could have, but there's old ones and sone
babes here that weren't quick enough to get away. | couldn't hop it and | eave
t hem just because | was young and fast, now could I?"

Brone propped Wil pp's head on the sandbag as if it were a pillow "You're a
good otter, Keyla. Listen, here's the plan. W'll get themall out between us,
toni ght."

@Qurrad wat ched as Badrang poured poison into a flagon of blackberry grog.
"Great seasons, Sire, there's enough in there to lay an arny out!"
206

Badrang shook the snmall vial to make sure the last drops went in. "C ogg could
never resist a drop of blackberry grog. It'Il be his last drop, laced with
wol f bane and hem ock. There's not a creature born who could drink that and
live to tell the tale." He pulled Gurrad close, his voice a sinister hiss.
"Listen now, rat. Here's what you nust do!"

The rat called QG lback threw his knife. It zipped through the air to bury
itself deep in the driftwood spar set up on the beach. Cap'n Tranun C ogg
grunted as he tugged the quivering blade free and returned it to its owner

"Good throw, matey. | likes to see a beast who's skilled at slingin' a
frogsticker. Do it agin, GOlback."

The searat twirled his knife expertly, closed one eye, sighted and threw hard.
This time the blade went a third of its length into the tinber. O ogg cl apped

his back heartily.

"Haharr, yore a murderer born, G| back. Now cock a lug, matey, an' listen to a
liddle plan that |1've arranged fer that stingy grubsw pin' former partner o
mne .. ."

The noon appeared over Marshank, casting pale |ight and deep shadow over the
fortress where three separate schemes were being laid, two for death and one
for freedom

Brone hastily rearranged his corsair gear. There was little difference in the
ill-assorted rags worn by Cogg's pirates and those of Badrang's soldiers and
in no time Brome | ooked every inch the hordebeast. Keyla did the sane,

i mprovising with Wil pp's tawdry rags.

Mnutes later, two ruthless hordebeasts marched strai ght past the guards and
into the slave conpound.

"Stay at the rear and help any stragglers,"” Brone signalled to Yarrow.
"Righto, listen friends, all you have to do is follow Keyla and nme. If



anybeast stops or challenges us, don't you say a word, |leave the talking to
ne.
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Stay in the shadows as nuch as possible, don't hurry too nmuch and above all,
be silent!"

They set off towards the main courtyard with Brome and Keyl a | eading the
group.

Badrang corked the flagon, shaking it well before he gave it to Currad.

"See if they're asleep, don't chance it otherwise. If everything is all right,
then sneak up close to Clogg. He's usually sleeping near to the |argest
canpfire. Place the flagon in his paw, or as close as you can get to it. That
stupid plaited buffoon doesn't care what he drinks. Wen he wakes in the
nmorning the flagon will be the nearest thing to him He'll pop the cork and
guzzle it right off. I know himof old. Go now |I'mtrusting you to do the job
right, Qurrad."

Swat hed in a dark cloak, the rat left the | onghouse.

Standing in the shadows at the side of the | onghouse was anot her cl oaked
figure. O lback held his knife by the blade, ready to throw. The doorway area
was illumnated in a patch of noonlight. H's pawtrenbled a little fromthe
tension of waiting and the enormity of his task. It was not just any conmon
crewbeast that got to kill Lord Badrang, the Tyrant of Marshank. No, it was
he, GOl back, the best knife-thrower in all Cap'n C ogg' s crew

He heard the creak of the door as it opened. Tightening his grip on the bl ade,
he cl osed one eye and took aim A cloaked figure stole out, shutting the door
carefully behind it. QG lback grunted with exertion as he hurled his weapon

It was a good throw. The cloaked figure collapsed silently off the porch

O I back hurried forward. Retrieving his knife fromQirrad' s throat, he w ped
the bl ade, giving a | ow snarl of dismay when he saw the dead features of the
creature he had slain. It was not Badrang!

H s footpaw struck somethi ng—a flagon of wi ne. Never being one to pass up a
free gift, he ramred it
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into his runic and turned to run away. It was at that exact nonment Brone was
passing with the slaves. Ol back ran sl apbang into Brone.

There was a nonent's silence as they confronted each other, then Bronme said in
a qui et but commandi ng tone, "Wat are you doing around here?"

O | back answered hesitantly, thinking fast as he did. "Er, oh, I'm er
gettin' rid of this dirty spy for Lord Badrang. He's one o' those corsairs. |
caught 'im'angin' about 'erel!l"

Brome nodded. " Good!"

He was about to turn away when O | back becane suspicious. "Just a nonent,
mate. What are you doin' wid that bunch?"

Keyla stepped in boldly. "If it's any of your business, we're puttin' themin



the prison pit. Lord Badrang doesn't want this [ot escapin' |ike the others.
He wants 'em down the pit where he can keep an eye on 'em™

The corsair was slightly taken aback by Keyla's aggressive stance. "Ch, er,
right. Well 1'Il bid ye good night."

Unfortunately they were both travelling in the sanme direction. Keyla and Brone
were forced to wal k along with Ol back, who was heading for the nmain gate
which lay in the sane direction as the prison pit. They wal ked in silence with
t he slaves foll ow ng.

O | back glanced at the thirty creatures. "Yore gonna have a job on yer paws
gettin' all themdown that pit. They'll be standin' on each other's 'eads."

"Do em good!" Bronme sniffed officiously. "We're not here to argue, we carry
out our Leader's orders an' don't ask too many questions."

The searat nodded agreement. "Aye, that's all the likes of us can do, eh
mate! "

Though the gates of Marshank were open to the corsairs canped on the shore,
there was still a sentry posted on top of the wall. It was the ferret
Bl uehi de. He saw
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the slaves being led to the pit and called down, "Wat in the name of
frogfeathers are you doin' down there?"

O | back wi nked at Keyla and shouted back arrogantly, "What does it |ook |like
we're doin', takin' a sw n®

Bl uehi de shook his spear. "Leave that gratin' alone. Al those beasts can't
fit down there. Besides, there was three escaped fromthat pit!"

Brone sighed wearily. Placing paws on hips, he called out in an insulting
manner, "lt's none of your business how many sl aves Lord Badrang wants us to
put in the pit. And another thing, those three wouldn't have escaped if the
sentry that night had been keepin' an eye on this grating. They broke out by
nmovin' it."

Bl uehi de fixed his eyes on the grating, |eaning his elbows on the walltop

"Well, they won't escape fromthere tonight while I'"mwatchin'."

"You weren't put up there to watch gratings, slop-head.” Keyla called out in a
stern voice. "It's your job to keep a close eye on those corsairs on the
shore! ™"

Now Bl uehi de was conpl etely confused. Keyla chuckl ed as he sl apped G | back
heartily across the shoulders. "Ha ha ha! That showed him eh, matey?"

O I back continued on his way, |aughing falsely as he answered. "Ho ho ho! It
certainly did, mate. 1'll just take a |l ook out there neself. You can't trust
corsairs y' know "

Keyl a and Brone waited until Bluehide had his back to themon the wall top,
then shifted the heavy grating to one side.

"Whew, that was a close thing!" the young nouse mnurmured under his breath.



Qutside in the shadow of the wall, Glback w ped sweat from his nose
muttering silently to hinself. "Wew, that was a close thing!"

He uncorked the flagon and took a deep drink to cal mhis nerves.
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Brone and Keyl a ushered the freed slaves into the pit and then clinbed in
after them pulling the grating shut over them once they were in.

An ol d nmousewi fe called Geumstarted to conplain aloud. "It's stuffy down
here. I'mstuck like a pea in a pod. Wiy did we have to cone into this dirty
pl ace?"

Brone was thunping the walls to find the opening. "Hush, Mother, this is the
way we're going to escape. Keep your voice down."

But Geum was not about to be quiet. "The main gate was open. Wy didn't we
just go out that way? And don't call ne nother, cheekyface. |I'm not your
not her! "

Keyl a cl amped a paw across her mouth. "Silence, you old scold! Bronme knows
what he's doing. We wouldn't stand a | ame sea bird' s chance of wal ki ng through
Cogg's crewto freedom This way we'll cone up between sone rocks beyond
their canp. Have you found the opening yet, Brone?"

A shower of | oose earth and sone pieces of driftwood fell on to the heads of
Keyl a and Geum

"Hahah! Here it is," Brome cried excitedly. "For a nmonent | wasn't sure
could find it. Good old Gumm he did a great job disguising his tunnel. ']
go first. Keyla, you and Yarrow help the others in and bring up the rear

W' || have to nove fast, there's not many hours left until dawn. The | ast
thing we want is to be caught out on the open shore.”

It took a considerable tinme to get all the slaves into the tunnel. They pushed
up agai nst each other in the darkness, infants began whi nperi ng and Geum
started to conpl ai n agai n.

"Ugh! It's dark and stuffy down here. | don't like it!"

Yarrow shoved her further along from behind. "None of us are exactly joyful
about bei ng down here, old one. Just keep going, and put a latch on your lip.
You' re upsetting the little ones.™

Geum s dignity was of fended. "Stop pushing ne, you
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young rip, and mnd how you speak to your elders. Ch dear, there's sand
falling on the back of ny head."

Brone crawl ed as fast as he was able to. Hearing Geum s | ast statenent added
to his haste. He knew the tunnel was only a nakeshift affair and could
col l apse at any nmonent, particularly now, with the added di sturbance of
thirty-odd creatures blundering their way through it. Suddenly, just when he
t hought he was at the end of the tunnel, Brone found he could craw no
farther. The young nmouse let out a groan into the thick air.

The tunnel had caved in at the exit end. They were trapped!
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Rose was wakened by Martin's cry and the great feathered bulk of the grey
heron rolling over her. Sonething brushed by her. She felt slithering scal es
and ki cked out at them

Martin was |ocked in the coils of some reptilian creature, what it was he did
not know. It felt like a snake, but it had nore than one head and tail

St abbi ng viciously with his short sword, he was rewarded by the sound of

angui shed hissing as the coils fell away fromhim Nearby G umm swung out wth
his | adl e and caught sonmething hard on the skull. It went linp. Pallum hung on
grimy to a third sinuous shape as Rose battered it with a supply pack. Martin
felt another reptile at his back. Swi nging sharply, he slashed crossw se and
st abbed down twi ce. The creature was instantly slain.

Rose was still hitting with the pack as she cried out in the darkness, "Fire,
G unm Make firel"

The nole funmbled for flint and tinder as Martin found Rose and Pallumin the
darkness. Afraid to use his sword in such close proximty to them he dropped
it and went headlong at the creature they had been trying to tackle. Butting,
punching and kicking |ike a mad beast, Martin rendered the thing sensel ess.

There were no nore opponents to fight. They stood
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still while sparks flew and G umm could be heard bl owing on the tinder.
Suddenly there was a small flame. The nole fed it with dry grass and twigs. In
the ensuing firelight they viewed the attackers and the attacked. It was the
two sl owworns they had first seen on entering the marshes. They were both
dead, slain by Martin, and lying stunned cl ose by was an enornous grass snhake
and a young adder.

G umm shuddered violently. "Surrpints!™”

Pal  um scranbl ed over to the linp figure of the Warden. "I think they've
killed him"

Rose was at his side instantly. "Let me take a look."

As she inspected the big bird, Martin called Pallumand Gunmto hel p him

Bet ween the three of themthey heaved the bodies of the four reptiles into the
deep ooze of the marsh

"Over here! This bird is alive!"

Rose was massagi ng the Warden's |long neck. His eyelids fluttered feebly as she

rubbed skillfully. One of the heron's eyes opened nmonmentarily. "I amthe
| aaaaawM " it managed to croak
The mousenmaid put a paw to its beak. "Yes | know Be still now, those snakes

nearly strangled you. Gumm put sone water on to heat and see if you can find
some soft noss and herbs to nake a poultice.”

As dawn broke over the little canp, Rose sat nursing her patient. The \Warden
was a fierce bird, quick to recover and hard to keep still. She had bound his
neck with a warm soot hing poultice of mbss and herbs, checking the rest of him
to assure herself that the young adder had not struck him



"You'll be all right, the adder didn't bite you. Warden, please lie still.
Your neck was badly squeezed. Try not to nove it."

The grey heron tried to rise but fell back croaking hoarsely, "Snakes are
| awbreakers. | will punish them | amthe law"
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Gumm | ooked up fromthe soup he was nmaki ng. "Doant you' m never be soilent,
burd? C ose thoi gurt beak. Hurr!"

As they were held up by the Warden's injuries, breakfast was a leisurely
affair. Pallumroasted sone vegetables, |eek, pennycress, and shallots. G umm
made excellent wild celery and herb soup then experimented on sone barl ey
scones. The Warden became so fierce when Pallumtried to feed hi msoup that

t he hedgehog hid behind G umm "I don't think he |ikes your soup."

G umm shook his ladle at the heron. "Doant be natural, creetur not |oikin' noi
zoop. He'mnever grow big 'n' strong loik oi."

"I am Warden of Marshwood Hill. Warden does not eat zoop!"

"Ch, goo an' boil thoi 'ead, gurt burdbag!"

Rose was surprised at the Warden's powers of recovery. Barely hal fway through
the norning he was up and wal ki ng as he conversed with Martin. The young nouse
told himthe story of what had taken place in the night. The big bird glared
savagely at him

"I thank you. Martin is mouse warrior, but you nust learn!”

"Learn what ?"

"Learn to kill all |awbreakers. Two snakes not dead!"

"But | threw themin the swanp."

"Next time kill first, then they will never break the |aw again!"

The Warden was infl exi bl e when dealing with | anwbreakers.

By noon they were back on the path again, travelling behind the Warden. Rose

was mentioning to Martin that the msts were beginning to clear and sunlight
was now plainly visible filtering through, when Pallumcalled, "Ahead, | ook

up! "

There was the nountain. Rising above the nmists into the summer day, it towered
in solitary splendor, the
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| ower slopes clad in verdant pine, rising to shrub and wild |upin, which gave
way to naked dun-hued rock all the way to its nmmjestic peak

Grumm shi el ded his eyes with a digging claw, peering up. "Wll, dig noi
tunnel! Us'ns got t' cloinb yon gurt

et



The Warden halted, fixing themwth his fierce eye. "You can see the
nount ai n?"

Rose nodded her head, awed at the sight. "W surely can. Have we got to clinb
over it?"

The heron stood on one leg. "No, only hal fway. Do you see the cave?"

The four friends searched the rocky nass, straining their eyes. Martin | ooked
at Rose and shrugged before turning to the Warden. "W cannot see a cave, but
if you say it is there then we believe you. Hal fway up, you said."

The Warden nodded. "Yes, halfway up. It is a runnel through the nountain. Now
| must |eave you. These are my marshes. | amthe | aw here. | stay."

Wth an awkward hopskip he took to the air, wi ngs beating until he caught a
t hermal . Swoopi ng over them the bird called out, "You saved ny life. | wll
not forget this. You are not | awbreakers. Maybe | will be able to help you
someday. | go now. CGoodbye!™

As he swooped away, Rose cried aloud, "Thank you for your hel p. Besides the
cave, is there anything el se we should | ook out for when we clinb the
nount ai n?"

Wheeling in a half-turn, the heron called a final nmessage, "Ask Boldred, the
mountain is not nmine. These are ny marshes and | al one amthe
| aaaaaa- aawwwwwww "

Wth that, the Warden of Marshwood Hill was gone, soaring above his donmain of
treacherous ooze and reptilian subjects.

In the late afternoon they came out of the nmarshlands. Crossing a stretch of
dry scrub country, the four travel -
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lers stopped at the fringe of pines in the nmountainous foothills. It was green
and shady where Martin decided they woul d canp.

"We' || rest here until the norning before attenpting to clinb the nountain. A
good meal and a long sleep is what we need."

G umm shook the food packs out, his honely face a picture of dismay as he took
stock of their supplies. "Burr, "ardly any vittles left!"

Two wi zened apples, a few pawfuls of wheat flour, one or two candi ed nuts and
three raspberry scones were all that remained of Polleekin's good food. The
nmol e shook their final canteen. "Lack a day, on'y arf full o mint cordiall!"

Rose chuckl ed as she prodded her friend' s tubby little stomach. "Ch dearie ne,
Grumm Trencher, are you going to let us all starve and waste away to | eaf
shadows?"

G umm polished his ladle vigorously with dry grass. "You'ma snip, Mz Roser
no m stake about that! Roight, oi'mtaken charge yurr an' now. Pallum surch
furr veg-gibles, zurr Marthen, an' you'm Mz Roser, |ukk for water an' gather
wudd. G'll see wot can be 'unted oop. Listen now, oi wants you' mall back
yurr afore sunset. Be that clear?"

Pallum Martin and Rose giggled as they whi spered anong thensel ves. G umm



waved the ladle at them "O said, be that clear?"

They turned to himwith serious faces, trying hard not to | augh as they stood
stiffly to attention sal uting.

"To hear is to obey, Lord Gunm"
"W will not cone back enmpty-pawed, O M ghty One!"
"W are yours to command, for you are the |aw"

They dashed off |aughing, |eaving G umm polishing his ladle. "GO doant see
nuthin' funny. Vittles be serious, ho urr!"
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Twi | ight found the four friends seated around a cozy little fire. Their
foraging had proved extrenely fruitful: apples, early wild pluns and sone
green acorns, parsley, dandelion, wild oats and a pi ece of honeyconb, which
Pal  um had found floating in a small rivulet of ice-cold nountain water. There
were al so a few nushroons and sone wat ercress which had been growi ng by the
rivulet. Grumm borrowed Martin's sword and used the blade to peel and chop

The others took their ease, |aying back under a small spreading pine to watch
hi m

"Hurr, nushrooms 'n' cress goes with parsley 'n' danneeline,” the nole
expl ai ned as he prepared supper. "Chop up they green acorns too. Twill make
gudd zoop, a'most thick as stew. " He paused to rap Rose's pawwith the |adle
as she tried to steal a wild plum "CGurroff, mzzy! G needs they, to put w'
last o' flour and woild oaters an' hunny. Chop 'ee apples vurry liddle. Pass
oi yon flat stone, oi needs it furr noi

asperimend. "

Martin | ooked at Rose as he passed Gummthe flat thin rock. "Asperinmend? \What
does he nean?"

"He neans experiment. Gummis always experinenting with food. He's very good,
his experiments can turn

out tasty."

The soup when it came was savory, and they blew on it as they sipped it from
their scallop shells. Gunmhad patted his mxture of wild plum flour, oats,
honey and apples into small round cakes that he cooked on the flat rock over
the fire. The sweet snell weathed round the canp as he turned off the first
batch to cool in the grass. Taking one gingerly, he broke it, giving half to
Rose. "Wt you' mthink o' that, mzzy?"

The nmousenmaid juggled it in her paws, blowing on it as she took several quick
ni bbles. "Ch, Gumm it tastes wonderful. So sweet and sticky!"

The nole wrinkled his snout in a satisfied manner. "Hurr, oi knew 't woul d.
G'll make a couple o' batches an' we'll pack they'mfurr rations. G 'opes oi
c'n
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anenber noi asperi nend when we reaches 'ome to Noonval e."



Grumm gave them a cake apiece to eat after their soup. He was packing the rest
of them away when a cracki ng of branches coupled with screans and wld

| aught er sounded cl ose by. Before Martin could retrieve his sword from G unm
a dozen or nore young squirrels bounded into the canp, screeching, scrabbling
and fighting. One of the creatures tripped and stunbl ed over Rose. He snapped
at her and pushed her roughly as he struggled to rise. Martin was across to
himin a twinkling. He dealt the squirrel a hefty blow and sent himspraw ing
again. Now the canp seened to be full of wld-1ooking squirrels. They wore
sashes of gaily colored barkcloth and had bird feathers fastened to their
tails. Disregarding the four travellers, they fought and screeched all round
them ignoring the upset and disconfort they were causing. One creature
grabbed hold of Grumm using himas a shield to escape from another, who was
trying, apparently, to steal the feathers fromhis tail.

Martin had stood enough. He did not want to kill any of themas they had not
directly attacked himor his friends, but he was determ ned that they should
be taught a lesson. Seizing Gumis |ladle, he dashed at the two who were
whirling the nole about as one tried to catch the other.

Whopp! Thock!

Martin dealt out two stunning bl ows which sat the wild pair down flat on their
tails. He brandished the ladle and roared, "Stop this! D you hear me? Stoppit
this instant!"”

The squirrels halted, panting heavily and grinning at each other
Martin shook the ladle, his voice stern and | oud.

"You hooligans, what d' you nmean by dashing in and wrecking our canp like this,
eh? Have you no manners at all? You're like a nob of wild beasts!"
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One squirrel grabbed a feather fromthe tail of another and hopped ninbly on
to a |l ow pi ne branch. "Hah! 'Snot your land, it's ours. W' re the Gawtrybe, we
do what we like. So there!"™ He stuck his tongue out inpudently at Martin.

Pal | um was qui ck. Leaping up, he caught the branch and twanged it, catapulting
the squirrel onto the ground. The other squirrels thought this was hilarious
and started doing it to each other, one | eaping on a | ow branch as the ot her
twanged it off.

Rose was furious. Placing her paws on her hips, she yelled at them "Do you
want ne to call the Warden of Marshwood Hill?"

They stopped nonmentarily again, then started |aughing as one of their nunber
began imtating the grey heron's sticklike wal k and doi ng a passabl e
i mpression of the bird.

"I amthe law, | slay all |awbreakers! Heeheehee, Warden can't touch us, he
only rules the marshl and, never cones up herel™

Rose drew herself up to her full height. "Then 1'l] tel
Bol dred! "
Al activity ceased. They | ooked around nervously, then one of thempulled an

i mpudent face. "Yah, you can't, 'cos she's not here, |ook!" Junping up and
down, he chanted, "Boldred, Boldred, boul der-head ol d Bold-red!" Spreading his



paws wi de, he smirked cheekily, "See, she's not here!"

Wth a series of wild whoops the squirrels sprang off into the trees, |eaving
the canp at peace once nore. Martin stood listening to them as they shrieked
and shouted off into the gathering night.

"The Gawtrybe, eh. | don't like that crowm one little bit. W' d best post a
sentry tonight. I'Il take first watch. Gumm wll you take second? You can
use ny sword."

The nol e brandi shed his trusty ladle fearlessly. "Burr, this be all oi'll need
furr they rarscally beasters!”

Rose placed danp wood on the fire to burn slowy
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t hrough the night. She sat with her back against a pine and settled to rest.
"Martin, did you notice how they stopped when | mentioned Bol dred? | know t hey
j oked and clowned a bit, but they're obviously scared of her. | wonder who

Bol dred is and where we can find her."

Martin shoul dered the small sword, his keen eyes questing around the

ni ght - cl oaked woodl and. "Your guess is as good as mne, Rose. | don't think
we' ve seen the last of the Gawtrybe, though.”

However, the night passed uneventfully for the four travellers, the wooded
foothills remaining cal mand peaceful. The follow ng norning was presided over
by a hot blue cloudl ess sky, prom sing even greater heat as the day
progressed. They breakfasted sparingly on cold water and some of Gumis

i nventi on cakes before setting off to scal e the nountain.

Three hours after dawn, they left the forest, entering a country of sloping
shal e scree carpeted with shrub, fern and lupin. As they toiled upwards in the
oppressive breezel ess warnth, Martin gritted his teeth. Jibes and insults were
comng at themfromall around, though they saw no squirrels.

"Heehee, I'Il tell the Warden on you!"

"Bad- manner ed hool i gans, canp w eckers!"

"Heehee, still no sign of Boldred!"

"Pl ease, Boldred, save us fromthe Gawtrybe, heehee!"

Pal | um cl apped a paw to his ear. "Yowch! They're chucking pebbles at ne!"

A smal |l stone clacked off Martin's swordbl ade. He kept his eyes straight
ahead, speaking in a voice strained by tenper. "lgnore them the stupid
vermn!"

"Ignore them the stupid verm n, heeheehee!" a voice echoed back at him

The young mouse was about to pick up a pebble and hurl it back in the
direction of the voice when Rose halted. She muttered urgently to himout of
the side of her nmouth, "Look up ahead!"

221

The way was bl ocked by about fifty Gawmtrybe squirrels. One, larger than the



rest and obviously sone kind of chieftain, stood forward. He scuffed the
ground with his paw and pouted |ike a naughty infant as he spoke. "This is
Gawt rybe | and. You've got to pay to pass through."

Martin eyed himlevelly. "W have only sone food for ourselves, nothing of any
value. | am Martin the Warrior, this is Rose, Pallumand Gumm Let us pass.
W will be off your land by nightfall."

The squirrel leader did a mincing little dance, holding his paws together
i mpl oringly as he nocked, "Let us pass, please. Let us pass!”

Martin noticed that nore squirrels had come up behind them cutting off any
chance of retreat. The | eader squirrel had nore feathers in his tailbrush than
any of the others. He arched the bushy tail skillfully towards Martin.

"I am cal |l ed Wakk, |eader of the Gawmtrybe. G ve nme your sword and I'Il let you
pass. "

The young mouse's eyes were cold as he answered, "Nobeast takes this sword
fromnel"

Wakk puffed out his chest and nade his tail stand straight. "Then I will fight
you for it!"

Martin curled his lip derisively. "Ch, you'll fight, nmy friend, backed up by
all your bunch, | suppose.”

Wakk did not sneer or joke. He held up both paws to show he was not arned. "No
no, we two will fight together, just ne and you. None of my bunch will
interfere. Gve your sword to the nousemaid, and let's see how good you are

wi t hout a weapon."

Instantly, the squirrels formed a large ring. As Martin passed the sword to
Rose he had his back turned to Wakk

"Look out, Martin!" Pall um shout ed.

He thrust the sword into Rose's paws and whirled around to see Wakk hurtling
through the air at him teeth bared and cl aws outspread.
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Tr apped!

The word ran back like wildfire along the creatures packed into the escape
tunnel, and panic took over in the dark airless place.

"We're all going to die down here. Help!" "Qoh, | knew we shoul d never have
tried to escape!” "I can't breathe. Let nme out of here!" "At |east we were
alive in the stockade!" "It's that Brone's fault, the stupid young fool!"

Sonet hi ng wi t hin Keyla  snapped. Suddenl y the young otter was
crushi ng and pushing, |ashing out as he clinbed over heads, squeezing and
scrapi ng past other creatures, bashing out with all paws and his rud-derlike
tail as he battled towards Bronme at the bl ocked exit.

"Cerrout of ny way! | never came down here to suffocate an' die. Let ne by,
you stupid snivellin' nmpaners!" Bulling and pushing, kicking and shoving, the
resourceful otter strove on through the packed airless tunnel until he felt



Brone's corsair rags in his paws. "Bronme, what's the matter. Why can't we get
out ?"

H s face touching Keyla's, Brone yelled in the darkness, "W were nearly out,
I"msure of it, but the exit's caved in!"

223

The otter pushed hi mbackwards into the press of wailing slaves. "Get out of
my way and give ne space. |'Il get us out of here!™ Wth a surge of strength
born of desperation, Keyla threw hinself at the bl ockage, all four paws goi ng
like windmlls. Despite the screans and cries of outrage from behind, he tore,
bit, gouged, kicked, dug and flailed at the sandy earth as it sprayed around
himin gouts and showers. Hi s shouts could be heard throughout the tunnel as
he flung his body forward.

"Eeyaahhh! What d'ycm want? Sonebeast to dig? I'Il show you how Keyl a di gs!
Li ke this! And this! Wahoooooooooo!" The otter's nose fountained blood as it
struck a large rock. Keyla w apped his whole body around it and yanked,
grunting and squeezi ng past the rock, he savaged the | oose earth, scraping,
biting and thudding until his head burst through into the hole on the shore
bet ween the rocks. Wiggling out, Keyla spat earth, and w ped his nouth out
with a paw. Chuckling quietly, he shook with delight.

"Haha, just shows what you can do when you feel like it!"

Brone leapt fromthe tunnel, casting aside his disguise and huggi ng Keyl a
tightly at the sane tine. "Keyla, you rogue, you did it, you got us free!"

Then it was Brome's turn to act sensibly. As he helped the first slaves out of
the hol e he issued instructions to Keyla.

"W were trapped down there quite a while. Tine was lost, and it's not |ong

until dawn. I'mgoing to run to the canmp and get Felldoh with sone others to
help. 1'I'l bring them back as quickly as | can. You rust follow ny pawprints,
and nove everybeast along as fast as you possibly can. Once the fortress is
roused, Badrang will have his horde out after our blood!"

Dawn was crimsoning the grey fromthe sky as the ebb tide | apped gently on the
shore. It was Bluehide's favorite tine of day. He had cat napped nost of the
ni ght
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t hrough his sentry watch on the walltop of Marshank. Now he stretched
gratefully in anticipation of breakfast and a sleep until noon. Shortly his
relief arrived, another ferret called Stunptooth.

Bl uehi de passed the sentry spear over happily. "It's goin' t' be a scorcher of
a day, mate. You'll sweat up 'ere."

Stunptooth took the proffered spear and | eaned heavily on it. "Aye, yer right
there, Blue'ide. Tain't fair, is it, me stannin' up 'ere on guard all day
whil e those bone-idle slaves lie round the conmpound scratchin' their-selves."
"Hoho, don't you fret yer 'ead about the slaves, Stunpy." Bl uehide began
clinmbing down a wall | adder. "They're all down the prison pit. "Af of 'em
will be dead afore the day's through!"

St unpt oot h was pushi ng past Bl uehide on the |adder. "Slaves in the prison pit?



| never seen any an' | |ooks down there every nornin' when | passes!”

Bl uehi de | anded on Stunptooth's head. They bunbl ed down the |adder to fall in
a heap at the bottom Scranbling on all fours, they both raced to the pit.

Bl uehi de's jaw went slack in di smay.
"But, but, they was there last night,"
with me own eyes. It was two of our horde put 'em down there ..

he began explaining. "I saw 'em go down

Stunptooth was not |istening. He was dashing for the | onghouse, screaning
"Escape! Escape! The slaves 'ave escaped!"”

Badrang cane thundering out, tripped over GQurrad' s body, picked hinself
swiftly up and ki cked the carcass bad-tenperedly. "Slaves escaped? How nmany?
Waer e?"

"Fromthe prison pit, Lord!"
"Prison pit, who put 'em down there?"
"I don't know, Sire. Blue'ide was on duty |as—

But Badrang was not |istening, he was dashing about the courtyard yelling,
"Hi sk! Fl eabane! Get the horde together. Now"
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Hal f - asl eep weasel s, ferrets and rats stunbled out, pulling their clothes on
as they trail ed weapons behind them Badrang was in a towering fury. He |ashed
out with the flat of his sword.

"You hal f - baked, sl obberfaced slugs! Mve! There still mght be tine to catch
t hose slaves. Stir your stunps, you usel ess bl atherbrained beasts. Filling
your stomachs and resting your heads is about all you lot are good

for!"

H sk and Fl eabane scuttled about, echoing their master's threats and insults,
not quite sure of what they were supposed to do.

The Tyrant returned to GQurrad's carcass. Cbviously Cogg had forestalled the
assassination attenpt. He would get rid of the body before Cogg saw it and
started gloating. Gabbing a passing rat, Badrang snarled, "You, N pwort,
bring that thing and foll ow ne."

Ni pwort struggl ed al ong behind Badrang, dragging the linp figure as he tried
to keep up.

Wth a frenzied burst of energy, the Tyrant stoat dragged the grating fromthe
pit. Lying flat, he thrust his head in and could not fail to see the escape
hole. "Here, N pwort. Leave the body there and clinb into this pit. See that
hole in the side of the wall? Get yourself in there and see how far it goes.
Report back to nme when you find out where the exit is.”

