THE VERMIN CLAN OF Sawney Rath haslong awaited their Taggerung—the chosenbeast who will
lead them to victory againgt any foe. Now at last the seer Grissoul hasforetold the Taggerung's birth: they
will find him by theriver, and know him by the birthmark on one paw.

But the marked beast that they discover is neither stoat nor fox nor rat, but an otterbabe! Nonetheless,
the vermin take and raise him. It is only when the young otter stepsinto hisfamed and fearsome role that
he senses something iswrong. Very wrong!

Ishethe Taggerung after dl? And if heisnot, who is he?

In this, the fourteenth nove of the best-salling Redwall epic, Brian Jacques has cregted yet another

unforgettable adventure tale, with ahero so surprising that even Redwall fanswill come to expect the
unexpected.
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Prologue

My father dways saysthat thelife of ascholar is more rewarding than that of acook. When | asked him
why, hetold meit is better to have ink on your paws than flour on your nose. But then he grew serious
and explained to me that to be a Recorder at Redwall Abbey isagreat honor. He said that my writings
will form part of our Abbey's history. They will remain therefor al cresturesto see, forever and ever.
Then he laughed and said that no matter how much care goes into the making of a piecrugt, it disappears
in the space of asinglemedl. So | am serving my apprenticeship under that good old mouse, Brother
Hoben, our senior Recorder. Old Hoben deeps alot these days, so | get lots of practice. | am finding
more and morethat | like to write. My mother thinks my writing shows agreat talent. But mothersare
likethat, aren't they?

| have been working since last winter on the strange tale of the Taggerung. | have spoken to many
Redwallers about it in the evenings, and spent my dayswriting it up. What agtory it is! Brother Hoben
saysthat every good tae should have the proper ingredients and they are dl here, believe me. Sadness
and joy, comedy and tragedy, with alittle mystery sprinkled throughout and quite a good dose of rousing
action. Sounds abit like a cooking recipe to me. Bethat asit may be, | have finished writing the account.
Thisevening | am dueto start reading my narrative to al the Redwallers, in Cavern Hole. Winter isthe
best timefor stories: agood warm fire, some tasty food and drink, and an attentive audience. Who could
ask for more? | can see the snow lying deep on the ground outside our gatehouse; icicles are hanging
from the treesingtead of leaves. Daylight isfading as night stealsin early. All that remainsfor metodois
to wash thisink off my paws, get my scarf .. . oh, and wake Brother Hoben. The old fellow isin his
armchair, snoozing by the embers of thefire. Then it's off to Cavern Hole to read the tale to my friends.
I'm redlly looking forward to it.

Would you like to come and listen? I'm sure you'll be welcome. If you don't know the way, then follow
me and Brother Hoben, though it will take awhile, as he shuffles quite dowly and hasto lean on me. By
theway, don't for-get to wipe your paws before entering the Abbey. Oh, and another thing, please
compliment my dad on his Autumn Harvest soup; | know that will please him. Right then, away we go.
Watch out for Dibbuns throwing snowballs. Come on, we don't want to be late. Silly me, how can we be
late? They can't sart without me. I'm the one who will be reading the tale of the Taggerung, you know.
But I've dready told you that. Sorry. Up you come, Brother Hoben, you can deep by thefirein Cavern
Hole. But don't snore too loud or my mother will wake you up and tell you not to interrupt her talented
daughter's wonderful story. That's mothersfor you, eh!

Sister Rosabd,

Assstant Recorder of Redwall Abbey.
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Book 1

The Babe at the Ford

Chapter 1

The clan of Sawney Rath could fed their fortunes changing, much for the better. Grissoul had predicted it
would be thus, and the vixen was seldom wrong. Only that day the clan foragers had caught ahuge load
of mackerd that had strayed into the shalows of the incoming tide. Fires blazed in the scrubland beyond
the dunes that evening, as the fish, skewered on green withes, blistered and popped over the flames.
Sawney was not as big as other ferrets, but he was faster, smarter and far more savage than any stoat,
rat, weasd, fox or ferret among hisfollowers. Anybeast could lay claim to the clan leadership, providing
they could defeat Sawney in combat, but for along time none had dared to. Sawney Rath could fight
with aferocity that was unequaed, and he never spared the vanquished challengers. Sawney's clan were

nomads, sixty al told, thieves, vagrants, vagabonds and tricksters who would murder and plunder
without hesitation. They were Juska.

Many bands of Juskaroamed the coasts, woodlands and byways, but they never formed a united force,



each choosing to go its own way under astrong Chieftain. Thisleader dways tacked his name onto the
Juskatitle, so that Sawney's clan came to be known as the Juskarath. Though they were little more than
dry-land pirates, Juska vermin had quite a strict code of conduct, which was governed by seers, omens
and superdtition.

Sawney sat beneath the awning of histent, Spping avile-tasting medication that his seer Grissoul had
concocted to ease the somach painsthat constantly dogged him. He watched the clan, noting their free
and easy mood. Sawney smiled as some of the rats struck up asong. Rats were easily pleased; once
they had afull somach and aflagon of nettle beer they would either Sing or degp. Sawney was only half
watching therats, hisred attention focused upon the stoat Antigra. She lay nursing her newborn, ason
cdled Zann. Sawney could tell Antigrawas feigning dumber from the hate-laden glances she threw his
way when she thought he was not looking. Sawney Rath's eyes missed very little of what went on around
him. He pulled aface of disgust as he sniffed the mixture of feverfew and treacle mustard in the cup he
held, and, spitting into the fire, he muttered the newborn stoatbabe's name.

"Hah, Zann!"

Grissoul the Seer stole up out of the gathering darkness and placed a steaming plate of food by hisside.
He glanced up at the vixen. She was an odd-looking fox, even for a seer. She wore a barkcloth cloak
that she had covered in red and black symbols, and her brow, neck and limbswere amost invisible
under bracelets of cora, brassand silver. About her waist she wore a belt from which hung a broad
pouch and bones of dl kinds. One of her eyeswas never till.

Sawney tipped the plate with hisfootpaw. "Am | supposed to eat this mess?'

She smiled coaxingly. "Y ar, 'tisthe mackerel without skin or bone, stewed in milkweed and dock. Thy
gomech'll favor it!"

Theferret drew from hisbelt alethdly beautiful knife, straight-bladed, razor sharp, with abrilliant blue
sapphire set into its amber handle. Delicately he picked up amorsdl of fish on the knifepoint, and tasted
it.

"Thisisgood. | likeit!"

Grissoul sat down beside him. "None can cook for theelike |." She watched him eating awhile before
gpeeking again.

"Th'art going to ask me about the Taggerung, | fed it.”

Sawney picked adiver of fish from between histeeth. "Aye. Have there been any more sgns of the
Teggerung?’

Antigrainterrupted by leaping up and thrusting her baby forward at them. "Foold™ she shouted defiantly.
"Can't you see, my Zann isthe Taggerung!"

The entire camp fell silent. Creaturesturned away from their cooking fires to see what would happen.
Sawney stood up, one paw holding his stomach, the other pointing the knife at Antigra.

"If you were not amother nursing a babe you would be dead where you stand. Nobeast calls Sawney
Rahafool!"



Antigrawas shaking with rage. The baby stoat had set up athin wail, but her voice drowned it out.
"l demand you recognize my son as Taggerung!”

Sawney gritted histeeth. Thrusting the dagger back into hisbelt he turned aside, snarling at Grissoul.
"Tell that stoat why her brat cannot be called Taggerung!”

Grissoul stood between them, facing Antigra, and took astarling's skull, threaded on thin twine, from her
belt. She swung it in afigure of eight until the air rushing through the eye and beak sockets made a
dhrieking whistle

"Hearken, Antigra, even along-dead bird can mock thee. Shout al thou like, ‘twill not make thine
offspring grow to be the Taggerung. You it iswho areafool! Can thou not see the omens are all wrong?
Even though you cdl him Zann, which means Mighty One, he will never be the chosenbesst. | seedl.
Grissoul knows, take thou my word now. Go back to your fire and nurse the babe, and be silent, both of
ye"

Antigraheld the newborn stoat up high, shaking the babe until it wailed even more loudly. "Never!" she
cried.

Sawney winced as his somach gave a sharp twinge. He turned upon the stoat mother, roaring
dangeroudy, "Enough! Y ou have heard my Seer: the omens are wrong. Zann can never be cdled
Taggerung. Unless you want to challenge mefor the leadership of the clan and change the Juskarath law
to suit yoursdlf, I command you to silence your scolding tongue and spesk no more of the matter!™

He turned and went into histent, but Antigrawas not prepared to |et the matter lie. Everybeast heard her
shout after him: "Then you are chalenged, Sawney Rath!"

His somach painsimmediately forgotten, the ferret Chieftain emerged from the tent, ahdf-amile
hovering around his ditted eyes. Vermin who had seen that |ook before turned away. Only Antigrafaced
him as he asked quietly, " So, who chdlenges me?"

He saw the creature, even before Antigrareplied, "Gruven, the father of Zann!"

Gruven stepped forth from the shadows. In one hefty paw he carried asmall round shield, in the other a
tal dim spear, its point shining in thefirdight. He struck afighting stance, hisvoice loud and clear.

"| chdlenge you, Sawney Rath. Arm yoursdf and face mel”

Sawney had dways liked Gruven. He was a valuable asset to the clan. Big, strong, but not too
intelligent. Sawney shook his head and smiled patronizingly.

"Don't doit, Gruven. Don' listen to your mate. Put the spear and shield down; live to see your son grow
up.”

Antigrawhispered something to Gruven that seemed to embolden him. He circled away from her,
jabbing the spear in Sawney's direction. "I'll live to see my son become Taggerung. Now fight likea
Juska, or dielike acoward!"

Sawney shrugged off theinsult. "Asyou wish." Heturned, asif to fetch hisweapons from the tent, then
half swung back, as though he had forgotten to say something to the challenger. "Oh, er, Gruven ..."



There was adeadly whirr asthe knife left Sawney's paw. Gruven coughed dightly, apuzzled look on his
face, then fell backward, the blade buried in histhroat up to its decorative handle. Sawney finished what
he had been saying. "Don't ever hold your shield low likethat, it'safata mistake. Grissoul, I'll seeyouin
my tent."

Ignoring Antigras wails, Sawney beckoned the vixen to St beside him. "What have you seen?"

Grissoul emptied her bag of stones, shells and bones on the ground, nodding sagely. " See thou, my
omens have falen the same since the end of thelast rain. Our Taggerung isborn at last. There are other
Juska clans abroad in the land, and any of these would deem it agreat honor to count him as one of
them. Such abeast isatalisman of great power. The Taggerung can change the fortunes of aclan.
Nobeast is mightier; none can stand before a Taggerung. Long seasons have passed since such awarrior
lived. Who would know this better than thee, Sawney, for was not thine own father the chosen one? Ah,
those were glorious days. Our clan was the largest and most feared then. Everybeast had to bow their
heads to your father. Zann Juskarath Taggerung! Can you not remember the respect he commanded
wherever we went—"

Sawney cut the Seer off impatiently. "Cease your prattle about my father. | know how great he was, but
he'slong dead and gone. Tell me more of this new Taggerung. How do you know he's born, and where
dowefind him?'

The vixen studied asingle speedwell flower, which she had picked earlier that day. It was pale pink, with
threefat petals and one thinner than the others. She smiled dyly.

"My visonstdl meamark shaped like thislittle blossom will be upon him, or maybe her, for who can
tell if Taggerung be mae or femae?’

Just then aweasd called Eefera entered and gave Sawney his knife back, cleaned of blood traces.
Sawney dismissed Eeferaand placed the blade lightly against the Seer's nose.

"Y ou said any clan would deem it an honor to count him as one of them. The Taggerung will beamae
cregture. Stop playing your little games and get on with it!"

Grissoul turned the knife blade aside with one paw. "He will have the speedwell mark on him, wherel
know not. See thou these two bones, fallen next to each other, with this shell across the ends of both?
That meansariver, or astream, and the shell isfor a place where those who dwell not in the waters may
cross the stream. Do thou see it dso?”

Sawney nodded. "That means aford. The long path from north to south has such aford, where the
stream crossesit in Mossflower country, agood five-day march from here."

Grissoul closed her eyes, swaying back and forth. "Today | saw ahawk strike adoveintheair. Their
criesmingled, and they gave out together a bell-like sound.”

Sawney gave agart. "Y ou mean the old Abbey of Redwall! That'sthe only place that gives out bell
soundsin dl thet region!”

The Seer kept her eyes shut. "Methinksthat would beiit."



Sawney grabbed Grissoul's shoulder so tightly that her eyes popped open. He pulled her close, hisvoice
like arasp. "Speak not to me of Redwadll. | would not go withinamile of it. | have listened to the talk
around the campfires since | was nought but awhelp. The placeis accursed!”

He released the quivering vixen and gestured drama-tically. "1 am not stupid. The history of Redwall
Abbey has taught me alesson. | know how many warlords and conquerors, with vast hordes and mighty
armiesto back them, have been defeated by the woodlanders who dwell behind those walls. Eveninthe
seasons long before our great-grandsires ancestors were born. Y ou've heard their names, everybesst
has. Cluny the Scourge, Slagar the Crudl, Ferahgo the Assassin and many others. All of them defeated
and dain. But I'll tel you one name that won't be added to the list. Sawney Rath, Chieftain of the
Juskarath!”

Grissoul spoke soothingly to calm Sawney'srising ire. "Nay, fret thou not. The bell sound omenisa
warning, telling thee not to go near yon red Abbey. Beware the sound of the bell!”

Sawney spat negtly into thefire. "Hah! | already knew that. I'm as wise as any omen. Just tell me what
part Redwall Abbey playsindl this?'

Grissoul gathered up her paraphernalia and cast them a second time. She stared at them, then pointed.
" See thou those bones that fell foursquare with that red piece of stone at their center? Watch!" Shelifted
the red stone dightly, and an ant crawled from benegth it and ran over the bones. The Seer smiled
triumphantly. "It meansthat the Taggerung will be a creature from the Abbey!"

Sawney placed apaw on the ground, and the ant ran onto it. The ferret held the paw closeto hiseyes,
watching theinsect circling aclaw. "What manner of creature will it be?’

Grissoul pursed her lips. "Who can tdl?* She inspected the pawprint Sawney had |eft in the sandy
ground. "Five daysfrom here, at the ford where waters cross the path. Then will thou see what sort of
beast the Taggerung will be."

Sawney stood up and patted his stomach. "1 fed better. Tell them to break camp; we travel tonight. To
have a Taggerung in my clan will be the greatest of honors. My Juskarath will make the journey in four
days. | want to be there early, in case other clan Seers have had visons. I'll day anybeast who comes
near that ford. Tell the clan to hasten or I'll leave them behind . .. aye, the sameway I'm leaving Gruven
here"

Grissoul stared at him, amost fondly. "Th'art awise Chieftain, and ruthlesstoo!”

Sawney checked her as she went. "One other thing. Once we have the Taggerung we travel back this
way fadt, to the seaand shores. Nobeast at Redwall must know ‘twas my clan that took him. If the tales
about them are true, they must be fearsome warriors, with along paw for vengeance. | need to avoid a
conflict with such bessts.”

Hewaved apaw, dismissing his Seer. Ashe did so, the ant was hurled from its perch and fell into a
basin of water. Sawney failed to noticeit, but the ant swam!

Chapter 2



"After spring's soft rain is done,

At waning of the moon,

Four dry solid days of sun,

Will bring forth growth and bloom."

Drogg Spearback, Cellarkeeper of Redwall Abbey, patted the soft headspikes of Egburt and Floburt,
hislittle grandhogs. "Wl said, young 'uns. Y ou finaly got it right!"

Squinching her snout and tugging at her grandfather's heavy cdllar gpron, Floburt, theinquisitive one,
piped up. "But Granddad, we ain't growthed an' bloomed. I'm still only likkle, an' sois Egburt. Why is
thet?'

The stout old hedgehog winked knowingly at his grandson. "Cummon, Egburt, you tell ‘er why."

Egburt sucked the tassdl of the girdle cord that circled thewaist of his smock, pondering the answer.
"Hmm, er, ‘cos usisn't veggibles, we 'edgehogs, not plants.”

Drogg chuckled until his ssomach wobbled. Rum-maging two candied chestnuts from his apron pocket,
he gave them one each. "Y ou've got a brain 'nesth those spikes, young 'og!"

The hogbabes sat either Sde of their grandfather, on an upturned wheelbarrow in the orchard, enjoying
the late- spring noontide sun. Drogg spread both paws, gesturing around and about.

"Seedl that? Wdll, that's growth an’ bloom for you! Plants, grass, fruitn'flowers, springin' up like wildfire
after the rains. Come midsummer well be up to our spikesin apples, pears, plums, damsons,
strawberries, blackberries an' al manner o' berries. Lookit the salad crop, o'er yonder by the redcurrant
hedge: radish, cucumber, cress, scallions, lettuce. Ready for gatherin' in, those are. Remember this, my
liddle'uns, you be plantin’ stuff in the earth an' it'll grow quick-like. Save for the great treeslike thosein
Mossflower Wood. They grow dower, stronger, just like us creatures, though trees live much longer'n
wedo."

Both little hedgehogs sat listening as they munched candied chestnuts. Drogg expanded his lecture, telling
them of their heritage, Redwall Abbey. He loved the place with afierce pride, which he communicated to
them. "Plants, treesan’ creatures, they come'n'go sooner or later. Not this ole Abbey, though! Lookit all
thiswunnerful red sandstone. Shineslike dusty pink rosesin late-noon sun. Nobeast who comes wantin'
trouble can passthose big rampart walls of the main gate with the liddle gateouse besideit. | couldn't



even guess'ow old our great Abbey buildin'is. Bell tower, gables, columns, Great Hall, Cavern 'Ole,
kitchens, dormitories, an' my cellarstoo. They must've been 'ere forever an' aday!"

Floburt dug her tiny paw into his broad apron pocket, searching for more nuts. Her granddad usudly
carried agoodly supply. "Have you been 'ere forever'n'aday, Granddad?"

Smiling, he shook his great spiked head. "Dearie me no, though | been an Abbeybeast longer'n most,
savefor ole Cregga.”

Egburt joined his sister in rummaging in the apron pocket. "' Ole Cregga the Badgermum?'Ow long's she
been ‘ere, Granddad?’

Drogg pondered the question, chewing the milky sap from agrass stalk. "Hmm, let me see. Creggais
wot they cal thelast of the old 'uns. | think she's older'n some o' the trees ‘ereabouts. Great warrior she
was, but blinded in some ancient battle. Brother Hoben, the Recorder, says that Cregga has outlived two
Abbesses, Tansy an' Song, both long gone. He saysthat she knew Arven the Champion an' my
great-grand'og, Gurgan Spearback, many seasons afore | was born. So figger it out yoreself. ‘Ow old
dyou think Creggais?'

Egburt's eyes grew wide as he tried to cal culate the answer in hedgehog manner, by counting on his
head-spikes. "Phwaw! She mus be e eventeen mousing seasonsold!”

Drogg dlowed them to find the rest of his candied chestnut supply before herose dowly. "Aye, at least
that much, I'd say. | got to go now an’ broach abarrel of October Ale for the counsalors meetin' tonight.
Y ou Dibbuns stay out o' trouble, an’ don't go gettin' those nice clean smocks muddied up, or yore muml
dust yore spikes with an oven paddle. Why don't you go an' seeiif there be any news of Filorn
ottermum’s babe? But mind, don't make a nuisance of y'salves. See you anon.”

Both Dibbuns giggled at the idea of their mother spanking them with an oven paddle. Shewasfar too
gentle. Being sent early to bed wasthe limit of punishment for Redwall babes. When Drogg had
departed, they clambered from the whed barrow and ran squeaking and jumping into the orchard. A tiny
mole was exploring aclump of bilberry stalks, searching among the pink globe-shaped blossoms. Waving
apudgy digging claw in greeting, he called out in the quaint mole accent, "Burr, goo' day to ee. They'm
bilbeez ain't agrowed yet. Taken eetoime they be's™

"My mum sez you get tummy ache from eatin' bilberries afore midsummer,” Hoburt commented sagely.

Gundil, the Dibbun mole, flicked his stubby tail scornfully. "Moi mum sez ee samething, but oi loikes
bilbeez, h'evenif'n oi do getstumbly h'ache." He ambled out of the bilberry clump and shrugged. "Bain't
none thurr, tho'. Whurr usn's be a-goen?”

Egburt pointed toward the Abbey. "We goin' t'seeif Filorn ottermum's new baby be a-borned yet.
Cummon!”

Thethree little chums wandered off paw in paw toward the Abbey. Once ingde, they stopped off at
Great Hall to play afavorite Dibbuns game. Almost lost amid the vastness of stone and timber beams,
they hopped about on thefloor, in and out of harlequin hues of sunshafts from the stained glass windows
far above them.

Gundil gave adeep bass giggle, holding apaw to hisface. "Hurrhurrhurr. Luk ee! Oi besdl purkle!”



Floburt twirled about in apool of amber light. "An' I'm dl gold, asolid golden 'ogmaid!™

Egburt chose a shaft of aquamarine blue, floundering upon his back as though he were drowning. "Save
me! I'm unner the deep deep water! 'Elp!"”

Floburt and Gundil dutifully rescued Egburt and dl three fled downgtairsinto Cavern Hole, where
prepara-tions were under way for the counselors meeting. Friar Bobb, a stout old squirrel, shooed them
out with arush broom.

"Come on, out out. You'll get trodden on, wandering about under everybeast's paws. Go and play
elsawhere, you rascals. Quick now. Scoot!”

He made asif to run after them. Thelittle pals thought it was great fun to be chased, and trundled of f
helter-skdlter. Halting on the dormitory landing above thefirg flight of stairs, Gundil stifled his chuckles
and peeked down the spiral stairwell. He tapped a paw againgt his velvety snout.

"Ee Froyer woan't foind usn's oop yurr. Hurr, boi ‘okey ee woan't!"

Shaking with glee, Egburt pointed to adoor. "Let's 'idein there unner the beds!”

Gundil stood on Egburt's back in his effort to reach the latch, but it still proved too high. Floburt was
trying to clamber up on top of them both when somebeast inside heard and opened the door.

Thetrio of Dibbunsfell tail over earsinto the room. Filorn the ottermum stood holding the door, smiling
down at them.

"Well, wel. To what do we owe the pleasure of thisvigt?"

Gundil tugged his snout respectfully. "Uz cummed to seeif'n ee likkle h'otter was borned, marm.”

Rillflag, Filorn's hushand, their daughter, a pretty little ottermaid named Mhera, and the great
Badgermum Cregga were standing around awoven rush cradle in one corner. Mhera, who was four
seasons older than the three Dibbuns, beckoned them over.

"He was born this morning. Come and see. He's beautiful!”

Creggalooked so huge and intimidating that the trio backed away dightly. A deep rumbling laugh came
from the blind badger as she sensed their trepidation. Turning her sightlesseyesin their direction, she
whispered gently, "Oh, do come and look at him. He won't bite you. Neither will 1. It's Gundil and the
two little Spearbacks, isnt it?'

Hoburt trotted dutifully over to the crib, with the other two trailing behind, wondering how the blind
badger knew who they were. Standing on tip-paw, they gazed at the tiny new otterbabe. The little fellow
stared solemnly back through deepy dark eyes. Soft infant fur fuzzed out from his chubby cheeks, and a
small pink tongue-tip showed as he yawned contentedly.

Mhera stroked hisfluffy paw. "l1an't he the prettiet little cub you ever saw?'

Egburt looked up a her inquiringly. "Isthat 'is name, Cub?"

Rillflag stroked his son's downy head, smiling. "No, cub isjust aword for ababe. Hisnameis Deyna



My great-grandsire was awarrior caled Deyna, and he carried amark from birth just like thislittle
fdlow, see”

He turned the babe's paw pad upward. Instead of being al black like the other three, this one only had
black edging. In the center was a pink mark, like afour-leaf clover, with one piece thinner than the
others. Gundil touched it.

" Tisloike eelikkle flower. Can ee babby coom owt an’ play with usn's, zurr?'

Rillflag shook hishead in amusement. "Not yet. Next season, maybe.”

Filorn took abox from the mantel piece and let them each choose a piece of preserved fruit fromiit. "I'm
sure you'll make good friends for little Deyna when he's old enough to be up and about. Run aong and

play now."

Creggaenveloped dl three Dibbunsin her massive paws. "Not so fast there, rascals. | could hear you
outside. Y ou only camein hereto hide from Friar Bobb, didn't you?'

Floburt shook her head vigoroudy. "Ho no, marm, ‘onest we didn't. Uswas comin' to seeif Deynawas
borned. Ole Friar Bobb chased us out o' Cavern 'Ole.”

The blind badger tapped a paw againgt her forehead. "Of course, I'd almost forgotten, the counselors
meeting. Right, you three can help me manage those sairs. Sowly, now; my paws aren't asyoung as
yourd"

"Hurr, doan't eewurry, marm. UZI| get eethurr noicely!"

Hiding asmile, Cregga dlowed the three to grasp her robe and guide her to the door. "Thank you. I'm
sureyou will!"

When they had gone, Mhera picked her new little brother up and walked around the room with him,
talking softly to him as she had seen her mother doing.

"Whao's going to grow up into agrest big riverdog like hisdad then, eh?”
Rillflag shook hishead. "Heain't ared riverdog until his back's touched runnin' weter."
Filorn took the baby from Mheraand held him close. "Don't you think he'sabit young for that?"

The big male otter shorted. "Not at al. My father took me to the river when | washisage, just as| took
Mherawhen she was born. Deynawill feel the running water on his back too!"

Therewas anote of pleading in Filorn'svoice. "But he's so small. Perhaps you could wet his back in the
Abbey pond, at the warm shallow edge?"

Rillflag was adamant. "The Abbey pond has no current; it doesn't run on to the sea. It's got to be running
water. Theford, where the stream crosses the path, that's the place.”

"Il go with you, Father. I'll carry little Deyna."

Rillflag patted his daughter's shoulder. "No need for that. Y ou stay here and help your mother. | can



carry that little rogue, he weighs nothing. Me and Deynawill bring you back some fresh watershrimp and
good long watercress. Maybe some hotroot too, if we spot any."

Filorn resigned hersdlf to the fact that argument was useless. Her husband could be avery stubborn
creature.

"Y our father'sright, Mhera. Y ou'd only dow him down. WEell get anice naming party organized while he
and Deyna are away. Then, when hesmade ared riverdog of our baby, well name him properly, like
any other Redwaller.”

Mheratook to theideaeagerly. "Yes The moment you set off, Dad, well get organizing with Friar
Bobb, Drogg Cdlarhog, the Foremole and Sister Alkanet. | can start gathering mushrooms and scalions
for pasties, Mama can get the ingredients ready for her fruit and honey cake, and well ask Drogg if he
has a cask of strawberry fizz. . "

Filorn held up both paws againgt her daughter's ondaught. "Enough, enough! I'm starting to feel worn out
just listening to you. Well make agtart after your father'sleft. Er, when will you be setting off, dear?”

Rillflag took an old traveling cloak and fashioned it into a carrying ding across one shoulder. He selected
astout ash-handled spear, which would double as atraveling stave. "As soon as you've packed some
food and drink for two warriors. Enough for three days should do. We don't plan on wasting time at the
wayside, do we, Deyna?'

From hismother's arms, the baby otter gave arough squesk. Rillflag nodded in hisdirection. "He said
no."

All three burgt out laughing.

Down in Cavern Hole the meeting of Redwall counselors was about to begin. A supper of spring
vegetable soup, new-baked oatbread and wedges of white cheese studded with hazelnuts, with October
Ale and gpple flan, was being served to the counsel ors seated around the big table. Foremole Brull,
Cregga Badgermum, Brother Hoben, Friar Bobb, Sister Alkanet and Drogg Cellarhog were present.
Brother Hoben indicated an empty seat as he recorded the members names.

"WherésRillflag this evening? Anybeast seen him?”

Creggaleaned forward to accept atankard of October Ale. "Otter business. | think he's got to take the
little 'un for some ceremony or other. Y ou know the way heisabout otter rituas. Anyhow, I'll make his
gpologiesfor absence."

Friar Bob tapped the tabletop with hisladle. "On with the meeting, then. Sister Alkanet?*

The Sigter was a thin, severe, no-nonsense type of mouse. She bowed formally to the others and began.

"Friends, this Abbey has been without Abbot or Abbessfor far too long. | suggested this meeting so that
the Stuation might be finaly remedied. Have you any ideas?

Foremole Brull held up asizable digging claw. It was unusud for the molesto have afemaleleader, but



Brull was solid asarock and full of good common sense. Shewas liked by al.

"Yurr, oi doan't think et gportant. Ee Abbey be runnen noicen'smooth unner Cregga Badgermum. Nowt
amisswi' urr; shem gudd!”

A general murmur of agreement confirmed Brull'smolelogic. Before Sister Alkanet could object,
Cregga spoke for hersdlf.

"You al know I'm not areal Abbess, never wanted to be. But when old Abbess Song went to her
reward | took up the job of caretaker, in the absence of anybeast's being eected officidly. I'm countless
seasons older than the oldest among you, I'm blind, sometimes| ache dl over and | deep most of the
day. However, as Brull says, the Abbey runs nicen'smooth. | merely guide or advise. Redwallers are
trusty, responsible creatures; they usualy know what needs doing to keep the place up to the mark. I'm
quite happy to leave things asthey are, though even | won't last forever. If you're content with an ancient,
blind badger sitting in as subdtitute, then I'll continue to do so. With your kind permission, of course.”

Amid the gpplause from the counsdlors, Sister Alkanet, who was aways the mouse to raise difficult
issues, raised her paw. "Then what about a Champion? Redwall needs a defender like Martin the
Warrior."

Friar Bobb's snort of impatience was heard by dl, as he wagged hisladle a the Sister and gave vent to
hisfedlings. "I've got four great plum puddings steaming in the kitchens, and I've aso got adeepy
assigtant. Y oung Broggle will probably let the puddings boil dry if I'm not there soon. Sister Alkanet,
marm, you brought up this same question &t this same meeting thistime last season. I'll give you the same
answer now as| gave you then. Redwall is strong. Tyrants and vermin warlords have broken their skulls
againgt our walls. The Abbey istoo hard anut to crack, vermin everywhere know that. Only afool
would try to test our might. These days there is no need of perilouswarriors and great swords—"

Alkanet was up on her paws, pounding the table and objecting. "But what if there were, Friar? What if
the day came when we woke to find the foe at our gates and no brave oneto lead or defend us? What
then, Sr? What then?'

Cregga's big paw hit the tabletop, silencing further argument. "Enough! We are supposed to be
responsible eders, not squabbling Dibbuns. Friar Bobb, you may return to your kitchens. I'm very fond
of plum puddings; they mustn't boil dry. Now, Sigter, in answer to your questions. Champions and
Abbey Warriors have aways arisen when the need is great. It would be presumptuous of usto appoint
one; that is something nobeast save Martin the Warrior can do. Martin was the founder Warrior of
Redwall. His sword hangs over the picture of him on the tapestry in Great Hdll, and there it will stay until
he chooses the next Warrior. When our Abbey isin danger, the spirit of Martin will enter some young
Redwaller, and he or she will pick up the sword of Martin to defend us. So let us hear no moretalk of
electing a Champion. Sit down, friends, and let's do this good food justice. Brother Hoben, pass methe
bread and cheesg, if you please. Sister Alkanet, would you like to pour me some October Ale?

As Alkanet leaned acrossto pour, Creggawhispered, "Come on, friend, smile. It doesn't hurt to look
happy!”

The Sister was mystified asto how Creggaknew she was wearing afrown. She tried asmile as shefilled
the tankard. The blind badger smiled back and tapped her paw. "Thank you, Alkanet. That's much
better!"



Soft perfumes of dog rose, vetchling, red clover and nightdewed grass lingered upon the till night air
with hardly abreeze to disperse them. Rillflag strode energetically north on the old path, glancing up at
the star-pierced vaults of the skies above. Sung upon his back was abag of provisions; in one paw he
held the speardtaff, the other rested benesth his cloak cradle, protecting the degping babe therein. He
breathed deeply, listening to the distant tolling of Redwall Abbey'stwin bells, Matthias and Methusdah,
sounding the midnight hour.

Deynamoved dightly in dumber and gave asmal growl. Rillflag felt ashudder of delight course through
him, and he hummed an old otter tune to his son. Life was good. So good!

Chapter 3

Sawney Rath chose his spot carefully. Within ahdf-day's march of the ford, he camped the clan on the
broad stream's north side. Morning sunlight filtered through the trees as the band of assorted vermin i,
weary and miserable after their forced march from the coastal scrublands. Clad in hisusud plain leather
tabard, belted by astrap fashioned from fine brasslinks into which was thrust his amber-hilted knife with
the sapphire pomme stone, Sawney, however, looked vital and eager, ready for anything. The only
decoration he had was the Juskarath clan mark, ablack stripe of dye running from skull to nosetip with
two lines of red dots running parallel on either side. These moved as his mobile face did while heissued
hisorders.

"Rawback, you stay here with the others. Grissoul, Eefera, Dagrab, Felch, Ribrow and Vallug
Bowbeast, you come with me. Remember this, Rawback, for I'll hold you responsible. No fires, not even
awisp of smoke. Any food must be eaten asit is, no cooking. No tents or lean-to shelters, or degping
either. Stay dert on your paws, everybeast. Well be coming back this way fast when we do, so be ready
to move. Antigra, Wherrul, | want no sign left that Juskarath have been here. Y oulll bein charge of
cleaning up pawprints and tracks. When we return with the Taggerung we travel back west to the shores.
I've no need to tell you what'll happen to anybeast who disobeys my commands, or triesto cross me.
Understood?’

Therefollowed ajangling of bracelets and earrings as the vermin touched their |eft earsin slence, the
clan sign of understanding. Sawney's quick, vicious eyes roved back and forth over them, and then,
without flinching, he drew his dagger and nicked the point againgt his own left ear in achalenging gesture.

"See how eadly | shed my blood. | am Sawney Rath, and | can shed your blood far more easily. Keep
that in mind!" He nodded to the six he had picked. "Come on, let's go and get a Taggerung for our clan!”



Rillflag was astounded. He was muttering to himsdf ashelaid little Deyna down on abed of soft
mosses by the streambank.

"Hoho, what ariver dog you're goin' t'be! Not only got that back wet in the runnin’ water, but you nearly
swam away from your ole dad. | never knew acub your size that'd swim right off. Mherawailed enough
t'frighten the birds when her back was wetted, but nary a sound out o' you, Deynal"

Hetickled the otterbabe's ssomach roughly. Deyna doubled over and bit hisfather's paw with tiny white
milk teeth. Rillflag roared with laughter as he released his paw.

"Hahahahohoho! Proper liddle shark you are. Lucky there weren't any tasty fishes swimmin'in the
water, or youd ‘ave ae'em dl, eh, son!"

He sat awhile, fondly watching the cub, trying to remember an otter streamsong as the babe's eyes
began to close in the warm midday sun.

"Hoif | wasastream I'd chanceto go,
A-racin' to the seg,
Y onder way fresh waters flow,

An' that'stheway for me.

Leapin' an’ boundin',
Splashin' an' soundin,
Rudder ‘round rock an' log,
With pike an' trout,

I'd frisk about,

A good oleriverdog!

Through leafy gladesthewaterscall,
Across the open meadow,
An'when | Sght awaterfal,

Why down will go me head oh!"



Deynas eyesflickered as he fought against the dumbersthat threatened to overcome him and he
yawned aloud, giving out a squesking sound. Rillflag turned his attention to the shdlows, where
movement had caught hiseye.

"Hah, | see watershrimp. What do you say, liddle matey? Shal we catch some to take back to Redwal | ?
Y ou stay there an’ watch your ole dad. I'll show you the way 'tis done!™

Sawney crouched behind abroad elm trunk on the other side of the stream, Grissoul a hisside. He
pulled the Seer close, whispering in her ear, "That's no Taggerung, he's afull-grown otter. What do we
do now?'

"That oneisno part of my vison,” the vixen Seer whispered back. "Thou canst do what thou likes with
him; heisnone of our concern.”

Felch the fox, Dagrab the rat and Valug Bowbeast were hiding on the other side of the stream, behind a
high-banked bend. Sawney did back toward them, staying on the opposite bank until he was out of the
big otter's eyeline. Then he waved to Vdlug, attracting his attention. Sawney pointed to Rillflag and made
agesture with both paws, asif firing abow. Valug nodded. It was asmple task for askilled bowbeast.

Standing waist deep in the water, the otter straightened up with adouble pawful of watershrimp. Too
late he saw the ferret standing on top of the bank with bow drawn and a shaft notched onto the string.
Valug Bowbeast could hit adragonfly on the wing; the big otter standing till in the stream presented an
easy target. Hefired and Rillflag lay dead in the water, an arrow in his heart.

Felch and Dagrab dashed aong the bank toward Rillflag's body. The fox pulled up sharply, dmost
tripping over the otterbabe that lay on the mossy bankside. He grabbed at the little creature, scrabbling to
pick it up, but Deynagrowled and bit his paw, drawing blood. Felch yowled and grabbed for the axe he
carried in ashoulder strap.

"Yowch! Yer liddle savage. Bite me, would yer?”

Sawney was crashing through the shallows on the far side of the ford when he saw Felch raise the axe.
Quick aslightning Sawney threw his knife, and Felch lay screaming beside the otterbabe, hisright paw
fixed to the axe handle by Sawney's blade. Theferret Chieftain was acrossthe ford in an instant.
Stamping down on Felch'swrigt, he pulled the knife free, hissing dangeroudy in the fox's agonized face, ™
‘Tisyour lucky day, Felch. | let you live. But if you even ook at that babe the wrong way again I'll carve
you anew mouth, right across your stupid throat!”

Sawney picked up Rillflag's cloak from the bank and wrapped the otterbabein it, chuckling asit
sngpped at his paws. "Y ourethe one, dl right!"

Vadlug nodded a the dain Rillflag. "Warrayou want doin' with 'im, Chief?*

Sawney was happy. He smiled at the bowbeast and winked. "Push him out into center stream. He'll float
down to the sea and never be seen again. Good work, Valug. Great shot!"

The ends of the cloak trailing in the water, Sawney waded across the ford to where his Seer was



waiting.
"So then, Grissoul, isthiswhat we came seeking? Tell me.”

The Seer opened the cloak and ingpected Deyna. She held up the infant's right paw, showing Sawney
the marked pad. " Seel"

The four-petd mark was pink and clear, like atiny blossom. Sawney looked anxioudy at Grissoul.
"Widl, isit redly him?'

For answer the Seer took Sawney's paw and placed it against the otterbabe's footpaws. Then she
gpoke. "Zann Juskarath Taggerung!"

Sawney recognized the ancient words, and trandated them.

"Mighty warrior of our clan. Taggerung!”

Rawback the stoat climbed down from hislookout perch in an oak. "Break camp, Sawney's comin'.
Get ready tmove fast!"

Swift and silent the clan began breaking camp, though there was not much for them to do other than pick
up their belongings. Shortly thereafter Sawney and the Six vermin came hurrying in. The ferret made it
clear hewasin no mood to linger or display the prize he had taken.

"Stir yoursalves, come on, move! Move!"

He stood watching as they packed gear on their backs and hastened to obey. To add extra menace to
his demands he embellished the facts alittle,

"If you don't move sharpish therell be ahorde of Redwall warriors on your tails before noon, and | hear
they don't take prisoners. Tisyour own lossif you don't keep up!”

Checking the last ones from the deserted campsite, Sawney walked backward as he followed them, the
better to observe the two who were bringing up the rear. Wherrul and Antigra bent to their task of
clearing up the tracks, dusting over the ground with clumps of groundsel that they had twined with stalks
of strong-smelling wild watermint to dispel the vermin odors. Antigra could sense Sawney's eyes upon
her. She kept her gaze down and her back bent, one paw steadying the baby stoat who scrabbled about
inthe ding upon her back. Like Sawney, the pair walked backward, following the ferret Chieftain ashe
|eft the camp and took thetrail in the wake of the Juskarath clan.

Half adeep on hisback in the cloak hammock, Deynagave agrowl. Antigraheard it, and raised her
eyesdightly. Sawney was staring at her, patting his precious bundle.

"Ohyes, I've got the Taggerung. Do you know how to greet him in the old Juska tongue? Zann
Juskarath Taggerung, that'swhat you say. Let me hear you say it, Antigra.”

Antigras eyes blazed hate as she spat out the phrase. "Zann Juskarath Taggerung!"



The smile on Sawney's face was far more fearsome than any hateful glance she could give. Antigrafelt
hersdf tremble as he drew the blade from his belt.

"Zann. Great warrior. That isone of our new Taggerung'stitlesby right. | won't have another creature
taking the name. Y ou will cal your brat Gruven, after hisfoolish father. It'seither that or | bury you both
here. Take my word for it!"

Antigralowered her eyes, bowing to Sawney Rath'swill. "Gruven he shdl be."

A moment later the camp lay deserted, the dust motes drifting down on to the sun-warmed ground.
There was not atrace of anybeast in the silent glade. It was asif Sawney Rath and his Juskarath clan had
never been there.

Ten timesthe sun had set over Redwall Abbey since Rillflag'sill-fated journey. Old Hoarg, the ancient
dormouse Gatekeeper, held hislantern high. A brawny Skipper of Otters and eight of his crew entered.
Hoarg pulled up the cowl of his habit as damp spotsfell from the dark cloudbanked night sky.

"Hmm, that rainisgoin' to get heavy. Wouldn't surprise me if astorm broke soon. Well, Skip, still no
ggnof 'em, en?’

The big otter placed his tattooed paws againgt the gate and dammed it shut, knocking down thelong
wooden bar and locking it. He shouldered hisjavelin wearily and prepared to follow his crewbeasts up to
the Abbey. "Not atrace, matey," he caled back to Hoarg. "Not asingle flippin' whisker. An' thisrain
an't goin' to improve our chances tomorrow!"

Asthe crew seated themselves around atable in the kitchen aflash of lightning illuminated the stairway to
Great Hall. Skipper waited until he heard adistant rumble of thunder. "Twill hit ‘ere afore midnight, |
reckon."

Friar Bobb hovered anxioudy about afat young squirrel who was pushing afood-laden trolley into the
kitchen.

"Watch what you're doing, Broggle. Y ou'll spill the watershrimp and hotroot soup. And mind thet dip in
thefloor, you dozy beast!"

Skipper turned his gaze on the hapless Broggle, lowering his eyebrows and showing arow of clenched
teeth in mock menace. "1s somebeast spillin' good watershrimp'n'hotroot soup?”

Broggle pushed thetrolley to the table, trembling. "N-n-n-no, sr. | ai-ai-ain't spilled adrop, Sr!”

Skipper's face broke into a huge grin as he hugged the young kitchen assistant to him. "Well done,
bucko. Serveit up an' have somey'sdlf!"

Broggle shook his head vigoroudy as Skipper released him. "N-n-no, gir, 'tistoo 'o-'o-'ot for me. |
m-madeit jus the w-way you likeit!"

The soup was served, with onion bread to dip in it and specia cold mint and dandelion teato cool the
otters mouths. Friar Bobb placed another bowl on the table, this one containing extra hotroot essence,



for those who liked their soup good and fiery, which the ottercrew did. When the soup wasfinished
Broggle served dessart: an immense heavy fruitcake, with blackberry wine to wash it down.

Creggaand Foremole Brull joined them at the table. The Badgermum had only the usua question to ask.
"Stll no trace of Rillflag and thelittle one?!

Skipper shook hisbig scarred head. " Sorry, marm. Ten days now, an' anybeast'd think they vanished off
the face of the earth. Wheres Filorn an' the liddie maid Mhera? They usualy comesdownt' seeme.”

Foremole drummed on the tabletop with her heavy claws. "They'm oop in ee room, zurr, a-grieven an'
aweepen sumthin'’ turrible, pore h'otters.”

"They heard the main outer gate shutting, you see, Skip," Creggaexplained. "Now if Rillflag and the
babe were with you they would have come straight up to see Filorn and Mhera. So they know there's
been no sign of them. No point in coming down just to hear bad news, is there?"

Skipper put asde hisfood. Blinking hard, he turned away and sniffed. "My 'eart an' paws goes out to
‘em, marm. Nobeast could 'ave searched 'arder than men'the crew 'ere. | fed asif | knows every blade
of grass 'twixt ‘ere an' the ford, every rock'n'boulder. I'd give my rudder to find 'em dive an' well!"

Cregga put out a paw and touched the otter's craggy face. "1 know you would, Skipper. Yourea
goodbeast and atruefriend. 'Tisasad thing to say, but perhaps we may never find them. Maybe
someday ..."

Skipper nodded. "Aye, marm, | know what you mean. Maybe someday somebeast will come across
their bones. Even then we won't know thefull truth. Be that asit may, men'the crew'll be out searchin’ on
the morrow, sorm or fair. Rillflag wasamatey o' mine, an' if'n heisdead then I'll find hisbones, just to
give peace 0' mind to pore Filorn an' young Mhera" Skipper's paw sought the javelin he had placed
nearby, and hiseyes grew hard asflint. "But if'n Rillflag and the babe was murdered, I'll find the
scumbeast who did it, on my oath | will. There won't be enough of 'im to leave bones when I'm done with
the coward. Nobeast | know could've bested that otter face-to-face. He would've fought twice asfierce,
protectin’ the liddle cub. | wager you an acorn to an oak Rillflag was murdered by ambush!”

Sigter Alkanet had been listening from the stairs of Great Hall. Now she entered the kitchen and came to
thetable.

"I've got an ideathat might work. Why don't you stop searching for Rillflag and the babe? Concentrate
on scouring Mossflower for any creature you find there. Bring them back to Redwall. We can question
them here; somebeast surely must have seen or heard something!”

Broggle appeared with histrolley to clear the platters away. "Th-th-that's what 1'd do, too. G-g-good
idea, S-Siger!"

Skipper shrugged. "Well, weve tried everythin' else an' got nowheres. Maybe yoreidedll work, Siger."

Creggarose from the table, politely stifling ayawn. "Asyou wish, then. Do you need any help from us,
Sipper?'

The otter stroked hisrudderlike tail reflectively. "If this storm's blowed itsdlf out by dawn well sart the
search for anybeast roamin’ M ossflower then. Aye, marm, we could do with some Abbeybeaststo lend



apaw. | never refuse awillin' offer. If”’ n they want to volunteer | won't refuse ‘em!”
"S-gr, |—I'd like to vo-vo-volunteer!™

Friar Bobb shook hishead. "Y our job is here with mein the kitchens, Broggle, not scouring the
woodlands."

The blind Badgermum reached out and ruffled Broggle's ears. "We can't refuse awilling heart, Friar. Let
himgo."

Skipper chuckled, pressing hisbig hardwood javein into the young squirrel’'s chubby paw. "That's the
spirit, matey. Y ou'n'me between us, well be aright pair o terrorsl™

Broggle nearly overba anced trying to lift the big javein. "Any v-vermin'd better w-watch out for us,
sarl”

Cregga began to fed her way to the door, smiling broadly. "Aye, Broggle, woeto the villainswho run
into you, but take good care of Skipper. He's not a Redwad |l Warrior like you."

Thunder exploded over Great Hall just asavivid lightning flash illuminated the place in sudden white
light. Creggaran her paw aong the wals, each stone familiar as she made her way toward the dormitory
dairs. Over the din of the rain battering againgt the high windows, the badger's keen ears detected
another noise. It was the sound of somebeast weeping doud, over by the far wall, where the great
Redwall tapestry hung. Silently the blind Badgermum moved in that direction, holding out her paw until it
cameinto contact with the tear-wet face of ayoung ottermaid. Drawing her close, Creggaheld her
comfortingly.

"Mhera, my pretty, | thought you were upstairs with your mother. What are you doing down here all
aone?’

Mheradlowed the Badgermum to stem the tears with her gpron. "Mama knew theréd be no news of
Dad and little Deyna. She cried herself to deep, and | did too. But the thunder woke me, so | came
down hereto ask Martin the Warrior if he knew what had happened to my dad and the baby."

Cregga touched the tapestry, fegling the beautiful embroidery that countless paws had worked upon.
Martin the Warrior mouse, Hero of Redwall, there had never been one braver than he. Martin was
depicted standing in hisarmor, holding the great sword, whilst terror-gtricken vermin fled from himin al
directions. The Warrior had a strong but kindly face, and wherever anybeast stood in Great Hall he
seemed to be looking at them, eterndly watching over his beloved Abbey.

Cregga placed her paw on Mheras head. "My poor little one. Did hetell you anything?!

Mherawiped a paw across her eyes. "Not redly. | just stood here waiting for an answer, but none
came. Then | began to fed happy and sad just looking at him. | decided to cry al of my tears out for the
last time. | felt determined not to spend my life weeping, but to comfort and help my mamaasbest |
could. I think Martin wastrying to tell me to be strong. Doesthat sound silly, marm?”

Creggafdt her spirit lift. Mentally she thanked Martin. "No, little one, it sounds good and brave. Well,



seeing as you have the desire to help others, you can guide me up to my room."

Mheramanaged atiny smile. "Now that sounds silly, marm. Nobeast knows their way about the Abbey
better than you. What need do you have of me?’

Creggatook Mhera's paw and patted it. "I don't tell thisto every creature, but I'll let you in on a secret.
I'm avery very old badger whom everybeast relies upon for advice, about all sorts of things, especidly
Abbey matters. So | try to help asmuch as| can, but nobeast ever seemsto ask if | need anything. Old
Cregga can take care of thisand old Cregga can sort that out. But who isthere to help old Cregga? | tell
you, Mhera, the older | get the more | need afriend.”

The ottermaid clagped the Badgermum's big paw tightly. "I'll be your friend, marm, forever.”

Cregga opened the door to her room and ushered Mherain. Rain pattered heavy and drumlike on the
window. The badger found her massive overstuffed armchair and collapsed into it with agrateful sigh.
Therewas lots of room on the arm for the young otter to perch upon.

Cregga put her footpaws up on aworn buffet. "This room once belonged to a great friend of mine,
Abbess Song. She passed on seasons before even your mother was born. Ah me, the times Song and |
spent together. She was a happy creature, dways singing; that's why her name suited so well. If shewere
here now, looking at two miserable crestureslike us, | know what sheldd haveto say."

"Go on then, marm, tell me what Abbess Song would say.”

"Sheld say, if that young otter's your friend, tell her to stop calling you marm and call you by your name,
Cregga Then shéd say that the way to stop feding sad and sorry isto think up an excuse for afeadt.
Oneinvolving dl the Redwallers. Get everybeast feding happy and you'll fed happy yourself, that's what
Song dwayssad."

Mherathought abouit this, but only for a second. "What awonderful idea, Creggal Let's have agreat
feadt. It'll be summer'sfirst day when the new moon appears, Sx days from tomorrow. Isthat agood
excusefor afesst?'

A lightning flash lit up the badger's Slver-striped muzzle. "1t'samarvel ous excuse, young 'un. We dways
have afeast a change of season, so |et's make this one an extra specid feast. Well cdl it... er ... what
shdl wecdl it?"

Mhera clapped her paws. "The Summer of Friendship feast!"

Cregga drummed her footpaws on the buffet. " Splendid! What alovely idea, the Summer of Friendship
feast. Now, besides the food we want lots of games, singing, dancing, poetry and musicians. WEll bein
charge of that part, and leave the food and drink to those who know best, the Friar and Drogg
Cdlarhog. Firgt thing tomorrow the preparations begin. Well make thisafeast to remember, eh,
Mhera?"

The ottermaid agreed wholeheartedly. "We certainly will. My mama can help Friar Bobb; she'sagreat
cook, you know. It'll help to take her mind off things.”



Cregga could fight her weariness no longer. A huge yawn escaped her lips. "Oh, dear. Wish | wasas
young asyou agan!"

Mhera plumped the pillows behind her friend's head. " Sleep now, Cregga. Y ou can get alot of things
donein dreams. Start planning our festivities. I'll see you in the morning.”

Listening to the door close as Mhera crept back to her mother's room, Cregga mused to hersdlf ina
drowsy murmur, "Get alot of things donein dreams. What awise young cresture my young friend is.
Yes, just the type Redwall needs ... wise.”

Thundersound grew more distant, the lightning less frequent. The volume of rain decreased to adrizzle
as the storm moved east from Redwall and the green vastness of Mossflower Wood. Peace fell over the
Abbey. Creggain her armchair, Dibbunsin their dormitories, grown cregturesin their beds, dept on
through the night hours calm and undisturbed. New-baked bread, flat oatcakes, scones and turnoverslay
on thewarming shelvesin the kitchens, ready for breskfast. Red embers glowed in the oven fires, casting
flickering shadowsin the silence. Friar Bobb, who never |eft his beloved kitchens, snored gently upon the
truckle bed in the cool larder. Skipper and his crew snored uproarioudly in Cavern Hole, sorawled on
forms, tables and makeshift mattresses. Broggle, the fat little assstant cook, lay onthefirst dair, il
gripping Skipper'sbig javein. He growled and showed histeeth in dumber, hunting evil foebeasts through
the woodlands, and, of course, subduing and capturing every one of them.

Y ou can get alot of thingsdonein dreams.

Chapter 4

Grissoul had afiregoing in asmall cave on theriverbank, atiny idand of light in the darkness. Outside,
the clan huddled in their hastily erected shelters, mostly frayed pieces of canvas draped over branches
and spearshafts. They ate what they had managed to forage that day on the journey westward. Squatting
inany dry place, the vermin cursed the scorm under their breeth, hoping for fairer weather with the arriva
of dawn.



Warm and dry indgde the cave, Sawney Rath ate the remainder of a poached dace, which the Seer had
caught to feed the otterbabe. Sawney watched the little creature with afondness that was almost fatherly.

"Look a him, deeping like aproper old riverdog. Did you see him tearing at the fish? Not much wrong
with his appetite!”

Grissoul turned the babe's paw lightly, exposing the birthmark. "It isinteresting that fortune chose an
otterbeast to be Taggerung. Anintriguing choice.”

Sawney drew hisknife. Holding it by the point, he placed the handle between the tiny paws. Deyna
clasped it in hisdeep. The Chieftain's fierce eyesturned to the vixen Seer.

"Aye, it'snot usud, but otters grow big and tough, full of muscle and sinew. I'm sorry he wasn't aferret
like me, but an otter will serve the purpose just aswell. We haveto live by the prophecy and the omens.
Thank your fortunesit wasn't atoad we found bearing the mark you foresaw!”

Grissoul agreed. "Aye, thank the fortunes!"

Sawney chuckled quietly, so asnot to disturb hischarge. "L ook at him, holding the knife like atrue
assassin. Thisone will be apowerful force when he grows, mark my words.”

Rain pattered on a canvas groundsheet that had been fixed to the riverbank side closeto the cave.
Beneath it Antigralay nursing the babe she now had to cal Gruven. Two other vermin shared the shelter,
Wherrul the rat and Felch, the fox whose paw Sawney had crippled with his blade. Wherrul had his nose
closeto thefox'sear, complaining bitterly.

"It ain't right, cully. We've carried the tents from the scrublands to the ford, an' now we're carryin’ them
back the way we came. Wherésthe senseinit, if weain't alowed to use them? Sittin' out 'ereintherain
under bits an' scraps o' canvas, while Sawney's got adry cave, afire an' good cooked vittles. My back's
killin' mefrom bein' bent double al day, wipin' out tracks. It ain't right, | tell yer!”

Felch held up hisinjured paw, whispering areply. "Lookit that. Me axe paw ruined for life. Sawney
didn't even dlow met'stop an' bandageit. | 'ad to make do with adollop of bankmud an' adock leaf. All
because | looked the wrong way at that otterbrat. Huh! Taggerung! | never ‘eard of no otter becomin’ a
Taggerung. But I'll bide metime, Wherrul, wait'n'see. One day Sawney'll pay for what ‘e did tome, |
swesr it!"

Hugging Gruven, Antigraclosed her eyes, ignoring the whines and complaints of her companions. By
listening hard she could hear Sawney and Grissoul's voices echoing from the cave. Sawney was speaking
of the otterbabe's future.

"Ashegrows'll teach himdl | know; the use of the blade, the teeth, the claws. I'll teach him never to
turn his back on an enemy, to be more tough and savage than anybeast. Valug can ingruct himin
archery. Little Taggerung' Il be twice asfierce and fast as my father ever was. Hes my lucky charm; since
thetime | found him my stomach hasn't troubled me."



Grissoul stared into the fire, trying to extract messages from the flame-shapes and the pattern of the
ashes. "Aye, the fortunes of the Juskarath grow by the way. Thou did well to heed the omens, Sawney
Rath. But the babe must be taught speed. Quickness of the paw is everything. Give him ashort and fast
nameto remind him of this"

A thought caused Sawney'seyesto light up. "Tagg! That'swhat well cal him. Tagg!"

Grissoul brought forth certain objects from her pouch. "Now isthe time to speak the ancient words and
confirm him. Cover thine eyeswhen | put my paws O'er the flames.”

The Seer placed ahawk feather, apiece of flint and the gleaming skull of asmall pike on the ground
beside the otterbabe. Holding her clenched paw above the flames, she opened it suddenly. A blueflare
rose from thefirefor abrief moment, intense and bright, and Grissoul began to chant.

"Who can outrun the wind

Y et turn on asingle le=f,

Stand slent as an amberfly

Or sted the breath from athief?

The Taggerung!

Who can outswim apike

Whose eyes are keen as the hawk's,

Who brings desth in hiswake

Y et leaves no mark where he walks?

Zann Juskarath Taggerung!”

Sawney watched as the Seer painted the clan sign on the degping infant'sface. A black stripe flanked by
red dots, with asmall added lightning flash of blue on his|eft cheek, to denote that he was no ordinary
creature. Thelittle one dept through it dl. Sawney lay down beside him, sharing the cloak. Grissoul had
never seen theferret Chieftain show tenderness toward any living thing, so she was astonished when
Sawney spoke gently to the babe.

"Zann Juskarath Taggerung. My son Tagg!"

Outside, under the sheltering canvas, Antigrabit her lip until she tasted blood.

"Takethelife of my mate, take the name from my son. | am strong, | can beer it. Oneday | will takeiit
all back and add the title Taggerung to my son's name. | hope you are strong then, Sawney Rath; strong

enough to face adow and painful death aong with your new son Tagg. It will happen, | sweer it onthe
memory of my mate Gruven!"



Within the hour following dawn over Mossflower Wood, mist tendrils rose from the treetops.
Herading afine warm day, the sun stood high in asky as blue as akingfisher'stail plumes. Skipper took
hisjavein from Broggle's paws. Ears and whiskers twitching, the big otter sgnded by waving the
weapon at the searchers nearby.

"Down, mateys. LiedillI'n'quiet!”
Broggle dropped to the damp grass, hiseyeswide. "Wh-what isit, S-S-Skip?"
The otter threw apaw about Broggl€'s shoulder. " Ssshhh, an' listen!”

It was the strangest of sounds, like three or four crestures al playing instruments, jangling but tuneful. 1t
sounded even odder when awaobbly voice warbled aong with the music in an off-key tenor.

Aswhatever it was drew nearer, Skipper and Broggle had to stifle giggles at the ridicul ous song.
"Collop aleecollop aloo,

Ohwhat | wouldn't giveto

Be eating afilthy great plate o' sdlad,

Instead of composing this beautiful ballad.

A collop alollop aleeoh loo,

Life's hard without scoff 'tistrue,

Y ou can dways edt alettuce, but

A lettuce can't eat you. Oooooohhhhhhh

Collop alesaloo!

Hey ho for thelife of afoal,

| recall my mater'swiserule,

Eat at least ten medsaday,

Or dseyou'll waste away sheld say,

Poor dear Mater so old and grey,

And fat astwo bales of hay, hey ho. Oooooohhhh

Father said to me, 'M'lad, you know,



She'sgoin' to explode one day ... | saaaaaaay.'
So both of usran away. Hey!"

Crashing and stumbling through the undergrowth came ahare. On his head he wore what had been a
three-pointed jester's cap, but only the top point with its bell remained. The sides had been cut away, and
intheir place the hare's ears formed the other two points, each with asmal round bell attached to it. His
outfit defied any accurate description; it was aflowing, trailing ragbag of harlequin sk, with bits catching
on the bushes and tearing off as he toppled and staggered through the woodlands. The reason for his
awkward gait was gpparent: he was carrying agigantic musica instrument. The thing had stringsand
levers, bells, small bugles, flutes and even adrum attached to it. Hefindly tripped and fell flat on his
back. It did not seem to put him out abit. He lay there, struggling with the instrument and still composing
hisridiculous song.

"Oh the saddest sight on earth,

I'll tell you for what it'sworth,

Isthe sight of achap with an empty turn,
Ladlow in the grass without achum,

A jolly pa, who'd stay close by,

An' feed apoor fellow some apple pie,
Or perchance adice of onion padtie...."

He stopped and gazed up at the faces of Skipper's crew surrounding him. "I say, what rhymeswith
pedtie?'

Broggle offered a suggestion without thinking. "Fastie?"

The hare looked thoughtful. "D'you think so? Let'sgiveit atry. Or perchance adice of onion pastie,
with which to bresk my morning fagtie... hmm. Many thanks, old scout, but it'll need a bit of workin' on,
wot!"

Two of the ottercrew lifted the instrument from the hare. Skipper grabbed him and pulled him upright.
"Tel me, how long've ye been in these woods? Have ye seen anythin' of agrowed otter an' anewborn
otterbabe? Or did ye cross the path of any vermin lurkin' ‘ereabouts? Speak up!”

The hare blinked and flopped hislong earsto either sde. "Bit of atal order, old lad, but here goes, wot!
I'm merely awayfarin' traveler, passn' through, y'might say. Asfor otters, big or smal, haven't spotted
any, asde from your goodsdlf. Not asign of avermin ether, lurkin' or disportin’ their scummy hidestme
view. Sorry | can't help you, sah!™

Skipper eyed the odd creature up and down. "I think you'd best tell us yore name, matey, and what yore
doin' 'round here."

Before he could stop him, the hare had seized Skipper's paw and was shaking it heartily. "Matey? Do |
detect anautical twang, sah? Well, me name ain't matey. Boorab the Fool at y'service, bound to take up



an exalted position as Master of Music, Occasiona Entertainer, Composer, Melodic Tutor and
Ingtructor indl thingslyrica. Without payment, of course. My services are rendered purdly out of the
kindness of my heart, y'’know. The only remuneration | requireis vittles. Food, sah. Grub, tucker, scoff,
cdl it what y'will, aslong asthey're not stingy with the portions, eh, wot wot! By the bye, do any of you
chaps know the way to an establishment known as Redwal | Abbey?!

Skipper broke the furious paw-shaking grip of Boorab. "Y ore goin' to Redwa | Abbey?' He turned to
Brother Hoben, who had volunteered for the search. "D'you know any thin' about this, Brother?

Hoben, being Recorder, had his paw on al Abbey business. He shook his head in bewilderment. "First
I've heard of it. Tell me, Mr. Boorab, who appointed you?"

Boorab waggled his ears nonchadantly. "Nobeast redlly. One hearsthese things, y'know. Did you trest a
goose with a bashed-up wing pinion last summer, perchance?'

Hoben recdled theincident. "We did! He spent quite abit of timewith usuntil Sister Alkanet got him
flying again. Why do you want to know?"

Boorab relieved Drogg Spearback of a candied chestnut he had taken from his apron pocket, and
chewed on it reflectively. "That was the very chap. Big white feathery cove, honked alot. It was him who
told methat your jolly old Abbey hasn't got ahare, or amusic master in resdence there. So | thought 1'd
nip down an'’ fill the post, wot. Hope no other bally hare's beaten me to the blinkin' job. Got to keep the
old eye out for cads an' rotters an' job pinchers these days, y'know, wot!"

Drogg drew Skipper to oneside. "I thinkswe'd best take 'im t'the Abbey," he murmured. " Creggawill
decide what to do with 'im. What d'ye say, Skip?'

The brawny otter smiled as he shot aglance at the quaint beast. "Hmm. Hares are good mates, ‘cept
when yore Sittin' next to one at dinner. | think welll ‘ave to take Boorab back with us, Drogg. Supposin'
‘efd| over again. With that thing lyin' atop of 'im the pore creature might never get up. | couldn't ‘ave that
on memind an' deep easy. Makesy'fed responsible for im, don't he?"

Drogg turned back to Boorab and gave him the good news. The hare was ddlighted, but he changed
mood swiftly. Facing the ottercrew, he puffed out his narrow chest and acted as though he were
chdlenging them.

"Right, laddie bucks, any of you think you're stronger than me?'

Ottersare fiercely proud of their agility and strength. Two hefty young ones sprang forward, amae and
afemae, and spoke together asone. "l am!"

Boorab clapped them on their backs. " Splendid. Two towerin' figures of otter muscle, wot! I'll wager
you could lift that instrument with mejolly well Sttin' etop of it, right?"

It wasthe otters turn to swell their chests and flex their muscles. They chorused in agreement. "Right!”

Skipper knew what was coming, and he chuckled as Boorab answered, "Good, then | won't sit on the
ingrument. Y ou two carry it an' I'll walk. I'm not lazy, y'’know!"

Skipper waked alongside Boorab. He was developing aliking for the comical hare. "Boorab the Foal,
eh?You ain't such afool, matey, | can tell. That's the queerest ole instrument I've ever clapped eyeson.



What dyecdl it?"

Boorab stumbled dightly, and gathered up hisflapping robes. "That, sah, isaharedee gurdee. Made it
m'sdf. Mandolin, drums, fiddle, flutes, buglesan' harp, dl in one. With a space in the mandolin bowl to
carry onesvittles. Empty now, asill luck an' ahealthy appetite would haveit."

Broggle trundled along between Skipper and Boorab, carrying the big otter javelin. Boorab cast an eye
over thefat little squirrd. "Ah, my friend the rhymester. What do they cdl you, young sir?'

"B-Broggle, M-Mr. Boorab s-ar!"

Boorab glanced across at Skipper. "How long has the little chap had that ssammer, wot?"
Skipper shrugged. "Long as|'ve knowed ‘im."

Boorab turned back to Broggle. "Say ah!"

"Ahl"

"Now longer. Say asaaaahhh!™

" Aaaaaashhhhhh!"

"Excellent. Now sing out likethis." The hare composed asmdl tune on the spot. "My nameis Broggle,
Mr. Boorab saaaaah!"

Skipper nodded at the young squirrel to do as he was bidden.

Broggle took a deep breath and sang forth. "My name is Broggle, Mr. Boorab saaaaaaaah!™
The hare smiled. "Very good. Did y'notice anything, Broggle?'

"N-no, s-sir?'

Boorab chucked him lightly under the chin. "Y ou never sammered once when y'had to sng.”
An expression of awe and ddight framed the young squirrd'sface. "I d-didn't, s-9r?"

"No, of coursey'didn't, laddie buck. Try singin' instead of talkin'. It'll help, you'll see, wot!™
Suddenly Broggle brandished the javelin and sang out in acleer little voice.

"l didn't stammer once when | had to Sing,

So now I'm going to Sng everything!"

Boorab winked at Skipper. "Told you that chap was agood rhymester. Well soon get rid of that
stammer, wot wot!"

Skipper grinned from ear to ear. | think ole Cregga Badgermum's goin' to like you, matey."



Broggle skipped ahead, waving the javelin and singing ludtily.
"I work in Redwall kitchens, with old Friar Bobb,
'Cos I'm the cook's assistant, that's my job!"

The hare raised his eyebrows. "Assstant cook, wot? A tine chap tknow, I'd say. | think I'll givethelittle
grubdinger hissingin' lessonsin the kitchen. Marvel ous places, kitchens. Full of food, y'’know."

Creggawasin the kitchenswith Mhera, Filorn and Friar Bobb, beginning to work on amenu for the
feast. Filorn redlized that the others were trying to cheer her up, and to please them shejoined in with the
proceedings, her enthusiasm rising every time Mherasmiled at her.

"Oh, Mama, say you'l bake your apple and raspberry flan, with meadowcream and the pattern of mint
leaves on top. Oh, please, we haven't had it for ages!™

Filorn fussed with her gpron ties. "I'm not sure | can remember how to do it. The gpples are very
important. But it's the wrong season for gpples, isit not, Friar?"

Thefat Friar chuckled. "Not at al, marm. What sort o' Friar would | beif'n | didn't keep agood stock
of last autumn's russet gpplesin my larders? Nothin' like a nice russet!"

"Ohyesthereis. Two nice russets, wot, hawhawhaw!"

They were startled by the sudden appearance of the quaintly garbed hare. Friar Bobb grabbed his
biggest ladle. "Who are you and what're you doin' in our Abbey?

Broggle marched in and pointed at the hare with Skipper's lance.

"Boorabismy friend,
On that you may depend,

He'scometo stay awhile,

Beniceto himand smile”

Mherawent into afit of chuckles. "Broggle, what are you singing likethat for?"

The bells on the hare's cap and ears jingled as he did a hopskip toward the ottermaid and gave alow
sweeping bow. "Why, my pretty one, well may you ask. But observe, when my pa Broggle sngshe
doesn't sammer. Simple, wot?'

Cregga's booming voice brought the hare to instant attention. " Stand up straight, sah, ears upright,
whiskerstthefront, pawsin postion an' tail well fluffed. Identify y'sdlf!"

The hare threw a smart salute and rattled off hisreply. "Boorab the Fool, marm! That's B for Bellscut, O
for Oglecrop, O for Obrathon, R for Ragglewaithe, A for Audube, B for Baggscut. Marm!™

Cregga beckoned the hare to her. She put out apaw and ran it over hisface and ears, nodding sagely.
"Hah! That's aBaggscut face d| right. | should know, after commanding more than athousand hares



when | ruled the mountain of Sdlamandastron. Y our grandfather, Pieface Baggscut, served under measa
leveret runner.”

Boorab chuckled. " Stap m'whiskers, old Grandpa Pieface, eh wot? Now there was a beast who c'd lick
hisweight in salad, wot wot! | remember onetime, | must've been no bigger'n young Broggle there ..."
Hisvoicefatered asthe redlization of whom he was addressing hit him. He gulped.

"Oh corks! Oh crumbsl Marm, oh, marm! Y ou must be Lady Cregga Rose Eyes, Ruler of
Sdlamandastron, the wild-eyed Warrior Queen, the Belle of the blinkin' Bloodwrath, the kill—"

"Silence! That's enough of that, young Baggscut. And who told you to stand easy? Come to attention,
sl

Skipper, who had been listening from the doorway, came forward. The otter Chieftain held along
whispered conversation with Cregga, who held a huge handkerchief to her face. To anybeast watching it
looked asif she had been taken by afit of coughing, but in fact Creggawas bravely striving to stop
hersdf roaring out with laughter. Mherafelt sorry for the odd hare, sanding nervoudy to attention, ear
and cap b Istinkling faintly, awaiting the pronouncement of hisfate, and whispered, "Don't worry, gr, it'l
bedl right."

It took Cregga a considerable timeto get her mirth under control, but at last she wiped her eyes and
cleared her throat portentoudly.

"l am informed that you are applying for the post of Redwall Abbey's Master of Music, Occas onal
Entertainer, Composer, Melodic Tutor and Ingtructor indl thingslyrica. | understand that you have
come on the recommendation of a goose that was treated here some while back. Isthat correct?!

Boorab the Fool brightened up ingtantly. Y ou've got it in one, marm! Y'won't regret it, | promise you.
Why, I'll have the wholeflippin' Abbey singin' an' dancin' from dawn to bally nightfal, just you wait'n'see,
wot!"

Cregga shut him up with awave of her paw. "But you haven't got thejob yet. I'm not too surewe arein
need of your services. Tell me, what would you want in return?”

Boorab sucked hisstomach in, trying to ook like a beast who ate virtudly nothing. "Want in return,
marm? Merely aplaceto rest the old head an’ the odd pawful o' fodder. I'm more of adedicated artist of
m'trade. The thought of food makes me sick sometimes. Why, a butterfly with no appetite ests moren |
jolly well do."

Creggaturned her face to Filorn and Mhera "Hmm. What do you think? Shdl | hire the hare?!

Mherawas surprised her opinion had been asked. " Oh, please do, Creggamarm. Look at the way Mr.
Boorab is hdping Broggle. Mama, say you want him to have thejob.”

Filorn could not help smiling at the look of noble dedication that Boorab was radiating in her direction.
"I'll go dong with my daughter. | think you should let Boorab have the position, Cregga.”

The badger sat stroking her chin until the tension grew unbearable for Boorab, and he flung himself at her
footpaws. "Merciful marm, say y'will, | baly well beg you. Don't leave abenighted Baggscut blunderin'
about in the storm an' snow without akindly crust to keep fur an' earstogether! Oh, melittle furry friend
Broggle, sng aline on my behdf!”



The young squirrd obliged.
"Hewantsto work in the kitchens,
With me an' Friar Bobb,

So please Cregga Badgermum,
Give him the blinkin' job!"

Cregga drummed her paws on the tabletop, then nodded. "Here's my decision. I'll put you on one
season's probation, Boorab, under the supervison of Filorn, Mhera, Broggle and Friar Bobb. Now, you
four, keep your eyes on this hare. His meals must be the same size as any other Redwaller's, no secret
snacks or midnight feasts. If heis reported just once for raiding the larders, out of the gate he goes! Also,
hewill deep and rise at the same time as everybesast. Unless heisill, there will beno lying late abed, or
nipping off to shady spots for asnooze. We will see how he behaves throughout this coming summer
season. Do you agree with our terms, Boorab? That's the offer, take it or leaveit.”

For answer, Boorab bowed formally, did a somersault of joy and began serenading them on his haredee
gurdee, which two of Skipper's crew had just brought in. It jangled and booped wildly as Boorab made
up the words as he went along.

"Derry cum day foll deeh,

| pray you listen to me.

I'll compose this ditty upon the spot,

To say youreajolly decent lot,

Then you can judge for yoursdlf or not,

What an Abbey asset Il be,

Derry cum day foll deeh!

Y ou lot won't know you're born,

I'll be up before each dawn,

To serve you crumpetsn'teaiin bed,
Towakeyou gently I'll stroke your head,
I'll warble sweetly until you'refed,

And youll never fed forlorn,

'Cos|I'll do thisevery morn!



Sing derry cum de dl day,
What asplendid hare you'll say,

He's handsome, happy an' modest too,

An'what acook, why I'll tel you,

There's nought this super chap can't do,

Let'snever send him away,

Yes, I'll wager that'swhat you'll say!"

Boorab finished his song with awinning smile, made an elegant leg, bowed, picked up his haredee
gurdee and overbaanced. Hefdl amidst adiscordant crash of bugles, drums and twanging strings.

Foremole Brull covered her eyeswith ahuge digging claw, patting Cregga sympatheticaly with the other.

"Hurr, marm, oi bets ee be deloighted we'm gotten uz ee hurrbeast. Y urr, Skip, lend oi ee paw to'elp
'im oop."

Boorab struggled from under the mammoth instrument. * Soup? Did somebeast mention soup? | say, you
chaps, it must be timefor dinner, wot?"

Friar Bobb placed his head mournfully on Filorn's shoulder. "My ole dad used t'say that feedin’ ahare
was like chuckin' pebbles down adeep well. Y ou never fill it in athousand long seasong!”

Chapter 5

Though it was till only early summer, hot noontide sun beat down on the shore. Below the
flotsam-wreathed tideline clear turquoise shalows gave way to abright blue sea. A mild southerly breeze
chased the creamy spray atop swelling wavebanks asthey rolled in to break noisily amidst rockpools and
sandy coves. Juskarath tents had been pitched on the beach, where dunes met the strand. Sitting on a
blanket, the otterbabe waited hungrily for the next mouthful of food, which Grissoul was feeding him from
alarge scallop shdll. Sawney hovered around them like an old mother hen, watching anxioudly.



"Be careful there's no fish bonesin that concoction!™

The Seer used amussel shell to transfer food to the babe's mouth. "Fret thou not, thereisnought in this
but goodness, the white flesh of sole and young seaweed, cooked with apinch of seasdt. | madeit
mysdf. Seehow helikesit?'

Sawney tweaked the otterbabe's ssomach. Theinfant growled at him for disturbing itsfeed, and the
ferret Chieftain chuckled. "Hoho. Did you hear that? My little Tagg has atemper. Eat it al up and grow
strong, my son. Did they bring in some fresh young scallops for his supper?”

Grissoul shrugged. "They say thetideis strong yet. When it ebbsthey will search for some among the
rocks."

Sawney's mood changed. He whirled on agroup lounging nearby. " Juskarath clanbeasts frightened of a
few waves? Up, up off your idle backs and get foraging. Our Taggerung needs only the youngest, most
tender scallopsfor hisevening med. Y ou, Felch, take Antigraand the rest of your lazy crew. Get out of
my sight, and | warn you, don't come back with empty paws!"

They hurried to obey. Sawney turned his back on them, to face four rats who came stumbling hot and
tired down asteep dune. "Well, did you cut any sign of creaturestracking us?"

Shaking his head, the lead rat hunkered down in the sand. "Nah, nary apawmark or abruised leaf. Tis
more than twoscore days now. If they was comin' after uswe'd 'ave spotted ‘em long since, Chief.”

Sawney drew his blade and pointed it at therat. "1 asked for your report, not your opinion, Grobait.
How far back did you search? Tell me the truth!”

Grobait cringed visbly under Sawney's ruthless eyes. "Close on aday back upstream, Chief. There
wasn't asign of anybeast, | swear it on me oath!"

Sawney toyed with the trackers as they nodded agreement with Grobait and sat waiting on their clan
leeder'sword. Heturned, asif dismissng them.

"A day upstream, en? Well, let's see you try alittle further afield thistime. Say two days upstream. Get
going!" Hetossed hisknife, catching it by the point, ready to throw. "Now go!"

Allowing himself ahumorless amile, Sawney strode off, listening to the labored grunts of the rats asthey
clambered wearily back through the shifting sand to the dunetops.

Standing shoulder-deep in arockpool, Antigra shielded her eyes as awave cascaded over the stones.
The other vermin who had been sent with her and Felch to gather scall ops coughed and spluttered
seawater. Antigrakept her gaze riveted on the ferret Chieftain, who was swaggering about among the
tents, issuing orders. The stoat mother gritted her teeth.

"Look at him, Sawney Rath the high and mighty clan chief, giving out commands like thewarlord of a
battlehorde. Run here, run there, fetch me this and give me that, bring the best of scallops. And what for?



The supper of an otterbrat!"

A weasdl named Milkeye tossed ascdlop into the bag ung about Wherrul's neck and turned his one
good eye on Antigra. "Better not let him 'ear yer talkin' like that!"

Antigrahurled ascalop againg the rock, smashing the shell. "An ottercub, amewling puking little
riverdog, lying on ablanket in the shade, getting the choicest vittles specialy cooked and fed to it. Look
at my babe Gruven. | had to leave him lying there done, out in the sun, while | forage for the next medl of
aso-cdled Taggerung!™

Milkeye rescued the broken scallop and sucked the contents from its smashed shell. " 'Tisagin the clan
law to speak like that about a Taggerung.”

Antigracurled her lip in contempt. "Y ou'll see who the real Taggerung iswhen my son grows. HEll be
ten times tougher and faster than that spoailt little ruddertail, you wait and see. Since Sawney brought that
cregtureto our clan he's changed. Treading roughshod over us, killing and injuring hisown tribe.”

Felch held up hisusdess paw. "Aye, Antigras right, but who's goin' to chdlenge Sawney? He'slike
lightnin' with that blade of his."

Antigraflattened her back againgt the rocks, avoiding another shower from a breaking wave. " Sawney
Rath's father was even harder and swifter, but time caught up with him. | remember him being the
Taggerung when | was ayoung 'un. He lived on hislegend. Sawney is older than us, growing out of his
prime, more every season. We can wait. Thetime will arrive when his paw isn't so strong, nor hiseye so
keen. That'swhen I'll take my revenge, aye, me and my son against him and his parentless brat!"

Wherrul nudged Antigra. "Hush. 'Ere comesthe vixen!"

Grissoul cameto the pool's edge, caling to them over the booming surf. "Bring enough scdlopsfor
Sawney Rath too, and don't be al day abouit it. | want thee to forage for wild celery and onion in the
dundands. Bring any fresh herbs ye see growin' therea so!*

Wherrul hauled himself from the water, the bag of scalops clacking againgt hischest. Y oung scallops
cooked inwild celery'n'onion an' herbs," he muttered under his breath. "I wouldn't mind abowlful o' that
medf."

Milkeye elbowed therat asde. "Huh! You'l git wot yore given, like the rest of us, alick of Sawney's
temper an'’ leftover scrapd”

Antigrareached out a paw and hel ped Felch ashore. "Don't fret. It may take seasons yet, but we can
wait. One day thetableswill be turned, and then ‘'twill be us eating off thefat of the land!"

At Redwall Abbey there was no shortage of good food. That same evening Redwallers shared the
best of everything asthey sat in alantern-lit orchard to celebrate the Summer of Friendship feast.

Before the food was served, the elders, counselors and parents took their places. Smiling and nodding
to one another, they watched as the newly formed Dibbuns choir filed in and stood in order of height,



tallest standing at the rear, aline kneding in front of them, and the front row, of the smalest, Stting
cross-legged. All were holding tiny lanterns, and their clean robes and well-scrubbed faceswere bright in
the soft reflected light.

Boorab strode mgjestically to the rostrum, which was the old upturned wheelbarrow decked out in
summer blossoms. The hare made adignified bow to the elders, and then, taking out a bulrush baton, he
coughed formdly.

"Lady Cregga, respected elders, good creatures al, may | present tonight for your delight an'
del ectation—"

"Wot'sadite of lectation?" little Floburt piped up, much to everybeast's amusement. Boorab silenced her
with aseveretwitch of hisnose.

"Without further ado the Jolly Dibbuns Choir of Redwall will render for you, under my expert direction,
arecently composed masterpiece, written by m'goodself, wot wot..."

"Wot wot!" severa Dibbuns chorused together. The hare waggled his earsfiercely at them before
continuing.

"... entitled, "Wecometo the Feast'."

Boorab produced asmall reed pitch flute and blew upon it, then attempted to get the key right.
"Fahfahfah . . . Sooooooodomedah . . . Laaaahhhhh. Onetwo . .. !I"

Thelittle ones made aragged start but soon picked up the air.
"Welcometo the feast, the feast,
Ohwelcomeoneand all.
Good creaturesthat you are, lalala,
Who dwell within Redwall.
Thelark descends unto its nest,
The sun has sunk into the west,
Andweareleft dl eveninglong,
To bring you light and song.
Sing out Sing out each joyous beast,
Oh welcometo the feast, the feast,
We wish you happy seasonslong,

And hope you liked our soooooong!"



Applause broke out asthefina note drifted clear upon the summer night air. Boorab took a hasty bow
and turned back to his Jolly Dibbuns Choair.

"Well done, chaps an' chapesses. Dismissto your seats now. Not you, young Egburt. Come here, sir,
thisvery ingant!”

Thelittle hedgehog quailed under his hare conductor's gaze. "Er, heeheg, | sorry, Sir. | sing dright words
nex' time"

Boorab held the quivering baton under Egburt's snout. "Fiend! Lyric wrecker! What were those words
y'were singing? C'mon, spit it out. Recite 'em back t'me, sah!”

Egburt remained slent until his Grandpa Drogg growled, ™Y ou do as Mr. Boorab sez, young 'un, or 'tis
straight up t'bed for ye. Go on, what were you singin? Tell the truth!™

Egburt was|eft with no choice. Raising his spikes, he boomed out in afine baby baritone:

"Ho welcome to the feast, you beast,

| hopesyou trip an' fal,

I've got afat grandpa, haha ha,

Wholl prob'ly eat it all.

Thelark defends hisfeathery chest,

The sun hassunk into hisvest,

If he don't bathe before too long,

Theréll be an awful pong ..."

Boorab snapped the baton and covered his eyes. "Enough! Enough | say, you small spiked song
destroyer!" The outraged hare turned abruptly to Drogg Spearback. "Well, sir, what the deuce d'you

think of your grandson, wot?"

Stroking his grey headquills, Drogg eyed Egburt pensively. "Hmmm. 1f'n you ask me| think theliddle'un
showsararetaent for rhymin' words together.”

Boorab pondered Drogg's answer amoment, then he laughed. "Hawhawhaw! Well, frizzle m'whiskers,
sah, y'could beright there. The rogue does have a certain turn of phrase, wot?"

Drogg patted his ample stomach proudly. "I reckon he getsit from me. Us Spearbacks was aways
good poets, fine sngerstoo. Comes nat'rd to ug!™

Brother Hoben, the old Recorder, had awry sense of humor, despite his serious and learned look. Not
averseto ahit of mischievous fun, he tapped Boorab.

"Excuseme, gir, but if | were you, being the officid Abbey poet and musician, I'd say that Drogg was
issuing achdlenge”



Creggaand severd others caught on to Hoben'sidea. They pounded on the tables, caling out, "A
contest! Let's have a contest!”

Drogg shrugged.” Tisfar enoughwi' me. | don't mind.”

Bellstinkled on Boorab the Fool's ears asthey stood erect. "I accept the challenge, sah. A contest it is,
an' may the best creature win, wot wot!"

Hoarg the dormouse piped up. "A contest then, but what's the subject to be?"

Cregga's keen ears detected the creaking of trolley whedls. "They're bringing the food to serve for our
feast. Let'smake that the subject. A musicd verse praising our cooks efforts!™

Boorab waggled his ears confidently. "Ask me t'sing about scoff? Pish tush, sah, a piece of cake. You're
on aloser, meold pincushion. Liketo go first?'

Drogg waved apaw airily. "Nay, g, if'n yore so good, don't let me stop ye!"

Boorab stood to one side, striking afine dramatic pose, one leg behind the other, earslaid soulfully
back, paws bent at chest height in true hare singing fashion. Casting his eyes over the contents of the
carts asthe serverstrundled them up to the tables, he coughed politely and launched into a speedily
delivered verse.

"How can one count the praises of the vittles at Redwall?

Oh pure ddlight, oh wondrous night, I'll sing to oneand all.

Thaaaaaaat blackberry pudden looks such agood 'un,

All covered in meadowcream.
And the hazelnut cake, well for goodness sake,
| hopeit'snojolly old dream.
That huge apple pie, oh me oh my, the crust is pipin' hot,
Good creatures be nice, an' save me adlice,
Or I'm sureI'll die, wot wot!"

Foremole Brull nudged a cart with her footpaw. It rolled gently to ret, right under Boorab's nose. The
haretried bravely to carry on singing with a hot mushroom pastie, dripping onion gravy, Smmering under
hisnose.

"What rhymes with padtie, I'll try to sing fastly,

My nosetells me 'tiswrong,

Thissoon will grow cold, if | may make so bold,



Pray excuse achap endin' hissong!"

Unableto stand it any longer and disregarding cutlery, the gluttonous hare hurled himsalf barepawed
upon the pagtie. "Grmmiff, | say, sninch grrmm, rotten ole mole cad, grmmff grrawff, put me off my ditty
completdly, grrmff snch, bounder!™

Drogg the Cdllarhog fdll off his chair laughing. "Ohohoho! Nobeast could follow that. Mr. Boorab, take
atankard o' my finest October Ale an' wet yorewhistle. Y ou win!™

Siger Alkanet helped hersdf to aplate of summerfruit sdlad and amint wafer spread with soft white
cheese. Looking prim and severe, she remarked to Brother Hoben, "That hare! What abad example he's
Setting to the young ones!™

On the Dibbuns table many Abbeybabes were imitating Boorab. Little Gundil was practicaly washing
hisface in aportion of degper'n ever turnip'n'tater'n'bestroot pie, the moles favorite dish. A tiny squirrel
and an infant mousemaid were feeding each other pawfuls of summer vegetable soup. It looked asif they
weretrying to paint one another. Egburt and Floburt were at either end of an applecream flan, munching
away, eager to see who would got to the center first. Table manners, spoons, forks and servietteswere
completely ignored as each Dibbun went &t it paw and snout, enjoying the fun and the food.

Sister Alkanet was about to rise and deal with them, but brother Hoben pressed her gently back into her
seat. "Please, Sigter, let them be. Dibbuns don't remain babes forever. To them 'tisall agame. Let them
play it and have agood time."

Alkanet picked daintily at her sdlad and fumed. "It's not good manners. Look at the messthey're

making. Look at those smocks, clean on this evening. Who'll get the job of washing them? Certainly not
m"

A fat kindly mole called Wummple poured a besker of dandelion cordia and passed it to the Siter,
chuckling. "Hurrhurrhurr. Doan't ee fret, marm, oi'll be ee washerbeast. Y ou'm let they likkle hlinfants be.
They'm full of "arpiness. Oi wishes oi cudd join 'em, burr aye!"

Cregga sat back, spping at asmdl cup of ederberry wine, letting the festive feding wash over her.
Everybeast tried to press different delicacies upon the Badgermum, and she acknowledged them all
pleasantly.

"Yurr, marm, oi saved ee summ turnip'n'tater'n’ beetroot poi. Foremole Brull sez et makes ee grow
bign'srong!"

"Thank you, Gundil. | hope it makes me grow big and strong as you.”
"Try some 0' my best October Ale, marm. It'sanew barrd.”

"Put it down there, Drogg, I'll sampleit later, thank you.”

"Cregga, | saved you adice of plumcake, it'sdeicioud"
"I'msureitis, Friar. | washoping you'd save somefor me."

The big badger accepted everything gracioudy, knowing that her friends thought she did not know



what was on the tables because of her blindness. Cregga, however, had extra-keen hearing and an
amazing sense of smell and touch. Hot scones she could detect by their aroma, even before they were
brought to the festive board. Cheese, de, sdlads, bread, trifles, cakes and puddings: she could place
them al in position uncannily, at their exact location in relation to where she sat.

Somebeadt touched her paw, and without thinking she identified who it was. "Enjoying yoursdif,
Skipper?'

The otter shook his head in amazement. "Aye, marm, ‘tisagrand ould party. | brought you some o' the
watershrimp an' 'otroot soup wot Mheraan' Filorn made. Stripe me rudder, | never tasted better in all
melife, marm!”

Creggamentally chided hersdlf. She had not heard the voices of the ottermum and her daughter at table
for aconsiderable time. She patted an empty space on the tabletop, indicating where Skipper should
place the bow! of soup.

"Tel me, Skip, have you seen Mheraand Filorn anywhere?!
"Inthekitchenslast timel clapped eyes on ‘'em, marm. Why?'

Creggarose from her seat carefully. "Sitin my chair and keep it warm for me, Skip. I'll not be gone for
too long."

Cregga merged back into the orchard trees, not wanting anybeast to offer apaw to guide her. Slently,
her paws touching familiar objects, she made her way back to the Abbey building. Like agreat
moonshadow she drifted noiselesdy through Great Hall and down to the kitchens. Filorn and Mheradid
not hear her enter. They were hugging each other, seeking comfort astheir bodies shook with grief. No
sooner did Cregga hear them weeping than shewas at their sde, holding them in her huge embrace.

"There, there, now, my good friends, what's brought dl this about?"

Mheraturned her tearstained face up to the sightless eyes. "Oh, Cregga, | tried my best, | redly did . . .
but we miss Dad and little Deynaso much ..."

Sobs overcame the ottermaid's voice. Filorn continued hatingly where her daughter had |ft off.

"l knew that Mherawas trying to cheer me up after our loss, so | tried to be brave and not think about
it. We busied oursalves and hel ped to organize the feast, and it worked for awhile. But Skipper was so
pleased with our freshwater shrimp and hotroot soup that he reminded us of poor Rillflag. It was my
husband's specid favorite, you see. So we couldn't help ... oh, dear!™ A fresh burst of tears overflowed
from Florn.

Cregga herded them both into a corner. Sitting them down on abundle of empty sacks, she whispered,
"Stay there. I'll be back in atick.” She returned shortly with aflask and three tiny pottery cups, and sat
down with thetwo otters. "Thisis very old strong damson wine, so Sp it carefully.”

The Badgermum filled the three cups, then waited until they had taken a couple of sipsand dried their
eyes.

"Tagteslike sweet fire, doesn't it? | usudly have adrop on winter mornings, just to get me up and about.
There, that's better. I've seen lots of winters, you know, far more than anybeast | know. Every grey hair



on my black stripesisawinter. Aye, I've seen friends too, good companions, die and pass over to the
slent streams and sunlit glades. Oh, I'm not the hard old blind warrior everybeast thinks | am. I've
grieved and shed tears, long and loud, for my departed loved ones. Don't be ashamed to weep; ‘tis right
to grieve. Tears are only water, and flowers, trees and fruit cannot grow without water. But there must be
sunlight aso. A wounded heart will hedl in time, and when it does, the memory and love of our lost ones
isseded ingdeto comfort us™

Filorn clasped the badger's paw. "Thank you for your kind words, Cregga.”

The Badgermum could not resist pouring them another small tot of the damson wine. "Oh, don't thank
me, I'm speeking for al our Redwallers. Tisthey who want to thank you for arranging and cooking most
of thisfeast. Friar Bobb and young Broggle had amost the entire evening off because of your splendid
efforts. Asfor me, well, I don't want to see you both hiding in these kitchens, and neither would your dad
if hewas here, Mhera. Isn't that right, Filorn?

Drinking her wine off in one draft, the otter mother lost her breath for amoment, then stood up, nodding.
"Whooh! Y es, that'sright. Rillflag dways used to say that time heals everything and life must go on.”

Skipper was standing on a chair. He spotted the lantern Mherawas carrying and called out in a
hoarse whisper, "Belay, mates, 'ere they come. Areye ready?'

Loud cheers resounded as the trio entered the orchard. Redwallers gathered around to thank Filorn and
Mhera

"Many many thanks for the wonderful spread, ladied"

"Hurr aye, missus, et wurr greatly impreciated boi dl!"

"Never had ablinkin' scoff likeit in mejolly old life, wot!"

While amolemaid presented each of the otters with abouquet of flowers, Drogg tipped the wink to

Boorab, who had the Jolly Dibbuns Choair ready with a song. Giving Egburt aswift warning glance,
Boorab tapped his baton against the upturned wheel barrow and started them off on the background

harmony.
"Rum be diddle dee dum, be diddle dee dum, dee diddledy dum..."

The hare pointed an ear at his soloist. Broggle stepped to the front and sang out beautifully into the
lantern-lit orchard.

"Ladies dear oh ho we thank you,
For this evening'swondrous feadt,
Every Dibbun every elder,

From the greatest to the lesst.



We can say with paw on heart,
That your efforts did you proud,
So intribute to your art,
Let ussing with joy doud.
L adies dear oh how we thank you,
And in truth we dwayswill,
Knowing that your gracious beatity,
Isin keeping with your skill!™

Amid the applause, Foremole Brull pounded Broggle's back. " Gurtly dunn, young maister. Ee doan't be
astammeren when ee singen. Tisee marvel!"

Theyoung squirrdl flicked his bushy tail triumphantly. " No, marm, an' | don't sammer when | spesk
anymore, asyou can see. Completely cured, thanksto my good friend Mr. Boorab. | sang the wordsin
my mind as | spoke them at first, but now | don't even have to do that anymore. | just spesk as| like an'
out it comes, without a stammer or astumble or atrip. Tak? It'sthe smplest thing on earth! Would you
like to hear me recite the a phabet, forward, backward or sideways as you please? Tis quite Smple,
ligen..."

Broggle was forestaled by Boorab's thrusting ahoneyed hazelnut dice into his mouth. The hare pulled
Brull toonesde.

"Confounded young bounder found his voice earlier thisevenin', an' now | can't shut him up. Lackaday,
he's babblin' like abaly brook. Theres no stoppin him. Humph. Wonder if | did theright thing, givin'
him my specid lessons, wot?'

Brull poured the hare atankard of strawberry fizz. "Nay, zurr, you'm can't teach ee young Broggler to
stammer agin. Usn'sull ‘aveto put up wi' et. Hurr hurr hurr!”

Broggle buttonholed Mheraand Filorn. He had decided to practice his newfound speech powerson
anybeast who would listen.

"Ahah, avery pleasant evening to you both. What a magnificent and sumptuousfeast, or asmy friend
Mr. Boorab would say, super scoff, wot wot? Sumptuous. Now, there'saword | could never say when
| ssammered, but now it's sumptuous, superior, superlative, splendid! What a splendid word splendid is,
just like the food you made for us and this smashing summer evening in our Abbey's awesome orchard.
It'sall too splendiferous for words, ladies!”

Filorn put a paw around Broggl€'s shoulder and laughed. "It certainly is, young squirrel, and al the better
for hearing you speak properly for thefirst time. Congratulations!™

"Huh, easy for your mum to say,” Friar Bobb muttered to Mheraout of the corner of his mouth. "She



doesn't have a bedspace near Broggle in the kitchen larder. I'm going to kip down on the Abbey roof if
he startstaking in hisdeep. What are you laughing at, misse? It's not funny, y'’know!"

Mheratook adrink of strawberry fizz from Boorab's tankard. "Oh, hahaha. Sorry, Friar, I'm not
laughing at you. Hahaha. It'sjust that | fed happy dl of a sudden!™

Boorab cast ajaundiced eyeinto his near-empty tankard. "Er, excuse me, my pretty young gel, but next
flippin' time you start fedin' happy would you mind standin' next to some other chap's drink, wot!"

Little Gundil offered his begker to Mhera. "Y urr, miz, you'm can taken ee drink o' mine."
The ottermaid was about to accept the offer when the hare neatly relieved the molebabe of his beaker.
"My turn to pinch somebeast's drink, old chap, wot!"

He swigged down agood mouthful, swallowed it and clapped apaw to histhroat. A look of horror
spread across hisface. He charged off toward the Abbey pond, roaring, "Y aaaagh! It's‘orrible! I'm
poisoned! I'm on fire! Whoooaah!"

Gundil stuck out abottom lip as heingpected the empty beaker. "Hurr, et wurr only summ ‘otroot
zoop'n'dannylinewine an' ‘ot minty teawi' roasted chesknutters a-floaten in et. ‘'Tismoi fayvert drink.

Vurry tasty, hurr ayel™

Mhera, Filorn, Friar Bobb, Creggaand Foremole Brull fell about laughing helplesdy. Broggle wandered
amongst them, waving apaw in the air and declaiming airily, "Taken aback was my unfortunate instructor,
gricken by a.cunning concoction, whilst @out him many mingled in mirthful merriment. Truly the Summer
of Happiness and Friendship was off to amemorable start, or should that be splendiferous sart?1 like
that word, it's splendiferous!"

Book 2

Fifteen Seasons On



Chapter 6

Felch the fox had run, taking the blade of Sawney Rath with him. Trees, shrubs, bushes and grass
merged into agreen blur in the dawn rain as the fox staggered aong on leaden paws. Felch had been
running since midnight. Hewas glad of the rain, hoping that it would obliterate histracks and throw his
pursuer off the scent. Ingtinctively he knew that Sawney would send only one creature to hunt him down.
The Taggerung. Blundering into nettlebeds and crashing through groves of fern, Felch felt anumbing
terror congtrict his aching chest. Who could escape the Taggerung? Now the weariness was pressing
upon him; he could fed himsalf making stupid errors. Rain or no rain, hewas leaving atrail that a
one-eyed toad could follow. But the sound of ariver in the distance drove him onward through north
Mossflower. It was the only place where he could possibly stand a chance. Rainwater dropped from his
nosetip onto his parched tongue, and he blinked away the raindrops that broke against his ditted eydlids.
A fat woodpigeon, which had been feeding on the ground, whirred up in front of him. The startled fox let
out aragged yelp and tripped over an em root. Ignoring the blood seeping from an injured footpad, he
struggled upright and continued a crazily weaving course. River noise grew loud in hisears ashe skirted a
yew thicket, hisheart rising a the sight in front of him: ahigh riverbank with dder and willows
overhanging it. There were rocks sticking up from the water, which was deep with no shallows. Felch
grabbed aleafy bough and scrabbled down. Cold swirling currentstook his breath avay for amoment as
he landed shoulder-deep in front of arock ledge. Pushing through the overhanging willow foliage, he
wedged himself safely under the bank, out of the main current. Rain dappled the river surface, itsnoise
making hearing difficult. The fox was bone weary, hungry, wet and miserable, but at least hewas dive.
His eyesflickered from sde to Sde as he watched for any unusua movement around him, some inner
sense suddenly telling him there was another cresture nearby. From above, small fragments of rock and



earth splashed into the water, and overhanging willow branches swayed, dipping downward into the
current.

Felch held his breath, one paw inching underwater to the knife thrust in his belt. He could not see the
banktop because of the jutting ledge he was hiding under, but he knew somebeast was up there, casting
about intherainfor sgnsof him. It had to be the Taggerung! The fox brought Sawney's blade dowly out
of the water, and with his good paw held it ready for an upward thrust. Felch had never been so afraid,
but he was desperate. Taggerung or not, he was prepared to sell hislife dearly, rather than be dragged
back to the Juska camp to face Sawney Rath's vengeance.

His eyesflickered upward. On the bank above he could hear movement over therain noise. A shower
of pebbles hit the water, dong to hisright, then he caught the sound of adead twig breaking underpaw
further away. Felch, his heart pounding, remained motionless benesth the ledge for along time, his
vulpine sense dretched to the limit as he listened and watched. After what seemed like an eternity, he
findly knew. The Taggerung had gone, he was sure of it. Shuddering with amixture of relief, cold and
exhilaration, Felch relaxed. He had escaped the Taggerung!

However, he knew that he would have to stay hidden until night. If the Taggerung was hiding somewhere
nearby, waiting for his quarry to break cover and run, he would be disappointed. Felch was no fool.
Having got thisfar, he was not going to betray himsaf with any sudden silly moves. Lowering the dagger
until it waslevel with hisface, the fox saw his breath migting the bright blade. He cursed inwardly. Maybe
if Sawney's blade had not been in question the Juska Chieftain might not have sent the Taggerung to hunt
him down. Perhaps he might have let Felch desert the clan, not thinking the fox of any great importance,
merely an old follower with aussless paw.

Thefox's eyes hardened as he recalled how mercilessy Sawney had ruined his paw with that same
blade. A fierce determination swept over him, and he thrust the knife back into hisbelt. It belonged to
him now! If hewas no longer one of the Juskarath, he would take something with him, for al the long
seasons of unrewarded service to Sawney Rath. Aye, the ferret would remember Felch the fox, every
time helooked at the space in his belt where the blade used to be.

Since late spring Sawney had been harassing Antigraand her companions, asif expecting some sort of
mutiny within the clan. He had come down hard on Felch, abusing and humiliating the fox at every
possible opportunity. It had cometo a head on the previous evening. Felch had been out foraging in the
north sector of Maossflower's sprawling woodlands, and was returning to camp with ameeger offering, a
small trout he had found floating dead in a stream. Sawney stood watching him trying to dink into camp
unnoticed. The Juska Chieftain wastossing hisknifeidly, catching it by the blade, just below itstip. He
looked to bein afoul mood.

Sawney's rasping voice had stopped the fox in histracks. "What's that dirty piece of rubbish youre
snesking back with?"

Felch avoided the ferret'sirate stare, "It's afish, ayoung trout | caught.”

Sawney sniggered nastily, pointing with hisknife. ™Y ou must've had a hard battle bringing in amongter
likethat. Hold it up so we can dl seeit. Go on, hold it up.”

Felch raised the small deed fish hafheartedly, his eyesfixed on the knife Sawney was toying with. He
could guesswhat was coming by the tone of Sawney'svoice.

"| told you to bring abird back, abig fat woodpigeon. | know anidiot like you hastrouble telling the



difference between abird and afish. But maybe I'm wrong, perhaps you didn't hear meright, Felch. Isit
your ears?"

The fox didn't answer. Sawney, who was more than thirty pawsteps away, raised his blade, ready to
throw. "Aye, | think it must be your ears. Let'stake alook at one. Stand till, now. This shouldn't hurt. ..
much!”

Felch ducked asthe blade flashed from Sawney's paw. Even asfast as he moved, the fox could not
avoid the blade's nicking his left eartip. Zipping past him, the knife disappeared into the woodland foliage.

Grissoul, who was squatting at anearby campfire, cackled. "A goodly throw, but thou gave him too
much warning. Felch did well to avoid thy blade. Let him live.”

Sawney ran across to the cringing fox and kicked him. "'If you don't find my blade, you'll die dowly, for
‘twas you who logt it by moving when | told you not to. Find the knife, Felch, and I'll 1et you live. Though
I'll still take that ear as a punishment for disobedience. Now get searching, addlebrain!” Another savage
kick sent the fox scurrying off into the bushes on dl fours.

It was not until nearly midnight that he discovered it, afair distance from the camp. Rain had started to
fdl when thefox glimpsed a shaft of moonlight glimmering off the wet sgpphire pomme stone. Felch
tugged on the knife, which had buried its point deep in a sycamore trunk. He pulled it free, faling over
backward in the process. Behind him the camp lay ill, firdight gleaming hazily through the closed tents.
Sawney and his clan lay deeping. Felch knew his prospects were blegk. Sawney Rath would teke his ear
if he returned. Without thinking further, he thrust the blade into his belt and ran.

Beneath the bank ledge, with rainwater beating congtantly on the river surface, Felch wedged himsdlf
tighter in. Wesariness and fatigue overcame him, and despite the water's cold embrace he fell adeep.

Throughout the day the rainfall began to dacken from downpour to drizzle. By midafternoon the skies
had cleared, giving way to warm sunlight. Steam rose from the banksides, wresthing around trailing
willow fronds. Small flies began hovering close to the bank where the current ran more dowly. It was one
such gnat, wandering around on the fox's nosetip, that wakened him. The first thing Felch saw was atall
rudder, decorated with two white fishbone tailrings. Fearfully he raised his eyes. Standing on arock not a
whisker-length out from the bank was a barbaric-looking young otter. His only clothing was ashort
barkcloth kilt, girdled by abroad edlskin belt. He wore two patterned flax wristbands and asingle
hooped gold earring. The eyes, piercingly dark, stared back at Felch from behind the face tattoos of the
Juskarath clan. The otter carried no weapons, save for the knife, which he had removed slently from the
deeping fox's belt. Felch did not notice when the gnat stung his nosetip. He was not even aware that the
rain had stopped and the sun was out. The young otter reached out gracefully and took hold of the fox's
shoulder with his sinewy paw. Felch tried to shrink further back against the ledge. But the tremendous
pawstrength wrenched him savagely forward, amost completely out of the water. He was dragged up
onto therock, his ear right next to the hunter's mouth. The voice he heard was a gentle whisper that
chilled his blood more than any river cold.

"Nobeast escapes from me. | am the Taggerung!”

Chapter 7



Rainwater drummed against the high stained glasswindows of Redwall Abbey. It had poured down
snce midnight of the previous day. Even the hardiest of workbeasts had |eft their outdoor tasksfor dry
onesindoors. Mheraand her faithful friend Gundil emerged from the kitchensto St upon the cool stone
stepsto Great Hall. Brushing apaw across her brow, the ottermaid blew a sigh of relief. "Whooh,
goodness me, it'shot in there, Gundil!"

The mole undid his apron and wiped the back of his neck. "Y uss, marm. If'n oi'd stayed thurr ee moment
longer they'm be "avin' ee roastified mole furr dinner. Hoo aye!”

Filorn's call reached them from the kitchens. "Mhera, Gundil, come and take thistray, please.”

She met them just ingde the kitchen entrance. Filorn was no longer ayoung ottermum. Her face was
lined and she stooped dightly, but to her daughter she still looked beautiful. Mhera, who was now much
taller than Filorn, touched her mother'sworkworn paw gently.

"Why don't you finish in there for the day? Go to the gatehouse and take a nap with old Hoarg in one of
hisbig chairs

Filorn dismissed the suggestion with adry chuckle. "Food doesn't cook itsdlf, you know. I'm well able
for aday'slabor. Huh! | can still work the paws from under either of you two young cubs!™

Gundil tugged his nose in courteous mole fashion. "Hurr, you'm surpintly can, marm. Boi 'okey, youm a
gurt cooker, al roight. But whoi doan't ee take alikkle doze?"

Filorn presented them with the tray she was carrying. "If | listened to you two I'd never get out of bed.
Now take this luncheon up to Cregga Badgermum, and be careful you don't trip on the stairs. Gundil,
you carry the flagon and Mhera can tekethetray.”

Creggawas dozing in her chair when she heard the gpproaching pawsteps. "Comeright in, friends,”
she cdled. "Gundil, you get the door. Put the flagon down in case you drop it!"

They entered, shaking their heads in wonder. Cregga patted the top of the table next to her overstuffed
armchair. "Put the tray down here, Mhera. Mmmm, isthat mushroom and celery broth | can smel?Filorn
has put a sprinkle of hotroot pepper onit, just theway | likeit."



She checked Gundil. "Don't balance that besker on the chair arm. Put it there, where | canreach it
eedly.”

The mole wrinkled his snout. "Burr, ‘ow do ee knoaw, Creggum? Anybeast'd think you'm ‘ad ten eyes,
'slead 0' bein' bloinded.”

She patted his digging claw as he replaced the beaker. "Never you mind how | know. Hmph! That door
has swung closed again. Open it for me, please, Mheramy dear. Thisroom can get dreadfully stuffy ona
rany summer'sday.”

Mhera opened the door, but it would not stay open. "Warped old door. It's starting to close again,
Cregga”

The badger blew on her broth to cool it. "Have alook in the corner cupboard. | think therésan old
doorstop in there, on the bottom shelf.”

Mhera did as she was bidden, finding the object immediatdly. "Oh, look, it'salittle carved squirrel, made
from stone, | think. No, it's made from heavy dark wood. Where'sit from?"

Creggadipped abarley farl in her broth and took abite. "It belonged to Abbess Song. Her father,
Janglur Swifteye, carved it from a piece of wood he found on the seashore. That was longer ago than |
care to remember. Though | do recall that when Song was old she used it as adoorstop too. She gave it
to me before she passed on. Why don't you take it, Mhera? When Song was young shewas alot like
you in many ways. | was going to leave it to you when my time comes, but you might aswell haveit

Mheratook the carved statuette to the window and turned it thisway and that, admiring it. "Thank you,
Cregga, it'slovely. Abbess Song's dad must have been avery skilled carver, it looks so dive. What a
pity it ended up asjust adoorstop. Here, Gundil, take alook."

The moletook hold of the carved squirrdl and ingpected it closdly, sniffing and tapping it with hisdigging
claws. "Burr, wunnerful h'objeck. Tain't no doorstopper, tho'. This'un's abokkle."

Mheralooked a her molefriend curioudy. "A bottle?'Y ou mean asort of flagon?”

Gundil nodded sagely. "Ho urr. Oi seeld one afore. Moi ole granfer ‘ad one shapened loike ee moler.
Kep' beerineteedid.”

Cregga poured hersdlf cold mint tea. "Tell usthen, Gundil, how can a statue be a bottle? How would
you get anything into it? Where's the top, where's the neck?"

The mole grinned from ear to ear with ddight. "Hurrhurr, marm, see, you'm doan't be aknowen
everythin' arfter all. Eetop isee head an' you'm turn ee neck. Lukkee!" He twisted the Statuette's head,
and it came away from the neck. Inside had been cunningly carved out to form abottlelike container.

Gundil passed it to the badger, and Creggafelt it al over with her huge paws. The Badgermum'svoice
went hoarse with excitement. "Mhera, your paws are daintier than mine. There's something insde. Can
you reachin and get it out?"

Mherds paw fitted easily into the cavity. She brought forth ascroll, held by aribbon with ared wax sedl.
"It'san old barkcloth parchment with aribbon and sedl!”



Creggaabandoned her lunch and sat up straight. "'Isthere a mark upon the seal ?'

Mheraingpected the sedl. "Y es, Cregga, theré's aletter Swith lots of wavy lines going throughtit. |
wonder what it means?'

The Badgermum knew. "The Abbesss real name was Songbreeze. Her sign was the Swith breezes
blowing through it. Can you see properly, Mhera? Thelight in here means nothing to me. Gundil, run and
fetch alantern, please. Hurry!"

Clearing thetray from the table, they placed both lantern and scroll upon it. Creggafelt the sedl with her
senditive paws. It had stuck to both scroll and ribbon.

"What apity to bresk thislovely thing. | would have liked to keep it, asamemento of my old friend
Abbess Songbreeze."

"Yurr, you'm leaven et to oi, marm, oi'll get et furr el From his belt pouch, Gundil took atiny
flat-bladed knife, which he used for specia tasksin the kitchen. It was as sharp as afreshly broken
crysta shard. Skillfully he dit the faded ribbon of cream-colored silk and did the blade under the wax,
ceverly lifting it away from the scroll in one undamaged piece.

Mheraheld it up admiringly. "Good work, Gundil. It looks like a scarlet meddlion hanging from its
ribbon. Hereyou are, Cregga.”

Taking it carefully, the Badgermum smiled with pleasure. "I'll treasure this. Thank you, Gundil. I'm sure
nobeast but you could have performed such adelicate operation!”

Gundil scratched the floor with hisfootpaws, wiggling his stubby tail furioudy, which moleswill often do
when embarrassed by a compliment. "Hurr, e wurrn't nuthin', marm, on'y alikkle tarsk!"

Mherawas practicaly hopping with eagerness. "' Can we open the scroll now, Creggal”

The blind badger pulled aface of comic indifference. "Oh, I'm feding abit deepy. Let'sleaveit until
tomorrow." She waited until she heard her friend's Sighs of frustration. "Ho ho ho! Go on then, openit.
But be sure vou read anything that's written down there loud and clear. | wouldn't missthisfor another
feast. Wdll, carry on, Mheral"

The barkcloth had remained supple, and Mheraunrolled it with meticul ous care. There were two pieces.
A dried oak legf fell out from between them, and she picked it up.

"Therestwo pages of writing. It's very nest; Abbess Song must have been redlly good with aquill pen.
A ledf, too."

Cregga held out her paw. "Give metheleaf." Holding it to her face, she traced the leaf's outline with her
nosetip. "Hmm, an oak leaf. | wonder if it's got any speciad meaning? What does Song have to say?
Come on, miz otter, read to me!”

Mherabegan to read the beautifully written message.

"Fortunate are the good creatures,



Dwadling withinthesewalls,

Content in peaceful harmony,

As each new season falls.

Guided in wisdom by leaders,
Oreliving, the other long dead,

Martin the Warrior in pirit,

And our chosen Abbey Head.

"Tis Martin who chooses our Champion,
Should peril or dangers befall,

But who selects the Abbess,

Or Abbot to rule Redwall?

| was once your Abbess,
A task not like any other,
Tofollow apath in duty bound,
| took on thetitle of Mother.
Mother Abbess, Father Abbot,
They look to you done,
For sympathy, aid, and counsd,
Y ou mugt give up thelife you've known.
To take on the mantle of guidance,
Asleaders before you have done,
Upholding our Abbey'straditions,
For you alone arethe One."
There was abrief silence, then Cregga repeated the last line. "For you alone are the Onel™

Mheralooked perplexed. "Me?"



Gundil climbed up and sat on the arm of Creggals chair. "Waull, et surrpintly bain't oi. Thisyurr moler
wurrn't cutted owt t'be no h'Abbess, no miz, nor ah'Abbot noither!"

Cregga chuckled, stroking the mol€s furry head. ™Y ou've got a point there, friend. | couldn't imagine you
in the robes of an Abbot."

Gundil folded his digging claws over his plump stomach. *Nor cudd oi, marm, gurt long flowen garmunts,
oi'd trip o'er an' bump moi 'ead!”

Mheraheld up apaw for quiet. "Theres writing on this other page too, that'sif you want to hear me read
it?'

Gundil spoke out of the side of his mouth to Cregga. "Y urr, shem ah'Abbess awready, bossen uz pore
beasters abowt. We'm best lissen to miz h'otter!”

Mhera gave them alook of mock severity and coughed politely. "Ahem, thank you. Now, there are
severd thingswritten down here. First of dl it saysthis. Oak Leaf O.L."

Cregga passed her the lesf. "Here'sthe oak leaf. Take acloselook at it, Mhera"

The ottermaid inspected it. "O.L. It'sabit faded, but Abbess Song wrote those two |etters here on the
leet."

Gundil cast hiseye over the two carefully inked letters. "Ho urr. O.L. Stan's furr h'oak leaf. Wurr ee
h'Abbess a-tryen to tell usn's sum think?'

Creggagave hisback a hearty pat. "That's sound mole logic, my friend. Read on, Mheral”
The next lines Mheraread affirmed what Gundil had guessed.
"Though | am no longer here,
| beg, pay heed to me,
O.L. stands for Oak Lesf,
A.S. leavesyou her key.
AS"
Cregga caught on fast. "A.S. Abbess Song! It'ssmpleredly.”
Mherainterrupted her. "Not as smple as you think. | .isten to the second verse.
"If you would rule this Abbey,
G.H. isthe placeto be,
Atthe T.O.M.T.W.

Look totheL.H.C."



Gundil scratched his snout in puzzlement. "Hoo urr, they'm agurt lot o' lettersl”
Mherasmiled confidently. "L et's go down to the gatehouse and find out, shal we!"
Cregga eased hersdf from the big armchair. " C latehouse?!

Mheratook her friend's paw. "Of course. G.H., gatehouse. Lend a paw here, Gundil.”

Even with their help, the Badgermum had greet difficulty managing the stairs. When they reached the
bottom step Cregga sat down, shaking her huge striped head.

"Y ou two carry on to the gatehouse. I'll wait here. I'm not as spry as| once was. Don't get that
parchment wet with rain.”

Mheratucked the scroll carefully into her apron pocket. "But Cregga, don't you want to come with us
and find out what it al means?'

The blind badger sghed wearily. "I'll only dow you down. Y ou can let me know what you found out
when you come back. Go on now, you two."

When they had gone, Boorab, who had been banished from the kitchens, sauntered by. The gluttonous
hare was munching on aminted potato and leek turnover, which he hid hagtily as he caught sight of

Cregga

"Er, how dee do, marm? Bit of inclement weather, wot wot?"

She held out her paw. "Help me up, please.” Asthe badger was hauled upright, she sniffed theair. "'l
smell mint. Have you been plundering in the kitchens again?'

The hare's ook of injured innocence was wasted on a blind badger. His earbelIstinkled as he shook his
head stoutly. " Shame on you, marm. | haven't been within alesgue of your confounded kitchens. | was
down in Cavern Hole, composing a poem to your wisdom an' beauty an' so forth. But I'll bally well scrap
the whole thing now. Hmph! Accusin' achap of my honest nature of pinchin’ pastries, wot!"

Creggashrugged. "But | can gtill smell mint and | know that Friar Bobb is baking minted potato and leek
turnoversfor dinner tonight."

Boorab sniffed airily. "Well, of course you can jolly well smell mint. | aways put adab or two of mint
essence behind each ear after my mornin' bath. Gives achap aclean fresh smell, donchaknow?'

Creggainclined her head in asmdl bow. "Then forgive me. | gpologize heartily. Well share aturnover or
two at dinner thisevening. | like them best when the crust is dark brown and the potatoes have melted
into the leeks"

Boorab fdl into the trap unthinkingly. "Well, they're not quite at that stage yet, marm. The potato isstill a
bit lumpy and the crust isonly light brown."

Ashebit hislip, the badger patted Boorab's pocket, squashing the turnover againgt his ssomach. "Aye,
I'd leave them to cook properly, if | wereyou," she growled. "Asfar as|'m concerned, you're till on
probation & Redwall.”



The hare watched her lurch dowly off. Dipping his paw into the messingde his pocket, he sucked it
resentfully. "Fifteen blinkin' seasons probation. Bit much for any chap, wot!"

Grass squel ched underpaw in therain as Mheraand Gundil hurried across the front lawnsto the little
gatehouse by the Abbey's main outer wall entrance. Gundil was about to knock when old Hoarg opened
the door.

"What're you two doin’ out in this? Y ore wetter'n fishesin water. Comein, comein!" He tossed them a
big towe to dry their faces. " So then, what brings ye here, Miz Mhera?'

Taking the parchment from her pocket, Mhera spread it on the table and told the ancient dormouse
gatekeeper the whole story to date. Placing smdll rock crystal spectacles on the end of hisnose, Hoarg
inspected the document, staring at it for what seemed an age. The two friends maintained a respectful
slence. Hoarg sat in an armchair and mused awhile. "Well then, you've come to my gatehouseto search
for dues?'

Gundil sounded atrifle impatient. "Y urr, uz 'ave, zurr. May'gps you'm 'ep usn's?'

The old dormouse nodded sagely. "Oh, I'll help ye dl right. But first tell me, Mhera, do you think
wisdom, patience, an' the ability not to rush at things would be good quditiesin an Abbess?'

Mherawas very fond of the old gatekeeper. "Oh, | do, sir. Why d'you ask?"

Pursing hislips, Hoarg stared out of the window at the rain. "Hmm. Learning, too, | wouldn't wonder.
Gatehouse is one single word, you know, not two separate ones. So this place would only be referred to
asasingle G on your scroll. Now | want you to take your time and think. Name me a place at Redwall
Abbey that gtarts with the two letters G and H."

Mheradammed her paw down on the table as redization hit her. "Great Hall, of course. Come on,
Gundil!"

Hoarg's voice checked them as they dashed for the door. “There you go, rushin’ off without thinking. |
never make amove before | think anythin' out. I've solved the next bit of that puzzle. I know what
T.OM.T.W. means."

Mhera grabbed the scroll and stuffed it in her apron pocket, her paws aquiver with excitement. "Oh, tell
uswhat itis, gr, please pleasetdl ugd”

"Only if you promiseto go abit dower in the future and stop to reason things out, instead of hurtlin'
‘round like madbeadts.”

"You'mroight, zurr. Usn's be loike woise snailers frumm naow on, oi swurr to ee!™

Hoarg removed his spectacles and put them away dowly. "1 could be wrong at such short notice, but |
think that T.O.M.T.W. means Tapestry Of Martin The Warrior.”

With his cheek still damp from the kiss Mhera had planted on it, Hoarg sat back in hisarmchair. He



heard the door dam and the two sets of footpaws pounding away over the drenched lawn toward the
Abbey building. The dormouse chuckled. "Ah, the speed and energy of younger ones. I'mglad | logtita

long time ago.”

Closing hiseyes, he went into a comfortable doze.

On entering the Abbey, wet and panting, the two friends spied Cregga. She was Sitting on the floor of
Great Hall, gazing up at the tapestry. Mhera skidded to a halt beside her.

"Cregga, how could you! Listen to that rain out there. You let usrun al the way to the gatehouse and
back!"

The Badgermum turned her sightless eyestoward them. "It came to me while | was Sitting on the sairs,
but you two had aready charged off. What did Hoarg have to say?"

Gundil flopped on the floor and began drying hisface on Creggas habit deeve. "L ots o' things abowt
gooin' dow an' payin' ‘tenshun an' lurrnen t'be woi sebeasts, marm.”

The badger dried Mheras face on her other deeve. "Good old Hoarg. | remember he was dow and

methodical even when he was a Dibbun. Well, herewe are. G.H. Great Hall, and thereit is,
T.O.M.T.W., the Tapestry Of Martin The Warrior. But | haven't the foggiest notion of what L.H.C.

means, have you?'

Mhera stared up at the likeness of Redwall's greatest hero, armor-clad and armed with asword. "No,
I'm afraid not. There's one other thing that puzzles me also. What are we supposed to be searching for?”'

Cregga put out a paw and touched the tapestry. "Wisdom maybe, knowledge perhaps, L.H.C. certainly,
but where do wefindit?"

"Hurr, marm, mebbe usn'sjus St 'ere an’ arsk Marthen ee Wurrier. Thurr wurr never ee woiserbeast
than'im."

Mole logic won the day again. They sat staring at the mouse warrior, each with their own thoughts.
L.H.C

Lower Hall Cavern?

Little Hot Cakes?

L essons Have Commenced?

Let Him Choose?

Theimage of Martin began to swim and shimmer in -front of Mheras eyes. It had been along hard day,

working in the kitchens, dashing about with trays, hel ping Cregga downgtairs, rushing to and from the
gatehouse. Creggawas aready dozing as Mheraleaned her head againgt the badger'slap and fdll into



dumber, gtill pondering the puzzle.

Chapter 8

Sawney Rath had not dept well. He was awake long before dawn, wincing and rubbing at his ssomach.
Taking abesker of boiling water from the cauldron that bubbled over the glowing embers of hisfire, the
Juskarath Chieftain sat down outside. Stars il studded the aquamarine sky, and the camp lay till and
dlent. Spping at the seaming water, which seemed to relieve his aching gut dightly, Sawney mulled over
the past fifteen seasons.

In many ways, Tagg was a puzzle to him. Maybe it was because Redwall Abbey had spawned his
adopted son. Perhaps things might have been different if he had taken awife from his own clan and
fathered the future Taggerung. However, the omens were not to be denied, so he had done his best with
the otterbabe from the ford bank, the one whose father he had ordered to be dain. While Tagg was
small, Sawney had been enormoudy fond of him. Thelittle otter showed dl the physical Sgnsof a
Taggerung, swift aslightning and frighteningly strong. He was obedient too, not only to Juskalawsand
customs, but awaysto Sawney's wishes. Then he began to grow and think for himself. At first, Sawney
admired Tagg's independence. However, gradualy it began to cause arift between them asthe otter
grew up. The seasons had been good and relatively peaceful, with hardly any killing raids or triba strife.
Then Sawney began noticing things he did not like in Tagg's nature. With anatura taent for wegponry,
the knifein particular, the young otter could outfight, outrun or outthink any clanbeast, but in the few
quarrds and fights he had he was aways merciful at the end. Despite Sawney's urging, he would merely
defeat his opponent and release him without punishing him further. Sawney often took him to task about
this. Why had he not dain hisadversary, or at least crippled him? It was not the way of a Juska,
particularly a Taggerung, to show leniency to anybeast he had conquered. Tagg would smile oddly at
Sawney and shrug, saying that there was no need for such actions once the chal lenger was beaten. The
Juska Chieftain wanted to see his adopted son become a complete Taggerung, with the same truly
barbaric nature he had seen in his own father. What if the clan had to go into bettle, or on akilling raid?
Sawney had never seen Tagg teke alife. Would the young otter prove himsdlf to be atrue Taggerung
when the moment came? Sawney Hill felt very closeto Tagg, but he fdt it was high time his adopted son
learned the lesson that would gain him respect through fear. Tagg had to prove himsdf by daying
somebeast. When he brought Felch back, which Sawney did not doubt for amoment he would, the
ferret decided that Tagg would be the fox's executioner. He tossed the remaining hot water away, his
stomach suddenly fedling alot better.



Felch could not believe hewas il dive. He sat wet and shivering on the banktop where the
Taggerung had hauled him. Soon the strange otter had afire going. He tossed Felch asmadll traveling
sack.

"Sit there," he ordered curtly. "Warm yoursdf by the fire, and take adrink. I'm not going to tie you up.
Goon, drink. You'll not get far the state you'reiin. I'll go and get us somefood.” The fox nodded dumbly
as Tagg strode off, calling back. "I won't be long. Keep that fire going.”

He dived off the banktop. Felch did not hear asplash asthe deek hunter hit the water. Thefox waited a
moment, then, shouldering the bag, he crept carefully away from the fire and forced his water-stiffened
limbsinto arun. As he sped through the bushes, his mind was racing aso. Had the Taggerung missed him
earlier that day, when he passed a ong the banktop, above the hideout under the ledge? Maybe the
Taggerung was not as skillful as everybeast said, perhaps he had found his quarry through alucky
accident. Felch rushed onward, assuring himsdlf that he would not let himself be captured a second time.

Something flew by him at shoulder level, and the thwack of ahefty rudder laid the fox flat on his
stomach. Hetried to rise, but the breath was knocked from him as the Taggerung landed upon his back.
A paw cuffed his ears soundly, then seized them and dragged his head backward. Felch felt Sawney's
bladetickle histhroat.

"Y ou don't have much sensefor afox, do you?' the powerful otter snarled menacingly into his ear.
"Now tdl me, would you liketo go onliving, or do | day you right here?"

"Mercy!" Felch managed to gasp hoarsely. "Dont kill me!™

Tagg pulled Felch upright, leading him by one ear like anaughty youngster back to the fire, where he sat
him down. The fox cowered fearfully, but the Taggerung merely winked at him. "Right, mate, well start
again. You stay here, I'll go and get us something decent to eat. Understood?”

The fox groaned as he rubbed the side of hisface. "Understood!" Like aflickering sunshadow, the otter
disappeared.

Unshouldering the sack, Felch tugged its drawstrings open with his teeth. Insde were four pearsand a
flask of nettle beer. He drank gratefully and began chewing on a pear. Then he threw some pinetwigson
thefire and hunched up closeto it, aching al over aslife segped back into his bruised body. Miserably he
began to ponder hisfate.

The fox's thoughts were interrupted when two nice-sized vendace, dung together by their gillsona
reedstalk, landed dap next to the fire. With Sawney's blade, the otter cut two green willow twigsand
passed them to Felch.

"Well, come on, do something for your keep. Spit those fish and cook 'em. Plenty therefor two. | like
vendace." He sat on the other side of thefire, watching the fox. "There's something on your mind, | can
tdl.”

Felch sat the fish to sizzling over the fire. "Why didn't you capture me this morning, when you passed by
on the banktop? Y ou must've known | was there.”

The barbaric-looking otter took a pull at the flask. "Hah! That wasn't me, it was Gruven the stoat. Y ou
know, Antigrals son. He'sthe clumsiest tracker | ever saw. | was watching him from the other sde of the



bank. Nice soft mossthere. I'd been tracking you dl night and | wastired, so when | found you | took a
nap. Y ou weren't going anywhere. | knew Gruven wanted to make aname for himself by being first to
nab you, 0 | left him anicefdsetral. | saw him passby intherain. | could see you too, shaking likea
leaf under the bank ledge opposite me. Aye, I'll wager Gruven's ftill tracking away somewhere. He's
tough and nasty enough, but dow-witted."

The fish was delicious, and they shared the remaining pears and the last of the nettle beer. Felch fdlt his
nerves returning to normal as he conversed with the Taggerung, aware of the fierce eyes behind the
painted face, gleaming in the flames.

"Y ou couldve dain me. Why didn't you?'

The otter felt pity for hiswretched captive, knowing that Sawney would have some terrible punishment
in store for him, but he kept his heavily tattooed face immobile and shrugged, replying asif it were an
everyday matter. " Sawney Rath told meto return to camp with two things, his fine blade and you, or your
head as proof | found you."

Felch gulped vishbly. "My head!"

Tagg twirled the knifein the air and caught it deftly. "I didn't want to mess my supply bag up and haveto
carry extraweight, so I'm returning you to Sawney dive."

The fox'swhole body dumped. There was pleading in hiseyes. "If you take me back Sawney will kill me
himsdf."

The otter stared at the amber-handled knife. "I don't make therules, Felch. Y ou are Juskarath, you
know our clan laws. Y ou shouldn't have run.”

Felch was about to stand up and reply, but he thought better of it and remained seated. "But Sawney
was going to kill me anyway if | hadn't found the knife he had thrown a me. | had no choice, don't you
see? There was nothing left for me but to run!™

Tagg pointed the blade at his captive. ™Y ou should be dead now, by rights. If Gruven had found you
held have beheaded you on the spot. Be thankful you are dive, fox."

Felch leaned forward eagerly. "Y ou spared my life. I'll dways be gra—"

The otter cut him short. " Save your breath, we've got afast journey at dawn. Get some deep, youll
need it. Don't forget, though: one fase move and I'll make you wish that Gruven had captured you!"

The Taggerung threw more branches on the fire. He watched the fox until he was sure that Felch was
deep in deep, then he lay down himsdf and drifted into alight dumber, the blade still held relaxed but

ready.

It was the dream that had visited his mind many times over the last fifteen seasons. A beautiful otter face,
gentle and kind, and a soft voice murmuring things he could not quite make out. A younger face o,
bright-eyed, pretty, repeating the same comforting noises. Soft clean linen againgt his cheek, aromas of
the late spring and delicious food baking. A big mae otter standing proudly close by, and the presence of
ahuge motherly beast hovering in the background. Then there were the walls, old, warm, red stone,
everywhere about. Sunlight shafting through awindow, turning them to the hue of dusty pink roses. It was
afeding of peace, happiness and safety he had never known running wild outdoors with the Juskarath



clan. Tears coursed from under the lids of his closed eyes, dripping down onto the paw that held the
knife. Suddenly he was awake, swiftly wiping his eyes and peering out into the still summer night. Behind
him he could hear the dow swirl of riverwater. He stayed il as a stone, sensing everything about him,
even awood bestle, trundling by on some nocturna errand. After awhile he relaxed and checked on
Felch. Thefox waslying on hisside, snoring lightly. The Taggerung lay down again, letting dumber wash
over him, seeking again those visons helonged to see.

But thistime it was amouse standing in the corridors of hismind. A mouse? Ingtinctively he knew it to
be no ordinary mouse. It wasamale, awarrior, clad in battle armor, bearing asword that was as
beautiful asit wasfearsome. He knew that if ever he stood againgt this mouse, he would meet his match.
A warrior indeed! But for al that, the mouse smiled upon him, like afather meeting abeloved son. The
mouse warrior spoke but asingle word.

"Dq/re,ln

Then he was gone, faded into the dusty citadd of dreams.

Blue-grey woodsmoke from campfires drifted between the sun and shade of woodland trees.
Covering his eyes with a paw, Sawney Rath noted the position of the sun standing in the sky at high
noon. He turned his gaze onto the two creatures entering the clearing and spoke to the stoat Antigra
without even deigning to look at her.

"You seg, | told you. Here comes Tagg, my son, right on time!™

Antigraleft off plucking the feathers from a dead dove, and threw a hate-laden glance at the Taggerung
and his prisoner. Sawney continued to gloat and mock her.

"Nobeast living can hunt like my Taggerung. He was born of the storm and fathered by lightning on a
moonless night! Hah! Thefood you are preparing for your duggard son will have rotted in the cooking
pot by the time he returns. Where do you suppose your precious Gruven is? Chasing butterfliesten
leaguesfrom here, I'll wager. Huh! He couldn't hunt on hisown tail!”

The clan vermin crowded around the Taggerung and his prize, saring at their icon in awe and
admiration. Shoving Felch ahead of him, the lithe otter strode through the crowd, like a pike through a
minnow shod. Grissoul stood smiling in front of Sawney's tent. She bowed fawningly.

"Thou did wel! Zann Juskarath Taggerung!”

Sawney pushed the Seer aside and embraced his adopted son. "You did it! | knew you would, | said
you'd return at high noon with both Felch and my blade, and here you arel”

The otter threw a paw about Sawney's shoulder. "That's the duty of a Taggerung, not to disgppoint his
Chief. Any food around? I'm famished!"