Before going to attend his horde, Badrang watched the unhappy N pwort clinb
into the escape tunnel. Wen the rat was lost to view, Badrang pushed Gurrad's
body into the pit and replaced the grating with a swift heave.

Tramun C ogg had been up and about before Badrang that day, anxious to know
the result of his murderous plan. Wien G uzzl e and Boggs reported the rinding



of Ol back's body, O ogg knew the schenme had failed. Hastily they di sposed of
t he poi soned rat, tossing himinto the sea. Cogg had his crew stand by fully
armed | est
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Badrang shoul d cone seeking revenge for the attenpt on his life.

Crosstooth the fox took a swift glance toward Marsh-ank's open gates. "Stand
by, Cap'n. 'Ere cones Badrang with trouble aplenty!"

Tramun stood prepared as the Tyrant and his horde pounded out across the
shore. However, his keen ears caught the drift of what H sk and Fl eabane were
shout i ng.

"Doubl e quick, you lot. Cone on there, Lord Badrang wants every | ast one o
t hose sl aves back!"

"Aye, if you don't catch those escapers you'll find yourselves doing their
wor k. So nove!"

Ol ogg sheathed his cutlass, chewi ng thoughtfully on a beard plait as an idea
formed in his sly fertile mnd. "Ho buckoes, put up yer weapons an' foller
ne!"

Wth a | ook of concern on his villainous face, the corsair ran towards
Badrang, calling out aloud, "Ahoy, nmatey. Wt's the trouble?"

The Tyrant stoat halted, glaring suspiciously at dogg. "Didn't you know? The
rest of the slaves escaped during the night!"

Horror and indignation stanped thensel ves on the corsair's features. "Wy, the
rotten bunch o' scallawags! |I'Il never get me new ship built now Badrang,
matey, let's call a truce between us until we catch 'em Wich way d'you
reckon they went?"

Badrang could not waste time bandying words with his old adversary. He
realized he would need all the help he could get to recapture the sl aves.
"They' ve probably headed south and to the cliffs. That's the way we're going."

Gl ogg stroked the braids on his chin thoughtfully. "Aharr, maybe that's wot
they wants you to think, nmate. Maybe they went north to fool ye. I'Il take ny
crew that way."

Bef ore Badrang could reply, Cogg had hauled out his cutlass and was running
north along the shore with
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his corsairs. "Come on, you flotsam If ye ever want to feel a deck neath yer
paws agin, you'll 'ave to find them scumy sl aves!"

Badrang |l ed his horde off to the south at a lively run.

Ni pwort emerged fromthe escape tunnel. Dusting hinmself down, he clinbed on to
the rocky outcrop to get his bearings. The tracks were clear. Shading his eyes
agai nst the norning sun, N pwort scanned the shoreline. He saw the
unm st akabl e formof a group in the distance. They were hurrying towards the
cliffs. Turning round, the rat could see Badrang and the horde running in his
general direction. Junping up and down, he waved frantically.



"Over here, Lord! | can see them"

Bal | aw, Rowanoak, Buckler and Fel |l doh, in conmpany with ten or nore of the nost
abl e-bodi ed free slaves, jogged along the clifftop behind Brone. Felldoh

| ooked grimas he nuttered to the hare, "What a reckless little fool Brone is.
He coul d have been captured at Marshank or smothered in that tunnel!™

Bal | aw hefted his lance lightly. "Matter of opinion, old lad. If you fai
you're a bally fool, if you win you're a

jolly hero!"

Rowanoak puffed al ong behind them towing the cart. "Ballaw s right. |1'd say
if he pulls this off he's a reckless hero; who would have thought it, young
Brone! "

Brone stopped. Pointing down to the shore he yelled proudly, "There they are!"

Fel | doh's eyes roved further afield. "Aye, and | ook who's follow ng on the
doubl e! "

Rowanoak gave a great groan of dismay. "There's far too many of themfor us.
Qur only hope is to get those poor creatures on to the clifftop up here before
the horde gets to them Come on, let's give it a try!l"

Stout vine ropes were anchored to rocks and thrown over the steep cliff slope.
Bal | aw roared to the sl aves,
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projecting his voice magnificently, "I say, you chaps. Over herel™

Fel | doh and sone ot hers shinned hurriedly down the ropes on to the shore, and
ran to help the stragglers. Buckler threw his paws about an ol d nousewi fe,

gl anci ng back at the pursuers. "They be conen on apace. O doant think us'ns
ull make et!"”

Badrang' s paws sl apped hard on the strand as he put on a great burst of speed,
calling to his horde, "Conme on, we've got 'em"

A d Geum grasped the rope. Gazing upwards, she pursed her lips. "I'Il never be
able to haul myself up there. What d'you think I am a young squirrel ?"

"I don't know about a young squirrel, Mther, but you'll be a dead nouse if
you hang about here!"

Fel | doh threw Geum across his shoulder with a single heave and began haul i ng
hi nsel f up the rope.

Buckl er and six others launched a salvo of short javelins directly at the
horde. Four of Badrang's creatures fell. The rest parted ranks, spreading

t hensel ves to avoid being hit. Al of the escapers were now on the ropes,
scranbling up the steep cliff face, fear of their pursuers and the scent of
freedom | endi ng speed to their paws. Felldoh had delivered Geum and hopped
back down wi thout using the ropes. Now he was on his way back up with two
smal | young ones clinging to his tail. Buckler and the others were backed up
hard to the cliffside as the horde advanced on them Two had been brought down
by spears from Badrang's creatures. Rowanoak | ooked worriedly down as she
called to them "Get on the ropes! Cone up here!"



Brone and those on the clifftop began hurling javelins and slingstones to
cover their friends' retreat.

Badrang dashed forward as Buckl er began scrambling up the rope. He picked up a
fallen javelin and hurled it.
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The nole cried out in agony as it took himthrough the shoul der

"Hold tight, Buckler, hold tight!" Rowanoak bel |l owed furiously as she seized
the rope in both paws and heaved mghtily.

Badrang | eaped for the rope but found hinself grasping dust. Despite the fact
that there were six others clinbing the rope above Buckler, the strength of
Rowanoak' s trenmendous pulls made the whole thing fairly fly up. She dashed
backwar ds, muscles straining, as she towed the taut vine rope behind her. It
humred and sang under the tension, sending creatures who were clinging to it
flying along the clifftop on their stomachs. Ballaw pulled the javelin from
Buckl er' s shoul der. "How are you doin', old scout?"

The nole winced then smled. "Take nore'n a likkle ole spear to slay oi!"
"Ballaw, they're clinbing the other ropes!" Brone's shouts brought Ballaw to
the cliff edge. Bad-rang was standing on the shore, directing his creatures
upwards. "Get on those ropes, the rest of you start clinmbing. Cone on, we can
swarmthem They're too fewto stop us! Mve, you dolts, get clinbing."
Fel | doh pulled the | ast slave over the clifftop. Bel ow hi mhe could see
ferrets, rats and weasel s scaling the remnaining four ropes, while the rest

were clinbing up, spurred on by Badrang.

Rowanoak joi ned Fell doh and stood watching. "Let themget a bit closer to us
then I'Il nove."

"Move what?" Fel |l doh | ooked at the badger quizzically.
"Those four |arge boulders the ropes are tied to, of course!"

Bal | aw waggl ed his ears expressively. "Should give the rotters sonethin' to

t hi nk about, wot! Let's do it now before they get any further. 1'll get all
the gang to lend a paw. Right, gather round, chaps, and I'll explain the
drill."”
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Badrang was about to nount one of the ropes hinself when he heard the om nous
runbl e from above. Leaping clear he shouted up, "Of! Get off the ropes! Back
down, everybeast, quick!"

Sone of the horde were alnost at the top. They hesitated, |ooking at the |ong
drop to the shore. Ohers clung to the cliff face, not know ng what to do.

Rowanoak threw her great bul k against the first boulder. It rolled quite
freely. Ballaw and Fell doh had a thick branch under the next one. They | evered
down and the boul der began noving. Brome and sone others charged the third
boul der with the cart, setting it on the nove as the stout little vehicle
bunped it forward. Amid the screans and yells of panic as the first boul der
cane runbling over the edge, Rowanoak dashed to the fourth and final one. She



bulled into it with a deep grow. A ferret's head appeared over the clifftop
as the boulder rolled forward. He gave a wail of dismay and flung hinself into
space.

The devastation caused by the four boul ders was consi derable. They tore huge
chunks out of the cliff face as they bounced downwards, and several creatures
tangled in the ropes attached to the boul ders were given a fast, harsh sleigh
ride on their backs down the steep slope. The less fortunate were crushed in
the path of the great stones or caught by them as they bounced and thudded
towards the shore.

Badrang had pulled a score of archers back. They knelt on the beach, directing
a volley of shafts upwards. Cries fromthe clifftop told the Tyrant that his
strategy was being rewarded.

As Rowanoak harnessed herself into the cart shafts, an arrow buried itself in
the wood by her paw. "Time we weren't here, Felldoh. Can you and Bal | aw get
the sl ow and wounded in the cart doubl e quick, please."
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It was but the work of a monent. The cart trundled off at a fast lick
propel | ed by Rowanoak and every abl e-bodi ed creature.

"Cease fire, hold those bowstrings!"

Bl uehi de was the last to hear. He could not stop his arrow twangi ng of f over
the clifftop, nor could he avoid the swift kick from Badrang that sent him
spraw i ng.

"What's the matter, cloth ears? Can't you tell that there's nobeast up there
any nore!" The Tyrant sighed heavily and sat on one of the boul ders. "Hi sk,
Fl eabane, count 'em up. How nany did we | ose?"

"Fifteen in all, Sire. About that nmany injured too."

"We got eight of theirs, though, and sone nore up on top nust have been slain
by arrows."

"Eight of theirs,"” Badrang snorted. "You nmean eight of ours—they were ny
sl aves. The only one of theirs was the mole. | got him though |I never got him
good enough to finish himoff."

The horde menbers sat about in silence, awaiting their |eader's nood, which
could range fromindifference to foul bad tenper.

Badrang watched them licking their wounds and retrieving their weapons. Then
he sunmoned Hi sk. "Take ten, nake sure you' ve got a couple of good trackers. |
want you to find where they've gone. \Wen you do, report back to ne at
Marshank. Don't try to fight or even show yoursel ves, just come straight back
to me with the information. Have you got that?"

H sk saluted with his spear. "Yes, Lord. | will do exactly as you say!"
"Good. When they are | east expecting it, we will come in full force and ambush
them They are not soldiers or warriors, nerely escaped sl aves and sone ragtag

actors who have been lucky so far."

Cap' n Tramun Cl ogg sat back in Badrang's chair, enjoying the confort of the
| onghouse. He drank danson
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wi ne and picked his teeth with the bones of a herring he had eaten. Hi s cl ogs
cl acked noisily as he swng his legs on to the tabletop and gave Crosstooth a
huge wi nk.

"Brains, that's wot y'need to outsail yer enenies, brains!”

The fox shook his head adnmiringly. "An' you' ve certainly got 'em Cap'n. You
fool ed ol e Badrang!"

O ogg' s huge stomach shook with merriment. "I'Il "elp ye to find the slaves,
sez |. You go that way an' I'Il go this way. Aye, an' this is the way | goes,
straight round the back o' the fortress, over the wall with ne bold crew, an'
captures Marshank for meself. Haharrharharr. Is the gate | ocked, matey?"

Crosstooth poured hinself a beaker of wi ne. "Locked, barred an' bolted tight,
Cap'n. The crewis on the walls, well fed an' arnmed to the fangs!"

Cogg lost the fishbone in his stomach plaits and forgot it. "All waitin' for
pore uncle Badrang to cone visitin' with his tail atwixt 'is legs an' a flea
in'is ear. Hahaharr!"
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Wakka, Chieftain of the Gawmtrybe, was a savage fighter. Swift too, though not
as swift as Martin the Warrior. The young nouse saw the squirrel hurtling
through the air at himand danced ninbly to one side. Wakka hit the ground on
all fours. Wiirling fast, he was up and into Martin, setting his claws tight
into Martin's sides, his sharp teeth seeking his opponent's throat as the
bushy tail pushed itself stiflingly over the nouse's face. Martin bit into the
tail hard, throwi ng hinself backwards and shooting all four paws straight up
Wakka gave a shriek of pain and sailed over Martin's head, straight into a
bunch of squirrels. Martin was up imedi ately. Joining both paws tight like a
club, he swung out, knowi ng what the squirrels would do. They heaved their

| eader bodily back at the young nouse, hoping to crush him

Whopp!

Martin's tight-joined paws cannoned straight into Wakka's nose. The squirrel
sat down, |icking away bl ood and seeing stars. Hi s head cl eared and he rushed
Martin. This time he feinted slightly. As Martin | eapt aside, Wakka went the
same way and caught him Locking his |l egs round the nouse's waist, the
squirrel Chieftain clung like a linmpet, scratching wildly at Martin's face.
The young nmouse wi nced as the foebeast's claws scored
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his cheeks deeply, trying to find his eyes. Martin threw hinself forward,
hitting the ground with Wakka beneath him The breath was knocked fromthe
squirrel in one gasp. Punishing himw th another hard doubl e pawbl ow to the
nose, Martin was first up. Wth both paws held tight to his damaged nose,
Wakka staggered up. Martin grabbed him spun himaround and | eapt on to the
squirrel's shoul ders. d anping his footpaws round Wakka's neck, Martin grasped
both the squirrel's ears as tight as he could and pul |l ed upwards.

The squirrel screanmed in agony, jumping fromside to side and trying to



di sl odge his tormentor, but Martin hung grimy on, jaw nuscles rigid as he
pull ed the ears tighter and | ocked his | egs harder. Wakka bucked and | eaped
all around the ring forned by his bunch as Martin rode him pulling savagely
until the tendons stood out on his paws. Half strangled and with his ears near
pul l ed out by the roots, Wakka went down |ike a stone, dust rising around as
both creatures hit the earth. Martin junped free. Placing his footpaw on
Wakka's head, he ground down hard, forcing the squirrel's injured nose into
the dirt. The Chieftain of the Gawtrybe struggl ed feebly, sobbing for breath
as Martin's paw stanped down harder

The young mouse was breathing hard as he rasped out the question, "Have you
had enough, squirrel ? Because if you haven't, we can carry on until the
deat h! "

"Gaurff! Guwurff!”

Rose ran out. Grasping Martin's paw, she cried pit-eously, "He's had enough.
Don't kill him Martin!"

The sound of Rose's voice brought Martin back to reality. Veils of red m st
fell fromhis eyes and the Warrior's desire to kill left him He allowed her
to lead himback to his friends, and G umm set about bathing his deep-scored
face.

The Gawtrybe had gone unusually silent. They broke the circle, leaving their
beaten Chieftain deserted in the dust. The squirrels dispersed into the ferns
and | upi ns,
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where they i medi ately began how ing with |laughter and pl ayi ng agai n, sonme of
themsitting on others' shoulders and pulling their ears as Martin had done to
Wakka

Pal | um shook his head gravely. "Listen to that. What a bunch of savages!"

Rose applied strips of dockleaf to Martin's wounded face. "There, that's the
best | can do for now Let's get away fromthis place. | hate it, and those
horrible wild squirrels too!"

The tall lupins and ferns provided some cool ness agai nst the heat of the day
as they made their way to the nmountain slope. It was Pallumwho spotted the
cave, high up above them on the dusty dun-col oured mountain face it stood,
like a single eye on sone great beast.

Martin shook his head. "I doubt if we'll reach it by nightfall."

Rose was all concern for him "Never mind if we don't, we can canp on the
nmount ai nside until norning and reach it tonorrow. There's no great rush,
Martin. Take it slower. You must be tired after battling that big squirrel.”

Martin touched his stinging cheeks. "Don't worry about me, Rose. | can wal k as
fast as anybeast."

The mousenmaid put on a stern face. Stunping ahead, she imtated the Warden's
stick-like gait as she mnicked the grey heron. "I say you will walk slower. |
amthe law "

They fell about |aughing and sat in the ferns while G unmm unpacked some of his
i nvention cakes and a drink of water for each of them Martin accidentally



dozed off as Pallumwas singing a little ditty.

"Ch, the hedgehog is a fine old beast, Al covered o' er with needles, Not
snoot h, oh no, like sone |I know, Eels an' fish an' beetles.
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Sone creatures calls us hedgepigs, An' others says hedgedogs, But | do know
that frogs is frogs, An' hedgehogs is hedge hogs!"

Rose held a paw to her lips. "Hush now, let himsleep anwhile. He'll fee
better for it."

It was getting towards |ate afternoon when Martin was wakened by the sound of
Gawt rybe squirrels hooting and hal |l ooing cl ose by. He rubbed his eyes and
noted the position of the sun in the sky.

"Ch no, have | been dozing the day away? W'll never nmake it to the cave
toni ght now "

Rose gave himwater to drink and redressed his face wounds. "Conme on then
grunmpy. Perhaps you'll be happier on the nove."

Shadows were | engthening as they energed fromthe ferns on to the scree and
rocks of the actual mountain face. Again they found their way barred by |arge
nunbers of the Gawtrybe.

Pallum s bristles rose aggressively. "Not you | ot again. Wat d' you want now?"

In the absence of their deposed Chieftain, they seened to have severa
| eaders.

"Wanna play!" one squirrel called out.

Rose eyed themfrostily. "Wll, we're not stopping you. Play as nmuch as you
like!"

"Heehee! " another squirrel sniggered. "No, we want you t' play!"

Martin drew his sword and took a pace towards them "And supposing we don't
want to play?"

"Heeheehee! Then the Gawtrybe kill you!"

It was then that Martin noticed many of the squirrels were hol di ng axes made
froma piece of shale tied in the notch of a heavy stick. He held up a paw
"Wait while I ask ny friends."
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The four travellers went into a huddle as Martin explained. "W'd |last as |ong
as a butterfly in a snowstormtrying to fight our way past that nmob. | think
we're going to have to play whatever stupid gane they've thought up."

He could see that Rose was afraid, but she nodded. "Watever you say, Martin.
W're with you."

"Burr aye, iffen '"tis 'ee only way outen yurr, then so be el."

"You |l ead on, Martin. We trust you."



Martin smled and patted Pallumcarefully. Turning to face the waiting
Gawt rybe, he addressed them

"Al'l right, we'll play your gane. \Wat do we have to do?"
"Heehee, you run and we chase you."

"That sounds like fun. Which way do we run?"

"Up the mountain, heehee!"

"Good, that was the way we were travelling, up the nountain. Wat happens
next ?"

"When we catch you ... Heehee ... W& throw you offl!l"
Hatred for the Gawtrybe coursed through Martin's veins. He gripped his sword
tighter but continued to snmile as he spoke. "I don't think we're going to |like

this game. My friends and | could be killed."

Mass | aughter greeted Martin's statement, many voices calling out fromthe
bunch in imtation of him

"W could be killed. Heehee!"
"What a nasty gane. Heehee!"
Martin waited until the noi se had subsi ded.

"Fair enough, we'll play," he continued in a reasonable voice. "But the
Gawtrybe are squirrels, very strong, fleet of paw, very very fast!"

Cheers arose fromthe squirrels. They obviously enjoyed flattery.

Martin grinned cheerily, waving his paws for silence. "W are slow and weary.
The gane woul d not be nuch
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fun if you did not give us a start. Then it would be a really good gane!"

Sone of the squirrels started to chant. "Really good gane, really good gane,
really good gane!"

Martin pointed to a high | edge protruding sone di stance above them "Let us
climb to that | edge before you start chasing us. When we reach the | edge,
will shout Gawtrybe. That is your signal."

The squirrels changed their chant. "Gawtrybe! Gawtrybe! Gawt rybe!™"

"Yes! Yes! Yes!" Martin yelled al oud.

They took up his cry. "Yes! Yes! Yes!"

Rose was trenmbling slightly as the horde of wild squirrels | eaped and danced
in front of them waving their stone axes and chanting fanatically. G umm

gazed up at the high | edge through the digging paws that were covering his
eyes.



"Hoo urr, oi bain't a beast oo |loiks '"igh places, hurr no, zurr."

Hol ding his sword at the ready, Martin took Rose's paw. "Pallum Gumm stay
close and tread carefully. Come on. If we can make it up to that cave, | think
wel | have a good chance of holding themoff."

Martin led the way. It was a tense situation. Howing squirrels waved axes in
their faces, grinning unpleasantly Martin bared his teeth and growed if any
tried to paw themor cone too close. Step by step the four friends nmade their
way through the mad throng, Martin brandi shing his sword, G umm wagging his

| adl e warningly, Pallum extending his spikes and Rose swi nging a foodpack in a
busi nessli ke manner. It seened |ike hours, though it was only nmonents before
they were clear.

Wal king with deliberate sl owness Martin spoke quietly to Pallum who was
bringing up the rear. "Pallum take
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a slow gl ance behind and see if they' ve made any nmove to follow us yet. Do it
casual ly. "

As Pal lumturned his head, the Gawtrybe stopped chanti ng.

"They're standing stock still, the whole crowd of them not making a nove or a
sound, just watching us!" Pal-lums voice carried in it the tinge of fear

Rose coul d feel countless pairs of wild eyes focused on them The fur on her
nape rose stiffly. "lI've a feeling I'mnot going to like this gane, Martin."

The young nmouse held her paw tighter. "Blank it fromyour mnd, Rose. Think of
Noonval e. "

Reaching the first | edges, they hel ped one another up, ready to run should the
Gawt rybe show any sign of pursuit. Sandy rock crunbl ed beneath their paws and
slivering pieces of shale slid away down the nountainside. Two nore small

| edges to go. Martin dug his sword into a crack to aid his progress, |eaning
over the | edge and hel ping Rose to haul G umm up. Pallum pushed the nole from
behi nd.

Grumm scrabbl ed his way on to the | edge, not daring to | ook down at the crowd
far below, still standing silent and waiting. "G doant noi nd unnergrounds but
oi bain't too fond of oop yurr!"

Pallum nearly tripped and fell backwards on the final |edge. He was
windmlling his paws as he teetered perilously at its rim Acting quickly,
Rose swung the food-pack. The hedgehog caught the shoul derstrap, and she
haul ed hi mback to the safety of the | edge. Now the Gawtrybe were beginning to
chant and dance again, eager to be on the chase. The four friends stood on the
| edge which Martin had nomi nated, watching them Martin took the pack from
Rose and shoul dered it.

"Are we ready?"

They nodded. Pallum spat on his paws and rubbed them together. "Right, Martin.
G ve themthe signal!"

The young mouse stared down at the dancing hordes below. "Look at them nmad,
cruel beasts, playing ganes
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with the lives of other creatures. | wouldn't waste my breath shouting signals
to the scum Let them guess whether or not the ganme has begun!"

The four friends took off as fast as they could, up the nountainside to the
cave hi gh above

It took several seconds for the dancing, yelling nob to realize they had been
cheated, Martin had not shouted the signal for themto start chasing. Wth a
concerted how of rage, the masses of squirrels dashed for the nountain,

wavi ng their axes. Fromthe heights the four friends paused to gl ance down.
Martin had been right: Gawtrybe squirrels were strong and fleet of paw They
were clinbing at an amazing rate, every one agile and sw ft.

The gane for the lives of the travellers had really begun
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BOOKX THREE

The Battle of Marshank

28

Brone and Keyla, together with Felldoh and the Ranbling Rosehip Players, were
the heroes of the hour. The thirty or so slaves who had escaped from Marshank
with their aid cheered wildly, towing themround and round the canp on their
cart. Being actors, the Rosehip conpany enjoyed appl ause in any form

Bal | aw t ook outrageously | eggy bows, clapping his ears together comically.
"Thank you dear creatures, thank you one and all!"

Rowanoak smi |l ed benevolently, waving a huge paw. "Ch, you shouldn't really, it
was not hi ng!"

Buckl er, with one paw bound up against his injured shoulder in a sling, bobbed
his furry head up and down. "Thankee, thankee. G 'H be roight as rain in a few
days!"

The rest of the conpany took their adul ation gracefully, with the exception of
Cel andi ne, who fluttered her eyel ashes constantly and bl ew outrageously sl oppy
ki sses. "Wasn't |, marvellous, dears? Yd like to thank the rest of the troupe
and all the other little creatures who hel ped ne!"

Brone was up on the cart with the rest, but Fell doh was unused to such
adm ration. He wandered off alone fromthe canp, enjoying the warm evening as
he savored the heady feeling of freedom

245

Back at canp, the liberated slaves were marvelling at the anple | arder kept by
the troupe. A nouse called Purslane | ed her husband, Goot, and their baby,
Fuffle, through an inventory of the contents.

"Look, Groot, dried fruits and nmapl ecream How nmany seasons since we tasted
mapl ecream | can't remenber. Onh ny! WII you snell these violet crystals and

candi ed m ntl eaves!"”

Groot opened a box, shaking his head fondly. "Nuts preserved in honey,



chestnuts, beechnuts and acorns! D you recall when you used to do themin late
autumm, dear?"

Pur sl ane brushed away a tear as she |laughed. "Do |1? You were the one who kept
eating "the nuts and licking the honey |ladle. You were |like a great babe.
Fuffle, put those nuts down, they don't belong to us!"

The baby Fuffle gurgled around a nout hful of nuts. "Tasters nishe Fuffle
i kesum "

Pursl ane was prising the nuts loose fromhis little paws when Rowanoak, who
had deserted the victory parade, swept Fuffle up in a huge paw. She smled

fondly. "You eat as many as you like, little un. Wat is ours is yours."

Pur sl ane and her husband t hanked t he badger profusely, but Rowanoak woul d hear
none of it.

"Now that's enough of that, good creatures. Purslane, did | hear G oot saying
that you coul d preserve nuts?"

Pur sl ane gazed at the huge larder and its contents, longingly. "Preserve nuts?
| could cook, bake, stew, make soups, salads, flans, cakes, tarts, trifles

Rowanoak held up a paw. "Trifles! That's one thing the Rosehip Players can't
do, nake a decent trifle. My dear, you don't know how many seasons | have
dreaned of trifle. But listen, don't stand there telling me how good a cook
you are. Way not get cracking and make a victory feast? | inagine there are
others from Marshank who'd love to try their kitchen skills again.”
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Pursl ane, Geum Ferndew and a hedgehog goodw fe call ed Burrwen washed their
paws and went to work. Night fell over the Rosehips' canp. The fires bl azed
merrily and old songs were brought forth to sing, as everybeast hel ped with
the preparation of a great liberation neal. The young nouse Hoopoe, wearing a
ridi cul ous hat woven from sedge grass, |led the singing, conducting with a |ong
oni on shoot.

"Hey, give nme cake and bring ne ale,

And pudding ripe with pluns,

Sone cider, dear, so cool and clear

To swill round teeth and guns,

Sone round and gol den nel |l ow cheese,

And light brown nutbread, if you pl ease,

Wth honey made by happy bees,

And | will be contented.

Ofie the creature with long face

Who ni bbles small and can't keep pace

Wth tartlets filled full berryfruit



And yel | ow neadowcream to boot,

O soup with pepper and hotroot,

And burdock ale to quench it.

Ch, eat up, neighbour, drink up, friend,

May good fortune have no end.

Success to all that you intend,

And | eave the pots till morning!"

The feast was one to renmenber, particularly since the freed sl aves had young
ones who had never attended a banquet, or even seen some of the dishes, |et
al one tasted them

ad Geumsniffed as she passed Rowanoak a farl of hot barley bread filled with
brown onion gravy and mashed turnip. "Just look at that little un, dipping

strawberry tart into his soup. It's not right!"

The baby Fuffle was seated on Rowanoak's |ap, enjoying hinself i mensely. The
badger chuckl ed as she
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stroked his ears. "If it tastes nice to himand he likes it, then where's the
harn? You eat up, you little rogue.”

The two mice Yarrow and Hoopoe had purple Iips and noses fromdrinking

bl ackberry cordial, and yell ow meadowcreamtipped their ears, from where they
had both been eating the same pudding out of a basin w thout using spoons or
paws.

Cel andi ne wi ped her nouth daintily on a flimsy kerchief. "Ch goodness ne, |
don't think I can nanage another bitel"

Bal | aw eyed her plate, heaped high with summer sal ad and cheese. "I was j ust
saying to Kastern and Gauchee the other day that you're lookin' a touch plunp
t hese days, m gel, wot!"

The vain pretty squirrel pushed herself away fromthe food. "Am| really? Tel
the truth, Ballaw. I'd hate to be plunp!"

Bal l aw pul l ed her plate across and enptied it reflectively, speaking between

bites. "Well, er, chonp chonp, a touch nore exercise, bit of firewood
choppi n', munch munch, and you'll be back to your fornmer lovely slimself, m
dear, grunpff grunmpff. | wouldn't worry too much."

Gauchee and Kastern sat gazing sadly at a beautiful danmson flan topped with
crisp thin pastry covered in whiterose cream and decorated with candi ed

m ntl eaves and nuts. They were poised over it, holding a wooden spoon api ece,
sighing regretfully,

"CGolly gosh, it does look |ovely. Far too nice to eat!™

"Hmm | agree with you. It'd be a shane to spoil it,



really!"

"But sone other creature will if we don't."

"True, true. | know, let's do it gently!"

Brone sat next to Buckler, sharing a beetroot and rmushroom pastie, an enornous
thing, swmring in |leek gravy. "Burr, oi c'n feel et doen npi shoul der a power
o' gudd!"

" Huh, there's not hi ng W ong with your ot her
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shoul der, it's doing the work of two. Stop shovin' me out of the way, you
great hungry beast!"

Trefoil had an appl e baked in honey. Each rinme she | ooked away, a piece of it
went m ssing.

Rowanoak wi nked at the baby Fuffle as he Iicked honey fromhis paws. "Good,
eh, mate!" Fuffle w nked back with both eyes. "Good for Fuffle!"

A d Barkjon accepted a platter of sumrer fruits from Geum He picked at them
as he gazed at the other revellers. "I don't see ny son. Have you served him
with food, Geunf"

"He was hangi ng around at the edge of the canp before dark," the gossipy old
mousewi fe sniffed. "Never sat down to eat with the rest. | suppose we're not
good enough for him™"

Brone left his pastie to Buckler and spoke up in defense of his friend. "Don't
you speak about Felldoh like that, old one. If it weren't for himand Keyl a,
you'd still be a slave!"

Geum bustled off in a huff. Barkjon sniled at the young nouse. "Well said,
Brone. You are a true friend to ny son. Have you seen hin®"

Brone gathered up sonme food—a wedge of pluntake, a hunk of brown nut cheese, a

smal | fresh-baked wheat farl and a jug. "I haven't seen him sir, but | know
where he'll be: doing a | one patrol and keepi ng watch for foebeasts while we
sit here filling our bellies. I'lIl go and find himwith this food. He rmust be

hungry wandering the cliffs by hinself."

Fel I doh laid his javelins and thrower down. He sat with his back to a rock at
the cliff's edge, staring out at the cal msea and the star-strewn sky. Though
he was savoring freedom the sturdy young squirrel was fighting down a rage
t hat burned deep inside, against the seasons he and his father had spent in
captivity. Hatred of Bad-rang and all the Tyrant stood for gnawed at him The
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sound of sonebeast close by drew his paws swiftly to the weapons on the
ground.

"Fell doh, is that you, mate?"

The squirrel sighed as he relaxed his hold on the javelins. "Bronme, what are
you doi ng out here?"



The young mouse sat beside himand laid out the food. "Brought you a bite of
supper. Are you hungry?"

Fel | doh accepted the food gratefully. "Well young Brone," he said
t houghtfully,"that was a reckless, foolish thing you did, but no one can deny
that you showed great courage. No one can deny that."

"Redcurrant and rosel eaf cordial. |I hope you like it."
Fel | doh bal anced the jug on his elbow "Like it? Does a fish like water!"

They sat together watching the sea and the night sky. Brone sighed and voi ced
al oud the thought that tornented himconstantly, whenever he | ooked out over
the deep waters of the main. "I often | ook at the sea these days and wonder if
Martin, Gunmand ny sister made it to land. I1'd hate to think of themlying
sonewhere out there underneath the waves."

"What a silly notion!" Felldoh chuckl ed as he punched Brone's paw lightly.
"Huh, they probably made it to |land while we were still floundering about

thi nking of the idea. Listen, mate, if your sister and G ummare with Martin,
they're safe as a deep-rooted oak. That nouse has nore warrior spirit in his
left ear than nost creatures |'ve ever come across. Wiy, | wouldn't be
surprised to see them come marching across these cliffs right now, with the
Noonval e arny behind them™"

Brone | ooked out along the cliffs as if taking Felldoh at his word. Suddenly
he pointed north. "Look, there is sonebeast com ng. About a dozen of 'em I'd
say!"

The two weasel trackers, Bugpaw and FHnk, knelt to scan the ground in the
nmoonl i ght. Hi sk watched theminpatiently. "Wat's the matter with you two?
Surely
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the two wheel tracks of a | oaded cart are clear enough to follow?"

Bugpaw | ooked up at the Captain. "The cart has been along here nore'n once,
Hi sk. We're | ookin'" for the freshest set of tracks."

Flink traced the rutted outlines with his paw. "Buggy's right, an' it's double
"ard in the night. W could be follerin' our own tails. Wiy don't yer knock
off an' rest up, it'd be a lot easier trackin' in daylight, Hisk."

There was a concerted nurnur of agreement fromthe others.

The weasel Captain took a pace back and brought his spear up. "Wat's al

this, a mutiny? Dig the dirt out yer ears an' listen to me. |I'mLord Badrang's
Captain. If you disobey nme you' re disobeyin' him The orders is to follow the
cart tracks an' find out where they goes, an' that's what | intend doin'.

Ri ght, does anybeast want to argue it out with Lord Badrang when we get back
to Marshank?"

There was a shuffling of paws and sone sullen nuttering.

"Al'l right, H sk, you've made yer point," a voice fromthe group called out.
"Let's gerron with it."

H sk gave a hunourless laugh. "lI'mglad you see it ny way. Ch, and by the way,
only Lord Badrang calls me Hisk. It's Captain Hisk to you lot. Renmenber that!"



Fel | doh picked up his javelins. "They're Badrang's creatures. | can't hear
what they're saying, but anybeast with half an eye could see that they're
tracking the cart, trying to find out where our canp is. Here, take this
javelin and follow nme, Brone. Keep |ow and stay quiet."

The two compani ons headed back south along the clifftop, in the direction of
the canp, scurrying on all fours as Felldoh followed the inmprint of the cart
tracks. Judgi ng that he had gone far enough, Felldoh halted. "Do as | do,
Brone. Cover the tracks until | tell you to stop.”
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Brone did not question his friend. He realized the urgency of the situation
Scuffing and brushing with their paws, they obliterated the twin ruts of the
wheel -marks fromthe | oose sandy earth.

Fel | doh took a quick | ook around. "Good, that should do. Now take one of these
javelins, and hurry!"

Dashi ng back to the spot where the cart tracks ended, Felldoh set the bl unt
end of a lance in the ground and began a swerving furrow towards a low hill in
an inland direction. Realization of the plan dawned on Brone. They were going
to lead the trackers off on a false trail. Scoring the ground with his | ance
end, he caught up with Felldoh. Away the pair went over the low hill, |eaving
in their wake two grooves.

Bugpaw hal ted and stood upright. "Look 'ere, clear as daylight an' fresh as a
dai sy. These are good tracks. Looks like they took on extra weight."

Flink sniffed the ground and nodded. "That's right, Captain H sk. | can't
snel | badger anywheres near these ruts, and | can sniff badger a mle off.
That means the big badger nust've hurt its paw and had to ride up on the cart.
The tracks are slightly deeper. Look!"

H sk puffed out his narrow chest, satisfied he was back in control. "Good
work, you two. Keep it up. Come on, let's go!"

The tracks |l ed west, over the low hill and out across some furze | and, through
a patch of damp sandy flats and into an expanse of reedgrass. Hi sk and his
soldiers followed diligently, the weasel Captain issuing whispered orders as
they dogtrotted across the patchy nmoonlit | andscape.

"Don't forget, silence at all times. Wen we find the canp we nmake a note of
its position and head right back to Marshank. Lord Badrang' |l take care of the
rest."”
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Brone and Fel |l doh dragged the javelins behind themas they scurried into a
heavily bul rushed area. The squirrel's paw squel ched deep. He stopped,

checking Brone as he did. "Halt, swanpland! Let's hide over there, where the
rushes are thickest. Here, take sone nore javelins. |I'Il cut you a throw ng
stick while we're waiting on Badrang's vernmin. Hisk is their |eader. Leave him
to me—'ve got scores to settle with that scumosed bl aggard. He bent nmany a
rod over ny back!"

H sk shook his spear triunphantly. "The marshlands, that's where they're
hi di ng. No wonder they thought they were safe. Who' d foll ow anybeast into
mar shes? Well, their secret hiding place isn't a secret any nore. Keep your



eyes peeled for a canpfire anong these bul rushes."

As he was tal king, the trackers bypassed himand went ahead. Eager to conplete
their mssion, they raced along with the tracks clear in the soft heavy
ground. Flink pawed at a broken rush, noting the way grass had been tranpl ed.

" 'S funny, the ground's pretty soft here. They nmust have found a firmpath to
get a |l oaded cart into marshland, eh, Buggy?"

"Waah! 'Elp, I"'msinkin' . "Elp me, mates!"

H sk hurried forward. "Shuttup, |oudnmouth, d'you want themto know we're
here!"

Flink stared at the dark patch of snobothness beyond the rushes. "It's Buggy.
He's gone!"

H sk grabbed Flink and shook him "I told you to keep your voice down, idiot!
Now, what d'you mean Bugpaw s gone?"

"S- s - sw- swanp!" Flink's teeeth chattered with fright. As he was
speaki ng, both he and the Captain had started to sink. H sk pushed Flink away
fromhimas the tracker grabbed wildly at his spear. Flink fell over backwards
and the ooze gripped himand engul fed him The weasel Captain pulled one

f oot paw free. Stabbing his spear deep into the firmer ground, he hurriedly
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haul ed hinsel f out. The others bunped into each other as they fought in the
dar kness to distance thensel ves fromthe swanp edge.

A rat called Fraggun stood on tip paw, peering into the patch where Bugpaw and
FIl i nk had been a nonent before. "Were did they goooooo... oh!"

The javelin had filled his nmouth, flashing out of nowhere |ike dark Iightning.

Brone had never seen a creature killed at close quarters before. One noment
the rat had been alive and shouting. Then in a flash he was slain. The young
mouse was no killer. He stared in horror at Felldoh, who had just thrown the
javelin. The squirrel's face showed little enotion as he fitted anot her
javelin on to his throwi ng stick and whi pped his arm back. Sighting on a shape
in the darkness, he flung the mssile and was rewarded by a gurgling scream
"Got him"

The javelins and throwi ng stick dropped from Brone's paws. "You killed them"
Fel | doh slid another javelin along his throwi ng stick. "Aye, young un. It's
called war! You'd best give ne those javelins if you can't use 'em Stay here
and rattle these rushes, but keep your head well down. I'll be back soon."

Wth a grimlight in his eyes, Felldoh crawl ed off.

H sk threw his spear at the clunmp of bulrushes. "Over there, see the rushes
nmovi ng, that's where they are!"

Spears and arrows flew in the direction he had indicated.

Brone was a brave and reckl ess young nmouse, but the idea of slaying another
living creature appalled him Now other beasts were trying to kill him
Suddenly he knew the nmeaning of fear. He lay flat, doing as Felldoh had told
him tugging at the rushes so they rattled. Fragnents of bul rush showered down



on himas mssiles
254

crashed by overhead. H's paws were shaking so much with fright that the |ong
stens rattled furiously. Wat had started out as an adventure had turned into
the stark reality of Iife and death.

Fel | doh worked his way around to the other side of his foes. Silent as a
shadow, the powerful squirrel used a single javelin as a stabbing inplenent,
taking out a ferret and another rat. Felldoh had a javelin sighted on Hisk
when a rat stepped in the way and took it through his side. The rat let out an
earsplitting screamas he went down. Hi sk turned, catching a glinpse of his
eneny as the squirrel dodged off into the cover of the rushes. "It's a
squirrel, one of the slaves. After him" They crashed off into the marshes
after him Hi sk took a swift head count as they went. A tremor of shock ran
through him Only five left, counting hinself! He had taken ten soldiers and
two trackers when he left Bad-rang. The squirrel had slain five, plus the two
trackers who had been lost in the swanp. Enraged, H sk picked up the spear of
the rat who had fallen to Felldoh's |ast throw and foll owed the others.

Brone stopped shaking the reeds and lay still, wondering if Badrang's soldiers
had caught Fell doh. The young mouse was frightened at being left all alone in
the hostile marshl and, but determ ned he should do something to rescue his
friend. Gitting his teeth, he grasped his throwing stick firmy. He had no
javelins, but at |least he could use the stick as a weapon. There was a rustle
in the vegetation nearby. Brone froze as a paw fell on his shoul der

"Come on, mate. Time to get out of here!" "Felldoh! \Were did you cone fron®"
The young mouse's voi ce sounded squeaky in the night silence.

The strong squirrel pulled himupright, explaining as he led the way to firmer

ground, "I got about half of 'em maybe nore. M ssed that scumy Hi sk, though
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|'ve been | eading thema pretty dance around the edges of this quagmre
They' Il be lucky to find their way back to Marshank, |et al one | ocate our
camp. "

They followed the false cart tracks back to the low hill and were soon in
sight of the canp. Brone had to dogtrot to keep up with his friend s strong
pace. "Felldoh, back there, | was, | nmean .. ."

The squirrel w nked and patted himkindly. "You don't have to expl ain anythi ng
to ne. You're ny natey. You were very brave tonight, young un. Not every
creature can slay or take life. Don't worry about it. |I've seen the time when
| was like you. Wsh | still was."

Brone shook his head. "You wi sh you were |ike ne?"

Fel | doh threw a paw about the young mouse's shoulder. "Indeed | do. It's
slavery that has nade ne this way. |'d slaughter every one of Badrang's horde
if I had nmy way. Then |1'd be sure that every honest creature was safe fromthe
threat of slavery, bending to the will and whimof a tyrant, cold in wnter
hungry in sumer, watching old friends dying around you from hardshi p. Hopi ng
and | onging for freedomthrough all those | ost and wasted seasons of ny life.
You' ve never known that, Brone. Only a few days' captivity with Martin and ne
inthe pit. | wish that 1'd had a happy life in Noonvale |ike you, never
knowi ng the burning hate that drives you on to slay enemes."



The canp was still. Fires had guttered | ow and creatures were sl eeping
peacefully. As they entered the canp, only Ballaw and the baby Fuffle were
still awake, both munching steadily at the remains of the feast.

"What ho, you two." The hare waved a hal f-eaten pastie at them "Cone an' help
us mop this lot up, wot?"

They sat down and tucked in gratefully, drinking deep froma bow of cider
with bl ossompetals floating on it.

Fel | doh gl anced at Fuffle over the rimof the bow. "That little snip
shoul d' ve been snoring | ong ago."

Bal | aw chuckl ed as he denolished the rest of his
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pastie. "I know he should. Amazin' little blighter really. Bit like nme, |
s'pose. Can't rest while there's still tucker about. Ain't that right, ne old
Fuffle?"

The infant nouse halted his attack on a carrot and parsley turnover |ong
enough to reply, "Fuffle like foo'. Plenny foo' make y' big!"

It was still several hours to dawn when Badrang and the horde halted within
sight of Marshank. They rested, waiting until Fl eabane and Fi ndo, who were the
advance scouts, returned. The two weasel s cane panting along the shore to
where Badrang sat, and made their report.

"Cogg' s taken over the fortress, Sire!"

"Aye, Lord. W could hear the noises of his crew, singin' and feastin'.
Sounded like they was 'avin' a fine tine."

Badrang stared inpassively at the fort in the distance. "I m ght have known
somet hing like this would happen. Has O ogg posted wall sentries?"

"Two, Sire. Both over the front gates."
"No others that you noticed?"

"None but the two, Lord. W circled the place to nmake sure.™

The Tyrant stoat stood upright slowy. "Follow ne. |I'Il gut anybeast who nakes
a sound. Cogg has got to learn that he is only an idiot corsair. | am
Badrang, master of all this coast. He'll soon find that out!"
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"Gve me a bunk up, Martin. I'ma bit short in the paw for this."

Martin shoved his sword flat under Pallum s footpaws and heaved. The hedgehog
scranbled swiftly on to a higher |edge. Bringing up the rear, Martin hoisted
hi nsel f al ongsi de Pallum halting a nonment to note the progress of the

Gawt rybe. The squirrels were catching up quickly, far too quickly for Martin's
liking. He | ooked up to where the cave | ooned |ike a black eye socket on the
mountain in the night. Rose and Gummwere in the | ead, assisting each other



as they scranbled up the brown rocks which still radiated heat fromthe day's
sun.

"Hurry, Martin," the nmousemaid called down urgently. "Wth a bit of luck we
m ght make it to the cave.™

G umm peered down at the crowds of ninble, screeching figures advanci ng
upwards |ike the waves of a spring tide.

"Us' ns needen nore'n a bit o' luck, mzzy. Need a gurt 'eap!"

"Don't stop, keep going," Martin yelled up to them "Take Pallumw th you!
"Il act as rearguard. At least I'll stand a bit of a chance being above them
with a sword in ny paw Go on, Rose. Do as | say!"
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The mousenaid sat down firmy on an outcrop, her footpaws dangling over the

| andscape far below. "Oh no, if you don't start clinbing |I'm stopping here.

Either we go together or not at all, Martin!"

Now the squirrels' wild faces could be picked out in the darkness, illum nated
in silvery nmoonlight as they chattered and shri eked.

"Good game, good gane!"
"Catch eman' throw 'emoff, throw 'emoff!"

Martin put up his blade and began clinmbing fast. "All right, I'mcom ng. Keep
nmovi ng! "

Gumm slid back on the scree. Only the outcrop that Rose had been seated on
saved him Martin arrived behind himw th Pallum and together they shoved
G umm upwards. The nole was trying hard not to show his fear of high places,
t hough every so often he clanped a diggi ng paw across his eyes, npaning
softly, "G carn't |ukk up nor daown. Et nakes oi vurry sick, oo urr!"

Rose reached down to grasp his paw. "Please, Gumm keep clinbing. It's not
far to the cave now"

Martin found a | oose rock and hurled it down at the |eading squirrels; they
ski pped aside with superb agility.

"Heehee, good game. We'll catch you, nousey!"

H s paws aching fromthe strain, Martin pulled hinmself onward and upward,
grunting with exertion as he shoved Pall um ahead. Suddenly Martin felt his

f oot paw bei ng grabbed. One squirrel, faster than the rest, had sprinted up and
caught him

"Heeheehee, gotcha!"

Wth furious energy, he kicked back with his free footpaw.

"Yeeeeeeeeee!" Wth a drawn-out howl of despair, the squirrel hurtled out into
enpty space and was |lost in the night. Shaking hinmself, Martin clanbered on
with the shouts of the Gawtrybe ringing in his ears.

"Heehee, sillybeast fell. Yeeeeeeeeeee!"



Martin could hear the swift ninble patter of their paws on the rocks behind
him d ancing up, he saw that

259

Rose had made it to the cave mouth. She pushed Grumm i nsi de and reached her
paws down to help Pallum who was bl owi ng and panting as he strove to gain the
openi ng. The Gawtrybe were within a paw s-length when Martin arrived at the
cave. Pushing Rose inside he stood in the entrance and drew his sword. Chest
heaving, linbs trenbling, Martin still managed a short |augh of

tri unph.

"Hahah! Conme on, you thick-headed rabble. You can only come two at a tine, and
I"'mnmore than a match for any two of you!"

I nside, the cave was |like a huge rock-faced tunnel. The first thing Rose saw
were two great |umi nous orbs. She junped back in fright.

"Who' s there?" The voice was awesone, harsh and thundering. It echoed around
the rock walls.

Rose shrank back in terror. "Please, we're only harm ess travellers hiding in
here fromthe squirrels. They're trying to kill us!"

An enornmous short-eared oW waddl ed out of the gloom Rose cringed as it
lifted a heavy taloned claw. It smled, lowering its tone to a kindly whisper
"Don't be feared, nousenaid. We must act with all haste. Tell your friends to
heed ne not when | put on ny great voice. Cone."

The Gawtrybe | eaped and chattered on the narrow escarpnent at the cave nouth.
Martin bared his teeth, slashing the air nmenacingly with his small sword. "I
am Martin the Warrior. Anybeast who is fool enough, come and neet death!"

The squirrels screeched and | eaped, pushing one another forward, but for the
nonent it seemed that none were too keen to encounter the foenbuse who stood
defendi ng the rocky entrance. However, Martin knew that it was only a matter
of time before the frenzied squirrels were pushed to attack him Still facing
hi s
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enenies, he tried to communicate with Pallumin a | ow nurnur.

"Hurry, get rocks to throw, sticks to beat themoff, anything. They're getting
ready for a charge. 1'll be overwhel ned!"

A mghty bark-brown w ng envel oped Martin, sweeping himlightly aside. The
short-eared oW filled the cave nmouth, its legs thick as yew branches tipped
with |l ethal talons.

A wail of fear arose fromthe Gawtrybe. They fell flat wherever they stood,
pressing their faces down on the nountai nside.

"Eeeeee! Skyqueen! Eeeeee!"

The massive feathered head swivell ed back and forth, huge gol den pupils
distending as its glittering black irises reflected the moon at their centres.
Hunchi ng over, it glared nurderously at the quaking squirrels. "Boldred sees
all! I was many | eagues fromhere, yet | w nged high and watched you tornent



these travellers. Brainless ones who live for pleasure wthout any thought of
others, did you not think I would return?"

A moan arose fromthe prostrate squirrels. The great owl repeated her
guestion, raising her voice to a mani acal shriek. "Answer ne, did you not

t hi nk Bol dred woul d return?"

The nmob rerained silent.

"Where is your Chieftain?" Boldred screeched at them

She turned a squirrel over with a swift flick of her beak. Its terrified
tear-stained face stared pleadingly at her as it pointed in Martin's
direction. "The mouse defeated him Skyqueen. Eeeeee!"

Bol dred gave a short coughing noise as if reassessing the situation. "This I
al ready knew. Do | not know all? Answer me truly, why were the Gawt rybe

persecuting these travellers? "

The squirrel Boldred had el ected spokesbeast hung his head, |ike a naughty
young one caught with his paw in
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the cream "Skyqueen, it was a game, we were only
pl ayi ng."

Wth a speed that the eye could scarce follow, the short-eared ow pinned the
nearest six squirrels by their tails with her flashing talons, calling out

over their cries, "Shall | play my game?" She spread her wi ngs and rose from
the ground, lining all six with ease as the outspread pinions beat slowy in
the night. "Speak! Shall | play nmy gane ... O wll you obey ne?"

Rose clutched Martin's paw. "Is she going to kill then? Ch, | can't watch!"

"Don't fret, Rose," the young nouse whi spered reassuringly to her. "The ow
knows what she's doing. Leave it to her.'"

The Gawtrybe cowered on the rocks sobbing piteously, "Do not slay us,
Skyqueen. Mercy. Eeeeee!'™

She dropped the six on to the heads of the others. Landing, she resumed her
stance, accentuating her words with clacks of the dangerous hooked beak

"You are dull, witless beasts with short nmenories, but I will not slay you
this time. Next time | will, every one of you! Heed ny warning! As puni shnent
you will all stay on the | edge bel ow here until sunset on the norrow. You will

nei ther eat, drink, nove or talk. Go now"

Wthout a sound the entire Gawmtrybe vacated the space in front of the cave
entrance, dropping to the I ower |edges where they sat in utter silence.

Bol dred fl ew out, hovering | ow over their heads. "Renmenber and obey, or
Boldred will return!"”

The four friends stood back as the oWl landed in the cave nouth. She gestured
themto keep quiet, indicating that they should nmove further into the tunnel
out of

Gawt rybe earshot.



Bol dred went ahead awhil e, before ushering theminto a cunningly conceal ed
si de chamber. They entered, surprised to see that it was illum nated by a
shaft of noonlight which came from somewhere up near the cave's

262

craggy ceiling. A friendly-1ooking full-grown nmale, perched al ongside a small
fluffy ow et, nodded to them

Bol dred waddl ed up on to a nboss covered | edge and blew a | oud sigh. "That
Gawt rybe! Lack a day, they must think everybeast as stupid as thensel ves.
D you know what they said, Horty?"

The big mal e chuckled. "Don't tell me, they were only playing a gane."
"Ganme indeed," Boldred snorted. "The scatter-brained little savages!"

She turned to the travellers. "Forgive ne, but those squirrels do try ny
pati ence. This is ny husband Hort-w ngle—all himHorty, he hates his ful
title—and this is our daughter Emalet. As you already know, | amthe fanmpus
Bol dred. Now, who do we have the honor of neeting?"

Martin, Pallum Rose and G umm i ntroduced thensel ves. Bol dred | ooked at
Martin, nodding her head. "Martin, eh. You ve got the ook of a warrior. It's
a good job you defeated the Gawt rybe Chieftain or they would have slain you
all on the spot. Using the excuse of a game, of course."

Martin felt the scratches on his face. "Some gane!"

Bol dred nodded in agreenment before turning to Horty. "I sat the entire nmob of
them on the | ower |edges, no food or drink or talking until sunset tonorrow
That m ght teach thema | esson.”

Horty stroked the downy back of Emalet. "You don't really believe that, do
you? By tonorrow noon they'll have forgotten and wandered down to play in the
foothills."

Martin inspected the cave. It was a confortable junble of famly living with
brushes, pens, inks, vegetable dyes and charcoal sticks scattered everywhere
anong |l arge strips of bark parchnent.

G umm produced food and drink fromtheir pack. As they ate, Boldred expl ai ned
"W are mapnmakers and
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historians, that is why we don't have a lot of time to control the squirrels.
One of us stays here with Emalet, while the other flies off to explore, and
hunt for food too. As you see, we are short-eared ows, and as such are
daytime hunters. Normally we woul d be sl eeping now, but the cries of the
rabbl e wakened us."

Rose bowed politely. "We're extrenely lucky they did. Thank you."

Horty cocked his head at Bol dred, and they both nodded. He turned to Rose.
"Are you Rose, daughter of Urran Voh and Aryah?"

"Yes. Do you know ny nother and father?"



"Ch yes. You'd be surprised just how much we both know, though it nust be nany
| ong seasons since we were at Noonvale. You wouldn't renmenber us, you were
only a tiny babe then. Always singing, as | recall."

Grumm scratched his head then held up a paw. "GO anenbers you' m zurr, an'
you'm marm tho' oi wurr on'y a liddle tyke two seasons elder'n Mz Roser
You uns wurr oft in Noonvale, that be whurr us'ns be travel-len to."

Boldred smiled with pleasure. "Yes. Wat a beautiful place! W were mappi ng
the area at the time. I'd dearly love to go back there. Horty, would you take
care of Emalet while | accompany our friends back there? It would nake their
journey a lot less perilous if | were to guide them™

Her ki ndly husband chuckl ed as he watched Enal et playing around his talons. "I
don't mind at all, I'ma real homebird at heart. W get on well together
don't we, ny little eggchick."

Emal et, who never made any sound, |ooked adoringly up at her father and
snuggl ed under his w ng.

The atnosphere in the owms' cave was so safe and honmely that the four friends
sl ept deeply for the remainder of the night.

Martin woke next norning and |ay watching Rose
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feeding one of Gumm s sweet flat invention cakes to Emalet. The ow chick
waited respectfully for each fragnment then wolfed it down with gusto, enjoying
the sticky sweetness greatly.

Horty bustled in, chuckling as usual. "Those squirrels are still sitting
silent and tight, Boldred. You must have given thema really stern lecture

| ast night. Hey, come on, you sl eepyheads, it's two hours past dawn!"

As they breakfasted, the ow s conversed.

"Pity we couldn't coax old Warden up here. He'd straighten a few Gawt rybe
tails, 1'll wager."

"Whuldn't he just. There'd only be tails left by now Warden woul d have eaten
the ot of them Can you imagine? | amthe law, you are |awbreakers. G unp!
There goes anot her one!"

"Hahaha, | suppose you're right. Maybe Pol | eekin could keep themin order
What d' you thi nk?"

"Maybe she coul d. Pol |l eekin woul d probably feed them so much they'd be
staggering around, too fat to get in any mschief.”

Martin | ooked up fromhis food. "You know Pol | eeki n?"

Bol dred preened her feathers. "W know her, in fact we know |l ots of creatures
that you do. | didn't want to interrupt the tale you told us of your escape
and journey |last night or I would have nentioned some. Warden, those prissy
M rdop rabbits, Polleekin, Queen Anballa and her tribe—=

"And Badrang?" Palluminterrupted.

Horty shook his big feathered head. "W don't know that one, nor do we want



to. He is evil, a blight upon the good land. It is certain death to know such
creatures!”

Bol dred spread her wi ngs, indicating that she was eager to travel. "Cone on
now, we can't wait around gossiping all season about who we know and don't
want to know. Just take it for granted that we know many, both sides of the
mount ai n. Right, young Rose, let's see what we can do about getting you back
to your hone."
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From either side the tunnel |ooked as if it was only a cave on the
nmount ai nside, but it ran clear through the rock fromone end to the other
twisting and turning with many of fshoots and dead ends. Boldred went in front,
| eading themout into brilliant norning sunlight on the other side of the
nount ai n.

Martin blinked after the dark tunnel, taking his bearings. The slope on this
side was nuch gentler, with areas of woodl and and grassy gl ades dotting the
warm stillness. Hardly a breeze swayed | eaf or flower.

G umm br eat hed deeply "Hoo urr, et do alnost smell loik 'one!"

Pal  um t ook an experinental sniff. "I can't renmenber ever having a hone. Wat
does it smell |ike?"

Rose patted the hedgehog's paw fondly. "You'll know when we get to Noonval e.
That will be your hone."

They descended at a leisurely pace, stopping to pick wild plum danmsons, pears
and appl es, which grew in profusion on the sunny slopes. Sometines Bol dred
woul d fly off, but she always returned after a short while.

"I"ve been giving instructions to sone birds I know They're flying ahead to
let the otters know you're com ng."

Martin wiped at the berry juice that was staining his chin. "Why would otters
want to know we're coming, Boldred?"

"To save your paws, they'll take us part of the way down the Broadstreamin
their boat."

Grumm | ooked slightly nervous. "Only part o' way? Do us'ns 'ave to swi niee
rest o way? G carn't swm nmarm Water be bad as 'igh nountings."

"You won't have to swim Gumm" the short-eared owl explained. "The otters
will pass us on to the stream shrews, and you'll have to travel on their
| ogboats. Not as confortable as the otter boat, but considerably faster."

Rose found a clunp of purple saxifrage. She wove sone into a weath and pl aced
it on her head. Then they

cane to a shallow stream weaving its way between the rocks and trees. Bol dred
perched in a rowan ash, watching them as they skipped downhill, splashing and
| aughi ng through the sun-warmed water. She shook her head, renenbering the
visit she had paid to Polleekin's tree house the day after the travellers had
been there.



"If Polleekin's visions are true, it's a long hard road ahead for you, little
Warrior. Enjoy a happy day while you can."
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Cap' n Tramun C ogg woke feeling tremendously braced. He drank a flagon of
seaweed al e, devoured a huge platter of pickled whel ks and cockles, then sat
back rebraiding sone plaits on his chest. There was a gentle knock on the

| onghouse door.

"I's that you, Crosstooth?" Cogg called out without |ooking up fromhis task.
"Any sign of Badrang yet, matey?"

The door creaked open and Badrang stood framed in the doorway, sunlight
pouring in around him "Get your braided behind off nmy chair, C ogg!"

The corsair was so surprised that the chair fell over backwards as he tried to
[urch up. Dust rose in a gol den shower of notes around himas the Tyrant of
Mar shank strode across and pl aced a none too gentle footpaw firmy on his

bl oated stomach. "Go on, Cogg. Ask me how | got here."

"Owv did you get 'ere?" the corsair spluttered fromhis position on the floor

Badrang smrked, pressing down harder on Clogg's stomach. "If you had as nuch
brain in your head as you had fat in your gut, you'd know. | came in through
the tunnel that the slaves escaped from You can go both
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ways through it, in or out. Qoviously you didn't think of that, swllhead!"

Wth a sudden nove that belied his bulk, Cogg wiggled free of Badrang' s paw
and ran for the door shouting, "Crosstooth, Guzzle, Boggs, armthe crew
Badrang's 'ere!"

The Tyrant stoat righted the fallen chair and sat in it, smling. "Shout your
thi ck head off, bucko. You'll get no help."

Cl ogg stood for a nonent glaring at the horde sol diers surrounding the
| onghouse, then he whirled to face Bad-rang. "You foul 'earted bl aggard,
you've nmurdered all me lovely crew"

Badrang sniffed the enpty seaweed ale flagon, winkled his nose in distaste
and pushed it away fromhim "Hardly, but | could have. It's no trouble tying
up a crowd of idiots who've drunk thenselves to sleep on beetroot w ne and
seaweed ale. As for those two dozy sentries you left posted on the walltop
over the gate, they' ve got lunmps on their heads the size of gull eggs. Did you
actually think that you coul d take Marshank from ne?"

Cogg's attitude changed like a breeze at sea. Throwi ng his paws w de, he
grinned in what he hoped was a di sarm ng manner. "Matey, who said anythin'
about takin' yer fortress fromye? Wiy, | was only mindin it until you

returned after chasin' those pesky slaves. Me an' ny crew was actin' duty
bound as caretakers. Ho, by the bye, you didn't catch the slaves, did ye?"

Badrang shook his head coolly. "I didn't have to. Come with me and I'll show



you why. "

The corsair crew sat in ranks at a corner of the courtyard, tightly bound and
cl osely guarded by the Tyrant's horde. Badrang led Clogg to the center of the
courtyard. The pirate stoat was forced to stand silent and listen to Badrang's
announcenent as he addressed the crew.

"Pay attention, you corsairs. You have three sinple
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choices. One is slavery. | have no slaves to serve nme at the nonent. Two is
death. You can stay loyal to Cogg, and for that you will be executed. The

charges are attenpting to steal Marshank fromme and siding with ny eneny. The
third and final choice is that you swear allegiance to ne and join ny horde as
soldiers. Wll, what is it to be?"

The fox Crosstooth struggled wupright. "Cut these ropes fromne, 1'll
serve under Lord Badrang's colors!"” It did not take long for the others to
follow "Aye, set me loose, I"'mwith Crosstooth!" "Me too, matey. 1'll be an
"ordebeast!" "No point in bein' a corsair without a ship!" "Better'n bein' a
slave or gettin' executed!" C ogg shook his head sadly. "Harr, 'twas an evil
day when | landed up on this coast. Boggs, Guzzle, Cross-tooth, was | ever a
bad Cap'n to ye?"

"No, Cap'n, you was a good un. W had sonme rare ol' times together."