Sawney gave Grissoul ashove. "Go and get that roasted woodpigeon for my Tagg. Shift yourself, vixen,
he's hungry!"



Eefera, one of Sawney's most trusted weasels, had Felch down on the ground, binding his pawswith
thongs. He pulled the fox upright. "One runaway, Chief, bound an' delivered!”

Sawney brought hisface closeto the fox, smiling dangeroudy through ditted eyes, hisvoice dripping
menace. "Last night was your last night, Felch. Enjoy therest of the day!™

The Taggerung whispered in Sawney's ear. " Punish him good, but don't kill him. That fox is <till auseful
beast. | think he'slearned hislesson.”

Theferret Chieftain patted the otter's cheek, still smiling. "Eat now, Tagg, and rest in my tent. Leavethis
to me. Our clan gtill carriesthe name of Rath; | make the rules here.”

Tagg was hafway through his mea when Gruven came storming back into camp, thornstung and
muddied. The stoat dashed past Antigrawithout even acknowledging her. Everybeast watched ashe
confronted the otter, Stting on the ground eating. Gruven pointed at Tagg and yedlled, "A fdsetrail! You
sent me off on afdsetral!”

The Taggerung rose dowly, wiping apaw across hismouth. "And you were clever enough to follow it.
Wel done, Gruven!"

The stoat was shaking from ear to paw with rage. "If you hadn't laid that trail I'd have taken thefox's
head an hour after dawn!"

Grissoul was about to step in and remind Gruven of hislowly position in the clan when Sawney pulled
her back. "Let them be. | want to seethis"

Tagg shook hishead. "An hour after dawn? Redly? | don't think so. I'd aready spotted Felch before
that. Remember this, too. | was the one sent out to bring him back, not you, my foolish friend.”

Gruven aways carried asword. Now hedrew it in the blink of an eye. "I'm no friend of yoursand I'm
not foolish either. Huh, Zann Taggerung, you don't even have the gutsto carry aweapon. So, who'sthe
fool now, eh?"

The otter moved like chain lightning. He dedlt Gruven an awful blow, just below the shoulder. It
paralyzed his sword paw. Tagg's rudderlike tail thudded into his opponent's scomach, bending him
double. The sword, which was till held loosely in the stoat's paw, its point against the ground, bent too,
likeabow. A stunning crack from Tagg's paw to his adversary's chin sent the stoat crashing backward.
The sword made atwanging noise asit left hisgrip and sailed off into the trees behind the clearing.
Gruven lay flat on his back. The otter drew Sawney's blade from the back of his belt and threw. It buried
itself alongside the stoat's face, clipping off several whiskersin the process. The Taggerung turned away.

Sawney put hisfootpaw in Gruven'sface as he tugged the knife free from the ground. He held it out to
the otter. "Takeit and kill him, Tagg. Hejust tried to kill you!™

Tagg shook his head. " Gruven's probably killed me athousand timesin dreams, but hell never get the
chanceto do it while he'sawvake. Why should | kill him?He amuses me. Besides, I'm till hungry.”



He went back to hisfood. Sawney raised the knife to dit Gruven'sthroat, but suddenly burst out
laughing. "Hahahahaha! He amuses you, that's a good one, hahahahaha! What a Taggerung our clan has,
and he's il hungry? Hahahal"

Hetook hisfootpaw from the stoat's face, leaving him to crawl off defeated but still dive. Sawney sat
down beside Tagg. "I've never known a beast like you, my son, but you should learn to obey me, you
impudent riverdog. When are you going to do as| say, en?'

Tagg tore aleg from the roasted bird and gave it to Sawney. "Next time you give me an order, |
promise. Tell me, though, have we ever been insgde abuilding, | mean ared big place, built of reddish
gone, with other ottersiniit, like me?”

Sawney stared at him oddly. "Never! No, we've never been in such aplace!”

Tagg sat back, hisfood forgotten. "What about a mouse warrior, area tough-looking beast, wearing
armor and carrying agreat sword, said his name was Deyna? Did we ever meet acreature like that?'

Sawney felt atwinge of hisold pain griping in his ssomach. His previous good mood began to dissolve.
"An armored sword-carrying mouse named Deyna? What's the matter with you, son? Areyou losing
your mind?"

Tagg lay down and yawned. He gazed up at the sky. "No, it was just adream I've been having.”
Sawney hurled the roast woodpigeon leg into the fire. "A dream? 1| had a dream the other night, | dreamt
| jumped off acliff and flew, aye, flew like abird! Who can say what rubbish and nonsense comesinto a

beast's mind when he's weary and deeping? Y ou'retired, Tagg. Go into my tent and get yoursdf a
proper deep, one without stupid dreams!™

Antigra sat watching her son eat. She was angry, but scared and relieved that neither Sawney nor the
Taggerung had killed Gruven, who seemed to be taking the whole episode with sullen indifference.
Antigraserved him mint tea, sweetened with honey.

"Y ou did wrong shouting out like that, my son. The same blade that took your father'slife nearly dew
you too."

Gruven spat gristleinto the cooking fire. "What d'you expect met'do, go an' thank them for sparing me?"
Antigraput apaw about his shoulder. "We must wait and bide our time until the right moment.”

"Y ou've been sayin' that for aslong as | can remember," Gruven snarled, pushing asde his mother's
paw. "I'm sick of waitin'. The right moment is now!"

"Wouldst thou tell me what moment that would be, Gruven?”
Mother and son glanced up, startled to see Grissoul the Seer standing close by. Guilt wasall over

Antigra'sface, but Gruven replied with asurly scowl, "None o' your business, dybrush. What are you
sneakin' around for? Did Sawney send you to spy on us?'



Shaking her numerous bracelets of cora, bone and silver, the vixen rolled her unstable eyein what she
imagined was afriendly smile. She sat down between them. "Bold words for one who dmost lost hislife
today. Did thou not teach thy son any sense, Antigra?”

The stoat mother smiled ingratiatingly. "All 1 could, but wisdom only comeswith age. Mayhap you'd like
to give Gruven some advice. Who knows, he might listen to one aswise asyou, Grissoul. | will pay you
for it. Wait!" Antigrawent to her tent and brought out four dove eggsin aclay bowl, which she gaveto
the Seer. "'l know you are very partia to these. They arefresh. My sonisdining on the onethat laid
them.”

Thevixen pierced one with her tooth and sucked its contents down. She stowed the other threein her
pouch. "Thou knows my weakness, stoat. The eggs are good. Hearken now, both of ye, an' listen to me.
| saw ants this morning, fighting among themsalves on their own anthill. | have seen other things of late.
The omens are not good for the Juskarath. If | were thee, Gruven, I'd do nought to anger Sawney. His
stomach istroubling him again; 'tis adangerous sign. Make thy peace with Sawney Rath, be one of those
in hisfavor. Mark my words, it could save both thy lives."

Gruven sniffed contemptuoudy, but his mother jabbed him with astick of firewood. "Listen to the Seer's
advice. What should we do, Grissoul 7'

The vixen pointed to the remains of the roast dove. "Take thou ading an' stones, Gruven, go out into the
woodlands an' day apair of doves. I'll take them to Sawney asthy peace offering, an’ praise theeto him
asagood hunter an' aloya clanbeast. HEIl listen to me. Heed my advice, both of ye!" Grissoul roseto
take her leave.

Gruven snorted. "Why should you care about us? Y ou only came 'round here to see what you could get.
Four dove eggsjust for apile of mumbo jumbo about ants an' the state 0' Sawney's gut. Not bad, en?”’

The Seer gathered her painted cloak about her, staring down at the stoat and shaking her head pityingly.
"Thou art abigger fool than | thought theeto be, Gruven. | care for this Juska clan, not just two stoats. |
cantdl what isin thy heart, but if thou try to take vengeance on Sawney or the Taggerung, ‘twill bethe
death of thee an' thy mother. My task isto stop our Juskarath being torn apart by strife. Sawney's
moods, thy bad temper, they affect all. Wherewould | go if there were no clan to protect me? Get some
sense into thy stubborn head an' heed my words!"

When the vixen had departed, Antigra brought a throwing ding and pouch of stones from thetent. "Do
as she says, son. It'sgood advice."

Gruven spat into the fire and listened to the Sizzle it made. "'I'm not crawlin' back beggin' for Sawney
Rath'sfavor, or that otter who thinks he'sa Taggerung. Leave me aone. I'm tired, wanderin' M ossflower
dl night an’ haf the day.”

Antigralost her temper. Shelashed the empty ding across Gruven's back. He winced but did not stir.
"Aslazy asyour father, that'swhat you are! I'll go and kill two doves mysdlf, you bone-idle beast!"

Gruven caled after her as she strode angrily off into the woodlands north of the camp. "Then go. I'm not
scared of Grissoul, Sawney or anybeast!"



Cool shades of early evening fdll upon the tent as Grissoul shook Tagg gently into wakefulness.
"Come. Thy father wishestheeto attend him."

The otter sat up and stretched, flexing hislean snewy frame. Taking adipper of water from anearby
pail, he drank some and poured the remainder over his head. A good dreamless deep had refreshed the

Taggerung.
"What's that old ferret up to now, Grissoul ?'

"Heisabout to dedl with the runaway, an' he wants thee to witness the punishment.”

Felch had his paws upstretched, bound to the thick bough of abeech tree. All the Juskarath vermin were
assembled there on their Chieftain's command. Sawney stood impatiently twirling hisfavorite blade, the
knife with the amber handle. He watched as the crowd parted to alow his Seer and the Taggerung

through.
"Ah. So, did you have agood deep, my son?"
Tagg noted the curious gleam in Sawney's eye. "Good enough, thankee. What are you going to do to
Felch?'
dSqamw licked the knife blade, tagting its cold stedl. "I think I'll skin him aive. HEd make anice tent flap,
~

A gtricken silence fell upon the clan. Nobeast had ever imagined such crudty, but they dl knew their
Chieftain was cgpable of it. Felch moaned pitifully. Though Tagg was horrified at the suggestion, he knew

enough not to show it. Sawney watched him closdly, waiting for areaction.

A cardless smile showed on the otter's face. He nodded toward Felch, remarking, "A stringy old
worthless hide like this? | don't think it'd be worth your time and trouble.”

Sawney laughed. "Haha, you're acool one, Tagg!"

The otter shrugged. "No point getting excited over some mangy old runaway fox. Cut him down and let
him go, | say. Make him clean up the camp on dl foursfor a season, starve him abit to dow him down.

That'swhat I'd do."

Sawney winced and rubbed his stomach with a paw. "But you're not me, are you? I'm the one who gives
the orders and makesthe decisonsin this clan. Right?"

Tagg tried keeping the mood light. He nodded. "Right!”

To hissurprise, Sawney grinned and hugged him fondly. "Zann Juskarath Taggerung! My strong right
paw. No, | won't skin Felch alive. Remember when we last spoke, just before you took your nap this

afternoon?’
Tagg disengaged himsdf from theferret'shug. "Aye.”

Sawney tossed his blade up and caught it neetly. "Y ou do, good! Because | recall exactly what you said
to me. You promised that you'd obey me next time | gave you an order.”



Tagg wasforced to agree. "That'swhat | said right enough.”

Quick asaflash, Sawney Rath's eyes hardened. " Then I'm ordering you to skin Felch alivel" He took
the otter's paw, closing it over the knife handle. "Obey me!"

The crowded clearing became as sillent asatomb. All eyes were upon the Taggerung, awaiting his
reaction to the order.

Tagg turned his back on Sawney and strode to the side of the fox strung up to the beech bough. He
raised the blade. Felch shut his eyestight, his head shaking back and forth as his nerves quivered
uncontrollably. With asudden dash Tagg severed the thongs that bound him. Felch dumped to the
ground in ashaking heap. Tagg's voice was flat and hard as he turned to face Sawney.

"I'm sorry to disobey your order. Thefox isasorry thief, but | will not take the life of a helpless beast.”

Sawney's paw shot to his belt, forgetting that Tagg was holding his blade. Spittle sprayed from the
ferret'smouth asheroared, "You'll do as| say! Don't try to give me excuses! Carry out my command!
Doit! Doit now!"

Tagg diced through the bonds that still held the fox's paws together. He spoke only one word. "No!"

Sawney was beside himself with fury. Hisvoice roseto ascream. "Y our promisewasalie! Doit, or I'll
make you obey mel"

Tagg ignored him. Helifted Felch upright and rubbed life back into his numbed paws, whispering, "Y ou
may aswel run for it again, wretched cresture.”

Felch dashed off into the trees. Sawney rapped out an order to the ferret, Valug Bowbeast. "Kill him!™

Felch was dill visible as he dodged between the trunks. Valug ran forward afew steps. Keeping the fox
in sight, he notched an arrow onto his bowstring and drew the wegpon back. Tagg legped in, asingle
swipe of hisblade parting the string. Valug saw thelook in his eyes and backed off.

Sawney's face screwed up in pain as shafts of agony ran like lightning bolts through his scomach. He
waved Grissoul away as the Seer ran to help him. Glowering at Tagg, he pointed an accusing paw.

"Traitor! Y ou are not atrue Taggerung to the Juskarath. | made a bad mistake when | took you in and
cdled you my son!"

Tagg gave vent to hisfedlings. "L ook around you, Sawney. Rats, stoats, ferrets, weasels and foxes. I'm
the only otter in the whole clan. How can aferret be father to me? 1've never cdled you father, but |
respected you as Chieftain until now. Did you think | am the sort of beast to skin aliving creature dive?
Wéll, thefox hasrun and | won't be the one to bring him back. Y ou can't make me obey what your
temper dictates. That isn't true Juska law!™

Sawney curled hislip in contempt. "What do you know of Juskalaw? Thisclanismine! | makethe law
here. Eefera, Valug, seizethat otter. I'll teach him to defy me. Somebeast bring me awhip!”

Tagg had the blade in front of him. "First beast who triesto lay pawson medies!”



Vermin who had chanced a pace forward froze. They had seen the otter growing up and knew his
awesome strength and skill. Nobeast was prepared to tangle with the Taggerung. Tagg backed toward
the trees, his blade till menacing.

"1 no longer want to be with you or your clan, Sawney. Y ou've become too dangerous for your own
good. I've watched you change over the seasons from a clan chief to abad old beast. | go my own way
now. Our pathswill never cross again, so | wish you better times and hope you learn to treat others more
wisdy!"

Tagg moved so swiftly that the trees soon swallowed him up. "Our pathswill cross, otter,” Sawney
caled after him, "oh yesthey will. I'm going to track you down and day you myself!" He wrenched a
spear from the grasp of Eefera. "Nobeast leaves this camp. I'll bring him back myself, dead or dive.
Widl, what areyou al garing at, eh? He'sold, you're thinking, he's not asfast asthat otter. Well, you
just wait and see. I've got abrain. I'm smart, smarter than helll ever be. HE's not a Taggerung anymore,
But I'm gtill Sawney Rath!™

They watched in sllence as he loped off into the dense fastness of north Mossflower woodlands, hard on
thetrail of hisnew enemy. Grissoul sat on the ground and tossed her bones and pebbles. She stared a
the way they fell, noting the position of each one. Wordlesdy, the Seer shook her head and covered her

eyes.

Chapter 9

Therain stopped somewhere between late afternoon and early evening. Friar Bobb fought hisway
through asmall pack of Dibbunsto open the main Abbey door and let them out to play. They tugged
impatiently at hisrobes and apron.

"Uswannago outn'play!"
"Open adoor. ‘Urry up, Firebobb!"
He swung the doors wide and was almost knocked flat by Abbeybabes stampeding out onto the wet

aunlit lawn. Shaking hisladle at them in mock anger, thefat old squirrelcook roared aloud, "Anybeast's
late back for dinner an' I'll make soup out o' their tails!™



The fresh breeze from the open door, combined with a broad band of sunlight and the ensuing noise,
roused Mheraand her friends from their dumbers. Creggasat up straight, causing Gundil and Mherato
fal over. The ottermaid rubbed at her eyes as she struggled upright.

"What... where... oh, dear, we must've dept for ages!”
Gundil shook hishead ruefully. "Hurr, an' uz never solved ee probberlem.”

Cregga scratched her stripes thoughtfully. "I think | did. L.H.C. could mean the Left High Corner of the
Warrior'stapestry. | think well need aladder to reachit.”

Suddenly the dream she had been having tumbled in on Mhera. "No, no, it'sthe Lantern Holder Column.
Martin told me!™

"Martin told you?' Cregga sounded incredul ous.

Mherafidgeted with her girdle, dightly embarrassed. "I'm not sure it washim and | don't redly know if |
was properly adeep. | saw hispicture, just like the one there on the tapestry, and alovely gentle voice
echoed in my mind. Lantern Holder Column, that wasdl it said.”

There were two fluted half-columns, flat against the wall, one either side of the tapesiry. Both had small
iron lanterns hanging from them, to illuminate the image of the Warrior at night. It was il daylight, so
they were unlit. Mheralooked from one lantern to the other. "Lantern Holder Columns, but which one?"

Shetook down the lanterns from their hooked iron holders and examined them with Gundil, whilst the
blind badger went carefully up and down each column, sniffing and running her paws over the sonework.
It was not asuccessful exercise.

Brother Hoben the Recorder came toward them, pulling alittle cart containing oil, candles, wicks and
cleaning equipment. He watched their activities curioudy. "What are you doing there, may | ask?"

Creggaimmediately recognized the mouse Recorder's voice. "Ah, Brother Hoben. Cometo refill the
lanterns, | suppose.”

Hoben took a pitcher of lilac-scented vegetable oil from his cart and went about histask. " 'Tisthe
Recorder'sjob, dways has been. To shed the light of knowledge and learning by keeping our Abbey's
records, and to shed illumination where it isneeded. Every sixth day | come 'round, replacing candles,
collecting old beeswax and trimming each lantern and lamp wick. Asyou can see, | make sure each one
istopped up with fresh oil. Why do you ask? I s there something amiss?'

Taking him by the paw, the Badgermum led Hoben to the column on the lft of the tapestry. She guided
his paw-to a gap between the carved stones, where the cement pointing had been hacked out, leaving a
dot. "Did you ever remove anything from here, a piece of paper, adat of wood, perhaps aflat piece of
dae?'

"Indeed | did, marm,” Hoben answered immediately. "A flat piece of date, just asyou said. Thoughiit
was awhile back now, let me see, eight, no nine seasons ago, or perhapsit was nearer ten, let me see—"

Mherainterrupted him. "Pardon me, Brother, but it's not important how long ago you removed the date.
Haveyou dill got it?”



The Recorder responded to her question in hismost dignified manner. "Do | ook like amouse who
throws things away willy-nilly, miz? As Recorder to Redwall Abbey it ismy solemn duty to preserve
anything at dl that haswriting onitinany form!"

"Hurr, then beggin’ ee parden agin, zurr, wudd ee koindly take usn'sto whurr et be?"

Hoben directed one of hisrare dry smilesat the mole. "Why, certainly. Follow me, please.”

They followed him, Mherawriggling and skipping, dl agog. "It's got writing on it, Brother Hoben said
"

Gundil grabbed her paw and leaned heavily onit. "Stop thoi jumpen an' frulliken abowt. '"Member wot o
said abowt h'Abbessesfadlin’ o'er on they'm 'eads!”

Old Hoarg stood at the gatehouse door, enjoying the sunny evening. He winked at Mhera and the mole.
"Back agin, mates? Two vidtsin asingle day; makes an old dormouse fed honored. What isit now?"

Hoben nodded to him and entered the gatehouse. "Some old records | want to dig out from the
archives”

Hoarg held apaw to hislips. "Then dig 'em out quietly, Brother. Mherads mamaistakin' angpin my big
olechair. Lookslike she deservesit, too."

A feather from one of the cushions had lodged itself close to Filorn's mouth. It fluttered up and down as
she breathed in and out. Gundil chuckled fondly. "Bless yore mum's'eart, miz, shem ee'ardest wurrken
creetur in al ee h'Abbey. Better cooker'n Froyer Bobb, too, hurr aye, but doan't eetell 'im oi sedd so!™

Cregga stood with Gundil and Mherain the doorway, watching Brother Hoben chunnering hisway
through dusty volumes.

"Hmm, autumn of the weeping willow . . . no, 'tisfurther back than that. Summer of the Snging skylark,
spring of the swooping swallows. . . ah, hereit is. Winter of the ceaseless snows.” He brought the book
out into the open and dusted it off.

They sat on the lower walltop steps as Hoben flicked through the pages. He produced awafer-thin
oblong-shaped date of abluey grey hue and passed it to Mhera. "Isthat the thing you're looking for?"

Mhera recogni zed Abbess Song's precise and well-formed script. She read aloud what it said.
"My firg isthird, like the sound of the seg,

My second's the center of you, not me,

My third isthe end of him but not you,

My fourth starts a picture, not aview,

My fifth isin bean though not in been,

My sixth and seventh start seldom seen.



Sunrise and sunset, warmth and cold,
Put them together asign will unfold.”

Gundil lay flat on his back, holding his head in both paws. "Whoo urr, whutt be a pore molechoild
t'make uv thatt? Et be's moren moai likkle brain cudd stand!*

Mherasmiled a her molefriend. "Wait until you hear therest. Lisen to this.
"The strangest thing you've ever heard,

A point that makes a noisy word,

The other three make quieter pless,

Let me sart you off with ‘tess.”

Creggalay dongside Gundil, shetoo holding her head. "Move over, friend. That's more than my brain
can stand too!"

Mheratapped her tail on the step in frustration. " That's the second time I've been interrupted. There's
another two separate linesto go yet. Will you two sit up and listen!”

Gundil sat up quickly, folding his paws and looking attentive. ™Y urr, Creggum marm, usn's better pay
‘tenshun, or ee gurt h’Abbess|l make uz wash potsin ee kitchen."

The badger sat up, folding her paws primly. "Oops, sorry, Mother Abbess. Carry on, wereal eard”
Mheradtifled agrin. " Stop caling me Abbess, you two, and listen. Heré's the last two lines.

" Twixt water and stone | stand aone,

Sounding burnt but divel survivel"

Brother Hoben preened his straggly whiskers thought-fully. "Well, what do you think of that?"

Filorn had wakened and emerged from the gatehouse. She stood on the path below them and called up,
"| think it'sdinnertime, but you can St on those damp stepsdl night if you like!™

Old Hoarg left the gatehouse and accompanied them across the lawn. "Minted potato'n'leek turnover,
now theres adish to set the ole mouth waterin'. Mmmmm!"

Helping their elders, Mheraand Gundil wended their way dowly over the rainwashed grassin thewarm
evening sunlight.

"What'sfor afters, Mama?'

"Oh, I wouldn't be surprised if Broggle and Friar Bobb have made awoodland trifle. They said they
weregoingto."



"With flaked dmonds and meadowcream, marm?" "Friar Bobb aways saysthat's the way awoodland
trifle should be, Brother."

"Hurr, be thurr any zoop furr starters, mum? Oi loikes |.oop!”
"Well, you should know, Gundil. Y ou and my Mhera chopped the celery and carrots this morning.”
"So usn'sdid, mum. Oi'd furgotten to amember that, hurr hurr!”

"Cregga, you ole stripedog, can't you move any faster? By the sound of that dinner welll be lucky to get
any if Boorab getsto thetablesfirst!”

"Y ou'reright, Hoarg. Comeon, let'srun!”

They entered the Cavern Hole breathless and laughing. Boorab was aready seated next to hisfriend
Drogg Cdlarhog. The hare raised an eyebrow as he saw them taking their places.

"Latefor dinner an' laughin' like frogs a afry-up, wot? Not the sort o' thing one doesin the mess. Very
serious business, egtin’. Only time| laughed at table was one suppertime long ago when my big fat
auntie's chair collgpsed. She bumped her blinkin' head on the table an' passed out. Only laughed then
because | got her baly share. Hawhawhaw, er, beg y'pardon!”

Redwallerswere a bit surprised that Cregga had not taken the big chair at the main table, which wasthe
customary place for anybeast acting as leader. Instead, she chose to sit among the younger element,
creatures like Gundil, Egburt and Floburt, many seasons out of Dibbunhood but not yet considered
adults. At the badger's request, Brother Hoben and Mhera, who was actually regarded as a proper
young adult, sat down with Cregga. The big chair remained empty. Gossp hummed about fredly.
Redwallersliked to discuss the day's events over dinner. Asthe servers arrived with their trolleys,
Cregga tapped the tabletop with aspoon. A respectful silencefel over dl. Broggle, who was il called
young Brogglefor dl hissize, was selected by the Badgermum to say the grace. However, the squirrel
had devel oped such afine tenor voice that he dways choseto singit.

"When the day's work is done,

Then gather wedll,

To dinein good company,

Here at Redwall,

On thefruits of our labors,

We harvest and tend,

Each hdping the other,

Asneighbor and friend.

May the seasons fine fortune,

Roll on without cease,



And grant usfair wesather,

In plenty and peace.”

The blind badger shook her head in admiration. "Thank you, young Broggle. That was beautifully sung!™

Boorab dipped fresh crusty bread into abowl! of soft cheese and chives, commenting airily, "Indeed it
jolly well was. Of course, he had an expert music tutor. Mustn't forget that, wot wot?' Then he

abandoned further self-praise to concentrate on hislifes greatest interest. Food.

Cregga addressed Brother Hoben so that dl at table could hear her. "Tell me, Brother, you taught most
of these young 'uns at Abbey School. Would you say they're a pretty bright lot?"

Hoben put aside his soup spoon and looked around. "Hmm. They may be bright now, but most of them
were fat-headed dozy little Dibbunswhen | taught them.”

Mheraslenced the young ones indignant squeaks and growls by throwing out achalenge. "Right then,
let's see, shall we? The creature who can solve most lines of ariddle we have here can it in the big chair
at breakfast tomorrow. Also, with Cregga Badgermum's permission, they can have the entire day off, to
do asthey please."

The announcement caused a sensation among the young creatures.

"What'stheriddle? Bet | can solveit!”

"Goon, goon, tell uswhat itis, Mheral”

"Burr, oi'm ee gurtest riggle solverer asever lived!"

"Ohnoyourenat, | am!"

Brother Hoben raised hisvoice. "Then stop chattering and listen to Mhera. Carry on, miz!"

"'My firg isthird, like the sound of the sea’ That'sthefirst line. Any ideas asto what it means?”’

They stared blankly at Mherauntil Floburt inquired, " Are there other lines? Perhaps you could read us
one. They may connect up to give ameaning.”

Drogg Cdlarhog cdled across from another table. " She'sright, miz. Read the lot out, ‘tisonly fair!™
Mherahad started her dinner. She did the date across to Hoben. "I'm famished. Y ou carry on, Brother."

Hoben read the first eight-line poem, dowly and clearly. Immediately they began raising their paws, asif
they were dtill a Abbey Schooal, jigging up and down and calling, "Brother! Brother!™

Hoben pointed at Egburt with asmall baton loaf. "Y ou first!"

The young hedgehog scratched his spikes. "I ill don't know what the first line means, but the answer to

the second lineistheletter O. 'My second's the center of you, not me." O isin the center of the word
you, Brother."



As Recorder, Hoben dways carried a scrap of parch-ment and a charcoa stick. He produced them and
began writing. "Very good, Egburt. Any more answers, please?’

A mousemaid named Birrdl spoke up. "Third line, Brother. 'My third isthe end of him but not you.'
That'sthe letter M. It comes at the end of the word him."

Suddenly Mhera had solved thefirst line, but she was besten to the answer by young Broggle.

"I've solved thefirst line! 'My first isthird, like the sound of the sea.’ Third letter of the aphabet is C.
That sounds like the word sea, doesn't it?"

Mherashook Broggle's paw. "Very clever, mate. That first line had meredly baffled. Well done!”
Brother Hoben looked up from hiswriting. "Foburt, have you got an answer for us?"

The hogmaid fiddled shyly with her gpron strings. "Aye, Brother, that line which goes, 'My sixth and
seventh start seldom seen.’ That'stwo letters. Sand S. 'Seldom seen’ sartswith them. Er .. . isthat
right?’

Boorab's earbellstinkled as he gpplauded. " 'Courseit'sright, m'gel. | say, can | take alook at your
funny old rhyme, wot?"

Hoben passed him the date. The hare scanned it sudioudy.
"Ahah! Heré's one you'd haveto read to flippin' well come up with asolution, thisfifth line. 'My fifthisin
bean though not in been.’ First bean's the bally bean you est, second one's the been where you'vejolly

well been, wot. Anyhow, the answer'stheletter A. Bit of aswizz, that one, if y'havetoligentoit.”

Boorab sat down and began tucking into his minted leek'n’potato turnover, nodding at Cregga. "You
were right, marm, does taste better when the taters cook down into the leeks, dl nicen'mushy, eh wot!"

"Yurr, this'un be eeletter P. Moi fourth starts ee pitcher but not ee view. Hurr aye, 'tisee Pal roight.”
Brother Hoben chuckled at Gundil's great grin of triumph. "Thereyou are, it wasn't more than your little
brain could stand.” He held up his pawsto stop any further discussion. "Well done, class! I'll let you see

what |'ve written down sofar."

Hoben placed his notesin the center of thetable. Like everything he did, they were perfectly numbered
andlad out. Thus:

1 Myfirgisthird, likethesound of thesea C
2 My second'sthe center of you,notme O
3 Mythirdistheend of himbut notyou M

4 My fourth sartsapicture, notaview P

5 Myfifthisinbeanthoughnotinbeen A



6 My sixthand seventh start sddomseen SS

Foburt could hardly contain hersdlf. "It'sacompass! The next two lines make it even clearer. Listen.
"Sunrise and sunset, warmth and cold,

Put them together asign will unfold.

"The sun setsin the west and risesin the east. South isthe warm country, north isthe cold lands. I've put
it together. The compass points: north, south, east and west!"

The Redwallers cheered as Drogg Cellarhog bowed and shifted the big chair back from the head of the
tablefor his granddaughter.

"Sit yedown, my lovely. I'd say you was the winner, paws down!"

Foremole Brull confirmed Drogg's proclamation. " Shem wurr dlus gurtly clever, h'even when shém
wurr ee hiinfant!"

Boorab dragged his haredee gurdee forward and announced, "'In honor of our fair winner | will now
render the Balad of the Brainy Duck. Thank you!"

Sigter Alkanet pushed her plate away. "That's completely ruined my appetite!

The hare shot her ahaughty glance. "I heard that remark, marm!™ Notwithstanding, he tugged leversand
wound whedls until the instrument groaned into action. Much to everybeast's hilarity it kept making noises
like aduck. Boorab launched into his song.

"Some said his head was full of stones,

Some said ‘twas full of muck,

But I tdll you, that wasn't true,

Oh Dinglewas abrainy duck!

He knew history and geography,

Read books from front to back,

But the poor little fellow with hiswebs so yellow
All he could say was Quack!

Oh geese go honk and sparrows twest,

| suppose jackdaws shout Jack,

But the cleverest bird you've ever heard,



Was the duck who just went Quack!

One day there came acunning fox,

Who said 'I'm Doctor Black,’

And dl the ducks believed he was,

Til Dingle caled him Quack!

Oh Quack Quack Quack! Quack Quack Quack!

Brave Dingle Quacked and raved,

So the ducks jumped Quackly in the pond,

And from that fox were saved.

If ever you meet dear Dingle,

Good manners he won't lack,

Just shake hiswing, you'll hear himsing,

Quack Quack Quack Quack Quack!"

Midst rousing cheers, Boorab took his bow and, as usual, tripped over the haredee gurdee, rolling under
thetablewith it. Filorn peered down. It was difficult to tell what was hare and what was haredee gurdee,
the two were so enmeshed.

"Oh, you poor creature. Areyou dl right, Mr. Boorab sir?"

His head emerged from between a set of accordion bellows. "Er, hawhaw, quite well, thankee, marm,
just makin' aminor adjustment, wot. Me quackin' mechanism overheated, donchaknow!™

The friends made their escape to the comparative peace of Creggas room, where they confronted the
remainder of the puzzle. Brother Hoben read it doud.

"The strangest thing you've ever heard,
A point that makes a noisy word,
The other three make quieter pless,

Let me gart you off with ‘teas™



Cregga sttled into her armchair. "This gets odder by the moment. What's teas supposed to mean?”

Hoben took on ateacherlike air. "Quite smple, redlly. Teasisjust the letters of east messed around a
bit, right, Mhera?'

"Y es, Brother, like north makes, er, er . . . thorn!™

Cregga caught on quickly. "And west makes, let me see ... stew!”

Hoben nodded. "It'san old trick, but it will fool you eadily if you don't look out for it. So, that leaves
south, the point that makes the word shout. That's anoisy word, 1'd say. Oh, then there's these two final
lines. Ligten carefully.

" "Twixt water and stone | stand aone,

Sounding burnt but dive | survivel™

Hoben tapped his paw on the date. "And that isthe important part, friends. That iswhat we are
searching for."

Gundil scrambled down from Cregga's chair arm, where he had been perching. "Boi ‘okey, coom on,
we'm agoen south'ard!™

The Badgermum's huge paws lifted him back onto the armchair. "It's nearly dark out. No use searching
inthat."

Mhera stared at the badger's sightless eyes. "How do you know it's dark, Cregga? Y ou can't see.”
Creggachuckled and held apaw in the direction of her window. "I can fed the heat of the sars, it's
amost an hour since dinner, and I'm feding moretired than | do in daytime. Isthat explanation good
enough for you, Miz Mhera?'

Mhera sat by the chair, resting her head on Creggasfootpaws. "1 don't believe thefirgt bit, about feding
the heat of the stars. That'sadreadful fib for an acting Abbess.”

Cregga reached down and stroked her friend's head. "Come on, this old beast's weary for deep. It's
been along day. Well continue our search straight after breskfast tomorrow.”

Mherajumped up. "Breakfast tomorrow? Oh dear, Gundil, we promised Mamaand Friar Bobb wed
give some help kneading the oatmeal sconesfor the morning. Come on, mate!™

Brother Hoben stretched out on the bed, which Cregga never used, preferring her big armchair, which
was easer to get up from. The Recorder settled himsalf comfortably.

"Oh for the energy of the young. The speed those two dashed out with, eh, Cregga?'

The Badgermum grunted dozily. "Glad | can't run that fast anymore. Makes mefed exhausted just
thinking abouit it. Nighty night, Brother."



Filorn shooed Mheraand Gundil off asthey ran into the kitchens.
"Off to bed, the pair of you. The scones are in the oven. Drogg Spearback and two of Skipper's crew
lent apaw. | hardly did anything, so | don't fed abit tired after that nap in the gatehouse. Go on, you two
go up. I'll wait until the scones are baked and help the Friar take them from the ovens.™

Broggle poked his head around the pantry door. "Scone pullin' is my job, marm. No need for you to
wait about down here. Good night, marm!™

Filorn accompanied Mheraand Gundil upstairs. ™Y oung Broggle is such anice cregture, isn't he,
Gundil?'

"Oh, eem passen furr, marm, but miz Mhera, sheém the noicest cregtur in ee h'entire h/Abbey!"

Mhera shook her head. "No, no. The nicest, most Sweet-natured, politest beast in dll of Redwal is. . .
Gundil!"

Twirling histail and ducking his head, the mole shuffled about on the top stair. "Burr, miz, you'm gotten
oi dl uv atizzy naow!"

Filorn laughed heartily, throwing her paws about them both. "Why don't you two get off to your beds
and dream of fresh complimentsto pay each other tomorrow. Nicest, most sweet-natured, huh? That
little soilwhumper?'

Gundil grinned. "Thankee, marm, an’ gudd noight to ee!"

Chapter 10

Antigrawent north into Mossflower Wood, to the place where she knew that doves nested among the
oak and beech trees. It was soft and mossy underpaw, dappled with sunlight and shadow, fern beds
reflecting that calm trand ucent greenish light often found in deep woodlands. Nature's beauties were |ost
upon the stoat, as crouching low in the ferns sheloaded asmall hard pebble into her ding. Two doves
were feeding on the ground, picking among last autumn'srotted acorns. Sowly, carefully, Antigrastood,
her eye fixed upon the fatter of the pair as she began to twirl her ding. The pebble pouch she carried
stuffed into her belt dipped loose and stones clacked noisily asthey spilled out. The dovesflew off to
their nest, high upin an old oak. Still twirling the ding, Antigracursed her bad fortune. Just then the faiter



of the doves poked its head out of the nest, and she whipped the pebble off &t it. The random throw was
unlucky for the dove. Antigraimmediately knew she had dain the bird, by the way its head flopped asthe
pebble struck it. Then it was her turn to have the bad luck. Instead of tumbling to the ground, the dove
fdl back into its nest, and its partner flew off infright.

The stoat told hersdlf there was nothing for it but to climb the tree and retrieve her kill. Fixing the pebble
pouch firmly into her belt, she looped the ding about her neck and began climbing. It was very difficult at
firgt, but as she went higher and the branches became more close growing her progresswas easier. She
reached the nest, and found two eggsin it with the dead dove. Her climb had not been in vain. Straddling
the bough, Antigra settled her back againgt the trunk. The eggs were her bonus. The stoat sat sucking
them and gazing abouit her, interested at how the land looked from a high vantage point. She could not
see the Juskarath camp, but far over to the north aglimpse of snow-peaked mountaintops showed
beyond the woodlands, bathed in early-evening sunlight. Antigraturned her atention to looking for other
nests, but she saw none. She began climbing down, halting when her keen eyes spotted movement bel ow
on the woodland floor. She watched from her hiding placein thefoliage. A shadow dipped from treeto
tree, pausng amoment amid some ferns before hastening silently off northward. It was the Taggerung!

Antigrahad no knowledge of what had taken place back at the camp. Instantly a plan formed in her
cunning mind. Shewould climb down and track him. Her aim with ading was good. Nobeast would
know it was she who had dain the Taggerung. If she was careful and accurate, her son Gruven would
soon become Taggerung of the Juska. She was dmost hafway down when another movement below
caused her to freeze. Sawney Rath came loping along, halting momentarily to inspect abruised fern
frond. He amiled grimly, pleased to have picked up thetrall of hisquarry. Antigra seized the moment.
Fitting alarge pebble to her ding, she changed her plans.

Whirring the loaded ding until it was ablur, sheydled sharply, "Sawney Rath, I'm up herel™

The Juska Chieftain looked upward, shock stamped upon his face as the stone struck him between his
eyes, daying him on the spot. With the dead dove lying forgotten halfway up the tree, Antigra.scrambled
down out of the boughs and dropped to the ground. Sawney lay still, one paw still gripping the spear he
had been carrying, eyes open wide, staring at the sky. She circled him apprehensively, asif expecting her
feared enemy to lesp up a any moment. Without warning, sounds of some otherbeast traveling toward
the scene reached Antigra. But thiswas no stedlthy tracker or hunter she could hear. It was the |abored,
staggering noise of some wearybeast, unwittingly heading her way.

Antigradipped quietly behind the oak tree and waited. Felch came stumbling along, gasping for breath.
He ground to ahdt in front of the Juskarath Chieftain's body. Like the stoat, hetoo circled it warily.
Antigra stepped out from behind the oak.

"He'sdead. Twas| who dew him," she said flatly.

Felch exhaed loudly with relief. He kndlt at the ferret's side and inspected the wound, then looked at
Antigrals wegpon. "Aye, so yedid. A dingstonetook hislife. The Taggerung carried only aknifewhen |
last saw him. | was much dower than either of ‘em. | hid mysdlf an' let 'em pass by me, firgt the
Taggerung, then Sawney tracking him." He broke the dead Chieftain's grasp upon the spear and stood
up. "You said you'd wait an' get Sawney one day. Hah! The 'igh an' mighty Sawney Rath, eh?Y ou won't
be dingin' yer orders 'round no more. Y ou don't look so tough now, ferret-faced scum!™



Felch stabbed the body with the spear. He grinned at Antigra. "Long seasons | dreamed of doin' that. |
wager you did, too."

The stoat grinned back. "Aye. Tell me, what happened back at the camp? Why was Sawney hunting the
otter?'

Asthefox explained, a crafty gleam entered Antigras eyes. " So, we'rerid of them both, Sawney and his
pet otter."

Felch brandished the spear. "No more worries, en? Well rule the clan together now, just you'n'me.
Chieftainstogether!”

Antigra pounded the fox's back. "Give methat spear. | want to stab him too!"

Giggling like anaughty Dibbun, Felch passed the spear over. Hewas il giggling as Antigrawhirled and
ran him through. A look of pained surprise crossed the fox's face as he stood swaying, grasping the spear
shaft with both paws. Antigra stared back at him, her eyes hard and bright asflint.

"My son will rule the clan. There's no room anymore for you, Felch. Y ou've seen and heard too much!”

Fresh wood had been heaped on the campfires. Grissoul sat beside the one outside Sawney's tent,
gazing into the night. She felt the spearpoint touch her back, and heard the whisper issuing from the
darkness behind her.

"Sawney Rath isdead!"
Without attempting to turn, Grissoul answered, " The omens have dready told methis, Antigra.”

The stoat's breath felt hot on the back of the vixen's neck. "And did your omenstell you who dew him?
Think carefully if you wish to continueliving.”

Grissoul reached behind her and pushed the spear gently aside. "My omens told me that thou would
know the answer to that question. They said no more; it is not for me to guess at the answer.”

Antigrakept to the shadows where she could not be seen. "Y ou are awise beadt, old one. I'vehad a
vison that my son Gruven is Taggerung now. Do you agree? Answer me!™

Grissoul shook her head. "1t cannot be. Nay, Antigra, put down thy spear and listen. | have had no
vison of the Taggerung's death. Juskalaw saysthat only he who daysa Taggerung can be caled
Taggerung in his place. Thy son cannot be Taggerung while the chosen onelives. But anew Chieftain can
awaystakethe place of a Chieftain whoisdain. | will help theeto have thy son named Gruven Zann
Juskazann, leader of this clan. Does my new vison sound fitting to thy desires?’

Antigraliked theideaimmediately. "Y our vision isgood. Tell mewhat to do, Grissoul!"
The Seer closed her eyes. "Wait awhile before entering camp. Then tell thy tory to dll. I'll agreewithiit;

the Juskawill not doubt my word. | will send thy son off with strong warriorsto hunt down and day the
Taggerung, and together you and | will rule the clan until the day of hisreturn.”



Antigranodded. "It isabargain." She did back into the darkness.

A short timelater, Antigraroused the clan vermin. She staggered into camp, shrieking, "Sawney Rathis
dead, murdered by the Taggerung!"

The crowd followed her up to the fire outside Sawney's tent, where Grissoul was dtill Sitting. The Seer
got immediate sllence by throwing a pawful of something into the flames, which caused themto send up a
blueflame.

"| saw the death of Sawney Rath in my omens when he left camp today. Some of you saw me cast the
stones and bones."

The stoat Rawback spoke up. "Aye, | saw her. She clasped her head in her paws!”

Gruven sneaked up to his mother's side and whispered, "What's happened? Did you see Sawney get
killed?'

Antigra pinched his side between her claws sharply. "Do as| say," she muttered. " Stay out of thisand
keep your mouth shut until | tell you. Big things are at stake here tonight.”

Other vermin were backing Rawback up.
"Grissoul looked as though the omens were bad.”
"| saw 'er too. She looked like a creature who'd seen death!”

The Seer legpt up, her painted face taking on a blue tinge from the flames, and swirled her cloak back
and forth dramaticaly. "Let Antigraspesk! Tell thy clanbeasts what took place, Antigral™

All eyesturned on the stoat.

"l was up atree after birds eggsand | heard noises. First came Felch, then Sawney, following him. He
shouted the fox's name, Felch turned and Sawney dew him with aspear cast. | did not know that the
traitor Taggerung was hiding nearby. He saw Sawney unarmed and threw the very blade that was once
Sawney's. It did not fly true, but the stone at its handletop struck Sawney ‘twixt the eyes and laid him out,
unconscious | think. The Taggerung could not see me, so | started climbing down from the tree to defend
our Chieftain. But aas, before | reached the ground, the otter had pulled the spear from the body of
Felch and murdered Sawney with it. He ran off, north toward the mountains. | could do nought but hurry
back hereto bring you the bad tidings. It was atreacherous and horrible sight, I'll never forget it!" Antigra
dumped on the ground, covering her eyes. "V engeance upon the traitorous Taggerung,” shewailed. "The
spirit of Sawney Rath criesfor vengeance from the gates of Dark Forest!"

Grissoul's sudden scream rent the night. She began a shuffling dance, holding both pawsforth. Vermin
ghrank from her touch. They feared what they could not understand; it was a night of omens. The Seer's
pawsfinaly touched Gruven's face. Helooked to his mother, and she nodded at him to stay till. Grissoul
cast herself down infront of him, her voice rising to an eerie pitch.

"|sthisthe oneto do thy will, O Sawney Rath?" A great sigh escaped her, and she touched her head to
Gruven'sfootpaws.



"Gruven Zann! Juskazann!

Take our name, rule our clan,

Heed the voice of the Chieftain now dead,
Bring back to this Seer the traitor's head!"

A roar of approval came from thetribe, caught up in the hypnotic ritua. Grissoul led Gruven to thefire,
where even hisdightly puzzled features|ooked impressive in the changing hue of the flames. The Seer

cast pawfuls of different powdersinto the blaze. Antigra, who had darted into Sawney's tent amoment
before, came dashing out to drape the dead ferret's best cloak about her son's shoulders. She pressed his
sword into hispaw, hissngin hisear, "Try to look lesslike abefuddied frog and more like a clan chief,
can't you? Say something to them, stir them up. Speak!” She mingled in with the crowd and yelled
hoarsdly, " Gruven Zann Juskazann!”

Otherstook up the cry until it became adeafening chant. " Gruven Zann Juskazann! Gruven Zann
Juska-zann!"

Gruven held up his sword and they fell sllent asif by magic. He repeated every word that Grissoul, who
was standing behind him, whispered in hisear.

"Warriors of the Juskazann, fear not. The coward Taggerung cannot run far or fast enough from my
wrath. | vow upon this sword that the otter will pay for histreachery. Aye, | will choose from our best to
accompany me, and I'll bring back his head. We leave a dawn. | will make the name of our clan feared
throughout the land. Tell me, you brave ones, what are you cdled?’

The clanbeasts roared, waving their wegpons high. " Juskazann! Juskazann! Gruven Zann Juskazann!"

Grissoul knew then that her plan was working. The clanbeasts were in afrenzy. The Seer sprang up in
front of Gruven and flung more powdersinto the fire. Blue, red, green, silver and purple smoke wreathed
her as she cast her bones and shells on the ground. Everybeast was awed by the sight of her, an eerie
multihued gpparition, howling like ademon.

"Sawney Rath callsto mefrom beyond the Hellgates! The otter isatraitor Taggerung, a Chieftain
murderer and acowardly runaway! Heisnot fit to be Taggerung! Shamewill fal on our clan if helives
Gruven Zann Juskazann must day him and take histitle. My omens say that the onewho daysatraitor
Taggerung can then be called Taggerung by right! Go now, Gruven Zann Juskazann, bring honor to your
new-named clan, avenge our fallen Chieftain, bring death to the fleeing coward and take on the name of
Gruven Zann Taggerung!"

Even through the flames and smoke, Grissoul could seethe fanatica burning light of satisfactionin
Antigrals eyes.

Far north in Mossflower Wood, Tagg surfaced from a broad stream. Shaking himself dry he sat on the
bank, t tying to define his present mood. He was banished from t he company of the only beasts he could
remember living with, aloner, an outcast from the clan. Y et hefdt light-hearted, free and happy.
Sometimes he had admired Sawney, his strength, leadership and determination, but he had never redly



liked theferret, never caled him lather, never loved him. Tagg was not bothered that Sawney was hunting
him. He had grown old, dower, and more prone to making mistakes because of his quick-tempered
mood changes. The otter felt a shudder of joy pass through his entire body from ear to rudder. Hewas
glad to berid of the whole Juskarath. Life was his, to do with as he pleased. Exactly where he was going
and what he intended to do had not occurred to him. Then he remembered the mountain.

Severd timesthat day Tagg had glimpsed it as he traveled north through the woodlands, its pure white
craggy cone standing out againgt the clear blue sky. He moved further dong the bank to ahigher point,
and standing on tip-paw he saw it again, mysterious and coal, its snows turned soft grey by the Sarry
night. Suddenly Tagg wanted to be there. He had never been on amountain. Fired by the prospect, he
legped high in the air and shouted at the object of hisdesire. "'I'm coming to see you, mountain!™

As hejumped, his head struck something in the overhanging foliage of atree. Tagg reached up among
the leaves and discovered it was a pear. The fruit was not quite ready; it was till hard, but sweet and
dightly juicy. Tagg laughed aoud, shouting through ahaf-full mouth as he plucked another one. "Aye,
you stay there, mountain, I'm coming!”

"Yeek! Tisamad riverdog! Stay ‘way from 'im, Krobzy!"
"Yarr, don't fret yore snout, Prethil, | kin dedl wid'im!"

Tagg stood ill, instantly aert, looking about to see where the voices were coming from. Two bankvoles
were standing at the water's edge below him. He smiled politely at them. "Hello!™

Themadewasasmdl fat fellow, clad in ahomespun nightshirt. He brandished a club and stood
protectively in front of the female, wiggling his nose aggressively, as bankvoles do when they are ready to
fight. He pointed the club at Tagg. "Donchew 'ello me, ruddertail, or I'll boff ye agood 'un. Wot'syore
name an' wot's yore business on our midden, eh, eh?"

Tagg leaned his paw againgt the dagger in hisbdlt. "I wouldn't chance trying to boff meif | wereyou.”

The bankvole started up the hill toward Tagg, with the femae trying to pull him back. The otter'swords
had roused histemper. "Hohoh, wouldn't ye now? Lissen, streamwalloper, I've boffed bigger'n you many
atime, don't fret yore snout about that!"

Tagg did not want to hurt the bankvole. He tried reasoning. "Now now, what are you getting so carried
away about, friend?'

Snaking the fema e off, the bankvole hopped excitedly about. "Carried away, me? Hoho, that'sa good
'un! Y ore stannin’ up there, bawlin' an' shoutin' an' wakin' the babies. Stedlin’ an' pinchin' an' scoffin' avay
at our pears. Wotjer expeck met'do, come out an' give ye abig kiss, eh, en?"

He hurled himsalf at Tagg, who moved swiftly to one side. Asthe bankvole went sprawling, Tagg
disabled him by placing afootpaw on the back of hishead and pinning his clubpaw to the ground with his
strong rudderliketail. Facedown and helpless, the angry creature snuffled his snout against the earth.

The femae sat down, weeping into her nightie. "Ahoohoo hoo! | tole ye the riverdog wiz mad. Now ‘ell
murdify both of usan’ eat usall up. Oh, 'elp us, somebeast. Ahoohoohoo!”



Taking the club away from the male, Tagg picked him up and sat him down next to his blubbering
partner. "Hush now, marm, I'm not going to murder or eat ether of you. | wouldn't hurt you, I'm afriend.
Come on now, dry your eyes."

She pushed his comforting paw aside. "Go 'way an' don't even speak t'me, ye villigan!™

The male seemed to compose histemper rapidly. He winked at Tagg before throwing a sympathetic
paw around the female. Y arr, cummon, muther, turn the waterfall off. 'E ain't goin' to 'urt us, areye,
sunshine? I'm Krobzy an' thisis me missus, Prethil. Wot's yore name?”

Tagg held out hispaw. "Oh, just call me Tagg. Pleased to meet you.”

Prethil scrubbed at her eyes with the nightie hem. "Pleased to meechew like. . . ler. . . hic! Ler hic! Hic!
... wise Hic!"

Krobzy hugged hislittle fat wife. "Lookit, yeve gone an' gived yoresdlf ‘iccups now wid dl that cryin'.
Grab 'old of yore snout an' bang yer tail agingt the floor, that always stops the 'iccups. Are you ‘ungry,
Tagg? Isthat why yore scoffin' our pears, eh, en?"

The otter helped them both up onto their paws. "Sorry, | didn't know the pearswereyours. Yes, | am
hungry. | haven't eaten Since midday.”

Krobzy dusted Prethil down before attending to himsdf. "Well, why didn't ye say so, ye great
rudderwhacker? Come on back to the 'omestead. Well feed yore big famine-stricken gob!"

The homestead was actudly built under the hill Tagg had been standing on, with atunne leading to it
from a secret entrance on the bank. It was a big comfortable place with pear tree roots tracing their way
acrossthe celling and down thewalls. There were other bankvoles living within, dongsde abig family of
watervoles and another family of fieldvoles. They gathered around the otter, touching the amber-hilted
knife with its blue pommel-stone. Little onesrode Tagg'stail by dtting on it, othersfelt his paws and
grong limbsadmiringly.

"Bigfdler,ant'a"

"Aye, fine pow'ful beagtiel”

"Wouldn't like tmeet 'im up acreek on adark night, eh, en?'

"Phwarr! That'n would swipethetail offayewid that blade!”

"Oh aye, fine sharp blade that'n is, eh, eh?"

Prethil shooed them away and led Tagg to atable. "Will ye leave the pore beast done?'E's 'ungry!™

This statement caused even more speculation from the voles.

"Bet 'e could wade through afair bit o' grub?’

"Yarr,socdyouif'nyouwas'issizel"

"No usegivin'imasmal bowl an' aliddle tankard, eh, en?'



Krobzy pushed them aside and sat down with Tagg. A bushy mae watervole joined them. Krobzy
introduced him. "Tagg, thisis Sekkendin. We calls'im that 'cos '€s my sekkendin command 'round 'ere.”

The table moved as apile of younger voles pushed in againgt it, trying to get closer to the newcomer.
Sekkendin glared a them. "Goo ‘way, gwan, the ot of ye. Go an’ show Tagg 'ow youse kin dance.
Rakkadoo, make some gob music for 'em, willyer!"

A kindly-looking fieldvole placed hot nutbread and a pan of vegetable stew in front of the otter,
commenting, "Bowl'd betoo liddle for thelikes of ye, Sir. Eat 'earty now."

Krobzy poured out tankards of afruity-tasting beer, which the voles caled bankbrew. Tagg ate and
drank as he witnessed the voles pawskills at dancing.

Two elders began twanging on jawharps and the one called Rakkadoo rattled out a curious melody. It
was very tast and comprised of odd soundsinterwoven with words.

"Ho rang tang rattledy battledy,
Twirl y'tailsan' kick up y'paws,

Flibberty flabberty rumple dee doo,
Which 'un's mine an' wot one's yores?
Y'jump like atrout an' y'caper about,
An' don't dare stamp on anybeast'stall,

Rall likeavole playin' toad in an'ole,
An' rackit an' rampit an’ fetch the good d e
Rubbledy dubbledy fleas never troubled me,
Fiddledee faddle an' diddle dee doo,

Sugs never ‘it me an' bugs never bit me,

I'm far too fast s0 I'll leave 'em t'youl.
Araptaptap | jump s0'igh,
There's birds beneath meflyin' by,

Hippin' an' flappin' me paws are a-tappin’,
To beat avole dancin' y'never should try. Hi!"

Apart from seeing afew rats sing the odd verse around the campfire, Tagg had never known anything
likethevoles dancing. His own footpaws felt weary from rapping the floor in time with them. Eventhe



smallest of infant voles could dance expertly, and not only that but they could somersault, backflip and
perform the most amazing acrobatics without missing abest of the gob music. They came crowding
around the table again, but Prethil appeared brandishing astone and abranch in her paws.

"Last beast a-snorin’ gets rubbed down with arock'n'aroot in the river!™

With fearful yowlsthelittle volesfled into another chamber, where they flung themselves on the
moss-strewn floor and began making small snoring noises. Krobzy smiled.

"Yarr, that'sgot rid o' the pestsfer the night. Now then, Tagg me ole sunshine, tel usall about yoreself.
Wegot dl night an' usvolesdo likeagood yarn!™

The otter took adraft of bankbrew to moisten histhroat. "Let me see, now. How did it all art. .. ?'

Dawn broke clear and quiet. Gruven was still dumbering degp when his mother's footpaw stirred him
awake. "Gruven Zann, up now. There€s big thingsfor you to do!"

The stoat sat up, picking at the corners of hiseyes. "It's not properly daylight yet. I'm tired!”

Herolled asde as Antigradammed the swordpoint into the ground beside him. Bringing her face close,
she hissed, "I didn't wait al these seasons for you to betired. Y ou are a clan Chieftain now. Get up!”

He rose hastily and donned the cloak he had been given the previous evening. It was adark red dyed
barkcloth, atouch short for Gruven, but it added dightly to his bearing as anew Chieftain. Recalling the
events of the last few days, he tugged the sword free, allowing anger and hatred to build ingde him.
Antigra straightened the cloak about her son. She stared into hisvengeful eyes, murmuring in alow voice,
S0 that those waiting outside could not hear, "That's more like it. Remember this. aslong asthe otter lives
you cannot redlly cal yoursdlf leader of the Juskazann. Keep that in mind, and hunt as you have never
hunted before. When you do catch up with him, day him by any means, fair or foul. Only then can you
return hereto clam your full title. Go now!"

Grissoul awaited Gruven outside the tent. The Seer had eight vermin with her, fully armed. She waited
until Antigracame out to join her before speaking.

"Gruven Zann Juskazann! | have chosen eight of our best to go with thee. Eefera, Dagrab, Ribrow,
Grobait, Milkeye, Rabbad, Rawback and Valug Bowbeast. Command them well and bring back the
head of thetraitor Taggerung. Thy mother and | will go with thee asfar asthe spot where Sawney Rath
liesdain. Youwill pick up thetrall from there. Y ou warriors, guard your chief with your lives. If you
return herewithout him you will dl die”

From their open tents and around cooking fires, the clan watched as Antigraand Gruven led the hunting
party out of the clearing. Through the summer-dappled trees of Mossflower they trotted, heading north
for the oak tree where the murders occurred. Grissoul traveled at the rear, with one of Sawney's most
trusted lieutenants, the weasdl Eefera. Hewas abig taciturn beast, well versed in the art of degth.
Grissoul had ingtructed him precisaly. He knew what to do should Gruven shrink from hismission or
show fear. Accidents could always happen out among the woodlands.



Chapter 11

Brother Hoben woke late next morning in Cregga's room. The Badgermum's empty chair was evidence
that she was dready up and about. The Recorder muttered to himself as he duiced down hisfacein the
bowl of water on acornerstand. "Huh! Might have given me ashake. Leaving meto lie abed haf the
morning. Not like Creggaat all."

He hurried downgtairs, only to find the dining tables deserted. There seemed to be nobeast about; the
place was slent. Hoben stood gnawing hiswhisker ends, completely perplexed. Then he heard asound.
The squesk of trolley wheds sent him scurrying to the kitchens from whence it issued.

Y oung Broggle was loading the trolley with jugs of cold mint teaand blackberry pies, which hewas
pulling from the ovenswith along paddle.

"What's going on around here?' Hoben demanded indignantly. "Where's everybeast gone?*

Broggle elbowed him gently to one Sde as heloaded his cart. "Going on, Brother?I'll tell you what's
going on. Mheraand Creggal's search hasturned into afull-scale picnic. Since we solved that riddle
poem last night there's not a creature in the Abbey who doesn't want to be involved with it. At the
moment they're dl down at the south wall having breakfast in the open. | just came up here for more
supplies. Fresh air makes them ravenous, gpparently. Did you overdeep, Brother?

Hoben began lending a paw to finish loading thetrolley. "Aye, | dept likealog, it was so quiet and
peaceful in Creggasroom. Her bed is absolutely massive. She never usesit, degpsin her armchair dl the
time. Quiet and peaceful that room, no Dibbuns playing round the door an hour before sunrise. Come
on, Broggle, I'll push and you pull. Easy now, watch those jugs.”

Around the south wall was a scene of merry chaos. Boorab came to meet them, abeaker of pennywort
cordid in one paw and a haf-eaten oatmed scone, dripping honey, in the other. He appeared to bein
finefettle. "What ho, hereéstwo gallant chaps bearing munchabl e rein-forcements to the front, wot. Well
done, chums. Y ou can leave that trolley to me now. I'll seeto it, wot wot!"

"Get your plundering paws away from that trolley thisinstant, you flop-eared reprobate!



The hare evaded Friar Bobb's ladle with asideskip. "Only tryin' to help, old scout. Offerin' one's
sarvices, y'know!"

Filorn caught up with Boorab and took his paw. "Come and help meto get the Dibbuns down from the
wadltops, gir. I'll shoo them off and you can stand sentry on the wallsteps to make sure they don't get
back up again.”

Boorab drolled off gdlantly, holding the ottermum’s paw on hisin courtly fashion. "Never refuse a preity
gd, wot. Duty is me second name, marm. I'll guard those walsteps againgt the little blighters with my very
life. Hi there, you midget savages, down off the baly battlements. Down | say, Sir. Y owch!™

A well-aimed apple core bounced off the hare's scut tail. Filorn struggled to keep her face straight as
Boorab closed one eye and glared fiercely up at amolebabe. "Assassin! Y ou leave me no aternative but
to declarewar on you and al your fiendish crew, sah!”

Hoben found Mheraand Gundil with Cregga, bresk-fasting Sitting on an old rug spread closeto thewall.
He sat down with them, helping himsdlf to barley toast, quince jam and abesker of cold mint tea. Cregga
waved away an inquisitive wasp.

"A beautiful morning, Brother. Before you start telling me off, | left you adeep on the bed because it
seemed a shame to waken you. Y our breathing sounded so peaceful | hadn't the heart to disturb you. |
hopeyoull forgiveme."

The Recorder felt abashed that he had migudged hisfriend. "What'sto forgive, marm?| had the best
night's deep I've known in many a season. Well now, how far have we got with our latest riddle? What
wasit? Ah, | remember. All the cluesran south, until those last two lines.

" "Twixt water and stone | stand alone,
Sounding burnt but divel survivel”

Gundil picked daintily at acandied plum. "Y ou'm gotten ee gurt membery, zurr. Oi surpose et's'cos ee
be's an Accorder. Wem bain't gotten no furtherer with eeriggle.”

Mhera poured more mint teafor the Badgermum. "But 'tis not for want of trying, Brother. We've sat
here racking our brains since dawn, without aresult.”

Cregga shook her head sorrowfully. "Look around if you want to see the reason why. We've had ahare
filching our food, Dibbuns racing around uslike wild things, Sister Alkanet complaining about this, that
and the other, and young Broggle fracturing our ears with his ceasaess chatter. Hardly agood placeto Sit
and solve problems; isit?"

Brother Hoben pointed upward. "Then let's adjourn to the walltop. Mhera's mama has cleared it of
Dibbuns and Boorab's guarding the steps. It should be quiet enough for us to do some thinking up there.”

Boorab's spear was awindow pole. He stood on the second step, barring their way. "Who goes there?
State y'business, wot?!

Brother Hoben tapped an impatient paw on the bottom step. " Come out of the way, please. We're going
to thewalltop."



The hare twitched hiswhiskers officioudy. "No Dibbuns alowed up here. Y ou're not Dibbuns, are you?'

Creggatook hold of the window pole he was clasping and lifted both Boorab and the pole, with one
paw, down onto the grass. "Do welook like Dibbuns? Don't try my patience, sah!™

"Just doin' one'sduty,” he muttered up the steps after them, somewhat crestfallen. "I was only jolly well
askin' acivil question, wot. Humph, some creatures!”

Hoben wasright. The broad walkway of the ramparts, backed by the battlemented wall, was more
peaceful. Mheraliked being up high. She could see the land to the south unfolding below her and the path
meandering off into the distance.

Creggatook a deep bregth of the fresh morning air. "Ah, that's better! Mhera, my pretty, let me borrow
your eyes. Which way are you facing and what can you see?’

"I'm looking south, Cregga, and | see the woodlands to my left and the open space bel ow, then the path.
Off to my right theréstheflatlands and afew hills over toward the horizon.”

The badger leaned her back against the battlements. "That's all”? Nothing out of place, no unusua objects
sticking up you'd not noticed before? Come on, you two, get looking and help her out.”

Brother Hoben and Gundil searched the scene carefully.
"Not athing, Cregga. It dl looksfairly normal.”
"Burr aye, et be'sanoice purty soight though, marm!"

The Badgermum issued her next ingtruction. "Now turn ‘round, right ‘round, facing into the Abbey
grounds. Tell me, what do you see now?"'

They pieced together the picture for their blind companion.
"M ossflower Wood's treetops and the north wall, the beehives and the flower gardens, then the lawns.”

"Burr aye, then ee gurt h'Abbey buildin' an’ ee path frum et runnen to ee gateouse an' ee west wall wi'
mangaeinet.”

Cregga stopped Gundil with an upraised paw. "Take it from there, Mhera. Sowly and carefully. Leave
nothing out, and remember, we're looking for something that sounds burnt but alive, whatever that's
supposed to be"

Mhera started from the east wall. "Well, | can see the south side of the Abbey and the orchard between
that and the east wall, and further west more lawns running right down to the west wallsteps, south of the
gatehouse. . . Wait. Werelooking for something that stands alone ‘twixt water and stone, aren't we?'

Cregga suddenly became alert at the ottermaid's tone. "Y es, yes. Have you seen it?’

Mhera concentrated hard, feeling she was on the edge of a solution. "Not exactly, but it occurred to me
that | might narrow it down abit. Twixt water and stone. Supposethiswall . . . the one we're standing
on ... ismeant to be the stone, between here and the south side of the Abbey isthe pond. Maybe that's
the water were looking for!"



A dow smile of satisfaction spread over the badger's broad face. "Now we're getting somewhere. "Twixt
water and stone, between thiswall and our Abbey pond. What elseisthere?

"Hurr, marm, on'y ee gurt oletree.”
"What sort of tree?"
Brother Hoben shrugged. "Probably an ash tree, | think. Why?*

Mhera spotted Drogg Cellarhog down below and called to him. " See that tree I'm pointing at? What sort
isit, please?"

The stout old hedgehog replied without even looking. "That'n'san ash, miz. | getsal my tool shaftsfrom
it. Finetimber, 'tis; makes goodly furniture too!"

Mhera patted the rough greyish-hued bark asthey stood around the tree in question. "What a bunch of
puddenheads we are. Ash! A living tree which sounds by its name as though it had been burned. What
next?'

Brother Hoben had a suggestion. "We inspect the trunk and the ground around it, to seeif we can find
out what Abbess Song meant.”

Cregga had an even better idea. "1 am taller than any of you and my paws are extrasensitive. I'll inspect
thetrunk al around as high as| can reach. Y ou three stand back abit and look at the trunk and the
ground. Useyour eyesight to examine the ash."

Filorn and Foremole Brull passed by the tree with acrowd of Dibbuns around them. The otter waved to
her daughter. "Brull and | are taking the babes for a paddlein the pond. It'l give Friar Bobb and Broggle
achanceto get cleared for lunch. Please don't swing on my apron strings like that, you'll pull me over.
Let mego, Durby!"

The molebabe trundled over to Mhera and attached himself to her smock. "Oi be goen a-skwimmin' in
ee deep ponder!”

Mheralaughed as she detached thetiny creature. She wagged a paw at him and replied in mole dialect.
"Ho no you'm baint, likkle zurr, ee be's goen a-pagglin’. Skwimmin' bain't furr ee, lessen you'm ah'otter!"

Durby sucked on adigging claw as he thought about it, then trundled off chortling. "Hurr, miz, youm
atryento cloimb ee gurt tree, an you'm bain't ee squirrler. Hurr hurr hurr!”

Hislogic struck the ottermaid immediately. "Cregga, he'sright! We need a squirrel. Who better to
examine atree? Comeon, let's get oursalvesasquirre!”

Friar Bobb was too old and young Broggle, by his some-what well-fed girth, was not quite in athletic



trim. The good Friar gave thought as to whom he could recommend.

"Hmm. What you want isafirgt-classtreewhiffler, aspeciaist climber. ‘Tisabit of aproblem, friends.
Overweight parents, old 'uns like me, and some Dibbuns. They're the only squirrels we have a the
moment. Broggle, can you think of anybeast who'd fit the job?”

Curling histail soulfully, the assistant cook spoke oneword asif it were aprayer. "Fwirl!"

Mhera stared at the dreamy-eyed Broggle. "Just tell me two things, please. What do you mean by a
treewhiffler, and who in the name of seasonsis Fwirl ?*

Broggle was tongue-tied. Friar Bobb replied for him. "A treewhiffler isthe squirrel namefor achampion
climber. Therésayoung squirrdmaid, called Fwirl, living donein the woodlands. She's quite shy, but
Broggle knows her. He often takes afew goodies up to the east battlements as a gift for her. Were
hoping that someday shelll join usasaRed waller.”

Gundil was grinning at the adoring look on Broggl€'s face every time the name Fwirl was mentioned.
"Hurr, may'aps you'm'd loike tfetch miz Ferl to meet usn's? Shem sounden loike ee roight h'amina furr
eejob."

Y oung Broggle dug into his apron pocket and produced a neatly wrapped package, tied with afancy
bow of chamomile stalk. Histail curled over his eyes and he scuffed the ground with hisfootpaw as he
explained. "l was, er, just going to see her. I'll, er, ask Fwirl if she wantsto help. No need to come with
me. | can go mysdlf, thanks. Oh, an' if sheisgood enough to come, please don't refer to me asyoung
Broggle, just Broggle will be sufficient. Wait here, I'll be back.”

Brother Hoben watched the chubby figure ambling oft to the east wall. "Our young Broggle looks asif a
barrel of October Alejust fel on his head. He's evidently smitten with Miz Fwirl."

Creggashook her great striped head in wonderment. ™Y oung Broggle, en? Who'd have ever thought it?"

Gundil gave adeep bass chuckle. "Hurrhurr, that'n lukken loike 'is ssummick befull o' buttyfliesan''is
‘ead be full o' bumblybeed”

Mhera spoke up in defense of the assistant cook. "Now just stop that talk, please. | won't have Broggle
made fun of, poor creature. It's obvious hethinksalot of Fwirl, so let's not do anything to embarrass
ether of them!"

Friar Bobb bowed his head courteoudy to the ottermaid. " Thank you, Mhera. That waskindly said. |
knew that Broggle was visiting the squirrdmaid, I've known it awhile now, but | never told anybesd, lest
they made fun of him. I've practically reared Broggle, and he'sahard worker, loya to our Abbey. If he
weremy son | couldn't think more of him!"

Creggaheld a paw to her mouth. "Ssh! | hear him coming back!™

Broggle marched up with ajaunty swagger. "I spoketo Fwirl, and she's agreed to help us.”

Brother Hoben looked about and spread his paws wide. "Thank you, Broggle. But whereis she?'

The tubby squirrel folded his paws and smirked. "Up in the ash tree. Where did you expect her to be?!



Creggagave an involuntary start. Shetook Broggle's paw. "Just amoment, Sir. | never heard athing. To
do asyou say she'd have had to dash around to the west wall, scaleit, and come up behind us so silently
that we didn't hear. Then sheld have had to climb that tree without us even seeing her.”

Broggle winked at them and nudged Cregga. "Wdll, you said you wanted a good treewhiffler! Fwirl,
would you like to come down and meet my friends?'

Fwirl was not just pretty, she was startlingly beautiful, with huge dmond eyes, dainty paws, snow-white
teeth and a curling redgold tail unlike that of any squirrel Mherahad ever seen. Shewasclad in ashort
belted tunic of soft green.

Mherawelcomed her with an outstretched paw. "Well, hello, Fwirl. Y ou must be the champion
treewhiffler of al Mossflower!"

Fwirl's amilelit up the bright summer day even more. "Haha, you've been ligening to Broggle. He'stold
me all about you. | fed asthough | know you al. How can | help you?I do climb abit."

Creggaran apaw over Fwirl's perfect features. "That'swhat | like to hear, asquirrel who doesn't beat
about the bush. We've examined the ash tree and the ground around it asfar aswe can, Fwirl. But | think
whatever we're after ismuch higher than the trunk. Could you take alook up in the boughs and foliage
for us? Twould be agreat help.”

The sguirrdmaid shot away like lightning, her tail swirling in ablurring circle. Halfway up the trunk, which
she covered in the blink of an eye, Fwirl turned and addressed Cregga. "What am | looking for,

Badgermum?'

Creggaliked the squirrdmaid's friendly manner. "Well, it could be anything &t dl: acarved message, a
dip of parchment, or an object you wouldn't normdly find in an ash tree. By theway, | hope you're going
tojoinusfor lunch?'

Fwirl vanished into the foliage, calling back, "1t would be my pleasure, but |et's take a peep up here
firg!"

Thefriends sat on the grassin the welcome shade of the old ash. Broggle Sighed. "Isn't shejust... just...
lsn't she?!

Gundil lay flat on hisback peering up into thefoliage. "Shem surrpintly is, zurr. Y ou'm agurt lucky
beast!”

Broggle plucked a blade of grass and chewed on the stem. "I hope Fwirl decidesto come and live at our
Abbey, if that'sal right with you, Creggamarm?”

"All right with me? Wed be delighted to have her, eh, Mhera?'

Mherathrew apaw about her squirrd friend's shoulder. "I'm sure Fwirl will cometo live at Redwall.
Especidly as she knowsyou're here, pa!"

Fwirl was back down among them in asurprisingly short time and made her report. "No carvings or
secret messages, I'm afraid. No parchments either. However, | did come acrossthis.”

Brother Hoben took the object she produced from her belt. "It's like half apair of glasses with an old bit



of cord hanging from it. What do you make of it, marm?"

Creggatook the object. She sniffed it, ran her paws gently over it and smiled wistfully. "Long long ago, a
gdlant and perilous hare gave thisto me. His name was Perigord Habile Sinigtra, the most dangerous
saber fighter ever to come from the mountain of Salamandastron. Alas, the dust of long seasons has
blown over his brave bones now. Thisisamonocle. Y ou wesr it in one eye, with the cord looped around
your neck, so as not to loseit. Let metell you, Abbess Song was alittle vain. She would not wear
glasses, even when shewas very old. | gave her thismonocle, and she kept it hidden in the deeve of her
habit. If ever she had to read anything, she would dip it out and use it secretly. | often wondered what
became of it. Where exactly did you find it, Fwirl?'

With the exception of Cregga, they al looked up to where the squirrel maid's paw was pointing. "On the
north sde, near thetop of thetree. It waslodged in the joint of two boughs. Somebeast had cut two little
dotsinto the bark so it would stay in position. | hope | did the right thing by bringing it down here?’

"I'm sureyou did, missie," Friar Bobb reassured her. "But you say there was nothing else up there
whatso-ever?'

Fwirl shrugged expressvely. "Nothing, Brother. Only the monocle.”

Friar Bobb excused Broggle from cooking duties so that he could Sit next to Fwirl a lunch. Taking
advantage of the good summer, Redwallersliked to dine outside. Cregga had the food served on linen
clothsin the orchard, away from the search ste. Fwirl enjoyed everything that Broggle put in front of her,
particularly somelittle farls of warm bread, which she ate with her cream of mushroom soup and salad.
Filorn served her some more, extolling Broggl€e's reputation as abaker.

"That's Broggl€'s nutfarls, my dear. He made them this morning. There's hazel, beech and chestnutsin
them. They're my favorite too. Nobeast bakes anutfarl like our Broggle!™

The squirrelmaid bit into another one. "Mmm, they're ddlicious. | could make afull medl of just your
nutfarls. What awonderful skill you have, Broggle!™

Boorab had falen adegp whilst guarding the steps. He came hurrying in late and plonked himself down
between the two squirrels. Halfway through loading a platter with salad, cheese and nutfarls, he suddenly
noticed Fwirl.

"Welwellwell. Howdy doody, m'dear. | say, what an absolute corker your charmin' pal is, Broggle. A
rea spifferoo, wot wot. Come on, Broggle, y'old rasca, you lucky grubdinger, how's about introducin' a
chap to your stunnin' luncheon guest, wot, wotwot?"

Cregga's massive paws descended on the garrulous hare, and she lifted both him and the plate he was
holding clear of the two squirrels. "I thought you were |eft to guard the south wallsteps, sah. Skipper,
escort thismalingerer back to his post. Let him take that plateful of vittleswith him. Back to your duties
now, you horrible hare!"

The brawny Skipper of Otters chivvied Boorab adong. "Right y'are, marm. Come on, Mr. Boorab.
Remember, yore still on probation 'ereabouts. One two, one two, eyesfront, that'sit!"



Boorab's protests faded into the distance, amid general laughter. "I say, you rotten old riverdog, get
y'paws off me. Still on probation? Pish tush, sah, flippin’ length o' time I've been at this confounded

Abbey, | should be on pension, not baly probation. The nerve o' that great stripe-muzzled mauler, eh,
wot?!

Gundil ruminated as he worked hisway through aturnip and gravy pastie. "Whoi wudd ee h'Abbess be
aleaven ee mononokle oop in yon treg?"

Brother Hoben sdlected a maple wafer spread with white cheese. "Y es, and why in that one particular
place?'

Mhera spoke the answer before she had redlized it. "Monocles are for seeing through. Maybe she
placed it there so somebeast could climb up there and look throughit.”

Cregga smote apaw againgt her forehead. " Of course! It was placed facing north, Fwirl said."

The squirrelmaid alowed Broggletofill her beaker with cordid. "From the position of the monoclein
between the boughs, I'd say anybeast |ooking through it would be viewing the Abbey building on its south
gde, if that'sany hep.”

Gundil wiped a serviette across his mouth. "Usn's ull foind that owt doireckly arfter lunch, hurr aye!™

The second visit to the ash tree involved taking aong one of Drogg Cellarhog's stout ropes. Fwirl took it
up into the tree, and looping it around a high bough she let the end down, scampering to the ground
behind it.

"Have you got the monocle, Mhera? Comeon, I'll help you up.”

Creggagavethe ottermaid find ingtructions. "Place the monocle back inits dot and look throughiit. The
instant you see something, shout down and tell me. Up y'go, friend!”

Asssted by the treawhiffler, Mhera climbed into the spreading ash, hauling herself up on the rope whilst

alowing Fwirl to find holdsfor her footpaws. She chanced aglance down. "We're getting rather high up,
arent we?"'

Fwirl placed her shoulder under Mheras footpaw to steady it. "Don't look down, Mhera. Keep going.
Nearly there now.”

The friends below on the ground stood patiently waiting. After awhile they heard sounds.

"Hurr. Et'sMiz Mhurraan' shem larfin' fit tburst."

Creggaturned her face upward. "Mhera, have you found anything? What are you laughing at?"
Ottermaid and squirrelmaid were both chortling. Mhera caled back down to the bemused Badgermum.

"Hahahahal Y ou, haha, you'll never believeit, Cregga. Ahahahal I'm staring straight into your bedroom
window. Hahahaheeheehee!"



Chapter 12

Rain drizzled lightly through the early-morning mist rising from the surface of the broad stream. The two
voles Krobzy and Sekkendin emerged from the secret tunnel with Tagg. The otter carried asmall sack of
supplies and acloak, which they had presented to him. Krobzy blinked up at the indifferent milky sky.

"Yar, drizzlin won't last long; my ingrowed paw claw ain't twingein' enough. Twill clear up afore noon
an' the sun'll smileon usagain. Tagg, | wish ye wouldn't go, mate. Stay 'ere wid us. Y e could make an
‘appy ‘'ome midst our voles."

Tagg clasped the bankvole's chubby paw fondly. "I've never had such ahappy time as | spent with your
tribe, friend, but | must go. There's bound to be Juska beasts following me, Sawney for one, and | don't
know how many others. It would not be the act of afriend to bring trouble upon your creatures. Juska
arethievesand killers. Stay out of their way. Keep to your homestead and be watchful for the next few

days:”

Two more voles emerged from the tunnel, carrying what appeared to be alarge basket. Sekkendin
showed it to Tagg. "Thisisacoracle. When yer finished wid it, just cast it out into the stream. Twill drift
back ‘ere by itsdlf."

Tagg tried to hide aamile as he ingpected the flimsy craft. "A coracle? Areyou surel'll fit into it?”

Krobzy chuckled. "Y eve dtill gottalot t'learn, big feller. A coraclesagood liddle craft, light an' easy on
the paws. Theré's just one paddle, see, wid ablade on each end. Y er paddies amast, too, when y'dip it
atwixt those two blocks." Two smdl chunks of sycamore had been tied into the woven rushes of the
craft's base. Tagg stood the paddie end up between them.

"Good idea, but wherésthe sail ?

Sekkendin indicated the cloak Tagg had been given. "That ain't just acloak, matey. Tisasall, too, an'
I'll tell ye somethin’ else. Our cloaks are specia made, wid beeswax an' secret plant oils soaked into the
weave. Y€ Il find rain an' water don't affeck them. They'll keep ye dry anywheres"

Krobzy tossed the sack of suppliesinto the smal round coracle. "Y arr, those vittles too, they're travein'
rations. Full o' goodness t'’keep yore strength up.”

They launched the coracle into the water and Tagg got in. Despite hissizeit floated well, and he pushed
off into the current, dabbing left and right with the double-ended paddie.

"Thisiswonderful! 'Tis S0 easy to Steer, even going upstream againgt the current. Thanks, friends. My
best wishesto you and dl your tribe. I'll never forget your kindness. Please don't stand waving on the
bank. Go in, and keep your heads low for awhile. Keep aweather eye out for Juska vermin. Goodbye,
and may your seasons be long and happy!"



The voles scuttled into their secret tunndl, calling back, "Y arr yarr, Tagg, cal back an' seeusagin. Yore
diuswedcome"

Krobzy stayed at the entrance for atime, watching the sturdy otter paddie his coracle off into the drizzly
migts. "Good fortune to yer, Taggerung. | ‘opes you mests friendly beasts like us dong yore way!"

Drizzlewas dill fdling in moist curtains when the hunters woke, damp and uncomfortable, in unfamiliar
woodland after anight spent out in the open. Gruven huddled into adry space beneath afir tree, irate
and hungry. He snarled at the weasel Milkeye. "What's the matter with you, deadlamp? Did y'never learn
tolight afire properly? Y oull bedl day puffin' an' blowin' there!™

Milkeye turned from hisflint and tinder, so that his good eye could see the stoat. "Wood's dl wet with
the rain. Can't make afire with damp wood."

Gruven turned his bad temper e sewhere. Valug Bowbeast was gnawing some dried fish from the
meeger rations they had brought along. Gruven tossed a pinecone a him. It missed.

"Hey, Vdlug, are you goin' to St there stuffin' your face 'til it bursts? Wheres my breskfast? I'm clan
Chieftan."

"Not yet you ain't," Valug commented with his mouth half full. "Sawney always said that aleader had to
prove 'imsdf first. We ain't seen you do nothin' yet except complain. I'm not yer mother. Get yer own
vittled"

Gruven sat glaring at the big ferret. Valug was akiller, adangerous beast to get the wrong side of. He
wished he had picked on somebeast weaker. He tried to save face by growling, "When | catch up with
that otter, then I'll prove mysdif dl right!”

Eeferastrode into view. He had been up before dawn, searching for tracks. Without reporting to
Gruven, he threw himself down and grabbed some dried fish. He addressed himsdlf to Rabbad, asmal,
dy-looking fox. "Waste 0' timetryin' to track in thisweather. There's astream over yonder. Ottersfavor
dreams.”

Rabbad collected water, dripping from the trees, onto a dock leaf. He poured it into his mouth and
swallowed. "Y e reckon we should follow the water course, then? Which way d'ye think the streamdog
went?'

Valug shouldered hisbow and quiver of arrows. "Probly north. That'sthe way he wastravein'.”
Gruven decided the time had come to assert his authority. Leaving his shelter, he strode off purposefully,
snarling orders. "Right, we're headed north. Break camp, you lot, no time for squattin' ‘round egting.
Follow me!™

There were definite sounds of gruff laughter from the group. He whedled around to see Eeferapointing in
the opposite direction. There was a hint of contempt in the weasd'svoice. "It'sthisway . . . Chief."

Gruven found himsdlf trailing at therear. It wastoo narrow atrail to push past the others and regain the
lead.



By midmorning they were wdl adong the riverbank, traveling at afast lope. Though Gruven was big and
well built, he found it difficult to keep pace with the others. They were older than him, but lean and hardy
for the most part. Hewas silently relieved when Valug stopped them for ashort rest on the bankside.
Eefera scouted ahead whilst the others sat under the shade of some weeping willows, out of the
continuous drizzle. Dagrab nodded northward. "Riverdog'll be makin' for the big mountains.”

Gruven fdt argumentative. "Where'sthe sensein that? Why should he want t'go there? It's stupid if you
ak me."

Therat Grobait replied without even looking at him. "Mountainsis made o' rock. 'Tis 'arder to track a
beast over rock. That'stheway I'd go if | was'im."

Gruven spat into the stream. "Huh! Who asked you?"
Further conversation was forgotten as Eeferaregppeared. "Come an' look at this. | wasright.”

They followed him to aspot on the bank further upstream. Eefera pointed out the Signs. "I said otters
favored streams. See? Thisiswhere he came out. There's part of a pawprint, in the mud, under that
stone, an' ‘ere, thisswhere the riverdog'stail flattened an' broke two young ferns. Sometime late last
night, I'd say."

Gruven was prepared to argue the point. "Sometime last night, huh? How d'you know that?*

Eeferadid not answer. He strode off, further up the bank. Gruven smiled at the others, shaking his head.
"The grest tracker, eh? Couldn't give me an answer, could he?"

Milkeye felt the bottom part of the broken fern sems. "Didn't ‘ave to. Fed that. It takesagood few
hours fer the rain to wash away the sticky sap that leaks out, an’ these ain't sticky. They been stannin’'ere
brokein therain sinceit started late lastnight. Come on, Eeferas on ter sumthin'.”

Gruven drew his sword and raced ahead of the others, making certain hewasin the lead thistime. "Aye,
come on, mates. Follow me!™

He dashed off as Eefera's voice called back through the bushes, " Stop 'im! Grab ahold o' the vole!”

Gruven turned thisway and that, saw the bushes shake and hurled himsdlf forward, crashing through
them. Something dodged by him; he tripped and collided head-on with Eefera. They scrambled together
in the bush cover until Eeferakicked him aside and legped up, blood streaming from his mouth as he
ydlled, "Intheweter! Thevolesin thewater. Gerrim, Vdlug!"

Swiftly the Bowbeast |loosed two shafts at the shadowy figure before it disappeared underwater,
gpeeding downstream with the current. Hefitted athird arrow to his bow, then turned away in disgust,
caling back to Eefera, " Shouldalet me know quicker. | only got 'im in the back paw. No use chasin'
after 'im; that voleswell away by now!"

Eeferawiped blood from the corner of his mouth and spat into the stream. He turned dowly upon
Gruven, controlling histemper with great difficulty. "I nearly caught the vole. Y ou made me miss'im!”

Quailing under the weasd's icy glare, Gruven blustered, "Wéll, it was you who yelled out for meto
gop'im."



Eefera picked up Gruven'sfalen sword from beneath abush. Histongue probing at aloosened tooth, he
answered, "Sorry ... Chief. | didn't know it wasyou | was shoutin' to. | thought it was one of the others,
abeast with abit o' sense.”

Gruven shrugged, trying to dismissthe sarcastic reply. "It was only ascummy little vole. What would
y'want with avole?

Eeferalooked at him asif heweretotally supid. "Information?' He made asif to give Gruven's sword
back and thought better of it, tossing the weapon carelessy away over his shoulder.

Gruven took alittle time locating the sword, and when he hurried back to the othersit wasto find them
moving off. Joining them, he noticed they were eating pears. The stoat grabbed hold of Milkeye, one of
the few he could bully into obeying him.

"Where'd you get those pears?'

Milkeye gestured back to the place they had just left. "Top of an 'ill yonder. There's a pear tree there,
Chief."

Gruven spun theweasel around forcefully. "Run back an' get me afew. Go on, get moving!"

Milkeye avoided adap from theflat of Gruven's swordblade. "All right, Chief, I'm goin'"

Krobzy crouched in the secret passage entrance with Sekkendin, bandaging the watervol €'s footpaw
with adressing of sanicle, dock leaf and hair moss. Sekkendin placed his paw gingerly on the ground and
smiled.

"Yar, I'll livel Take moren some ole Juska arrow to kill me."
Krobzy picked up areed blowpipe and atufted dart, its point smeared with [aburnum and agaric fungus

juices. "Aye, mate, but the vermin that getsthisin its behind won't bo able t'say the samething. You lay
‘erean’ rest. No Juskavarmint's goin' t'do that to avole an' live fbrag about it!"

Milkeye grabbed two pears from the tree and dashed off, not wanting to be left adrift in strange
country.

"Ouch!" Hefdt the sting on the back of his neck and dapped at it. " Scummy liddle gnat, take that!"

He continued his hurried progressto catch up with the others. Krobzy followed until he found his dart
lying in the grass. Picking it up gingerly by thetuft, he dropped it into atiny box and thrust it into his belt
pouch.

"Yarr, dat'soneliddle gnat you won't ferget, varmint!"



Midnoon sunlight sparkled off the waters, fleecy white clouds decorated the bright skies. Krobzy had
predicted the weather accurately. Tagg shipped his paddle. Reaching up, he grabbed an overhanging
ader branch and pulled his coracleinto the still shallows of asmal cove. Beaching thelittle craft amid
some concedling bushes, he waded ashore and stretched his limbs. It was a pleasant spot, with
blackberries growing in profusion. Tagg made aleisurely meal of someflat cakeswith dried fruit baked
into them and aflagon of pear cordid from hisvole supply sack, and afew pawfuls of the ripest berries
he could find. In apatch of sunlight amid the aders, he spread his cloak and lay down upon it, humming
an old tune that had aways been with him, though he could not remember from where. The otter fell into
adoze, trying to recall the words, hiseydidsdowly closing.

Dim kindly faces hovering about him, soft clean linen touching his cheeks, the scent of spring flowers. He

was in the magic place, the room of old red stone where peace and happiness lived. Two female otter
voiceswere Snging to him from far far away, ayoung one and an older one, Singing sweetly, gently. Cam

and serenity, safety and peaceful joy.

"Where glidesthe butterfly,

O'er some still pond,

Thereismy littlelove,

Dear one so fond.

Hush now you humming bee,

Soft shadows creep,

Slentinsummer'seve,

Sleep baby deep.”

The happiness Tagg felt wasintense, yet, asin al dreams, dusive. Even though he wasin the realms of
dumber, he redized this and sought to retain the feeling. He strove to make it clearer, to see more, to
understand the dream, so that he could recdll it a will and experience itsjoyous warmth. But the dream
faded, like smoke on the wind.

How long helay curled on the cloak in that silent glade, Tagg did not know. Then the mouse warrior
was standing in hismind, pointing at him with the wondrous sword and cdling, cdling . . . "Deynal

Deynal" It gtirred him to wakefulness for a brief second. Eyes half open, he began to sit upright. Then he
felt aheavy blow across his skull, and fell backward into agonizing darkness.

Eefera studied the bank edge, close to the water, and called back to the stoat Rawback, who was
following behind with the others. " Still no Sgns near the shalows. What about you, any luck?"



Further back and higher up on the bank, Rawback, who had taken the lead, shouted his reply. "Nobeast
been along 'ere 'cept us. Nary atrace!”

Eeferawaited until they caught up. He was staring at the water. "He's on this stream, though, | know he
is. | think he must ‘ave some sort of light boat, afast 'un.”

Gruven sat cooling his pawsin the shalows, cynica asever. "Wherewould he get aboat? He's an otter,
isn't he? Otters are supposed to be great swimmers.”

Eeferadid not dignify Gruven'signorance with areply. Rabbad the fox sat down to wet hisfootpawsin
the stream. Gruven looked a him triumphantly. "Well, I'mright, aren't |7

Rabbad enlightened him. "Even otters can't swim at full speed al thetime, especially agin the currents.
Were makin' good time, travelin’ fast. If'n ‘e was swimmin', wed 'ave caught up with 'im afore now. So
the otter must be usin' afast boat like Eeferasez.”

Gruven turned their attention away from his stupidity by sniggering as Milkeye, who had falen far
behind, came staggering crazily aong the bank to join them.

"Oh, look who's arrived! What're ye pantin' an' dobberin’ for, deadlamp? Isthe goin' too tough for yer?
Don't go lyin' down. We're movin' off soon. Where'sthe pears| sent yer for?"

Milkeye collgpsed on the bank, unable to move an inch further. "Water, mates. . . water!"

Gruven looked up at the weasdl, huddled on the banktop. "Idle hound. There's plenty o' water right
here. Come an’ get it yoresdf. What d'ye think we are, skivvies?'

Eeferamade hisway up the bank. Crouching beside Milkeye, he raised the weasdl's head. "Wot's
wrong with ye? Have y'taken asickness?’

Milkeye's face was beginning to bloat, and his one good eye was haf shut and red-rimmed. He clasped
Eefera’s paw feebly. "Pain, dl over ... I'mburnin’ up .. . Water!"

Eeferacast about until he found alarge dock leef. "All right, mate, I'll get ye some water.”

He was hdfway down the bank when Milkeye made a horrible gurgling noise. His paws thrashed about
momentarily, and then he went till. Grobait prodded him with afootpaw.

"Milkeye's dead! By the blood'n'fang, wot d'ye think of that?"

They weighted the body down with afew stoneslashed to its middle and threw it into the stream. Eefera
and Vallug then conferred asto the group's next move. Gruven joined the re<t, foraging for berriesand
birds nests, smarting with resentment because the two salf-appointed leaders were ignoring him. He
returned with apawful of dandeion roots and two apples and boldly sat himself down next to the
Bowbesast.

"Wdl, what's our next move?"

Vallug pointed with one of hisarrows at the far bank. "We need to scout both Sdes o' the water. The
otter could be leavin' tracks on the other edge.”



Gruven chuckled nervoudy. "I'm not swimmin' acrossthere. Tisdeegp an' fast.”

Valug shot him aglance that dripped contempt. Y ou won't ‘ave to, yore stayin' thissdewithme... .
Chief. For dl the useyou'll be," he added under his breath.

Eeferawaded into the stream to test the current. He was almost swept off hisfootpaws, and Valug had
to reach out his bow to help him back to the bank. "Y oung mudbrain'sright,” the weasel muttered to
Vadlug, out of Gruven's hearing. "It istoo degp'n'fast, an' there'strailin' weeds that wrap around the paws,
too. | think | stepped on ole Milkey€'s carcass trapped in 'em. Well ford it further aong.”

They spent the remainder of the afternoon trekking along the bank, searching for a spot where acrossing
could be made. Unwittingly the hunters went right past the place on the opposite side where Tagg had
pulled in and hidden the coracle. Toward evening, they halted beyond a bend where the stream eddied,
prior to increasing its speed when it hit the straight. Eeferafavored the spot.

"Water swirlsabit ‘ere, but it ain't so bad. See, ther€'s reeds stickin' up near t'other side, no current
there. Thisll do to cross. Ribrow, Grobait an' Rabbad, you come with me. Therest of ye stay thisside
with Vdlug."

Holding paws, the four vermin entered the stream, with Eeferain thelead. At the center they had to hold
their heads back, chins up. Rabbad spat out a mouthful of water. "1 didn't think it'd be this deep. We
might ‘avet’ swim fer it!"

Eefera, who was dightly taler, slenced the fox. "It gets shallower from ‘ere to the bank. Keep goin'.
You let go of anybeast's paws an' weredl in trouble!™

There were no shallows on the other side. The bank was arock ledge that dropped straight down, so
the stream remained the same depth as at its center. However, there waslittle or no current near the far
sde. Eefera entered the reeded area, which dowed progress. "Nearly there now ... Y owch, I'm bit!"

Disregarding his own ingtructions, Eeferaloosed Grobait's paw and floundered asfast as he could to the
bank. Grabbing the rock ledge, he hauled himsdf out with panicked energy.

His actions caused chaos among the other three. They et go of each other; it was everybeast for himself.
The water began threshing with big ugly mottled brown fish as a shod of burbot attacked from their base
inthereedbeds. Lying flat on the bank, Eeferaextended his spearpole to Grobait. Shrieking aoud, the
rat grabbed the spear, hauling himsdlf dlong onit. 'Y asaargh! One of 'em'sgot me!”

As he clambered up the bank, Eeferatook arock and pounded on the broad frightening head of abig
burbot, which had its teeth sunk into Grobait's backside. The stoat Ribrow, who had been last on the
chain of linked paws, pushed away from the reeds and swam awkwardly, but fast, back to the other
bank, pursued by two burbot, their rounded backfins cutting the water behind him. Valug Bowbeast
dispatched one expertly with awell-aimed arrow. Rawback and Dagrab ran into the shallows, beating of f
the other with sticks as Ribrow stumbled ashore, his eyes wide with fear.

Rabbad was the unlucky one. He screamed in agony as severa of the huge fish attacked him. Turning,
he tried to emulate Ribrow by swimming back to the far bank, only to meet the one who had been driven
away by Rawback and Dagrab's sticks. Gruven stood horrified as he watched the fox being pulled down
by the burbot shoa. Monstrous heads, with two short spikes protruding from their nogtrils and along one
trailing from the chin, reared open-mouthed out of the water to rip at the helpless fox. He screeched



ghrilly asthe water reddened around him. More burbot, and two large pike, came skimming to the fray,
atracted by the blood swirling in the stream. Rabbad went under, the water tifling hislast cries.

The bedraggled vermin stood stunned, staring at the eddying, bloodied waters where he had
disappeared. Vdlug wasthe first to move. Wading in, he reached out with his bow, trapping the arrow
that was sticking out of the burbot he had shot. He pulled it in to shore, ingpecting the long heavy body
with its sharp dorsal fin and fan-shaped tail, and called across to Eefera, "Bad fortune on Rabbad, dinner
for us. | seeyou got afish too!"

"Aye, but it nearly ate Grobait's belind,” the wease answered, pointing to his companion. "Well stop
‘eret’night an’ start trackin' again at dawn.”

Gruven gazed hungrily at the burbot grilling over afire, spitted on agreen willow branch, watching
Valug prod it with an arrow to seeif it was ready. "Wot sort of fish d'ye cal that ugly monster?”

Ribrow had seen them before. "Burbot."
Gruven nodded, drawing closer to thefire. "Burbot, en? It should make good estin'."

Vallug continued prodding thefish asit sputtered over thefire. "Well, I'm the only onewholl find that
out, 'cos| killedit. Go an' catch yer own fishif'n you want one. This'un'smine!™

Gruven'svoice went shrill with indignation. "L ookit Eefera. HeE's sharin® hiswith Grobait."

Valug chuckled dryly. "So ‘e should. They caught it t'gether, an’ Grobait's bottom was the bait. Huh huh!
Grobait. .. bait! That'sagood 'un!"

Rawback, Dagrab and Ribrow knew better than to ask Valug Bowbeast for ashare of hisfish. They
remained slent, gnawing roots and apples. But Gruven fet asense of injustice, and he said so.

"Lissen, Vdlug, I'm supposed to be yore Chief. | should get a share of that fish!"

The big ferret had just taken a piece and was chewing on it. He spat out a bone and turned to face
Gruven. "Thentry an' tekeit... Chief!"

Gruven knew the others were watching him. He decided the moment had come to show them who was
leader, and his paw strayed to the sword thrust through his belt. Valug leaped forward and floored him
with a hefty punch to the nose, then stood over him. "I'll tell yer who they'll call Chief, the beast who
brings back that otter's'ead! An' | tdll yer, snotnose, it won't be you. We dl saw the Taggerung give you
awalopin' back a camp. You aint no Chief, Gruven; yore mamas tougher'n you. Ole Grissoul will
make up aload of mumbo jumbo fer the one who daysthe otter, the one who's tough enough t'do it, an’
that'll be the clan leader. So you keep outtamy way, unlessye want to die. | got no time fer bigmouthed
fools, see! Y ou was nothin' but a snivelin' cub when Sawney brought that otter into our camp. | wasthe
onewho dew ‘isfather, an' I'll be the one to day the son too!"

On the opposite bank, Eefera could hear Valug's every word on the till night air. Licking fish scales
from his paws, he murmured to himself, "Oh, will ye now? WEell see about that, Bowbeast."



Gruven lay where Valug had felled him, wiping blood from his nose and planning how he was going to
kill the Bowbeast. Vdlug sat with hisback to him, wolfing fish. The ferret spat aboneinto the fireand
poke, asif he was reading the other's thoughts.

"You aint got the gutst’kill me, Gruven. Put one paw near that sword an' I'll Stuff it down yer neck!"
Gruven made no reply, just lay there done with histhoughts of murder. Asdid Valug, who liked the

idea of being a Chieftain. Eefera sat on the other side of the stream, watching them both. His plans
involved adoublekilling. He had learned alot and his teacher had been one of the best. Sawney Rath.

Chapter 13

Cregga sat exhausted in her big armchair. Her bedroom was teeming with Redwallers, plusthetiny mole
Dibbun cdled Durby. He had ingtdled himsdf on the Badgermum'slgp and was amusing himsdlf by
repeating everything she said. Every other beast was searching, for it stood to reason that if the monocle
in the ash tree focused on the room, then there should be something of interest within. Boorab opened the
corner cupboard, as numerous others had done that day. The hare poked his head inside, to find Foburt
rummeaging about buslly.

"Jolly hungry work, misse, wot? Found anything, have you?"

The hogmaid brushed dust from her gpron and sneezed. "Kerchoo! Only alot of dust an' cobwebs. It'd
be nice to know what we're searching for.”

Boorab whispered secretively to her. " Some ancient map to a secret hoard of crystallized scoff. Prob’ly
al sorts of super chuck preserved in lashings of honey!"

Sigter Alkanet pushed past them both. "Tch tch. Just the sort of asensalessideathat only ahare could
think up. Let metake alook in therel™

"Thisisthe sixth time you've searched my room today,” Cregga pleaded wearily, with Durby acting as
echo. "Will you please go away and leave mein peace? There's nothing herel”

"Hurr, thissasixy time youm be's a surchin’ moi room. Go eeway an' leaven oi en pieces. Thurr baint
nuthen yurr!"

Boorab tripped over Drogg, Alkanet got locked in the cupboard, and an argument broke out between



two mice who were stuck benegath the bed. Mhera decided that enough was enough. " Stop!" she called
gernly. " Stop what you are doing, be quiet and stand till. Now!"

She was pleasantly surprised when they did, even the Counsel elders. Mhera changed to areasonable
tone. "Friends, please, have some respect for your Badgermum's feelings. This room has been searched
thoroughly severa times without success. Leave Creggain peace now, | beg you. Go about your tasks
or leisure time elsewhere. The only creatures who redly need to Stay arethe origind searchers.”

Creggasmiled as shelistened to them filing out in sheepish silence. She waited until the door closed.
"Thank you, Mhera, that was beautifully done. Y ou were quite firm and you used a considerable amount
of tact.”

"Hurr, thankee, Murrer, ee were bootiful undunned. Mmmmf!"
Mhera placed a paw gently over Durby's mouth. "What will we do about thislittle terror?

Broggle put on agruff voice. "Chop off histail and stick it in hismouth to keep him quiet. I'll take himto
Friar Bobb's kitchen and well make molesoup of him!™

Durby scuttled down from the badger's [ap. Hurling himself on her bed, he began to make snoring
noises. Then he opened one eye. "Whurroo, you'm wuddent chop eetail off'n ee deepin’ choild! Nay,
zurr, youm agurt koind beast, an' oi be a-degpen.”

Cregga chuckled. "Thank goodnessfor that!"

Mherabegan tidying things back into place. Fwirl lent a paw, and together they got the room back to
normal. Fwirl sat down beside Broggle on a paw hassock, looking glum. "Phew, Redwallers don't mess
about when they search aroom! Y our friends certainly scoured this place from top to bottom. For a
while there it was enjoyable, because I've never been insgde abuilding before. But | fed unhappy now
that we didn't find anything."

Mherastared at the pretty squirrelmaid in astonish-ment. "'Y ou've never been inside abuilding before?
How isthat, Fwirl ?*

They lislened sympathetically as shetold her story.

"I don't remember much of my early seasons. | must have been only ababe, for | can hardly recal my
parents faces. | can remember criesin the night; | think we were attacked by foxes. | wasthrust into a
hollow log, and | could hear fighting, then screams, followed by foxeslaughing. | must have stayed inside
that log amost dl night and haf aday. When | crawled out my mother was lying quite till, with adeep
wound on her head and blood everywhere. My father was gone, the foxestoo. | sat with my mother for
along time, but she didn't move. | was hungry and couldn't stop weeping. Next morning | wandered off
into the woodlands to search for food. Being only an infant, | got lost. That was asfar back as| can
recall. Theré's not much moretotel. I've lived in the woodlands, fending for mysdlf ever since, dways
keeping on the move. Then one day | came upon your Abbey. At first | was afraid, not knowing who
lived here. | used to climb the high trees so | could seeinside. | watched you al; you seemed so happy
and peaceful. | stayed closeto the walls, and that was when | met my friend Broggle. He brought food
which he had prepared for me, told me al about his Redwall friends. It must be like adream living here."

Mherawas smiling, though her eyes were bright with unshed tears a the squirrelmaid'stale. She spoke
to Fwirl, knowing the others would welcome her decision. "Then dream on, friend. Redwall Abbey is



your homefrom now on!"
Fwirl clapped apaw to her mouth. "But 1. . . you mean | can.. .. live here forever?’

Broggle took the liberty of giving her paw a squeeze. "Haha Nobeast livesforever, but you can stay
here until you grow older than Cregga Badgermum!”

"Y ou impudent young rip!" Creggagrowled jovidly. "Fwirl, my dear, let me be the first to welcome you
to your new home. Y ou are now a Redwadl ler!”

Durby poked his head from beneath a pillow. "An' oi be ee secund to wellcum ee, missus. Ee be gurtly
wellcumed to moi h/Abbey, ho ayel™

The Badgermum nodded toward the bed. "And asyour first officia chore you can tekethat littlerip
down to Cavern Hole. His mother will be looking for him. Go with Fwirl and show her the way, Mhera."

They had to play Durby's game. Holding a paw apiece, Fwirl and Mherabounced the molebabe's
footpaws on each stair asthey descended, the ottermaid reciting an old Abbey rhyme.

"Where's the naughty Dibbun, tell me where?
Isthat him upon the sair?

Hear the little pawsteps, one two three,

And the Dibbun shouting, ‘Can't catch me!'
What's for dinner, dumplin' an' pie,

Nicean' hot for youan'l,

If you don't come down those stairs,
Guesswholll et it, two fat hares!"

Durby's mum wagged a paw at her babe. "Whurr you'm been, rascull? Oi'm out'n moi moind lukken furr
e

The molebabe crinkled his button nose at her cheekily. "Y urr, doan't ee take on so, moi ole mum. Whurr
besmoi vikkles?'

The two friends had to stifle their laughter as the molemum seized her son and hauled him off to the tub.
"You'm bain't gettin' vikkles until oi barth ee, Durby Furrel!"

"Woaw!" Durby wailed aloud, trying to reason with his mother. "Keep oi out'n eewarter or oi'll be
ashrunkened. Woaw!"

Durby's mum appealed to Fwirl and Mhera. "Missus, will eetdlen this choild ee warter woan't shrink
im?'

They helped the molemum to bathe Durby as they assured him, "No, no, water doesn't shrink you. Look



at me and Mhera, we both get lots of baths, and we haven't shrunk, have we?"

Durby dlowed them to bathe and dry him, then he waved dl three imperioudy aside and marched to the
door lintel. "Oi'll just be ameasurin’ oi t'seeif'n oi shrinked!"

His mother measured him against the marks she had made to check his growth. She patted his head
fondly. "Thurr thurr, choild, ee bain't shrunken, ee growed summ, lookit!"

The molebabe eyed her suspicioudy. "Oi ‘opes you'm bain't tellen eefibgl"

Broggle was deep in conference with Brother Hoben, Gundil and Cregga when Mheraand Fwirl
returned to the bedroom. Cregga held out her paws, and Gundil and Broggle heaved her out of her chair.

"Come on, let's go down to dinner. I've had enough of puzzles and riddles for one day. Are you hungry,
Fwirl?'

"I'm aways hungry, the food's so good at Redwal|!"
"Ooh, my old bones!" Cregga complained asthey negotiated the sairs. "Ah well, what a pity Abbess
Song's clueled us nowhere. Dearie me, they did give my room agood search, though. It'sfeding tidier

than ever now, thanksto you two."

Mhera alowed the Badgermum to lean upon her asthey entered the dining room. "Well take another
look tomorrow. Mmmm, smell that!"

Fwirl did. "Delicious Wonder whet it is?'
Creggasniffed theair briefly. "What?'Y ou mean the damson and plum pudding Mherals mum is sleaming
off, or the hazelnut, mushroom and turnip casserole Friar Bobb's taking from the oven, or the dandelion

and burdock cordid Drogg Cdlarhog is pouring fromits barrel ?*

Broggle seated Fwirl at thetable, chuckling. "That Badgermum's sense of smell is better than the eyesight
of adozen Redwallers. Oh, look out, here comestrouble!”

Boorab bounded up and struck an €loquent pose between the tables. "And now, my good creatures one
an' al, adelectable appetizer of the muse before we strap on the old nosebags, wot wot. A poem,
composed by m'goodsdlf. Pray attention for the officia poet.

"l beg you listen to my verse, Ode to adamson plum pud,

"Tisnot much better than it'sworse, in fact it'sjolly good!

Oh gqueen of puddens as ever was born, agentle ottermum called Filorn,

Has made to grace our scoff thisnight, by steamin' pot an' oven light,

A pudden to tempt the hungriest turn,



Full of flour an" honey an' nutsan' dl sorts of gorgeous scrumptious an' absolutdy spiffin' ingredients
from the kitchens where she's worked like a blinkin' madbeast dl day long . . . an’ of course from
damson an' plum!

Passmeaplate, an' I'll say it's greet!

Bung meadish, an' I'll say what you wish!

Sip mealarge platter, oh what does it matter!

Slide meabasin, with lots of spacein!

Sling me abowl, as degp asahole!

Chuck meapail, an' | won't wail!

Aslong asit'sfull of what does achap good,

Heroic hare-sized portions, of damson an' plum pud!*

Boorab made along and leggy bow, flourishing both ears and tail. In the silence that followed, he stalked
majestically to his seat, but tripped and fell before he reached it. Midst laughter and applause he poked
his head out from under the table and tried to slence them with adignified glare.

"Perfect poetry's wasted on you lot, bounders! Tchah, laughin' a achap's misfortunes. Small things
amuse smal minds, my dear old mater used t'say. Some of you never grew up from bein' blinkin" Dibbuns
if y'ask me, wot!"

"That'sit, that's the answer!”

Everybeast turned to see what M hera was shouting about. She smiled self-conscioudly. "Er, sorry, but
something just dawned on me. It was hovering in my mind when Durby measured himsdlf againgt the
door lintd. It cameto mefully when | heard what Mr. Boorab just said. Growing up, that'sthe key. The

ash tree has grown up since Abbess Song placed her monocle there. We were looking through the lensin
the wrong place!™

Cregga started out of her seat. "Of course! Why didn't we think of that earlier?’

Boorab was till sulking. "Huh, why indeed? 'Cos you were too busy titterin' at a poor chap who'd just
fdlen an' fractured hisflippin' tail, that'swhy!"

Filorn began serving him amassive portion of damson and plum pud. "Poor Mr. Boorab, | never
laughed a your fdl. Thank you for the lovely poem you composed about my pudding. | think you
deserveadouble. . . no, atreble helping for your pains.”

The hare's mood lightened considerably. " Gracious marm, you are truly agem among otters, not like
these other bucolic bumpkins. Er, excludin' Miz Mhera, wot!"

Fwirl had been thinking of the next move. "As soon asit's daylight tomorrow well explore the wall
bel ow the window. Whatever it isthat could be seen through the monocle back then should be lower



down. Leaveit to me. Let'sseeif I'm asgood awallwhiffler as1 am atreewnhiffler. I'll need along thin
cord and aheavy knife." The squirrelmaid winked at her bemused companions. "Don't ask mewhat |
need them for. Y ou'll see tomorrow!™

Regaining consciousness was adow and painful experience. Every time Tagg moved his head he was
aware of the lump on the back of it, painful as aknife thrust. However, he could not reach apaw to
touch it because he was bound securely. Somebeast was moving nearby. Tagg kept his eyes shut,
listening as he tried to locate the position of the creeture. The floor he was lying on shook frequently.
Tagg groaned and rolled onto his side, facing away from where he reckoned the other beast was. He
heard it move, felt its bresth on the side of hisface, then sensed it going back to itsformer position.
Sowly, Tagg opened an eye, the one closest to the floor. It was night. He glimpsed the darkened foliage
and redlized that he was up in one of the alder trees, on a platform between two main branches, laid with
boughs lashed securely together. 1t was open to the sky, having neither walls nor roof, only thefoliageto
shdlter it.

"Stinkin' scum-splattered vermin, kill 'em al!" The creature was talking not to him, but to itsdlf. "Rotten
dime, festerin’ spawn, don't deservetlive. Kill 'em!”

Tagg lay quite dill, listening to the hoarse voice raving on.

"Dirty foul vermin, nothin' on their minds but evil an' deeth. Degth, en?I'll show 'em deeth, | know abit
about that. Death!"

The creature began crawling toward him. Tagg lay quite ill, the hairs on his ngpe prickling asit got
nearer.

"Desth, the best thing that can happen to vermin. Degth, the dower the better. Make 'em suffer likell
did. Yes, yes, oh yed"

Tagg decided to make his move swiftly. As soon as he felt the other one's breath close to his back he
lashed out hard with both footpaws. The creature gasped sharply as Tagg's bound footpaws kicked the
breath out of it. Rolling over, Tagg pursued it across the narrow platform, still kicking out furioudy,
hoping to stun his captor. Whatever species the beast was, it was atough creature, clawing and mauling
him roughly. What wasreally odd wasthat it was talking and chuckling to itsdf asthey tusded upon the
platform.

"Hahahal Death'sthe thing for you, bully, good'n'dow, hahahal"

Tagg saw its bared teeth flashing close to hiseyes. Rearing his head back like a striking snake, he butted
it hard, the impact of colliding heads dmost sunning him. Then they both rolled off the platform, the
strange beast's claws locked into Tagg's belt. He got afleeting glimpse of leafy foliage rushing by asthey
plummeted earthward. Tagg twisted, hislightning reflexes putting him on top of his attacker. They struck
the ground with ahard thud. Both lay completely stunned.

A long interval passed before Tagg gtirred. The creature beneath him was still unconscious, though it was
groaning and muttering through its stupor. He redlized that hisfoe would soon regain its senses; hewould
have to work quickly to free himsdlf. Tagg rolled off the beadt, shaking himsdf until its claws came loose



from his belt. The otter's mind was racing, with one thing uppermost. Hisknife, wherewasit? Anidea
occurred to him. Using hisfootpaws he rolled the beast over, facedown. There was the blade, thrust into
the back of his adversary's belt, Tagg's teeth closed around the handle, and with a mighty effort he tugged
the knife free. The beast groaned and rolled over onto its back. It was coming dowly awake; there was
no timeto lose. Holding the knife point forward in his mouth, Tagg worked his head up and down,
sawing away at the bonds on his paws, which weretied tightly in front of him. It did not take long.
Sawney Rath's blade could dice aledf floating in the air. Kegping an eye on the fast-reviving beast, Tagg
diced through the thongs about his footpaws.

Stll holding the knifein histeeth, Tagg massaged the life back into hislimbs. The otter's head was
banging and he was sore dl over from thefight. But he was dive. Shdltered from the moonlight, it was
totally dark in the tree shadow. Tagg till did not know what type of creature he was up againgt. It was
not quite hisheight, but much bulkier. Suddenly it sat bolt upright, laughing medly.

"Hahahal So you stayed t'get yoursdlf killed, eh?"

Tagg did aforceful twirl. Hisrudderliketall thwacked hard, right across his opponent's forehead,
sending it down again. Like aflash hewas upon it, straddling the creature's chest, his blade acrossits
throat. "Be dill! Still, I say! Don't move, or you'll be the onewho getskilled. Be still, | warn you!™

Two glittering eyes grinned wildly up a him. "Hahahaha! Kill methen, vermin. Go on, get it over with!"

Reversing the knife, Tagg thwacked his opponent between the eyes, stunning it again. Piecing together
the thongs that had bound him, he tied an end around one of the beast's paws. He dragged it upright and
dammed it face forward againgt the nearest dder. Running the thong around the trunk, hetied it to the
beast's other paw and let it dump down into a Stting position, paws spread, embracing the tree it was
bound to. Tagg staggered down to the water's edge and lay flat in the shallows, letting the cold
streamwater wash the aches from his body. Then, feding refreshed, he went to where he had hidden his
coracle and found the pack of supplies given him by the voles. Having esten afew small cakes of oats
and dried fruit, he drank some pear cordia and felt much better.

Tagg curled up in the coracle and dozed away the remaining night hours with his blade held ready. At
dawn'sfirgt light he strolled cautioudy back up to the clearing. His prisoner was till there, bound to the
treg, dtting with itsforehead resting againg the trunk, muttering away.

"Vermin won't escape me, oh no, I'll track him an' bring him back an' watch him die, nicean’ dow.
Beggin', pleadin’ an' moanin', just like al scum-mouthed vermin do.”

AsTagg got closer, heredized it was asquirrdl, abig old strong femae, clad in atunic of what looked
to be skins of weasdls, rats and foxes. Tagg sat down in agpot where the squirrel could see him and
spoketo her quietly.

"Why did you try to kill me?I'm not avermin.”

She stared at him scathingly awnhile, then answered, "Painted face, gold earring, edlskin belt, fancy
patterned wristbands, an' you tell me you're no vermin. Y ou even carry an assassin's blade. Don't tell me
you aint avermin. Go an' take alook at yoursdlf in ashady pool down by the stream. Go on, then come
back here an' tell mewhat you see. . . vermin!”

"Karrr, she beright, she beright, vermin you be!



Drawing hisblade, Tagg whirled around to face the eavesdropper. A large mae bittern, practicaly
invisible because of hisbrown, black and fawn plumage, came up from the riverbank reeds. Stalking
gracefully along on thick green legs, he halted between Tagg and the squirrdl, splaying his strong talons
and poking along needle-pointed beak in the otter's direction.

"Kaburrrrr! You fool, not Botarus. | see verminbeasts, hunting the banks they be. On this stream, both
sSdes. Kurrrrrr!"

Tagg nodded, knowing now that hunters had been sent after him. "How many of them? Where are they
now?"'

The black iris of the bittern's umber eye widened. "Think you | befool?1 tell and you be calling them to
you."

The squirrel gave an insane chuckle. "Hahaha! Let him cal 'em. Y ou free me, Botarus, an' I'll kill ‘'em al,
every murderin’ vermin mother's son of 'em!”

Tagg stowed the knifein hisbelt. ‘The last thing | want to do iscall them. I'm not avermin, they'rethe
vermin. They've been sent to hunt me down and day me!”

Botarus put his head on one side, the bright eye questioning. ™Y ou they hunt, these vermin? For why?"

Tagg did not want to go into the long story, so he made up an answer that was not far from the truth.

"| am an otter, see. | am not ferret, fox, rat, weasel or stoat. | was captured by them, and they tried to
make me avermin too. | escaped, and now they hate me and want to kill me."

The bittern pondered Tagg's answer before replying, "Krrrrrrum! Then why want you to kill my friend?!

Tagg pointed to the squirrel. "Her? | had no intention of killing her, she wanted to kill me! | wasonly
protecting mysdlf. That'swhy | had to tie her up!"

Botarus looked at the squirrel and nodded toward Tagg. "Krrrror! Riverdog he be, truth | think he
Speaks!”

Tagg tapped hisrudder impatiently on the grass. Drawing his blade, he dashed through the thong, freeing
the squirrdl. "There, isthat good enough for you two?'

The squirrel bounded upright, pointing an accusing paw at him. "Then why d'you look an' dresslikea
vermineh?'

Botarus held his position between both crestures. "Krrrrrrr! Told you that already the riverdog has.
Where be you going on yonder volecraft?"

Tagg pointed north. "To the mountain.”
Botarus preened his chest feathers carefully. "Karrrrr. Go ye not by water in the volecraft. Ahead of you

they be the vermin. Seeing not your craft, passed by here yesterday they did. Here leave your craft.
Overland go, sweep 'round west by north. To the path | will take you myself."



Tagg bowed his head politely. "Thank you, Botarus. Wait, please, I'll get my food.”

Tagg went back to the coracle and collected his stores, Botarus and the squirrel following him. The
squirrel watched him shoulder his supply sack. "Give methe food. | want it!"

Tagg did not like the tone of hisformer foe's voice. However, he emptied some food out onto the
ground, adding aflask of drink. "Hereishaf of what | have. | need food for myself. Y ou can take the
coracletoo, and if any vole asks you how you came by it, tell them it was a gift from me, Tagg."

The squirrel inspected the boat as Tagg gathered up his cloak. He turned to see her brandishing the
paddle.

"Y our blade, it'sagood one, I'll have that too!"

Botarus shot out hislong leg and knocked the paddie out of the squirrel's paws. He glared fiercely at
her. "Enough you have, Madd. Stop you here now. With me Tagg goes, back I'll be by eventide.
Riverdog Tagg, comeyou!"

The otter gave awary berth to the squirrel, who picked up the paddle and shook it a him.
"Hahahal Come back thisway sometime an' vist me. So that | can kill you, vermin. Hahahahahasaal

Tagg and Botarus made their way through the alders and into sparser woodlands. Tagg sighed with
relief.

"Thank you, Botarus. I'm glad to be shut of that beast. | heard you call her Madd. Isthat her name?'
The big bittern shrugged. "Mad she be, so Madd | call her. She knows not any other name.”

Tagg strode swiftly to keep pace with Botarus. "Madd is agood name for her. She's anasty dangerous

"Krrrror, so would you be, were you her," Botarus commented dryly. "Killed her family, vermin did, for
dead they left her. Three dayslay she there. Found her | did, wound in her head, deep, so deep. Any
otherbeast ‘twould have killed outright. Together now we've been, long long seasons. Not easy to get
dongwithisMadd."

Tagg smiled at the bittern. "Then why do you stay with her?’
Botarus smiled back, the gleam in his eyes sudden and savage. "1 like not the vermin either. Asmad as
her am sometimes.”

Approaching midday they reached the limits of the woodlands. Tagg could see the mountain clearly
dightly off to hisright, still far off. Botarus pointed his beak out acrossthe flatlands and outlined the route.

"Go you that way, 'twill keep ye clear o' the stream and your enemies. Krrrr, watch you, Tagg, there be
drylands an' wetlands before foothills you reach. Live there many reptiles do, active in summer they be.
Tread you careful an' fare you well!™

Botarus went into an ungainly run, but once he took to the air there was nothing awkward about his



graceful flight. He soared and whedled to gain height, then flew off with along cry.
"Krrrrrrooooooooommmmmmm!™

Chapter 14

It was baking hot out on the flat scrublands. Dry hegther, furze and teasdel dotted the landscape,
grasshoppers everywhere kept up adry chirruping, butterfliesin swarms visited every scrap of flowering
vegetation. Bees hummed busily asthey bumbled around the blossoming heathers. Tagg strode out
energeticaly, tasting the light lemonish tang of some dandelion buds he was sucking, his eyes on the cool
white of the snowcapped mountain, shimmering in the distance. The place belied the name flatlands.
Hollows, hummocks and rises, combined with dry watercourse beds, made it extremely lumpy going. At
midnoon he found sheltering shadow in the lee of an oddly shaped hillock. Conserving his meager rétions,
Tagg ate sorrdl, wild onions and some cornsdad leaves. He drank sparingly from hisremaining flask of
pear cordid and dozed off with the background noises of the heathlands lulling him into dumber.

It was not shouts or screams that wakened him, but a series of smothered grunts, mingled with hissing
noises. He listened until he located the sounds, which came from the other side of the hillock where he
was resting. Tagg drew his blade and went to investigate.

He had seen smooth snakes before, but this one was a particularly large specimen, light grey in color,
with anarrow head and adark stripe across both eyes. The snake had aharvest mousein its coilsand
wastrying to crush it to death by congtricting its dim smooth-scaled body. However, the mouse was a
game little fellow, and he kept struggling loose and inflicting some sharp bites upon the predator's flanks.
Never once did he shout or cry out for help. Tagg admired his courage and jumped smartly in to help.
Stamping down, he pinned the snake's head to the sandy ground and grabbed itstail firmly, straightening
it out. Once the reptile had nowhere to anchor itsdf for purchaseit was virtualy helpless. Tagg winked at
the harvest mouse.

"Best get out o' theway, friend. Thisvillain's not going to be very pleased when | let him go!™

The harvest mouse straightened hislittle yellow tunic and bared histeeth. He performed a dance of rage.
"Then pass me that dagger o' yourn, mate, an' I'll chop that stringy mouse mangier into bite-sized bits, the
scaly-nosed scumitail, the fish-eyed field forager, the leglessland lizard! Just gimme the blade, an' I'll
show that 'un how t'make anew tunic out of snakeskin!™



Tagg was taken aback at the mouse'sferocity. He flicked him asde with hisrudder. "'l said stay clear. I'll
ded with this"

The mouse was practicaly doing somersaultsin hisanger. "Well, gerron with it an' quit jawin’, will ye?
Y ou came aong just when | had that snake well an' truly whipped. Don't stand there like aweasd on a
waghin'line Kill it!"

Tagg twirled hisknife so he was holding the blade, and dealt the smooth snake two sharp blows on its
heed. It went limp.

"There, that's put him to deep for awhile, though helll have arare old headache when he wakes. Come
on, let'sget going."

The mouse stamped his footpaw and ground histeeth. “ "Y'mean you ain't going to day the blaggard?
Areye soft in the head or wot? Fine big lump of an otter like you an' you can't even kill arotten reptile!
Wot'swrong with ye, en?’

Tagg swung the mouse up onto his shoulders and sirode off. "Bloodthirsty little scoundrdl, aren't you?
No reason to kill the snake; you got away dl right. By the way, my name's Tagg.”

A tiny paw appeared for him to shake. "Please tmeetcher. I'm Nimbalo the Sayer. Next time y'see me
finishin' off asnake, just leave usadone, will ye?'

Tagg tried his best to stop laughing. "How did y'come to be out here done, Nimba o?"

"Got taken by an eagle,” the harvest mouse replied airily. " Caught me adleep, y'’know. Anyhow, he was
flyin' me off t'the mountain, so | broke his claws an' dropped off down here. | fel into some soft sand, an'
that's where that overgrown worm found me. Huh! Lucky for it | was abit dazed!"

Tagg now had his laughter under control, and merely nodded. "It certainly was, Nimbalo, but where did
you come from? 1 mean, your tribe, your family, where do they live?'

Nimbalo gave the otter's ear atug. "Bit nosy, ain't you? Where do | come from? Oh, 'ere an' there,
y'know. I've been 'round the rocks afew times, matey. Asfor familiesan' tribes, huh, who needs them?
They ain't nothin' but aload o' bother. Nimbao the Sayer travelsaone!™

Tagg raised his eyebrows as the mouse shifted position. "Except when you're traveling with me, en?”

Nimbalo leaned over Tagg's head and stared down into his eyes. "Don't contradict me, riverdog. It don't
pay to cross Nimbalo. Any'ow, what're you doin' ‘round this neck o' the land? Let's 'ear you doin’ a bit

of takin' fer achange."

The otter told Nimbal o the story he had made up for Botarus and the squirrel, about being captured by
vermin and trying to escape being one of their tribe. The harvest mouse chuckled.

"Yoreright there, Tagg. Steer clear o' tribes an' families, they'll only bring ye grief. So, why are ye goin’
to themountain?'

Tagg stared longingly at the snowy peak ahead. "It's hard to say, redlly. It looks so cool and clean, sort
of freeand away fromit dl. | think the mountain might be agood placeto live, though I've never been



there. Have you?'

Nimbalo spread his paws expansively. "Mountains, |'ve been 'round 'em, down 'em, up ‘em an' about
‘em. I've crossed more mountains than you've ate dinners, me ole mate!”

Tagg halted. He took the harvest mouse down from his shoulders and faced him. ™Y ou've certainly led a
long and adventurous life, my friend. Tell me, how many seasonsold are you?"

Nimbalo started to count upon hiswhiskers, then dismissed it. "A lot older'n you, pal, by agood stretch.
Ho yerss, us'arvest mice could fool anybeast. Were usudly about ten times older than yed think!"

The otter put his next question flatly. "Why do you tell so many lies, Nimbao? Don't you ever tell the
truth?'

Nimbalo punched Tagg's paw lightly and grinned. "Truth? What's the truth, eh? Just apack o' liesmade
up by otherbeasts so you'll believe 'em. Of course | dwaystell lies. What's wrong wid that, Tagg? They
don't 'urt you, do they?'

Tagg stood bemused, stuck for an answer. His companion swaggered jauntily onward, in hisodd
hopskip manner.

"Come on, me oleriverdog. Lifestoo short tworry about thingslike that. I'll go to the mountain with ye.
Hah, suppose I'll ‘aveto. Big honest streamwalloper like you, ye need asmart ‘un like meto look after
ye. Wdll, areyou comin'?"

Over theremainder of the day, Tagg grew quite fond of Nimbalo, who was an excellent traveling partner
and never at alossfor words. At one point he had Tagg cut him the thick stem from a gentian flower.
Nimbal o gnawed holesin it, hollowed it out and made awhistle. Asthey trekked adong adry streambed
he kept Tagg amused by tootling tunes on it and Singing comic dittiesin between.

"I'mthefiercest mouselivin'in dl thewideland,

Mefur is so fine an' me muscles are grand,

If | ever meet with some ole vermin band,

| giveal theroguesagood towsin'!

For athough I'm real savage, me temper I'll bide,
But beware of me dander, yed best step aside,
Or you'll find out why so many blaggardsve died,

Givin' lipto Nimbao the Sayer!

When | meet abad crew dl thewarriors do hide,

'Cos me fame goes afore me both far an' both wide,



But to mothersan’ young 'uns | bow with greeat pride,

That'sthe way o' Nimbalo the Sayer!

So take care when you see this mouse passin’ by,

| can knock ye out flat with thewink of me eye,

You just ask any mousemaid, shell blush an' shelll sigh,
He'sahero, Nimbao the Sayer!”

Nimbal o turned and winked at Tagg. "Oh, | fergot to mention, I'm modest too!"

Summer evening shades began faling as the hot day drew to aclose. Thetwo friends made campina
hollow on top of arise. Tagg was pleasantly surprised by Nimbalo's foraging and cooking skills.
Gathering dried turf, the otter lit afire and awaited Nimbalo's return, as the harvest mouse had insisted on
finding food by himslf. Purpling layers of cloud backed the mountain, tapering off to gold and red
toward the west, sweet aromas came from the turf fire. Tagg settled himsalf comfortably on the sandy
dop of thedip, savoring the beauties of twilight. Nimbalo broke the spell on hisreturn. Hetossed a
bunch of roots and vegetation onto Tagg's chest, legping over the top of the rise and shouting, "Halloo the
camp! Stir yore stumps, big feller, let's get supper goin'. I'm starved!”

Tagg ingpected the tangle of vegetation. "What'sdl this, mate?"

Nimbal o rummaged cheerfully through the mass. "1 can see yore used to woodland vittles. These are
flatlands food. See, whitlow, tastesjust like cabbage, pennycress, touch bitter, but nice. There's comfrey
roots, pepperwort an' bindweed flowers. Y ou'l like them, they're sweet.”

Tagg sniffed the flowers gppreciatively. "Hmm, lovely smell. Hope they taste as good. Ah, dandelion
leaves and roots, wild strawberries and some blackberries. I've got somefruit and wild oatcakes the
voles gave me and most of aflask of pear cordia.”

Using both paws, Nimba o hauled the blade from Tagg's belt. " Sounds good, mate. I'll start choppin' the
sdlad with thissword of yours. Keep that firelow, though. Turf don't give off much smoke, it just glows.
Those vermin you said was trackin' you, any ideawhere they might be?"

Tagg gestured to the mountain's east Side. "Probably over that way. They werefollowing astream, so |
went off in the opposite direction. | can't see them troubling us yet awhile. Maybe when we're on the
mountain we might run into them. Do you carry awegpon, Nimba o?"

Baring histeeth in aferocious grin, the mouse replied, "Theseis dl the wegpons | need, mate, teeth an'
paws. If | needs more you can cut me abig stick.”

Their mea wasfrugd, but enjoyable. Nimbalo played afew tunes on hiswhistle and they sat by thefire,
watching the night draw in. When Nimbalo stopped playing, the otter went to the top of therise. He



ducked asagroup of swiftswinged low over him, then he listened carefully. Nimbao sprawled in the
hollow, watching him.

"Wot'sthe matter, big feller? Somethin' up?

Tagg did down beside him. "Birdsflying low, | thought | heard afar-off rumble, and the air feds heavy.
There may be astorm on theway."

1)usting sand from histunic, the harvest mouse stood up. "1've been in more sormsthan an ole gull at
sea. Wed better make amove an' find shdlter. | tell ye, Tagg, you don't wanna get caught in astorm on
theseflatlands”

Lightning flared briefly beyond the mountain. Tagg gathered his cloak and pack together, hearing the
distant thunder rumble. "Soundslikeit'll be abad one, mate. Come on!”

Complete darkness fdll as the moon became shrouded by heavy cloud. They hurried aong the dry bed
of agtream, fedling thefirst heavy raindrops strike their heads, Tagg pulled hiswaterproof cloak over
them both. Nimbalo pointed. "Lucky ole us, matey. Theresalittle cavein the Sde of the bank, | can just
makeit out."

Rain was sheeting straight down, lightning splitting the night skiesin spectacular jagged rips and thunder
booming overhead. Nimba o skipped smartly up the bankside and held out apaw to hisfriend. "C'mon,
ye great lump, insde afore ye get soaked!"

Tagg huddled in dongside Nimbao. There seemed to be plenty of room. They lay in the entrance, the
cloak draped over their heads, watching the awesome spectacl e of the huge summer ssorm. Tagg
shuddered and wriggled with pleasure.

"It's great to watch abig storm, especidly when you're nice and dry and not caught out init!"

The harvest mouse elbowed him roughly. "Be ill, willyer? Near rolled over an' crushed methen!”

Tagg pulled himsdf back from the cave entrance. "Sorry, pd. I'll get back in hereabit. Hmm, thisis
quite asizable cave. Maybe we could light another fire, what d'you think?"

Nimbalo turned around. He sniffed the interior air and froze. "Stay till, Tagg, stay ill, fer pity's sakel™
Tagg answered him from the darkness. "Why?*

Rustling coils and venomous hissngs told him the reason even before Nimbal o whispered it into the
menace-laden blackness.

"Snakes!"

Following both sides of the stream course up into the foothills, the hunting party came together again.
Vallug found a broad shalow expanse where he was able to lead hisfollowers across by a series of
stepping-stones that showed above the surface. They joined up with Eeferaon the opposite side. Gruven
saw Grobait resting, clutching apaw to his bottom, and sniggered. "I wouldn't Iet any fish take a chunk



out 0' my behind.”