"You just made too many ni stakes, Tramun C ogg." "Aye, when it's sink or swim
a creature has to ook after hisself, Cap'n. No 'ard feelin's."

Whi |l e the new horde nenbers took the oath and signed articles with Badrang,
Cogg was led off to the prison pit by two soldiers. He stared down into the
hole mserably. "So it's come to this, bein' slung in an "ole like a worm"

They nudged Clogg towards a barrow with a spade init. "You' re not goin' in

it, Lord Badrang's orders are that you nmust fill it in. Think yerself |ucky.
I nstead of execution he's givin' you the chance to become an 'onest
"ardworking slave. And don't fret, there'll be work aplenty for you!"

Fel | doh was training an arnmy to attack Marshank: the Fur and Freedom Fi ghters.
Their flag waved proudly
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over the canp on the cliffs, a green banner with the representation of a
flying javelin severing a chain.

Rowanoak shook her aching paws. "I hope they don't want uniforns as well. It
took me hours to nake that flag, rummagi ng through our costune box and sew ng
this bit to that. It does | ook rather good, though."

Bal | aw broke off fromdrilling a marching columm. He swaggered jauntily across
and t hrew Rowanoak an el aborate salute. "All present an' correct, marm What
time are you servin' us stout creatures sonme jolly old [uncheon, wot? An arny
marches on its stomach an' all that, y'know. "

The badger turned her eyes skyward as if seeking help. "It's a wonder you can
do any marching at all with that stomach of yours, you great flop-eared
feedbag. Don't ask me, go and see the cooks."



Bal | aw marched off, a blaze of military colour in the uniformhe had designed
for hinself fromthe troupe's wardrobe. He sang to keep hinself in step

"All the ladies smle at me, lookit there, |ookit there,
He's a fine dashin' figure of a hare, of a hare.

He'd fight off a horde alone, he's a warrior to the

bone. Feed himplenty an' you'll never have a care, have a
care!"

Fel l doh laid a lance on his throwi ng stick. The group he was training foll owed
his actions, laying lances on their sticks as he instructed them

"Armright back at shoul der |evel, paw gripping stick firmy, |lean your head
in, take sight at the target along the javelin shaft, weight on the back
f oot paw and t hrow "

The small hillock daubed with a |ikeness of Badrang was pincushi oned by
ei ght een | ances.

Keyl a picked up a pebble, demonstrating to his group. "See, an ordinary stone,
but it can beconme a weapon. In

271

paw-t o- paw conbat you can use it held tight as a club. Hit the foe with it as
hard as you can. O you can throwit. Watch!" He hurled the pebble and struck
one of the |ances on the hill ock.

The nmouse called Juniper held up a sling. "Look what ol d Barkjon gave ne. Wat
isit, Keyla?"

The otter took the tough vine thong, shaking his head in admiration as he
fitted a pebble to the tongue at its mddle. He swng it experinentally,
testing its balance. "This is a fine sling. Gve ne a target to throw at."

Juni per pointed to the hillock. "Ht one of those |lances |ike you did when you
threw t he pebble."

Cr ack\

No sooner had the words |left Juniper's mouth than Keyla sent the pebble
whistling fromits whirling sling. It struck a |lance, snapping it near the
point with a cracking inpact.

Keyl a wound the sling round his paw with a happy smile. "I'll go and see if
Bar kj on can make us nore of thesel™

Gauchee and Kastern had a good number of |ong poles, sonetimes used by the
Rambl i ng Rosehi p Players when they were erecting an inprovised tent. Trefoi
had suggested that they woul d make good pikes, using the pointed ends which
had served as tentstakes.

Buckl er, his injured shoulder still bandaged, drilled a group in the uses of
t he pi ke. "Poi kes up! Poi kes daown. Points for'ard .. . Charge!"

Cel andi ne sat dabbing her paws in rosewater. "Silly creatures, you'll either



get hurt or have nasty rough paws from using those great |ong things!"

She found hersel f | ooking down the point of Gau-chee's pike. "Of to the
cookhouse and help out if you don't want to train as a fighter, little nmissy
fusstail!"

Bal | aw waggl ed his ears at Tullgrew, Purslane and Geumin a very persuasive
manner. "Top o' the nornin', cooks. Wen does a chap get sone fodder round
her e?"
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The baby Fuffle was dressed in an oversized apron tucked up twice at his
m ddl e. He was spreadi ng honey on scones with a wooden spoon

Tullgrew pointed in his direction. "Don't ask us, Ballaw. Put in your request
to Quartermaster Sergeant Fuffle over there.”

The tiny npuse waved the spoon sternly at the hare. "Fuffle say back t' work,
or | chop y' tail offl"

Bal | aw backed away fromthe sticky spoon-w elding infant. "Miff said, old |ad.
Nod's as good as a wink to a starved warrior. | say, Purslane, you' ve got a
very violent offspring therel™

Lunch was a sinple affair, |eek and cabbage soup, sumrer sal ad, foll owed by
honeyed scones and strawberry cordial. The midday sun was tenpered by a gentle
breeze fromthe sea as the newly formed Fur and Freedom Fi ghters sat about,
eating and taking their ease. Rowanoak, Ballaw, Fell doh and Barkjon held an
open di scussion on the nerits and drawbacks of going into battle. Barkjon and
Rowanoak were not convinced that it was a good idea.

"Fel | doh, you haven't got a tenth of the force that Badrang comuands," the old
squirrel cautioned his son. "W're not strong enough yet, lives could be | ost
needl essly in an attack on Marshank."

The strong young squirrel put aside his food. "I'mnot tal king about pitched
battle, Father. Lightning attacks are what | plan. Ht hard and fast, then
vani sh. Wat's the nmatter with you? |I've seen the days when we were sl aves
that you woul d vow vengeance on Badrang and all his kind."

Rowanoak i ntervened. "You both have valid points, Felldoh, but | agree with
your father. W are not warriors, nor have we been into battle before. G anted
that Badrang is evil and Marshank needs destroying, but you nust realize that
his horde are all seasoned killers and
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trained fighters. Al that you have at the monment is a small bunch of freed
sl aves and some strolling players.”

Bal | aw fini shed off a scone, licking honey fromhis paws. ''But we freed the
slaves, didn't we? Brone wal ked right into old Badbottom s fort and bluffed it
out. Who's to say we can't becone a first-rate fightin' force and whack them
for good. What d' you say, eh, Brone old feller?"

Brone avoi ded Fel |l doh's eyes. "I can't say nuch. | nmay be good at bl uffing,
but I'"'mnot a warrior. | know that now | don't want to see creatures killed,
particularly our own."



Fel | doh ruffled his young friend' s ears. "Then you can becone a heal er, one
who cares for the wounded. It takes a brave beast to dash about in battle
doing that."

A d Geumdi pped a scone in her cordial to softenit. "Al this talk of
fighting and killing, why don't we just find another place far away from here,
where we can enjoy life. Leave Badrang to his own devices and forget about the
whol e nasty thing, Mirshank and these shores.™

Suddenly Pursl ane was up, her eyes blazing. "I'll tell you why, because if
Badrang is still there and Marshank still stands, then other creatures will be
captured and taken as slaves. | have a little one, and | would fight with ny

life so that he could grow up a free creature!"”

Keyl a sprang up appl audi ng her brave words. "Well said, marm W know what
it's like to live under the whips of a tyrant. It's not life, it's living
deat h! "

Fel |l doh turned to his father and Rowanoak. "These creatures have said it all.
| could not have spoken nore strongly. | will lead the first attack tonight."

Bar kj on | ooked up at his strong fearless son. "It has been in you to do this

thing since you were a little one in the quarry, helping ne to haul rocks. My
t he seasons and good fortune aid you, Felldoh, and keep those under you safe."
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Rowanoak shrugged, know ng protest would be useless. "Wat can | say except,
break a leg!"

Fel | doh | ooked puzzled until Ballaw explained. "In the actin' gane it's our
way of sayin' good luck to a chap."

The baby Fuffle waved his wooden spoon. "Break bofe legs!"

There was | aughter and appl ause for the infant's w sdom
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Travelling with Boldred was a real delight for Martin. The ow chose the
prettiest paths and was friendly with every creature who dwelt beside them
They stopped often to eat the abundant fruits that grew everywhere. At one
pl ace Bol dred showed thema tree |laden with shiny dark red cherries. The
tenptati on was too great to resist. They stood beneath the | ow hangi ng
branches, plucking the juicy cherries and gobbling them down.

"Wonder, cudd oi make cherry zoop out'n these yurr?" G umm runi nated.

Bol dred spread a wing. "There's lots of cherry trees round here. Take your
time, enjoy them 1'Il be back in a short while." She flew off to map new

features and talk with other creatures.

They |l ay beneath the tree, devouring cherries and seeing who could spit the
stones furthest.

Pal | um pl ucked a cherry off one of his spikes and popped it into his nouth.
"Ah, this is the life for us, pals!"



Wt hout warning, an incredibly ancient hedgehog came crashi ng through the
undergrowt h towards them waving a knobbly bl ackthorn stick. He was conpletely
grey and quite shaky on his paws, but it did not dimnish his temnper.
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"Cet ye gone, ye rascals, ye cherry thievin' wastrels. Be off with ye, or I'lI
lay this stick across your robbin' backs!"

Pal | um st ood upright, holding out his paws in peace. "Here now, hold hard,
Fat her. We're not robbers!”

The anci ent beast swung his stick at Pallum but he did it so slowy that the
young hedgehog had no trouble avoiding it. "Don't call me Father, ye young
brigand. I wouldn't be thy father for a whole plum orchard!"

The ol d hedgehog wore tiny square spectacles on his snout end, and as he swung
the stick they fell off. He groped about, still whacking out feebly. Rose
dodged under the stick. Retrieving the spectacles, she held the blackthorn
tight as she resettled the glasses on the grey-snouted creature.

"There, that's better. W're not thieves, sir. W didn't know the cherry trees
bel onged to you."

He tugged fitfully at the stick that Rose was still holding. "Let go of ny
stick, dansel. You're no better than ye should be!"

Martin sat up. There was no danger fromthe old one, but he was beconing very
tiresone with his insults and rantings. The young nouse spoke sternly to him

"Keep a civil tongue in your head, old one, and stop waving that stick
about—er I'I1l take it fromyou!"

The hedgehog managed to get the stick |oose from Rose and adopted a fighting
stance. "Hoho, ye bol df aced nobuse. So ye want to fight me now. Then so be it.
Cone on, have at ye!™

He raised the stick just in tinme for Boldred to swoop in and pluck it fromhis
paws. She | anded, shaking her head. "Aggril, stop this. How many tinmes have
you been told the cherry trees do not belong to you? They are here for al
creatures, not just for you!"

The ol d hedgehog Aggril knocked the heads from sone daisies with his footpaws,
muttering rebelliously, "Young uns today have no respect for age. Yon nouse
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with the sword offered me conbat, 'twere no fault o' mine."

Grumm stood up indignantly. "Oo, 'ee gurt fibber. Marthen dood no such a
thing. You'ma crafty ole beast, zurr, beggin' yurr pardon, iffen oi do say
so. "

| mredi ately Aggril's mood changed at the sight of Gumm "Oh, a noley
creature. Do accept ny 'unble apol ogies, friends. Mol eys are the nicest an'
Wi sest beasts alive. Do ye an' thy conpanions have a liking for cherry

cordial? Foll ow ne!"

The four travellers | ooked at each other nonpl ussed.



Bol dred shook with silent mirth. "Go on, follow him He's harm ess really,

just a touch eccentric. |I'm mapping a stream course—see you later." She w nged
of f hi gh above the trees.

Gumm started follow ng Aggril, calling to the others, "Coomon, oi dearly
wudd loik t' taste cherry corjul!"

The ol d hedgehog lived in a holl ow oak, |ong dead but still standing, with a

smal | door over a hole at its base. They followed himin. It was cool and
dark. Stacked all around its walls were kegs, flasks and gourds of cordi al
Aggril was very proud of his stock. He adjusted his glasses and peered cl osely
at the | abel s on each receptacle.

"Mmm now, here be a cordial fit for kings an' queens, a score of seasons old,
I lined the cask with honey nyself to sweeten it."

There was pure white cheese and celery wafers to go with the drink. They sat
on upturned casks as he issued themw th wonderfully carved cherrywod bow s
to drink from

"Cherrywood be the best of all trees to make bows from Taste this and see
what thee think of ny art."

It was absolutely delicious, dark, cool and sweet. Before they had finished he
was opening a | arge gourd.

"This was made by ny nother, or 'twas nmade by ny grandnother, |'m not sure,
"twas so long ago. Notice
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"tis a brighter red and a fizzy taste, nore suited to eat with salads."

Gourds were opened, casks unbunged and fl asks broached. Martin and Rose sat
together in the cool dimess of the holl ow oak, eating cheese and celery
wafers and sipping so many different cordials, each with its own history, that
they lost count. Aggril's voice droned on |ike a bunbl ebee hovering round
appl e bl ossom while outside the sun nade | eaf patterns in the stil

woodl ands. Martin had never known such peace and happiness in all his life. He
| ay back and cl osed his eyes, the heavy fragrance of wild cherries scenting
the air about him

It was night. Rose came slowly awake with the sensation that she was drifting,
floating under the soft dark canopy of the sky, star-pointed and centered with
a wani ng noon. The nousenmid | ay at peace, feeling the swirl of water against
silent paddl es, hearing the gentle creak of tinbers ..

She was on a boat!

"Be still, liddle shipmate, an' take yer ease.”

The strong cheerful face of a big male otter appeared before her. Rose sat up
slowy, trying to shake off the feeling of unreality.

"Where am | ?"

"Aboard the good craft Waterlily an' travellin' on the great Broadstream Lay
back an' sleep now, yore in safe paws, mss."

Martin, Pallumand G unm were curled up nearby, their contented snores



bl ending with the slight noises of the boat. The otter plied his oar with a
hefty tattooed paw as he chuckled, "Oe Aggril certainly slipped you an' yer
pal s a good nmeasure of his special sleepin' potion. Themthree won't know
nothin' about it until way into nornin' light."

Rose felt hel pless, a pleasant inertia stealing over her
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as she slunped gently back. "You mean to tell me that Aggril drugged us?"

The otter grinned and wi nked at her. "Sure as ny name's Starwort. That ole
hedgepi g don't |ike young uns noways. He reckons the cherry trees are his, an'
it's good night to any beast that nesses wi' them Lucky you was with Bol dred,
or Aggril mght've sent you into a sleep you' d never wake from As it was, he
just popped you off tenmp'ry so's Boldred could get you out of the way. W 'ad
to sling you an' yer pals into 'ammocks an' carry you a fair way to get you
aboard Waterlily."

Rose half tried to keep her eyes open, murruring drowsily, "Were is Bol dred?"

The short-eared owW's voice cane from sonewhere above her. "Perched nice and
confy up here on the masthead. Do as Starwort says, Rose. Go back to sleep.”

The mobusemni d coul d hear her own voice as if froma distance. "Back ... to ..
slee ... p."

The sun was up, and birds serenaded the new day fromthe thick foliage
borderi ng Broadstream The travellers sat with their paws through the m dship
rails, letting the water run through them A crew of two dozen otters haul ed
the single square sail to catch the nild breeze, singing lustily as they
heaved on the ropes.

"Ch, the Broadstream cones from who knows where,

It flows to who knows whither

And | sail with it here an' there

Wand' rin' yon an' hither

The place of waters is ny hone,

For I'ma fearless rover

Through cal man' storm|'m bound to roam

Until my days are over.

Roll, roll and flow, and | et the seasons gooooooo0o00."

As the |last deep bass notes died, a triangle's discordant jangle rent the air.
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Gummsniffed. Hs honmely face lit up. "Hurr, '"tis zoop!"

Smal| otters poured out of the forecastle cabin, |eaping, somersaulting and

bangi ng | adl es on wooden bows. Starwort's wife Marigold issued the four
friends with bow s and | adl es.



"Were | you, 1'd '"urry. Those nippers'll lick the pot dry. They're nought but
stomachs on paws!"

Over a charcoal brazier on the afterdeck, a fat otter called Stewer was

di shing out soup, |oaves of barley-bread and a concoction the otters drank
call ed scupper-juice. Stewer filled their bows to brimmng, cautioning them
cheerfully, "Watershrinmp, bulrush 'n' hotroot soup, mates. It'll give you fur
like velvet an' put a sparkle in yer eye. But drink plenty o' that
scupperjuice to cool yer gills!"

Pal lum s eyes watered. He fanned his mouth with both paws and gul ped
scupperjuice greedily. "Phwaw M/ poor mouth's on fire. | never knew soup
could taste so hot. Ch, my burning tongue!"

Martin and Rose were suffering equally. The soup was delicious, but the
hot r oot pepper must have been ladled into it.

Tossing aside his spoon, Gunmdrank his soup with gusto. The heat of it did
not seemto bother him "Qurr, this be wunnerful zoop, ho aye. Furst clarss!
Yurr, you uns 'ave noi bread an' noi drink. Gve oi yurr zoop."

WIllingly they exchanged their soup for the nole's bread and scupperj ui ce.
G umm sl urped away nerrily, watched by the entire otter crew and their
famlies.

Starwort shook his head. "I ain't never seen a creature enjoy our soup so nuch
in all me born days. W can't even take it w thout drinkin' scupperjuice to
guench the burnin'. Gunm matey, are you sure you' ve never 'ad this soup

af ore?"

The nol e wi ped a bead of sweat fromhis snout tip. "No zurr, never, tho' o
wi sht oi 'ad. Think wot oi been a-missen all these seasons, hurr!"”
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Streamsai l i ng was a novel experience for the travellers. Under the otter
crew s hel pful paws they learned to reef and tack, scull, row and steer

Bol dred had fl own on ahead to contact the shrews. The otters reckoned to neet
up with them sonetine in md-evening.

Grumm and Pallumtook instantly to the nautical life. The Waterlily was so
|arge and flat-bottonmed that they forgot their fear of the water. Both the
hedgehog and the nol e adopted the otters' rolling gait and streansl ang.

"Ahoy, Gumm matey. 'Tis a fair day on an even keel ."

"Ahurr, Pallumne 'earty, cooman' sit yurr mdships an' drop anchor 'l ongside
oi, you' mole streandog!"

Martin and Rose cl apped paws to nmouths, stifling their giggles at the antics
of the pair.

Roach, tench, perch and the odd pi ke could be seen through the clear running
stream following the Waterlily for the scraps that were thrown overboard.
Sonetimes they would crui se where the bank was deepsi ded, enjoying the shade
of the trees. Other times they would ride out on the broad swell, catching the
breeze. Rose watched Martin waving at a kingfisher which hung over an inlet,
whirring its wings in a ceaseless blur as it watched the water for small fry.
It was an idyllic day.



Early eveni ng passed, coloring Broadstream s banks a |linpid green that gave
way to gold-flecked cerise in mdstream

They heard the chattering and squabbling of small gruff voices from around a
sharp bend in the watercourse. Starwort shook his head despairingly as he
manoeuvred the tiller.

"Them Br oadstream shrews, never stops arguin' an' disputin', they don't. |
once saw two of "emjunmp in the water an' clinb out to argue over who was the
wettest. Reef yer sail, you two streandogs. We're roundin' the point!"
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Pal l um and Grunm attenpted an otter's footpaw salute

"Haye aye, steady as she goes. Reefin' an' furlin' w' all paws!" Pulling
snoothly into the bank, they di senbarked into a noisy chaos. The Broadstream
shrews were odd little creatures, raggledy-haired and clad in baggy
pant al oons. They all carried short rapiers, which they constantly drew and

j abbed the air with when making a point. Boldred perched by their canpfire,
checki ng the charts and maps she had revised. The travellers sat al ongside

her, surrounded by a horde of curious shrews. She squinted her |arge round
eyes in exasperation.

"Shrews! They don't even have a | eader of this tribe, but each one thinks that
they are in charge of everything. Listen to them"

"I"'mnot sailin' tonight, we've been on the streamall day!"

"I want to sail tonight, it's the best time for voyagin'!"

"We've done enough. | say we don't sail for the rest of the season!”
"Who asked you? Keep your opinions to yourself, rushmouth!”

"Hah! Rushnmouth is it? Wien was the last tinme you put paw to paddl e,
boat bott om "

"Boat bottom yourself. | vote we run the | ogboats ashore an' careen 'em The
hulls are filthy with noss!"

"A good voyage'd take the npss off 'em You take ny word!"

"I won't take your word, but you'll take the back o' my pawif you step on ne
tail again!"

The otters stayed on the Waterlily, shaking their heads sternly at the bad
behavior of the little squabblers.

G umm had been nosing around the fire, tasting the food fromthe various pans
and cauldrons. He pulled a wy face, whispering to Rose, "Qurr, no wonder they
be ill-tenpered. 'Ee food tastes tunble, Mz Roser. O wouldn't feed et to a
dead frog, burr no!"

The nousenai d took the foodpack from Martin's
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shoul der. "I've just had an idea. Here, do as | do!" Breaking one of Gumis



sweet invention cakes, she gave thema portion each and began eating her own
pi ece with huge enjoynent. "Mmm this tastes good!" The others foll owed her
exanpl e. Boldred snaffled hers in one bite and began pecking crunbs from her
talons. "Delicious, can't afford to waste a single crumb!" "Hoo aye, 'tis
vurry scrumy, 'seedin'ly noice!" "Absolutely delightful, best | ever tasted!"
"Ch yes, this is the stuff, pals. Geat!" Gadually the shrews becane silent,
turning their attention to the friends as they praised the cake to the skies.

A shrew stabbed the air with his sword. "G nme sone, | want to try that
stuff!”

Martin eyed himdisdainfully. "Watch yourself, shrew Don't wave that sword in
nmy face and make denands of ne!"

Rose wagged a stern paw at the offender. "Put that weapon away this instant
and ask properly. Didn't your nother ever teach you to say pl ease?"

The shrew was dunbstruck for a nonent, then he put down his sword and | owered
his voice. "Can | try your cake, please?"

Pal lumtook a reflective nibble and turned to Giunm "What d'you think, is our
cake too good for the likes of these?"

The nole licked a crunb fromhis chin. "Might drive they' mnad, they'mon'y
use to eatin' drefful swill."

Several of the shrews | ooked beseechingly to Boldred. The ow |ooked as if she
were about to say yes, then shook her head. "No, | don't think so. |I would
have given themall the cakes from our pack, but they've made up their minds
not to sail tonight. You can't make creatures go on the stream voyaging if
they're afraid of the dark."

The ow's statement created uproar. Fights, scuffles and argunments broke out
all over the shrew canp. Star-
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wort bounded through the nelee. Gving the friends a huge wi nk he roared out,
"Ahoy, you can't talk about river creatures like that. My nmates the stream
shrews' || sail anywheres at anytine, ain't that right, l[ads?"

| mredi ately, the shrews stopped fighting and waved their swords. "Aye, we'll
sail anywhere, day or night!"

Rose put her head to one side and imtated a gruff shrew voice. "G ve us the
cakes and it's a bargain!"

Bol dred tossed the foodpack into a | ong shrew | og-boat. "You shrews drive a
hard bargain. Those are the last of our cakes. But so be it, you' ve won the
argunent. Let's go!"

The short-eared owd had to take to the air to avoid being swept into the

| ogboats with her four friends. In a very short tine they were out in

m dstream the shrews poling their canoe-shaped treetrunks hard, conpeting in
a race between crews. The travellers barely had tine to turn and wave at the
cheering otters before they were swept out of sight. Water rushed by the bows
of the six logboats as night fell. G ummand Pallum gripped the sides tightly
as the narrow craft shot along on the swift current, shaking and rocking from
side to side. Rose held Martin's paw, her face shining.



"We're travelling downstream | recognize this part of the water. If we take a
turn off to a side channel on the right we can be in Noonval e tonorrow
afternoon! "

As she spoke, the shrews backed water, wheeling their craft into an inlet and
down a sidestream It was narrower than the main water, but just as
fast-runni ng.

Rose | aughed aloud with joy. "Ha, ha! See those knotty old willows drooping
into the water? | sat under themwhen | was a little one. | knewit, we're
goi ng home to Noonval e!"
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Cap'n Tramun C ogg had finished filling in the prison pit. H s paws ached with
weariness and his tawdry finery was coated in dust. Pushing the barrowto a
corner of the courtyard, he lowered hinself gently into it and let the

enor nous wooden clogs slip fromhis footpaws as he heaved a nel ancholy sigh

"Harr, 'tis an 'ard life an' no m stake, but at |east Badrang ain't got ne
stannin' guard up on the wall like those fellers."

Clogg lay in the barrow, watching the guards on the walltop silhouetted
agai nst the early night sky, rumnating to hinself. "Aye, 'is '"igh V nmighty
Lordship will be drinkin' wine an' dinin' off fish an' roasted fow in that
| ong' ouse, while |I've got to bide "ere til nornin', waitin' fer a crust an'
some water."

The corsair heard the thwock of the slingstones as the two wall sentries fel
in a heap. He smiled wickedly in the darkness. "Hah, them slaves is |earnin'
fast. Now iffen me an' Badrang was still partners, I'd raise the alarm But we
aint, I"'monly a slave, an' raisin' alarms is nought to do with slaves!"

A volley of flamng javelins whooshed in over the walls. C ogg was well out of
their range. He watched with great interest as they hit the | onghouse, two or
three

m ssing, some falling flat on the roof. But the najority thudded into the
timber walls, blazing nerrily. Another wave of burning javelins streaked

t hrough the night sky like comets, finding the wooden palisade fence of the
sl ave compound. A mighty roar rose fromthe shores outside Marshank

"Fur and freeeedooooom "

Badrang cane tearing out of the |onghouse, stood on a lighted javelin by

acci dent and hopped about on one paw yelling, "Attack, attack! Stand to arns!
Walltop stations!" He grabbed two scurrying hal f-asleep soldiers. "Put that
fire out, quick!"

They stood undecided. "But we ain't got water, Sire!" The enraged Tyrant
knocked their heads sharply together. "Addl epates, use sand, earth,

dust!" He dashed off to the walltop, drawing his sword as he shouted orders to
the horde mlling in the courtyard. "Archers, slingthrowers, follow nel"

Bal | aw and Fel | doh doused the fire they had used to ignite the javelins. They
split up, each taking half the force, Ballaw to the back of the fort, Felldoh



to the left side

Fel | doh's attackers flattened thensel ves against the earth and lay quite
still. The squirrel passed the order along to his group. "After Ballaw s
troops send their javelins off, be ready!"

Badrang peered out across the deserted shore. The archers and slingthrowers
stood ready for his command.

Crosstooth stood beside the Tyrant, watching. "They'll be hidin" behind those
rocks on the shore.™

Badrang coul d see what the fox said was true. He raised a paw. "Archers, put a
vol l ey or two over the back of those rocks. That should flush them out. Ready,
firel™

The shafts clattered harmessly off the rocks, |eaving
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the beach still silent. There was a hissing noise in the air. Instinctively
Badrang threw hinself flat on the walltop. "Down! Get down!"

Too late. Three hordebeasts fell to the javelins that sped in over the back
wal I's. Propelled by the throw ng sticks, they smashed and splintered on the
fort side of the walltop.

Badrang was up and running around the ranpart. "The slimy tricksters, they're
round the back. Cone on!"

Fel | doh crouched | ow, watching the walltop, his javelins and slings ready
"Here they come. Wait for it now, let themget to the mddle of the wall. Wit
for it, steady, steady. .. . Now"

The javelins and sling stones whirred off into the night, wounding three and
slaying a further two. Felldoh's troops inmmediately fell flat, blending with
t he | andscape in the night.

As soon as they had |l aunched their javelins, Ballaw s command dashed off to
the right side wall and lay |ow Badrang had left half his archers to fire at
Fel | doh's fighters, |leading the other half around to the back, only to find
the rear | andscape deserted. He banged his sword handl e hard against the wall.

"The scum they've probably backed off into the marshes. Cringing curs, why
don't they show t henmsel ves and fight!"

Boggs the ferret had served long in Clogg' s crow s-nest. He had the keenest
eyes of any beast. Peering hard into the darkness, he stood stock still,
straining his eyes. "There's creatures out there. I'msure of it, Sirel"

"\Where, Boggs? Can you see 'enf?" Badrang's voice was | ow and excited.

"Aye, | can now, Sire. They're a good distance off, but comn' this way. Looks
to be about six, no, five of "em"

Badrang took a bow froma nearby rat. "G ve nme your arrows. You there, give
Boggs your bow and arrows.
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The rest of you archers, notch up your shafts and lie low Don't fire until |
give the word!"

Pl astered with nmud, hungry and boneweary after trekking the country, | ost
since emerging fromthe marshes, H sk and four survivors staggered through the
dar kness. The weasel Captain rubbed dirt fromhis tired eyes. Peering at the
shape that |ooned ahead in the night, he gasped in sheer relief, "It's
Marshank! The fortress! W're safe. Cone on!" They broke into a shanbling run,
cheering hoarsely.

To Badrang it appeared that the five figures were charging. M staking themfor
enem es, he drew back the shaft on his taut bowstring. "Let 'emget a bit
closer. wait!"

Bal l aw and his throwers rel eased a salvo of javelins fromover the right side
of the fort.

The force on the left walltop had an idea where Felldoh and his troop were
lying, they kept themwell pinned down with arrows and slingstones. Ballaw s
javelins caused disarray anong them and a weasel shrieked as he was struck in
the side.

Young Juni per |eaped up calling triunphantly, "Haha, that stopped 'em they
aaaar gh!"

He fell with an arrow protruding fromhis chest. H's friend, a young nouse
naned Yarrow, stood up, conpletely in shock. "They got Juniper. Look, there's
an arrow sti—=

Keyl a tackl ed himlow around the footpaws. Yarrow fell, staring in amazenent
at the arrow that pierced his paw right through

Fel | doh was gri mfaced as he dragged Juniper's body to him "Keep your heads
down! Keyla, we've got to get out of here. Help Yarrow, I'll carry Juniper
Now al I of you, crawl fast and stay |ow. Follow ne!"

Badr ang crouched below the par apet , strai ni ng t he
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arrow agai nst his taut bowstring as he watched Boggs scanning across the
wal [ top. The ferret dropped down by the Tyrant's side and nodded.

"They're very close now. W can pick '"emoff |ike daisies!"

Badrang gl ared along at the archers ranged in a crouching row. "W're not
taki ng any prisoners. Kill them Now "

The five creatures went down |ike stones as the hail of barbed shafts hit
them Two nore volleys foll owed, thudding into the bodies to make sure they
were truly slain.

Badrang was shaking with exhilaration. "I only wish it had been day, then |
could have wat ched the | ooks of surprise on their stupid faces!"

Bal | aw t ook his fighters around the front and al ong the beach, meeting up with



Fel | doh and the others at the foot of the cliffs. The hare was in high good
hunor. "Top hole, wot! | think | could get to like this soldierin' life. W
gave thema bally good | esson an' not one of us was harned. How did it go with
you, squirrel mlad?"

Fel | doh nodded towards the linmp formon the ground. "Juni per was Kkilled,
Yarrow i s wounded. "

The exhilaration of victory left Ballaw and his command. "Poor little chap
Here I'Il carry him"

It was a sad procession that made its way along the clifftops back to canp.

In the dawn light a group of horde soldiers gathered round the five carcasses
shot full of arrows. O ogg watched the venonmous | ook on Badrang's face and
| aughed hurourl essly.

"You did well last night, matey. Slayed Hi sk an' four of yer own. Still, you
could be forgiven fer the nistake. They're so covered in marshrud they
coul d' ve been anybeast™

The Tyrant's paw shot to his sword, but then he

t hought better of it. Turning on his paw, he barked out an order as he stal ked
of f. "Fl eabane, Wil pp, nake that slave dig five separate graves and bury that
lot. Don't spare the rod, keep him busy!"