Eeferapushed roughly by him. "Easy fer you to say. Y ou didn't even have t'get yore paws wet. Any luck
with trackson yoreside, Valug?'

"None. What about you?'

"None, same asyou. What dye think? Will we be wastin' our time climbin' the mountain to look for
im?'

Gruven interrupted them to air hisopinion. "If no tracks lead up here, | reckon we're on afool's errand.
What'sthe point of climbin’amountain?| said it wasastupid ideafrom the first!"

Even Grobait could not keep the patronizing tone out of hisvoice as hetook it on himsalf to answer
Gruven. "Hewastravelin' upstream, not down. Thisisthe only place he could go. So wot'sthe use
comin' thisfar an' not lookin' on the mountain fer the otter? Mebbe we didn't find any tracks, but he
couldve | €eft the stream an' found an easier way up. Wed be the ones lookin' stupid, to come thisfar an'
not even bother takin' alook up there!”

Gruven indicated Grobait'sinjury with anod. "Well, you won't get far with that wound. Wot d'you plan
ondoin?'

Grobait spat into the stream. "I'll keep up, don't fret yerself!”

Valug had been sniffing the air. He turned moodily on them. "Y ou'd better keep up, both of yer. See
that rock ledge up yonder? I'm gettin' under it. The rest of ye'd best do the sameif'n you don't want to
get caught in the storm!”

Disregarding everybeast, Vdlug started climbing. Gruven was about to make asmart retort when the
first drops of rain splattered on his head. He joined the othersfollowing Valug.

"Lend usapaw 'erel” Grobait cdled as he struggled upright.
Gruven could not resst snickering an answer. "Why? 'Y ou've dready got four like the rest of us."

They huddled under the ledge as the rain began sheeting down. A thunderclap caused Ribrow to jump,
and he touched the ledge above him nervoudy. "This mightn't be asafe place t'stay. Spose the thunder
an' lightnin' struck this mountain an' collgpsed it down on us? Wed all be crushed to death by these
rocks!"

Gruven snorted at theidea. "If yer frightened you don't have t'stay ‘ere. Go an’ Sit out there with
Grobait."

Theinjured rat had hardly moved. He lay by the swelling stream dmost battered flat by the heavy
downpour. Eeferastared caloudy at the pronefigure. "That wound must've gone bad on 'im. He's been
limpin' dl day. Lookslike 'isback leg's stiffened up an' gone useless.™

A lightning flash illuminated Grobait's pitiful figure. "Don't lay out there" Dagrab shouted to him. "Come
up ‘erel” None of them made a move to help the wounded rat. Valug sneered.



"Grobait ain't goin' anywhere, unless the stream swells up an’ sweeps 'im away in the night. Save yer
breath, Dagrab."”

Gruven peered through the curtain of rain spilling from the ledge. 'Y ore the Bowbeast, Valug. Put
Grobait out of ismisery.”

Turning to Gruven, the big ferret smiled wickedly. "That 'un ain't worth wastin' an arrow on. But if it was

you out there, well, I'd use an arrow, mebbe even two or three. | wouldn't consider 'em wasted on you
.. Chigf!"

Chapter 15

Very dowly Tagg drew hisblade, whispering to Nimbalo, amid the hissing and dithering, "Passme my
cloak, mate. Do it very carefully; don't make any quick or sudden moves. When | shout, you must jump
right out of thiscave. Don't hang about for me. I'll be right behind you.”

The otter put a paw behind his back, feding Nimbalo pass him acorner of the cloak from his position at
the cave mouth. Outside, the rain continued its ondaught. Below the cave there was a swirling, gurgling
sound. The sorm wasfilling up the dry bed of the stream. Tagg felt something dry and scaly dide over his
footpaw. The weight and breadth of the reptile could mean only one thing. Adders!

The vicious hissing increased. He figured there were at least Six snakesin the darkened cave. Now that
they had scented other creatures and felt movement stir the air, they would be ready to strike with their
poisonous fangs. Tagg acted with every fiber of hisgreat strength and uncanny reflexes honed to their
limit. Hlinging the blanketlike cloak where he judged the adders to be gathered, he dashed low all about
him and ydled, " Jump! Quick!"

The harvest mouse was actualy in midair when, propelled by amassve back somersault, Tagg
cannoned into him. With aresounding splash they both hit the water. The otter grabbed Nimbalo with
one paw and shoved him high, clear of the flood. Tagg dashed out with the blade held in his other paw,
right down the ugly head of abig adder, with dmost haf its body length extended asit struck. Hissing
madly, it pulled back into the cave, its skull diced to the bone.

Tagg shoved off, swimming strongly, following the current, with Nimbalo sill held high, ydling shrilly,
"Don't drop me! | can't swim!"

The otter was a powerful swimmer, even with one paw holding the harvest mouse clear of the swollen



streamrace. He continued for quite awhile, then his head broke the surface closeto Nimbalo. "Areyou
dl right, little mate?'

The mouse kicked and squirmed. "All right? I'm near drowned by thisrain! Get me ashore!™

As s00n as he spotted arock, sticking sideways out of afern patch afew lengths from the bank, Tagg
abandoned the stream and set Nimbalo down. Slithering and diding, they made their way up the
bankside and stumbled to the welcome cover benegth the large stone chunk. Rolling thunder sounded
more distant now; lightning flashed far off. Tagg wiped mud from his paws onto afern and lay back.

"Storm's moving away now. Therain should dack off before dawn. Well, mate, we've lost our supplies
and the cloak, but were lucky. We could've lost our lives to those serpents back there.”

Using histail asaprobe, Nimbao dug mud from hisleft ear. "Gave me agood ride, didn't ye, big feller?
| wasfoolin', y'know; I'm a champion swimmer redly. Faster'n afish, that's me!™

Tagg went dong with the joke, knowing hisfriend waslying. "Well, you scoundrel, | never knew you
could swim, and me carrying you al that way, swimming with three pavs an' arudder. Rasca!"

Nimbalo twesaked Tagg's ear affectionately. "Never mind, pal. Next time'll swim an' hold you up over
the water, | promise!”

Tagg chuckled. "I'll keep you to that promise, you rogue.”

Sleep was out of the question. They sat watching therain. It had dackened somewhat, but was still quite
heavy, with alight breeze beginning to driveit Sdeways. Tagg sat Nimba o on the lee Sde, taking most of
the wetness on hisright sde. Nimbal o peered out onto the rainswept plain. "Can you see alight out
there?"

Tagg saw thedimly flickering glow. "Aye, and it's coming thisway."

They sat ill and silent, the otter gripping his blade, asthe light got closer. Nimbalo screwed hiseyes up
againg therain. "It's some ole beast carryin' alantern!”

Tagg did the blade back into his belt and moved over abit, to make room for the newcomer. It was an
ancient shrew, bent dmost double, covered in ablanket cloak and hobbling dong with the aid of a
blackthorn stick, Groaning faintly, he put the lantern down and sat between them. Throwing back his
cloak hood, the shrew dug a spotted kerchief from it and wiped hiswhiskers.

"Filfy night 'tis, plainfilfy. Yew nearly fell into me den as youse climbed the bank back there. Hoho, that
woulda been wot y'cal droppin' in fer avist, wouldn't it, me ole cullies?!

He tapped the side of his lantern, and about six firefliesflared thelr tiny lightsin response. The ancient
shrew cackled. "Heeheehee! 1'd got 'ere sooner, but | ‘ad to feed me pals. A liddle ‘oney'n'water, that's
all they needs. Sparky bugs, they are. Now, wot are youse two doin’ out 'ere on anight like this?"

Tagg allowed Nimba o to act as spokesbeast. "We was about to ask you the same, me ole greysnout.”

The shrew tapped Nimbal o's paw with his stick. "Y ore an ‘ardfaced liddle 'arvest mousey. Wot's yore
name, eh?'



"Nimbalo the Sayer. Everybeast 'round 'ere knows me!”

The shrew sucked histoothless gums, looking Nimba o up and down. "Well, | don't, but I'll tell ye why
I'm‘ere, Lamino, | comet'seeif'n youbeasts was needin’ shelter in me den. Tain't much, but it'sall mine,
an' 'tisdry too. So, wot d'ye say, Limbow? Does you an' yore big silent brudder want anight'slodgin’,
eh?'

Tagg touched his paw to his nose politely. "Thankee, that'd be very nice. My name's Tagg, sir.”

The old one arose creakily and picked up hislantern. "Wel, my name's, er, er, Ruskem. Hah, 'tisso long
since anybeast spokeit I'd dmost forgotten. Come on, then, Tugg, foller me. Come on, Minaglo, you can
cary thelantern.”

Asthey made their way back to the bank, Nimbal o whispered, "Wish held get me name right!”

Tagg wiped rainwater from hiseyes. "Don't get too upset, mate; Ruskem has trouble remembering his
own name, poor old beast. He mugt live al done.”

Ruskem's den entrance was near the banktop above the waterline. He ushered them in with hisstick. "In
‘ere, Togg an' Ninnybo, thisisme ole den.”

It wastiny ingde. Tagg had to bend his head to avoid the calling. However, it was homely and
comfortable, with aturf fire glowing in astone hearth, an aamchair, a bed, and thick rugs of woven moss
and reeds carpeting the floor. Ruskem produced aladle and two polished elm bowls, which he
proceeded to fill from abig cauldron hanging over thefire.

" Shrewburgoo, that'swot 'tis, an' don't ask mewot'sin it. That pot ain't been empty sincel don't know
when. | just addsto it aught | cnfind, berries, fruit, roots an' al manner o' things. One fer you,
Numbowl, an' the big bowl fer Tigg. Theresakettle o' mint'n'comfrey tea on the 'earth, so 'dp
yoresdlves”

The shrewburgoo tasted wholesome and filling, though some parts of it tasted sweet and other bitswere
definitely savory. Ruskem poured them tea, and saw Nimbalo's eyelids sart to droop.

"Yorein need 0' dumbertime, Binflow. I'll deep in me chair, you take the bed. Fogg, yore too big fer
ether. You kin deep on the rugs, they're nice an' soft.”

Nimbalo swigged histea off, flopped on the bed and fell adeep without further ado. Ruskem sat in his
chair and sighed. "Don't tell me yore story, Wagg. Itll tireme ole brain out.”

Tagg was gazing around the walls, which werefilled with pieces of date. Each one had askillfully
executed portrait of ashrew'sface on it, some male, othersfemae. The otter smiled. "Oh, | won't tell you
my story, Ruskem, it bores me listening to it. These are good pictures. Who did them?'

The shrew pointed to alot of flint shards on the mantelpiece. " "Twas me. | like makin' pitchers, got a
good eyefer it. Those are my kin, ma, pa, grandmaan’ grandpa. That 'un’'s my ole missus, seasons rest
‘er pore 'eart, the rest are me sons an' daughters. Gone, al gone now. Thosethat ain't died ‘ave packed
up an' left. Theréson'y menow. But 'tismy ‘'ome an'’ | likesit enough ter live wot seasons| got left right
‘ere. You get some rest now, Flagg. Big feller like you needs plenty o' shuteye. Nighty night!”

Sometime during the night, Tagg woke up. Ruskem was snoring gently in his chair, but Nimbalo was



talking in his deep, sobbing too. In the dim glow of theturf fire, Tagg watched his friend tossing about on
the bed, and listened to the harvest mouse's digointed ramblings.

"But Papa, I've done al the work. I'm hungry. Ow! Ow! Please don't beat me, Papa, I've done all the
work. Wheres Mama? | want my mamal What . . . Oh, Mama, please come back..."

Nimbal o sobbed heartbreakingly. Tagg rose quietly and stroked his friend's head as gently as he could,
murmuring, "Hush, matey, deep easy now. Hush, hush.”

Nimbal0's eyes opened wide, and he sat up with his paws clenched. Tagg could tell he was till degping.
Nimbao's voice grew hard. "Put that belt down, Papal | said put it down, you ain't goin' to beat me with
it no more. No more, | say!"

Tagg pushed him back down and passed a paw over hiseyes. "Seep, now. Tagg's here, mate.
Sleceeeep.”

Nimbalo uttered asingleword. "Tagg." His eyes closed and he dept peacefully for the remainder of the
night. Tagg dozed off gtting by thefire. So Nimba o was arunaway who had received ahard upbringing
from acrue father. Now Tagg knew why hisfriend presented atough exterior to al. He wanted to show
he could not be bullied or beaten anymore.

Tagg woke late next morning. Nimbalo was still adeep, but Ruskem was up and about. He added
mixed oats and barley and some strawberries to the shrewburgoo. Stirring in achunk of honeycomb, he
nodded to Tagg.

"G'mornin', Trogg. Wot dyethink? Shdl | tossin somewild celery an' onionsto thislot?!

The otter wrinkled his nose and shook his head. "No, | think the strawberries an' honey should be
enough, sr. What'sthe wegther like outside, | wonder?'

The ancient shrew poured teafrom the kettle for hisguest. "Fresh asadaisy an' prettier'n arosebud.
Ran'sdl gone, stream's runnin' muddy but full. What more could abeast want?"

Tagg went to the bed and shook the snoring harvest mouse. "A traveling partner who's awake, that's
what | want."

Nimbalo sat up, rubbing hiseyesand lying in histeeth. "I'm awake, I'm awake! Been awake fer blinkin'
ages, watchin' youse two makin' breskfast. Fooled yer, eh?"

Ruskem passed him a steaming bowl. "Then try foolin' yore ssomach wid some o' this, Bongbul!"

When they had breakfasted, the old shrew sat back in his chair. Reaching down among the cushions, he
pulled out two pieces of date, with fair likenesses of Tagg and Nimba o etched on them. He displayed
them proudly.

"Hah! | was up long afore youse pair. Well, wot d'ye think?"

Tagg studied them. "They're very good, Sir, very good!™



Ruskem was pleased with the otter's verdict. "Heeheehee! Thankee, Blogg. I'll put ‘em up on mewall
after yore gone. Y ouse kin be part o' me family, eh!"

"l don't wannabe part o' no fa—"

Tagg clapped his paw over Nimbal o's mouth and picked him up. "Let's go outside and stretch in the
fresh ar, matey!"

Ruskem put the portraits asde. "Wot's wrong wid young Bimbo?'
"Tummy trouble. He bolted down that hot breakfagt.”

Tagg swept Nimbal o out onto the sunlit bank. "No need to be insulting to the old fellow. Hewas
honoring us by putting our pictures on thewdlswith hiskin."

The harvest mouse |ooked shamefaced. "I better go back inan' say I'm sorry to Ruskem.”

Tagg patted hisfriend's paw. "No need to. | don't think he heard you. Just remember to be nice to him.
He wasn't obliged to help us, but he did.”

Blinking againgt the sunlight, the ancient shrew hobbled out. "Heehee! See, | told ye. Tisamornin' to be
aive on. Nothin' looks prettier'n these 'ere flatlands after asummer sorm!”

Nimbalo politely helped the old fellow to Sit at the stream edge. "Y oreright, Sir. It certainly i9l"”

Ruskem waved his stick back at the den. "Y €ll find some liddle fruit loavesthat | baked an' two flasks
o' dannelion an' burdock cordial inthere. | takeit yore bound fer the mountain? | was up there once. A
grange an’ wunnerful place 'tis, but mind 'ow you go, especidly you, young Bungado.”

Nimbalo seemed a bit distracted as he answered. "Aye, sir, well take care . . . Tagg, canyou ‘ear a
bumpin’ sound?'

The otter listened carefully, turning downstream. " Sounds asif it's coming from down that way. What
dyouthink?'

Ruskem turned in the opposite direction. "I think 'tisa-comin’ from upstream, but yore ears are younger
an' better than mine, Trigg."

They chose to search downstream, around abend. A gaunt pine tree trunk was floating there, itsthick
end bumping the bank, trapped in the shallows as the stream rushed swiftly by.

Tagg tested it with hisfootpaw, leaning down hard.

"Good fortune for us, mate, aready made boat. Thisll save our footpawsfor aday or so. We can make
it to thefoothillsonthis.”

Ruskem pointed up the mountain's north face. " Stream starts up there, in the north foot'ills. When there's
been astorm it swells, an’ one part branches off to loop down here before circlin' ‘round t'the mountain
again. Dries up after ascore 0' days. Y oreright, though, Cragg; if ye can free that trunk while the flood's
thishighit'l take ye close tthewest facein notime.”



Tagg trimmed spare branches from the pine and held the trunk steady, whilst Nimbalo boarded with
their provisions. Wading waist deep, the otter pushed the makeshift craft out into the current and leaped
aboard. Ruskem waved his stick as they were swept speedily away.

"Fareyewdl, Frogg an' Numble. May yore summicks befull an' yore path smooth!”
They shouted back as the log raced downstream.
"Goodbye, Ruskem. Take good care o' yoursalf!”
"Aye, an' thankeefor yore 'ospitdity, mate!”
The ancient shrew watched until they were out of sight, waving his stick and murmuring to himsdlf, "Wish
| was a-goin’ with ye. Heehee, there's two young rips bound off adventurin’. Ah no, I'm "appy where |
am. Did enough rovin' in me younger days. Oh well, time fer me nap."
Ruskem went into his den without bothering to look beyond the upstream bend, where he thought the

noise had come from. Had he taken a glimpse there he would have seen the bloated carcass of Grobait,
washed up and stuck to the bankside as the sun dried the mud, baking it hard as rock.

Chapter 16

Broggle had been on breskfast dutiesin the kitchen. Filorn watched him hastily stacking dishes and
wiping tables. The kindly ottermum relieved him of histasks.

"I'll finish off here. Y ou're anxiousto be with your friendsin Cregga Badgermum's room, aren't you? Go
on, off with you!"

Wiping his paws on his gpron, Broggle backed off, bowing politdy. "Thankee, marm, very kind of you,
marm, you're areal mal, parm, er, | mean ared pal, marm!" He turned and dashed away upstairs.

Boorab, who waslast @ table, rose and began collecting dishes. "Allow meto assist you in these menid
chores, O fair one."

Filorn smiled at him and curtsied deeply. "My thankst'you, kind Sir. Pray, what's the reason for this
sudden rush of hel pfulness?!



The hare winked broadly as he loaded atray with bowls. " Just my sense o' duty, marm, an' of course
therésadwayslots o' nice leftovers from brekkers, wot!"

Filorn picked up atray of beakers and followed him out to the kitchens. "Oh, I'm sure we can find you
somethin' to tickle your paate, sir. I'll put the kettle on and well have anice cup of rosehip teatogether.”

Bdlstinkled on Boorab's ears and cap as he shook hishead in admiration of Filorn's understanding
nature. "Y ou, marm, are an opal among otters, if you'll allow a chap t'spesk poeticaly. A diamond midst
the dreary dross of daily duties, wot!"

Fwirl placed her paw on the windowsill, judging it as accurately as she could. "There, that's about
dead center, I'd say."

Mheraapproved her decision. "Right, put the nail right on that spot, please, Broggle."

With a stone-headed hammer, Broggle drove asmall clout nail into the woodwork, to about half its
length. Fwirl explained her plan as sheworked. "Thisis how you make aplumb line. | tie one end of the
thin cord to thisknife hilt, and now | let it out over the windowsl1."

Gundil scrambled up onto the sill. "Ee knoife be's goen' daown an' daown on ee corder, miz."

Fwirl played the cord out dowly. "Tdl mewhen 'tisamost near the ground, Gundil."

The mole watched the knife's steady descent. "Jus ee likkle bit more, miz . . . Stop! That be furr enuff!"

Fwirl tied the cord around the nail as Cregga called from her chair, "What's going on? Keep me
informed, please.”

Brother Hoben did the explaining. "Fwirl has made aplumb line. It runs straight and true, right from the
center of your window to the ground below."

Creggalevered hersdf up out of the chair. "Of course! The cluethat Song could see through the
monocle before the ash tree grew will be somewhere on that line, probably between the cracks or on the
wadl itsdf!”

Gundil thought he had found aflaw in the plan. "Oi' bain't a-climberin’ oop ee gurt 'igh walls. Y ou'm be
needen summ turrible long ladders furr eejob!"

Creggalifted Gundil down from the windowsll. "Who needs |adders when weve got our Fwirl?!

"But that'n be ee flatted wall, et bain't eetree,” Gundil protested. "Miz Furl be afdlin' off on shem
skullbones. Hurr!"

Fwirl reassured the doubting mole. "Don't fret, Gundil. | can walk up awall aseasly asyou can wak
about on the ground, you wait and see.”

Gundil scurried to the bed. Burying his head benesth a pillow, he cried out in amuffled voice, "Ho no,



luvly mizzy, oi cuddent burr to watch ee. Moi ‘ead wudd be assidurably dizzied awurryin' abowt ee.
Burr, lackeeday!"

Redwallers gathered on the grass below, necks craned upward, while those in the bedchamber leaned
over thewindowsl| to stare downward. All eyeswere on the squirremaid, searching the wall,
spreadeagling hersdf pardle with the plumb line as she moved back and forth. Broggle was practicaly
burgting with pride and admiration.

"Now that'swhat | cal achampion climber. Skillful, magnificent!”

Fwirl stopped moving, concentrating on one particular block of wallstone. She studied it for amoment,
her bushy tail twirling with excitement, then she shot upward like an arrow, straight back through the
window and onto Cregga’s|ap.

"I've found it! Writing carved into the stone, but | can't read or write words down. What should | do?!

Mhera and Brother Hoben came up with asimple schemeright away, and shortly thereafter Fwirl
scampered back down and found the sandstone block with the carving on it. She spread a clean white
table napkin, itsfour corners smeared with honey, over the writing. Then, taking a stub of beeswax
candle, the squirrelmaid colored in the white linen al over and made a perfect rubbing of the characters
beneath the cloth. A cheer went up from the onlookers as she pulled it from thewall and waved it like a
banner, crying drilly, "I didit! I'vegot it!"

Creggas room became jammed to the door again. Everybeast listened in breathless silence as Brother
Hoben read out the message carved into the wall of the Abbey long seasons ago.

" “Twas| dew the Scourgein days of old,
Then | was one, but now we are two.
We who are dumb, yet sound so bold,
Day and night to order you.
We are those who announce a feast,

Or victories of the brave-hearted.

We are those whose solemn farewell,
Mark sadly aloved one departed.

On our oak see knowledge unfold,

We never speak 'til we'retold?

We never speak 'til weretold?”



Inthe brief silence that followed, Fwirl shook her head. "What a puzzle. Great seasons, what'sit
supposed to mean?"

Her comment was greeted by roars of laughter. Broggle bristled. "Don't laugh &t her, it'snot fair!™

Mhera pounded the smdll tabletop until she restored silence. "Brogglesright, you shouldn't laugh at
Fwirl. She'sonly just cometo our Abbey. How is she supposed to know about Redwal |7

Everybeast began explaining at once, until Creggaroared, "Silence, please! FHoburt, would you like to
explainit al to Fwirl? | don't want to hear amurmur from anybeast except Floburt, thank you!"

The hogmaid recited what every Redwaller had learned a Abbey school.

"The poem means our two Abbey bells. They're caled Matthias and Methusalah. A long time ago
Redwall had only one greset bell, called the Joseph Bell, after its maker. Our Abbey was captured by an
evil rat, Cluny the Scourge, but amouse named Matthias fought him. Matthias took the great sword of
Martin the Warrior and cut the ropes holding the Joseph Béll. 1t fell on Cluny and killed him, but the bell
was split by itsfal. Later, the metal was melted down and recast into two smaller bells, Matthias and
Methuselah, the pair we have in our bell tower today. If you know thisthe answer becomes clear. Bdlls
cannot speak, yet they make sounds, ringing out at midnight, midday and eventide. They ring for feadts,
triumphs and aso for adeath. The line that's repeated at the poem's end isaclever play on words. We
never speek 'til weretold. Think about it. A bell will make no sound until you tall it, so they never speak
'til they'retolled!”

Old Hoarg the Gatekeeper sat down on the bed. "Hah! | didn't see that ‘un 'til you explained it, Floburt.
Very clever indeed. But wot about the line speakin’ of knowledge unfoldin' on our oak? Where do we
find our oak?'

Mherawhispered something to her mother. Filorn nodded understandingly, then she made an
announcement. "Y ou'l learn the answer right after the entertainment contest!”

Everybeast appeared bemused at this.
"What entertainment contet?'

"Hurr, furst oi yurr'd abowt et."

" "Tisanew one on metoo."

"I didn't know about any entertainment contest, did you?”'

Mherarestored order. "It'sto be held by the gatehouse very shortly. Give your names to Gatekeeper
Hoarg if you wish to enter. Any kind of entertainment will be consdered. My mum will present the
winner with alarge woodland fruit trifle, topped with meadowcream. Line up outside the gatehouse if
you'd like to put your name down!"

Seconds | ater, Broggle gazed around the deserted bedchamber. "Well, Mhera, that certainly cleared the
place. They went out of here like ants chasing honey. Still, who wouldn't for one of your mum's

woodland trifles with meadowcream? Whose idea was that?"

Mheragiggled like aDibbun. "It was mine. The entertainment contest, too. We don't need that lot



following usaround al day. Come on, let'sgo and take alook in the bell tower. That appearsto be the
place wherethisriddleis centered.”

Cregga shook her great striped head as she rose from her chair. "Y ou're a crafty otter, Mhera. That was
cleverly done. Now, I'm too old for climbing bell tower stairs, there'stoo many of ‘em for my liking. But
you could drop me off by the gatehouse. | want to hear about this entertainment contest. Who knows, |
might put my name down. I'd dearly love one of your mum'striflesdl to mysdf.”

The search party assisted the Badgermum down the stairs, joking.

"What'll you do, Cregga? Sing the song of the ancient badger?”

"Ee cudd resoite summ gurt dramatuck vursus, marm!™

"Haha, or play tunes on Boorab's haredee gurdee!™

Cregga sat on the bottom stair to catch her breath. "Insolent wretches! I'll have you know | was very
skilled at entertaining in my younger seasons. Maybe I'll perform a quick acrobatic dance, that should do
thetrick!"

Mheraand Fwirl were laughing so hard that they could not help Cregga upright again.

Insde the bell tower it was dim and cool, but the spira stairs seemed to go on forever. Hafway up,
Brother Hoben had to sit down and rest awhile. "Phew! Lackaday, now | know why Cregga didn't want
to come!”

Fwirl's voice came from high above them. "Put amove on down there, I'm dready up herel”

Gundil wiped apaw across his brow, trudging dog-gedly on. "Hurr, easy furr eet'say, moi booty, but
this choild bain't nuthin' but ee pore molebeadt, not fitted furr cloimbin' cop sturrs wot goes 'round an'
round!”

Together they stood up near the small conical roof, astride amassive wooden beam with stout ropes
bound around it. Below them was adizzying drop, with two tolling ropes hanging the length of it. Mhera
pointed out the two bells suspended from the beam below their footpaws.

"The one on your left isthe Matthias bell, this one on the right is the Methusalah bell. Seetheir names
embossed around the edges? A pretty awesome sight, isn't it?"

Gundil's nosetip had gone dry. He turned his eyes aside, moaning, "Bwhurr, oi bain't no burd, an' oi
bain't feden too gudd noither!"

Mheraand Fwirl assisted him off the beam and sat him lower down on the steps. The mole turned his
facetothewadl. "Oi woan't be'arpy 'til oi'm saferly on ee gudd furm grownd.”

Broggle inspected the beam on dl fours. "Thisis definitely made from agreat oak. Look at this huge scar
cut acrossit. WWonder how that happened?’



Brother Hoben, being the Recorder, ingtinctively knew. "That's where Matthias severed the bell rope
with Martin's sword. Such aforceful blow he struck that he scored the beam deeply.”

Broggle picked at it with hissmal kitchen knife. "Must have hit the hem of his habit, too. Look, therésa
piece of cloth wedged in the cut.”

Mhera saw what was going on as she returned to the beam with Fwirl. "Don't damageit in any way,
Broggle. Try ascarefully asyou can to get the cloth out dl in one piece!™

Broggle shaved the wood ddlicately away, either side of the cloth. "That's easy. See, it just lifts out!"

"He'sared artist with that little blade,” Mherawhispered to Fwirl, loud enough for Broggle to hear.
"Thereésnobeast in Redwall more skilled with akitchen knife than our Broggle.™

Blushing with modest pride, the assstant cook gave the cloth to Mhera. It was only asmall square of
light green materid, smple and homespun, nothing el aborate or specid. Mherasniffed it before laying it
flat on the beam.

"Hmm. Still got afaint scent of lilac onit. | wonder who it belonged to? Ah, there's | ettersinked onto it.
Let'ssee. .. HITTAGALL?What's that supposed to mean? The letters aren't even written straight
across horizontadly, like ordinary writing. They'rewritten verticaly. HITTAGALL dl in capitalsfrom top
to bottom. Brother Hoben, what d'you make of it?"

Folding the materid carefully, Hoben did it into hisbelt pouch. "Nothing right now, but let methink onit.
What do you say we go down and discussthisover lunch? | think Gundil'sillnessis catching. I'm
beginning to fed abit woozy up here.”

Friar Bobb was stting with the rest of the audience in front of the west wallsteps, by the gatehouse.
When the friends appeared he waved for them to sit down by him, whispering, " Sorry about lunch, I'll fix
something later. Come and enjoy yourselves. Weve had some marvel ous entertainment here.”

Egburt and Hoburt were tootling flutes and performing ajig, while Grandpa Drogg besat asmall drum as
he sang for them.

"We never have to comb our spikes,
Because they won't lieflat,
An' that iswhy you'll never see,

A hedgehog wear ahat.

I've seen some hareswear helmets,
And beesin bonnets too,
While molemaids favor mob caps,

All gtitched with bluebells blue.



But hedgehogs don't wear headgesr,
An' that'smy sad refrain,

Poor hedgehogs get as wet as frogs,
When left out intherain!”

They skipped off to great applause, till tootling their flutes.

The next item was ared novelty. Sster Alkanet and threelittle ones, Durby the molebabe, atiny
mousemaid named Feegle and the smalest hedgehog who could just about toddle, called Wegg, climbed
up on to the wallstep, which served as astage. In her severe and precise tones, the Sister recited a
cautionary poem. Much to the hilarity of the audience, the three infants acted out the lineswith serious
faces and much paw wagging.

" "Tisoften said by otherbeasts,

And trust my word 'tis S0,

There are certain manners,

Which Abbeybabes should know!

All Dibbuns must behave themsdlves,
From break of dawn 'il night,
Tug their ears, touch their spikes,

In generd, be polite.

Bid dl their ederstime of day,

Don't interrupt. .. My word!

Our ruleis Dibbuns may be seen,
But very seldom heard.

One must wash on€e's paws and face,
Before one ventures out,

And up one's deeve akerchief keep,

With which to wipe one's snout.



Never sup soup noisily,
Say please and thanks when able,
Remember to excuse onesdf,

Before oneleavesthetable.

If Dibbuns heed these golden rules,
They grow up good and true,

Early to bed, straight to deep,

And don't hide when bathtime'sdue .. . Thank you!"

The little ones bowed, to tumultuous applause, though Foremole Brull was heard to remark to Cregga,
"Doan't hoide when barthtime be due? Hurr hurr, lookit likkle Durby thurr, larst toime me an’ ‘ismum
barthed that 'un ee water turned to solid mudd, burr aye!™

Before any other contestant had a chance to present themselves, Boorab legped up, flourishing hislong
robesdramaticaly. "1 do thisnot for any triflin' reward, wot wot, get it, trifle? Ahem, pray attention,
goodbeasts dl, for as Abbey Poet | have composed asmdll recitation that | shall recitate. These few lines
would bring tearsto the blinkin' eye of an underwater fish! Mothers, cover your babes tender ears! For
‘ere goes, ear goes? Hawhaw, that was a good 'un, wot wot?'

"Oh, get onwithiit, you great long-eared windbag!"

Boorab glared at old Hoarg, who had shouted out the remark. "Fie on you, sah. Even windbags have
fedin'd" Then, drooping his ears and waving alimp paw, Boorab soulfully began.

" Twaswinter one summer an' spring wasin bloom,
Theturnipswere twittering gaily

Asl| cleaned out my humble room,

Threetimes| do it, twice daily!

When amoleflew in by my window,

He bid me good night and day too.

Hiseyeswere ydlow, his nose was green and histail was pinkyblue.
That mole gave me avery odd stare,

Which | put in me pocket for later,



Hethen asked meif | wasahare,
Or arascally impersonator?

| replied to him, in accent grim,

'‘Good gir, I'm ahim not aher,

I'm ahim that's ahare not aher that'sahim,

Andtheleast isaslarge asthe greater!’

'If youreaharethat'sahim,” he quoth,
Asheleft my room with alesp,

'When | return thisleap, you'l be,

Not ahare or ahim, but a-deep!™

Boorab bowed eegantly, tripped over hisrobes and legped up in the sameingtant, calling out to Filorn,
"Who could compete with that pulsatin’ performance, marm, wot? Ddliver the toothsome old trifle to me
room at once, so | won't have to share it with these talentless bounders. Don't applaud too loud, chaps.
Only doin" mejob, y'know. Modest as ever, that's me!”

Thetriflewasimmense, area beauty. It was displayed in the gatehouse doorway. Helped by Mheraand
Fwirl, Cregga mounted the steps, at Filorn's request, to deliver her judgement. She held forth her paws
for slence.

"What awonderful entertainment. Y ou've made my task very difficult. | was going to award thetrifleto
Boorab, but you all heard him say that he required no trifling reward. So I've decided to give the prizeto
all the Dibbunswho took part. It's such ahugetrifle that I'm sureit'sfar too much for any onebeast!"

Laughter and cheers greeted the Badgermum's popular decision. The Abbeybabes dragged the trifle
ins de the gatehouse and dammed the door.

Mheraturned to Brother Hoben. "Well, Brother, have you had time to think about the piece of cloth and
the lettering on it?"

Hoben took out the articlein question and stared at it. "I've racked my brains until my head's aching, but
I'm afraid it's acomplete mystery to me. Sorry, Mhera."

Friar Bobb picked the cloth up. "Isthisyour latest find? What isit?"

Fwirl put her chinin both paws glumly. "We haven't the faintest idea, Sir. D'you think Creggawill
know?'

They took it to the Badgermum, who sniffed it and felt it. "Faint scent of lilac, that's about al | can say.
What isthe lettering on it? Read it to me, please, Broggle."



"HITTAGALL. All in capitd |etters, marm, written in adownward line. Isthat any help?"
Cregga passed the cloth back to Brother Hoben. "I'm afraid it doesn't mean athing to me."

Looking thoroughly downcast, the good Brother sighed. "Then that'sit, we're defeated. Twasdl for
nothing.”

Mheradapped her rudder down hard againgt the step. "Well, I'm not defeated, I'll solve that riddle
somehow. I'm not going to give up hope or let it beat me!”

The friends strolled paw in paw back to the Abbey, their air of gloom not even dissipated by Boorab,
who was pounding the gatehouse door, pleading with the Dibbunsinside.

"Have abally heart, little chaps, open up for apoor starvin' hare, wot! 1'd have given you ajolly good
shareif I'd won thetrifle, honest | would, cross me ears an' hope to turn blue. Come on, open up an' be
reasonable, little bods. At least et melick the bowl. If | die of the horrible hungersitll be your faulilt,
y'know. Festerin' bounders! Trifle thieves, meadowcream marauders! | hope you al get the screamin'
tummy ache. Cads!" Heloped off and caught up with Mheraand her friends. "'l say, you lot look pretty
sad, wot. Did you want to win the trifle too?"

Mhera smiled weskly. It was one thing having plenty of fighting spirit and stern resolution, but shewas as

baffled asthe rest. Brother Hoben wasright; al their questing had amounted to nothing. The entire thing
wasdill amydery.

Chapter 17

It was the evening of their second day upon the mountain, and gtill the hunters had not sighted any sign of
their quarry. Vallug Bowbesast sat shivering over asmdl fire made from odd twigs and dead hesther. He
stared out at the tracks of his own party, crisscrossing the snowfieldsthat ran up toward the peak. His
stomach made a squirling noise. It needed food, but there was none whatsoever to be had. Eeferawas
thefirst to show over the high ridge. He trudged down to the glimmering fire, long bluish shadows of
eventide creeping down after him. White steamy bregth issued from his mouth as he sat down beside
Vdlug.



" "Tisdifficult to catch yer breath up 'ere. Huh, | see you packed in searchin’. ‘Ow long've ye been
squattin' 'ere warmin' yer paws?"'

Valug sared into the patry wisps of flame. "L ong enough t'do some thinkin'."
Theweasd glanced sdeways a the big ferret. "Thinkin', en? Tell me about it."

The Bowbeast nodded up at the peak. "Ain't no vittles up 'ere, we never brought robes or cloaks. We
could freeze or starve t'desth, an' nobeast of the Juska clan would ever know wot became of us."

Eeferathrust his paws closer to thefire. "Aye, there's some truth in that. Weve been on this stinkin'
mountain almost two days now, an' not atrack, nary asingle pawmark that the otter's been even near the
place. Valug, do yethink that ‘e could've put one over on us? | mean laid afalsetrail along that
riverbank, jus to makeit look asif 'e was comin' ‘ere?’

Valug said what his companion wasthinking. "An' give usthe dip so0's'e could go e sawhere?"
Eeferashrugged. "But wher€'s 'e gone?!

Vallug lowered hisvoice asif eavesdroppers were about. "That'swot | been thinkin' about. Y ou
remember ole Grissoul mutterin' about omens an' prophecies? She was the one who saw the Taggerung
at theriver ford whereit ran across the long path. Sawney told me somethin' about a big place with bells.
"Twas along time back, but | can recal it. Sawney didn't want t'go near that place, said it was dangerous
an'filled with warriors™

Eeferanodded impatiently. "Aye, | remember al right. Redwall, ‘e called it. Grissoul spoke about thered
place like ‘twas magic. Wot dyou think, Valug?'

The Bowbeast curled hislip scornfully. "There ain't no such thing as magic. | never seen nobeast that one
o' my arrows couldn't stop. | think that otter | dew, the liddle one'sfather, | think that ‘e came from the
Redwal| place. I'll tell yer wot eseI'm thinkin'. I'll wager that sometimein 'is seasons with the Juskarath,
that Taggerung 'eard of Redwall too. If'n that otter'slaid afdsetrail fer ustfollow, then ‘€s bound for
Redwall, the place where 'e was born!™

Eeferahad been listening so intently that his paw strayed into the flame. He drew it back sharply and
rubbed snow oniit.

"Right, Vdlug. Yoreright! So, wot'sthe plan?"
Vallug picked up his bow and shouldered it. "We go after 'im. | don't mean those other fools an’ Gruven.
Leave em 'ere on the mountain. Like| said, they'll freeze or starve t'death up 'ere an' nobeast will ever

know, 'cept us."

Eeferasmiled wickedly. "An" wewon't tdl, will we. They wasdl killed, Gruven too. By pikes, serpents,
drownded, dl of em. Sad, ain't it, mate?"

It was Vdlug'sturn to smile. He nudged Eefera. "Aye, 'twas an ‘ard job, tryin' to save 'em. Wewas
lucky to get back aive, men'you, but we dayed the otter between us, eh!”

Valug spat on his paw and offered it to Eefera. "No sensein 'angin’ 'round 'ere, mate. Let's git goin'



afore those other block'eads come back. | couldn't stand another night of Gruven's company, braggin'
one moment, whinin' the next..."

Eefera spat on his paw and gripped Vallug'sto sedl their pact. Y ah, the cold an' ‘'unger'll take care of
‘em. Come on, back t'the sunny woodlands an' a chance o' some decent vittles!"

Valug stood to one side deferentidly. "Good idea, mate. After you."
Eeferadid amock bow, but stayed where hewas. "Nay, friend, you go first."

They stared hard at one another, eye to eye, then both broke out into false hearty laughter and strode of f
together. Neither of the two vermin wanted to expose his back to the other.

The stream did as many turns as a switchback, rambling and meandering hither and yon. Tagg and
Nimbalo were not in any hurry, each enjoying the other's company. Eventide of the second day found
them camped on a grassy spur where the waterway forked, one branch disappearing into the flatlands
and the other rounding afairly swift-flowing bend that took the water back into the base of the mountain.

Tagg tested the flow with hisfootpaw. " Shall we go thisway tomorrow? It looks asif the current flows
into some underground caves. Would you liketo try it, mate?'

The harvest mouse threw more turf on thefire. " "Twill be abit of abumpy oleride on our log. Aye, let's
try it. Inthe mornin', though; well rest tonight. Y'know, these fruit loaves wot Ruskem gave us, they're
pretty good. | like ‘em!”

The otter cut achunk from onewith hisblade. " Ruskem's dandelion an’ burdock cordid's very tasty
too. Try some."

Nimbal o took hold of hisfriend's paw as he passed the flask. "Whered ye get that mark on yore paw
from? It'slike the shape of a speedwdl | flower. Isit atattoo?"

The otter glanced at the mark, then ran apaw over hisheavily marked face. "No, | think 'tis some sort of
birthmark. These on my face are tattoos, put there long before | can remember. They're clan marks, to
show | belong to acertain tribe.”

He dlowed Nimbalo to touch the tattoos. The mouse snorted. "Bit Slly, ain't it? 1f'n ye ever want to
leave the tribe, then yore stuck wid yore face al marked with abig black stripe an' red dots an' the blue
lightnin' flash on yer left cheek.”

Tagyg's paw strayed to fed the flash. " Juskalaw saysthat the only time you leave the tribe is when you're
dead. I'm marked for life now, but at least | can get rid of these!"

Tagg pulled off hiswoven wristbands, unsnipped the big gold earring from his ear, and flung them into
the stream. Nimba o smiled sympatheticaly at hisbig friend. "Y ou ain't ‘'ad much fun runnin' ‘round with
that tribe, 'ave yer? Well, never mind, Tagg me ole tater, you got anew life now, an' you got Nimbalo the
Slayer asapd, so come on, cheer up!"



Tagg lay back, gazing up at the sars. "I'm tired, pal. Play something for me, a peaceful tune.”

Nimbalo tootled hisreed flute and played awhile, then, putting it aside, he quietly sang atraditiond
harvest mouse ditty.

"When the corn is o heavy it bends on the salk,
See the berries are purple with bloom,
Andthewild oats do rustle asif they could talk,

There | watch for the gold harvest moon.

Thenif youwill hdp mefriend,
Stay here oh do not roam,
And well sit by thefire,

In my harvest mouse home.

Therell belots of good food when thework isal done,
And abarrel of old barley beer,
Mellow cheese and fresh bread, for everyone,

While the babes deep in peace without fear.

Well gather thefruit,

And the sweet honeycomb,
And somewood for thefire,
Of my harvest mouse home."

Nimbalo put aside hisflute and lay down with along sigh. "Aaaah. | forget therest. Pretty, ain't it, Tagg?
Nothin' like the red thing, though. My life ain't been no bed o' roses, oh no. Let metell yer about wot |
went through, mate ..." He glanced over and saw his otterfriend was aready fast adeep. "Oh well, maybe
some other time."

The fire burned low asfour little shadowy figures watched the camp. Three of them wore new belts
about their tiny waists, Tagg's two wristbands and his golden earring, which had landed on the wristbands
asthey floated off downstream. The one who was minus anew belt whispered to his three companions,
"Yik yik, ‘arvest mousey gottanice belt. Jus fittame!"

The biggest of the four clipped him soundly over the ear. " Shushyerrupp! Y ew wakey dabiggin an' we



get al eated up!" He patted his new gold earring belt thought-fully before delivering the noisy one aclip
across hisother ear. "Go gerrem ole Bodjev, tellim bring dla Cavemob. Go go!”

He doshed resentfully off dong the streamshallows, calling back in aloud whisper, "Donchapinch
dmousey belt while| ‘way!"

The larger one sent him on hisway with akick inthetail. "Go on, go on, shout louder, nip'ead. Wake
dlamounting up!"

One of the two wearing awristband belt held a paw to his mouth. " Shushyer, Alfik, dey wakey up an' us
don't gerrano likkle snakeyfishes, fryken 'em dlaway!"

Within ashort while, Bodjev, thetiny fat Chieftain of hispigmy shrew tribe, returned with alarge bunch
of hiswarriors, each bearing apine club, tipped with flint shards, over his shoulder. He threw himself
down aongside Alfik, his son, hissing with shock as he caught sight of Tagg.

"Wow wow! Whergafind dat monister? Lookarrasize of 'im!"

Alfik wrinkled hislong nosein ashow of carelessbravery. "Ho, | jus finded dbeast, deepyin’ ‘ere.
Warraus do now, Daddy?"

Bodjev glared a his son and clipped him agood one on the ear. ™Y ou norra Squidjee nomore. Worr |
tellya? Chief's name Bodjev, only Daddy when you was likkle. Bodjev now, ‘member dat!"

One of the Cavemob tribe called out awarning as Tagg groaned and rolled over in hisdeep. "Y'be
shushed or d'big fellacome awakey!"

Bodjev could not identify the voice, so he satisfied himsdf by dispensing clipped earsto any shrew
within reach. "Who you tellato shushed? Tak t'melike dat! All shushed now, wait for dasnakeyfishesto
come. Den after dat we catcher dmousey annabigga monister!”

Tagg glimpsed the mouse warrior with the beauttiful sword, wandering through the corridors of hismind.
He pursued him, but, unable to run, he floated hel plesdy through awarm pink mist, calling out the
mouse's name. "Deynal Deynal"

Thewarrior mouse halted and turned, shaking his head and smiling. Touching apaw to hisarmored
breastplate, he spoke one word. "Martin!" Then he disappeared, leaving the deeping otter mystified. If he
was Martin, then who was Deyna?

Further dreams were shattered. Both Tagg and Nimbalo lesped up amid aseaof dithering silver. They
dipped and fdl flat asthe dim shining shapes did over them. Wild squesks rent the dawnlight. Figmy
shrewswere everywhere, striking wildly at the slvery threadlike mass with smdl clubs and shouting to
one another.

"Dink adink! Gerra snakeyfished"

"Yik yik, chukkem innawater!"

"Dink adinky dink dink! Plenny snakeyfishes, brudderd!™

Tagg grabbed Nimbalo. Kicking hisway through the wriggling mass, he madeit to the top of arocky



mound and stared in wonder at the scene around him. Nimbalo knew what the glimmering threads were.
He had seen them once before on the flatlands.

"Elvers, mate! Thosearelittletiny eds. They travel on the dewy grass, shodsan' shodsof ‘'em. They can
go fer many aleague. But whered dl the baby shrews come from?'

Tagg watched the shrews as they raced about killing the elvers, dispatching each one with aquick blow
to the head from their flint-tipped clubs. Dead elvers were tossed into the water and washed away
downstream into the mountain caves. Asthey struck out with their clubs, the shrews squeaked

triumphantly.
"Dink! Gorranudder one!"
"Dink adink! I gorratwo snakeyfishes"

Expertly they flicked the dead elversinto the water with their clubtips. Tagg shook hishead. "They aren't
babies. Some of them have grey whiskers. Those are fully grown shrews. 1've never seen anything like
ith"

Nimbao wastaller than the tallest shrew by more than a head. He stood on tip-paw and puffed out his
chest scornfully. "Huh, | knew that, mate. Crowd o' liddle nuisancesif y'ask me, wakin' usup jus o they
can stock up their larders with everd”

The shrewsdid not let up their masskill until agood whilelater, by which time most of the evershad
passed. They did away like mobiletinsdl, the morning sun reflecting off their packed masses asthey
glided into the distance. Their countless numbers were scarcely affected by the daughter.

Alfik and Bodjev approached the mound, clubs at the ready. The Chieftain's son wiggled hisnose
ferocioudy a Tagg. "We be's Cavemobs, my daddy a Chief. Who be'syou?’

Tagg was about to reply when Bodjev clipped Alfik'sear. "Wot | tdlya, nitead? My name be's
Bodjev!" He shook his head amost apologetically a Tagg. "Norrabrains, norramanners. Yik yik,
younger shrews dese seasons ala same. No respecks!”

Nimbalo bristled at the father's treatment of his son. "No need t'be whackin' islug like that, mate!™

Thisgave Tagg an idea. Very gently he kicked Nimbal o's bottom and rolled his eyes expressively at the
pigmy shrew Chieftain. "1 know exactly what you mean, Sr. They're aways spesking when they're not
spoken to. Put alatch on your lip, young Nimbao!™

Bodjev held hisfat stomach as he chuckled. "Yikyikyikyik! Go make playplay, yew two's. | be's
Bodjev. Wot be's your name?"

Tagg held out his paw courteoudy. "Pleased to meet you, Bodjev, sr. My name's Tagg.”

Bodjev grinned as he looked the otter up and down. "Tagg? Yikyik, be'salikkle namefor abig fella
So, Tagg, you an' your son be likin' snakeyfish pie?"

Tagg kept a polite smile on hisface as he shook the shrew's paw. "Never tasted it, Sir, but I'm sure 'tis
ddlicioud"



Bodjev put his head on one side as hetried to pronounce delicious. "Lishus! Lishug! Yikyik, good, en?
Y ou come ame, bring de likkle son, we dla‘ave snakeyfish pie. Plenny good!"

Tagg waded through the shdlows, with Nimba o on his shoulders. The harvest mouse was boiling with
ill-conceded temper at the treatment he had been shown. "Y ore son? That flap-'eaded wiggle-snouted
pudden-bellied beast thinks I'm yore son? An' another thing. Wot did you think y'were doin’, kickin' me
tall like that? Who gave you the right—"

Tagg's paw gtifled any further remarks. " Safety firgt, mate. | was only protecting us by making friends
with the Chief. Look, | know they're only tiny shrews, but there must be thousands of them, al carrying
stone-tipped clubs. We might get alot of them in afight, but they'd bring us down in the end, just by their
weight of numberd™

Nimbalo yanked Tagg's paw from his mouth, unappeased. "So yelet 'im whack his son an' yer kicked
metail, just tmake friends. That's very nice, izzenit? We could've battled our way through, betchaan
acorn to an oak we could. | remember one time when | fought me way outta a nestful of crows. Hah,
dew agood few of them | did, an' | got away safel”

The otter turned hisface to Nimba o, ano-nonsense look in his eyes. "Where's the point in fighting and
daying if you can make afriend out of anybeast instead of afoe? From now on, while we're the guests of
these creatures, we might have to do afew thingswe don't like. But that'sthe way it is, mate, and I'll hear
no more argument about it. Now straighten your face and smile. Y ou look like a beetle with abruised
brow!"

The harvest mouse kept agrin pasted on hisface as hereplied, "An' you look like ablackbird with a
boiled behind!"

Tagg smiled swestly, answering from between clenched teeth, "And you look like duck with awebful of
cudtard!"

"Well, you look like astoat with astink up ‘isnose!”

"Inthat case you look like a bumblebee with abail!"

"Hoho, well, you look likea.... a... ahedgehog with ahead h'achel”
"A head h'ache?'

Thetwo friends burgt out laughing.

They skirted asmal pool, with alittle stream from up in the mountains spilling into it, the cascade hiding
the entrance to the pigmy shrews cave. Dodging through the miniature waterfall, Tagg and Nimbao
emerged into what appeared to be a cathedra-like cavern. It waslit by scores of firefly lanternsand
torches and populated by literdly thousands of pigmy shrews. The stream continued into the cavern,
whereit ran into a central lake. Halfway down the stream anet had been stretched under and above the
water. Shrews dipped sievelike paddlesin and pulled out the dead elvers. These were taken away on a
small cart to the kitchen, which was merdly lots of cooking fires under wide rock ledges. The cooksthere
were busy doing al manner of thingswith the young eds: stewing, baking, roasting and frying. All activity
ceased at the sight of Tagg. Every pigmy shrew stood gaping wordlesdy at the giant who had entered
their domain. Bodjev waddled over to the cooking fires and began boxing ears | ft, right and center.



"Worrayou stan' there for? Thissamy frien Tagg annallikkle son. Y ou be cookin' lotsa snakeyfish pies
for us, quicknow!"

A fat little pigmy shrew pulled a batch of pies out of the crude rock oven with alarge wooden paddle.
No sooner had she placed them on a cooling shelf than she swung the paddle and caught Bodjev asharp
whack on his behind, shouting fiercdly, "Doo athis, doo athat! Kachah! Thissamy kitchen, Daddy
Bodjev. Y ou keep ‘way, likklefat lump!”

Bodjev did atip-pawed dance, rubbing his smarting rear. A combined snigger arose from the cooking
saff. The Chieftain backed off, replying savagdy, but not too loudly, "One day | bake youinnapie,
Chichwifel" Heturned to Tagg and Nimbao with arueful smile. "Yikyik, my Chichwife, dways makin'
joke. Shelove me muchmuch!”

An dcovein the cavern was sumptuoudy furnished, by pigmy shrew standards, for Bodjev'sfamily and
high-ranking friends. He took Tagg and Nimbal o there to dine, away from the main population of
Cavemob shrews. The otter could see them from where he sat on athick mat of springy fernmaoss. Their
table manners were little better than atrocious. Amid the echoing din of insult and argument, they stole
food from their neighbors and engaged in pie fights of amazing savagery.

Bodjev clapped his paws officioudy. Four very pretty shrewmaids appeared with lunch, and he nodded
a them. "Move yousdlfs, daughter. Serve, servel”

Hisfour daughters were quite taken with Nimbao. Ignoring their father, they served the harvest mouse,
fussing about him.

"Thissarosehip an' dmond flower tea, specid cold. Yikyikyik!"
"Piesgood? Our Chichmum afine fine cooker, eh? Yikyik!"
Bodjev banged hisfork against hisempty bowl. " Stoppagigglin', misses. Poor Daddy be's sarvin'”

Nimbalo was glad when the four shrewmaids left him aone to serve Bodjev and Tagg. He straightened
his ruffled headfur and applied himsdlf to the food. The rosehip and amond flower teawas refreshingly
cold, obvioudy made with snow from the mountai ntop.

If anybeast had told Tagg that he would enjoy snakeyfish pies before he had tasted the dubioudy named
dish, he would have declared them mistaken. But the pies were absolutely ddlicious, round and flat with a
soft white pastry crust and afilling that did not resemble anything that looked, smelled or tasted like an
elver. It had atexture of oatmeal and aflavor of sdt, pardey and sage. Much to the awe of hishogt, Tagg
ate sx. Bodjev's wife Chich beamed pleasurably when she wastold, and came straight over to the
dcove.

"Daddy Bodjev, these goodbeasts you bring here. Big felals mighty eater. Yik yik, goldie one very
hamsing. Chich likehim!"

Nimbalo did not know where to put hisface. Evidently hislight golden brown fur gppeared quite
attractive to pigmy shrew femaes. He gpplied himsdf to some Ieftover piecrugt. "Thankee, marm. Y ore
very, er, hamsng y'sdf!”

Chich threw her apron up over her face and giggled. "Yikyikyikyik! Lissen, big fella, when you go 'way
from here, take fatty likkle Bodjev dongawid you an' leave hamsing goldie here wid Chich. | cook lotsa



snakeyfish (liesfor that 'un!™
Tagg smiled mischievoudy. "I'll certainly think about it, marm. What d'you say, handsome goldie?"

Nimbal o scowled as Tagg chucked him under the chin playfully. "Don't even think about it, ye
treacherousriverdog!"

The incident was forgotten as a pigmy shrew began battering a huge bronze gong, which reverberated
through every corner of the massive cavern. All the Cavemaob shrews set up apitiful wall, then fell slent.
Tagg looked to Bodjev. "What'sthat dl about, friend?”

"lzzaole Cavemob law," the Chieftain explained in a subdued voice. "Us gotta make goodsure
snakeyfish come back nex' time."

Nimba o poured himsdf moreiced tea. "Hmm. 'Ow d'yer manage t'do that, mate?"

Bodjev pointed upward at the high cavern celling. It was smooth limestone rock, with one long st actite
hanging down. All the pigmy shrews had drawn back to the cave walls, leaving the area beneath the
gtalactite, not far from the deep lake's edge, completely clear. Inthetota silence adrop of water fell from
thetip, faling through the air for severa seconds.

Plock!

The sound echoed about as Bodjev went on to enlighten the visitors. "Waterdrop will fal on chosen
Cavemob shrew.”

The gong was struck again, and an old shrew in long robes cried out, "Make snakeyfish line. Dance,
now!"

All the shrews formed an immenseline, long enough to trail around the cavern interior three times.
Bodjev rose and nodded to hisfamily. "Us go now, join line. Fortune keep us '‘eads dry!"

"Yo Karr, fortune keep us ‘eads dry!" Chich, Alfik and his four daughters repeated solemnly.
Nimbalo took hold of the shrewmum'’s paw. "What'n the name o' fur'n'feathersisgoin' on 'ere, Chich?'

She dabbed her gpron at her eyes and sniffed. "Everytime snakeyfishes come, Cavemob must choose
oneto meet Yo Karr, or snakeyfishes come no more. Drop of water fall on shrew head as we dance.
That shrew meets Yo Karr."

Bodjev'sfamily went and joined the line, splitting up and each finding a separate place among the others.
The shrews began chanting. "Yo Karr, Yo Karr, Yo Karr!" The line moved off, dowly shuffling, swaying
from sideto sde. Asthey passed under the stalactite, each shrew shut its eyestight, paws diding ong
through the wet area.

Tagg shrugged. "Probably some silly old ritua that goes back asfar as anybeast can remember. Look,
the oneswho've passed under it are going off to stand by thewallsagain.”

Nimbalo watched with growing interest. "Aye, ‘costhe drop didn't fal on ‘em. | wonder wot Y o Karr
iS? Must be some kind of award, en?"



Tagg saw therelief on the faces of those who had passed under the stalactite and come away dry. He
noticed the looks of fear on those whose turn was yet to come. "Huh. It doesn't appear to be an award
anybeast wantsto gain.”

Plock!
A mighty cry arose from the pigmy shrews astheline broke. "Y o Kaaaaarrrrr!™

One of Bodjev's pretty daughters stood rooted to the spot, the fat drop of water running down her brow
to mingle with her tears. An uneasy feding had been building up in Tagg's chest. He stood up.

"Come on, mate. Let's go out there and see what's going to happen!™

Huddled together, the shrewmaid's family hugged one another and wept. Tagg pulled Bodjev away from
them. "Ligten, friend, | don't like this. Now tell me once and for dl, what's going on? Why areyou all
blubbering likethis, en?'

Tearsran openly down thefat little Chieftain'sface. He pointed to the deep lake near the cavern's
center. "Itislaw. You look, you see."

Picking pawfuls of dead elversfrom abowl, the old robed shrew who had beaten the gong hurled them
into the lake. From the bluegreen trand ucent depths some-thing came rushing up and broke the surface.
Tagg fet himsdf go iff with fright. A gigantic ed glided about, its need dike teeth snapping the evers
into its ugly mouth. It swirled back under, lying just benesth the surface, itsthick olive-hued back and
dirty amber underside clearly visible asit waited on more food.

Thefur on Nimbao's neck was bristling with horror and anger as he ydlled at the pigmy shrew Chieftain.
"Yorenot goin' t'let'em feed yer daughter to that thing, are ye?"

Bodjev hung his head and turned away. "It islaw of Cavemob shrews, so snakeyfish will return. Dinat
must go to meet Yo Karr."

The harvest mouse dashed to the shrewmaid's Side and put a protective paw about her shoulders,
roaring defiantly, "Not while Nimbalo the Sayer's'round she ain't. I'll drop the first one who puts a paw
on'er!"

The pigmy shrews rushed him. Tagg bounded into the fray to help hisfriend. Shrews piled in on the pair
until they were completely swamped and subdued. Tagg lay trying to breathe under the masses of small
furry bodies, unable to move as much as asingle paw. Nimbao was in the same position. The old robed
shrew pointed to the shrewmaid Dinat, then to the lake where the monster edl waited, itslong backfin
gtirring the water. Dinat looked asif shewasin atrance asthe shrew called out, Y o Karr waits. Go to
Yo Karr. You be chosen!”

Dinat waked dowly forward onto the rock ledge that formed the brief shallows at the side of the deep
lake. The ed turned and swam dowly forward, staking the terror-stricken shrewmaid.

Tagg could fed himsdf blacking out as the crowded shrewbodies pressed down on him. The mouse
warrior was suddenly in front of hismind'seye.

"Deyna" The warrior spoke the one word, then bared histeeth savagely, opening his mouth wide and
snapping histeeth together.



"Yeek! Yahee! Aaaarr!"

Pigmy shrews were sent hurtling off the pile, some ot them with blood showing on backs and paws.
Furious energy coursed through the big otter's muscles and snews. Between bites he sucked in mighty
gulpsof lifegiving air. Hislimbs and rudder together lashed out like stedl pistons. Nimbalo felt the shrews
being kicked from him and began lashing out, yelling, "Go at 'em, mate! Give 'em the ole one-two!™

Tagg was standing upright, like a colossus, shaking oft the Cavemob. He roared at the sight of the
shrewmaid, locked in the edl’'s swirling coils as she was dragged screaming from the ledge. Then he
broke free and tore toward the lake, hurtling straight into the air and diving down. He cut the water like a
knife, locking dl four paws around the huge edl's head and setting histeeth into the back of its heavy
neck. Nimbal o booted aside afew venturesome shrews and ran to the stream. Tearing the elver net
loose, he grabbed the nearest shrew, who happened to be Alfik, and shouted in hisface, "Don't jus stan'
therel Lend apaw 'ereor I'll day ye!" Between them they began dragging the net toward the lake.
Bodjev joined them, saizing the heavy net and dragging with them.

Now the edl had its coils around Tagg. It had released Dinat and was concentrating upon its attacker.
Arching its head back, it tried biting at the otter, but Tagg clung on like agrim nemesis, clenching his
visdike jaws as he bit deeper into the monstrous neck, seeking bone. Down, down they sank, locked
together. Tagg fdt the air being squeezed from hislungs asthe ed tried to kill him by crushing tighter and
tighter. The lake was seemingly bottomlessand icy cold. Otter and edl sank farther into aworld of
aquamarine ribboned with scarlet. Bubbles burgt in a stream from Tagg's mouth, and he began to fed
certain that he would diein the watery depthswith an edl embracing him. Then something brushed against
hisface. It wasthetip of the net.

Freeing histeeth from the edl, helocked them around one of the stone weights woven into the net's hem.
Squirming around, the edl hit his shoulder and clung on. Despite the pain, Tagg bent his elbow around
and got the mongter in aheadlock. They began rising swiftly toward the surface, the otter with his neck
and jaw musclesrigid as he gripped the net with dl the strength he could muster. Looking downward
from the corner of hisleft eye, he could see the edl's gold-and-black-rimmed eye staring back at him, his
elbow lock preventing its teeth from reaching his outstretched throat.

Then everything was roaring sound, and Tagg's head broke the surface. He saw Nimbal o and ahost of
ydling shrews, standing on the shallow ledge, heaving on the net.

"Pull! Pull, ye string-snouted swabs, gerrim up 'ere on the ledge! ™

Tagg sensed himsdlf and the thrashing edl being hauled sideways, felt his rudder scrape the ledge and
then hewasin the shallows. Nimba o hurled himsdf upon the edl, kicking, biting and punching. "Y e grest
dimy son of agreasy rope, let's see 'ow many pies we can make outta you!"

Wrenching itsteeth from the otter, the ed went for Nimbalo. Tagg felt the congtricting coils dacken
dightly. Like lightning he whipped out his blade and stabbed deep into the cresture's neck where histeeth
had been sunk earlier. Suddenly the monster resembled, in truth, the piece of greasy rope Nimbalo had
cdledit. All power left itsbody, and the bulky coilsfell uselesdy away from Tagg. It lay hissing softly, its
once bright eyes clouding over.

Bodjev waded in and patted it. "Yikyikyik! Make an' 'undred pies outta Y o Karr; mebbe two!*

Chichwife splashed in and cuffed his ear smartly. "Phwah! | not gonna cook datbeast inter pies. Back



innalakewirrim. Back innalake, brudderd™

Asbest they could, Nimbalo, Bodjev and Alfik dragged Tagg from the water onto the cavern floor. He
lay there exhausted and watched the shrewsrall the ed off theledge. It sunk limply into the depths until it
waslogt to sght. The shrewmaid Dinat and her three Ssters set about dressing Tagg's shoulder, and then
she clasped the otter's paw gratefully.

"Thankee much much, big fdla, you savethis Dinat'slifel”

Nimbalo took the knife from Tagg and cleaned it. "Sorry | took so long gettin' the net to ye, matey. | 'ad
t'pull Dinat out wid it first, an' by then you'd gone so far down we could ‘ardly seeyer. | thought you was
agoner that time, on me oath | did.”

Tagg grinned. "Wdl, I'm back now, handsome golden one."

Taking his blade back, he beckoned to Bodjev. "Y o Karr's dead now. Listen, friend, you're the
Chieftain here. Y ou should never havelet that happen to your own daughter.”

Bodjev looked sheepish. He shrugged awkwardly. "Law. It was ole Cavemob law, aways be'd
thataway.”

Tagg jabbed hisfat somach with the knife handle. "Don't let it ever happen again. Sacrificing creatures
lives What an awful idea. Y ou're the Chief, make some new laws. The eversl| sill come back, youll
se

Bodjev stuck out his stomach and shouted to the pigmy shrews, "Lissen, alla Cavemobs. | Chief make
lotsanew law. Nomore Y o Karr, nomore die, snakeyfish still come back, you see.”

Alfik stepped up beside hisfather amid the cheering. "Nomore Cavemobs die! Good ole Daday!"
Bodjev cuffed hisear. "Worral tell you, nit'ead?"

Tagg caught Bodjev's paw as heraised it again. "And no more ear-smacking, or name-calling. Why not
be kinder to one another? It'll makelifealot nicer."

Alfik saw hisfather'sfootpaw starting to rise. "An’' nomoretailkick!" he shouted.
Bodjev sared at Tagg in dishdief. "Nomoretailkick?"

The otter shook his head. "No moretail kicks, ear smacks or name calls. The Cavemob will be polite
and live happily together. Thisisthelaw now. All who wish it thisway, raise your paws and shout aye.”

The response was thunderous. Paws waved wildly and roars of "Aye" resounded throughout the cavern.

Tagg noticed that Bodjev was looking rather crestfallen, so he waited for the noise to die away and made
another announcement.

"Thisisthe new law of Bodjev, mighty Chief of the Cavemaob, whose name will be forever remembered
among your tribe."

Cheering themsalves hoarse, the pigmy shrews waved their clubs and danced around the big otter as he



carried Bodjev shoulder high around the cavern.
"Y our biggun be wissfriend,” Alfik whispered to Nimbalo. "L ookit Daddy, he smilean’ smilelots!”

The harvest mouse feigned ayawn and sat himself down. " So e should be, mate. | taught 'im everythin'
‘eknows!"

Chapter 18

For thefirst time since the start of anill-fated trip, Gruven felt himsdlf redly in command. He sat by the
replenished fire, which Valug had made, watching Dagrab, Ribrow and Rawback. Dawn waswell up
and the three vermin were lying so close to thefire that he could smell singeing fur. Gruven snapped
twigs, flicking them at the deepers until they stirred and sat up rubbing their eyes. Rawback |ooked
around. "So, Vdlug an' Eeferanever came back durin' the night, Chief?!

Gruven poked at the fire with his sword. "Huh! Did you expect ‘em to? Those two are long gone, an'
good riddance too, | say. Who needs 'em?"

He listened as the three vermin specul ated.
"Mebbe they picked up the otter's tracks an' went after 'im their selves, en?"
"Suppose they got lost an’ they're layin' out there in the snow, frozen giff?”

"Dont talk daft. One of 'em it thisfire, an' it was il burnin’ when we found it last night. | think
somethin' "gppened to 'em!”

"Likewot?"
"l dunno, maybe they was attacked.”
"Attacked by who? Vdlug an' Eeferaare both good fighters, they could take care of themsalves."

" Suppose it was somebeast who was better'n ‘em. Y ou don't know wot sort o' creatures are livin' on this
mountain.”

Gruven jumped upright and scattered the fire with his sword. Thetrio legpt back, brushing sparks from
themsalves as he snarled, "'Y ore like a bunch of ole gossipers, sittin' there arguin'’. I'll tell yewot | think,



then well go an' do somethin' abouit it instead of gttin' freezin' our tails off!"
By the respectful silence that followed, Gruven knew he was boss.

"If Valug an' Eeferawas killed by otherbeasts up 'ere, we ain't soppin’ 'round tfind out. | aways said
climbin' this mountain was awaste o' time. That otter was never up ‘ere. So thisiswot we're gonna do.
Well get off the mountain an' track Valug an' Eefera, an' | bet they'll lead usto the otter. Then dl three of
'‘em are goin' to die, the otter ‘cos that'swho we cameto kill, Valug an' Eefera’'costhey'retraitors,
desertin’ their own clanbeasts, leavin' usto perish from cold an’ sarvation. Come on, let's move!”

The two stoats, Rawback and Ribrow, walked behind Gruven and Dagrab, conversing in whispers.
"D'you think Gruven knows where 'ésleadin’ us?'

"No, mate, but anywhere's better'n ‘ere.”

"Right y'are. Keep yore eyes peded for vittles. I'm famished.”

Therat Dagrab dithered alongside Gruven, warm sunlight on the hard-packed snow making the downhill
descent quite difficult. She kept her eyes down, watching the ground underpaw.

"Look, Chief, printsin the snow!"

Gruven ingpected the faint impressions|ft in the previous night's snowfall. "Hah, | wasright! Valug an'
Eefera passed thisway. Good work, Dagrab. We're on their trail right enough. Scout on ahead a bit, see
wot y'can find!"

"Huh, 'ewasright?" Ribrow scoffed, covering his mouth with apaw. "Wot 'e meansis ‘e was lucky
Dagrab wuz keepin' 'er eyes about 'er.”

Once they were clear of the snow, the going became much easier. By midafternoon Gruven's party were
on the lower dopes among huge boulders, scrub vegetation and shae. Gruven and the two stoats rested
by atrickling stream, gnawing on some milk vetch leaves. Gruven was feding cheerful.

"See, warm westher, clean water an’ abit o' food. Good, en?' Ribrow and Rawback continued eating in
slence as Gruven continued, "Dagrab lost the tracks a bit back there, but shelll pick 'em up again. Don't
worry, | won't steer uswrong."

Ribrow spat out ahard bit of stalk, nodding downhill. "Oh, we ain't worried, Chief, but Dagrab doesn't
look too 'appy. 'Ere she comes now, see.”

Scrabbling breathlessy uphill, Dagrab returned to make her report. "Lookslike dl kinds o' stuff growin'
down there on some ledges, Chief. Proper vittles, mushrooms, wild onions, some turnips an' stuff like
that. Only thing isthereésaload of liddle beasts, look like shrews. Good job they never saw me. There's
alot of 'em an' they look well armed, clubs, knives, spears..."

Gruven tossed away a pawful of vetch leaves. "Liddle beasts like shrews, eh, with plenty o' vittlestoo?
Let'sgo an' take alook."

From their vantage point on arocky boulder-strewn spur, the four vermin lay looking down. Far below
were broad terraces above the foothills covered in deposits of rich dluvia soil. The pigmy shrewswere



farming, planting seedlings and gathering in their vegetable crops. Between where they were working and
the high spur where the vermin lay was asteep wasteland of thistle, fern, scree, boulders and shde.

Gruven's smile was one of pure wickedness. "Thisll prob’ly make abit o' mess, but were not interested
in next season's crops, just enough fer afew good meds.”

Putting his shoulder to arounded boulder, he pushed it over the edge, calling to the others, "Come on,
send some rocks down that Sope!”

The boulders hit the stegp incline, bouncing and setting other boulders and shalebanks on the move
wherever they struck, smashing fern beds, crushing thistles and sending huge masses of screeinto a
thundering avaanche. Pigmy shrews scattered hither and thither, squedling in panic as the mountain
thundered down on them, crushing anybeast not swift enough to avoid the destruction.

Gruven laughed until tears rolled down his cheeks. The plan wasworking. "Hahahaha! It'slike droppin'
pebbles an' sand on ants, hahahaha! Lookit 'em, they don't know which way t'run fer the best, hahahal

The three other vermin caught his mood and began tipping more boulders over the edge onto the
crestures below.

"Whoohoo! Lookathat 'un runnin’. Hoho, 'estripped an’ fell!"

"Watch me get those two 'idin' belind that rowan tree!”

"Heehee, that liddle one just vanished under aload o' shalel™

They watched until the massive landdide subsided. Gruven leaned on his sword and smirked at his
companions. "That'll teach 'em, fillin' their bellieswhile therés'ungry Juskawarriors sarvin' up ‘ere.

Theré'sagood few baskets full o' fresh picked food down there that never got buried. Told yer |
wouldn't steer ye wrong, didn't I? Let's dide down there an’ see wot the pickin'sarelike.”

Nimbalo jumped at the sudden rumbling and clattering that echoed through the cavern.
"Gresat seasons, wot's that, mate? Thunder'n’lightnin' again?'

Alfik scrambled up the streambank to the curtaining waterfal that shielded the entrance. " Stay. Not
thunder'n’lightnin’, that rockfall, not safe. Stay!™

Nimbalo made to follow him, but was stopped by Tagg's strong paw. "Best stop here, mate. These
creatures know their own mountain best. That rockfall sounds bad!"

They waited until the rumblings ceased. Therewas abrief slence, then the Cavemob shrews began
chattering wildly and moving toward the cave entrance. Bodjev headed them off, calling for cam.

" Shushupp, shushupp, alabeast! Nogo, stay ‘ere. Alfik cleverwise son, know best. Wait, wait 'til Alfik
comeback!"



The wait was rather along one. Anxious shrewswho had family and friends outside chattered away
intermin-ably to one another. Nimba o covered his ears, screwing hisface up.

"The blinkin' noise that lot are makin' is worse than the rockfall."

Tagg nodded sympatheticaly. "Aye, but they've probably got kin out there and they're worried. | wish
Alfik would come back. Hope he'sdl right.”

Virtualy asthe otter finished speaking, Alfik came splashing hurriedly through the watery cascade and
made Straight for Tagg. "Death be's out there, lotsa death, much hurted Cavemobs. Four beasts too,
biggabeasts, mebbe yore size, big knifes, spear, lookaike bad. Muchbad!”

The big otter drew his blade, histattooed face grim. "Bodjev, you and your shrews stay here for awhile.
Wait abit before you follow me. | know who those beasts must be, and | don't want any of the
Cavemob hurt because of me!”

Nimbalo picked up aflint-studded club and followed his friend to the entrance. Tagg shook his head.
"Not thistime, mate. Thisis something I've got to do aone!”

The harvest mouse brushed by him. "No mate o' minefights standin’ done, | don't carewot ye say. I'm
goin' with ye, Tagg. If there'sfour of ‘em you'll need somebeast to watch yore back, no arguments!”

Tagg flashed him aquick smile. "Youreared pa, Nimbao the Sayer!"

Amid the devadtation they had caused to the nestly farmed terraces, the four vermin laughed amid
falen boulders and dead pigmy shrews, calloudy feeding themsdaves. Gruven stuffed fresh button
mushroomsinto his mouth, grabbing at Dagrab as she passed with a basket.

"Strawberries! Why didn't ye tell me there was strawberries 'ere? Gimme some o' those, ye greedy rat!"
He spat out the mushrooms and began stuffing strawberries.

Ribrow had abasket part filled with scallions. He munched on a bunch and belched loudly. "Nothin' like
fresh-picked veggibles. 'Ere, mate, dyer want some?’ He held out the basket to agroaning pigmy shrew,
buried to the chest in rubble, with blood crusting upon his brow. "Doesn't know wot's good fer im,"
Ribrow scoffed. " 'E don't want none. Rawback, chuck some of that celery over 'ere, will ye?’

Rawback was nibbling on some tender young carrots. He threw the celery, but it missed Ribrow's
outstretched paw, landing on the back of a dead shrew. Ribrow shot him alook of disgust.

"l ain't gonna eat that now. Y ore alousy thrower!"

Gruven pulled aface and stood up, patting his ssomach. "Too many strawberries gives me the gripes.
Anythin' el se that lookstasty 'round 'ere?’

He turned to scan the far end of what had been the Cavemob shrews terrace field and saw Tagg, il
somefair distance away. For an instant, shock rooted the stoat to the spot. But then he sprang into
action. Without aword he ran off down the mountainside in the opposite direction. When Dagrab saw
him hurtling off through the rubble and into agrove of rowans, she forgot the strawberry in her paw.



"Wheresthe Chief off to?"
Rawback |ooked up and saw Tagg thundering toward them. "Y aaaargh! The Taggerung!”

They legped up and fled like sparrows from a hawk, in the direction Gruven had taken. Ribrow was
dightly dower than Dagrab or Rawback, and his paw struck asharp rock. Legping and yelping, he
hobbled asfast as he could, until asinewy paw caught the back of his neck in aferocious grip. Tagg spun
the stoat around and stunned him with aresounding blow from hisrudder.

Nimbal o had now reached the aval anched area and was ydling, "Tagg, mate, thereswounded an'
injured all over the place'ere. Lend apaw, will you? Y ou've got to 'elp me with ‘em!”

For amoment Tagg was torn by indecision. He looked in the direction Gruven, Dagrab and Rawback
had taken, his eyes blazing hatred, his whole body quivering as he strove to control himsdlf. Then, hauling
the unconscious Ribrow over his shoulder, he growled, ™Y ou'll do for now. | ‘Il track those other three
down. They can't run fast or far enough with a Taggerung on their trail!"

Driven by fear, Gruven ran like a hunted animal. Some distance behind he could hear what he thought
to be the furious otter coming after him. Actudly it was Dagrab and Rawback trying to catch up with him,
but Gruven did not intend to stop and face the enemy. He pushed on, certain that the other three had run
in different directions, or had been hunted down and dain. He struggled open-mouthed to suck in air, his
paws pounding over rock, grass and earth dike. Behind him he heard the crackle of snapping foliage.
Panic swept over him and he dodged to the left, into an area of boulders, stunted trees and afast-flowing
stream, which bordered the flatlands. He tried to bridge the stream with arunning leap and failed, coming
down with a splash into the shalows bel ow the opposite bank. Hisright footpaw was amost skinned to
the bone as it shot between arock and aroot under the water. A screech of pain welled from histhroat
and he overbalanced to fall backward into the stream.

With their tongues lolling and chests heaving like bellows, Dagrab and Rawback tried to halt at the edge
of the narrow stream, but their momentum carried them diding awkwardly on the damp grassinto the
shdlows below. Scrambling upright, they spat out water, staring openmouthed at Gruven in the shdlows
near the other side. Their leader was lying on his back, trying to scrub mud and water from hiseyesand
wailing piteoudy, "Don't kill me, please! 1t was the others who caused the landdide, | tried to stop them!
Let melivean'I'll 'dp yeto hunt ‘'em down, I'll do anythin’, only spare me, please!" He broke down,
blubbering and pleading.

Rawback waded across and stood over Gruven, alook of loathing and contempt plain on hisvillainous
face.

"Gerrup, yewhimperin'idiot, an' pack in yer whingin'! Tisonly usl"
Gruven dried hiseyes swiftly. "Wherésthe otter? |she comin’ after us?'

Dagrab waded across to study the muddy bankside. "We never 'eard 'im followin' us. So there's no
need fer dl the shoutin' an' cryin'.”

Suddenly Gruven was back to hisold sdf. "'l wasn't cryin'. | wascdlin' out ‘cosI'min pain. If'n yer took
the trouble t'ook, you'd see my footpaw's trapped!”



Rawback grinned wickedly. "Why <0 'tis. 'Ere, let me'dp yer, Chief."

The stoat could have freed the paw ingtantly, but he pretended it was a difficult task. Leaning down on
Gruven's scraped limb, he ignored hisleader's cries, wrenching and scraping the hurt footpaw
maicioudy, but kegping hisvoice pleasant.

"There there now, on'y babes cry an' moan. So, you was the one who tried ter stop us causin' the
landdide, eh? Ain't you the big brave Juskazann. Y oung Gruven theterror, en? All we could 'ear on the
journey was 'ow you was goin' to day the otter. All those 'orrible things you wuz goin' tdo when yelad
paws on 'im. Hoho, soon as ye clapped eyes on the Taggerung you took off, like a butterfly from a
jackdaw. Wot "appened, O Mighty One? Why didn't ye stand an' fight like yore mamatold yer to?"

Gruven pushed Rawback aside and wrenched hisfootpaw free. "Why didn't you, or you, Dagrab? Y ore
supposed to be veteran trackers an' killers. I'd ‘ave taken that otter on if'n you two cowards would've
stayed t'back me up. Aye, we could've done with Valug an' Eeferathere too. They ran long afore the
otter showed up. Though if'n they ain't trackin' 'im, wot are they up to?"

Dagrab pointed at the bankside. "Well, well soon know when we catch up wid ‘em. There's Eeferas
pawprints. Weasdsain't 'ard to reckernize. Aye, an' Valug's il with 'im. See the scratches off'n''is
bowtip an' the deep prints 'e made leverin' 'imsalf over the banktop? They're 'eaded west by the look o'

things”
Gruven dapped cooling mud on his scraped limb, binding adock lesf to it with weed strands, then stood
up and tested his balance.

"Right, werre goin' after those two dybeasts. 'Tisdl clear tme now. They knew dl aong that the otter'd
never show ‘isface near a Juskacamp again, an' no clanbeast'd ever comethisfar from our territory to
check any story they might tell. So all they do isturn up back at camp an' tell Grissoul that we're al deed,
the otter too, an' next thing y'know they're clan chiefs. That'sit!"

Rawback climbed to the banktop, shaking hishead. "Y eve got it right, 'cept fer one thing. Only one of
‘em’ll makeit back to camp. Ain't no room fer two chiefs. I'll wager 'tisVallug who returns done. 'E wuz

awaysthe deadliest dayer.”

Dagrab climbed up beside Rawback. "Huh, that's wot you say, but Eeferaain't no foal. I've tracked
aongsde that weasd many atime, an' they don't come any dyer. Valug'sbig an' powerful, but my bet is
that the one who makes it back'll be ole Eefera. 'E'sthe craftier of the two.”

Gruven scrambled to the banktop, motioning them to move off. "I don't carewhich one'tis, I'll dice'is
‘ead off with this sword as soon as we make it back to camp. All you two's gottaremember isthat |
killed the otter. Stick to that story an' I'll promote ye both to Chief Trackers. Y ou can ‘ave yore own
followers, give yer own orders, an' live off the cream o' theland. Now let's get goin' while theres il

plenty o' daylight!"

Chapter 19



Every fourth summer, Skipper and his ottercrew went off to a Hullaba oo. They would follow streams
and rivers down to the shores of the great sea, where they would meet up with other otter crews and
many of the sea ottersfrom the far north. Hullaba oo was afedtival that could last until autumn, aslong as
the otters were having fun. Meeting old friends and relatives, sporting in the waves, singing, dancing and
lighting bonfires each night on the beach for the inevitable feasts was good rough fun, of the sort that
ottercrews enjoy immensdly.

Skipper and his crew marched out of Redwall's gates that morning, waving, cheering, and promising to
bring back lots of shellsfor the Dibbuns. Mherastood out on the path with her friends, calling goodbyes
and fluttering kerchiefs until the otters merged into the sun-shimmering distance of theflatlands.

Fwirl accompanied the ottermaid back inside the Abbey. "Why didn't you go with them, Mhera?
"Twould be alovely holiday for you and your mama."

Mhera shrugged. "Weve not been part of any crew for many seasons now. Skipper said we were
welcometo join them, but there's too much to be done here, Fwirl. Friar Bobb couldn't do without
Mama; she loves the kitchens as much as he does. Asfor me, well, I've got my riddle to solve and
Creggato watch over. Besides, | like Redwall in summer. There's dways something going on."

Fwirl linked pawswith her friend. "I do too. Haha, were both becoming aregular old pair of
Abbeybeasts. Come on, | promised Broggle that I'd help your mamaand Friar Bobb to get lunch ready.
It won't be too difficult, with twoscore otters out of the way. Race you to the kitcheng!"

Even though the lunch that day was a splendid one, Mhera sat toying with her plate of celery and
chestnut bake, rearranging the sdlad surrounding it into random patterns. A leaden lump in her chest
would not alow her to enjoy the food. Failure weighed heavily upon the ottermaid. Raucous laughter
from thefar table, where Drogg Cellarhog and old Hoarg were chalenging one another to imaginary feats
of eating, did nothing to lift her spirits.

Drogg was gesturing airily with awooden spoon. "1 could chase down a chestful o' chestnuts with
cherry juicewing!™

Hoarg smiled patronizingly over hisglasses at thiseffort. "1 could purloin aportion o' pearsan’ pop 'em
down with apot o' pennycress cordid!"

And so the banter went back and forth.

"Ho, ye could, could ye? Well, you'd best step aside when | attack an Abbeyful of applesan’ ask for an
ampledlocation of de afterward!"



"Step asde? | step aside for nobeast, whether it be a hallowed hedgehog, an officious otter, a seasoned
squirrel, amutterin' mole or a befuddled badger!™

Boorab, who was referee, rapped old Hoarg's paw with an oatfarl. "Foul, sah! Infringement of the rules.
Y ou changed your initid |etter no lessthan five times an’ never jolly well mentioned food once. You lose
two points, old chap, an' that dice o' fruitcake. No kerfufflin', penalty must be accepted!”

Amid gaes of laughter, the hare stole adice of fruitcake from Hoarg's plate and bolted it. The younger
element began calling, "Y ou have ago, Mr. Boorab, go on, show ‘em how 'tis done!"

Boorab gulped the fruitcake down and obliged. "Ahem! | could Smply scoff sixty-sx sticks of celery
Sseparatdy, swalow seventeen swigs o' sweet cider an' sensationdly scrunch aselection of sdlad whilst
amperin’ smilin' and singin’ soulfully to serenade Sister Alkanet's stern stares!™ Amid hoots of merriment
he bowed to the Sigter. "So sorry your name didn't begin with an S, marm!™

She rose abruptly and carried her plate and beaker off to another table, where she sat glaring frotily at
the fungters. "Ridiculous Grown Redwadllers behaving like naughty Dibbung!™

Boorab bounded over and plonked himsalf down aongside Mhera, attempting to cheer her up.

"l say, wot? Pretty young thing like y'sdlf gittin' there with aface on you likeafrog who'slogt hisfiddle.
Y'best hurry up an' jolly well smile, or you'll stick like that, ask Sister Alkanet. She knows all about that
stuff. Her face stuck like that when she was an infant, doncher know, missed her mouth an' poured a
bowl of custard down her ear, never smiled since, wot!"

Creggas huge paw lifted the hareright out of his seet. "Away with you and leave my friend Mhera
done"

Asheroseintheair, Boorab took Mheras plate of lunch with him. "Er, right you are, mighty marm. |
say, you don't mind me taking thiswith me, wot. Save it bein' wasted. Can't abide waste, y'know."

Mherardieved him of the plate and returned it to the table. ™Y ou can have it if you apologize to Sister
Alkanet about the rude and unkind remarks you made about her!"

The Badgermum stroked Mheras cheek softly. "He's right, you know. Sitting there scowling won't solve

Mhera pushed the plate of food away. "1'm sorry, Cregga, it'sjust that | haven't the time to fool about.
I'm just so angry with mysdif that | can't solve the mystery of the green cloth with the writing on. | need to
get away on my own, so | canthink clearly. It'snoisy in here.”

Lifting her head, the badger checked the chattering, the clatter of plates and the scraping of chairswith
her keen senses.

"Hmm, it israther boisterous, but then summer lunchtimes are usudly likethis. Y ou've never noticed
because a certain ottermaid named Mherais normdly part of it al. Would you like to go up to my room
for abit?'

"I'd loveto. Thanks, Creggal"



The Badgermum put her head on one side asiif pondering something. "Wait. Maybe it'd be better if you
went up and took arest in theinfirmary sickbay. It's nice and quiet in there, you know."

Mhera could not help pulling awry face a this suggestion. "1 don't fed ill. Why should | go to the
Sckbay?'

Cregga shrugged. "No urgent reason redly, but | was just thinking. Abbess Song loved to take anap up
there when it was empty. Sheliked the room, said it was both cool and clean.”

Mherarose from the table. "Clean and cool. Good. I'll giveit atry."

Boorab came to the table when Mhera had |eft. He reached for the leftover luncheon, but Cregga's paw
closed over his. "Well, sah, did you apologize gracioudy to Siter Alkanet?"

"Yith, marb, | dibb!"
Creggafrowned. "What are you talking like that for?*
"| 'pologithed add webt to kitth hurr paw.”

Creggatrandated. "Y ou apologized and went to kiss her paw, isthat what you're trying to say? What
happened?’

"The Thithter thmacked bee innanode wib a pudden thpoon!"

Cregganodded approvingly. "Sister Alkanet smacked you in the nose with a pudding spoon. Well, good
for her! Doesit hurt?'

"Yith. It thmarth!"
"Oh, | see. And do you look unhappy?"
"Udhabby? Ob courth | lukk udhabby!"

Creggadlowed him to take the plate. "Well, there you are, Boorab, but don't forget to smile, or you'll
dick like that, remember!™

Boorab wandered off, muttering darkly, "Thmile? Huh, she bight thigg I'b laffig add gibb be anudder
thock wib ‘er pudden thpoon!*

It wasindeed quiet, peaceful and clean in thelittle sickbay. Mheralay down on atruckle bed and
gazed around. The room had awonderful old aromaof verbena. A warm circle of sunlight, coming
through thesmdl circular
window, shone on the far wall like apink sun in a sandstone sky, the sandy stresksin the stone appearing
to her mind asfaint cloud layers. Sherecalled a couple of spring days she had spent in the sickbay, one
season when she was very young. Sister Alkanet had treated her for a sprained footpaw. The Sister had
not been stern with her, but kindly and considerate. Maybe she was different when not on duty. There
was ascroll, opened out and fixed to the back of the door, with a poem written on it in beautiful



copperplate script. The edges were wreathed in artistically painted fruits and flowers. Mheraread the
poem to hersdf as shelay there, feding calm and rested.

White campion rooted from its bed,

Will curethe pains of aching head,

For onewho can't deep easlly,

Thenusevdeian . . . sparingly.

If ague and fever hang about,

Wild angelica hounds them out.

For wounds of sword and spear or arrow,

The plant to hed them dl isyarrow,

Placed O'er the scars where cuts have been,

Dock and sanicle keep al clean.
Use waterparsnip and whitlow grass,
Onwarts and swellings, they'll soon pass.
And when the snuffles and sniffs are seen,
Just drive them out with wintergreen,
And oft the wise ones do report,

Keep them at bay with pepperwort,
Whilst maidensfull of hedlth and cheer,
Dab sweet woodruff behind each ear!

Mherasmiled, recalling the time when she and Floburt were fascinated with the aromaof sweet
woodruff. They had persuaded Friar Bobb to make them aflask of the wonderful vanilla-perfumed scent.
However, both maids used it so liberally on ears, throat and pawsthat it became overpowering.
Redwallers complained at dinner and Cregga Badgermum ordered them both to eet outsdein the
orchard. Of course, she had been alot younger then, and Floburt nought but a Dibbun. Slumber
overcamethe ottermaid as she lay there reminiscing. With her dreams bygone events came back to
sadden her: the sight of her mother weeping over an empty cradle, the chubby, fuzzy babewith a
flowermark on his paw. Her brother. Had he lived, Deynawould be abig strong otter of almost sixteen
seasons now. Her father, lifting her up and kissing her before he left with the babe, so proud of hislittle

son and his pretty daughter. She missed her father so much.

Mhera awoke weeping. There was somebeast tapping upon the sickbay door. Hastily wiping her eyes



on the coverlet, she called out, "Please comein!"
Fwirl and Broggle peeped around the door.

"Creggatold uswed find you here." Fwirl ran straight to Mheraand put a paw about her. "Oh, dear,
you've been crying. Areyou dl right?'

The ottermaid sniffed, dabbing at her eyes with the worn green coverlet from the bed. "It wasjust a
dream. Silly of meredlly, I'll bedl right inamoment. A creature of my seasons, weeping like aDib—"

Suddenly, Mheraburied her nose completely in the coverlet, her whole body stiffening.
Broggle tugged the coverlet gently. "What isit, Mhera? What's the matter?'
Shethrust the coverlet at her friends. "Smdl! It'slilacs!”

Asthey put their nosesto it, Mherafet the cloth's texture. "It's very old, and homespun. It's green, too,
faded green, just like the scrap of cloth from the bell tower beam!™

Therefollowed a shuffling sound, coupled with paws tapping againgt thewall. Cregga entered the
Sickbay.

Fwirl could not contain hersalf. Words rushed from her mouth. "Oh, Cregga, oh, mum, look what
Mherasfound. Sorry, you can't look, can you? Fed this, smdll it, what does it remind you of 7

Sitting down on the bed, Cregga did as she was bid. "Hmm, now don't tell me. It'sa coverlet, the sort
Sister Alkanet usesto keep the sheetsfrom getting dusty. Am | right?”

Mheras voice rose dmost to asquesak. "It smells of lilacsand it's old green homespun!”

Creggalay back againgt the pillows and sighed. "Think | ate too much lunch. Oh, istherewriting on it
anywhere?'

Mherafound it immediately, below the hem shewas holding. A singleword, which she read out dowly.
"PITTAGALL. All in capitd letters again, running down-ward." She pursed her lips, seething with
frustration. "First we had HITTAGALL, now wevegot PITTAGALL. Well, that'sagreat help, | don't
think!"

Cregga nestled her head comfortably into the pillows. "What were you expecting to find?"

The ottermaid gestured helplessly. "Something . . . | don't know. Maybe an object thet'll tell uswho the
next Abbess or Abbot of Redwall isto be. Something solid and positive | could recognize plainly, not al
thisHITTAGALL and PITTAGALL nonsense!”

Cregga heaved hersdf from the bed. "Well, I'm not going to get avery good nap here. | think I'll goto
my room and rest in my chair." She waved them away as she felt her way out of the sickbay. "No need
to help me, 1 can make it on my own quite easily. I'll leave you young 'uns here to solve your puzzles.
Don't get too angry with yoursdlf, Mheramy dear. Y oull cometo asolution if you giveit alittle thought
and time. Patience, my friend, patience.”

When Cregga had gone, Mhera and Fwirl found some shears and aneedle and thread in Sister



Alkanet's cupboard. They set about snipping the worded piece from the coverlet and sewing anew hem
right dong the edge. Broggle watched them, asmile hovering on his pudgy face.

"Y ou'll excuse me saying, misses, but you aren't very good seamstresses, are you? Here, you'd better let
me do that."

Mhera could not help laughing at the crooked line of stitching she and Fwirl had worked on. She gave
the coverlet to Broggle. "Thanks, pa. | was always pretty dreadful with needle and thread.”

Fwirl frowned. "1 thought we were doing quite well, but I've had no experience of needlework, so how
would | know?1'd loveto learn how to do it properly, though.”

The assstant cook took out hislittle kitchen knife and began unpicking the haphazard stitching. "Would
you redly, Fwirl? Then watch me and I'll show you. It's quite Smple once you get the hang of it.”

Mheratook the lettered cloth to the round window and studied it while Broggle, who was an extremely
quick and neat worker, ingtructed Fwirl in needlework. The ottermaid soon gave up staring at the scrap
of cloth and stood gazing out of the window, to where Durby and his Dibbun chums had finished eating
their woodland trifle with meadowcream topping. Trundling from the gatehouse, carrying the empty basin
between them, they were making for the pond. Mhera could see their happy little faces, al with beards
and mustaches of meadowcream, and she wondered what they were up to. They waddled into the
shdlows and began washing the mess from themselves, knowing that they might be saving themsdlves
from athorough bathing by any elder who found them covered in cream and trifle. But, being Dibbuns,
they quickly found better uses for Abbey pondwater than washing, and afull-scae watersplashing beattle
soon broke out. Mhera chuckled to hersdlf as she watched the fun. However, her good humor suddenly
turned to darm. Whilst the rest were splashing one another, they had completely ignored thetiniest
Dibbun of all, Wegg the hedgehog babe. He had |aunched the big beechwood trifle bowl! onto the pond
and clambered into it.

Paws cupped around her mouth, Mherayelled down at them, "Durby, Feegle! Pull that bowl ashore and
oet little Wegg out!" But they were splashing and shouting so loudly that they were oblivious of Mhera's
cdlsfrom the high window.

Broggle looked up from hiswork. "Is that the Dibbuns? What are they up to?

Mhera dashed from the room, calling back to the needleworkers, "Y ou carry on with your task. I'll see
tothid"

She was across the landing, down the stairs and through the Greet Hall like aflash. Whizzing through the
open Abbey doorway, she dmost collided with her mother, who was coming in from the orchard with an
gpron full of fresh pears. Filorn bent to pick up the falen ones, shaking her head.

"Dearie me, the number of times|'vetold that daughter o' mine not to rush. She's as bad as any Dibbun,
even now she'sgrown up!™

Bounding over the lawn toward the south wall, Mhera could see thetrifle bowl well out on thelake as
the splashing Dibbuns sent up waves. They had gtill not noticed the hogbabe's absence. But Wegg saw
Mhera. Standing up in the bowl, he waved histiny paws.

"Meder, Meder, ukkame!™



He toddled to the edge of the bowl and capsized it.

Assgheran, Mherasaw the slvery flash rise close to the surface, then the long high purplish dorsdl fin of
abig maegrayling, closing in on the squeaking hogbabe. Durby and the others saw it too. They stopped
gplashing and began yelling.

"Cumm owt o' thurr, likkle Wegg!"

"Y eeeek, big fish comin' to eat 'im dl up!”

"Out of the waaaaaaay!"

Mherawent sailing over their headsin along powerful dive. It wasdl over in thewink of an eye. She
gtruck the hunting grayling in its midsection, sunning it. Swirling her rudder, the ottermaid did aspinning
turn and grabbed Wegg, then made a bedine for the shalows, with the hogbabe perched on her head,
giggling asif it weredl agreat game.

Filorn had dropped her pears and set off after Mhera, redlizing that something was amiss. Shewas
followed by Hoarg, Broggle, Drogg and Sister Alkanet. They arrived at the pool in timeto see Mhera
come to land with Wegg. Before they could ask what had happened, Durby, Feegle and the other
Dibbuns were relating the adventure en masse.

"Eegurt fisher, bigger as ee h'Abbey, eated Wegg dl oop!*

"Meeyradived up intheair, right right up to th'sky!"

"Boi 'okey, roight daown ee gurt fisher's mouth 'urr go'd!”
"Y ehyeh an' she pulled likkle Wegg out an' svimmed away wiv ‘im!"
Filorn felt Mheras sodden robe. Y ou're soaked, miss. Is everybeast dl right?

Mhera passed the hogbabe to her mother. "They'refine. Thisonewent sailing in your trifle bowl. Hefell
inand agrayling went after him, but | got him back safe”

Sigter Alkanet pointed a paw severdly in front of her. "Y ou Dibbuns, form aline, right there. Just look at
the dreadful stateyou lot arein!™

1 langing their heads and shuffling paws, the Abbeybabesfdl in line. Drogg Cellarhog eyed them sternly.
"Wot've you been tole about goin' in the pool by yoresalves, en?!

Before they could answer, Sister Alkanet opened Feegle's mouth and peered at her tongue. "Ugh!
Pondwater, sand and | don't know what you've been swallowing. Right, follow meto theinfirmary. Tisa
dose of agrimony physick al ‘round and agood bath in clean water and soapwort for al of you. Better
bring Wegg adong too, Miz Florn!"

The ottermum felt sorry for the Dibbuns, but she knew aswell asthey did that |essons must be learned.
She kept astraight face as she asked accusingly, "And pray tell me, where's my best trifle bowl ?"

Durby tried one of hismost winning molesmiles. "Et be's daown unner ee ponder, missus. Ee gurt fishes
makin' troiflein et, tho' not as noice asyourn, moi deariel”



Filorn wagged an admonitory paw at the Dibbuns. "Well, | can't make any more woodland trifleswith
meadowcream if | don't have my favorite bowl, no more ever. Now d'you see what your disobedience
and naught-iness have cost you?' The Dibbunswere led off wailing heartbrokenly.

When they had gone, Mherawaded back into the pond. She waved to her mother. " Seeing as I'm wet
aready, I'll go and get it back.”

Boorab touched hisinjured nose gingerly. "I'b glad deb liddle 'unsre geddin' physicked ad nodd bee.
Blurgh! 1d tasthes like boiled frogth!"”

Old Hoarg agreed heartily with the hare. "1 mind one time she physicked me for abad tummy. Phwarr! |
sworel'd die afore | took the Sster's physick again.”

Mhera emerged from the pool carrying the bowl. "Theat old grayling looks asif he'sin need of some
medicine. | had to butt him real hard. Couldn't take a chance on letting him get to little Wegg."

Filorn patted her daughter's soggy back gratefully. ™Y ou did the right thing. Thank you, my desar. I'd have
missed this bowl very much. Y our father madeit for me. | think you're as good aswimmer as he ever
was, Mhera. Up you go now. Dry off and get out o' those wet robes. There's fresh onesin my linen

Drogg Cdlarhog watched Mhera squelch off back to the Abbey. "Y ou got awunnerful daughter there,
marm. Anybeast'd be proud to ‘ave 'er askin!"

Chapter 20

It was evening when Mhera came back down from her room. She had taken a short nap, cleaned hersdlf
up and dressed in asoft magnoliarobe with abrown cord girdle. She found Broggle and Fwirl sitting
together in the orchard.

"Hédllo, you two. Well, Fwirl, how was your sewing lesson?"'

Broggle pulled aface and held his paws up. "Don't even ask, Mheral We'd just finished with that
coverlet when in marches the good Sister with acrowd of muddy wet Dibbuns. She made us help her to



physick and bathe them."
Mherawinked and smiled a Fwirl. "That's Sister Alkanet for you!"

"But that wasn't dl," the squirrelmaid went on to explain. " She admired our needlework so much that she
found usalot of old sheetsthat needed repairing. So now | know al about sawing, thanks to you cutting
apiece from the coverlet. That sarted it al!"

Thethree friendswere ill laughing when Foburt and Egburt came running aong.

"Hi there. Have you put your names down for the wall race?’

Mhera clapped a paw to her brow. "Great seasons, 1'd forgotten. Isit this evening? Come on, pals.
Wed better get to the gatehouse!

Fwirl was al agog. "What'sawall race? Can | take part?’

Broggle chuckled at his pretty friend's esgerness. "Of course you can, Fwirl; you should be good t it.
Everybeast who enters has to nominate how they'll run, wal or grass. The grass runnersrun dongside the
wal on the ground, but the wall runners go aong the parapet of the ramparts. The race starts from the
threshold over the gatehouse, and you run right ‘round the four walls back to the starting spot. Anybesast
can enter, but it's usualy the good runners who win. The edersjust watch.”

They gave their namesto Hoarg. Egburt, Floburt, Mheraand Fwirl nominated to go by the wall. Gundil
and quite afew other moles, who were not fond of heights, nominated to go on the grass course. Fwirl
asked the mole what the prize was, and Gundil touched his snout knowingly.

"E€ |l soon foind owt if'n eewins, bootiful miz, hurr hurr!”
Foremole Brull marshaed the runners on the grass, kindly alowing the Dibbun entrants agtarting line far
ahead of the rest. She kept pointing and explaining to the little ones, Y ou'm goes thataway. Amember

naow . . . thataway ee be runnen!”

Up on the pargpet old Hoarg was lining the walltop runnersin position. Alongside Egburt, Fwirl watched
the antics of Foremole Brull and the Dibbuns curioudly.

"What's the Foremol e telling them, FHoburt?*

The hedgehog chuckled as she explained, " She's telling them which way to go. When the race darts,
some of thelittle'uns are so dozy that they run al over the place, in the opposite direction, back to the
Abbey, wherever. Last time some of them ended up dashing into the pool or straight into the gatehouse.
Y ou can never tell with Dibbuns, they get so excited.”

Fwirl watched the Dibbuns dancing up and down, their faces dight, chattering to one another in baby
tak. “Hahaha, blesstheir little heartd"

Boorab's nose had recovered sufficiently for him to start the race. He stood on the gatehouse steps,
holding ayelow flag, which had once been agrain sack.

"All contestants pay attention please for the annua wal'n'grassrace, wot! Y'must observethejolly old



rules. No shovin' or pushin’. Straight 'round the wall boundaries an’ back here, no shortcuts or secret
routes. Right ho, chapsn'chapesses, good luck to everybeast an' let's have agood clean race. Readly ...
ony'marks, get .......... go!"

The runnerstook off helter-skelter, both on the grass and aong the ramparts. Mherawas out in front,
with Foburt and amouse named Birre, al running neck and neck. Cregga stayed on the threshold with
the other elders. She grabbed Friar Bobb's paw, her sightless eyes blinking rapidly. "What's happening?
Who'sinthelead? Tdl me, tdl mel"

The Friar began shouting an excited commentary for her benefit. "Mhera, Floburt and Birrd areleading,
though only just now, Egburt is nearly up there with them. Oh, ook out! Great seasons, here comes our
Broggle, and Filorn too. | never knew those two could run like that. Oh, gresat flyin' fur an' footpaws,
what in the name of thunder isthat?'

Creggasmiled knowingly. "Our pretty Fwirl, I'll bet!™

Old Hoarg was waving his stick and roaring, " She's whipped right past 'em dl, legpin’ dong the
battlement tops. | never seen aught likeit. Fwirl'sgoin' like astreak o' red lightnin'. Go on, young ‘un, you
show 'em the way 'round!"

Everybeast yelled their admiration for the newest Redwaller. Friar Bobb turned his attention to the grass
runners. "The ground racers have just turned the sou'west corner, it's Gundil in the lead, goin’ bravely,
with three molemaids on histail. They've just gone behind the bushes on the south wall. Hohoho, Durby
and Feegle have skirted the bushes and are running over to the orchard asif they mean business!"

Drogg Cdlarhog groaned. "My pore strawberry patch!™

Fwirl wastugging old Hoarg's deeve. "Excuse me, sir, 1 think I'm first back.”

The ancient gatehouse keeper stared in amazement at her. "But. .. but... the others are on'y midway
aong the north walltop!”

Asthelast of thewal runners camein there was much paw-shaking and back-dapping. All atention
was now riveted on the grass runners down below. Gundil was only leading by awhisker, with two

hedgehogs and the three molemaids pounding amost dongside him. Mhera, Broggle and Fwirl cheered
their molefriend on uproarioudy.

"Keegp going, Gundil, keep going!"
"Don't look back, keep going, you can do it, Gundil!"

Panting and blowing like abellows, the worn-out mole staggered past the wallgate to win the grassrace,
amid wild cheers.

Both winners were carried back into the Abbey shoulder high. Fwirl looked down at Broggle asthey
went in. "What happens now?'

Broggle had no time to answer before lusty singing broke ot.

"Hail both the winners,



Who raced 'round our wall,

On asummer soltice eve,

Thelongest day of dl.

Vaiant and flegt of paw,

Tributesthey'll receive,

Lord and Lady victors,

On thismidsummer'sevel”

A ceremony had been prepared in honor of Fwirl and Gundil, who were both draped in woven reed
cloaks, their heads garlanded with wreaths of primrose and kingcup. Drogg Cellarhog, who had donned
aclean gpron for theritud, rolled in abarrel, its staves dyed pink, and upended it in the center of Great
Hall. Both winners were presented with artistically carved and polished tankards made from the bole of
an emtree. Drogg did not bother knocking a spigot into the cask bung, but raised abig coopering mallet
and addressed himsdlf to the winning pair.

"Ten summersago | laid down thisbarrel of strawberry fizz to mature, and now you will bethefirst to
tagteit. Only those who have your permission may dip their bowls, flagons or tankardsinto the barrdl.
For you have won thetitlesfor one night only of Lord an' Lady Strawberry. And well deserved, saysI!"

He swung the malet and stove in the cask head with atremendous crash, causing everybeast nearby to
be drenched in ddicious pink strawberry fizz.

"Broggle, come and have some!™ Fwirl cried over the cheering.

"Hurr, miz, that bain't eeway to do &t," Gundil whispered in her ear. "Usn's got to drink furgt!”

They dipped their new tankards in and quaffed off agood mouthful each. Fwirl squeaked in surprise. It
was thefirg time she had ever tasted the wonderful cordid. "Yeek! I'm full of fizzy bubbles! It's
marveloud"

Gundil ingtructed her on how to invite othersto shareit. He held forth histankard to Cregga and recited:
"Whoi, 'tis 0 delishus an' so gudd that oi think,

Oi'll hiinvite ee Badgermumto join oi in adrink!™

Cregga dipped her bowl into the barrel and bowed to Gundil.

"Why, thank you, Lord Strawberry, I'll drink right willingly,

To good health and long seasons, and to your victory!"

Fwirl caught on to the rhyme instantly and called again to Broggle.

"Why, 'tis so delicious and so good that | think,



I'll invitemy friend Broggleto join mein adrink!"

Willing paws pushed the bashful young squirrelcook forward. He dipped his begker in the barrel and
bowed to the pretty squirrdmaid.

"Why, thank you, Lady Strawberry, I'll drink right willingly,
To good health and long seasons, and to your victory!"

Everybeast stood on tip-paw, raising the drinking vessal's and shouting out to the winning pair to grant
them permission to sup the fizz. Trays of specia nut shortbreads were brought out and served. Fwirl and
Gundil, between gulps of the drink, dispensed permis-sions as speedily asthey could. Music and dancing
broke out amid the scene of happy revelry.

Fwirl placed her garland on Filorn's head, and threw a paw about Mhera, her eyes shining. "'l never
realized what a good runner your mamais, for her seasons, that is. Y ou ran agreat race, marm!”

Filorn raised her besker. "But not as swift asyou, pretty one!™

Brogglejoined them, clapping apaw to hismouth. "Whoo! Thisfizzislively stuff. Best old Drogg's ever
made, I'd say. Well, Fwirl, if you've decided to stay a Redwall, well never win thewall race again, none
of ud"”

Fwirl draped her cloak about his shoulders. "Well, I'll be the starter next time, | won't volunteer asa
runner." She held up apaw and did avery good imitation of Boorab. "Wot wot, | say, you chaps, get in
linethere, no shovin' or jolly old shortcuts, you rotters, wot wot! "

Mherajoined in the laughter, but stopped when she caught sight of Trey, the youngest mousein the
Abbey, weeping over by the main door. Pushing her way through the revelers, shereached hisside.
"Dearie me, abig fdlow like you crying? What's the matter, Trey?"

"Uswent onnarace again, men'Durby'n'Feegle," the mousebabe explained between sobs. "Werun like

big 'unsonnawall. Then Durby'n'Feegle run like Miz Furl onnabakklemints, but they felled off over
dwdl!"

Torchesflared in the midsummer night and criesrang out over the darkened Abbey grounds as
Redwallers dashed to the wals. Throwing little Trey up on his shoulders, Boorab sped dong thewall
topswith Broggle, Filorn, Mheraand Fwirl in attendance, pumping Trey for information as he went.

"Where were they when they fdll, old fellah? Here, over there, by the threshold, north wall, where?'

Mherafollowed the direction of the mousebabe's pointing paw. "He's pointing to the center of the east
wadl."

They arrived panting at the location. Fwirl legped up onto the battlements. "Wasit here, Trey?'

The Dibbun nodded dumbly. Broggle looked palein the torchlight. "If they'd fallen thisway they



wouldve landed here on the parapet. Did they fall over into the woodlands, little 'un?’

Agan Trey merely nodded. Mheras voice was laden with concern. "Tell us, Trey, when did this
happen? Just now?"

Thistime the mousebabe shook his head. Mhera questioned further. "How long ago was it? Why didn't
you run and tell us sraightaway?"

Trey played with the bells on Boorab's ears as he confessed wanly, "It "appen long ago when al went
innah’Abbey. Durby say nottatell anybeast we playin' onnawall. They fdled off an' | comed innaHall.
Trey frykkinned to tell, get sended uppa bed!”

Boorab shouted down to old Hoarg. "Get the main gate open, old chap. Search party needed outside!"

Fwirl did not need an open gate. She vanished over the wall with eye-blurring speed. Mheraissued
instructions as she raced for the east wallsteps. "WEe'll use the east wicker gate, it'll be quicker. Mama,
take Trey insde Broggle, Mr. Boorab, follow me, well need your torchesfor light!"

The lock on the east wicker gate was stiff, but a solid kick from the hare's long back paws shot it open.
Thelittle gate creaked as they dashed out into the woodlands.

Fwirl was dready out alongside the trees growing closest to thewall, her pretty face grim asthe light fell
on it. She spoke the words they were dreading to hear. "There's no sign of them!™

Blazing torches and lantern lightsflickered dl around the outside perimeter of Redwall Abbey's outer
walls. Search parties chased up and down, looking for the lost Dibbuns, hoping that they would naturaly
have followed the wall around to the main gate. Mhera was rounding a huge sycamore when abig paw
fell on her shoulder. She sighed with rdlief at the sound of Creggasvoice.

"Mbhera, isthat you? Any sgn of them yet?'
"I'm afraid not, Cregga. It'sasif thelittle rogues vanished into thin air.”

Worriedly the Badgermum sniffed the night air. "I don't like this, theré'stoo many out here. Those
without torches or lanterns could get lost. M ossflower Wood is a very deceptive place, particularly at
night. Everybeast is out here, even the elders, and that's not good. One spark from atorch, or afalen
lantern, could cause aforest firel™

It was aterrible thought, but true. Mhera clenched her paws. "Right, get them to search insde the walls.
Durby and Feegle may have wandered back in through the open gate. I'll take Broggle, Fwirl and
Boorab, and well continue to look out here. L eave the east wicker gate gjar, so we can report in if
they'refound. Keep Sister Alkanet close, tell her to have medicinesready, and splintstoo. They might
have broken limbs from the fal and could be lying out here unconscious somewhere. Will you do thet, my
friend?'

Cregga patted the ottermaid's cheek. "Good thinking, Mhera. I'll have Drogg |eave some fresh torches
unlit, by the wicker gate. Anything else you need?'

Mherasignaled Boorab over to her side. "Only lots of luck and some early dawn light if we don't find
those two Dibbuns soon!™



Chapter 21

Tagg stood covered in dust and soil, his chest heaving and his paws weary from digging. Nimbalo
squinted at the setting sun asthe last injured pigmy shrews were carried back into the mountain cave,
then gazed sadly around at the deep layers of shale, scree and rocky debris.

"Wdll, mate, we saved dl those we could. No tellin' ‘'ow many pore wretcheslie buried under thislot.
C'mon, there ain't no more we can do 'ere, Tagg. Let's go an' get cleaned up.”

The big otter hung hishead in despair. "None of thiswould've happened if | hadn't come here!™
The harvest mouse cast an eyeto their prisoner. Y er wrong, mate, you mean none o' thiswould've
‘appened if'n that scum an' 'isvermin 'adn't come 'ere. Y ou can't blame yoresdlf. Wrong 'unsiswrong

'uns wherever they goes. Huh, they would've only brought sufferin’ on some other pore beasts.”

Tagg nodded weerily. "Maybe thereé's some truth in that. Come on, you, get moving!" Hetook out his
blade and severed the rope that anchored Ribrow's footpaws to along, heavy piece of shale.

The stoat sumbled upright, rigid with fear. "Y ore goin' to kill me, | know you are!™

Tagg kicked him on hisway to the water-covered cavern entrance. "Not just yet, scumface. There's
some questions | need answersto.”

Ribrow had nothing to lose. "An' wot if | don't answer yer questions, eh?" he snarled back at his captor.
Nimbalo smiled amiably at him. "Then wéll turn yer over tthe kin of those you murdered.”

The remark took al the boldness out of Ribrow. He collapsed in a sobbing heap, pleading pitifully, "No,
please, don't let those beasts gerrat me!™

Tagg grabbed him savagely, pulling him up so fiercdly that hisfootpaws|eft the ground. He held the stoat
at eyeleve, narrowing his eyesto adeep stare of icy hatred.

"If you don't tell mewhat | want to know, you'll wish | had turned you over to the Cavemob tribe by the



time I'm done with you. So you'd best loosen up that tongue of yours!™

When they reached the cave, Nimbalo took arefreshing shower beneath the cascade of cold mountain
water that curtained the entrance. Taking Tagg's blade, he guarded the prisoner whilst the otter did
likewise, energetically washing away the day'sdirt and grit. It was asthey dragged Ribrow to the
cascading screen that they made afortunate discovery. He was afraid of water. The stoat dug his heelsin
and yowled, "No! No! | ain't goin' inter that! Lemme go!™

Tagg smiled a Nimbalo. "Leave thisto me, matey!" Seizing the stoat by histail and the scruff of his
neck, the powerful otter frogmarched him under the waterfal and held him there. Ribrow thrashed about,
unable to escape that relentless grip.

"Owowow! I'm drownin'! Y aaaaargh! Don't drown me!™

Tagg pulled him out, alowed him to get his breath, then shoved him under again, shaking him like arag.
"Tak or | swear I'll drown you! Talk, you black-hearted vermin!"

"Yesyesyes|'ll tak! Get me out! Waaahahhahaaaargh!™

Tagg pulled him out and hurled him to the ground. Alfik emerged from the cavern to issue awarning.
"Not to bring that'n inna Cavemob dwellin', tribe wannarip 'im intabits. My daddy holdem back 'til you
finshwirrim!™

Nimbao winked at the pigmy shrew. "Thanks, mate. Well stay out 'ere tnight an’ keep the stinkin' villain
withus"

Ribrow did talk. He told Tagg everything that had occurred since he left the Juska, leaving nothing out.
Nimbalo heard it dl, but not knowing much about Tagg's past he was rather puzzled until Tagg began

explaning.

The harvest mouse sat listening, nibbling at the supper that Chichwife had passed out to them. "So, this
Sawney Rath, who was pretendin’ to be yore father, '€'s dead. Now yore old tribe's got a new chief,
Gruven Zann, an' that's the beast who's out t'bring yore 'ead back an' prove hissalf boss of the Juska
can,'avel gotit right?'

Tagg added gticksto the smal fire he had built. "That'sit, roughly. My next job isto track Gruven and
the other two down. | can take care of that. But the other pair, Eeferaand Vallug Bowbeast, they'rea
different sort altogether. Sawney's two best killersthey were, real trained trackers and murderers.
Troubleis, | don't have any ideawhere they could've gone. That worries me, because they'reten timesas
bad asthisidiot weve caught. They're very crafty, too; you wouldn't deep easy with them within aleague
of you, knowing what typethey are."

Nimbalo was il dightly mystified. "But ain't you supposed t'be called the Taggerung? Y ou tole me that
meant yore the greatest warrior of ‘em al. | bet you must've dayed more beasts than the whole clan put
t'gether, eh, mate?’

Tagg drew hisfriend asde, out of Ribrow's hearing, and spoke low. "Apart from that big ed I've never
dain anybeast. | never had to, you see; | was tougher, quicker and more skilled than any Juska. | dways



brought them back dive. It was only Sawney wanting meto kill Felch thefox, by skinning him dive, that
caused meto split from the clan. Beasts feared my name and reputation, but redly | was only Sawney
Rath'strained errand runner. When | realized that | could never kill just for fun, the way the Tuska do, |
suddenly wanted to be free of them and live my own life. But it seemsthey aren't going to let me do that."

Nimbalo suddenly felt sorry for hisfriend. He winked at Tagg. "Oh, ain't they now? Hah, well soon
change their minds about that, me ole Tagg. Y ou've got Nimbalo the Sayer with you now, pal. Those
Juskasl| be glad to leave ye done by the time I'm done wid 'em. Then ye can lead any kind o' lifey'like;
itll be even better than the time afore you was a Taggerung!™

Tagg smiled at the irrepressiblelittle harvest mouse. "Thanks, but | can't recall how | lived before | was
Taggerung.” But even as he spoke, a sudden ideawas building in the otter's mind. He turned back to
Ribrow, who was sitting nearby, wet and sullen. The stoat huddled defensively againgt arock, sensing
that his captor was going to start interrogating him again.

"| told yer everythin' | know. Thereain't no more, see!" Ribrow's throat bobbed nervously as Tagg took
out his blade and began tapping it against the boulder. "Wot d'yer want now?1 told yer | know nothin'.”

The otter honed his blade on the boulder, looking at the razor-sharp edge, spesking softly. "Tell me,
how long have you been with the Juskaclan?"

"Dunno exactly, thirty seasons, more mebbe, I'm not sure.”

Tagg nodded agreesbly, hiseyes ill fixed on the blade. "Then you must remember how | cameto be
with the clan. Take your time, stoat, think carefully. | wouldn't want you to make any mistakes, that
would make me angry, very angry!"

The otter's voice was like his stedl blade, there was cold danger in it. Ribrow felt himself trembling, and
held out his paws pleadingly. "Wait, wait, let me think. Twasal along time ago!"

Tagg licked the blade, histattooed face ferociousin the firdight. “Go on, Ribrow, I'mwaiting ..."

Ribrow decided to tell what he knew. "There wastalk that Grissoul's omens said a Taggerung was
comin' to the Juskarath clan. Antigra claimed 'twas 'er babe, but the omens were wrong for ‘im. There
was an argument an’ Sawney dew Antigra's mate, wid that blade you've got in yer paw now. Grissoul
‘ad visions 'twas to be a babe, wid amarked paw."

"How did you know this?" Tagg interrupted.

The stoat shrugged. "Everybeast was gossipin' about it on the quiet. Y ou know wot Juska are like,
aways keepin' their ears open in case there's summat in it for them. Next thing, Sawney ordered usto
break camp an' follow im. | tell yer, | never knew Sawney Rath t'be so nervous an' excited. Nobeast'd
seen Sawney likethat afore. We marched fer days, 'e drove us ‘ard. The new camp was in M ossflower
Wood, south'n'west as | recdl, by ariver. Then ‘e picked abunch of us, | was one, me matey Dagrab
was anudder. | can't remember who else, 'ceptin' Eeferaan’ Valug Bowbeast, 'is pet killers, they was
aways with Sawney. We went to a place where a path ran through the water, aford. The orderswasto
keep our 'eads down an' be silent. An otter came there, big fdler like yersdf, carryin' ababe. Sawney
gavetheword an' Valug dew the big otter, put ashaft in 'is heart. Sawney grabbed the little 'un, that was
you."

Tagg's voice trembled audibly. "Go on, what happened then?!



Ribrow closed his eyes, concentrating hard. "We'ad to run fer it, fast, Sawney out in front carryin' you,
an' therest of usguardin’'is back."

Tagg could hardly believe what he was hearing. "'l never knew Sawney Rath to turn and run from
anything in hislife. What was he afrad of 7'

Ribrow'sreply wasimmediate. "The Red Warriors, that wasit! Aye, | remember now. Sawney said to
usthered be Red Warriors, or somethin’ like that, comin' after us. We ran like blazes, 'cos'e said that
they didn't take prisoners an' 'ed leave belind anybeast who couldn't keep up. We went dashin’ off west,
t'the dunelands by the sea. Sawney made clanbeasts cover thetrail with stalks of wild mint, an' they 'ad
to brush the ground beiind us. One thing, though: Sawney wouldn't let nobeast near you ‘cept Grissoul. |
saw 'imruin afox's paw fer life with that blade, just fer goin' near you. Wot was'is name now? Lemme
see. Felch, that wasthefox. Aye, Felch!”

Tagg wasintrigued by the tale. Pieces began to fit together. "Tell me more about these Red Warriors
who were coming after you. Did you ever seethem? Why did Sawney fear them?"

Ribrow shook his head. "Nah, we never seen ‘em. Huh, would've took a bird t'keep up with us, we
were runnin' that fast. Wait! | remember ole Grissoul sayin' somethin' about abdll. Er ... the sound of the
bell. Aye, that wasit. Beware the sound of the bell, the very words she spoke. Lissen, that'sall 1 kin
remember. We was never alowed t'‘come near you when you was growin' up. Sawney saw that you got
the best of everything vittlesan' trainin' too. Only times| ever saw ye, | "ad to bow me'ead an' say Zann
Juskarath Taggerung. All the clan did too. I'vetold ye all | know. Twas Gruven who started the
landdide, not me. Y ou won't day me, will yer, Taggerung? Say yell spare me!™

Tagg grabbed some rope and bound Ribrow tightly for the night. "I'll spare you if you don't make
another sound tonight. Now shut up and get some deep. Well decide what to do with you tomorrow.”

Tagg dept knifein paw by thefire, his dreams teeming with red warriors and clanging bells. Sometimes
he saw the mouse warrior, and hetoo wasred. Tagg caled after him, "Deyna, Deyna"

The mouse warrior raised his sword and caled back, "Martinl" Everything became jumbled then, the
face of Sawney Rath, poor dead pigmy shrews buried benegth the avalanche of debris, then Vallug
Bowbeadt, grimacing evilly as he notched an arrow to his bow. The Bowbeast |oosed the shaft, Tagg's
mind flew back to the soft red room, and he saw the otter's face clearly. Except for the tattoos, hefelt as
if hewerelooking a himsdf. It was hisfather! Tagg felt the arrow dirike his heart and water splash his
face ashefdl back into the ford.

"Wake up, mate. Lookit wot's 'appened to yore prisoner!” Nimbal o was crouching over himin the early
dawn, splashing ice-cold mint and rosehip teafrom abowl onto Tagg's face. "Come on, matey, |ook,
they brought us brekkist!"

Bodjev and Alfik were waiting, with alot of Cavemob shrews, al carrying weapons. Tagg went over to
where Ribrow lay dead, stiff asaboard. Tagg looked up, his expression hardening. Alfik grinned. "A
mornin' to ye, big fella, yikyik! No worry bout tharra one, ‘e norracomin’ wirrus. Ho no. Dink dink, like
snakeyfish. Now 'e nomorekill Cavemobs!”



Seeing Tagg's face, Nimbal o stood between the otter and the shrew. "Y e can't blame 'em, matey. Ole
Ribrow didn't show much mercy to the pore Cavemob beasts that ‘e killed. They want t'come with usan'
day the others. We've got our own liddle army!”

Tagg did not want the Cavemaob aong with him, and decided to convince Bodjev dramatically. Drawing
his blade, helaid it across both paws and held it forth to the Chieftain.

"O great Chieftain of the Cavemab, | thank you for your help. But we must travel aone, far and wide, to
find the vermin and day them. Y ou cannot march off and leave your beloved mountain unguarded. Who
is strong enough to rule with you gone? | will seek out your enemies and punish them for you. Because. .
" Tagg performed amighty somersaullt, right over the astounded shrews, and landed brandishing the
blade and roaring, "Because | am the Taggerung, faster than the wind and more deadly than a serpent's
tooth. | am Taggerung, | dew Yo Karr!"

Sweeping Nimbalo up onto his shoulder, the big otter bounded off with massive speed and energy. The
harvest mouse clung tight to hisfriend's neck, dawn breeze rushing past as they dashed through the
rowans and rocks, shae spurting right and left. Nimbal o gripped Tagg's neck tighter and tighter, shouting
inhisear, "Sow down, ye great madbeast. Don't trip, or yell kill usboth!™

Pounding over rocks, leaping streams and dashing over turf and sedge they went. The sun waswell up
when Tagg dackened his paceto afast lope. "They never followed us, did they, mate?'

Nimbalo brought his head around to stare into the otter's eyes. "Follow us, those fat short-pawed liddle
maggots? Areyou jokin', matey? An eagle would've 'ad trouble tryin' to toiler us"

Tagg laughed at his friend's windswept face. "Good, so d'you mind not trying to strangle me, please!”
"Right, then put me down. My pore pawsve gonet'deep tryin' to ‘ang on up ‘erefor so long!"

The otter put hisfriend down and dowed his pace. They walked aong together, enjoying the warm
summer morning. Nimbalo stopped. "Lissen, can you ‘ear that?'

Instantly alert, Tagg drew hisblade. "Hear what?"

Nimbalo patted his ssomach and pulled amournful face. "That! We left agood brekkist and travein'
packs o' food back there when you took to leapin’ 'round. I'm starvin!" Then Tagg's ssomach rumbled so
loudly thet they both laughed.

"Aye, I'm abit peckish too, mate. Let's keep going and see what we can find. By theway, | think we're
completdy log."

Nimbal o took their bearings. "Well, there's the mountain be'ind us. | think | saw astream up yonder
when | was on yore shoulders. So let's make for the stream an' follow it. Might find some ests over that

way.

It was anarrow stream, getting dryer as the summer progressed, high-banked and muddied in the
shdlows with reeds and marshy-looking plants sprouting through the water. Clouds of midges flew
everywhere. Tagg kept brushing a paw across hisface and swatting at them.



"Whew! It's not much fun down in this streambed. What d'you say we go back up on the bank? At least
wewon't get eaten dive.”

Nimbal o was a stubborn little beast. He stuck to his origina idea. "No, no, let's carry on down 'ere
awhile, If it gets no better beyond that bend, then well go up on the bank.”

Asthey rounded the bend they were faced with a curious sight. It looked like ahuge ball of dried mud,
amogt astal as Tagg. The curious part wasthat it could talk in awell-educated squeak.

"Help! Assstance! Anybeest, please take pity on me. Hello, isthere another cresture out there? Answer
me, | beg you!"

The mud had st, dry and solid in the sun. Tagg approached and knocked on it, his paw making a
hollow sound. He put his mouth close. "Hello? Anybeast at home? What d'you want usto do? I'm an
otter and | have aharvest mouse with me. I'm Tagg, and he's Nimbalo."

The reply was polite, but with an edge of urgent impatience. "I'll tell you what | require, | want you to
dispense with the formalities and get me out of here before | suffocate. Now, can you do that, Sir?
Answer yes or no, please!”

Tagg got busy hacking away dried mud with hisblade. "Y edl"

Nimbalo found abig club, carved from sycamore root, and dragged it acrossto Tagg. "' See wot y'can
dowith this, mate!”

Tagg swung the club, dealing the mudball severa good blows. Dust and dried mud clods showered him.
"I'm not hurting you, am I?* he called out. "Areyou dl right in there?"

The reply was shaky, but still rather urgent. "Aswell as can be expected, my dear fellow. Kindly
continue.”

Tagg battered away forcefully until the mud prisoner called to him, "Stop! Desigt, | pray. I'd be most
upset if you dew mewith my own club, Sr, most upset!”

When the dust cleared, they were facing a hedgehog, hanging avkwardly out of ahaf bal of dried mud.
Blinking dust from his eyes, he sheezed.

"Kachoooh! Beg pardon. Ah, | see you have aknife. Would you be so good asto cut this rope? But
mind my snout, | pray you."

Tagg saw that arope ran through the center of the hedgehog's face from spikesto chin. He severed it
with aswift dice of the blade. The hedgehog began straining and gasping as the mud started to crack
from around his spiky bulk.

"Aaaaah, my thanksto you, sir. Uuuuuunh! Stand clear now!" He popped out free, leaving the rope and
aconsderable number of spikes embedded in hisformer prison. Splashing into the shalow stream, helay
on his back, wriggling and sighing. "Aaaaah, that's better. Ooooooh, that fedsrather good!" Sitting up, he
proffered amuddy paw. "Robad Forthright at your service, Sirs. May | express my heartfelt thanks for
your prompt actions here today!"



Nimba o shook his paw. "Please tmeetcher I'm shore, mate, but 'ow didyer get into that blinkin' mess?'

Robald shook Tagg's paw, alowing the otter to help him upright. *Not by my own making, | assure you.
Cometo my humble abode and | will relate the incident to you in its entire dreadfulness.”

Chapter 22

Robald's home was aturf hut up on the bank. It had been plundered and wrecked. The big stout
hedgehog dug a broken-down old armchair from the wreckage, righted it, and dusted it off.

"They never found my emergency rations, fortunately for us." Removing afew dats of wood, he reveded
acupboard full of food. "Plumcake, damson cordial, nutcheese, fruit biscuits, spikebeer, candied apples
and Great-Aunt Lollery'sraisin teabread. They missed thislittle lot. Oh, don't stand on ceremony, help
yoursalves, friends. Don't worry about the mess, I'll clear up later.”

As Tagg used his blade to dice the plumcake and teabread, the hedgehog told his sory.

"Last night | was quietly dozing the sunset away when | was attacked. Can you bdlieveit, set uponin
one'sown domicile. Three vermin, ruffianly loutsthey were, came at mewhilst | was haf adeep. | didn't
even get a chanceto reach for my club. One villain had asword, kept jabbing at me, so what else could
abody do?1 rolled mysdf up into abal, aswe hogs are apt to do when in danger. But did that stop
them? It certainly did not, thefiends! They tied me with my own rope, bound me painfully tight, so |
became stuck in the curled-up position. Then without so much as a by-your-leave they rolled me up and
down the bank for what seemed like an eternity. Lucky for me| got ahollow reed into my mouth, so |
could bresthe alittle. Well, what more can one say? They played at their wicked game until | became the
mudball you encountered today. Then they had the colossal nerve to ransack my dwelling and eat a pot
of mushroom soup and acarrot and turnip flan. Just aswell that Great-Aunt Lollery had visited aday
earlier. Shecan't sand vermin!”

Tagg felt he had to interrupt. "Who's Great-Aunt Lollery?

The hedgehog raised his eyebrows as he poured damson cordid. "Silly me, | forgot to mention, she's not
my great-aunt redly. She was my old nursein my younger and better seasons. Livesin thewoodlands
now, won't move out here at any price. She's my cook, you know, and ahog more skilled in the culinary
arts|'veyet to meet. Dear old Great-Aunt Lollery, what atreasure sheis. Goodness me, you don't think

| made all thisfood, do you? Hah! Couldn't cook to save my life. She was only saying on her latest visit,
as she dways does, Master Robald, she says, you'd burn asalad if you didn't have Lollery to look after
you! She'sright, too. Why, | remember last winter..."



Tagg interrupted again. "Did you by chance hear the vermin's names, Sr?"

Robald Forthright consumed afruit biscuit topped with cheese at one bite, nodding vigoroudy. "Oh, yes,
indeed | did. Onewas called Chief, stoat | think; there was another stoat too, Rawback, and arat, ratess
shewas, name of Dagrab. Great seasons, where do they get these odd names, eh?

Suddenly Robald put aside hisfood. "Good grief, I've just thought on, if they follow the streamcourse
they're bound to come out in the woodlands, right by Great-Aunt Lollery's cottage. Oh dearie me,
doesn't bear thinking about, doesit?"

Tagg stood up, quickly putting together enough food to eat asthey traveled. ™Y ou'd best show usthe
way to your nurse's cottage, Robad.”

The hedgehog picked up his carved sycamore club. "Do you think | shal need this? It's fearfully heavy
and I've never had cause to useit before. I'm not sure| could, really.”

Nimbalo stood tapping histall impatiently. "Sing it away, mate. No usetotin' aclub ifnye can't useit.”
Robald put the wegpon aside gingerly. "Quite! Follow me, please.”