Rowanoak stood over the small grave that Fell doh and Ball aw had dug, as near
to the cliff edge as the rocky ground would pernit. Brone put the finishing
touches to a herbal dressing and bandage on Yarrow s paw. "There, as good as
new. How does that feel ?" Yarrow lifted his paw up and down, wi ncing slightly.
"Thank you, Brone. It still hurts a bit, but 1'll live with it. Not |ike poor
Juni per." He wiped away the bitter tears that flowed afresh on the bandage.

Brone threw a conforting paw around the young nouse. "Cone on, let's go and
say our farewells to him Yarrow Ballaw and Fell doh made hima nice resting
pl ace that will always stand free to the sunshine and wind, in sight of the
sea."

The entire canp gathered round the grave. After a short cerenony, sunmer
flowers were placed on the fresh filled-in earth and Barkjon said sone words.

"It is always sad when a young one who has not seen many seasons is taken from

us. Juni per was such a mouse, cheerful and well loved by all. But he did not
die in vain. This young one gave his life fighting tyranny, so that others in
the seasons to cone may live in peace and freedom That is all | have to say.

Wul d anybeast like to add a word or two?"

Fel | doh stepped forward. He laid Juniper's sling and stones amid the flowers.

"You were a brave fighter, Juniper. We will never forget you. Badrang and his
horde will pay tenfold for your death!"

As the Fur and Freedom Fighters drifted away fromthe grave, Yarrow sat al one
by the flowers, gazing nunbly at the resting place of his friend. Brone caught
up with Felldoh and notioned himto one side.
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"That was not a goodbye to Juniper, it was an oath of vengeance. How many nore
must die before you're

sati sfied?"

Fel | doh' s eyes were |ike rainswept pebbles as he answered, "As many as fate
decrees, nyself included. | will not rest until Badrang is dead and Marshank
brought down!" He strode off in search of fresh | ancewood.

Kastern wat ched them parting before going across to Brome. "Do not bl ane
Fel | doh, he feels for Juniper as nuch as you, Brone."

The young mouse shook his head. "No he doesn't, all he feels is that he nust
take revenge and carry on killing. He was my hero once, but nowit's |like
talking to a strange beast. | don't know himany nore."

Kastern watched the lone figure of Felldoh in the distance. "He is a warrior
and that is the way of warriors, just like the nbuse Martin you are always
t al ki ng about, "

Brone shoul dered his healing kit. "If Martin is a warrior |ike Felldoh, then
may the seasons help ny sister Rose if she is still with him"
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It was as if the very air were enchanted. Martin, G umm and Pallum fol | owed
Rose through serene woodl ands qui et and high in the sun-warned afternoon. They
had thankfully left the shrews in a backwater tributary of Broadstream The
creatures were argui ng and squabbling over the remai nder of the food and drink
whi ch Rose had gi ven them because she wanted to travel fast and light. It was
a forest as old as tinme, with a special feel about it, cool in the dark green
shade, carpeted with a many flowered floor, shafted with gol den rays casting
their light on fern and bush. Velvety green nboss was soft underpaw, and

nmel odi ous birdsong was the only sound to filter through the variegated canopy
of enerald and viridian green. Rose halted by a conical tinmewrn rock

"Rose, what is it?" Martin felt his own voice ringing strangely in the
still ness.

She stroked the monolithic stone and poi nted downwar ds.
"Noonval e! "

Through the trees, Martin saw the land dip down into a huge valley. The bl ue
snoke of cooking fires rose in a |azy spiral above the foliage, and small
t hat ched rooftops
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could be seen here and there. An aura of time forgotten hung over the
beautiful scene. The softly col ored patches of flower gardens mxed with the
unmar ked boundaries of brightly hued orchards, while the Iight and sparkl e of
a stream cascaded into full bloomof a waterfall below H gh above them

Bol dred circled and wheel ed on the thermals, casting her great w ngshadow over
them as she soared gracefully downward.

"See you in Noonvale, friends!"



They stood | ooki ng at one another for a noment, happi ness brinmm ng between
t hem

G umm waved his ladle. "Hurr, we'mnade et. C non!" He broke into a run, went
head over paws through the I oamand rolled down the valley side chortling
happi ly, his three conpani ons' paws thrunmm ng the ground as they took off in a
dash after him

Urran Voh was not an ol d nouse though he was conpletely grey and wore a beard.
As the Patriarch of Noon-vale he was an inpressive figure, dressed in a
flowing green robe with a thick creamcolored cord at its mddle. Hs wife
Aryah stood beside him beautiful and notherly in a |lilac gown enbroidered
with green | eaves. Rose threw herself into their wel com ng paws breathl essly.

Both m ce hugged their daughter affectionately. Aryan's wel cone for Rose was
i nterspersed with anxi ous enquiries about her son

"Ch, Rose, ny Rose, you're home. Did you find your brother? My, you' ve grown
taller, slimrer too. That rascal Bronme, did you see hin? Did he nmention his
not her and fat her? Noonval e has been quiet w thout your singing, Rose. Is
Brone foll owi ng along? WIIl he be here soon?"

Rose's heart sank. Brone and Fel |l doh had not found their way to Noonval e! She
could only hope that they were safe, somewhere .

Rose began gasping out her story, but Urran Voh held up a paw. "Later, it is
enough for now that you are
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safely hone, Rose. No doubt you've risked life and linb several times to help
your brother. You nust realize that Brome is a born wanderer, never content

and stubborn to the last word. Well, that young nmouse is getting big enough to
| ook after hinself. But if you' ve agreed to neet up here, | expect he'll turn
up sooner or |ater. Maybe someday he'll have sense enough to stay in Noonval e

and not go dashing off every tine the nood takes him Ah! G umm Trencher, you
good mol e, greetings. Wo are these two young creatures?"

G ummintroduced them "Yurr be Palluman' Mar-then 'ee Wirrier, zurr. They'm
wunner ful gudd friends to oi an' Mz Roser."

Rose' s nother Aryah cut short the introductions busily "We can talk later. You
nmust be starving. Rose dear, show your friends where they can wash and find

cl ean robes, then bring themto the Council Lodge. | must prepare a homeconing
party for you!"

Sonetime later Pallumand Martin stood at the entrance to Council Lodge. It
was an imrense, honely old thatched building, its foursquare banquet tables
dom nating the centre beneath snoke-darkened rafters. Rose and G unm | ed

Pal lum and Martin in. Bathed in blossomwater and clad in a clean faded purple
tunic, Martin held Rose's paw, standing slightly behind the nouse-maid. The
Lodge was packed with the inhabitants of Noonval e. They stood, cheering Rose
and G-umm heartily.

Rose tugged Martin's paw. "Come on, take a bow, Martin."

The young mouse bowed fornmally amd the applause. U ran Voh waved himup with
the other travellers to their places at table. Everybeast stood as the
Patriarch rai sed his goblet. "Good food, good friends and peace for ever in
this place!™



"May the seasons always be kind to Noonvale!" a multitude of voices answered
as one.
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They sat, and the wel cone party began.

Throughout his life the menory of that happy day stayed | ocked secretly in
Martin's heart.

He sat with Rose between her parents, speechless at the sight of the abundant
tables. Flowers trailed everywhere, fromthe rafters, walls, w ndows and table
edges. Roses, lilies, vines and bl ossons festooned the whol e place, tw ning
around the urns of strawberry cordial, dandelion and burdock cup, mnt and

| avender water, chestnut ale, blackcurrant wine and cider. Platters and trays
wer e heaped high with sal ads, cheeses, breads and pasties whose contents he
could only guess at. Babies and little ones seated on their parents' | aps
gazed longingly at the array of trifles, flans, puddings, pies and tartlets,
each with its honey-covered contents peeking through nounds of cream

Grumm chose a deep slice of cherrycake glazed with candied nuts. Allow ng the
tiny nole sitting with himto take a huge bite, he chuckled. "Burr hurrhurr
doant boite off nmore'n you' mcan chew, Bungo!"

It took a while for the infant to swallow it all. He tugged at G umm s snout.
"Hurr, then get oi some stawb'rry drink, Nuncle G umm You' mwouldn't |oik oi
to purrish o' thirst!"

A friendly hedgehog nmaid sat next to Pallum offering himvarious savoury
delights. "Try our |eek and chestnut pastie. Here, let ne pour sone thyne and
radi sh sauce on it for you."

Pal lumdug in gratefully. "Thank you, marm Most kind of you, marm?"

"Marn? What do you think | am some ol d spike-mai d?" she |aughed. "My nane is
Teasl epaw. Have you tasted our chestnut ale? My famly brews it."

Pal  um fl ushed beneath his spikes, burying his snout in the beaker. "It's very
tasty, marm er, Peasletaw, Pawseltea, er, marm"

Martin and Rose chose a danson and hazel nut fl an
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topped with mintcream They attacked the plate fromboth sides, nmeeting in the
m ddl e of the platter. Rose wiped creamfromMrtin's nose with a napkin.

"What' Il we try next, cherrycake?"
Martin shook his head vigorously. "No thanks, | don't want to go to sleep
yet!"

They both | aughed, remenbering the sly Aggril.

Bol dred was slightly too | arge for any seat. She perched on a wi ndowsill,
denolishing a wild plum and appl e puddi ng, watched by a group of admiring
youngst ers.

"Can you eat all of that by yourself, M ssus Bol dred?"



The owW raised a large talon. "I can eat three of these w thout stopping. This
is excellent!"

The onl ookers' eyes grew even wider. "Three plum'n' apple puddens. G eat
seasons!"

The party went on until late into the night. Nothing was stinted, there was an
abundance of everything for every creature. The guests sat back, sipping mnt
and | avender water as a quartette of otters perforned an acrobatic dance,
whil e a band of m ce and nol es acconpanied them playing a lively slipjig on
reed flutes and drunms. At a nod from Rose, Martin excused hinself quietly, and
foll owed the nousemni d and her parents to their cottage.

Uran Voh relaxed in his favorite chair. Aryah took out her enbroidery. She
sewed slowy as they listened to Rose tell of their adventures.

Martin sat at a wi ndow seat, letting Rose do all the talking. As Rose
described the evil and cruelty of the slaves' lives at Mrshank, her parents’
faces becanme nmore and nore grave.

Rose cane to the end of the tale. Her father nodded, "You did well to return
hone, Rose. While there is such evil you should be here with your famly. If
only Brome could see this too. | amsorry that he and his friend Felldoh are
not here safe, as you are. Let us hope he has
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the good sense to see that the outside world is not for himand he returns to
us before the autum."

Martin took a deep breath. "Sir," he said, "I agree that Noonvale is a haven
of peace. Wuld that we could all live in such. But outside there is evil, and
| cannot rest here knowing that those | lived with in slavery are still under
the heel of Badrang. | cane here for help. WIIl you allow me to ask for that

hel p anmong the fol k of Noonval e? There may be sone here who would join ne in a
quest to free ny friends from sl avery."

U ran Voh's face was serious. "You ask a great deal. Qur creatures have never
seen war, they are dedicated to our life of friendship and peace.”

Hs wife said quietly, "But my dear, where there is such pain and hardship for
SO many innocent creatures, surely we could let Martin speak to our folk. Any
who wi sh to hel p can decide for thensel ves."

U ran Voh turned to Martin. "My wife speaks wisely. | do not wish for evil to
become part of our lives here, but maybe we can prevent the w ckedness from
spreading. Very well, Martin, ask my creatures for hel p—and good fortune go
with you.

"I see that you carry a blade. W do not have such things here. For the tine
you are with us you nmust not stay armed. G ve ne your sword, Martin."

The young nouse placed a defensive paw on his sword handle. "I amsorry, sir,
| cannot do what you ask."

U ran Voh's eyes were stern in the awkward sil ence that foll owed.

Aryan intervened between the Patriarch and the Warrior. "Martin, | know ny
husband's feelings, but | think I also know yours too. You have seen suffering



and evil in your life. There is none of that to be found at Noon-vale. Wuld
you do something for me? I am not asking you to give your sword to Urran. Take
it and hang it on the peg by the door. Do this yourself, no one else wll
touch your bl ade."
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Wthout a word Martin drew his sword. Going over to the door, he hung the
weapon upon a peg protruding fromthe wall, balancing it by the hilt. It hung
there, small and | onely-1ooking. The young nmouse coul d not hel p thinking of
his father's bl ade, big and worn, but a proper warrior's weapon, now in the

paws of the Tyrant. He would take it back someday ... sonehow.

Rose sniled happily at him "Good, conme and I'll show you to your room"

At a glance from Uran Voh, Aryan intervened once nore. "No, Rose, you'll have
Martin up half the night talking. I'Il do it. Follow me, young nouse."

When they had gone, Rose's father put his paw about her shoul ders and si ghed
unhappily. "Rose, listen to me carefully, daughter. Wat | tell you is for
your own good. This Martin, he is a warrior, and death wal ks al ongsi de such
creatures. You nust never let yourself growtoo close to him"

The nmousenaid smiled. "Father, you're not a warrior, you're a worrier. Martin
is my best friend in the whole world, he would never hurt me or let nme be
hurt. 1'Il change him you'll see. One day he will be the nost peaceful
creature in Noonvale!"

U ran Voh rose fromhis chair slowy. "You and Brone are alike, both
strong-willed. | only hope that you are right, Rose, though |I think no good
will ever come of your friendship, because |I can tell that Martin has a will
and determ nation far stronger than any | have ever come across. Good night,
nmy Rose. Before you sleep, think on what | have said."

Rose ruffled her father's grey beard. "Good night, you great fusspot. There's
not hing to think about except a nuch needed night's rest. \Wen you cone to
know Martin the Warrior as well as | do, you'll understand."”
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Fel | doh had pl anted caches of javelins all around Marsh-ank. In the

hal f - shadowed world of twilight he was |like a phantom Two sentries hung over
the wall, slain by his accurate throwing. Inside the fortress another one had
been sl ain and three | ay wounded.

"More pesky buryin' fer me to do in the nmornin'," Tramun C ogg snorted as he
peered out from under his wheel barrow. "Stripe me, iffen | waits |ong enough
"Il "ave Marshank alone to meself, '"cos I'll be the only beast left livin'
"erel”

Badrang paced the floor of his badly charred | onghouse. Several prom nent
horde figures sat in silence as he ranted angrily.

"We're not dashing out into the night to get picked off like flies. That's
what those slaves want. I'mnot going to fight on their terns, 1'Il do it ny
way when the time's right!"



Crosstooth played with a dagger, twirling it deftly. "Yore right, Sire. |'ve
told everybeast to keep under cover. Themthat gets 'urt or slain, '"tis their
own fault."”

Sl amm ng hinsel f down in his chair, the Tyrant gul ped w ne.

The weasel Lunpback unwi sely voiced an opinion

"But if we don't fight back, they' ve got us pinned down. They'll start

thinkin' we're frightened of 'em an’

begi n attackin

"arder!"

Badrang hurled the wi ne jug. Lunpback scarcely had time to duck as it smashed

on the wall
danson w ne.
you, dirtbrain?

don't need the thoughts

behi nd him covering the hapl ess weasel
Badrang's teeth were bared as he hissed at Lunpback,

with pottery shards and
"Who asked

of idiots and halfwits to do ny

pl anning for ne. Maybe you'd |like to get out there and face themyoursel f!"

Boggs felt sorry for
for Badrang to send the weasel
only sayin' -

out on the

"Easy?"
over. "Go easy, you say, while a stinking
Marshank and an entire horde under siege.
| eaped at the group. "Get out of herel Go
mud- crawl i ng norons. You're about as nuch

Yel ling and shouting, they scranbl ed over
bl ade and get out of the door.

Fel | doh came out from behind a rock
t he sounds of the scuffle.
javelins, one after the other
Lumpback was | ast to | eave,
chased him Wth a yel
first javelin.

Badrang sl anmed the door shut quickly.

Thr uck!

Fel | doh' s second javelin pierced the half-
stopping a hairs-breadth fromthe Tyrant's bl oodshot eyes.

right through,
Badr ang
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slashed with his sword, chopping the jave

head, he roared out into the gathering night,
into n'shbait if | catch you!"
"Cone on out then, stoatface,"

shore. "Two can nmake fishbait!"

"Scum " Badrang yell ed back at
when the time is right!"

he di ved out of the open door

hi s unseen foe.

Lumpback. He could see it would only take a sudden whi m

shore alone. "CGo easy, Lord. He was

Badrang's face flushed dark with rage as he stood and threw the chair

pawful of slaves are hol di ng

1" Wi pping out his sword, he
on, out of my sight, you m ndl ess
use as a one-winged gull!"

each other to avoid the flailing

his keen ears twi tching as he pinpointed
Wth remarkabl e precision he quickly sent off two

he had been dodgi ng the swordpl ay as Badrang

straight into Felldoh's

burned tinmbers. The weapon cane

inin tw pieces.
" Sneaks,

Fl i ngi ng back his
cowards! I'Il chop you

Fel | doh' s deep voi ce booned back fromthe

"I"ll fix you good and proper



Fel | doh' s harsh | aughter rang out in reply. "Hahahah! Scum yourself,

yel lowbel ly. Hide in your fort. |I know you're scared!"

"Scared, ne?" Badrang's voice went shrill with spleen. "I am Badrang, Lord and
Tyrant of all these | ands. Nobeast can stand against me. | was killing and
fighting while you were still clinging to your nother's tail!l"

Fel | doh had got a fix on the voice. Three javelins in swift succession burst
t hrough the | onghouse door, another one thudded into the roof. Badrang |ay
flat behind his upturned chair, gripping the wood tightly to stop hinself
trenbl i ng.

"Hahaha, missed ne,"
things straight!"

he managed to | augh back. "Pity you can't throw those

Fel l doh's reply canme deep and confident. "Don't worry, |'ve got all night to
practice. Don't go to sleep

now "

Gathering his javelins, Felldoh slid off into the night, |eaving behind a very
worried stoat.

Peering through a crack in the gate, Tramun C ogg saw t he shadowy figure hurry
of f south toward the cliffs.

"Harr, 'twere as | reckoned —only one beast. Well, |I'd best get nme sleep. No
use tryin' to tell '"is Lordship he's safe to 'ave a bit o' shuteye. He
woul dn't take the word of a slave."

Away in the safety of the clifftops, Ballaw sat watching the gloony little
groups of creatures sitting around the canpfire. Al day |ong the nood had
been heavy anobng
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them The hare finished sipping cider froma scallop shell and nade his way
over to where the Ranbling Rosehip Players |ounged about by the cart.

"Evenin', chaps an' chapesses, wot! My ny, you lot look like a pile of frogs
that've been to a rock-swallown' party. No wonder our chums are |ookin' glum
if an entertainin' troupe can't snile.”

Brone smiled wanly at the garrul ous hare. "Wat do you want us to do?"

Bal | aw twi ddl ed his |long ears cheerfully. "That's the spirit, young Brome ne
laddo. "Il tell you what | want you all to do. Bring a bit of cheer into
those creatures' sad little lives, a laugh, a smle and a song. Let's do a
show '

Cel andine fluttered her eyelids and cooed. "What a lovely idea. You'll have to
wait until 1've got nyself ready though, Ballaw Dearie ne, | nust |ook an
absolute fright!"

"Fright?" Ballaw tickled her under the chin. "You, me pretty one, never. You
| ook absobal | ylutely gorgeous. Come on, you apprehensive actors, the show s
toni ght!"

The audi ence sat shaking with |l aughter, their eyes shining in the firelight,



the day's troubles tenporarily forgotten as they watched the antics of the
Ranmbl i ng Rosehi p troupe.

Rowanoak braced her huge back as Gauchee, Kastern, Trefoil and Buckl er fornmed
a pyramd on it. Buckler stood highest, on top of Trefoil's head.

Ballaw swirled a floppy cloak as he placed a scrap of material on the ground
and called to the audience, "Pray silence. Please, no tittering or throw ng
objects whilst this dangerous trick is in progress. Ml col mthe Magnificent
Mole will dive froma very great and perilous height on to this danp cloth.
Ladi es an' gentlebeasts, | present Ml col mthe Magnificent Diving Mlel"

There was a round of appl ause. Buckler, dressed in a baggy costume and weari ng
a curly black moustache,
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took a wobbly bow fromon top of the pyram d and announced dramatically:
"O be ready an' willin' to die, An' npbi wages be a custard pie!"

Dressed in a spangl ed gown, Cel andi ne paraded, show ng the audi ence a huge
custard pie.

"Ch, dive, ny loved one, ny dear. | have your wages here!"

"Well, hurry up, ny back's killing me!" Rowanoak roared out in nock agony.
Bal | aw did an el egant bow in the badger's direction. "Do not worry, nadam
Your face has been killing me for years, let alone your back. Keep quite stil
now. Mal colm are you ready?"

"O be ready t' dive frumthis gurt '"igh place on to 'ee danp cloth!"

Bal | aw drumed his footpaw on a small tanbourine. "We will not be responsible
for small infants an' nervous folk who faint durin' this death-defyin'

per f or mance! "

Fuffle | eaped up and pull ed Rowanoak's stubby tail. "Ho, gerron wivvit!"
"Yaaaaaaaahhhhhhh 1"

Rowanoak tried to stand up and the pyramid collapsed. Amid | oud | aughter the
troupe lay on the ground pretending to be stunned, while Buckler appeared wth
t he danp cl oth bal anced on his nose. He struck out as if swnmming. "G did et,

oi did et! Oh, 'elp, sonebeast, afore oi drowns. O carn't swim"

Cel andi ne ran forward holding the custard pie and calling sweetly, "Ch, save
him soneone. Don't |et poor Ml col mdrown before he's had his custard piel™

"Fear not, fair maid, | will save the poor lad, for I can dive |like a duck and
swimlike a rock!" Ballaw ran to the rescue. Celandine tripped and fel
beautifully The custard pie sailed through the air, and Kastern caught it
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just as Ball aw whi pped the danp cloth from Buckl er's nose. He waved it
dramatically "Saved, saved froma fate worse than tumyache!"

The flapping cloth hit Kastern in the face. She let go of the pie and it



splattered all over Buckler's head. The audi ence fell about, holding their
sides and hooting with | aughter. Buckler bowed.

"Yurr amoi, Malcumm cunpletely disgusted, 'Stead o' water oi bin drownded in
custed!"

From the edge of the firelight Felldoh watched the perfornmance. Barkjon
suddenly noticed his son sitting next to him "Ha ha, oh hohoho! What a good
show. Fel |l doh, where did you cone from son?"

Fel | doh kept his gaze on the perforners, smiling as he cl apped his paws
together. "I've been here all the tinme. Funny, wasn't it? Cheers you up to see
somebeast taking a tunmble, eh Dad!"

H s father was about to reply when Felldoh pointed. "Ch, | ook out, here comes
young Brome. | wonder what he and Ballaw are up to?"

As they began the next act, Barkjon | ooked strangely at his son and mur nured
in his ear, "Yes, and | wonder what you' ve been up to."

Brone sat banging a | arge drum

Boonboonmboonboon

Bal | aw appeared from behind the cart in a |ong nightgown and a tasselled

ni ght cap. He yawned, stanping his paw bad-tenperedly. "I say, what d' you think
you' re doin' bangin' that thing all night, you young rip. I'mtryin to

sl eep! "

Brone continued to bang the drum vi gorously.

Boonboomnmboonboonboon

"I"mpracticing for the Periw nkle Parade!"

Ballaw wiggled a paw in his ear over the drum noise. "The whatiw nkle hooray,
did y'say!"
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Brone banged the drum | ouder as he shouted, "The Periw nkle Parade, you silly
fool I'"

Bal l aw wiggled paws in both ears as if to hear better. "The pretty pinksnai
in a slippy pool ?"

Brone continued banging as Ballaw turned to the audi ence. "Wat did he say?"
"The Periwi nkle Parade, you silly fool!" everyone yelled al oud.

Bal | aw nodded. "Ch, | see. The gritty pigstail of a swilly cool!"

The audi ence roared out as Bronme banged even | ouder

Bal | aw shook his head. Grabbing Brone's paw, he halted the noise. "Listen, you

young rogue, |'Il give you a cream pudden if you stop that bangin'. Is it a
bar gai n?"



Brone smiled foolishly. "Done! Were's the cream pudden then, fl opears?"

Bal | aw produced a big knife. "Inside the drum It's all yours if you stop that
beastly bangin'."

Still smiling foolishly, Brone cut the drunmskin wi de open and poked his head
i nside. There was a nonment's silence then he called out. "Hey, |ankypaws,
there's no cream pudden in herel™

Bal | aw did a huge wink at the audience and grinned wi ckedly. "Ch, isn't there?
What a jolly old shane. Ah well, I'moff for a nice long sleep, 'cos |I'm
playin' nmy drumtonorrow in the Periw nkle Parade y' know. Good

ni ght!"
Gauchee wal ked up holding a | antern. "Goodni ght
M. Ballaw"

Bal | aw shuffl ed past her. "Good night, Ms. Gauchee. Ch, don't forget and
| eave my big drumout for nme in the norning, I"'mplayin in the Periw nkle
Par ade. "

Gauchee threw her paws up. "Ch corks! |1'd forgotten all about that, M.
Ballaw. I'd better go and get your drum back off young Master Brome. | lent it
to himto practice on!"

Bal | aw cl apped a paw to his head and collapsed in a

faint. Gauchee turned to Brone. "Leave that silly old drumwith M. Ballaw and
cone in for your supper. |'ve made you a nice cream pudden, Master Brone!"

Tul l grew, Keyla and Baby Fuffle | eaned on each other, the tears coursing down
their cheeks as they tried to stop |aughing. Purslane was shaking wth

| aughter herself as she swept Fuffle up in her paws. "Cone on, mschief. Tine
for bed. Are you coming, Goot?"

Pur sl ane' s husband Groot was saying his good nights to the others. He passed
Fel | doh at the edge of the firelight. "Good night, Felldoh. It's nice to see
you smling again."

The strong squirrel patted Groot's back as he passed. "Yes, it was very good
ni ght al together!"

Brone had been wat chi ng Fell doh. He was rather puzzled by the squirrel's jolly
nmood. The young nouse |lay down to rest near the canpfire enbers, next to Keyla
and Tullgrew. The three lay staring at the nyriad hosts of stars piercing the
vel vet cape of night.

"Felldoh is up to sonething," Bronme said softly to the two otters. "I can't
quite put nmy paw on it, but I'll swear he's hatching sone plan or other."
Keyla hal f sat up. "Funny you should say that, Brome. | couldn't hel p watching

Fel | doh tonight nyself. He's being far too smug, sort of secretive. Have you
noti ced anything, Tullgrew?"

"About Felldoh? Well, he's been going about patting backs and shaki ng paws,
grinning like a denmented frog. That's not like him he's usually a dour
creature these days."



Brone listened to the guttering fire crackle gently. So, it was not only he
who had observed Felldoh acting oddly. "Listen, you two, | don't like it one
little bit. In fact, I've been thinking. 1'mgoing to follow that squirre
tonmorrow and see what he's up to. Fancy coning al ong?"

Keyl a and Tull grew both nodded silently. Brome clas-
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ped their paws. "CGood, as soon as it's light we stick to himlike |inpets!”

The canpfire burned down to a tiny glimrer of light on the clifftops. Ballaw
and Rowanoak snored gently in the cart, and a soft sunmer wind rippled the
grass. The encanpnent slunmbered peacefully in the calmnight. Only Fell doh was
still awake. He sat with his back agai nst a rock, planning.
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Dawn |ight crept over Noonvale in a golden haze. Unused to sleeping in a bed
under a roof, Martin was up and about, feeling strangely |ight wthout the
short sword tucked snugly at his side. He wandered about the settlenent,

marvel ling at the beauty and proliferation of fruit and flower, a tribute to
the industrious inhabitants. Sitting beside the waterfall, he enjoyed the coo
at nosphere. Perch and trout could be seen gliding lazily in the crystal depths
of a pool at the base of the falls. The young nouse stared at his reflection
in a shadowed inlet. The marks of the deep scratches on his cheeks were stil
there, and his face was thinner, though the resolute jaw was firm and the eyes
that stared back at himshone with the Iight of determ nation

He was not surprised to see Aryah appear beside him She placed her paws on
his shoul ders, watching his inage in the water. "You are an early riser
Martin." "I could not sleep, but I see you are up early too." "Yes, | have
spoken to Boldred. | have asked her to seek out Brome. What is the matter
Martin? Are you not happy here?"

"It is a beautiful spot.”

"But you must soon return to Marshank?"

The young mouse flicked a pebble into the pool and
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wat ched it sink. Aryah sat down beside himand patted his paw. "You and ny
husband Urran Voh are both alike in many ways, warrior and peacenaker, both
wal ki ng different paths, but both stubborn and i movable. The world needs such
creatures. Rose told nme that the Tyrant holds your father's sword. |Is that the

reason you nmust go, to take the sword back from hinP"

Martin stood up. He hel ped Aryah on to her paws. "Yes, the sword bel onged to

nmy father, Luke the Warrior. | swore a warrior's oath to himthat | would
never | et another beast take it fromne. | was little nmore than an infant when
Badrang stole ny sword, but now the seasons have given nmy paws the strength to
take it back. You understand, | rmust do this, and | nust free Marsh-ank of

sl avery."



Martin thought he saw the glimer of a tear in Aryan's eye.

"I understand, young warrior. The thing that grieves me is that Rose will go
with you, no matter what |, or her father, may say."

Martin reached out, w ping the teardew from Aryan's cheek. "I will take far
greater care protecting her life than | will ny own."

Grumm | adl ed creany pale batter on to a heated stone, grunting eagerly as he
watched it cook. "CGurr, pan-cakers. GO dearly do luv pancakers w brekkist."
H s tiny nephew Bungo stirred a cauldron furiously. "Hurrhurr, an'
Nuncl e Gumm Doant furget 'ee

zoop,

zoop!"

Grumm turned the pancake over. "@irrout you' mdarft liddle moler. 'Ow could o
furget zoop! Yurr, doant stir et too farst, you' mull spoil et.”

Bungo's tiny paws were a blur as he stirred faster and faster. "You' m doant
tell oi '"owto stir zoop, oi been doin' et since oi were nought but a liddle
un. Pay 'tenshun to thoi pancakers!”
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Tabl es and forns had been set out under the trees in the sun-splashed shade,
and creatures bustled to and fro with breakfast itens. Rose dashed by Martin.
She was carrying a tray of hot pancakes spread with honey and decorated with
pear slices and raspberries. "Qut of ny way, sir, or you won't get breakfast
t oday! "

Martin sprang ninbly aside and bowed | ow. "M apol ogi es, marm Not hing shoul d
get in the way of good food!"

"Then don't get in the way, |lend a paw over here!" Pallum shouted across as he
st aggered under an i nmense beechwood bowl of fruit sal ad.

M ce, hedgehogs, moles and squirrels called out their norning greetings to
each other as they went about their chores. Every creature hel ped until the
tables were ready. Little ones scrubbed fromtail to eartip and freshly
besnmocked cl anbered up on to familiar |aps. Young ones, giggling and gossi ping
together, sat next to their closest friends. AOd ones and parents nmade sure
their famlies were confortable before perching in their time-honoured
positions at table. Wien every creature was settled, Urran Voh recited the
grace and the nmeal began in earnest.

"Pass the barl eybread, please!"
"Qoh, it's hot! Mnd your paws."

"W'mbain't 'ad a gudd pancake since G unmm been away. Parss they yurr
Qunbl er!”

"Martin, would you like sone fruit salad? It's very good!"
"Thank you, Rose. Here, try some of this maple and buttercup wafer."

"Ch yes please. Auntie Poppy baked them+they' re nmy favorite. Teasl epaw, can
you stop baby Bungo di ppi ng those pancakes in the soup!"



The hedgehog mai d put aside her mapl escone and tried to prevent the infant
nmol e from di ppi ng a pancake that oozed honey into the | eek and nushroom soup

p

Bungo eyed her indignantly. "Keep thoi spoi ky paws offen oi an' eat thoi own
brekki st, mzzy."

G umm nudged Pal |l um as the hedgehog finished off a heavy slice of nutbread.
"That Bungo be a liddl e savage. He' mrooned a gurt pot o' zoop sturrin' et
loik a wrlywind. G naked a speshul pot, jus' fur you'n oi. Do 'ave sone."

Pallum |l adl ed the broth into his bow .
"Thankee, Gumm Mmm snells nice!"

"An'" so et should, hurr. G naked et wi' roses an' onions an' daisies an'
carrot, an' pluns an' turnip too, ho aye, gudd zoop! An' oi sturred et slow,
not loik some villyuns not arf a | eague fromwurr oi sits!"

After breakfast, Rose showed Martin round the orchard. Pluns, greengages and
danmsons, hung red, yellow and purple amd other trees bearing pears, apples
and cherries. Neat rows of raspberry, blackcurrants, bilberry and redcurrants
provi ded a border between the orchard and the vegetabl e garden. At the far end
of the orchard a crew of noles was digging around a gaunt dead sycanore tree.
G umm was hel ping. He greeted themw th a wave of his huge digging paw

"Hurr, look at oi, not 'ome a twoday an' oi'm back at work!" He expl ai ned that
they were digging to bring the dead sycanore down. It would be cut up and used
as stunmp seats around the waterfall pool. Martin inmediately rolled up the

sl eeves of his snmock and began to hel p. Rose watched for a while, then tossing
of f her headband of woven flowers, she junped into the hol e al ongside Martin.

Al through the day they toiled. Six holes had been bored in and around the
base of the dead forest giant and still the sycanore refused to budge. A crowd
of Noonval e creatures who had finished their chores gathered round to watch.
Grumm and several other noles shook soil fromtheir digging claws and w ped
perspiring snouts.

"Qurr, that thurr old tree doant want to budge, G unm"

"Hurr no, Gunbler. Nor wudd you' miffen thoi roots 'ad been thurr for all they
| ong seasons. "

"Hurr, us'ns be yurr till winter shiften this'n!" "Wt's 'olden et up? W'm

di gged deep all round et?" G umm vani shed down a hol e and reappeared, spraying
earth about. "Taproot, gurt fat un. Et ull 'ave to break afore she noves,
hurrr!™

Martin took a small nole axe and clinbed into the hole. "lI'"mgoing to have a

go at that taproot. Rose, take all these spectators and find the |ongest,
t hi ckest piece of wood you can. Bring it over here and give ne a shout when
you do."

Rose and her party scoured Noonvale. The only thing they could come up with
was a long thick rowan trunk, forked at one end. Urran Voh watched them
rolling it away.

"Where are you taking that? W were going to reinforce the ridgepole rafter of
the Council Lodge with it."



Rose tugged her father's beard playfully. "Martin wants it to nove the old
sycanore. Don't worry, we'll bring it back."

Urran Voh snorted. "I should hope you will, though how you plan to nove that
big sycanore with it is beyond ne."

Baby Bungo took the Patriarch's paw. "Hurr, then coom an' watch. You' m never
too seasoned to lurn, zurr!"

Martin tossed aside the axe. He had cut as deep into the taproot as the
[imted space in the hole allowed. Cinbing out of the hole, he directed the
group rolling the rowan trunk into position

"Push it over here. That's it! Let the forked end down towards ne. G unm
build up sone earth and stones at
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the edge of the main hole here. Watch out! Let the rowan slide down. Good!"

The rowan trunk stood at an angle down into the main hole, its twin forks
buried in two nmore holes at the sycanore's roots.

Martin clinmbed fromthe hole and inspected it.
Urran Voh nodded. "A lever. Don't you think it's a bit big, Martin?"

The young mouse shook his head. "The bigger the better, sir. R ght, come on
everybeast clinmb up it and perch on the high end. You too, Bungo. Every little

hel ps. "

Amid much merrinment and whoopi ng, the crowd clinbed up the rowan trunk. They
bal anced precariously at its tilted top, hanging on to each other

Urran Voh | ooked up at them "There's too few. Not enough roomfor all up
there. Get sone ropes."

It was not |ong before Aryah and the otters who had sung in quartette cane
hurrying al ong, carrying coils of stout vine rope. "This is all we could find,
dear. WII these do, Martin?"

The young mouse threw a rope up to the creatures bal anced on the end of the
rowan. "Perfect, marm Tie those ropes fast up there, the rest of you swi ng on
the ends for all your worth. You on top, when |I give the word, junp up and
down. Ready!"

Every creature waited on Martin's word

"Right, junp up and down, now Swi ng hard on the ropes. Sw ng!"

The rowan di pped and bent slightly, then loud crack was heard from beneath the
sycanore. Martin and Urran Voh threw thensel ves on the ropes, yelling aloud to

t he others crowdi ng above and bel ow.

"Junmp! Swi ng! Junp! Swing!"



There was nore runbling and cracking from beneath the base of the sycanore. It
began to tipple as the rowan bent under the strain.
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Rose and her nother |aughed al oud as they swung on the ropes. "It's going,
see, it's starting to topple!"

The sycanore could take no nmore. Wth a groan of creaking and splitting wood
it crashed slowy over,

Krrrr aaaaakkkkk!

The end of the rowan | ever had dipped so low that it al nost touched the
ground. Loud cheers rang through the valley, Martin and U ran Voh pounded each
other's backs. "W did it, hooray!"

The noles were quite carried away, and went into a wild stanping dance. Rose
and her nother kicked up their paws happily at its center. Soon everybeast was
danci ng, singing and cheering. The great sycanmore stood nearly as high as
Council Lodge at its upturned base, a forest of roots, soil and rocks.

By evening a spraw ing picnic had broken out along the fallen treetrunk, and
strawberry cordial and waterfall-cool ed gourds of cider flowed freely. Singing
lustily in chorus, the noles brought out ten of their deeper 'n' ever turnip
'n" tater 'n' beetroot pies, huge, deep, hot and satisfying, nade in
traditional nole nanner with massive patterned shining piecrusts topping each
one.

"Gve 'ee, give you, give them n give oi

Turnip 'n' tater 'n' beetroot poi

Qurt platters each nmorn, an' nore at 'ee noight,

Fill oi a bowful, et tasters jus' roight.

An' iffen 'ee infant wakes, starten to croi

Feed "imturnip 'n'" tater 'n' beetroot poi

Et's gudd furr 'ee stunmck, et's good furr' ee jaws,

Makes' em grow oop wi' big strong diggen claws.

Nought gives us nolers nore pleasure 'n

j oy

Than turnip 'n' tater 'n' beetroot poi!"

Pal lum Rose, Martin and Gumm | ay back exhausted, picking idly at half-filled
bowl s and sipping their drinks, contented after the |ong hard day's work.
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It was then that Bol dred dropped out of the sky like a thunderbolt wi th her
news.
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Three pairs of eyes watched Fell doh set off silently into the rosy dawn that



tinged the clifftops. Brone nodded to his two otter conpanions. "There he
goes, laden with enough javelins to stock an arny. Conme on, let's follow him™"

Fel | doh's mood was |ight and carefree now that he had set out to conplete his
| one mssion. Wth a bundle of javelins beneath each arm and his thrower
strapped across his back, he humred a cheerful little tune. Wat need of

arm es and hordes? He could rid the world of Badrang by hinself. Once the
Tyrant was dead, Marsh-ank would be a snake wi thout a head.

Wiite-crested rollers boonmed in over the shore, the sun seened to smile out of
a cloudl ess sky of powder blue, and a cooling breeze drove the thin | ayer of
sun-war med sand aim essly around the foot of the cliffs.

For the first tine in many seasons Felldoh's heart felt |ight-Cautiously the
gates of Marshank creaked open, and a phal anx of hordebeasts, arnmed to the
fangs, filed outside. Crosstooth | ooked all around to reassure hinself there
was no i nmedi at e danger of attack

Badrang appeared on the walltop with scores of arch-
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ers and slingers. He shielded his eyes against the sun's glare as he issued
orders. "Search every rock, hollow, dune and outcrop fromhere to the seal!" He
stood enjoying the morning's warnmth, the light wind bl owing his cloak

pl ayfully about as he watched his soldiers scouring the beach

Crosstooth was near the tideline. He waved his spear from side to side,
calling aloud, "All clear down here, Lord. No sign of anybeast!"

Badrang cupped paws about his nouth, shouting a reply. "Get those beasts dug
in where they can't be seen!™

Crosstooth ran back and forth, placing the soldiers in position. Some were
behi nd rocks, others lay flat on the seaward side of |ow dunes, the rest dug
shal | ow trenches above the tideline.

Tramun Cl ogg rested one clogged paw on his spade, cackling as he called up to
the Tyrant, "Haharrharr, you got those beauties diggin' their own graves.
That' Il save me sonme work, matey!"

Ni pwort and Frogbit, the two rat guards who had been left in charge of the
corsair, prodded himwth their spears. "They're diggin' slit trenches to keep
t hensel ves alive in case of attack. You get on with buryin' the dead."

Clogg dug with ferocious energy, muttering to hinmself, "Haharr, wait'll ole
Tramun's diggin' yer grave, Bad-rang. I'll dig it deep an' 'andsone. Aye, an'
put a great rock atop of it so's you won't be a-clinbin'" out again. Ho,
that'lIl be a glorious day in the life of Cap'n Tramun Josiah Cuttlefish d ogg,
to give me ny full title. Ye won't be able to badnouth ne when |I'mthrow n
spadeful s o' good earth in yer ugly gob, Badrang!"

Boggs stood atop the battlenents, peering southward. He | eaped down and ran to
make his report. "Onebeast comin' along the cliffs in this direction, Lord!"
Badrang was slightly taken aback. "Only one?" "Aye, just a loner, still a fair
way of f, but | spotted

im
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The Tyrant pulled the closest two archers to him "Rot-nose, Wtpaw, get down
there as quick as you can. Tell Crosstooth to hide with the others. You two do
the sane. Wien | shout the word Marshank al oud, break cover and capture this
one. Hurry now. Tell everybeast to be totally silent. If he sniffs a trap
he' Il be off!"

Once the two messengers had departed, Badrang turned to his archers. "Down,
all of you. Be quiet and keep your heads | ow. Remenber, the word is Marshank
You, Wil pp, go and shut the front gates.”

As Felldoh trotted along fromthe cliffs to the shore, he hardly noticed the
unusual silence that hung over the fortress. Had he been nore vigilant he

m ght have noticed the telltale signs that the foe were |ying in conceal nent
on the beach. But the squirrel's vengeful eyes were riveted on just one thing,
Badrang, standing out bold and al one on the walltop over the gates. Felldoh's
paws gripped the javelins like vices and his teeth nmade a grinding noi se as
his jaw nmuscl es bul ged, the breath hissing fiercely fromboth his nostrils.
Now he broke into a run, his paws poundi ng rock and dry sand as he sped al ong,
oblivious to all else but the figure of his nost hated eneny.

At the edge of the cliffs, Bronme threw hinmself flat with Keyla and Tul | grew
either side of him "Is he mad? Look at him"

They wat ched the javelin-carrying squirrel skid to a halt within earshot of
Badr ang.

Tull grew bit her clenched paw. "He's going to be killed, |I can feel it in ny
bones. Surely they wouldn't let a | one escaped slave run up to the place like
that in broad daylight?"

Keyl a watched in horrified fascination, unable to tear his eyes away fromthe
scene. "You're right, I'lIl bet my rudder he's wal ked into sone sort of trap
Maybe we can shout a warning."
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Brone was doubtful. "I think we're too far away, but let's give it a try.
Shout his nane. One, two, three. Shout!"”

"Fel | doooooooooh! " The three voices rang out as one.
Tull grew struck the clifftop with her clenched paw. "I don't think he heard

us, or even if he did he isn't paying any heed to us. Wat in the name of
t hunder is he doing down there?"

Keyl a shook his head. "I don't know, but sonething awful is going to happen,
I'd take my oath on that. | think one of us should go back to canp and bring
hel p quickly."

"I"1l go!" Brome cast off his healing bag and began wiggling backwards.

Keyla went into a | ow crouch, dashing past Brone. "You stay here, mate. I'm
the best runner in these parts!" Leaping upright, he took off with dust
spurting fromhis heels.

Wrdl essly Fell doh dropped his bundl es of javelins. Taking the throw ng stick
he fitted one along it. Bending his whol e body back, he sighted al ong the
shaft and hurled it with trenendous force at Badrang.



The Tyrant was a fair distance away. He saw the javelin launched and | eaped to
one side, watching it as it sped harm essly by. Leaning on the wall, he called
out scornfully, "Try another one, squirrel!™

Fel l doh did, this time with a short run and skip to give his javelin inpetus.
Badrang had dropped below the wall as the missile was thrown. He heard the
thin whistle of wind as it passed overhead. Smiling, he stood up and shouted
at the squirrel, who was just about within earshot, "Best you can do, slave?"
"I amnot a slave of yours," Felldoh's voice roared back at him "My nane is
Fel | doh and 1've cone here to kill you, Badrang!"

Anot her javelin came hurtling through the air. This tine Badrang junped back
to his former position, shrug-
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gi ng expressively as the pointed wood sailed off towards the back wall of the
fortress. "Tut, tut, missed again. You'll run out of those things soon!"

Quivering with rage, Felldoh held up a javelin in both paws. He broke it as if
it were a straw. "I could break you like that if you weren't such a
mud- sucki ng coward. Come down and fight ne, paw to paw, beast to beast!"

Badrang swept his paws wi de. "No doubt you have laid a trap for ne. Those
cliffs will be swarmng with your friends, ready to | eap up and cone runni ng
to the attack at your signal, the sanme group you had with you | ast night,
treacherously slaying ny creatures in the darkness. Do you take nme for a

f ool ?"

Fel | doh noved closer to the fortress, as Badrang hoped he woul d. Throw ng
caution to the winds as his tenper got the better of him the squirrel curled
his |lip contenptuously.

"You are both a fool and a coward! Last night there was only nme out here. | am
as you see nme now, w thout any army or horde and without a fortress wall to

hi de behind like you have. So cone out and fight. Poltroon, craven cur
Dithering idiot!"

Suddenly the positions were reversed. Badrang coul d hear his archers bel ow t he
wal | sniggering. Stung by Felldoh's insults, the Tyrant drew his sword.

"Nobeast uses words like that to me. | am Lord Bad-rang. Get ready to die,
squirrel. I amcom ng down!"

Even in his rage the Tyrant was still playing the odds. Armed with a sword, he
was sure he could defeat the squirrel, who had only sone short wooden stakes
to defend hinself. As a last resort he could always call in his soldiers; they

had his adversary surrounded. As Badrang pushed past the grinning archers, he
swore silently to hinself that he would slay the bold squirrel, w ping away
any doubts in the mnds of his horde that he, Badrang, was a | eader to be
feared and respected.

Brone gasped in amazenment as the fortress gates
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swung open and Badrang wal ked out alone to face Felldoh

Tul | grew shook her head. "I don't believe it. Whatever Felldoh's been saying



must have stung Badrang into action. Look, they're going to fight!"

Brone stared at the lone figure, and all his hostility to Felldoh evaporat ed.
He renmenbered the squirrel's words, that he would die if it was necessary to
bri ng down Badrang and Marshank. The young nouse found hinmsel f wi shing that he
possessed the bravery to be a warrior and help his friend by standi ng

al ongsi de him

Badrang | eaped at Felldoh, cleaving only enpty air with his sword as his
adversary skipped back ninmbly. Gipping the sword tight in both paws, the
stoat rushed in, swinging wildly, hoping to overwhelmhis foe with the
ferocity of the attack. Felldoh was |ike a stinging hornet. He weaved in under
the flailing blade, jabbing at the Tyrant's face with his javelin as he
flashed by. Badrang turned, drawing in his breath sharply as he felt bl ood
trickle froma small wound on his jaw. Bal anced lightly on his footpaws,
Fel | doh grinned insolently, threw hinmself into a swift roll and whacked his
adversary hard on the shin with the wooden shaft. Badrang yel ped with pain,
spi nning fast and chopping down with his sword. He chopped only sand, arching
his back as the w cked javelin point raked a |l ong scratch on it. Breathing
heavily, he held the sword point forward and | ow, shuffling slowy towards the
squirrel, watching for a sudden nove. Felldoh stood his ground, eyeing the
sword carefully as it rose fractionally, guessing the exact nonent Badrang
woul d choose to thrust. The stoat |unged! Felldoh skipped sideways, bringing
the javelin down with nunmbing force on his opponent's |left paw. Tears sprang
unbi dden to the stoat's eyes as he held on to the sword with his right paw,
the left stinging and throbbing as it hung linp at his side. Felldoh was stil
sm ling,
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adding insult to injury. Badrang feigned hel pl essness for a nmonment, trying to
nmove hi s deadened paw. Suddenly he dropped flat, rolled over and swung out
wildly. Felldoh was taken by surprise. The bl ade cut deep into his footpaw
Badrang noved in for the kill, swinging the sword in his good paw. The butt of
the javelin struck himhard in the stonmach, knocking his breath out in a sharp
gasp. He doubl ed over, fighting for air.

Thwack!

The wooden haft struck the sword into the air. It curved in a shining arc,

| andi ng point down in the sand as Badrang's right paw fell nunbly to his side.
Hol ding the javelin in both paws |ike a quarterstave, Felldoh knocked his
eneny flat on the shore. Ignoring his injured footpaw, the squirrel raised the
javelin. He brought it down with punishing force.

Tul | grew cl apped a paw across her eyes. "Has he killed hinP? | can't look. Is
Badr ang sl ai n?"

Brone shook his head in astoni shnent. "No, Felldoh is beating himw th the
javelin as if it were a rod!"

Tul | grew uncovered her eyes, smling with grimsatisfaction. "Aye, just as he
used to have sl aves beaten. Lay it on, Felldoh!"

Badrang tried to curl up into a ball, yelping as he rolled about on the round.
The javelin rose and fell across his back, each stroke punctuated by Felldoh's
harsh shouts. "How does it feel to be beaten like a slave, O m ghty one? Fee
this! And this! You had me beaten when | was little nore than an infant! M
father was beaten with the rod because he was old and sl ow You never nade ne
cry out! Why are you wailing! Can't you take your own nedicine!"



Tul | grew covered her eyes again, but Brome watched in horrified fascination
"He's going to beat Badrang to death, | can hear himyelling fromhere!""
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But the Tyrant was not crying out needl essly. "Marshank! Marshank! Marshank!™"
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Bol dred perched on the fallen sycanore as she related all she had seen.

"The first place | stopped at was a canp on the southeast cliffs. There were
many creatures there. A hare and a badger seened to be in charge, Ballaw and
Rowanoak. "

"I have not heard of these creatures,” Mrtin interrupted.

Bol dred held up a talon. "Let ne continue, it will soon become clear. | spoke
to them of Brone, and they assured me that he was alive and well. Wen | told
t hem of you there were many there who knew t he nane of Martin. One, an old
squirrel nanmed Barkjon, sends you a nessage." Martin | eaped up, unable to
constrain hinself. "Barkjon, old Barkjon! He's Felldoh's father. What did he
tell you, Boldred?"

"He told nme that his son has gone alone to face Bad-rang. Every abl e-bodied
creature in the canp was armed, and they are planning to go to Felldoh's
rescue—that is, if he still lives. Either way they will attack the fortress
cal  ed Marshank, where the evil one rules with his horde of vermn."

Martin's eyes shone with the desire to be in the nidst of battle. "The
creatures in this canp on the cliffs, are they a great arny?"
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"Alas, no." Boldred shook her head. "I have seen the com ngs and goi ngs at
Mar shank before. Badrang's horde is far too vast to be opposed. The creatures
at the canp are brave, but pitifully few conpared to the horde."

"I must go now" Martin junped down fromthe sycanore trunk

Bol dred nodded. "The old squirrel Barkjon is a shrewd beast, he said that you
woul d act thus, and here is his nessage to you. Tell Martin if he is comng to
travel with all speed and bring plenty of help!"

Aryah | ooked at Boldred anxiously. "Did you see ny son Brone? Did you speak to
hi nP"

Bol dred spread her wings wide. "There was no tinme, | had many things to do.
The hare Ball aw assured me that Brome was lively as a grasshopper and fit as a
fl ea. The badger Rowanoak confirmed this. She seened |like a wi se and sensible
creature. Badgers usually are.™

Aryah clinbed down fromthe sycanore and took Martin's paw. "Bring ny son back
to nme, please, Martin. | beg you!"

Rose | eaped down to join Martin and her nother. "We will Manma, don't worry."



"Rose, how can you go?" Urran Voh gazed sternly at his daughter. "Is it not
enough that we have Brone caught up in a war far from hone!"

Rose faced her father resolutely. "I nmust go. Martin and | are the only ones
who woul d stand a chance of bringing Brone back to Noonval e."

"Hurr, you'mnot leavin' us'ns yurr, mzzy!" Pallumand G ummjoined paws with
Martin and Rose.

Anot her little paw sneaked in to clasp theirs. "Hurr, say 'ee wurd an' Bungo's
with you' m™"

Gummruffled the dark velvety head of the infant. "Gurr, you' mgotter stay
yurr an' chop up'ee gurt tree. O wants f see et chopped oop small when us'ns
coom back. "

Martin | ooked at U ran Voh, who nodded. Then he
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rai sed his voice so that all could hear. "Is anybeast with us? You heard
Bol dred, we need plenty of help!"

The otter quartette, several noles and a few hedgehogs stood forward. Martin
counted, sixteen in all including his three friends.

"I amsorry, Martin," Urran Voh said, his tone nore kindly, "but we are not
warriors, my creatures do not have any know edge of battle. Many have families
to care for. Those who have volunteered to go with you are few, but brave.
None of them have ever used a weapon, yet they are prepared to go and hel p you
with their very lives."

Martin bowed to his small army. "I thank you with all ny heart."

Bol dred tut-tutted slightly and shook her head. "I've always said that the
trouble with young creatures is they never listen properly, especially

hot - headed warriors. Did you not hear me tell Aryah that | never stopped to
search for Brone because | had things to do?"

"Thi ngs, what things?" Martin | ooked nonplussed at the ow .

"Things that only a wise o would think of, Iike getting an arny together for
you. But let's deal with first things first. W' ve got to find the shortest
route to Marshank and get you there as quickly as possible. Now | don't w sh
to preen nyself on this matter, but | amthe forenost pathfinder, maprmaker and
researcher of this whole country, frombeyond here to the Eastern Sea. Find ne
a cl ear space, sonmebeast!™

The nol es patted a bare patch of soil flat as Rose went off with Aryah and
Urran Voh to gather provisions for the journey.

Bol dred crooked a claw at Martin. "Cone here, Warrior, and pay attention!"

Martin sat and watched, fascinated as the ow's skilful tal ons marked out the
route.

"This is the Broadstream here. You cane the |ong way round to Noonval e,
probably because you were washed
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up down the far south coast. Marshank is further north, facing the Eastern

Sea. There is a much sinpler way back to the coast. | know this, and so does
Starwort. At this nonent he will probably have just arrived at a wide
tributary two hours' journey fromhere, to the north of Noonvale. So the
sooner you get going, the quicker you'll be able to join himand get under
way. "

Martin stood upright. "Wat happens then, Bol dred?" The ow blinked
i npatiently. "Leave that to me, |I'mcom ng too!"

Rose and her parents had just finished putting together some food and drink in
packs when Martin strode into the cottage. Rose took the small shrew sword
fromits peg behind the door and held it out to Martin.

"You gave this up freely, now !l give it back to you." The Warrior thrust
the sword into his belt. “I'"'mready!"

"Fur and Freedoooooooonmm "

The cart rattled and bunped, |eaping off the ground as it struck hunps and
clunmps on the clifftop. It roared forward with Ballaw and Keyla holding to its
jolting bed as they waved the stream ng banner aloft. Rowanoak pounded al ong.
Si new and nuscl e bunching and stretching, she towed the careering cart. The
Fur and Freedom Fi ghters pushed as they pelted madly al ongsi de.

Brone could not stop hinself. At the sight of Felldoh going down fighting amd
a welter of horde vermin, he dashed forward down the cliffside, sobbing and
calling his friend s nane al oud, "Felldoh! On Felldoh, I'mconing!"

But Felldoh did not hear his young conpanion. He lay with a calmsmile on his
face, surrounded by a score of slain hordebeasts who had died trying to defeat
hi m

Badrang rushed back to the fort, away fromthe carnage and the broken
javelins, the nmenory burned into
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his beaten skull of the roaring, |aughing squirrel who had died with a
shattered piece of tinber in each paw, still taking ferrets, rats and weasels
with himas he went.

As Marshank's gates slamed shut, the cart sped by Brone. Scattering the |ast
few venturesonme horde nenmbers, it ground to a halt next to Felldoh's body.

Rowanoak | eaped fromthe shafts as the first wave of arrows flew fromthe
wal [tops. "Dig in, turn the cart on its side, get to cover quick!"

Bal | aw assenbl ed his throwers behind the cart. "Take your range, chaps, and
drop those javelins in just over the walltop. You others, pick up any weapons
you find lyin' about. That's the ticket! Slingers, get those stones fromthe
cart. Look lively now, |ads!"

Brone staggered up, tears streaming fromhimas he undid his healing bag and
pul | ed out herbs and bandages. Barkjon sat with his son's head cradled in his
| ap, dry-eyed.

"He won't be needing those, young one. Save themfor the living. My son has
gone to the silent forest where he'll always be free."



Brone sat with Barkjon. The old squirrel w ped away the young nouse's tears.
"It is good to grieve for a friend who has gone. He | ooks so happy and
peaceful . "

Brone shook his head. Placing a paw about Barkjon's shoul ders, he said, "I've
never seen anything like it; he was laughing aloud. It took a score and a half
to get himdown, and he still slew nost of them It was as if he knew his
fate."

Bar kj on nodded. "Never afraid, always a true warrior—that was Felldoh's way."

The side of the cart was thick with quivering arrows. Ballaw barked out a
sharp command: "Up an' at 'em javelins!"

The Iine of throwers leapt up, flung their weapons off and dropped back down.
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Imredi ately Ballaw called to the slingers, "Quick as y' like, one volley of
stones. Go!"

The slingers stood, threw and dropped back down.
Howl s and screans greeted the wave of javelins that dropped in on the archers
at the walltop. They stood up to retaliate, and nmet the volley of slingstones

zinging up hard on the heels of the javelins.

Crosstooth grabbed Wet paw and Fl eabane. "Take fifty fighters apiece over the

back wall, an' spread out left an' right, advance along the shore an' dig in.
W' Il have "emcut off at both sides, with the fort in front of 'eman' the
sea behind. They'll have to surrender, or die!"

Buckl er saw t he hordebeasts pouring out either side of Marshank. He found
Rowanoak. "Lukkit, us'ns all 'ave to proteck 'ee flanks!"

Kastern, Gauchee, Trefoil and Cel andi ne hel ped to shore up two I ong hill ocks
of sand either side of the cart. The slingers were split up and detailed to
both sides, while the javelin throwers concentrated on the front facing the
fortress.

Inside the fortress, Badrang lay on the | onghouse table while Boggs and G owch
dressed his wounds. The Tyrant had been beaten bl ack and bl ue before his

sol diers got to the rescue, and his head, face, shoul ders and back were a
welter of ugly lunmps and | ong bruises. He arched his back painfully as Boggs
treated the long javelin scratch

"Haharr, matey, | thought you'd run into an armny, but they tells nme '"twere
on'y one 'ard-nosed squirrel. Scorch me sails, but "e did a right good job on
yer. Hah-arrharrharr!™

Badrang gl ared at O ogg through puffy eyes. "Get out of ny sight. You' re bad
luck to ne, Cogg!"

Boggs applied a dock |eaf poultice to Badrang's shoulder. "Stay still, Sire.
"Ere, 'old that in place."
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Clogg did a little jig in the doorway. "Aye, you 'old still, yer mghtiness,



| est yer ugly 'ead drops off, haharr!"

Badrang nade as if to rise and grab his sword. Cogg scuttled off, chuckling
to hinmself, "I'Il "ave the last |laugh yet. Now, where's the galley round 'ere?
| mght as well eat an' drink nme fill, seein' as all the rest are too busy
warrin' an' fightin fer glory!"

Bal | aw gave a sharp gasp. He plucked out the arrow sticking fromhis paw and
snapped it. "Ruined ne best eatin' and gesturin' paw. Rotters!"

Brone sat down behind the cart. Ceaning the wound, he applied a confrey
poul tice and bound the paw with a clean linen strip.

"Good as new, eh wot!" Ballaw held it up, admring the dressing. "I say, Brone
old lad, you're gettin' to be a bit of a dab paw at this healin' lark!"

Wrdl essly the young nouse crawl ed off to the next casualty.

Noon brought a lull in the fighting. The sun beat mercilessly down on the
beach, and there was not even a wel cone breeze. Behi nd Rowanoak's back, the
sea shimrered, showi ng hardly a wave. The badger dusted sand from her paws as
she gratefully accepted food from Keyl a.

"It's only a mouthful of water and a scone. W don't know how |l ong we'll be
stuck here."

Trefoil nibbled at her scone. "Stuck is the right word, Keyla. W' re boxed off
on three sides, with the sea behind us if we fancy drowni ng oursel ves."

Cel andi ne sipped daintily at a scallop shell of water. "Drown ourselves? Ugh,
how horrible! It'd ruin ny tail!"

Kastern was making a bow with sone springy wood and a cord. "Well it's either
that or carry on fighting a horde about thirty tines greater than us. | should
think that'd ruin your tail in the long run, M ss Fussbudget."
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Buckl er came to sit by Kastern. "Hurr, wot be you' m a-naken a bow furr?"

"Well, there are so many arrows |ying about and sticking out of everywhere, it
seens a shane to waste them"

Rowanoak shook her head in admiration. "What an efficient trouper. Hey, Goot,
see if you can make a few bows and help Kastern to use all these arrows
nmessing the place up!"

Yarrow | ooked at Rowanoak strangely. "You Ranbling Rosehip Players, you seem
to make a joke of everything. Don't you realize we're in the mddle of a
battle, fighting for our lives?"

Bal | aw patted his head with a bandaged paw. "What d'you want us to do then
| addi e buck? Break down an' weep? Make the best of the situation, m boy.
Smle!"

The cart shook under a rattle of arrows, several piercing the wood by half a
shaft -1 engt h.

"Ah wel |, back to work, wot wot?" Yarrow yawned, fitting a stone to his sling.



Bal | aw | aunched a javelin and ducked | ow. "Cheeky blighter! Catches on fast,
t hough. "

Badrang was up and about, | ooking rmuch the worse for wear but stil
bad-tenpered and acti ve.

"Crosstooth, tell the horde to hold back their weapons a bit. | want to parley
with that ot on the shore.”

Archers and slingers stopped, Badrang's jaws were aching from Fel |l doh's bl ows,
so he got a rat called N p-wort, who possessed a hi gh squeaky voice, to cal
out his nmessage.

Ni pwort funnelled both paws around his mouth and shouted, "Parley! Cease fire,
we want a parley!"