He set out across the flatlands. Tagg scratched his head, bemused. "I thought you said your nurse lived
in the woodlands close to the streambank. What are we going thisway for? Wouldn't it be best to follow
the course of the stream?”

Robald wiggled his eyebrows knowingly. "Most creatures would think that, my friend; acommon
misconception, | fear. Over the seasons I've found this route the shorter by aconsiderable time. The
stream course meanders and winds far too much. Trust me, my way is atogether more convenient.”

Tagg could see the woodland fringe through the layers of midday heet haze. "L ooks like he'sright,” he
murmured to Nimbalo. "Thisisaquicker way."

"Aye, probly is, mate," the harvest mouse whispered out the corner of hismouth, "but | jus wish ole
Robadd give'isface arest. Huh, 'e could talk the leg off'n atable!™

The hedgehog smiled patronizingly a Nimbao. "I could not help but overhear your remark, friend
Nimbalo. Quiteincorrect, of course; it would take physical force to remove atable leg. However, asto
my verbosity, | fear you are right. When deprived of company one tends to practice the art of
conversation far more than one normally would. Had you seen my abode prior to its present state, you
would have promptly noticed the absence of birds, bees, wasps, midges and sundry other crestures
frequenting the area. They invariably leave after liening to my interminable prattling. Forthright by name
and Forthright by nature, as Great-Aunt Lollery often says. | peak my mind, you see, dways and often,
even snceinfancy.”

Tagg and Nimbal o strode out with awill, speeding up their pace and leaving the talkative Robad behind.
The otter had to tifle hislaughter as Nimbalo impersonated the hedgehog. " Spoke 'is mind since infancy?
Hahaha, can you imagine that 'un when ‘e was an 'ogbabe, sittin' up in the cradle an' spoutin’ away like
that? HT say, Great-Auntie Lollery, frazzle me up ameasured portion of the ole oatmedl porridgeinna
pan, but make certing thefireis at the correct temperature, will ye? Ho yes!"

Robad had now fdlen far behind. "I say," he cdled, "would you kindly do me the courtesy of



accommodating your paceto mine?| fed digtinctly bresthless™

"Then stow the gab, y'ole windbag," Nimbal o shouted back. "Button up yore mouth an' let yore paws do
thework. We ain't stoppin’ for yel"

Robald broke into a scurrying waddle and caught them up. "Point taken. | am suitably chastened, and
from hereonin my lips shall remain sedled. Thank you for your comments, friend Nimbao."

Hot and dusty, they arrived at the fringe of the sheltering trees, entering gratefully into the cool shade of
woodlands dappled by the noontide sun. Robald was about to sit on the moss beneath a broad spreading
oak when Tagg hauled him back onto his paws.

"If you're worried about Aunt Lollery, there's no timeto rest. Which way do we go now?"

Robald gestured with weary resignation. "Y ou areright, of course, friend Tagg. Over that way. The
stream grows quite broad there, whereit joinsthe river. In amoment or two of walking you'll hear the
watersounds. Extremely soothing to one's nerves after crossing the exposed flatlands.”

He was right. Within the space of ashort walk they reached the point where river met stream.
Laburnum, willow and spindle treestrailed their drooping branches gracefully into the placid dark waters
of acaminlet. Robald quickened his pace and hurried out onto a spur dotted with cranberry, water mint
and flowering rush. A huge raft was moored there, which seemed to upset Robad. He jumped up and
down, stamping his paws.

"No! No! Nononono! Why oh why did | pick the sametimeto visit asthose confounded Dillypins?*
Tagg raced to join the hedgehog. "Robad, what isit? Has something happened to your nurse?!

The hedgehog pointed an accusing paw at the raft. "Don't you see, it's those uncouth ignoramuses.
Those... those ... great spiked louts. The Dillypins, | mean!™

Hisrantings were cut short asasmall rough-looking hoghbabe emerged from the shrubbery behind them
and whacked Robald's footpaw with alittle club. He hopped about in agony as the hoghbabe threw back
his head and went into gales of gruff laughter.

" Ahohohoho! Gotcha dat time, h'Uncle Robald. Hohohohoho! " The babe brandished his club and went
after Nimbalo's paws. Tagg picked him up in one paw and took his club away.

"Wher€e's your mum and dad? Quick, before | eat you!"

The hogbabe showed no fear, merely pointing aong the stream. "Down dere, heatin' up Lollery's
pancakes. | show ya. Lemme down!"

Robald limped dong in the rear as Tagg and Nimba o hurried through the trees after the speeding
hogbabe. Rounding a sharp curvein the streambank, he pointed to a cottage. It was al awoodland
cottage should be, built from logs and roofed with sod and moss on larch trellis. A net little garden of
flowers and vegetables with awhite rock border skirted the front. Rough laughter, singing and the strains
of odd instruments came from behind the cottage. Robad hobbled up, alook of despair and pain on his
chubby features.

"Forgive me, but I'd much rather you had found the three vermin here than that ill-disciplined lot. Oh



well, you'd better come and meet the other side of Great-Aunt Lollery'sfamily. No relation to the
Forthrights, I'm glad to say!"

Chaos reigned in the back garden. Fat rough hedgehogs, their spikes adorned with flowers and trailing
weeds, were guzzling down food, drinking and having bel ching contests, singing, fighting, dancing and
completely ignoring thevisitors. A homely greyspiked hedgehog, old and thin, dressed in a spotlesswhite
smock and aflowery apron, was frying pancakes on top of an outdoor oven. The three newcomers drew
close, wordlessly watching her. Shetipped athick paste of ground corn and nutmed onto the hot stone
oventop, whereit spread and fried quickly before sheflipped it skillfully over with abroad thin date. As
the bottom fried she ladled honey and chopped berries on top, then folded the whole thing in two and
served it to awaiting hedgehog. Looking up from her task, she smiled at Robald.

"I think you smelt my pancakes, Master Robad. Would you and your friends like some? Of course you
would. Now, what brings you here?| only visited you two days ago. Oh, there | go, chatting on without
introducing mysdlf. I'm Great-Aunt Lollery."

The otter bowed politdy. "My name's Tagg and thisis Nimbal o. Pleased to meet you, Aunt Lollery. We
came here because we thought you might be in danger from three vermin we are tracking."

The hedgehog she had been serving was a particularly big, tough specimen. He chuckled scornfully.
"Three vermints? Hohoho! Y'mean those three who tried callin’ on us as L ollery was cookin' brekkist?
Will, yeve missed 'em, mate. Afore they'd even crossed the stream we sent the bullies on their way with
afew good lumpst'think about, eh, Lollery!"

Lollery waved apaw at the three newcomers and continued thetale. "It was so funny. Therel am,
cooking breakfast, when one of the babes comes to me and saysthat there's three beasts acrossthe
stream, who must've smelled my good cooking. So | went out and there they were, two stoats and arat,
all tattooed up, just like you, Mr. Tagg. Hmph! They weren't very polite, | can tell you. One of them
wadesinto the water waving asword, saying he was going to chop meinto fishbait if | didn't give them
vittles. Of course he was shouting so loud that Jurkin here heard him. So the whaole Dillypin family came
out, loaded up their dings and gave those vermin a pounding they richly deserved!"

Jurkin unwound a hefty ding from hiswaig, fitted abig round riverpebbleinto it and whirled the thing
overhead. "Aye, us Dillypins knows'ow t'swing arock. Gimme atarget.”

Tagg pointed. "Poplar branch sticking out there, see?’

Jurkin whipped off the stone. It zipped through the air and snapped off the poplar branch with a
resounding Crack! Grinning, he held out the ding to Tagg. "Wannatry it, riverdog?’

The otter smiled and shook hishead. "Not redlly, mate. See that woodrush flower in front of the
poplar?"

Jurkin squinted. ™Y 'mean that 'un growin’ low down agin the trunk?"

Tagg's blade flashed through the air. It landed quivering in the poplar trunk, pinning the star-shaped
woodrush flower through its center. Tagg winked broadly at Jurkin. "Want to try it, spikedog?"

Robald pulled Tagg away, beckoning him urgently to Sit and est. It was obviousthat Robald was no
friend of Jurkin.



"Aunt Lollery has made us some of her ddlicious pancakes. We'd be well advised to consume them
before some Dillypin does"

Great-Aunt Lollery served the delicious pancakes, pouring everyone a beaker of greensap milk. Serving
Tagg first, shewhispered, "Y ou eat 'earty now, Sir, an' pay no heed to that Jurkin.”

Nimbalo tucked into hisfood, remarking to Robald, "Wot's ole Jurkin glarin' at Tagg like that for?
Lookit the face on 'im. Y ou'd think 'e was sittin' on awasp."

"Jurkin's adecent enough type, asfar as Dillypinsgo," Robad explained. "But hel's dways got to be top
hog wherever he goes. Y ou shouldn't have showed him that knifetrick, Tagg. He can't do it, so now he's
working himsdlf up to challenge you to some silly game that he knowshe'sbest at. If | wereyou I'd keep
my eyeon him."

Robald's prediction turned out to be correct. Jurkin and his crew became extra noisy, tusding with each
other and bumping into Tagg's table without apologizing. Then they started flicking small pebbles at one
another. Jurkin waited until a young hog was between him and Tagg, and then flicked a pebble lazily at
the youngster, who was swift enough to dodge it easily. The pebble struck Tagg on his cheek, which
seemed to cause great hilarity among the Dillypins, Jurkin laughing loudest.

Tagg picked up the pebble, calling cheerfully to Jurkin, "Not much of ashot, mate. Y ou'd better learn to
throw properly!”

The otter tossed the pebble back over his shoulder and batted it hard with histail. It zinged off,
whacking thetip of Jurkin's nose painfully. Clapping apaw to hisinjured snout, Jurkin waited until the
other Dillypins had stopped laughing. He hid the anger in hiseyes by smiling a Tagg.

"Good job yore on'y ariverdog, or I'd spiketusde ye!"

Placing apaw againgt his forehead with the claws spread wide, Tagg smiled back at the big hedgehog.
"Oh, don't let that stop ye, spikedog. Will this do for spikes?”

Spiketusding is the hedgehog form of wrestling, in which two hogs lock headspikes and try to throw
each other. Tagg was offering his outspread pawclaws as spikes. Jurkin grimaced fiercely.

"Clawsl| do fer spikes, if'n yorefool enough to try it, mate. I've been spiketusdin' champion o' the
Dillypinssince | was ababe. Come on, mate, an' I'll teach ye alesson y'won't forget!"

He charged Tagg immediately, head down, spikes extended. The otter leaped over the table and met the
ondaught, locking his clawsinto Jurkin's powerful headspikes. Dillypins scattered to get out of the way
and benches and tables were overturned as the two roared aloud, pushing one another back and forth
around the garden. Shrubs cracked, grass flew and leaves showered from low tree branches. Hedgehogs
ydled.

"Giveit the neckwhip, Jurkin, you've got ‘im!"

Jurkin twisted his neck suddenly, but Tagg went with it, turning a somersault and landing upright. He saw
the surprise on Jurkin's face as he carried on the maneuver by throwing another somersault in the same
direction. Unableto hat his momentum, the hedgehog flew into the air, landing with a heavy thud on the
ground. Belying his hefty bulk, he legped up, and Tagg did it again, somersaulting so that his opponent
wasimmediately floored once more. He repeated the move every time Jurkin rose. Six timesthe



hedgehog hit the floor, then hetried to rise and fell back, panting hoarsaly. Tagg leaned over Jurkin,
holding him down, grinning into hisface.

"Good game, eh? Want to try some more, spikedog?'
Jurkin held his paws up submissively. "Y eve cracked every spike on me back, y'grest riverwhomper!"

Releasing Jurkin's spikes, Tagg helped him up. He grasped the hedgehog's paw and shook it firmly,
announcing aoud, "I've never tangled with abeast so powerful inal my life. Good job you never got up
again, mate, or you'd have licked me!"

Jurkin held Tagg's paw up, caling to dl hiscrew, "Thisismy matey Tagg. Anybeast wantsto fight with
'im "as got tfight with metoo. Lall, bring more pancakes, will ye!"

Robald shook his head as he watched the pair scoffing pancakes and swigging greensap milk like
brothers. "I'm afraid it'sdl abit beyond me, Nimbalo. Just look at them. Only amoment ago | thought
they weretrying to kill each other."

The harvest mouse shook hishead admiringly. "Aye, my mate Tagg's like nobeast yeve ever met!”

Tagg told Jurkin his story. The hedgehog demolished a pancake as he listened, then he grunted
approvingly. "So, yore trackin' these three vermin, Tagg? They're ‘eaded downstream an' into
Mossflower Wood, y'know. That's the way they went when we sent ‘em packin!"

Tagg rose from the table, licking honey from his paws. "Downstream into Mossflower, eh? Then I'm
bound to go after them, friend. Goodbye, ‘twas nice meeting you!"

Jurkin rose from the table with him. " Then yell be sailin’ with the Dillypins, you an' the mousey. Were
goin' that way too, so save the wear on yore paws, matey. Now | ain't takin' no fer an answer: you sall
with us asfar aswe can track 'em afore they goes off inter the woodlands!”

Before they |eft, Nimbal o took issue with Robald and Great-Aunt Lollery, whom he had grown fond of .
"Now lissen, Robald me ole pincushion, never you mind livin' out on the flatlands done an' ‘avin' this
good 'ogwife runnin’ after ye ten times a season with vittles. Yore Aunt Lollery ain't gettin' any younger,
an' you should belivin''erewith 'er. If'n | 'ad a Great-Aunt Lollery, | wouldn't |leave 'er defensalesson'er
own, I'd keep 'er comp'ny an' take better care of 'er!”

Robald stood |ooking shamefaced. "Now you cometo point it out, friend Nimbalo, | have been atouch
sdfish. You'reright, of course. I'll stay here with my kind nursg, if shell have afat londy hermit, thet is.”

Lollery fidgeted with her spotless apron and sniffed. "Oh, go on with you, Master Robald. | promised
your mamal'd look after you. Goodness knows 'tisatrek out onto those flatlands, carryin' great baskets
0 vittlesto ye. Y ou're welcometo stay with me forever. Sometimes abody gets so londly inthisliddle
cottage that even the Dillypins are awelcome sight!™

That evening the sprawling raft took off into midstream, loaded with Dillypin hedgehogs of al shapes,
ages and szes. Tagg sat on thetiller rail with Nimba o and Jurkin, holding severd ropes gpiece. These
were attached to hogbabes, to stop them from falling in the water asthey wrestled and played dl over the



broad deck. At the raft's center was a congtruction, part hut, part tent, complete with chimney, oven and
gdley fire, though there would be no cooking done that night, due to the fact that Great-Aunt Lollery had
provisioned them out with al manner of excellent food: cheeses, breads, puddings, cakes, drinks, and
extra supplies of her renowned pancakes, which were marvelous, hot or cold. Robald and hisnurse
waved them off from the bank as the peculiar vessal caught the midstream current and sailed off.

"Goodbye, friend Tagg, pleasant sailing, friend Nimbal o, thank you for al your help. I'd till be stuck ina
ball of mud if you hadn't chanced aong. Take care of yourselved”

"Goodbye, Mr. Nimbao, Mr. Tagg; goodbye, Dillyping" The hedgehogs lined the deck, Snging their
farawdl.

"Off down the streams away we go,

Wherewell land up | don't know,

With good ole grub an' lots o' drink,

WEell sail dong until we snk.

Snk! Sink! Sink!

We're Dillypinsan' we don't care,

Aslong assky an' windisfair,
An' when we spot the foe we say,

Y ore just agood stonethrow away.

Way! Way! Way!

Weigh anchor mates we're outward bound,

But well be back next time around,

O'er swirlin' stream an'’ rushin’ foam,

To eat you out 0" house an' home.

Home! Home! Home!"

Lulled by the watersounds and | ate-evening sunrays flickering scarlet through drooping treetops, Tagg
lay down on awoven deckmat. The little hogs had been hauled in by their mothers for supper and bed,

and gpart from the first nocturnal birdsong echoing from the dense woodlands things were fairly quiet.
Jurkin held thetiller steady. He watched Nimbal 0's head starting to nod and Tagg's eydids growing

heavy.

"Best get yore 'eads down, mates; it's been along day for ye. Go on, deep. I'll keep this ole scow on
course an' watch for sgns of thevermin.”



Tagg allowed hiseyesto close as he answered, "Thankee, mate. I'll wake around midnight and take a
turn on thetiller, then you can catch anap too! "

Nimbalo curled up closeto Tagg's footpaws, yawning cavernoudy. "Ah, thisisthelife! Wake me next
season, but do it gently, an' I'd like some "ot pancakes an' dannylion teawhen y'do. Y owch! Keep that
footpaw gill, ye grest ruffian, or I'll ding yer inthewater!”

Jurkin chuckled at theidea. "Savage liddle beast, ain't 'e?"

Nimbal o opened one eye and growled, "One more word out o' you, needlebritches, an' you'l find out
why they cals me Nimbao the Sayer!"

Once more Tagg's dreams were a kaleidoscope of red warriors, vermin faces and inexplicable events.
He was running through deep woodlands, trying to catch up with the dusive figure of the mouse warrior,
cdling out after him, "Deyna, stop, wait for me!™

Amid thetrees, the mouse turned, waving hiswondrous sword. He called back things Tagg could not
understand. Therewas alook of urgency on the armored mouse's face. Tagg felt a sudden kinship with
him, adesire to go with him, to help with whatever needed to be done. Then Valug appeared, a
murderous snarl on hisface as hefired an arrow from his bow. It wastoo late to dodge the shaft, but
Tagg thrust out apaw to protect himself. He roared with pain as the arrow pierced his paw.

"Bedill, ye great daft lump. Look wot you've gone an' doneto yoresdf. ‘Old 'im till, durkin!™
Tagg woketo find the hedgehog pinning him flat, whilst Nimbal o tugged at his paw.

"Pass methat blade, mate, that'll get it out!"

Tagg looked up at Jurkin. "Wh-what happened?’

Shaking his head, the big rough hedgehog relieved the otter of hisknife and gave it to Nimbalo.

"Wot ‘gppened? Y ou tell me, matey. | think you was ‘avin' anightmare. Kickin' an' roarin’ away like a
madbeast. Pore ole Nimbal o 'ere was near knocked overboard, then you turns over facedown an' dams
yore paw right onto abig deck splinter.”

Tagg flinched as the harvest mouse released his paw and held along pine splinter in front of hiseyes.

"Lookit that. Size of ablinkin' cob o' firewood!"

Jurkin fetched a herbal paste, cleaned Tagg's paw and put alight softbark dressing on it, talking as he
worked.

"Aye, that must've been somekind o' dream, Tagg. Can you remember wot it was about?”

Tagg winced as the paste entered his deep splinter wound. "I can only recall fragments, red warriors, a
room with walls of red stone, amouse warrior carrying agreat sword. | think hisnameis Deyna, I'm not

ure”

Jurkin tied off the dressing. " Sounded to me like you was dreamin’ of Redwall Abbey."



Tagg felt his neckfur prickle at the sound of the name. "Redwall Abbey? What'sthat, and why should |
be dreaming of it?'

Jurkin's spikes rippled evenly as he shrugged. "Sorry, mate, | can't tell ye that. But from wot you was
shoutin' | knew it was summat to do with Redwall Abbey an' Martin the Warrior mouse. | know the
place, | wasthere once.”

The otter's eyes went wide with astonishment. " thought al of thiswas only someimaginary placein my
d reams. But you werethere! Tell me about it, Jurkin. Please!”

Jurkin stroked his cheekspikes. "Ain't much to tell. My ole mum'n'dad took me there for a summer when
| wasjust aliddle 'og. Wewent tvisit somefat ole cellarhog, afirst cousin of asecond brother twice
removed, or summet like that. | remember, though, ‘twas the 'appiest season o' my life. What awunnerful
place, Redwall Abbey. There was mice an’ squirrels, moles, an' otters an' 'edge’ogs, just like men'you,
mate, dl livin' together there in peace. The vittles, oh, they was better'n anythin' you ever put in yore
mouth. Er, that warrior mouse you mentioned, 'is name's not Deyna, it's Martin the Warrior. | saw 'is
picture, woven on abig tapestry there, an' the sword too, 'angin’ on the wall. Martin was one of the
creatures who 'elped t'build Redwall Abbey, long long ago. They say '€'s been dead fer many seasons,
but the spirit of Martin still 'elps an’ protects that Abbey, aye, an’ everybeast init. Redwal'savery

specid place, Tagg.”
The otter was bewildered by hisfriend'srevelations. "But... but who is Deyna?'

The hedgehog's brow furrowed. "1 dunno. I'mtellin' yewot | recal of Redwall, but that was along time
ago, mate. | can't remember everythin', y'know!"

Tagg clenched his bound paw and stared hard &t it. "Sorry, Jurkin. Neither can |. That'swhy | was
asking you."

Nimbalo sat looking from one to the other and shaking his head. Tagg caught the look of comic
amusement on hisfriend'sface.

"What's the matter with you, grinning away, with aface on you like amole stting on afeather?'

The harvest mouse rested his chin on one paw. "Wot apair, eh? Y oretellin' Jurkin about some ole
dream you 'ad, an' Jurkin'stellin' you about the place in yore dream. A place that '€'s been to!"

Jurkin stared hard at Nimbalo. "So?"

Puffing out hislittle chest, Nimba o roared, " So why don't ye tell Tagg where the place, this Redwall
Abbey, is, en? Then 'e can go an' seefer hissf!”

It struck Tagg like ahammer blow. "Right! Tell uswhere Redwall is, mate!”
The Dillypin Chief gnawed thoughtfully on afacespike. "Er, if | can remember ..."
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Book 3

Deyna



Chapter 23

Dawn had passed, morning was through and Mossflower Woods shimmered gently in noontide sun.
Durby and Feegle, however, were not aware of it asthey lay bound inside asmelly sack down adark
disused moletunndl. Poskrathe water rat kicked the wriggling sack and snarled.

"Wun more peep out 0' yiz an' inter the dinnerpot y'ill go!" He ran histongue around the one tooth left in
hisgums. Lifewas hard, but good fortune had finaly falen on him. He cackled to himsdlf. Fallen on him
literdly, right from the battlements of the Abbey's east wall.

Poskrawas aloner. He had been thrown out of severd tribes, lucky to be alive after the petty thefts and
malicious acts he had perpetrated. Long seasons of travel and hardship had sharpened his natural
cunning, but without leading to any greet success, until he sumbled on Redwall Abbey. Knowing the
good Redwallerswould not even allow one like him past their gates, he had hung about watching, staying
well hidden. He knew that sooner or later an opportunity would present itself, and it did. The previous
evening he had been dozing in the woodland close to the east wall when he was roused by the shouts and
giggling of small creatures, some of Redwall's precious Dibbuns. There atop the battlements, two tiny
figures were staggering precarioudy aong, squesking and laughing. Instantly Poskra knew one or both of



them would overbaance and fdl, and he hoped fervently that they would fal outward, not inward. The
little mousemaid legped from one battlement to the next, where she stood teetering back and forth. Then
the mol ebabe |eaped and cannoned into her. Poskra could hardly stifle his delight asthey plunged
outward and down. Hurrying to them, he looped cords around their stunned forms and stuffed them both
into the empty gunny sack he collected food in, when there was any. A squesk and acry from insdethe
wall told him that there was athird Dibbun, who had most likely gone to rouse the Redwallers. He had to
hurry. Hoigting the sack on his back, Poskra backed away into the woodlands, obliterating histracks as
he shuffled off. His best night'swork in many along season. Now hewould stay hidden, maybe afull
day, so that al the Abbeydwellers would be worried as to the whereabouts of the babes. Then he would
approach the Abbey and trade for their lives. Damson wine was the love of Poskraslife: warming, rich,
fruity and dark. Mest and tough stringy vegetables did not matter to him anymore; his toothless mouth
could cope with neither. Mostly helived off soups, which he made by boiling down any growing thing he
came across, and off birds eggsfilched from low-lying nests. But damson wine, that was the Stuff to
keep warmth in abody on cold nightsin the woodlands. He could live on it and would not have objected
to drowning in it. Damson wine!

Firgt he would take aong someitems of clothing, to convince the Redwallers of his position. Four or five
flasks of the wine would do to start, then he would demand two casks, one for the safe return of each
Dibbun. Poskra cackled again, thistime alittle louder. No, he would make it two casks ransom for each
babe. Why not? He was in command. The things he could threaten to do to the infants would horrify the
goodbeasts of Redwall so much that they'd be glad to pay up.

Popping his head out of the tunnel, Poskra made sure the coast was clear, then dragged the sack up
after him. Emptying his prisoners out onto the grass, the water rat produced along, vicious-looking
needle, red with rust. He waved it like awand before the terrified Dibbuns eyes.

"Wun, jus wun werd, an' yizll never see yer mummiesn'more. Y ew, mousey, gimmeyiz gpron. Moley,
gimmeyiz likkle belt. Look lively now, or I'll stick yiz both wid this bodkin!™

Wordlessly the Dibbuns did as they were bidden.

Eeferawatched them from behind the rotting trunk of afallen beech tree. Valug lay on his back,
fletching an arrow with awoodpigeon feather.

"Wot'sthe ole dimeskin up to now?"

Eefera dropped down beside the Bowbeast. "Takin' the apron of fathe mouse an' the belt from the
mole”

Valug sghted one eye along the arrow shaft, testing itsleve. "Wot does the fool want t'do that for?”

Alwaysthe clever one, Eeferaknew the answer. "l think the rat's kidnapped 'em an' he's after ransom
from the Abbey. We could use those two infants.”

Vallug thought amoment before he caught on to theidea. "Aye, we could use 'em as hostages an' trade
‘em for the otter!"

There was no disguising the sarcasm in Eeferas voice. "By the carcass of Sawney, did yethink of that all



by yersdf?'

The arrow point suddenly nicked Eeferaasit pressed againgt hisneck. Valug smiled coldly. "Aye, | did.
I've 'ad afew good ideas lately. Do | redlly need apartner like you, that's one of 'em!”

The arrow point pressed harder, but Eefera did not seem impressed. " Cut yore own nose off to spite yer
face, wouldn't ye, Vdlug? The gameain't over yet; you'll need me. Now, don't y'think you'd best do
summat about those babes afore the rat gets away with 'em, instead of lyin' ‘ere arguin’, eh?”’

Poskrawastrying to stuff the Dibbuns back into the sack, but he was encountering difficulty doingit.
Feegle squeaked in pain as he grabbed her by the neck. Though till bound, Durby launched himsdlf on
the water rat and bit hisear.

"Y urr, ratten, you'm leavin' moi Feegul be!”

Poskralet go of Feegle. Clapping apaw to his bleeding ear, he raised the needle, kicking Durby over
onto hisback. "I makeyiz scream loud fer dat, mole!™

Poskra stood for amoment with the rusty needle raised, then dropped it. His eyes turned upward, and
hefell upon Durby, with anewly fletched arrow protruding from the back of his skull.

"Hurr," the molebabe called breathlesdy from beneath Poskrasbody. " 'Elp oi, Feegul. Eeratten be
acrushenoi gurtly!”

The mousebabe gave a shrill scream of fright. Eeferas evil tattooed face loomed over her as he pulled
the carcass of Poskra off Durby and tossed it aside.

"Nasty ole water rat that 'un, wasn't ‘e, mousey?'

Durby smiled politely at the murderous Valug. "Gudd day to ee, zurr. Y ou'm be a-taken usn's back to
Redwall?'

Vallug shouldered his bow and gave Durby along stare. "Oh aye, weretakin' yer back to Redwal right
enough!™

He bundled them both into the sack.

Mherawas beating her way through afern bed with awillow withe, calling out the lost babes names.
"Feegle, Durby, answer if you can hear me. It'sme, Mheral”

Fwirl came hurtling out of asycamore, twigs and leavesfaling al about as she landed near Mhera,
pointing, "Over that way! I've found them. They'rein danger!”



Mhera grasped her friend's paw. " Go back to the Abbey and get help!™

Fwirl clenched her pawsresolutdly. "Thereisn't any timefor that. I've got a plan. Come on!™

Thefirst stone struck Eeferain the eye. He dropped the sack and clapped both pawsto the eye,
garing at the very pretty squirrdmaid who was readying another stone to hurl.

"Yer little scum. Get 'er, Vdlug!"

The second stone stung Valug's ear, clacking off the side of hisbow. Fwirl chose another stone from her
pouch. Thistimeit hit Eeferas|eft footpaw hard. He danced about, screwing hisface up and haranguing
the Bowbesst.

"Get the squirrdl, don't jus stand there. Kill 'er!”

Fwirl dodged nimbly, and the shaft quivered in arowan trunk. She caught VVallug abeauty on the
shoulder with abiggish sone. Adding insult to injury, she popped her tongue out impudently. “Nyasah
nyaah! Daft old paintyface!"

Eefera began hobbling toward her, but a pebble caught him smartly in the throat. Her next stone clacked
hard off the paw that Valug was using to draw back his bowstring. The arrow fell avkwardly from the
bow, and Valug wrung his paw in the air. Eeferarubbed at histhroat, and another stone caught hisjaw.
He stiffened with rage a histormentor's merry laughter.

"Hahahaha | nearly got that one down your big mouth. Hahaha!"

Eefera grabbed the sack and knotted its neck, unsuc-cessfully trying to dodge the well-aimed stones. He
dung it upon abroken branch protruding from an ash tree. Valug had picked up his bow, though every
time hetried to take aim Fwirl took hismind off the task by hitting him with stones. Eeferarushed her,
both paws up to protect hisface, and a pebble bounced off his forehead. Thokk! His paw came away
bloody when he touched the spot.

"Why, yer liddle.... I'll skinyer for that!"

Hewaved apaw behind his back. Valug saw it and began circling to get behind their attacker. Eefera
advanced, dodging from treeto tree. Fwirl backed skillfully off.

Mhera emerged from behind the ash trunk and unhooked the sack from the broken branch stub. A
sound from behind caused her to turn swiftly. Broggle was pointing at the sack.

"Still no sign of them. What'sin the sack? | heard alot of noise over thisway, so | cameto see. Where's
Fwirl?'

Using teeth and claws, Mheraripped the sack apart. "Broggle, don't ask questions, take Durby, I'll take
Feegle. Run for the Abbey, thisway, not that way. If you see Redwallersin the woods, tell them to get
ingde quickly. Now go, asfast asyou can. I'll beright behind you!"

Eeferaand Valug kept their eyesriveted on alow bush where Fwirl had goneto earth. Valug sent an



arrow ripping into it, and there was afaint scream. The Bowbeast smiled, notching another shaft to his
bowstring, and both vermin advanced dowly. The delivery of the second arrow was followed by alow
gasp. Valug Bowbeast straightened up confidently.

"First one wounded 'er, but that second arrow finished 'er off!"

They arrived at the bush to find both arrows buried in the soil &t itsroots. Furioudy they began
destroying the shrub to find their elusivefoe. A rain of pebbles dropped on their heads from the upper
branches of anearby em, followed by adramatic cry.

"Oooohhhhh! Y ou got me! That first one wounded me, but the second arrow finished me off.
Oooooohhhh! Hahahahaha!"

Fwirl shot off through the treetops, too high and fast for any arrow to follow. Eeferalooked stonefaced
at hiscompanion.

"I'll wager when we get back to that sack those young 'unswill be well gone.”

It was Valug'sturn to sound sarcadtic. "Did yer think o' that al by yersaf?”

It was |ate afternoon. All gates had been secured and every Redwaller was safe inside the Abbey.
Mhera had |ookouts and wallguards posted al around the ramparts. The elders were holding an
impromptu meeting in Cavern Hole, and she hurried down to join them. Seldom had she seen Cregga so
wrathful. The Badgermum brought her paw down on the table with a blow that dmost split it. She bared
her teeth, growling ferocioudy, "Vermin in Mossflower, trying to stedl our Dibbuns? Gurrrr, if | had the
sight of just one eye they'd wish their mothers never gave birth to them. Y ou saw them, Mhera. What
werethey like?"

As best she could, the ottermaid described Valug and Eefera, mentioning the barbarous facia tattoos of
the Juska clan.

Boorab waited until she had finished. "Hmm, sound like aright pair o' scallawagsif y'ask me. Y oung
Fwirl said there was another, an old rat, but one of those two bounders dew him with an arrow, wot.
Scoutin' party, that's what us chaps need, spot of reccying in the jolly old woodlands, wot. See how
many more of the tattooed blighters are out there an’ so on. Right, I'll volunteer to command said

party—"

Mheratook it on hersdlf to interrupt the hare. "1 think Fwirl can do al the scouting and spying that's
required. She'savery courageous creature, and deserves our wholehearted thanks for her brave efforts.
Thank you for your kind offer, Mr. Boorab, but it would be better if you stayed put here. Theré'sfew
enough of fighting age since Skipper and his crew went off to the Hullabaloo. This Abbey and its
creatures safety isour main concern; we don't want any outside skirmishes. The defense of Redwall is
most important.”

Boorab's reply was, to say the least, atrifle frosty. "Oh, beg pardon an' chop off my tongue for
mentionin' it. Tut! So that's how a galant chap getstreated for offerin’ help, wot!"

Mheraimmediately set about appeasing him. "But you misunderstood me, sir. | dready had plansfor



you. We need an officer, one who knows what he's doing, to command the wallguards and see to the
outer walls security. | was hoping that you'd accept the post.”

Boorab sprang to attention, knocking his chair over, and saluted with awooden ladle, amost raising a
bump on hishead. "Say no more, O fair one, say no more. I'm the very chap you're lookin' for, wot, wot
wot! Leaveit to me! I'll sraighten out that idle doppy lot on our walltops, or mname ain't Bellscut
Oglecrop Obrathon Ragglewaithe Audube Baggscut. Commencin’ duties as of now. Permission t'leave
the mess, Creggamarm!”

Creggamade asmdl salute. "Permission granted. Carry on, sah!”

Boorab performed asmart left turn, tripped over the leg of hisfalen chair, went flat and legped upright in
the same movement. He marched off, muttering under his breeth in fine military form.

"Right, look out, you bunch of limp lilies, here comes an officer on parade, wot! I'll have your gutsfor
garters, spikesfor supper an' snack on your spines, when I've straightened 'em up a bit! Hoho, me bold
laddie bucks, eyes front, chests out, shoulders square, backs straight, paws at an angle t'the seam o' the
garments, wot wot, wotwotwotwotwot! "

Cregga and the elders waited until Boorab waswell out of earshot before the Badgermum nodded to
Mhera

"Wl done, friend, that was very diplomatic of you. So, then, what's your next move to be?!

Mherafdt rather flustered. "I'm sorry, Cregga, | didn't mean to interrupt an elders meeting. | only came
to seeif | could be of any help."

Creggaturned her sghtless eyestoward Brother Hoben. "Well, | for one think Mheras been an
enormous help. Already shel's got rid of that babbling hare and taken care of the Abbey defenses at the
sametime. What d'you think, Brother?'

Koben watched the other elders faces carefully as hereplied, "1 couldn't agree with you more, marm.
Quick-thinking heads and sensible decisions are what's needed among us old fogies, adrop of young
blood to liven things up. | suggest we dlow our Mherato take charge of things. I've afeding shewon't
let usdown. Let's put it to the vote!™

There was an immediate chorus of ayes, but Creggas sharp ears missed nothing. "Sister Alkanet, why
do you chooseto stay silent?"

The stern Sister made her way dowly to the door. "'l won't say yes or no to Mherastaking charge.
However, | must be honest. | think she'sfar too young. It's too much responsbility, and | think you'l live
to regret your decison.” And Alkanet swept off up the sairsto her infirmary.

Foremole Brull twiddled her digging claws and fixed her eyes on thetablein front of her. "Shem agurtly
h'odd mouse, that 'un, but shem atitled to urr umpinnyin’. Hurr, ‘tain't moine, tho'. Oi loikes miz Mhural™

Filorn smiled across at the kind Foremole. " Thanks for your confidence in my daughter. Well, Mhera,
you'd best answer Cregga. What's our next move?"

The eders hopeful faces dispelled any nervousness Mherafet. " At the moment there's not a greet ded
we can do. If needs be, Fwirl can easily scout the woodlands close to our Abbey. Asfor therest, we've



got to keep an eye on the Dibbuns, see none of them try straying outside. Y ou al know by now that even
alocked gate or high wallswon't op some of those little rogues. The only thing we can do isto St tight
and hope the tattooed vermin will move off sooner or later. Our walls are patrolled, and we can deep
safely knowing Mr. Boorab is commanding the guard.”

Thislast remark was greeted by chuckles from the elders. Friar Bobb heaved himsdlf upright,
graightening hisgpron. "Villains or no villains, I've got cabbage an' fenndl bake to make, aye, and
raspberry cream turnovers. Redwallers don't quit having supper because there's vermin in the woodlands,
oh no!" The meeting broke up amid creatures going off to their chores.

Mherawas hel ping Creggafrom her chair when the Badgermum began rummeaging in her belt pouch.
"Oh, I dmost forgot in al the excitement. | found one of your pieces of lilac-smdling cloth. | assumeit's
the same color asthe others. It was lying among the fresh torches we put by the east wallgate when we

were searching last night." She passed the ottermaid a scrap of the green homespun.

Mherainspected the cloth. It was exactly the same asthe others: rough faded green homespun, with a
faint odor of lilacs. Inscribed oniit in the same vertica capitaswastheword WITTAGALL.

Creggatwitched her muzzle impatiently. "Well, isit one of those pieces of cloth? Doesit have any
message on it? Tell me, Mhera"

"What? Oh, er, sorry, Cregga. It saysWITTAGALL, whatever that's supposed to mean. | wonder who
left it there?!

Creggaleaned on Mherds shoulder as they mounted the stairs. "How should | know? I'm an old blind
badger, not amagician or amystery solver. It's not important how it got there, it's the word and what it
means. WITTAGALL. What dyou think it is?'

Mhera stopped, allowing Creggato rest her paws. "Y ou're asking me? I'm only a smple ottermaid, not
awise old Badgermum who's lived more seasons than anybeast | know and can tell just by a sound who
itisand whet they're doing.”

Creggatwesked the ottermaid's cheek. "Y ou, my pretty maid, are an old head on young shoulders!"

Chapter 24



Acrossfrom the path in front of Redwall's main gate, which faced west, was a partidly dried up ditch
separating the path from the sprawling flatlands. Twilight'slast vestiges were gleaming as Eeferastood in
the ditch, looking up at the solid red sandstone heights of the Abbey's outer wall.

"Supposin' the Taggerung ain't in there, what then?”

Vallug rubbed beeswax aong his bowstring to keep it supple. "Huh, ‘€sintheredl right, | kinfed itin
me bones.”

Eeferatook out hislong curved knife and began digging at some wild ramsons that were poking through
the ditch Sde. "Hmm. Ain't much chance of usfindin' out if the Taggerung'sin thereor not. It'sdl ‘igh
walls, locked doors an’ guards walkin' ‘round betwixt the battlements. We got no chance o' gettin' in
thereto seek im out.” He began crunching the garlicky-smelling plant. Vadlug turned avay in disgust from
the weasdl's breath.

"Yurk! D'you 'aveto eat that suff?1'll tell ye agood way fer usto get in. Y ou climb up that wall an'
breathe dl over 'em, that'll knock the guards out so you kin open the door fer me."

Eeferawiped soil from another clump of ramsonsand bit into it. "Very funny. Y orejokesl| be the death
of you one day, | ‘ope. But theway | seesit, we don't ‘aveto try an’ get inter that place, if'n we can make
the Taggerung come out to us."

Valug gagged as he turned and caught another whiff of ramsons. "Go on then, stinkmouith, tell me ‘ow
we do that. Why should the Taggerung come out if'n ‘e knows we want t'kill ‘im, eh?"

Eefera picked histeeth with afilthy pawnall. "Simple. Y ore the great Bowbeast, aren't yer? All'syou
gottado iskill one o' those guards up yonder, just as a sort 0' message. Pretty soon they'll want t'know
wot we want, o we, | mean you, kill another one. I'll tell ‘'em well day every Redwaller we see until they
givesusthe Taggerung. | think that's a pretty good idea, don't you?'

Valug eyed thefigures patrolling the walltop. "Oh, it'samarvelousidea, unless| killsonean' they dl
comes chargin' out an' chops us ter fish scraps!™

Eeferagpat out asoily bit of vegetation. "Y ore plan is better, then? Go on, tdll it tme."

Valug knew he had lost the argument, so he blustered. "D'ye remember wot Sawney said?'E didn't
want ter tangle with thewarriorsin there. Sawney Rath wasawise Chief."



Eeferalaughed scornfully. "Aye, was! But now Sawney's adead Chief, an' it wasn't no Redwall warriors
did it, ‘twas'isown pet otter. So are yer goin' dong with my idea, or are ye scared?'

Valug pushed hisface nose to nose with Eefera, despitethe smell. "'l ain't scared of yew an' | ain't
scared of those up there, an' if yer don't believe me then watch thig!”

Fitting ashaft to hisbowstring, Vallug drew it back, judging the breeze and the height. He fired and hit
one of the guards standing left of the threshold above the main gate. Valug watched the Redwal ler
crumple below the battlements and sneered. "Now tell meI'm scared. Vdlug

Bowbeast ain't afraid of anybeast ‘isarrows can day. That goes fer them an' you too. Hoi! Come back
‘ere. Where areyer goin'?'

Eeferaturned a pitying smile upon theferret. “I’'m gettin’ out of the way, back inter thewoods. They'l|
prob'ly ‘ave archers, spearbeasts an' dingersto fire back at us. But don't lissen tme. Y ou stay there an'
chat to yersdf al night. I'm off!"

Valug crouched and followed Eefera at arun, north dong the muddy streambed, to where they could
make the treesin safety.

Broggle saw the arrow strike, and dashed toward the fallen Redwaller, roaring out in anguish, "It'sold
Hoarg' They've killed Hoarg the Gatekeeper!™

Boorab was on the spot immediately, calling out orders. " Stay at your posts, keep those heads down, I'll
seetothigd"

Tears streamed down Broggl€e's face as he arrived on the scene. "What would anybeast want to day old
Hoarg for? Henever hurt alivingthingindl hislifel”

Boorab swiftly pushed Broggle's head below the parapet. "Y ou'll be next if y'don't keep your baly head
down, laddie buck. Stow the tears, he ain't hit that bad, wot!"

The ancient dormouse had been wearing an old copper bucket as ahemet, with the handle under his
chin. Valug's arrow was stuck tight in the side of the bucket, having pierced it. Fwirl came bounding up
and peered under the bucket, which was set firmly on the stunned Gatekeeper's head.

"Don' try to remove the arrow or take the bucket off Hoarg's head. The shaft's gone through his ear.”

Tucking the ladle tight against his sde, Boorab issued more orders. "Listen up in the ranks there, chaps,
sound the darm bells, two stretcher bearers up here on the double, carry this poor fellow up to Sister
Alkanet'sinfirmary. Steady on now, those carrying dings, load ‘em up an’ wait on my command. When |
give the word, heads up, pepper the ditch below the threshold with one good volley, then heads down
smartly, an' keep 'em down! Ready . . . dingdl"

A sharp rain of pebbles battered the ditch where Valug and Eefera had been. Two moles hoisted Hoarg
between them and carried him down the wallsteps. His eyes opened as he was hustled down, and he
groaned woefully.



"Owwww, my pore ear! Wot hit me? Where are ye takin' me?"

"Hurr, youm be'd shot in ee bucket, zurr. Usn'sbe'stakin' eeto yon affirmery. Doan't eewurry, Sister
hAlkurnet'l fizzick ee gudd, you'm fed gurtly well agin then, hurr hurr!"

Hoarg's voice echoed around the bucket asit tipped forward over hiseyes. "If I'd knowed | was goin'
to be dragged off an’ physicked by that ole mouse, I'd have let the vermin kill me!™

In the absence of kitchen staff, who were part of Boorab's wallguard, Mheraand Gundil helped
Filorn and Friar Bobb to make the supper. Between them they made cabbage and fennel bakeinto
pasties, which they parceled up with table linen, placing the raspberry cream turnovers on trays and filling
aclean pail with danddlion cordial. Filorn helped Mherato load up atrolley to take out to the wallguards.

Assheworked, the ottermaid kept reciting to hersdlf, "Hittagdl Pittagall Wittagdll! Hittagall Pittagall
Wittagall!"

Filorn looked oddly at her daughter. "What in the name of rudders are you talking about?"

Mheraplaced afina tray of turnoverson thetrolley. "1 wish | knew, Mama. It's the three words from the
three gtrips of cloth. Hittagall, Pittagall and Wittagall. | just keep on repesting them to myself in the hope
that they'll suddenly make sense. Troubleis, they don't.”

Filorn lowered her voice confidentidly. "Then stop saying them or you'll have everybeast saying that
you're acting like a Dibbun. Cregga and Hoben have given you alot of responsibility, and the elders will
look to you for guidance. Until thisvermin troubleis over, you'd do well to abandon any puzzlesand
riddies. Don't you redize, Mhera, you are practicaly in charge of Redwall Abbey for the moment!™

Before Mhera could reply, the irrepressible Boorab came marching in, his nose atwitch at the smell of
food.

"What'sthat? In charge of Redwall Abbey, young feller m'gel? Aha, well you may be, but yourstruly is
in charge an' command of the defenses, wot. Jolly old outer wall and al who flippin' well patrol it.
Respongbility's mmiddle name, doncha know!™

Mhera rapped the hare's paw, which was straying dangeroudy close to the array of raspberry cream
turnovers. "Then why aren't you out there carrying out your duties? The kitchenisno placefor a
commeanding officer."

Boorab swaggered over to Filorn, who had always been sympathetic to him, and gave her his best
diff-upper-lip smile. "Very observant of your beautiful daughter, marm. Everything's hunky-dory out on
the ramparts, no vermin showin' their lousebound festures about, al quiet an’ orderly y'might say.
Thought 1'd take the opportunity of poppin’ in to check up on rationsfor the troops. One owesit t'the
lower-rank chaps, y'’know, officer hasto feed the faces under his command. Me bounden duty, y'see!™

Filorn curtsied to the hare and presented him with aturnover. "I understand, sir. Perhapsyou'd liketo
sample one of these, to make sure 'tis of the right quality for your wallguards?'



Mherawatched in amazement asthe turnover vanished into the gluttonous hare's mouth. Licking his
paws, Boorab closed both eyes and smacked hislips appreciatively. "First class, ladies, absobalylutely
top hole, wot. A and B the C of D, I'd say. Let me help you take thejally trolley to my starvin'
companions freezin' away the bitter night hours on the rugged ramparts, wot!" He trundled the cart off,
with Mheraand Filorn hurrying behind.

"Y ou shouldn't encourage him, Mama," Mherawhispered disapprovingly. " Starving companions freezing
away the bitter night? It's hardly along while since they were last fed, and it'sawarm summer night
without even abreeze!"

Filorn watched the odd lanky figure hurrying across the lawn, taking greeat care not to spill any food from
thetrolley. "Don't be too hard on Boorab. His heart'sin the right place and he's dways been very gd lant
and politeto me."

Mheralinked paws with her mother asthey followed thetrolley. "Y ou're too softhearted by far. Oh, and
what does Boorab mean by A and B the C of D? Sounds like some kind of code.”

"| asked him once. He said it's some old military saying,” Filorn explained. "Thefirst | etters of the phrase
above and beyond the call of duty. A and B the C of D. Apparently his grandsire learned it, when he
served with agroup of hares called the Long Petrol.”

When they reached the walsteps, Foremole Brull detailed six of her molesto carry the trolley up to the
battlements. Mherahad aways admired the friendly mole leader, and she stroked Brull's velvety paw
affectionately.

"Thank you, marm. | was wondering how we'd get aloaded trolley up there."

Brull had asmile o jolly, it seemed to light up the night. "Doan't ee wurry, miz. They'm h'only likkle, but
them'm axeedingly moighty. Ho, boi the way, do ee be's cleckin' likkle piecings o' ee greeny cloth?”

Mherafdt her curiosity aroused. "Yes, | am collecting little pieces of cloth. Have you got one?’

Brull produced the object from insde her deeve. "Oi foinded this'un stucked to ee bakklement summ
whoile agoo.”

It was agreen homespun gtrip, still smelling faintly of lilac. Mheraread thewriting oniit. UITTAGALL.
"Bé'set hany gudd to e, miz?'

Mhera blinked absentmindedly. "What? Oh, er, yes. Thank you very much, Brull.”

Brull helped Filorn to serve the food as they trundled the trolley around the ramparts. Filorn looked
down to the gatehouse wallsteps, where her daughter was sitting studying something. "1 thought Mhera

was going to help us serve? What's she doing sitting down there in the dark?"

Foremole Brull busied hersdf with the cabbage and fennd padties. "Ho, leave urr be, missus, shem
lukkin' at one o' ee ole greeny cloths oi foinded oop yurr.”

From out of nowhere, Fwirl landed at Mhera's sde. She peered over the ottermaid's shoulder. "'Found
another of your cloth puzzles, en?'



Mherashook the fabric under Fwirl’s nose. "Foremole Brull found it not long ago, stuck to a battlement.
It ssysUITTAGALL. Now I'vegot four clothsand | don't know what even one of them means. But
there's an even greater puzzle, Fwirl. This cloth couldn't have stayed stuck to a battlement all those
seasons since Abbess Song was dive. It would have rotted or blown away ages ago. Theriddle may be
an ancient and mysterious one, but I've been thinking hard about it and I've come up with something.
Ligentothis. Thefirst two pieces we found could have lain there since the time of Abbess Song. One
wasingdethe bell tower, high and dry on the beam, the other was part of an infirmary coverlet.
However, look at these last two scraps of cloth. One was found by Cregga, out in the open by the east
wallgate, the other was found by Brull up on the walltop, again out in the open. Neither of the outsde
cloths could have survived the sun, winds, snow, ice and rains of many seasons. So what does that tell
us, my friend?'

Fwirl caught onimmediately. Her tail whirled excitedly. " Somebeast in the Abbey is putting them there.
Right?'

Mheragripped Fwirl's paws and squeezed them. "Exactly! Were going to keep our eyes open from
now on, Fwirl. Because whoever it is holds the key to thiswhole mystery!”

Filorn came down the wallsteps to find Mheraand Fwirl whirling each other around, chanting sngsong
dyle, "Hittagdl pittagd| wittagdl uittagdl! Hittagd| pittagd| wittagall wittagd '™

"Mhera, what have | told you, miss?' Filorn whispered urgently. "Redwallers are watching you. Think of
your respongibilities”

The ottermaid halted momentarily and smiled impudently. "Boorab's acommander, and if he can go
around saying A and B the C of D, wot wot, then I'm allowed a bit of fun too. Besides, I'm younger than
him. Come on, Fwirl, I'm enjoying thid"

Squirrdmaid and ottermaid started whirling around again. "Hittagdl |l pittagal| wittagal|l uittagall!"

Filorn relented. She helped Brull push the empty trolley back to the Abbey, smiling and shaking her
head. " Just look at those two young ‘uns. Mad as march hares!”

Brull nodded admiringly as she watched the performance. "Hurr hurr, bless ee gudd 'earts, missus,

they'm h'only young once. Oi cudd darnce loike that once; wish't oi cudd naow. Hurr hurr hurr, oi'm
gurtly fattied. Moi darncin' days be'slong dunn!”

Chapter 25



The Dillypin raft was well into deep woodland, floating leisurely aong the broad river. It was one of
those halcyon summer afternoons Tagg would dways remember. After a superb lunch of pancakes and
bilberry cordid, helounged on the stern rail with Jurkin, keeping the raft on course and watching the
current. Smooth flowing and deep the water ran, clear to its bed. Long trailing weed tresses, submerged
flat rocks and fleet darting minnow shoals passed beneath the rudder. Dragonflies and other insects
patrolled the shalows, sheltered by overhanging trees from swallows and willow warblers. Jurkin studied
theland, asdid Tagg, both with the eyes of experienced trackers. The hedgehog nodded sagely.

"Aye, see the broken sedge yonder? Y ore vermin passed thisway. Bound fer Redwall, if'n | ain't
mistaken, matey."

Tagg had been following the telltale Sgns. He looked up. *Redwall?'Y ou mean they're going to the same
placeI'm heading?'

Jurkin kept his eyes on the bank and shdlows. He shrugged. "Mebbe so. Well find out tomorrer when
we comest'the big rocks. Well stop then, an' if'n y'see thelr trail goin' off inland, then you'll know fer
sure. Great pinsn'prickles, lissen to that liddle mousemate o' yourn. 'E's aworse fibber'n me!™

Nimbal o was entertaining the Dillypin hogs, who sat around listening wide-eyed as herelated a
monologue of his adventures. Waving acdery stick, he parried and thrugt at invisible foes as he legped
about, reciting dramaticaly.

"I'm Nimbad o the Slayer, haha hoho,

A drange ole nameye may say,

So I'll tell ye how | won metitle,

Long ago, on afine summer day.

1 wasthe son of amighty King,

Me an' two hundred others,

Half of them was ssters of course,

But the other two halves was brothers.



We was out on apicnic one evenin',
Inaforest dl dark'n'thick,

Some picked ants out the pudden,
Whilel just picked on anick.

Suddenly we was under attack,

By ten thousand vermin, ‘twas bad,

Some began shoutin' for 'dp an' ad,

An' othersfor Mum an’ Dad!
Therewaswillful weasdls, rotten rats,

Fat foxes, fierce ferrets an' stoats,

With swords an' knives, to take our lives,
An' one had aspear in 'is coat!

When this| did spy, 'Hoho, sez |,

"It lookslike you scum wannafight?

So | dew ascorewid my left paw,

An' another twelve with meright.

"That mouseisadayer, their leader cried,
‘But by me spear helll die!’

So | knocked that rat flat,

With a swipe of me hat,

An' the crust off adead apple pie.

Then takin' asword, hiswhiskers| chopped,
All the while he was shoutin' out 'Save me!'
But in the din ‘twas hard to hesr,

| thought he was shoutin' out 'Shave me!’

Those villains dashed off in apanic,



'‘Cos they saw | wasin abad mood,
'Go bail yore bottoms," | shouted,
(an' other things far more rude).
That'swhy me name's Nimbalo,
An'I'maSayer bold,

I'll fight the good fight,

From morn until night,

But not if me supper gets cold!”

"Did you chase danhaughty villuns an' catch 'em, Mista Nimba?" a hogbabe piped up when the gpplause
had died down.

The harvest mouse chomped on his celery sword. "No, they caught me an' killed me, but I'll get 'em next
time!"

Tagg shook his head in mock despair at hisfriend. "Y ou're adreadful fibber, Nimbao."

Patting hiswdl-filled somach, the harvest mouse winked. "After that good lunch, matey, I'm adeepy
dreadful fibber. | think 'tis about time fer me noontide nap." He stretched out on a deckmat and was soon

soring.
It was not long after that Tagg noticed the hogbabes and young ones chattering excitedly.

"We're coming up t'the water meadows,” Jurkin explained. "They likesto paddliein the shalows an' pick
berries. Some good 'uns grow ‘round there. But if'n yorein an 'urry, Tagg, well sail on by ‘em.”

Tagg would not hear of theidea. "No no, let thelittle 'uns have their fun. We can aways make up the
timelater. | like water meadows too, you know."

Jurkin chuckled. "So do |, mate. Thankee."

The hogbabes were al agog, dancing and waving their paws. "Warty medders! Thereésawarty
medderd”

The barge hove in to the vast woodland-fringed area. It was a pretty sight. No more than waist deep,
the entire expanse was carpeted in water lilies, plant life and bulrushes. All manner of insect life, including
many beautiful butterflies, hovered on the still noontide air. WWhooping and yelling, the Dillypins scooted
off, someto paddle, othersto gather berries and fruit. Tagg left Nimbalo degping and joined a bunch of
mothers and babes with baskets. They found pears, apples, hazelnuts, blackberries, raspberries and wild
damsons, dl around the far-flung margin.

They returned aboard in the late noon, happy with their harvest, speculating on the flans, pies, puddings
and preserves that would be made with them. The otter put down the two babes he had been carrying



shoulder high and waved to Jurkin, who had stayed aboard the raft.
"l enjoyed that. Twaswdll worth it, mate. Where's Nimba 0?"

The Dillypin leader nodded for'ard. " Sittin' up yon with aface like stone. 'E woke just after you went,
been sittin' likethat al afternoon.”

Nimbalo did not even look up when Tagg sat beside him. Never had the otter seen his harvest mouse
friend so glum and depressed. By the marks on hisface he had obvioudy shed tears. Tagg leaned close
and lowered hisvoice.

"What's up, matey? Areyou dl right?'
Nimbal o continued gazing into the water. "Aye, | suppose so. It'sjust thisplace, | can't stand it.”

Tagg was astonished. The water meadow was a place of great beauty. "Why, what's so awful about it?
Tl me"

Nimbalo indicated the far margin with anod. "Jus beyond there was where | was reared by my papa. |
never knew my mother. Maybe she died when | was young, that'swot | like to think. But ‘twas prob'ly
Papa drove 'er to run off. 'E wasahard cruel beast. | hid in these 'ere reeds many atime, when Papa
was goin' to take abelt to me, for not doin' the chores the way ‘e wanted 'em done. There wasjus me
an' Papatkeep thefarm goin'. | was never dlowed any friends. Little food an’ lots o' beltin', that was my
life. Said'edid it to bring me up proper. Papa used to trade with beasts usin' theriver, like these
Dillypins. I never met 'em, Papa made me stay 'ome an’ scrub out the farm'ouse. Alwaystook 'is belt of f
t'mewhen 'e got back. Said | waslazy an' shiftless. Enny'ow, one night when I'd growed a bit, Papa took
the belt off once too often, | fought with 'im an’ ran off. Never been back since. That'swhy | ain't fond o'
this place: ‘twas my ole sampin’ grounds. Will yedo me afavor, Tagg?"

The big otter was almost closeto tears himself. "Of course| will. Anything for you, mate, anything!"

Nimbalo stood up, dusting himsalf down. "Will ye come with me, over tthe farm? 1 want Papato see
that | never turned out worthlessan' lazy.”

Tagg forced ajolly laugh for hisfriend's benefit. "Hohoho, worthless and lazy, you? Come on, matey,
well show the miserable old sourface how his son looks now. Lead on, Slayer!” He winked at Jurkin as
they disembarked from the raft. "Hold the boat for us, will you, matey? We've got asmal errand ashore,
WeEell be back by suppertime.”

The Dillypin Chief tightened off amooring rope. "Righto, Tagg, supper'll beready an' waitin'. Therell be
al kinds o' good vittles cooked up from the stuff we got today."

Beyond thefar side of the water meadow, Tagg and Nimbalo made their way through a grove of
trees. They emerged on the edge of asmall flatland, which was sectioned and cultivated. Directly across
the field was athatched cottage. The harvest mouse halted and gave the scene a brief glance.

"Hmm, things ain't changed much. Same ole patch o' dirt. Strange, though. Somethin's not quite right.”



Tagg looked down at hisfriend's furrowed brow. "Like what?"

Nimbalo gnawed at hislip. "Therésno sign o' Papa. 'E usudly works 'til dusk. If ‘'ewasin the farm'ouse
thered be smoke risn’ from the chimbly, an’ there ain't asingle wisp. Somethin'swrong, | canfed it!" He
took off at arun acrossthefield, his paws sending young lettuce and radishes flying, Tagg hard on histail.

"Nimbalo, stop! Wait for me! Slow down, matel"

But the harvest mouse had kicked open the unlatched door and dashed inside. Tagg put on aburst of
speed and chased in after him, halting immediately as he crossed the doorstep.

Therein apool of afternoon sunlight from the single window sat Nimbalo, amid the wreckage of what
had once been hishome. Chairs were smashed, curtains and coverlets ripped and food trampled
everywhere. Nimbalo'sfather lay dead, stretched out with agaping wound in his chest.

Tagg knelt and studied a bloodstained pawprint in the dust. He bresthed one word. " Gruven!”

Nimbal o had been ditting head in paws by hisfather's body. At the sound of Tagg's voice helooked up
at thewall above thefireplace, where two nailswere driven. "They killed 'im with 'is own axe. Lookit that
wound, only one weapon could've done that. Papa kept an ole battle-axe over the fireplace there.
Ohhhh, Tagg! | know 'e was only amean-spirited misery of amouse, but why'd they day 'im like that an’
wreck the place they way they did? Ohhhh, Papa, Papa, wot was it made you like ye were?!

Tagg placed apaw gently on Nimbalo's shoulder. "Isthere anything | can do, friend?"

The harvest mouse sniffed and scrubbed a paw across both eyes. "No, mate, 'cept |leave me done 'ere
awhile. You go an’ wait across the field. Go on, | won't keep ye long.”

Tagg closed the door behind him as he left.

Sitting in the tree shade a the field's edge the otter stared at the farmhouse, feding immensdy sad for his
little friend. Nimbal o had been nervous on the way over from the water meadows. It had caused him to
laugh and joke about what a horrible old grouse his papa had been, and how he was going to show him
that his son had not turned out the same. Poor Nimbalo. Thiswasthe last thing he had expected. What a
homecoming for him.

Tagg wondered what his own father had been like, his mother too. He knew from Ribrow that his father
was dead, but maybe, just maybe, he had amother somewhere. Did she ever wonder what had become
of her baby son? The otter sat for along time puzzling various unknown bits of hisformer life, and then he
saw awisp of white smoke rising from the farmhouse chimney.

Nimbalo emerged, carrying aheavily buckled belt and anail from the chimney wall. Closing the door, he
took arock and nailed the bt to the doorjamb. Passing the belt through the door handle, he tugged,
buckling it tight, locking the door shut securdly. He sniffed, scrubbed at his eyes one last time and
sraightened his shoulders. Tagg rose and greeted hisfriend as he paced back acrossthe fidd.

"Y ou look abit better now, mate. Ready to go?"
The harvest mouse nodded briskly. "I cleaned the place up, made afire out o' some broken furniture an’

dressed Pgpain aclean smock. | sat 'imin ‘isfavorite chair an' then locked the place up with that. . . er, |
locked the place up good'n'tight. D'ye think Papawould've liked that, Tagg?"



The otter took hisfriend's paw asthey waked away. "I'm sure he would have, Nimbao. Y ou did right."

Nimbalo pulled Tagg to ahdt. "Don't you ever tell anybeast abouit this, especialy those Dillypin 'ogs.
Promise me ye won't breathe aword!"

Tagg winked knowingly. "Mateys don't tell otherbeaststheir secrets.”

They skirted the water meadow, making for the raft. Nimbal o waved to the hedgehogs on deck,
muttering to Tagg in an undertone, "When we do catch up with yore vermin, one of ‘em'll be carryin' a
battleaxe. Leave that 'un to me, '€ll be the beast who dew my father. I'll pay that feller back in full!”
Nimbalo's eyes were as hard as ice-coated granite. Tagg nodded.

Aslong as helived, Tagg would never be ableto figure hisfriend out. That night aboard the raft,
Nimbao wasthe very lifeand soul of things, laughing, Snging and bantering with the hedgehogs. Supper
was a spectacular affair. Jurkin had baked amassve outsized dish, which he called alfruit duff. It wasa
huge soft-crusted crumble, with every fruit or berry they had gathered smeared with honey and baked
ingdeit. The whole thing was covered with athick white sauce that tasted of vanillaand amonds. It was

very tasty; heavy, but satisfying.
Jurkin sat with Tagg, laughing a Nimbao'santics. "That liddle mouse o' yourn, lookit im now singin' an'

scoffin’ with my 'ogs, yet only this noon ‘e looked like athunnercloud. Where did you two go when ye left
theraft?'

The otter shrugged cardesdy. "Picking up vermin tracks. Seemed they circled the water meadow, but
they're ftill headed downriver. Nimbao's just happy that we're till hot on their trail "

Jurkin spooned himself another bowl of hisalfruit duff. "That'stheway al travelerswidout avessd go.
Weredtill ontheir tails, right enough. But well prob'ly part company with them in the mornin' when we
reach the big rocks, where the trail splits. Hoho, lookit Nimbalo doin' the pawspike dance. | thought only
'ogs knew 'ow t'do that 'un.”

Tagg winked at the Dillypin Chief. ™Y ou'd be surprised at what my little mate knows!™

Nimbao wasin hisdement, standing in line with the hedgehogs, doing dl the actions and singing aoud.
It was avery old chanting dance, performed only by the Dillypin tribe. However, the harvest mouse was
aquick learner.

"Rum chakka chum chakka chum chakka choo!

I'm aDillypin who are you?

Choo chakka choo chakka choo chakka chah!

River'ogsiswot we are.

Tap y'paws tap y'spikes tap y'snout an'turn,



Bow to y'partner like aswayin' fern,
‘Round an’ 'round now, tap that paw,

Who'sthat knockin' on my door?

Rap chakka chap chakka chap chakkachin!
Ho 'tisyou, well comeonin.
Chin chakka bin chakka bin chakka choo!

| can dance as good as you.

Clap y'paws, shake y'spikes, touch snouts with me,
Sail down theriver right to the sea,
Wotll wefind therewild an' free,

Golden sandsan' slv'ry sea.

Whoom chakka boom chakka boom chakka—whoal
Hold on tight an' away we—gooooooo0!"

They al dashed forward, clasping paws, and collapsed laughing on the deck. Leaping up, Nimbao led
the scramble for flagons of cold pae cider, which had cooled in theriver current, tied in asack trailing
agtern of theraft.

"Let meliddie niece Tinglegiveasong!" Jurkin called.

Tagg joined the rest in encouraging the young hogmaid. "Aye, come on, Tingle, give usasong!"

Tingle obliged shyly. She had an unusud soft husky little voice.

"Old places| traveled long seasons ago,

Kind faces of friends| have seen,

What's 'round the riverbend, dear | don't know,

‘Tisaland where my heart's never been.

Will | gt inthe shade of tdl willows above,



If | gazeinthe stream may | see,
There standing beside, the onethat | love,

Or al sad and alone must | be?

Thetears| have shed here are mingled and gone,
Through waters which flow without end,
And | mugt drift, ever seeking that one,
Waiting there 'round somefar riverbend.”

Tingle threw her apron up over her face and scurried off amid hearty applause and shouts of "More!
Morel"

Jurkin mopped his eyes with a spotty kerchief and sniffed doud. "That's me favorite song. Aint shea
luvly singer!”

"Shecertainly is" Tagg agreed, "and that song was beautiful!”

Jurkin stowed his kerchief away quickly. "Aye, an' guesswho wroteit? That plum-faced oaf Robald.
Wonders never cease, en? Whered afool who's never "ad afight in‘islife get the brains to write summat
like that? Hoho, Nimbalo, changed yore tune agin? Now yore weepin'!"

The harvest mouse glared at the big Dillypin hog. "No | wasnt, | was sneezin'. Jus some cider went
down the wrong way. So wipe that stoopid grin off'n yoreface or I'll doiit for yer, big asye arel"

Jurkin held up his paws, feigning terror. "No offense, matey, don't sart dayin' anybeast, were'avin' a
good time. Cummon, Tagg, areye goin' t'get up an' give usasong or adance, matey?'

The otter shook his head ruefully. "Where | was brought up, Singing and dancing were the last things
anybeast was called on to do. I'm only good at the use of wespons, or at using my body as aweapon.
‘Tiswhat | wastrained for."

Jurkin waved apaw airily. "Then show usabit o' that. Stand clear, Dillypins, give my mate Tagg abit o
room!"

The otter expelled agreat Sgh and shrugged. "All right, then, if you really must. Keep your eyes on my
blade."

Tagg whipped out the beautiful knife and began twirling it with one paw. It spun until it was nought but a
shining blur.

"Heyyahupp!"