"Then parl ey away, pipsqueak. What do you want ?" Rowanoak's readily
identifiable roar came back at him

"My master, Lord Badrang, can keep you pinned down there and slay you at his
| eisure. If you surrender you will not be killed!"
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This time it was Ball aw who answered. "Tell ne ny good chap, what happens to
us after we surrender?"

"That will be for Lord Badrang to decide!"

Bal | aw s head popped up over the cart. "Blinkin' nerve o' the rascal! Listen,
rustyhi nge, you tell old Bad-trousers that the Commander-in-Chief of the Fur
and Freedom Fi ghters said that he can go an' boil his scurvy head, wot!"

The reply was acconpani ed by a healthy hail of sling-stones, one of which
knocked Ni pwort sensel ess. Bad-rang crouched beneath the parapet, nmassaging
t he nunbness fromhis paws. "Get a fire going, use flamng arrows on that
cart. W'll burn themout into the open!”
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Gui ded by Boldred, Martin and his party made it in good tine to the
Broadstreaminlet. They were greeted by Starwort's cheery cry as they cane in
sight of the water.

" Ahoy, nmates, conme on aboard!"

The big otter boat Waterlily was packed with tough-1ooking otters, and in tow
she had a flat-bottoned barge, also filled to the gunwales with nore otters.
They made room for Martin and his contingent.

Starwort grinned and held up a thonged sling. "Mainly uses these for sport an'
fishin', but we've all got one. Mss Rose, good to see yer pretty face again.
Still keepin' this Warrior of yours in check, | 'ope. Palluman' Gumm well,
shake ne rudder yer lookin' plunp an' fitter'n ever!"”

A flotilla of shrew canoes cane racing round the bend and hit the bank with a
| oud danp thud. Starwort w nked at Bol dred. "Ho, | ook out, 'ere cones trouble
on the tide!"

Bol dred blinked at the teem ng arguing nmasses of shrews, yelling and wavi ng



their swords angrily. "Wat are they doing here?"

Starwort flexed his powerful paws. "I thought we mght need extra 'elp, so
told "emthey weren't allowed
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to follow us an' | forbid themto take part in any fight. You know the shrews,
mat e—Aever do as they're told." The otter waved at his deck crew "Cast off
for'ard, cast off aft, cast off mdships. Anay we go! You shrews, stop 'ere,
you ain't conmn', see!"

Rose and Pal | um chuckl ed at Starwort's ruse as a veritable armada of craft
pull ed out into the stream wth Waterlily in the vanguard.

Martin stood in the bows of the otter boat as if willing it to travel faster.
Wrry etched itself across his brow Boldred perched on the for'ard rail
"Rest, Martin. Nothing you can do will nake the river flow swifter."

Gimjawed, the young nmouse pawed his sword hilt as he paced back and forth,
heedl ess of the glorious sunset on the water. "I'Il never forgive nyself if
we're too late. Travelling to Noonval e was a m stake, | should have stayed on
t he coast and sought Brome out, Felldoh too. Things m ght have been
different.”

Bol dred fol ded her wi ngs, shifting fromclaw to cl aw.

"Aye, you could have all been slain, then what help would you be? This way you
are returning to Marshank with an arny at your back. Many nore are coming to
aid your cause. | have made sure of that."

Martin watched the streamslip by, gurgling and eddying. "Forgive nme, friend.
I must seemvery ungrateful after all you have done to help."

"It is natural to worry when friends are in danger, Martin. Don't think about
what you coul d have done, concentrate on what you plan to do; it is nore
useful ." Bol dred spread her wi ngs, preparing for flight. "I rnust |eave you for
a while now. There are nore things that | have to do. I'll see you at

Mar shank, Warrior nmouse. Good seasons and fair winds go with us both."

Martin watched his feathered friend wi nging off downstreaminto the evening
treetops, silhouetted against a sky of lilac and gold.

"Move yer stern a touch, matey, and let ne get at the
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drum ™ Starwort's wife Marigold opened a | ocker and rolled out a big flat

drum She placed it on a coil of rope and began whacking it slowy wth her
rudderli ke tail. The deep boom cut through the twilight stillness as Rose cane
to join Martin in the bows. They both | ooked on perplexed, until Marigold
expl ai ned, "Just drunmn' up alittle nore "elp. My Starwort always says that
willin" paws are wel come ones."

A rolling drum answered Marigold' s sumobns. Rose pointed upstream "Look!"
Waiting to join themwas a sprawing flat raft with a rickety shed built at

its centre. Lines of otters and burly hedgehogs stood by their |ong poles,
waiting to join the fleet.



Starwort sprang to the bowsprit, waving at the newconers. "Yoho, Gulba, nme ole
mucker, come to join in the fun?"

The bi ggest of the hedgehogs was a fermale. Colored tassels hung from her
headspi kes and she brandi shed a fornidabl e warcl ub studded wi th chunks of
crystal.

"Yoho, Starwort. Yore gittin' fat an' sleek these days. Wt's Marigold bin
feedin' ye on?"

Starwort grinned m schievously as he ducked a swipe fromhis wife. "Hard words
an' hotroot when she's not bullyin' the babies!"

@l ba's husband Trung was small and fat. He energed fromthe shack eating a
wat ershrinp pastie and twirling a thong with two stones clacking on its split
end. "Who are we fightin' an' when do we get at 'em Marigol d?"

Martin cane alert as he listened to the information.

"The vermin in the big place by Eastern Sea. Wth a followi n' breeze an' no
st ream bl ockages, we should get there by noon on the nmorrow. Are you gane?"

The raft pushed off as they passed, bunping several shrew | ongboats and
follow ng the Waterlily's wakeswirl

@l ba | eaned on her warclub and scowmed. "W're with you. 'Tis only a matter

o' time afore that scunmmy
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stoat takes over the whole coast an' starts foragin' inland for slaves. | say

we put a stop to himsmartlike!"

Thr oughout the night Martin's pieceneal slunmbers were broken as the druns
sounded and nore woodl and tribes joined the swelling ranks. Rose slept through
it all. Waking at dawn |ight, she was amazed and delighted to see the stream
packed with boats and craft of all shapes, each one lowin the water with
creatures ready to fight at their side. Al ong the banks she could see others,
squirrels and m ce, keeping pace with the vessels at a swift |ope. Starwort
dashed past her and | eaped up on the rail. Steadying hinself on a rope, he put
a paw to his brow, scanning the m st-weathed waters ahead.

" St eady on, backwater buckoes, the outlet's in sight!"
Martin left off opening a food pack. "Wat's the outlet?"

Suddenly the Waterlily picked up speed as if she were being sucked al ong on
the current, and a rushing noi se becane audi bl e.

Starwort winked at Martin and Rose. "Best 'old tight, the outlet's where we
join the main Broadstream again. Nothin' t' worry about, it's only rapids.”

The whol e craft gave a lurch, and it began to buck and | eap. Tinbers groaned
crazily as Marigold shouted forward. "Starwort, get yer hide aft an' do
somethin' useful. | can't manage this tiller single-pawed! "

There was no time for nore talk. Rose hung grimy on to Martin. Wnding a

ri ggi ng rope about his paws, the young nouse took a deep breath as the otter
boat tilted into the rapids. A huge rai nbow appeared through the m st of
boiling spray as water engul fed everybeast aboard, and the craft stood al npost



onits end as it flew helter-skelter down the sickening drop. Ragged rocks
rushed by. G umm opened his mouth to yell, but it was filled with water. He
clung to Pallum ignoring his friend' s spikes. The world seened to turn upside
down
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for several perilous noments, the drumrat-tatting as rapid water beat at it.

Starwort and Marigold laughed with wild exuberance as they fought the
swivelling tiller. Together they roared above the nel ee, "Down weeeeeee
goooooooo! "

Wth a loud flat splash, the Waterlily landed in the Broadstream Starwort was
i mediately up on the stern, bawling orders. "Ship out, ship out, mates! Pul
"er clear, make fast that raft an' get 'er in midstream"
The otter crew worked furiously as other craft dropped in behind them Two
shrew | ongboats collided in nmidair and overturned. Gul ba and her husband
Trung, the two hedgehogs who steered the ranmshackle craft, together with their
otter friends managed to nmake a perfect flat landing in an i mense cascade of
water. The hut at the center of the big raft half disintegrated under the

i npact, but GQulba paid it no heed. She was yelling sternly at the shrews.

"Hoi, shrewheads, don't ye know the neanin' of the order to backwater. Yore
mad as scorched frogs, you lot!"

As if to prove her point, two shrew boats flew overhead, packed with shouting
and arguing creatures. They sailed right over the raft. ul ba ducked as they
flew by in mdair.

Spl ash! Crash!

Both boats hit the water, mracul ously staying upright. A shrew stood up,
wavi ng his sword at the hedgehog. "Tend to yer own raft, spikedog. W know
what we're doin'!"

As boats were righted and soaking creatures hauled fromthe water, the fleet
gradual ly got itself back on to an even keel

Rose shook Starwort and his wife by their paws gratefully. "Oh, you were so
skillful, both of you, the way you took command and knew just what to do,
steering this great boat right the way down those dangerous
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rapids. Only two creatures such as yoursel ves woul d know how to navi gate that
terrible drop in safety ..."

Mari gol d bobbed a comical curtsy. "Well, thankee now, pretty one. That was the
first time we've ever been down those rapids!"”

Burmp! Grunm f ai nt ed.

Swifts darted and wheel ed over the water in brilliant nmorning sunlight as it
burned the msts away. Martin finished breakfasting and went to stand up in
the bows next to Starwort. The sturdy otter |eaned confidentially close.
"Listen, matey, while | tells yer three words you' ve wanted to 'ear ... Next
stop Marshank!"



A trenor ran through the Warrior's body. He clasped the sword handl e tight,
his eyes shining like flints in firelight.

"I''"'mcom ng, Badrang!"
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The cart was a charred, snoking thing, but it still stood. Al night the
fighting had been furious, with no let-up

Fur and Freedom Fi ghters had battl ed against flam ng shafts with their bare
paws and sand. Four |ay dead and three wounded. Snoke-grimed and bl eary-eyed,
t hey had plucked burning arrows fromthe wood, strung themon their bows and
returned themto stick blazing in the gates of Mrshank. The javelin supply
was depl eted, one shaft being retained for each creature in the event that
paw-t o- paw conbat would be their final stand. There were still plenty of rocks
to sling, Keyla and Tull grew taking charge of the slingers while Ball aw
managed a frugal breakfast. The hare sat wearily agai nst one of the sandbanks
that had been shorn up either side of the cart, Rowanoak sl unped beside him
Bot h were singed and snoke-gri ned.

Rowanoak drank half her water, passing the rest on to Brone, who distributed
it among the wounded. The badger w ped a sandy paw across her scorched nuzzle.
"Well, Ballaw De Quincewold, what's to report?"

The irrepressible hare wi ped dust fromhis half-scone ration and | ooked up at
the sky. "Report? Er, nothin' nuch really, except that it |ooks |ike being
anot her nice sunny day, wot!"
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A flam ng arrow extinguished itself in the sand cl ose by Rowanoak. She tossed
it onto a pile of other shafts waiting to be shot. "A nice day indeed. D you
think we'll be around to see the sunset?" Wthout waiting for an answer, she
continued, "I wonder if that oW —Bold-red, wasn't it—+ wonder if she ever
managed to get through to this Martin the Warrior creature.”

Bal | aw pi cked dried blood froma wound on his narrow chest. "Doesn't |ook |ike
it, does it? No, old Rowan nme badger oak, | think the stage is all ours and
it'll be our duty to give the best performance we can before the curtain falls
for the last tinme."

G oot plucked a pawful of arrows fromthe sand. Tossing them behind the
snoul dering cart, he took his bow from Buckl er. Together they notched up their
shafts, nodding to each other

"Watch the cart, it's roasting hot. Right, firel"™ Swiftly they stood and

rel eased the taut bowstrings, throwi ng thenselves flat inmediately. A hail of
arrows hit the cart and the surrounding sand in reply. Groot scratched a mark
in the sand next to a line of others. "Got one, big weasel type wearin' a red
jerkin!" Buckler shook his head in disappointnent. "Q been arfter that
vurmnt all noight noiself, hurr!”

They notched up another two arrows. "At least the little ones'l|l be safe with
Geum and Pursl ane," G oot sniffed. "Maybe they' |l take off south and find sone
pl ace where they can live in peace. Pity, | would ve liked to see ny little

Fuffl e grow up and take care of his nmother when she's an old un."



Buckl er winkled his honely face into a snmle. "Ho urr, he'mbe a right liddle
roguer, that babe o' thoin. Doant you' mgive oop 'ope, Goot. W' mbain't
finished yet, burr no!"

Badrang sat in the courtyard. Shaded by the wall, it was the only place where
m ssiles could not fall. He took a
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| ei surely breakfast of snobked herrings and dandel i on water

Boggs cane down fromthe walltop and saluted with his bow "That cart's stil
there, Lord, though it can't be much nore than splinters an' ash by now A
good breeze'd blow it over."

The Tyrant delicately plucked a fish scale fromhis upper lip. "Keep those
archers firing until | tell you to stop. Have we | ost many through the night?"

"Twel ve, maybe thirteen, Sire. There was quite a few wounded tryin' to put the
fire out on the gates."

Badr ang nodded thoughtfully and beckoned to a passing ferret. "You there,
Stunptooth. Get the rest of the horde on their paws. Issue the |ong pikes and
spears, have them stand by."

Boggs brightened up a little. "Are you goin' to start the charge, Lord?"

Badrang poured a beaker of dandelion water and passed it to Boggs. "Not yet.
Drink that. It's cool, isn't it? Also we've got plenty of food, solid walls
around us and plenty of shade. Those wetches out there have only sun, sand, a
few drops of water and hardly any food by now They' ve not been able to sleep
all night, while we've had archers relieving each other to take a rest.

think I'"lIl leave it a bit yet, keep themin suspense, make them suffer. Wo
knows, we m ght yet save a good nunber of slaves. Go and ask themto surrender
again."

Tramun C ogg was digging graves in the soft ground near the corner of the

wal | . He | eaned on his spade and eyed Badrang. "You never could go fer the
clean kill, could yer, matey? Ho no, you likes pullin' the w ngs off
butterflies an' watchin' themcraw round 'elpless, as | recall. Though naybe

yore worried that if yer did charge now, they'd put up a good fight."

Badrang hel d the dandelion water out to Cogg. As the corsair reached for it,
he upended the jug, pouring it out on the ground. "You're right, of course,
Clogg. That's why | like to keep you as a slave—+t rem nds ne
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that once you tried to be nmy equal, or even ny better, and now you have to
take orders fromthe lowiest of ny creatures. You are |ower than a worm
Tramun C ogg!" The corsair dabbed his paw in the wet sand and sucked it.
"Haharr, | never was 'igh an' mighty like you, Badrang. |'ll just go back to
buryin' yer dead an' wait fer you to turn up as a customer."”

Wth his head wound in a bandage, N pwort shrilled the nessage across to the
creatures barri caded behi nd the sandbanks on either side of the burned-out
cart.

"My Lord Badrang is still nmerciful, he gives you a second chance to surrender
and keep your lives. Wat is your answer?"



"Tell old Badthingy it is beneath our dignity to surrender to scum " Ballaw s
voi ce cane back insolently clear, this tinme acconpani ed by many ot hers.

"Stinky, sliny scum ™ "CGutless, wet-nosed crook-tailed scum™ "Yurr, gurt
fat-bottoned vurmnt scumer!"” N pwort's high-pitched squeak cut across the
insults. "Is that the answer | nust take to nmy Lord Badrang?" A good-sized,

wel | - pl aced slingstone from Rowanoak knocked the rat backwards fromthe
wal ltop to the courtyard.

"Tell himhe can chew on that for free!"

Badrang had heard the exchange. He rolled the stunned form of N pwort over
with a kick. "Boggs, redouble the archers on the walltop and continue w thout
halting. 1'Il make those fools think it's raining arrows!"

Bal | aw hel ped to shore up the banks, and Rowanoak piled sand agai nst the
flimsy burnt cart. Brone kept his head down as he bandaged Keyla's injured
tail under a pelting hail of arrows.

The young otter gritted his teeth, forcing a tight smle
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as he gasped through a wave of pain, "D you think it's somethin' we've said
that's of fended hin®"

Brone ducked an arrow and continued with Keyla's dressing. "Brave words.
Slingstones and arrows is all we've got left, that's the last of ny herbs and
bandages. "

At midday the arrows ceased. There followed a lull. Ballaw went around doling
out the last of the food and water. G oot nodded to the trenched ranks on the
sout h-si de. "Any chance we coul d charge them and break through? W coul d make
it tothe cliffs if we could."

Rowanoak patted his head lightly. "No chance at all. See, they're all stil
standing ready on the walltop. W'd be cut down before we got hal fway."

Groot shrugged. "Just a thought."

Bal | aw t ook Rowanoak to one side, out of the hearing of the others. "This
silence, | don't like it one bit!"

Rowanoak watched the still fortress and nodded. "They're definitely planning
somet hi ng. A charge, d'you think?"

Bal | aw picked up a javelin. "Right, that's exactly ny thoughts, old thing.
| ssue the javelins!"

Each creature took a javelin in silence, knowi ng what it neant. Ballaw dusted
hi nsel f down and stood to attention. "Listen up now, chaps. |'mnot given to
maki n' jolly great speeches an' all that—=

"Ch you dreadful old scene-stealer,” Celandine tittered. "You' ve never nade a
short one in your life!"

The hare glared at her as Rowanoak took over from him

"Al'l that can be said has been said. |I'msure you know what | mean, but let ne
add this. For nyself, it has been a pleasure to know you all and to serve with



you in this great battle. May the seasons renmenber us kindly and what we tried
to do here."

There was an enbarrassed silence, then Brone held out his paw. "G ve ne a
javelin too. | will try to be a warrior |ike Felldoh!"
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Awild yell arose fromthe fortress as Marshank's gates swung open and the
horde poured forth fully arnmed, racing across the sands towards the
bel eaguered little group standi ng behind the ruined cart.
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Martin drew his sword and | eaped into the shall ows. Splashing ashore, he
wat ched the other boats enpty out as he called to Starwort, "Which way to
Mar shank?"

The draught from Bol dred's wi ngs nearly knocked Martin over as the ow | anded
at his side. "Over that hill. Follow ne!"

Rose saw Martin stop at the hilltop. She ran to catch up with him G unm and
Pal lum foll owi ng cl ose behind her. "Martin, wait for us!"

When they reached him the young nobuse stood staring open-nouthed at the scene
bel ow. Bol dred anbl ed up, smling. "Now you have a horde too!"

Queen Anballa stood at the head of her mghty army of pigny shrews, and behind
them t he Warden of Marshwood Hi Il coul d be seen stal king anong the crowds of
Gawt rybe squirrels as they waved their axes eagerly, wanting to play a new
gane. Otters, hedgehogs, mce, squirrels, noles and vast nunbers of shrews
stood surrounding the hill

From his vantage point on the hilltop, Martin |ooked to his left. There in the
di stance he could see the north-side wall of Marshank. Rose stared at Martin;
it was as if she were | ooking at a strange creature. He was still as a rock
the bl ood rising behind his eyes as his paw
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whitened with the furious grip he had on his sword handl e. The bl ade rose
above his head and fell in a straight line, pointing at Badrang' s hated
fortress. The horde went silent, staring up at the Warrior nouse, waiting on
the word which rolled fromhis lips |like steel striking stone.

"Chaaaarge!!!"

They went in a rush like a giant tidal wave covering the | and, but none was
nore fleet of paw than the mobuse Martin. He was out in front, teeth bared,
sword still pointing as he tore through dune and foothill. Rose was swept
along in the mdst of the howing horde with Pallumand G umm Now and then

t hrough the forest of spears, |ances and swords, she could see him a |one
figure ahead of the rest. Her heart went out to himas she renmenbered her
first sight of him bound between two posts, left to die on Marshank's walls,
and recall ed the words he had shouted into the stormy night. Now she heard
those words as in a dream

"I ama warrior! Martin son of Luke! I will live, I will not give in and die



up here! Do you hear ne, Badrang? | will live to take back nmy father's sword
and sl ay you one day! Badraaaaaang!"

Javelins stuck in the sand at their sides, the archers knelt and drew back
their bowstrings full stretch. Ballaw strode the |ine, holding up his paw.
Bowstrings trenbled with the tension as the screani ng horde dashed across the
shore in a mass, bound straight at them

"Wait for it, chaps. Steady on, wait'll you see the scumon their snouts...
Now! "

The hail of arrows struck, hordebeasts fell and were tranpl ed under paw by
t hose behind, but the horde kept coni ng

"Load and throw " Rowanoak cried to her line of slingers as the archers
dr opped back.

The stones hit true, but not well enough to halt the relentless charge. Spears
fromthe horde ranks cut down
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several of the Fur and Freedom Fighters. They backed up, retreating towards
the sea as the horde pressed forward.

Badrang stood on the walltop, unable to contain a thin smle of triunph as he
watched the little arny being battered renorsel essly back to the Eastern Sea.
He turned to Boggs. "Wait and see, we'll get a few slaves out of this

yet —those that aren't drowned."

Boggs | ooked up at the sky. "Strange, | thought | could hear thunder."

Badrang al so | ooked up. "Fool, how could you hear thunder when there's not a
cloud in the sky!"

Boggs cupped paws around both his ears. "I'msure it's thunder, Sire. Com n'
fromover there ..." Speechless with terror, he pointed at the thundering
horde breasting a low hill to the north, heading directly for them

Even though he was practically nunb with shock, Badrang found hinsel f
automatically giving out orders. "Call the horde back, N pwort. Boggs, get the
archers on to the north wall. I'Il hold the gates open until they're back in!"

Yarrow tripped and fell in the shallows. The front runners were in the water,
grappling with Fur and Freedom Fi ghters, when Crosstooth began shouti ng,
"Retreat! Retreat! Back to Marshank on the double! There's a horde headed to
attack the fort. Hurry!"

Bal | aw sat down hard in the shall ows and bl ew water fromhis nose. "Hold up
where are they bally well goin'? Geat seasons, relief's arrived! Hurrah! It's
a horde! A flood! A nob! A bloomin' tidal wave of warbeasts attackin' the
fort!™

Ballaw s fighters let out a | oud cheer of delight, |eaping about in the
shal l ows |i ke mad creatures.

The horde were streani ng back to the fortress, leaving a bare dozen fighting
inthe sea. Swift javelin thrusts and throws found their way around pi kes and
spears,
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| ayi ng the hordebeasts | ow. Bronme found hinself standing, javelin poised, over
a searat who lay wounded in the surf. He was trying to force hinself to stab
and sl ay the foebeast when the rat whined out pleadingly, "It's nme, matey,

Wil pp. Don't kill ne!"

Brone gasped. It was Wil pp, the searat whose injured paw he had treated when,
di sgui sed as a corsair, he had gained entry to Marshank. Brome thrust the
javelin into the sea close to Wil pp's neck. Leaning down, he nuttered to the
terrified rat, "Lie still. \Wen we've gone, take off south down the beach.
never want to see you again. Good luck!"

Turni ng, Brome picked up a spear and followed the triunphantly shouting
fighters who were runni ng towards Marshank

Now the battle was joined! Horde fought horde that day by the Eastern Sea.
Martin's arny flooded around Marshank, surrounding its walls on all four
sides. Sling-stones, javelins, arrows and spears were | oosed up at the
wal | tops as roaring warcries rent the air.

"Fur and Freeeedooooom "
"Br oadstream f or eveeeeer!"

"Ambal | a Amballa! Kill kill kill!"

Badrang was everywhere at once, waving his sword as he shouted encouragenent
to his fighters massed thick on the high walls. "Crosstooth, nore archers at
the front. See the gates are defended! Boggs, tell those spears to stand ready
on the northside. Slash any ropes and grapnel s—don't | et them over! Frogbit,
get boul ders and rocks to the back wall. Crush them Bl uehide, take the south
wal | . Use |ong spears and pi kes—throw fire down on them"

Badrang was an experienced battler. He found his confidence and shrewdness
returning as the horde | ooked to himas their | eader. G abbing a passing
ferret, he rapped out nore orders.

"Stunptooth, take thirty wounded, four groups of five
349

to supply the walls with arrows, spears and slingstones. Get the other ten to
carry the big fishnets to the walltops and drop them over on any | arge groups.
That'Il slow 'emup. Come on, you fighters and hordebeasts, this is our chance
to rule the whole country. Slaves, land, plunder, we'll have it all!"

I gnoring his sore and bandaged paws, the Tyrant snatched a spear froma
searat, hurled it coolly and slew a shrew who was trying to clinb the gates.
"See, it's easy. They die like other creatures. W'll make the sands run red
before nightfall!"

Arrows zi pped down fromthe walltops in dark clouds |ike angry wasps, tearing
into the packed ranks that charged Marshank. Slingstones whirred like flights
of small birds, clanging on arnmour and bl ade alike in their upward flight.

Rose found Bol dred and the Warden on a hillock out of weapon range. The two
great birds stood waiting their chance. Boldred greeted the nousemnaid.



"We'd be shot out of the air in the mddle of that lot. Wwen it gets dark and
t he pace slackens, ny friend and I will be able to fly in."

Rose | ooked out over the nelee of battle. "Wiere's Martin? | lost sight of him
in the charge."

The grey heron pointed his beak towards the front gates. "He is over there
with otters and hedgehogs. They have a piece of tinmber to barter the gates,
but it is not big enough.”

Bal | aw came panting up with the remmants of his gallant force. Wary and

battl e-scarred, the brave hare slunped down in the sand. "Phew, what a day,
chaps! Rowanoak and miself pulled our little arny out for a breather, wot. Let
those other creatures have a crack at the foe, they're a lot fresher than ny

gang!"

Rowanoak sat with the oW and the heron, shaking her head. "You arrived just
intine to save us from being slaughtered on the tideline; thank you. But your
char ge
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has been too furious. | amnot a warrior or a commander, but | can see that
they will never breach those walls by throw ng thenmsel ves at them™

The ow blinked as she watched the assault on the fortress. "You are right,
Rowanoak. Martin seenms to be the only one who has any kind of plan, but he is
unawar e of others when his warrior blood is roused. W need a plan of attack
Badrang is not stupid, he has the advantage of the walls and is using them
well. Other creatures | ess shrewd m ght have been pani cked by our charge; not
him though. He is a cool one in a pinch."

Bal | aw brightened up. "That's it, a plan. Capital! \Wat d'you suggest, marn®"
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Martin let go of the shattered remmants of the inadequate chunk of driftwood
he and his allies had been using as a battering ram Draw ng his sword, he
attacked the gates in a wild rage.

Starwort and @ul ba ducked into the shelter of the gates as mssiles rained
down from above. They tried to restrain Martin. "It's no use, mate, the gates
are too strong. Conme away!"

Martin hacked and hammered at the stout tinmbers, oblivious to everything about
him Rose pressed through the chaos, sided by G ummand Pallum They forced a
way through to the gate. Martin halted at the sight of her, deflecting a

br oken spear haft with his short sword. "Rose, get out of here. It's too
dangerous!"

She picked up the sharp pointed end of the spear boldly. "Not wthout you,
Martin. Come with us, you are needed. Starwort, Gulba, you too. W need a
proper battle plan, too many creatures are being killed needlessly. W won't
get inside Marshank by charging and mlling about willy-nilly. Cone!"

It had turned noon when otter drunms sounded over the fray. The attackers broke
of f their charging and retreated back to the sands around the | ow dune.
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Crosstooth shook his spear in the air jubilantly. "Yah, they've turned tai
and run!"

Badrang knew better. He had seen Ballaw s fighters contacting the | eaders—t
was a cal cul ated retreat. However, the Tyrant said nothing of this. Inmitating
Cross-tooth, he waved his sword. "See, | told you it was easy. Look at them
running like frightened babies now that they've had a taste of real fighting
fromwarriors |like us, eh lads!"

Gesturing and prancing on the walltops, the horde took up his cry. "Haha, had
enough, have you? Cowards!"

"Come back and fight ne, | only slewten!"

"Ten? | slew two score and |'d have got nore of "emif they hadn't scurried
off ina fright!"

Tramun Clogg left off his grave digging and clanbered to the walltop. He sized
the situation up i mediately. "Burn ne clogs, buckoes. Yore a bunch of
strawheads iffen you think those fighters are runnin' away. |1'd save nme breath
fer nore action iffen | was you lot!"

Whock!

Badrang dealt Clogg a ferocious blow across his head with a | ong pi ke he had
snatched from G uzzle. The corsair fell senseless in a heap. Badrang kicked
himfromthe walltop, and O ogg's unconscious formfell with a thunp on to a
heap of sand he had excavated. The Tyrant stoat |eaned on the pike, dismssing

his former partner. "Don't listen to that old fool, his brains are all in his
cl ogs. Crosstooth, see that everybeast has extra rations. Stay awake, |ads.
Maybe they' |l get brave enough to give it another try. | certainly hope so,
eh?"

Thi s announcenment was greeted with raucous cheers.

Whi |l e the wounded were treated by Rose and Brone, food was divided up anong
t he groups of creatures seated around the low hillock. Martin sat with the
Council of Chieftains as they laid war plans. Rowanoak and

353

Bol dred were rocks of good sense, rejecting the wild schenmes of hot-headed
beasts, considering the suggestions of cooler and w ser creatures.

Queen Anballa had several of her pigny shrews drag a | arge square fishing net
to the hill. It was made of strong woven kel p. "See, Martinnouse, wall beast
throwthis, snarl us up plentygood!"

A Gawt rybe squirrel |aughed scornfully. "Hehee, good game. They di'n't catch
squirrels, Gawmrybe's too fast for nets. Heehee!"

Martin sat up alert, the light of idea dawning in his eyes. "That's it! W go
in over the walls on two sides when night falls, and use the nets one side,
say on the north, while the squirrels take the south wall!"

Starwort's wife Marigold put down the pitcher she had been drinking from "An'
what's Badrang's crew goin' to be doin' while all this goes on, 'cos they
won't be sleepin' or pickin' their claws."



Martin pointed across to where the old Ranbling Rosehip troupe's fire-charred
cart lay half buried in the sand. "WII| the wheels on that thing still turn?"

Bal | aw shrugged. "What d'you think, Buckler old |ad?"

The nol e gazed at it for a while before giving his verdict. "Ho urr, '"twere a

gudd ole cart that'n. O wager oi'll get 'er goin' tho et woant go furr,
Mart hen. "
The Warrior nmouse shook Buckler by the paw "It won't have to go far, friend.

Only fromhere to those gates, |oaded with burning grass and wood, just to
create a diversion!"

Bol dred blinked excitedly. "It could work! Hold back the attack until before
dawn; that's when they' Il |east expect it. The Warden and | will fly the net
and drop it over the north wall. Who'll be going over there, Martin?"

"Queen Anmballa with her warriors and the big hedgehogs."

Trung thunped his | oaded thong weapon gleefully into the sand, grinning at his
wi fe as she nursed her
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i mense warclub. "Y' hear that, me dearie? W' Il go over paw in paw"

"The Gawtrybe squirrels will help the otters to scale the south wall,"” Martin
conti nued.

Starwort winked at a nearby squirrel. "Eat plenty, mate, an get yer stren'th
up. I'mno featherweight."

Martin eyed the cart grimy. "I'll be in charge of that. Al our hopes hang on

it. Right, any nore suggestions?"

Grumm hel d up a digging paw. "Aye, Marthen, thurr be other molers yurr. Us'ns

tunnel round 'ee back wall, gurt woid 'ole, given everybeast a chance to get
i nsoi des. "

A d Barkjon stood up, dusting himself off slowy. "I'Il go with Buckler and
the others to fix the cart up, then I'll bury Felldoh."

Martin put his paw about the old squirrel's shoulders. "W'll conme with you,

Rose, Pallum Brome, G unm and nyself. W all started out together, so we'd
like to help put our friend to rest."

The Ranbling Rosehip Players voted to acconpany Barkjon too, all wanting to
pay their |last respects to their friend.

FI eabane | aughed agai nst the walltop. "Boggs was right, mate, | can see them
tryin' to fix up that burnt cart. Betcha they'll be gone by nornin'."

Rot nose peered out into the gathering evening. "Well, | won't be sorry to see
the back o' them They fought |ike madbeasts, an' as fer that big squirrel
Fel | ow or whatever 'e was called, that one was a real nadbeast. | never seen
nothin' like it!"

Fl eabane nodded. "Aye, well '"e won't do no nore slayin'. They buried 'imwhere
"e fell. | never want t' be within a | eague of a warrior like "imfer the rest
o' me days!"



Badrang passed by them as he inspected the walltop troops. "Cut the gossip and
keep your eyes peeled. No sleeping while you stand at stations."
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When he had passed by, Fleabane muttered to Rot-nose, "That stoat's gettin' to
be a right ole worrywart, nmate. Take it fromne, they ain't comn' back fer
nore of what we give 'emt' day."

Rot nose propped his chin on a battlement. "Y' right there, matey. Listen, we
only got a few hours shuteye | ast night an' we been fightin' all day. Now I'm
gonna take a |liddl e snooze. You keep watch then you can 'ave second nap."

Badrang descended fromthe walls and went in conpany with some of his Captains
to take supper in the |ong-house. Boggs rubbed his paws together in
anticipation as he wal ked with them "I1'd give ne whiskers fer a good beaker
of kel p beer!"

A cracked voice canme out of the shadows. "Badrang is the great Evil One,
mates, leadin' you all to yer doom Steer clear of 'im Foller me an' dig
graves—deadbeasts can't 'armyer!™

Boggs shuddered. "Sounds |ike C ogg, though | don't see 'im
Crosstooth | aughed harshly. "Oe Cogg isn't right in the brainbox no nore.
May'ap it was that crack you give "imwth the pike, Sire. The daft ole
beast's been goin' about like that since 'e canme to, rantin' an' ravin'."

C ogg's crazy |laugh seened to come from nowhere. "Haharrharrharr! Stay with
Badrang the Evil One an' yore all dead nmeat. Come an' dig nice graves with ne,
mat es! "

Badrang paused with his paw on the | onghouse door. Staring out into the
gat hering gl oom he called aloud, "Stay clear of me, you crazy old coot, or
"1l let daylight through your hide, d' you hear ne?"

"Haharrharr, ye can't see ne 'cos I'"'minvisible. I've got a nice dark hole
waitin' for ye, Evil One!"

The Captains hurried inside. As Badrang sl ammed the door, the upturned
wheel barrow over a freshly dug grave noved. C ogg peered out fromunder it.
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"I"'marf a stoat an' arf a nole, An' 1'll bury youse all in a nice deep 'ole,
Down, down where it's still an' cold, An' y'never live to get old!"

Every fighter had been fed. No fires glowed in the still sunmer night. It was

warm and heavy. Martin sat awake with Rose as the canmp lay in slunber. The
mousenai d stared up at the stars which twinkled with pale fires in the
m dni ght heavens.

"Strange isn't it, Martin, the same stars that shine on this terrible place
with all its death and war, those same stars are shining over Noonval e, where
all is at peace and war has never been. What are you thinking of, Warrior?"

Martin smled, nodding at the sight of G umm his small fat stomach rising and
falling gently. "I wasn't thinking of anything, Rose, | was just watching
Gumm flat out and snoozing with his ladle clutched in both paws."



The nmousenaid relieved the sleeping nole of his ladle, placing it close to his
side where he would find it on waking. "He's the nost friendly and | oyal nole
anybeast could wi sh to know. G umm has al ways | ooked out for ne, ever since
was a tiny nousebabe in Noon-vale. When we go back there you'll make |ots of
friends anong our moles—you're a hero to them"

"Me, a hero? What for?" Martin | aughed softly.

"For bringing down that great dead sycanore. They've been at it for seasons,
on and off, w thout nuch success. Then you cane along and in a single day it
was uprooted and fallen."

The young nmouse passed her a cloak Trung had given him "You |ook tired, Rose.
Better get sone rest. Go on. I'mnot sleepy, I'll sit here close by."

Rose draped the cloak lightly about her, and she was soon asleep. Martin sat
up, thinking of many things as he felt the night hours slip slowy by.
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Bal | aw was wakened by a shake from Martin. It was still dark, though the night
was on the wane.

"Cone on, it's tine!"

The canp was stirring quietly into life. Gurrun had taken off with Pallum and
Rose and a |lot of others; they travelled in a wide sem-circle, round to the
back wal I s of Marshank. Bol dred and the Warden stood ready, the big kel p net
clutched tight between them Queen Anballa and her pignmy shrews grouped wth

t he big hedgehogs on one side, while Starwort and his otters mngled with the
Gawt rybe squirrels. Martin, Ballaw and Rowanoak inspected the cart. It was
flimsy in the extreme and wobbly on its wheels, piled high with grass,
driftwood and brush.

Buckl er patted it fondly. "Hurr, she'll do a gurt last run, oi'll stake noi
nane on et."

Anbal | a rai sed her paw to Gul ba and their joint forces nmoved off. Starwort
gave the squirrels a stern nod to set themon their way. Now there were only
fifty archers under Martin's command left in canp. At his signal, Buckler set
flint to tinder and Rowanoak braced herself in the fire-blackened shafts.

"Nearly curtain tine, chaps,” Ballaw whispered. "Here we go!"
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Guzzle was dreaming. In his dream he was back on board his old ship. Someone
had lit a fire on the deck and creatures were dancing around it shouting. The
searat felt drowsily happy. He wanted to join in with them and dance around
the flickering flames. He mpaned | uxuriously and shifted. Slipping off his
spear - handl e, G uzzle cracked his chin hard on the battlenent, thrusting him
i nto wakeful ness and horrifying reality. The blazing cart plunged nadly over
the shore towards the fortress gates.

"Onch! \Wha, er, 'ey, y'can't do that! Fire, fire, "elp!" In seconds all was
chaos and mad confusion. Mst of the soldiers on the walltops were sound
asl eep. They cane awake tripping and bunping into each other. The | onghouse



door flew open and Badrang dashed out with his Captains stumnbling behind.
Heari ng the shouts and seeing the bright gl ow agai nst the darkness, the Tyrant
drew his sword and yelled mghtily, "Front wall! The gates! Hurry!"

He raced up the wall |adder, with C ogg's voice ringing over the al arm shouts.
"Haharr, 'tis the ghost of me burned ship cone back to take revenge on ye,
Evil One. You should 'ave listened t' ne, Badrang!"

The heat of the roaring conflagration scorched Rowan-oak's cheeks as she
pushed the bl azing cart along. Martin and the others ran after her, having
been driven fromthe sides of the cart by the searing flames. At a sharp shout
from Rowanoak they halted, notching arrows to their bows. The badger continued
running with the cart. Putting her every last ounce of strength into the act,
she gave one mighty final push and fell flat. Crackling and hissing with tails
of flame |like a massive conet, the cart careered madly into the gates of

Mar shank.

Whoom  Cr unph\

It struck the gates, blossonming like a nonstrous fiery flower as the whole
thing burst on the tinbers, sending
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showers and cascades of angry red sparks upwards in a nushroom of snoke.

Bal | aw al ready had the archers in three lines. He was in his elenent, ears
qui vering as he rapped out smart commands.

"First rank, shoot and drop!"

A vol l ey of shafts hissed through the night.

"First rank, reload! Second rank, shoot and drop!"

Anot her hail of death followed in the wake of the first.

"Second rank, reload! Third rank, shoot and drop! Ready, first rank!"

Unabl e to see because of the bright light burning in their eyes, the walltop
troops were hit hard. Amd it all Badrang was knocki ng the bows fromfighters
paws. " Sl opheads! Never nind shooting arrows, the doors are burning. Get sand,
get water, put that blaze out!" He grabbed hold of Rotnose. "Did you hear ne,
muckears. Put the fi—=

The weasel slunped forward with a barbed arrow in his skull.

Bol dred and the Warden rel eased the net. It fell accurately, draping one end
over three battlenments while the rest of it trailed down the wall. Queen
Anmbal | a gave it a quick tug to make sure it was secure.

"Al | beast gonow, upupupupup!"”

@ul ba and Trung were al ongsi de her as the net suddenly became alive with
hedgehogs and pi gy shrews.

Ten Gawtrybe squirrels had made it to the top of the south wall. Six stood by
on the narrow catwal k, fighting off hordebeasts as the other four |et down
ropes with sticks tied across them | adder fashion. Starwort wound his sling
about his waist and grabbed one of the ropes. "Come on, mates, just like



clinmbin' up the riggin!"

Grumm and the noles waited until they heard the

360

screans and shouts of combat on the other side of the wall.
"Roi ght, nmolers. Show m'ow to go a-tunellen!”

Powerful digging claws tore at rock, sand, earth and grass as the hol e began
to sink deep and w de.

Pal  um stood close to Rose. "I never was in a war, is it always this
conpl i cat ed?"

Rose shrugged as she twirled a sling. "Your guess is as good as mne, Pallum
| was never in one either!"

Standi ng on the darkened beach, Martin could see the confused figures in the
light of the gates. He fired off his arrow, seeing a searat fall with it in
his throat, as Ballaw bade his rank drop and rel oad their bows.

The firecart had done its work well. Despite copi ous doses of sand and
i naccurately thrown water, the flanes |licked hungrily up the woodwork, eating
into the tinber until they were well established.

Rowar xoak came crawl i ng, belly down, across the sand to Martin and Ball aw,
joining themin tine to see a ferret on the walltop beating wildly at his
bur ni ng cl oak.

"One badger reporting back. M ssion successful —what's next?"

Martin cast aside the bow and drew his sword. "I'mgoing round to clinb that
net on the north wall!"

Bal | aw and the others went with him Rowanoak heaved a sigh and sat down with
a bow and arrow. "I'll stop here and practice ny archery. | could' ve clinbed
t hat net though, when I was younger, and slimer!"

The burning gate was a | ost cause. Badrang sent a platoon of |long pikes to
stand in the courtyard and repel anybeast that tried to gain entrance once the
gates fell. Dividing his walltroops into two groups, he gave charge of the
north wall to Crosstooth and the south to Fl ea-bane. Dashing down fromthe

wal I's, he ran into the | onghouse. For the first time in his life the Tyrant
felt the icy claws of terror grip him Wth an awful certainty,
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he knew he was defeated: Marshank would fall. He stifled a sob of fear in his
throat as he | ooked around frantically.

What to do?

He was trapped inside his own fortress, surrounded by a determ ned horde of
fighters. Sonme of them had been sl aves of his, slaves that he had starved,
beaten and ill-treated. Hi s paws began to shake. Suppose he was captured by
t hose same slaves? Striving desperately not to think what they would do to
him he clinbed out of the back wi ndow of the | onghouse. He was facing the
north wall, and the sounds of fighting above himwere | oud and furious.



Badrang | ooked up. In the red glow fromthe bl aze he saw his troops being
pressed back by a growing nultitude of small shrews and | arge fearsone
hedgehogs. Bodies hurtled fromthe walltops anid wild battle shouts and war
cries.

Suddenly the Tyrant's blood chilled, his mouth went dry with fright. There
illuminated in the light fromthe burning gates stood a warrior on the

battl ements. Bad-rang recalled himin a flash. This was the one called Martin,
t he young nmouse who had defied his authority, the one he had tied over the
gate and inprisoned in the pit. The nouse warrior fought |like ten beasts.
Reckl ess of caution, he was everywhere at once, teeth bared, eyes glittering
as he threw hinmself into the fray. Huggi ng the wal |l shadows, Badrang whi npered
and ran for his life, before he was seen and identified by the fearl ess
avenger.

Starwort and Marigold left the savage Gawtrybe squirrels to deal with the

troops on the south wall, laughing crazily as they w el ded their stone-headed
axes agai nst sword, spear and dagger. Heading their contingent of Broadstream
fighters, the two otters descended the wall |adders to the courtyard. They

charged straight into the platoon of pikebeasts who had been left to defend
the burning gateway. Wth lightning agility the otters were in under the
pi keshafts before the surprised foe
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had a chance to retaliate. Sw nging stone-loaded slings, the fighting otters
battered their enemes to the ground with startling speed. As the |ast one
fell, there was a saggi ng and creaking of tinbers, and the gates began caving
slow y inwards.

"Gangway, the doors are openin'!" Marigold yelled out urgently.

Oters scattered left, right and back, as the gates buckl ed and groaned,
collapsing inwards with a crash of dust, fire, smoke and sparks.

Starwort picked hinmself up fromwhere the scorching air had bow ed hi mover.
"Stan' aside, mates. Badger comin' through!"

Rowanoak cane at full tilt, sand flying fromher paws as she gall oped straight
at the inferno. Wth an ear-splitting roar, the big badger |eaped over the
fallen gates. It was an awesome sight. Sailing through the flames, she | anded
square on all four paws inside the courtyard. The otters crowded round her
beating out the snoul dering patches on her fur.

"There now, | wasn't as old as | thought," Rowanoak | aughed, shuffling her
paws to cool themon the ground. "Still life in the old stripes yet!"

Crosstooth fought his way along the north wall to the rear, hoping to reach

t he back wall, which offered qui etness and a chance of escape. The fox was a
seasoned battler, and cut his way through several pigny shrews with the

| ong- bl aded spear he carried. Thrusting hard, he sent a shrew spinning from
the wal |l top, knocking another flat with his spearshaft as he did.

Queen Anballa wiggled away fromthe questing spearpoint as the fox sought to
skewer her, striking out valiantly with her small shrew sword. Martin came in
with both footpaws first, catching Crosstooth in the | ower back and sendi ng
hi m sprawl i ng. Anmbal | a was qui ck; she di spatched the foebeast with a single

t hr ust
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as he fell forward upon her. Pushing her way free of the body, she |eaped
upri ght.

"Martinnouse save Bal | amum "

But Martin was not |istening. He ran past her, along the walltop to where he
had caught sight of Badrang down bel ow, scurrying fromthe wall shadow to the
burnt - out sl ave compound.

Lying low, the Tyrant peered through the ash-blackened stakes of the compound
to the base of the rear wall. Mles, squirrels and mce were clinbing out of a
si zeabl e tunnel which had been dug through fromthe outside. Badrang saw his
one chance of escape.

"Badraaaang, | am here!"

The Tyrant heard the chall enge over the nelee of battle. Casting a swft

gl ance over his shoul der, he saw Martin dashing along the walltop. It was now
or never. Badrang broke cover and ran for the tunnel, slashing viciously with
his sword at anybeast who barred his way. Brandishing a |adle, a nole |eaped
grow ing at him Badrang swung his sword. It caught the side of the |adle,
sweepi ng Grumm away as his own | adl e was smashed agai nst the side of his head.
A mouserai d threw herself on him battering at his face with a pebbl e | oaded
in her sling. Once, twice, thrice she struck. Taken aback by the ferocity of
the attack, Badrang tasted bl ood from a mout hwound. The | oaded sling caught
himhard in his left eye. Snarling with pain and rage, he grabbed the
mousenmai d. Lifting her easily, he flung her savagely fromhim Rose's head
struck the wall heavily, and she slid down |ike a broken doll

Roari ng and screanming |ike a wounded wolf, Martin threw hinmself fromthe
wal | top. Badrang | eaped into the hole, only to find Pallumin a needletight
bal | bl ocking his way. The burned palisade of the slave conpound saved Martin,
breaking his fall as it exploded in a cloud of black ashdust to the

dawn- streaked sky. Badrang had time to hack at Pallumonly once before the
Warrior was
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on him He was heaved bodily fromthe hole, arching his back in agony as the
flat of Martin's small sword whi pped hi m

"CGet up, you scuml Up on your paws and face ne!"

Badrang scranbl ed up. Holding the long sword of Luke the Warrior before him

wi th both paws, he rushed Martin. The onl ookers gave a cry of dismay as the
sword raked Martin's chest. Heedless of it, the Warrior began striking back
Steel clashed upon steel as the young nouse with the short sword battered
Badrang round and round the ruins of the conpound. Badrang flailed out in a
pani c, catching his eneny on the shoul der, arm and paw. They | ocked bl ades and
stood with their noses touching, Badrang's eyes wide with horror as he stared
into the face of the snarling, unstoppable Warrior who was forcing him
backwards as he gritted out, "I told you | would return soneday and put an end
to you!"

Wenching his face away, the stoat bit deep into his foe's shoulder, only to
find himself lifted bodily and hurled hard against the wall. Martin flung the
shrew sword fromhim | ocking both paws around Badrang's grip on the sword.
The Tyrant wailed as he felt the Warrior's inexorable power turning the weapon
until its point was hovering close to his heart.



Badrang's nerve deserted him "Don't kill me," he sobbed. "You can have it
all, the fortress, everythi—-"

The Tyrant of Marshank's nouth fell open and his head lolled to one side as he
fell forward, carrying Martin to the ground underneath him Wth his | ast
vestige of strength, the young nouse pushed the slain foebeast from himand
tugged his father's sword | oose. Lying on his side with sand crusting the

bl ood of his warwounds, Martin saw dawn's |ight beam across the face of Rose
where she lay close to himby the wall.

The nerci ful darkness closed in on himas he nurnured to her, "Rose, we could
have chopped the sycanore down with this."
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The sun rose in sumer splendor as Starwort's drum beat out a victory roll.
Unaware of certain events, a |large crowd stood cheering in the snoul dering
gateway that |ay open to the sun-warned shore and the sparkling sea. Rowanoak
strode slowy up, placing a restraining paw on the jubilant otter Chieftain.

"Silence the drum friend. Qur battle was won at a bitter price."

Brone worked away dry-eyed on the wounds of the unconsci ous nmouse warrior,
bi ndi ng and staunching as he applied herb poultices, all the time talking to

hinself. "It was all ny fault, if | had stayed at Noonval e and not gone
wandering | would never have been captured by Badrang's creatures and none of
this woul d have happened. | amto blane!"

Bal | aw sni ffed. Bendi ng down one ear, he w ped his syes. "There, there, old
lad. There's only one beast t' ?lane for all this and that's Badrang. Martin
settled the >core with himfor good; the evil has gone fromthis and for
ever."

Gumm stunbled up with a large dressing on the side :>f his face and neck.
Deep rivulets carved their way i own his face where the tears fl owed
constantly, and he nade several small gestures with his paws before Buck-366

ler sat himdowm with a large kerchief. "You' m'ave to 'scuse G unmm Maister
Brone, himn losed 'is voice through a-grieven. W' mputtin' fallen uns t'
rest.... Wt abowt Mz Roser?"

Brone left off ministering to Martin's sensel ess form He took a huge breath,
letting it out in a shuddering sigh. "Thank you, friends, but |I'mtaking her
hone to Noonvale with nme." Reaching out, he tucked in a corner of the sinple
white linen cloth that covered his sister's pitiful body. "Rose would have
been alive today but for nme, you know "

Buckl er shook his head. "You' mnot to blanme, maister, nor Marthen, nor nobeast
yurr."

Rowanoak | ooked bl eakly around at the ruined, snoke-stained walls of Mrshank
where not one foe-beast had been left alive. "I don't know where we're al
bound, but let's get away fromthis place!"

Bol dred seconded the badger's w se words. "Rowanoak is right. There's been too
much death and grief here, it seens to be part of the very stones. W'Ill |eave



what's left of Marshank standing as a rem nder to any bad ones of what free
and peaceful creatures can do when they're driven to it!"

Hel ped by Marigold, Bronme placed Martin on a stretcher. He stood upright and
addressed the nultitude.

"Some of you, like the otters and the shrews of Broad-stream have hones to
return to. Those of you who have no homes, listen to ne. Noonval e can be your
hone, a place of peace to live happily in for all seasons. Put aside your
weapons if you wish to go with me to Noonvale."

A pile of javelins, swords, daggers, bows and arrows lay at the center of the
deserted conpound that had once held Badrang's slaves. On the shore outside
the fortress, conrades who had fought together now took their |eave of each
other. Like a stern father, the Warden of Marsh-wood Hi |l shepherded the wild
and wayward squirrel tribe back to their nmountain foothills beyond the

367

mar shes. Bol dred wat ched them go. "He'll keep his eye on those rogues. Cone
on, let's get Martin away from here."

Bound to the stretcher, and still clasping his father's sword tightly, the
unconsci ous young nouse was carried south along the beach by Pallum G unm
Bol dred and Rowanoak.

Bal l aw turned to the renai nder of the Ranbling Rosehip players, who stood
al ongsi de ot hers bound for Noonvale. "O d Rowanoak'll join us once Martin's
safe, wot! Right ho, Starwort, lead us to your vessel, ny good otter!"

Queen Anballa stood with her pigmy shrews. They were the last to | eave. One of
the shrews had picked up the sword she had once given to Martin. Waddling
behi nd Brome, she called out, "Witnouse!"

Brone halted. He watched as the Queen of the pigny shrews signalled the otters
carrying Rose's bier to lower it. Placing the small sword beside the
mousemaid's still form Anballa spoke in her curt vigorous nanner

"Rosempbuse bravenouse! W renenber hername all seasons!" She waved to the pigny
shrews and they set off south along the shoreline for their own territory.

H gh noontide hung over Marshank. It lay open to the insects, birds and
seasons. A breeze lingered there, swirling the dust and sand into miniature
spirals, mingling it with ashes around the carcasses of Badrang's horde, which
had been left for the gannets and scavenging sea birds to dispose of. The once
proud fortress of the Tyrant now stood deserted and forsaken

The first gannet to | and was chased off by Cap'n Tranun C ogg, waving his
spade as he trundl ed out of hiding fromthe grave surmunted by the upturned
wheel bar r ow.

"Garn! Gerroutofit, you robbin' featherbag! Leave ny 'orde alone. |I'm master
"ere now, just like | said |I'd be one day, haharrharr!" The crazed corsair

cl unped about,
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turning first this one and then another, chatting amiably with the slain.

"Crosstooth, nme ole matey, yore lookin' prinel"



"Harr, Boggs, sorry ye didn't join yer ole Cap'n to dig graves now, are ye?"

"Stunptooth, | allus said you should ve sided with nme. Never nmind, mate, |l
find ye a snug berth. Leave it to C oggo!"

He worked his way around until he found what he was | ooking for. "Badrang!
Arr, where's yer fine dreanms of empires now, you swab? Met a warrior who was
nmore'n a match for ye, eh! Well, we're gonna be 'ere for ever now, you'n ne,
so let's not quarrel an' fall out with each other, matey. Tell yer wot, |'ll
dig ye a smart new grave, nice an' deep, aye, with rocks piled atop an' yer
nanme carved all 'andsone |ike on one of 'em"™

The sea birds wheel ed and soared over the lIone figure below, sitting in the
sl ave compound as he argued and gossiped with the dead stoat, who made no
reply as he stared through sightless eyes at the uncl ouded bl ue sky of the
Eastern Coast.
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Days shortened, and the flowers of sumer died one by one as | eaves began

turning brown and gold. It was on one such m st-shrouded autum norni ng t hat
Martin sat in the odd tree house, with the nolewife Polleekin and his three
friends, Boldred having |long since departed for her nountain and her fanily

Al'l through the remai nder of the summer Poll eekin, G unm Pallum and Rowanoak
had spent sl eepless nights and restless days, nursing the Warrior back to
health. Martin had cone through it in silence, never speaking a word. He

| ooked young still. Though heal ed in body and getting stronger by the day, his
eyes still had a faraway | ook in them

Grumm was about to speak when Polleekin silenced himw th a glance. She nodded
to the sword at Martin's side. "GO be a-needen nore foirewod, Marthen. WII
you' m cut sonme?"

Wrdlessly Martin took up his sword and went off, descending to the forest to
cut wood. Pawi ng at the scar cut through his backspi kes, Pallumgot up as if
to follow, but the nolewife forbade it. "You' mset thurr, 'edgepig. They
Wirrier garn off to shed tears!"”

Rowanoak shook her head wonderingly. "I heard him
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yesterday as | was wal ki ng through the forest. It rmust be very hard for him
he never nentions Rose."

Pol | eeki n busi ed herself with breakfast. "No, marm nor will himn, oi doant
t hi nk never. That 1iddl e nousey-maid be |locked in Marthen's 'eart, and thurr
she' m bound to stay."

G umm bl i nked and sniffed. "Marthen be a gurt brave wurrier, tho" himn woant
go back to Noonvale; too many memries furr "imthurr.”

Pol | eeki n' s breakfast was good honely fare, oatmnmeal w th honey, nutbread
spread thick with strawberry preserve and a steam ng pot of nint and dandelion
tea. Martin ate automatically, neither tasting nor commenting on the food.
When he had finished he made a sinple announcenent. "I aml eaving today."



It was the first tine he had spoken since the battle at Marshank. Hs friend
waited for himto say nore, but he sat silent, staring at his enpty plate,
face cal mand resol ute.

It was then that Rowanoak knew Martin had rejoined the land of the |iving.
"WIl you cone to Noonvale with us? We will be leaving to go there today."

The young mouse sat, testing the swordbl ade against his paw, pressing so hard
that he al nost drew bl ood.

"l can never return to Noonvale. | will travel alone. South."

Grumm knew it was no use trying to change his friend' s mnd. "Wwurr be you' m
a-goen? Wt be you' m a-goen t' do, Marthen?"

They listened carefully, knowing that this would be the last tinme he would

speak to themat any length. "One day maybe | will hang up this sword and be a
creature of peace. Until then, | nust follow the way of the Warrior; it is in
nmy bl ood. Have no fear, | will never nention Noonvale, or any of you. Noonvale
is a secret place untouched by evil. | could not forgive nyself if |
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unknowi ngly sent trouble there. Nobeast will know fromwhere |I cane."

Pal  um stared qui zzically at his stern-eyed friend. "But what will you say? W

had such adventures together, maybe in another time and another place you will
tell the tale.”

"Never!" Martin shook his head slowy. "I will only say that | guarded ny
father's cave against searats while he was away. Wen | felt that he woul d not
return | began ny wanderings. How coul d anybeast understand what we went

t hrough toget her, the freedomwe won and the friends we | ost?"

The conrades sat in silence, each with their own nmenories. Polleekin rose
stiffly and cleared away the remmants of their final meal together

Soft autumm sunlight had cleared away tw ning weaths of mst that hung over
the still woodl ands, |eaves were falling in a crisp brown carpet, and a nmld
hoar frost nmelted to glistening dewdrops as the five conpanions took their

| eave of each other in the silent, tineless norning. Martin carried his sword
slung across his back over an old cl oak. Polleekin had nade packs of food for
themall. Gummheld his ladle in front of his face to hide the tears he could
not stop from flow ng. Rowanoak enbraced the Warrior awkwardly, standing back
as Pallumand Gummdid Iikew se. Polleekin kissed themall on the cheeks.

Rowanoak squared her broad shoul ders and snmiled. "W will never forget you,
Martin the Warrior. Cone on, let's see if we can make this place ring one |ast
time with the old war cry!"

Birds flapped their startled wings as four voices yelled al oud, "Fur and
Fr eedoooooom "

Pol | eekin stood al one, watching as Martin was |ost anmpbng the trees, a solitary
figure going south. The ancient nolewife slowy pawed her flowery apron, eyes
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cl oudi ng over as the destiny of the lone traveller stole unbidden into her



m nd.

"Hurr, oi told you'm'twould be bad fate iffen you' mreturned t' Marshank w'
t hoi nmousemai den. Naow thurr be on'y you' mleft, young un. Bo urr, you' m got
some 'ard days to go yet awhoil, tho' 'appiness will be thoine in toinme yet t
conme. But furr all seasons every-beast shall anmenber thoi name, Marthen 'ee
Wirrier!"
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Down in Cavern Hol e at Redwal | Abbey, a night and a day had passed and the
fire and wall torches had been repl enished four times since the nousensid
Aubretia had begun her story. There was not a one who had fallen asleep

t hr oughout the whole epic tale, nor was there a creature who had not shed a
tear.

Abbot Saxtus took off his spectacles and sighed in the silence that had

rei gned since Aubretia stopped tal king. "Polleekin was right, of course.
Martin did go on to find happi ness. He forsook the Warrior's way and dedi cat ed
hi nsel f to peace, the founding of our order and the building of Redwall. But
tell me, how did you know all this, who told the story to you, Aubretia?"

The big hedgehog Bultip put aside his tankard. "I can answer that, Father
Abbot. Aubretia comes fromthe ruling Iine of Noonval e, though she and | have
not been back there in a full season. The blood of U ran Voh runs in her

vei ns—her great ancestor was called Bronme the Heal er, Brother of Rose. My
great ancestor, far back in the msts of countless days, was called Pallumthe
Peaceful. | ama direct descendant of his line."

Si meon passed his sensitive paws gently over Aubre-tia's face. "You have
i nherited the beauty of Brone's sister.”
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The mousemai d undid a thong from about her neck. On it was a brilliantly
carved | ocket of scallop shell. She opened it. "Every creature who sees this

says the sanme thing."

Abbot Saxtus took the Il ocket carefully. Inside was a picture painted with

pl ant and vegetable dyes on a small tablet of polished cherrywood. It was a
mniature portrait of Martin and Rose carried out in loving detail. Both their
faces seened to stare out at himacross the dust and tine of bygone seasons.
"Martin | ooks exactly like his picture on the tapestry, though younger. You
are right, Aubretia. You could have passed for Rose's twin sister. This is a
marvel | ous thing, where did it come fron®"

"It was given to the famly of Brone by an ow called Emalet/'the nousemaid
answered as she runmaged in her herb satchel. "Boldred her nother was a great
artist, besides being a good mapmaker. Bultip and | |eft Noon-vale early |ast
sunmer. We had heard tales of Martin and Redwall fromtravellers since we were
babes, so we set out to see the Abbey for ourselves. Here is sonething

brought with ne for Redwall."

The Abbot took the gift. Donning his spectacles, he | ooked at it curiously,
turning it this way and that. "Thank you very nuch, but please excuse ny
i gnorance, what is it?"

Aubretia explained about the sprig with its attached wet | oam bag. "G umm



planted a rose on the grave of Rose. It is a red rose. Sonmetines it flowers
| ater than others, and we call it Laterose. This is a cutting fromthe
original bush. It is very sturdy."

Sinmeon felt the little shoot tenderly. "This spring | will plant it in our
Abbey grounds. It will bloomand flourish in menory of the nousemaid
Laterose, what a pretty name. That was Rose's full title as you told it
Lat erose of Noonval e, daughter of Urran Voh and Aryah."

Abbot Saxtus returned Aubretia's |ocket. "W thank you, ny child, for

everything. Laterose will remain pre-
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cious to Redwal | Abbey. Martin gave it strength, now Rose will give it beauty.

Now | amtired, and you nust be too, friends. Go and rest. Stop at our hone
for as long as you wi sh—you are both wel cone. ™

The entire conpany wal ked together up the stairs from Cavern Hole to their
roonms. Aubretia and the Abbot went paw in paw. "Thank you for your offer

Fat her Abbot. Bultip and | would | ove to stay here through winter, until the
spring.”

"There is always roomfor you and Bultip here, Aubretia. Qur Abbey is a place
of friendship. Anyone, young or old, who has read or heard of Redwall may cone
and visit us. If you are honest and of good heart, no matter what the season
our door is open to you. \Whether for the first tinme, or for the return of an
ol d compani on, you are wel cone. Please feel free to visit us anytine you pass
by this way."
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