As he shouted, Tagg struck the spinning blade with his other paw. It flashed off and stuck deepinthe
cabin wal. With an enormous somersault he was dongsde thewadl, pulling the knife out dmost on the
ingtant it struck. The blade began twirling again. Thistime he was facing Nimbalo as his paw shot out.



The harvest mouse ydled, throwing himsdlf flat on the deck. A concerted " Aaahhhh!™ arose from the
hedgehogs, who thought Nimbalo had been dain. With apowerful legp, Tagg was a Nimbao's side,
helping him up. The harvest mouse patted his chest, throat and both ears, thoroughly shaken.

"Wh-where's the blade?"

Tagg threw back his head and laughed. "1 don't know. Ask Jurkin.”

Looking mystified, Jurkin scratched his headspikes. "I dunno, mate. Whered it go?"
Tagg pointed downward. "L ook between your footpaws!"”

The blade wasthere, till quivering. Jurkin jumped back apace. "Seasons o' spikesn'stickles, 'ow did ye
dothat?'

Tagg whipped the blade free and resumed spinning it. His paw flicked out and everybeast ducked. He
chuckled. "Whereisit now, en?'

They looked between their footpaws, at the deck and the cabin wall. Jurkin narrowed his eyes. "Stuck in
somewheres.”

Tagg turned dowly so they could al see. "Aye, stuck in the back of my belt where 1 dways keepit.
Never messwith ablade, unless you've spent fifteen seasons|earning how to use one. Now I'll bid you

al good night!"

He strolled out onto the deck and found aquiet place to deep. Nimbalo swaggered out in hisfriend's
wake, but not before saying, "Good, isn't 'e? That's me matey Tagg. | taught im dl ‘e knowd!™

Like twin specters, the rocksloomed up out of dawn mist. Tagg woke to the sound of Jurkin calling
orders.

"Bring 'er in portside there an' make fast for'ard an' aft!" He presented Tagg and Nimbal o with abag
each. " Tan't much, some leftover dlfruit duff an' aflagon o' cider apiece. Stir yore sumps, mates. Let's
go an' find yore vermin tracks, see which ways they're bound.”

They legped ashore onto the base of the two great limestone rocks protruding out of the woodlands.
Making their way around the huge monoliths, they entered the deep, silent tree cover. Sunlight pierced
the leafy canopy, turning the ground mist into golden tendrils amid the dark green shadows. Jurkin took
the center, with Tagg and Nimbal o ranging out either sde of him. All three were accomplished hunters
and trackers, their paws making no sound asthey trod carefully, avoiding dead twigs or anything that
could crack or rustle underpaw. No words were exchanged; keeping each other in view, they
communicated slently by head and paw gestures. Ranging between the trunks of mighty oaks and lofty
elm, spreading beech and stately poplar, Tagg kept his eyesriveted on the ground and his ears dert.
Through fern beds, loam and moss-carpeted sward they went, until both river and tall rocks were well
behind them. The distant trilling of atree pipit caused the trackersto hat and listen carefully. Thelittle
bird sounded either angry or upset. Asthree headsturned in the direction of the birdsound, Jurkin
pointed and Nimba o wordlesdy mouthed, "Over there!”



Tagg pointed to himsdlf, indicating that he would go ahead and his friends follow a short distance behind.
Drawing his blade, the otter clamped it between histeeth and vanished into alow clump of brush. He
wriggled swiftly through abroad swath of rosebay willowherb and into the base of a smal spreading
buckthorn, where he crouched, still asarock. Peering through the leaves, he found himsdlf looking at the
back of asmal hedgehog, trimly outfitted in a bright yellow smock and green apron. Tagg reached out
and tugged the gpron strings lightly. Turning around, the little hogmaid took onelook at the tattooed otter

holding ablade in his clenched teeth, and screamed.

"Mammeeeeeeee! Daddececceea!"

Tagg struggled through the buckthorn as everybeast arrived on the scene at arun, Nimbalo and Jurkin
from behind and the hogmaid's parents from the front. Jurkin recognized them and shook his quills

impetiently.
"Tdl liddle missfussyfrillsto put acork in that wailin', willyer? Were trackin' vermin!™

Smothering her daughter'stearful facein her billowing dress, the mother stared haughtily down her snout
a Jurkin, "Tut tut, | might have known it. A Dillypin!"

Her husband, alittle fat fellow, peeped out from behind her and repeated, "Dillypin!”

Jurkin spread his pawswide, gesturing at their surroundings. "What'n the name o' spikesn'sticklesare
Forthrights doin’ in this neck o' the woodlands?"

The mother patted her child's back soothingly. "Thisis our summer woodland domicile, avay from hot
sun and open country, if that's any business of yours, Jurkin Dillypin. And asfor hunting vermin, how can
you possibly be doing that by bringing one aong with you? Grest tattoo-faced savage with that sword in
his mouth, frightening the life out of our little Pecunia. Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdlf!™

The husband popped out and echoed, "Ashamed of yoursdlf!"

She tugged his snout sharply. "Silence, Merradink. I'll ded with thisrabble.”

He retreated behind her voluminous dress. 'Y es, Campathia dear.”

Nimbalo pointed at Campathia. "Are you ole Robald's Sster or summat like that, marm?”

She gave him alook that would have frozen custard. "I most certainly am not! We are the southern
Forthrights. Robad is one of the eastern Forthrights, an indifferent bunch. They are sadly lacking in

persond tidiness, not like us!”
Merradink's head poked out again. "Not like us!”

Tagg felt the discussion was getting them nowhere. He became forcefully polite with the prissy
Campathia. "Begging your pardon, marm, | am no vermin, despite my gppearance. | apologize for
upsetting your little one, | didn't mean to. Now, just answer my questions and well be on our way and
leave you in peace. Have any vermin, with tattoos like mine, passed thisway? If o, when and where?"

Campathia pointed to Tagg's blade, which he held in his paw. "Put that... thing away, sr. | refuseto
converse with armed ruffians. Put it away thisingant!"



As Tagg returned the blade to his belt, he heard Merradink. "Thisinstant!™

Placated by the otter's obedience, Campathia answered the question. "Late last night. | was cooking
supper, and | heard them before | saw them. Three vermin, two stoat creatures and adisgusting femae
rat, al tattooed in asmilar fashion to yourself. Acting promptly, we left our camp and hid nearby. They
commandeered our camp and ate our supper. Therat said that she had smelled the fire from a distance.
Their behavior was dreadful, their manners atrocious, and their language! Sufficeit to say | had to cover
my babe's ears. They weretotally uncouth—"

Tagg interrupted her flow. "When did they leave? Wheres your camp?"

Campathiagestured over her shoulder. "Over there. After eating everything in sight and taking what they
could carry, the miscreants | eft within the hour.”

"Within the hour."
Jurkin peeped around her dress at Merradink. "Come on, echo, take usto yore camp.”

Campathiawaggled a stern paw at Jurkin. "His nameis not echo, as you well know. Follow me!™

The camp was little more than an el aborately embroidered linen square of considerable Size, pegged
across alow hornbeam branch and afallen larch tree. It had been ripped to tatters by the vermin, and a
small homemade rock oven nearby was smashed down into the ashes of afire beneath it. Nimbao

sniffed at the ashes as Tagg ingpected the ground, pointing out the unmistakable pawprints ot Dagrab,
Rawback and Gruven.

"They're headed west and a bit south. It'sthem dl right!" He stepped around Tagg to retrieve a scrap of
barkcloth fiber that was snagged on ahally bush. "Aye, lookit this, matel

The otter took the barkcloth fragment and sniffed it carefully before turning his attention to Campathia
"How long have you been at this camp, marm?"

She sniffed and replied indifferently, " All summer long, if that's any business of yours."

Tagg shook hishead a Jurkin, to indicate that she was lying. Jurkin tipped him a broad wink, then
launched into atirade a her, just as Merradink was repeating "Business of yours."

"Y er mealy-mouthed, snake-tongued, bandy-spiked fibber!”

Horrified, Campathia covered Pecunias ears. ™Y ou common riverhog, how dare you use such

language!”

"Such language!" her husbhand echoed.

Jurkin was enjoying himsalf. Heraised hisvoice and roared, "Then tell the truth, yefat, icy-snouted,
beady-eyed nettlebush!™

Campathiawithered under Jurkin'sfurious salvo. Dropping her head, she brushed imaginary dust specks



from her dress. "Day before yesterday. We arrived in the early evening.”
"Early eed!"

She stamped on Merradink’s footpaw, silencing him. Tagg nodded courteoudy. " Thankee, marm. Well
be on pur way!"

The three friends cut off through the undergrowth, leaving the snobbish southern Forthrights behind.
Nimbalo was curious.

"Tagg, mate, 'ow did ye know they ‘adn't been there al summer?’

The otter tucked the barkcloth scrap into his belt. "Because they'd be dead if they had. Just before they
arrived and made camp there, Valug and Eefera passed through. It was Eefera gave the game away by
tearing histunic on that holly bush. | can smell weasd anytime, and his scent was till on the cloth. That
means were tracking Gruven, Dagrab and Rawback, who are tracking Valug and Eefera. Isn't that nice,
mate? We're al going the same way. But what about you, Jurkin? Hadn't you better get back to your
Dillypinsand theraft?'

The sturdy hedgehog nodded ruefully. " Aye, mate, even though I'd like to stand aongside ye when
y'catch up wid those vermints. But I'll take another route back t'the ole scow. Don't want to bump inter
Campathia Forthright an'‘er family again!™

"An''er family again!"

Jurkin roared with laughter at Nimbal o'simpersonation of Merradink. *"Hohohoho! I'll missyou, yeliddlie
rascal. Take good care of each other, now. "Twas a pleasure mestin' ye both. Tagg, mate, may the
stream be smooth an' yore rudder never bust on ye!" The three joined paws for amoment, then Jurkin
turned and cut off at atangent, back to hisfamily and theraft.

Thetrail was clear now. Tagg knew he wasfollowing five vermin. He recdled his dreams, the mouse
warrior Martin beckoning him urgently, Valug firing the arrows at him, trying to day him, to siop him.
The otter knew then, with aruthless certainty, nothing was going to stop him going to Redwall. Nothing
and nobeast!

Chapter 26

Gruven gtrode aong confidently. He had gradually come into his own since the journey from the



mountain. Granted, there had been setbacks. He had lost some face, having to flee the Taggerung, but
there was no sign of the otter now. Doubtless he had perished adong the way, or got lost. Then there had
been the incident with those hedgehogs. He dismissed it from his mind. There had been too many of them
and they were experts at stone dinging. It could have happened to any Juskawarrior, caught waist deep
in astream, pelted by amob. He probed with histongue at aloose back tooth. There was no shamein
retresting from that lot. He would go back there one night, when he was clan Chieftain, and burn them
aiveinther cottage. Other than that, things had worked out well. They had feasted on the best of food
from the hog who lived on the flatlands, aye, and left him to die, trapped insde amudball. Then, just as
provisonswere running low, they had found the belligerent old harvest mouse and his farmhouse. Gruven
had enjoyed that, he liked inflicting pain on others, though he had granted Dagrab the privilege of daying
their victim when the time came to move on. A pity they had not captured the hogs at the latest camp. He
harbored a deep-rooted hatred for the spike creatures after hislast encounter with them. But again,
things had turned out well enough. Having wrecked the place, they had | eft carrying vauable supplies of
food. Not only that, but it was he who rediscovered thetrail of Eeferaand Vallug, which Dagrab had lost
some time before out on the flatlands. Gruven was the one who was showing the way; it was he who was
in undisputed charge of the other two. Dagrab and Rawback obeyed his every command, without
question.

He exerted his authority now, pointing to asmall pool set in aclearing, awelcome oasisin the thick
woodlands. "WElIl camp 'ere awhile. Y ou two get some vittles ready!"

Dagrab put down her battle-axe and took the sack of suppliesfrom Rawback. Between them they
gathered firewood and found aflat stone, and then Dagrab made afire whilst Rawback ground a paste
from nuts, wild oats and barley, taken from the Forthrights.

"Thisll make some good flatcakes for us, Chief. I'll bake 'em over thefire on thisflat stone. Youll like
my flatcakes."

Gruven ignored Rawback's comments and concen-trated on what lay ahead. He told himself that he had
no fear of Valug or Eefera. They were the only creatures who could prevent his gaining leadership of the
Juskazann, therefore they would both haveto die, preferably by ambush. Dagrab and Rawback he could
dispose of easlly, leaving thefidld clear for him to return to the clan, with aharrowing tale of the hunt.
How his brave companions had al met their deaths, leaving only him, Gruven Zann, to day thetraitor
Taggerung and return to clam hisrightful place as Chieftain. Gruven Zann Juskazann!

Histrain of thought was interrupted by Dagrab, tapping him hesitantly on the shoulder. "Can't yer seeI'm
tryin' to think?' he muttered through clenched teeth. "Go away, leave me aone.”

But she persigted. "Lissen, Chief . . . lissen!”

Gruven rose moodily, sneering. "'Lissen to wot, yore dobberin' mouth?!

Therat cupped her ear to one side. "Bells! Can't you 'ear 'em? Tisbdls, | tell ye!™

Gruven pad attention then. His ears caught the warm brazen tones of two bellsfrom afar. Rawback had
finished hisbaking. Hejiggled two hot flatcakesin his paws, announcing triumphantly, "L ookit these
beauties, Chief. | done awhole batch of ‘em!”

Gruven drew his sword, pointing in the direction of the tolling bells. "No timefer that now. Pack 'em up
in the sack, well eat aswe go. C'mon, you two, follow me. Keep yer mouths shut an' do as| say, an'

hold yer weapons ready!"



Friar Bobb came scurrying from the kitchensinto the Great Hall, panting and scratching his ssomach
distractedly, peering into corners. Mhera, Broggle and Fwirl were making for the main door when the
Friar spotted them.

"Hi there, have you seen a Dibbun about? Weve lost onel™ He came trundling over to them, mopping at
his brow. "Mhera, your mother an' | were watching the little 'uns. We took them to the kitchens and were
showing them how to make strawberry flan. Great seasons, those Dibbuns take some watchin'. We'd not
got the pastry rolled when your mamaredized thet little Trey had vanished. Anyhow, she's searchin’ the
kitchenswith Brother Hoben, whilst I'm taking alook up here. Ooh, that Trey, the scamp! There'sno
tellin’ where héelll get to next.”

Mherareassured the anxious Friar. "Trey won't have gone far. Mamawill probably find him hiding in the
larders and stuffing himself. Y ou keep searching 'round here, and well take alook outside. I'll have a
word or two to say to Trey if he'sout there. All Dibbuns have been told to stay indoors while there's
vermin in thewoodsfiring arrows over."

Fwirl swung the main door open. "Mhera, you and Broggle search out in the grounds. I'm going into the
treetops to scout out the woodlands and seeif those two painted blaggards are still roaming about by the
wadls"

Broggle patted hisfriend's paw. "Watch yoursalf out there, Fwirl. Weve dready had oneinjured. Be
very careful and don't stay out theretoo long!"

Fwirl gave him one of her prettiest smilesand saluted "Y es Sir, got it Sir, watch m'sdf sr and don't stay
out too long gr. | hear and obey your orders, sir!™

Creggawas sitting in the old whedlbarrow at the orchard entrance, dozing in the late-noontide sun.
Mhera could not help shaking the ancient Badgermum a bit sharply. "Marm, what are you doing out
here?'

The badger twitched afly from her muzzle. "Just catching alittle ngp in thefresh air. It'snice out here.”

Mherawagged astern paw at her friend. "Maybe, but it's not showing much of an example to other
Redwallers. Nobeast is supposed to be outside, except the guards!”

Cregga's sghtless eyesturned in the ottermaid's direc-tion. "Then what are you and Broggle doing out
here, may | ask?"

Broggle looked disappointed. He had hoped the badger had not noticed his presence. "Trey the
mousebabe has gone missing, and we're searching for him. | don't suppose you've noticed him, marm?”

Cregga chuckled. "He's over yonder in the strawberry patch. | was going to catch him on the way back
and take him ingde. Oh, talking of which, would you help me back insde, please, Broggle?"

Mhera began helping Creggafrom the barrow. "Here, | will."

The Badgermum placed her hefty paw on Broggle's shoulder. "No, you go and get Trey. Broggle can



help me. Come on, my favorite assistant cook, help an old beast to the dining room. It'salmost time for
tea"

Mherafound Trey sitting happily in the strawberry patch, covered in juice and berry pippins. She hoisted
him up as he continued stuffing his mouth.

"What were you told about coming outside on your own, you rascal!"

Trey grinned and popped a strawberry in the ottermaid's mouth. " Saved abig 'un for you, Mura. | no on
me own, Badgeymum sayed Trey could pick strawbeez."

Mherahid asmile, glad that the little fellow was safe. "Oh did she, now! Wdll, I'll have aword or two
with Lady Cregga. Just look at the mess of you! Don't wipe your face on that dirty smock. Use your
kerchief, you mucky mouse!”

Trey pulled out a strip of green home-woven fabric and began scrubbing at his juice-stained mouth.
Mheratook it from him. It smelled of lilacs, and the word KITTAGALL waswritten on it in the same
unmistakable capitas.

"Where did you get this? Tell me, Trey."

The mousebabe wrinkled his brow and whispered furtively, "Dat cloff was hid inna strawbee | eafs. |
findedit!"

Matching his secretive manner, Mherawhispered back, "Very clever of you, Trey. Did you see who put
it there?'

Pulling alargefat strawberry out of his smock deeve, Trey put hisnose up againg Mherasand
explained, asif she was the Dibbun and not him, "Frybobb an' F lorn not let Trey edtta strawbeez inna
kitchen, say no, no, they for makin' aflanswiv. So Trey comes out inna strawbee patch tlook for
strawbeez. Not look for cloffs, ho no, cloffsjus thereinnaleafs, dl hided. | no see who purrathere” He
shoved the big strawberry into his mouth and refused to talk further.

Mheracarried Trey ingde, her mind in aturmoil. Who could have placed the green cloth in the orchard,
and why had they chosen that spot? Passing through the dining room on her way to the kitchen, she saw
Creggaditting alonein acorner.

"Cregga, can | ask you something?”’

The Badgermum yawned. "Won't let me take my nap, outside or insde. Y es, Mhera, yes, you may ask
me something. What isit, O curious one?'

"Besides Trey, did you notice any other creature go into the orchard while you were sitting in the
barrow? Think hard, it'simportant.”

Cregga gave the impression she was thinking hard, then answered, "Y es, there was one other Redwal ler
who entered the orchard.”

Mhera clasped the badger's paw urgently. "Who?"

lle!Il



Valug Bowbeast centered his shaft on the figure striding the north battlements and let fly. Eefera
watched asthe Redwadl ler fell back onto the parapet.

"Good shootin'! You got it. Wasn't that the squirrel who dung stones at us yesterday ?*

Valug fixed another shaft to his bowstring. " She won't be throwin' no more stones. | think | dropped 'er
good, but I'm not certain. Right, let's get their attention!™ He sighted on the bell tower's top arched
window, where the two bells could be seen, and gritted histeeth as he pulled the big bow to itsfull
dretch. "Sittin' target, can't miss. Thisll wake'em up!”

The arrow hissed off upward. It struck one bell, bouncing off the metdl and causing a sharp clang.
Another arrow followed swiftly, striking the other bell. Ding! The pair dashed off to the northeast
wallpoint, shifting their pogtion to avoid dingstones.

Asthe bellsrang, Boorab, who was having an afternoon doze in the gatehouse, came hurtling out. He
took the north wallstepsthree at atime, bounding up to the ramparts and yelling at the top of hislungs,
"Redwaller down! Bearers over here! Quickly now, everybeast lieflat! Redwaller down!”

Mhera heard the bells and came hurrying out, with Cregga, Filorn, Broggle and Friar Bobb in her wake.
Dibbuns poured out after them, shrieking and milling about, frightened by the noise. Gundil, Foremole
Brull and four of her moles came scuttling down the wallsteps. Between them, on a stretcher made from
window poles and drapes, they carried Fwirl. Broggle bellowed hoarsdly, asif the arrow had found him
ingtead. The sight of Fwirl laid out with the shaft il in her side was more than the poor assistant cook
could bear. He ran dongside the stretcher, holding his friend's paw and stroking her brow. "Fwirl!
They'vekilled Fwiiiiiiirl!"

"Youinthere... lissen! D'yehear me.. . lissen!”

Cregga hdd up both pawsfor slence, whispering to Brull, "Get her up to theinfirmary, right away.
Silence, everyone!”

Rough and gratingly loud, the voice from over thewall rang out. "Are yelissenin? Answer mel™

Mhera sped up the wallsteps and threw hersaf down beside Boorab, who was lying flat beneath the
battle-ments. "Answer him, go on!"

Boorab called out, loud and curt. "We're ligtenin’. Who are you and what d'you want?"
Vadlug's voice came back amoment later. "Never mind who we are. Send out the Taggerung!™

Boorab looked a Mhera, who gave amystified shrug. "What in the blazes d'you mean?" he shouted
back.

Thistimeit was Eeferas voice that replied. "Weve come fer the Taggerung!”

The hare had been binding his kerchief to the end of the ladle he carried about as a swagger stick. He



sprang up waving it. "Truce, chaps, truce!" He sidestepped smartly, but was not quick enough to stop
Vdlug'sarow dicing awound in hischeek asit zipped by.

"No truce, rabbit. Send the Taggerung out to us, or yore al deadbeasts, that's al!”
Vallug fired two more arrows over thewall. "That should give 'em summat t'think about fer today.”

Eeferaled the way asthey retreated into the woodlands. "Aye, well kill another tomorrer. They'll soon
send im out!”

Sigter Alkanet cut the barbed head from the arrow and pulled the wooden shaft out of the wound in
Fwirl'sside. She gave the arrowhead to Brother Hoben and set about mixing herbs and powders from
her infirmary shelves. "It went right through. Never hit anything vita, or this pretty one would be dead. |
can clean and dress thiswhile she's till unconscious. Good thing the shock and pain knocked her out.
Would you seeif that arrowhead is poisonous? Vermin often do that to shafts. This squirrel won't be up
and about for awhile, but shell live. Y ou can go and give Broggle the good news."

In the passage outside the sickbay, Foremole Brull, Drogg Cellarhog and Gundil had tight hold of
Broggle, who was struggling and pleading with them.

"Let me go and see Fwirl. | must bewith her, | must! Please!™

Brull had astrong but kindly paw about the squirrel's neck. "Naow, zurr, doan't eefret yurrself. You'm
h'only beinnaway an' ee Sister wuddent never ‘ave that, burr nay, shem surpintly wuddent. Youm bea
guddbeast an' be ee till noaw, maister!”

The door opened and Brother Hoben came out. He smiled a Broggle. "Fwirl's not dead, my friend,
merely sensaess. Shelll be fine provided that this arrowhead isn't poisoned.”

Drogg Celarhog took the arrowhead. He licked it and smacked hislips thoughtfully. " Tain't poisoned.
Any good cdllar'og can taste badness after alifetime o' brewin' al manner o' drinks. Nah, that'-s clean.
Cummon, Broggle, me ole bushtail, smile. Y ore Fwirl will beright asrain afore the season's out.”

Blinking away histears, Broggle smiled hopefully. "Doesthat mean | can go in and see her?’

Drogg throw a sympathetic paw about the squirrdl's shoulder. "Put one paw in there an’' ole Alkanet'll
physick thetail off ye, young feller. Best come with met'the cdlar, an' I'll give ye aflask of me specid
tearose an' violet cordid. When miz Fwirl fedsbrighter, y'can pick 'er anice bunch o' flowers an' take
‘em up with the cordial.” They went off together down the stairs, Broggle talking animatedly.

"Isit good stuff, this cordid? Will Fwirl likeit? Now, what kind of flowers should | pick? Er, pansy,
marigold and celandineif therés any il about. She likes golden-colored flowers."

Foremole Brull nudged Gundil. "Hurr, so does oi, but et be'salong toime since oi 'ad any."

Gundil smiled from ear to ear. "Hurr hurr, oill goo an' pick ee summ, marm. Keep Broggle cumpany.”



On hisway downgtairs, Gundil passed Mhera, asssting areluctant Boorab up to the infirmary.

"Oh, pish tush, m'gel. nothin' a plum pudden won't cure, wot. 1'd sooner have a plum pudden than a
blinkin' physick off that stern-faced poisoner. I'll bet there's chaps gone in there an' never come out again
after one of Sister Alkanet's potions was poured down their flippin' faces. I'll just nip down t'the kitchens.
Nothin" a beaker of October Ale an' the odd bucket o' salad won't take care of, wot wot?”'

Mherakept afirm grip on the hare's ear. "Come on, you great fusspot, that wound needs dressing. I'll
seethat you get extra supper after she'sfinished with you.”

The suggestion of extrafood heartened Boorab considerably. "Oh, well, haveit your own way, miz. By
the way, d'you know what a Taggerung is?'CosI'mjolly well blowed if | do."

Mhera's face was grim as she knocked on the sickbay door. "No, | don't know what a Taggerung is, but

just let one show itsface around here. Mayhap well find out more at the elders mesting tonight. Surely
somebeast has heard of a Taggerung.”

Chapter 27

Even though the night was warm and afull moon hung in the sky like anew gold coin, Vdlug fet sulky.
He had dwaysl|it acampfire at night. Eefera crouched in the shelter of abroad beech tree, trying to
ignoretheferret. Valug looked at the small heap of twigs he had gathered.

"Nighttime's miserable when y'don't ‘ave afirel”

Eeferawas enjoying the Bowbeast's discomfort. "Well, go on then, you light afire. But don't expect me
t'st by it. | told yer, those beastsin there ain't stupid. If they've got any good dayers or seasoned
warriors, they'll be out searchin' for us right now. It makes sense, don't it? We prob'ly killed two of theirs
an' wounded the big rabbit. If they're supposed t'be the fighters Sawney Rath reckoned 'em t'be, they
an't goin'to let that go without strikin' back. Y ou don't need no fire, not on asummer night likethis. Yore
gettin' soft inyer old age.”

Vallug stood dowly. Stiff-necked, he clenched his paws. "Lissen, weasel, d'you want ter try me, see‘ow
soft | am, eh?'

"Sssshh, stow it!" Eeferacocked an ear, listening carefully to the sounds of the nighttime woodlands.



"See, | told yer," hewhispered. "I can 'ear 'em. Lissen!”

Valug tuned in his senses to the sounds amid the trees. "Aye, yore right. What'll we do?' Hewatched a
dow, wicked smile spread across the weasdl's face.

"Sounds asif theré's no moren three of 'em. Let'slight thefire an' ide nearby. Well kill one an' take the
other two divel™

Dagrab sniffed thewarm dry air suspicioudy. "1 kin smell fire. Pine an' dead beech twigs, over
yonder."

Gruven drew his sword, signding the other two to arm themsdlves. They crept forward, Gruven
whispering urgently, "Take no prisoners. Kill anybeast who's by that firel" Then he dropped back dightly,
alowing Dagrab and Rawback to go unwittingly ahead of him.

Stalking carefully between the trees, the two vermin reached the fire and waited until Gruven caught up.
Dagrab turned as he appeared between them. " Chief, there's nobeast there.”

Gruven crouched down. "Take alook around."”

Rawback blinked as he scanned the area beyond the flames. "Dagrab's right, Chief, there ain't nobeast
about."

Gruven laid his sword upon the grass. Placing a paw on each of their backs, he shoved them stumbling
into the firdight. "Well, if theré's nobeast there wot're ye scared of 7'

Both vermin gave a panicked squeak, and turned to jump back out of the firdight. Eeferaleaped from
the shadows and whacked them flat with along chunk of dead oak branch. Gruven reached for his
sword, but it was not there. Valug's bow dropped over his head from behind and was pulled backward,
choking Gruven asthe swordpoint prodded at his spine. Valug marched him into thefirdight.

"Well, if it ain't the Gruven Zann Juskazann caled to vist isole mates. Isn't that nice?'E brought Dagrab
an' Rawback aong too. Wereal one big 'appy family agin, en?’

Any ideas Gruven had harbored of killing Valug and Eeferaby ambush collgpsed. Pangs of fright
caused him to flop down on the ground. His cowardly nature took over, and he emitted a choking sob.

"Th-theresf-food in the sacks."

Eeferagrabbed the supply sacks from the stunned vermin. He shook their contents out in front of the
fire. It wasthe remains of the provisonsthey had plundered from the southern Forthrights.

"Hoho! Flatcakes an' nuts; fruit, too. Wot'sin the flasks? Cordia? Looks good, en? Aha, afruitcake, a
nicebig 'un! Bet you was keepin' thisfer yersdlf, Gruven, bein’ Chief an' dl that.”

Valug dug the swordpoint into Gruven'sback alittle. "Oh, this'un'sared Juskazann dl right. Did ye 'ear
'Im back there? Take no prisoners, kill anybeast who's by the fire? Then 'e 'angs back an' lets those two
dead'eads go forward!"



Still keegping the sword at Gruven's back and the bow around his neck, Vallug leaned forward until he
was breathing down his prisoner's ear. His voice dripped contempt. "Y ore a gutlessworm, Gruven. Go
on, tell uswot you are. Say it!"

Gruven's nose was dribbling. He made no attempt to hide histears, and his voice sobbed brokenly as
the bowstring pulled tighter. " A gutlessworm. Please don't kill me!”

Munching cheerfully on aflatcake and drinking cordid, Eefera sat next to Gruven and winked at him.

"'Sdl right, mate, we ain't goin' t'kill ye. Yore goin' to be useful to men Valug. Wipey'nose an' sop
blubbin' now."

Valug had every intention of killing Gruven there and then. But he wanted Eeferato think he was clever
a 0. He loosed the bowstring and withdrew the sword, kicking Gruven flat. "Aye, stop dobberin’. Youll
fitin nicely with our pland”

Eefera made the three Sit together by the fire, with Gruven in the middle. He bound Gruven's paws, one
to Dagrab, the other to Rawback. Taking the free paws of Dagrab and Rawback, he bound one to the
other behind them.

"Therenow, dl nicen‘comfy. Y e can't run anywhere among treestied like that. Y'see, wekilled afew
creatures from that Abbey over yonder. They might ‘ave warriors out lookin' to kill us, an' that's enough
t'stop anybeast gettin’ agood night'srest, ain't it? So 'eré'sthe plan, mates. Y ou sit by thefire, an' I'll pile
abit morewood on so it won't go out. Now, if'n there ain't warriors out lookin' fer tattoo-faced Juskas,
you'll be safe enough. But if'nthereis, wel, luck o' the game, ain't it? Either way, men'Valug can deep
easy 'til dawn. Good, en?”’

Valug wasimpressed by Eeferas plan, athough he never said so. But just to emphasize that he too was
smart, he checked the captives bonds for tightness, warning them, "Don't try to escape. Well be
somewheres close by dl night, an' you won't know if'n one of usis awake, watchin' yer!" Then the pair
retired into the shadows, leaving their three decoys bound together infull view of thefire.

"Vdlug wasright, Gruven," Dagrab muttered savagdly. "Y ou are agutlessworm!”

Though il frightened, Gruven had recovered some of his bad temper. " Shut yer snivein' face" he
snarled. "I'mtryin' to think!"

Rawback laughed ironically. "Huh, snivein’ face, you shouldve saw yerself amoment ago. I'm agutless
worm, please don't kill me. Think about that! We musta been mad t'follow you, Gruven. Y'never change,
do yer? Once a coward aways a coward, that's you!"

Gruven's eyes blazed hatred as he glared at Rawback. "Y ou'll diefer that, | promise!”
Rawback bared histeeth at Gruven. "We might al be dead by mornin', bigmouth!" Torches and lanterns
burned late in Cavern Hole. All who were able attended the meeting. Cregga addressed the

anxious-faced assembly.

"Firg thingsfirst. Does any Redwaler know what the word Taggerung means? Apparently those vermin
will leave usin peaceif we send them out a Taggerung.”



Mhera gazed around at the silent puzzled faces. "1 never heard the word until today. It's probably a
vermin term for something. Could it mean loot, or booty, do you think?'

Tentative suggestions Sarted to come.
"Aye, they might think we keep treasure here?’
"Mayhap it means somebeast in authority, an Abbot or Abbess?'

"But we don't have an Abbot or Abbess, and even if we did, the last thing we'd do isturn them over to a
mob of vermin!”

"Hurr, who'm said they'm wurr ee mob? Miz Furl said she h'only seed two of ee vermints.”
"How is Fwirl? Have you seen her yet, Broggle?!

Siger Alkanet fixed the speaker with astern eye. "No he has not. I'll say when that squirrelmaid isfit to
recalive vigtors. Old Hoarg iswell now, hell be up and about by tomorrow morning, but | wish to
complain about that hare—"

Boorab, who had a bandage under his chin reaching up to abow tied off between his ears, rapped the
table and interrupted. "Y ou're gettin' away from the point, marm, though if you'd nipped out an’
physicked those two vermin bounders, they'd be well on their way, wot! A Taggerung, en? Well, with
our knowledge of vermin type dang, they may'swell have asked for abucketbung or ajolly old
bellwotrang, eh, en?'

Cregga's booming voice slenced the hare. "Thisisno time for joking. Kindly keep any slly remarksto
yourself, sah. If we don't know what a Taggerung is, then we cannot deliver it to the vermin. But they are
murderous beasts; it was only by pure luck that Hoarg and Fwirl weren't dain. Have you any thoughts on
the matter, Mhera?"

The ottermaid had, and she made them known. "1 think we'd be best concentrating our attention on the
vermin. Fwirl said there were only two, with heavily tattooed faces. However, dthough that may have
been dl she saw, who knows how many of them are out there? | don't wish to scare anybeast, but we
could bein red troubleif vermin have comein numbers. We don't have any real warriors a the Abbey
now that Skipper and his crew are away. So, can | suggest three things. One, we must all stay indoors,
except the wallguards, and they must not show themselves above the parapet. Two, we must send a
good runner, somebeast who isfleet of paw, to find Skipper and bring him back here with his crew.
Findly, three. If we cannot fight the vermin, then we have to get them to parley, so that we can
understand what it isthey want from us."

Sger Alkanet had immediate objectionsto Mheraslast point. " Give vermin what they want? Why not
just fling our gates open wide and let them march into the Abbey? I've never heard anything likeit. Parley
with vermin? Never. I'd fight them to my last breath!™

Drogg Cellarhog grabbed the Sister's paw and sat her down. "An’ wot good would that do, marm?
Mheranever said anythin' about lettin’ vermin march in here. Why don't you listen? She'stryin' to do the
best for dl of us, tryin' to buy ustime until help arrives. Hopin' to find out the full strength of the foebeast.”

Therewere criesof "Well said, Drogg!" and Cregga had to pound the table to restore order.



"When | had eyes| dew more vermin than you've ever seen. Make no mistake, vermin are cruel,
heartless murderers. Mheraisright in what she says. we must do what is best for al. Tomorrow well try
to ascertain just howmany vermin are a our gates, then we can decide calmly what must be done.
Meanwhile, everybeast will stay inside and the guard patrol will continue, but they must not expose
themsalvesto danger. Now go to your beds, please, and get a good night's deep. Well need clear heads
to seethis crisgsthrough. Friar Bobb, Filorn. Broggle, will you see that the guards have sufficient food
and drink for the night? Boorab, do you ill fed fit enough to command the sentries?’

The hare threw an extremdy smart salute and winced dightly. "Fit as a physicked frog, marm, aslong as
they ding portions of thisan' that to keep the old energy up through the darkened hours. Chap can get
hungry in the dreary night watches, wot! Can't have us guardian coves perishin’ a our podts, y'know."

Filorn reassured the gluttonous hare. "I'll see you're well supplied, Mr. Boorab. Sigter, isthere anything
gpecid our Guard Commander must est for hisinjury?”

Alkanet cast afrozen glare a the hare. " Just food!™
Boorab bowed and smiled broadly at her. "Just food, en? Wonderful thought, marm, wot!"

That night Mhera had the strangest dreams she had ever experienced. In the meandering pathway's of
deep she saw abeloved face from the past: Rillflag, her father. The ottermaid ran toward him through a
misty early morning field. He smiled, holding his paws wide to embrace her, and she called out, "Papa,

Pepal”

Sherecalled hisface so well, yet it was not exactly as she remembered it. There was something different.
Helooked younger. He vanished bit by bit as Mheratried to run faster, caling his name. Down, down he
sank into the swirling, milky-hued vapor. She ran to the spot and knelt down. It wasthe bank of ariver.
Sunlight dispersed the foggy tendrils, and the ottermaid stared into the cool dark waters. But it was not
her own reflection gazing back at her, it was Martin the Warrior. He held up one paw pad foremost,
pointed at the front of it with the other, and spoke just one word. " Taggerung!”

Then she was sitting on her mother's Iap, on the old whedlbarrow in the orchard. Deyna, the little brother
she had lost many long seasons ago, was beside her. Filorn looked radiant, young and beautiful, happy as
any ottermum with her young ones. Mhera stopped tossing and turning in her deep. Shelay ill and
contented, listening to her mamasing.

"Bellso'er thewoodland

Sound sweet and so clesr,

They ped across meadows and streams.

Smdl birdssing dong,

Hear their echoing song,

Whilst bees hum about their smal dreams.

So dumber on, little one,



Safe herewith me,

All in the warm afternoon.
When thelong day isdone

And deep night's shade is come

| will bring you the stars and the moon!"

Chapter 28

Tagg woke up scratching. Hewasitching al over. Still with hiseyes haf closed, hewiggled apaw in his
ear and gpat out something that was wandering over hislip. Nimbalo was sitting by thefire, cooking
breakfast, hisfur plastered wetly against him. He watched the otter scratching madly and shrugged

gpologeticaly.

"Sorry, mate. It was dark, 'ow could | tell I'd picked acampste right innamiddle of abloomin’ ant trail?
Pond's over there."

Tagg tore past him and did abounding dive into the dill waters of asmall lake, ignoring Nimbal o's shout
of "Wouldn't mind aperch or afat oletrout fer brekkist, mate!”

Swimming powerfully, Tagg crossed and recrossed the waters, and then he sped back to the lake's
center and dived. It felt so good that he frisked about like an otterbabe, performing underwater
somersaults and chasing his rudder playfully. Nimbalo Ieft off cooking to gaze on the unbroken sheet of
lake surface, muttering to himself as hewaited for hisfriend to surface.

"C'mon, you ole riverdog, this scoff'll be cold if'n ye stay down there dl day!"

Breaking the surface on the far sde of the lake, Tagg leaped out shaking himself, then bent down and
waslogt to sight. Nimbalo snorted impatiently, shouting as he went back to cooking, "Wot's goin’ on over
there, matey? Found more antst'play with?"

Tagg came bounding back with histunic dung over one shoulder. He spilled the contents out in front of
Nimbalo. "L ook, button mushrooms and cress. | found them growing over there. Anything niceto eat?
I'm gtarving!™



Nimbalo served the food, chuckling. "Pancakes an' honey an' pear cordid, but don't tell the antdl”

Tagg smiled ruefully at the thought of theinsects. "Y ou little puddenhead, fancy picking acamp in an ant
run!™

Nimbal o shuddered and wriggled. "Ught! | redly earned metitle durin' the night, mate. | must've dayed
about two 'undred ants every time | rolled over!"

The cresswas sweet and fresh, and the mushrooms had awonderful nutty flavor. They finished
breakfast by eating as many asthey could.

After breaking camp, the two friends headed into the woodlands, il following the vermin tracks. It was
agolden morning, with vagrant breezes chasing smal fluffy clouds across a soft blue sky. A vague
excitement was gtirring in Tagg's mind. He did not recognize the country, yet it fet friendly. He stopped
for amoment and leaned againgt an ancient hornbeam.

"Nimbalo, have you ever had the feding that you know aplace, yet you haven't been there before? |

The harvest mouse nodded confidently. “1 know wot y'mean, Tagg, though 'tis'ard to explain. | used
t'make arhyme about it when | wasrovin' theflatlands. Lissen.

"Theres many'sthe patch that | ain't trod,
Nor ever been before there,

An' yet it s;emsas closeto me,
Assomeolecoat I'vewore, Sir.

Some streamsn'rivers, rocksn'fieds,

That | have come upon, gir,
I'm seein’ them for my firg time,
Y et | knows every onethere.
Now was | here ten seasons back,
Did | St 'neath that tree there,
An'if | passthisway agin,
Thenwill | meet mesdf, Sr?"

The harvest mouse had saved afew mushrooms. He tossed one up and caught it deftly in his mouth.
"Y'seewot | mean?"

He tossed another mushroom up. Tagg nudged him out of theway and caught it in hismouth. "Aye, it's



as clear as porridge on awinter'smorn. Nimba o!" The harvest mouse had suddenly rushed ahead.
"Come back here. What isit?'

Dodging between the trees, Nimbal o was pointing upward. "L ook, mate! Look!"

Therein the distance was Redwall Abbey, the morning sun reflecting off its old red sandstone bulk,
rearing into the sky.

Within ashort distance of the outer walls Tagg and Nimbalo hated, breathless at the sight of the
colossal Abbey up close. Nimbalo strained his head back, staring up &t it.

"Great seasons 0' svampsn'streams, ants never built that ot, mate!™

Tagg could hardly bdlieve hiseyes. It was adream coming true. "'I'm getting that funny fegling again,
mate!"

Nimbal o reminded him of their mission. "L et's git outta the way for abit an’ figger out wot we're goin'
t'do. Get belind these bushes, Tagg."”

The otter came back to redity. Hetook his friend's wise counsdl and ducked down behind a coppiced
hazel bush. ™Y ou're right, we can't go marching up and banging on their door. Nobeast in there would
know us. Then there's the vermin, five of them if the tracks are to be believed. We could be ambushed
by them as we stood gawking at that place. So, what's the plan, Nimbalo?"

Hisfriend made acalming gesture with both paws. "Wetakesit dow'n'easy at first. Thisistheway |
seesit. Well split up an' take different ways, keep t'the trees, not let ourselves be seen. I'll meet ye back
‘erein the late noon. If one of us makes contact with anybeast ingde an’ gets hissalf welcomed in then
we're both al right. But keep yore eyes pedled for those vermin. If y'see them, don't go mad an' sart
dayin'thevillains, an' | won't either. When we meets back 'ere, then well make another plan an' set up
an ambush on them. Right?"

Tagg took Nimbalo's paw and shook it. "Right. Good plan, mate. Oh, here, you take my blade.”

The harvest mouse was puzzled. "Why's that?"

Tagg did not want Nimbalo to be unarmed if he met the vermin, but to save hisfriend's pride he gave
another reason, one that was just asvalid. "It won't matter so much if the Abbeybeasts see a harvest
mouse with aknife, but abig otter like me, with atattooed face, if they see me carrying aweapon, what
then, en?'

Nimbalo thrust the blade through his belt. It looked like asword on histiny frame. "Y ore right, mate.
Hmm, thisisanice blade. | could get used to it. Jus the sort o' thing Nimbalo the Sayer needs.”

They split up, Tagg taking the east wal going south, Nimba o going in the opposite direction.



Egburt came dashing into the Great Hall, colliding with Mheraand Cregga, who were going to the
infirmary to vist Fwirl. The Badgermum leaned on Mhera as she hdted the hedgehog in histracks.

"Whoathere, speedy, where are you off to in such ahurry?'
Egburt thrust awooden serving tray into Mheras paws. "It'sMr. Boorab, he's gone. Seefor y'sdlf, miz!"
Creggatapped the tray impatiently. "Gone? Where's he gone and what's that thing? Tell me, Mheral”

The ottermaid sudied the tray briefly before replying. "It'saserving tray. Boorab has written amessage
on it with acharcod stick. Listen. 'Dear chumsn'chaps, gone to get help from Skipper and co. Dashed
slly but brave | know. Don't go weeping and wailing for me, only if | don't makeit back, then | hope
you'll bawl your bonces off for ablinkin' season, wot. Tell Filorn to start cookin' now, yourstruly will be
rather peckish on hisreturn. Also, if one knows there's stacks of grub waitin', then one will try one's
hardest to return. Rather! Regardsto all, keep alight burnin' in thejolly old window. Y faithful
probationary music master and Guard Commander, Bellscut Oglecrop Obrathon Ragglewaithe Audube
Baggscut. PS. Tell Drogg to keep my haredee gurdee well greased. PPS. Tell miss Fwirl to refuse any
physicksif shewantsto live. PPPS, | hope old Hoarg's bucket recovers from that arrow (haha). Only
joking, got to go, chin up, chest out, wot!™

Cregga shook her head and leaned down more heavily on Mhera. "The flop-eared idiot. | knew many
such hares long ago. Brave, foolish and reckless, or perilous, asthe Long Patrol would say. Let's hope
fervently that he makesit! Egburt, I'm promoting you to Commander of the Wallguard in Boorab's
absence. Areyou ablefor thejob, young hog?'

Egburt performed an excellent parody of the hare. " Able, marm, able's my second name, wot wot. Y our
wish ismy command, | won't say another word, attention, smart salute, eyesright, and I'll bid ye agood
day. Quick march, one two one two, pick that step up there, laddie buck!™

Eeferareleased his prisoners and issued them with their weapons. They stood looking bewildered.
Vallug sounded amost friendly as he addressed them.

"Surprised tfind yoresalves dive an' kickin' today, en? Wel, so am 1. Those beasts belind thewdlls
must be softer'n we thought they was, which isal the better fer us. Now, were goin' to takeaniceliddle
walk, up north abit, across the path an' into the ditch, then back down tthe main gates o' Redwall. Keep
yore 'eads down low; they can use dings from those walltops. Weve given ye back yer weapons, so try
an' look just abit like Juskawarriors. I'll be be'ind youse dl the way. First one makes awrong move an'
I'll spit'emwith an arrer. Wot are yew lookin' at me like that for, Gruven? Cummon, speak up.”

No matter how hard he tried, Gruven could not shake of hisfear of Valug. It was asif the Bowbeast
was looking for an excuseto kill him. Gruven's paws trembled uncontrollably as he tried to spesk around
the lump of panic wdling in histhroat.

"I, er, wasn't lookin' at ye."

Vallug brought hisface closeto Gruven's. "Say sr.”



"l wasn't lookin' a ye... Sir."
Vadlug grinned wolfishly at Eefera. "If only ismammy could see 'im now. Comeon, let'sget goin'.”

Eeferawent ahead to show theway; Valug followed in the rear, keeping the three sandwiched between
them. They had not gone far when Eeferaraised apaw and hated them. He signded Valug to hold the
three in slence, then ducked off amid the shrubbery.

Nimbalo scarce had time to do a haf-turn before Eeferas spearbutt crashed down upon his skull.
Singing thelittle fellow over his shoulders, Eeferamade hisway back to the others. He dumped the
unconscious harvest mouse on the ground in front of them.

"Seewot | found, mates. Lookit wot'sin the mousey's belt, Valug. Now tell methe Taggerung ain't
ingde Redwall Abbey!"

Vdlug took the knife dmaost reverently from Nimbalo's belt. "Sawney Reth's blade! Well, dit me gizzard
an' sew metripes Yoreright, thisiswhere Taggerung's got to be!™

None of them had ever seen Nimbal o before, so they took him to be a Redwaller. Vallug prodded the
field mouse'slimp form with his bow. "Makes yer wonder wot this'un'sdoin’, totin' the knife around,
don'tit?l 'opeyou antkilled im."

Eeferatook aprod at Nimba o with his spearshaft. "L ooks dead. No, wait, | think | seen 'is nose twitch.
Dagrab, you'n'Gruven can carry 'im. If'n the mousey comes 'round '€ll be valuable to us. Must be
somebeast specid if'n that otter give im the blade. Come on, we ain't got al day.”

They trekked off north, to where they could crossthe path and gain the safety of the ditch without being
seen from the Abbey.

Between them, Drogg Cellarhog and Broggle helped old Hoarg up the east wall steps, though there
was no red need to. The ancient dormouse was fully recovered and felt very spry after hiswelcome
discharge from Sister Alkanet's sickbay.

"By hokey, there must've been somethin' in that physick, | fed like a Dibbun this mornin'. Heeheehee! "

Drogg alowed Hoarg to scamper away up the steps. He shook his spiky head admiringly and clapped
Broggle'sback. "Wish | felt like that. Miz Fwirl will soon be up an' about, | ‘ear. 'Ow did she look when
yevisted 'er?’

The assistant cook smiled thankfully at Drogg. " She's fine, thank you, and ten times better snce | gave
her the flowers and your wonderful flask of cordid. Sister Alkanet shooed me out after awhile, because
Creggaand Mherahad cometo vigt. You know the Sigter, said she didn't want acrowd 'round Fwirl's
bed. I'll go up and see her again later.” He turned and looked up to the ramparts. "1 don't think Hoarg
likesit up there. HE's coming back down."

Waving his paws and making exaggerated shushing noises, Hoarg descended the steps nimbly. "Keep
yorevoicesdown. | just saw avermin roamin' about in the woodlands. Come an' take a peep, he might
dill betherel”



Three heads popped over the battlements, watching Tagg moving toward the southeast wallcorner. The
otter looked back over his shoulder, causing the spiesto crouch down swiftly upon the parapet. Hoarg
shuddered.

"Real vermin, that 'un. Did y'see hisface, covered in tattoos! He looks as nasty savage apiece o' work
asever | st eyeson. Bet he'skilled more'n afew pore innocent creatures!”

Drogg interrupted the old Gatekeeper'stirade. "Wot was the vermin up to when yefirst saw ‘im,
Hoarg?'

"Couldn't see clear, but it looked t'm like he was tryin' the east wickergate below us. Good job ‘tiswell
locked."

Broggle was shaking, though not with fear; the rage was plain on hisface. He clenched his paws
resolutely. "That vermin could be the scum who put an arrow in my Fwirl. Great tattooed scumfaced
coward, let's capture him!™

Drogg stared at the squirrel increduloudy. " Capture him? An' how arewe goin' t'do that, pray? Did you
get aproper look at the beast? He could eat the three of us!”

But Broggle was not to be denied. He bared histeeth vicioudy. "We won't give him the chance, friends.
He's aready tried to open the east wickergate. I'll wager an acorn to an oak that hell try the south
wickergate when he reaches there. Well, the blaggard's going to find it unlocked. Well be waiting just
ing de the doorway with clubs, to welcome him to Redwal !

Drogg's face was serious. He took hold of Broggle's paw. "It's dangerous. Are you sure ye want to do

Fired by Broggl€'s plan, old Hoarg suddenly became belligerent. "I say let'sdo it. Those cowards are
goin' tpay for gickin' an' arrow in my ear. Well show 'em that Redwallers aren't fool s they can shoot at
asthey plesse. I'm with ye, Broggle!"

Drogg became infected by the warlike pair. "Then count mein too, mates! We've got abit o' time, the
rascd didn't look to bein any great 'urry. Y ou two nip down an’ open the wickergate bolts, quietly as
y'can. I'll go an' get us some weapons. Well make the vermin sorry they ever messed about with Redwall
warriord"

Tagg strolled dowly and silently adong the outside of the southern wall, keeping dert for any sign of
the Juska vermin. He stopped often, running his paws across the massive sandstone blocks, awed by the
colossa scae of Redwall. Tree cover thinned out, and he found himsaf on open ground. Crouching close
to thewall, he made hisway carefully, ever watchful for the foe. About hafway aong he encountered a
recessin the stonework. It wasasmall door, stoutly made from seasoned oak. This was awickergeate,
gmilar to the one he had encountered in the east wall. Bending low to avoid hitting his head on the
peak-arched lintel, Tagg gave the door an experimenta push. It opened dightly. He pushed harder,
crouching down and poking his head inside to see what lay beyond the wall ‘twixt ramparts and Abbey
building. A wooden barrel-coopering malet and two hard ash axe handles hit the back of his head



smultaneoudly. He dropped like alog.

Hoarg did alittle victory dance. "Heehee, poleaxed by an axe pole, heeheehee!”

Broggle slenced the old Gatekeeper gernly. "Stop that, Hoarg, or well al bein trouble!™
Drogg placed afootpaw on the back of their fallen foe. "Trouble? How s0?"

Broggle, who had come down from his pegk of anger, explained, "If Cregga or Mherafinds out, well be
infor thelecture of our lives. Endangering the Abbey by unbolting awallgate and dmost |etting in the
vermin. Thenit'll bewhy didn't we let them know, so that the thing could be planned properly, instead of
running off in haste on spur of the moment madcap schemes? 'Y ou know the sort of thing they'd say.”

"Aye, | know exactly, young feller." Hoarg stared down at the stricken Tagg. "Ugly-looking gresat beast,
ain't he? With dl them tattoosit'simpossible to tell what kind of creature he be. So, what do we do with
him now, day him?"

His companions shook their heads vehemently.
"How could any Redwaller murder afalen beast, vermin or not?"

"None of us have ever taken alife, and | don't think were about to now. Huh, we've got oursalvesinto a
right mess here."

Drogg decided to take charge. "We can't just leave him lyin' here. Doesthat ole wheelbarrow by the
orchard gtill work, Broggle?'

The squirrel nodded. "I think so. What's your plan?’

For no apparent reason, Drogg dropped hisvoice to awhisper. "Go an' get it. There'salittle cellar
door, where | bringsin wood for barrels an' toals. It leads through to my cellars. Well take him through
there an' lock him up in my supply room. Then we can make up astory about how we caught the rogue.
| think Creggaan’ Mherawill be glad to have a hostage to bargain off againgt therest o' the vermin.”

Tagg regained consciousness in complete darkness. At first he thought he had gone blind. Lying on a
hard stone floor, he brought his paw up in front of his eyes, but he could not seeit. Panic setinand
despite the abominable aching ingde his skull, he sat up. Relief flooded through him when the Sght of a
palethin strip of light from beneath adoor assured him his eyesight was not gone. With extreme caution
he stood upright and began to investigate his prison cell. Holding both paws high, helegped inthe air and
bardly touched the beam of aceiling. He landed, sending an agonizing jolt through his head. Stone floors
and stone walls, with asingle door that felt as solid asthe rest of the place and would not budge a
fraction. Then he bumped into something and went sprawling. He felt it gingerly, and made out ahuge
barrel-shaped structure. Putting hisweight againgt it, he shoved. It moved fractiondly, and a swishing
sound came fromwithin. It wasabarrel, and dmost full toitsbrim. Hefdt around it for somekind of
stopper, and found awooden bung. However, it had been firmly hammered home and wasimmovable,
Dizzy with the effort, he felt the back of his head, where there was a sizable lump and aminute dampness
of blood. Pain enveloped him, and he dumped down on the floor and alowed his body to drift into ahalf
sunned deep in the slent gloom.



Eeferaand Valug crouched in the ditch across the path from the main outer gate. Gruven, Dagrab and
Rawback had made dings and collected hegps of pebbles. Valug had an arrow laid across his
bowstring, and severa more were stuck point down in the ditchbed, closeto paw. Eeferagave the
orders.

"Y ou three just keep dingin' sones over thewal, I'll tell ye when t'stop. Vallug, keep yore bow at the
ready. Righto, me buckos, get dingin'"

Nimbalo lay to one side, still out to the world, but breathing.

Egburt came marching into the infirmary, where Creggaand Mherawere drinking medicine beakers of
cordia with Fwirl and chuckling over some private joke. The young hedgehog sduted smartly and
proceeded to make hisreport in hare style.

"Ahem, sorry to intrude like this, marms, but thejolly old door was open, so | tootled in, wot!™

Creggaturned her faceto him. "Y oung Egburt, en? Well you can just tootle out again and get on with
commanding thewdlguard.”

Egburt put on his sternest face, which was wasted on Cregga. "It's about the walguard I've come,
marm. Confounded vermin are dingin' sones over like spring rain. So I've ordered the guards to stand
down an' get themselves insde under cover, wot!"

Mherathrew up her pawsin dismay. "Y ou'veleft the walls unguarded, Egburt? That's an excee—"

Her speech was cut short by the sound of breaking glass from downstairs. An extralong shot had
obvioudy hit one of Great Hal'slarge stained glasswindows.

Mhera bounded for the door, calling back, " Stay there. I'll see what's going on down below!™
Cregga shuffled after her. "Y ou two stay here, I'm going down too.”

Fwirl tried to hoist hersalf out of bed, but Egburt shoved her firmly back and gave her his commander's
glare. "Y ou're not even walkin' wounded, miz. Best stay puit. I'll send Broggle up to sit with you.”

Sister Alkanet gppeared in the doorway. "Y ou certainly will not. I'll say who comes and goes herel”

Egburt bowed his head and threw six swift salutes. "Er, quite, er, mister sarm, | mean Sister marm, I'll
just, er, tootle off, wot!"

Alkanet stood, paws akimbo, blocking hisway. "Why are you talking in that slly manner? Y oure not a
hare"

Egburt kept saluting and trying to squirm by the Sister. "Only temporarily, marm, sort of harehog, or a



hedgeharey'may say..."

The severe Sigter placed apaw against Egburt's snout. "Hmm, dry and quite hot, probably with dashing
up and down those wallgtairs al thetime. A good physick should cure that!”

Nimbalo came awake suddenly. Helay in the ditch, unmoving, his eyes riveted on the battle-axe that
stood leaning against the ditchside next to Dagrab. She turned and saw him.

"The mouse 'as come 'round! Look, 'e's awake!"

Vallug drew back the shaft upon his bowstring and leaned forward. The arrowpoint waslessthan a
pawdength from Nimbalo'sface.

"Movejus awhisker an' yore dead, mouse. | couldn't missfrom 'ereif'n | wanted to. Eefera, tie'im up.”

As Eeferabound Nimbalo's paws behind him, the harvest mouse's eyes shifted from the battle-axe to
Dagrab. His voice was cam but deadly cold as he addressed the rat.

"Isthat yore axe?"'
Dagrab fitted another stoneto her ding. "Aye, 'tis. D'yer likeit, mousey, en?"
Valug stamped on Dagrab'stail. "Less o' the jawin' an’ more o' the dingin'!"
Dagrab began whirling her ding as Nimbal o spoke again. "I'm goin' to day you with that axe, rat!"
The stone clacked sharply againgt Dagrab's paw. She had forgotten to throw it in astonishment at the
harvest mouse'sflat statement. Vallug slamped harder on her tail. "Keep dingin’, | said! | want these
Redwallersto think we got apile o' clanbeasts out ‘ere, not just you dozy loafers!”
Eefera checked Nimbalo's bonds to make sure they were tight. " So then, bucko, wot do they cal you?'

Nimbalo looked a him asif he weredirt. "My name's Nimbal o the Sayer, asthat thererat's soon goin'
to find out. Wot do they cal you, maggot bresth?’

Vallug threw back his head and laughed. "Hoho, we got afeisty one'ere. Tell me, mousey, wot dye
know about an otter they cdl the Taggerung?”

Nimbalo directed his scorn at the Bowbeast. "A ot moren you do, dobberchops, but | aint tdlin' ye!™

Eeferadedt Nimbalo a stinging blow to the face. "Y ore insolent. We don't like that. Y ou'd better tell 'im
wot we want ter know, or itll be theworsefor yer, meliddle 'un!”

Nimba o licked blood from where the blow had knocked histeeth againgt hislip. He winked at Eefera

"If'n | wasyoreliddie 'un I'd have killed mesdlf from shamelong ago. An' wot could be worse than Sittin'
lookin' a yore face, yer great shamble-toothed snotnosed excuse for anidiot!”



Vallug had to throw his paws around Eeferato stop him from legping upon the harvest mouse. "L eave
'im befer now. 'E ain't much use to us dead!”

When Eeferawas released he took his spleen out on Gruven, dapping him repeatedly about the face and
ears. "Who do ye think yore smilin' a? I'll wipethe grin off'n yoreface. Yedon't laugh at me an’' get
away withit!"

Valug took afew kicks at Gruven aso. When he was alowed to carry on dinging stones, Gruven found
himsdlf wishing that he had half the backbone of thelittle harvest mouse.

Valug fired an arrow over thewal and roared out his ultimatum: "Give usthe Taggerung or yer dl goin’
to diel"

Tagg awoke in his dungeon with thoughts crowding hismind. Wasit night or day? How long had he
been herein the pitch dark? Who had clubbed him sensdless? When were they going to let him out, or
were they just going to keep the door locked and leave him imprisoned here? Where was Nimbal 0? The
otter could not remember ever being anywhere where he could not feel the wind on hisface, see the sky
or walk fredy. Stumbling about in the blackness, he found the door and began battering on it with
clenched paws, roaring for al he wasworth, "Let me out! Why have you got me locked up in here!

Y ou've got no right to imprison me, d'you hear? L et me cooooooouuuuuttt! ™

Chapter 29

Mhera stood in the Abbey doorway with Cregga. Redwallers crowded behind them, ordered to stay
insgde. Brother Hoben uttered what Mherawas thinking.

"Look at those stones. Two vermin couldn't do that dlone. I'm afraid Fwirl made amistake when she
sad there were only two."

Creggaleaned on the doorpost, stroking her striped muzzle. " So it seems. How many would you guess
there were out there?'

The good Brother shrugged. "Who knows, marm? Certainly more than we first thought.”



Mheramade her way to the broken window and climbed onto the redstone sill, gazing out to where the
dingstones battered down constantly onto the Abbey lawn. She noticed that they followed acertain
pattern, all falling around one centra area, gpart from the odd long throw, or occasiond short casts that

landed on the gatehouse path. Gundil peeped over her shoulder, hishomely face anxious as he guessed
her intent.

"Y ou'm bain't agoen owt thurr, mizzy? They'm dingenrocks wudd crack ee skullbones. Stop eein yurr
wi' usn's, noicen'safe.”

The ottermaid shook her head. Her mind was made up. "I've got to go out and speak to them, Gundil.
We must find out what a Taggerung is. This state of affairs cannot continue; it's only amatter of time
before some Redwaller isdain. Even vermin must redlize that they've got to communicate with us & some
point, if only to clear the whole matter up.”

Gundil raised hisdigging clawsin despair. "Ho, lackeeday, bain't no use atalken to ee, miz, oi'm
bounden to go owt thurr with ee!”

"And so am |. That makesthree of ug"
"Beggin' y'pardon, marm, but asjolly old rankin' officer I'm comin' too, so that makes four, wot!"

Mhera had not noticed Cregga and Egburt below on the floor. She climbed down from the windowslll.
"There's no need for you to put yoursdlf in danger.”

Creggareared to her full height, which was considerable. ™Y ou seem to forget, Mhera, | am acting
Abbessin charge. | would be neglecting my duty if I let you go out there done.”

Gundil reared to hisfull height, which was not much at all. "Hurr, an' oi'd be agglectin' moi dooty to ee.
Youm moi friend!"

Mhera patted his velvety head, forestalling Egburt. "Don't tell me. Y ou'd be neglecting your duty as
Wallguard Commander if you didn't accompany me. So well al go together, my good friends. Thank
you for your support.”

By now more Redwal lers were gathering in Great Hall, and Mheraand Cregga had to fend off their
curiousinquiries.

"Egburt said you're going out to talk with the vermin?"

The badger nodded. "Y es, Friar, though | wish held kept quiet about it.”
"D'you need any help out there, Creggamarm?’

"None, thank you. Were going to parley, not to fight."

Broggle, Hoarg and Drogg were holding awhispered meeting.

"You tel her about our prisoner, Drogg, go on.”

"Who, me?I'm not much good at explainin’. You tell 'er, Hoarg."



"Tel who, Mheraor Cregga?'
"Either on€ll do. Tell Mhera, sheain't asfierce as Cregga, go on!”

"Er, | wouldn't know what t'say. | think young Broggle should do dl thetalkin'. Twas hisideain thefirst
place”

Siger Alkanet was wearing Creggals patience thin. "That Fwirl, aready she wantsto get up. Will you
come and tell her shemust remainin bed until | say!"

Creggadigtractedly released a Dibbun who was clinging to her. "Sigter, leave Fwirl doneif shefedswell
enough to get up!”

Friar Bobb sounded atouch officious as he cornered Mhera. "Will you be back for lunch, miz? Shal |
serveit in Creggas room for you both, or will you eat in the dining room?”

Mheradready had her paw on the latch of the Abbey door. She looked pleadingly at the Friar. "Yes. |
mean no. WEIl be back shortly, | hope. Well take lunch in the dining room like everybeast; don't go to
any trouble on our behdf, Friar. Now we redlly must go out there!”

Hoarg and Drogg pushed Broggle forward. In the stress of the moment, his old ssammer returned. "Er,
er, M-Miz M-Mhera..."

Shewhirled on him rather sharply. "Now what isit?’
Broggle stared guiltily &t thefloor.
"l... | w-wanted t-t0 ..."

Mheras patience was close to the breaking point when she caught Filorn watching her. The ottermum
smiled and shook her head. Mherabit her lip, and patted Broggle's back gently.

"Forgive me, Broggle. | know you've got alot on your mind too. Y es, you can go up and vist Fwirl
whenever you like, tell Sister Alkanet | said so. Y ou two have anicetime. G'bye now." She kissed
Broggl€'s cheek and threw the door open. "Gundil, Egburt, help our Badgermum, come on. Well go
aong the waltops; theré's no stonesfaling there. Keep low, though!™

The door dammed and they were gone.

Gruven, Dagrab and Rawback were paw weary, but Eeferaand Valug would not alow them to stop
dinging. Eeferaflicked at them smartingly with awhippy twig. "Cummon, put yer backsintoit! Sing
those stones 'arder!”

Vallug cupped both paws around his mouth and bellowed, "Y er under Sege! Give usthe Taggerung!”

Nimbalo pulled aface of comic despair. "Under sSege? Haha, that's agood 'un. They couldn't ‘it apond
if they was standin' in it, the picklepawed oafdl"



Eeferadashed at him with the whippy twig. "Shut yer mouth, you, or I'll cut yer tongue out!™

Nimbalo grinned crookedly at Valug, along welt on hisface causng him to squint. "Ain't yore pa the
tough 'un?'E's very good at beatin' bound up prisoners. Wonder if'n'éd liketo try it with me pawsfree,
eh?'

Vallug grabbed the harvest mouse and heaved him bodily out of the ditch onto the path in front of the
Abbey's main walgate. "Think yore safein there, don't ye?" he shouted out to anybeast who was listening
ingde. "Wéll, lissen t'this. Weve got one of yore mice 'ere, aprisoner. Name o' Nimbalo the Sayer. If'n
ye don't give usthe Taggerung then Nimbao'sgoin' to die, nice an’ dow. So make yore minds up!”

Sister Alkanet fixed Broggle with anicy stare. "Well, Broggle, I'm surprised at you. Oh, | heard it all.
Sneaking and speaking to Mhera behind my back like that. If you wanted to visit Fwirl, you only had to
ask me. I'mjust trying to do my best by her so shelll get well soon. It wasn't very nice of you to go over
my heed like that!"

Broggle was amazed at the Sister's accusation. "1 never went behind your back, Sister. | wasn't even
talking about Fwirl, it was Mherasideafor meto vist anytime. | wanted to tell her something entirely
different. Honedtly | did!"

Alkanet narrowed her eyes. "Areyou telling me the truth?”

Drogg spoke up in hisfriend's defense. "Of course heis. Broggle wastryin' to tell Mhera about the
prisoner wetook, him'n'me an’ ole Hoarg."

Alkanet folded her paws, turning the frozen stare on Drogg. " Prisoner, what prisoner? Y ou'd better tell
me everything!"

Tagg's paws were throbbing from banging on the door, and he had shouted himself hoarse. He leaned
againg the big barrdl, contemplating turning it onitsside and rolling it hard at the door, but he soon
redized it was afoolish idea. The room areawastoo smdl for rolling abarrd of its size with sufficient
speed to damage the stout wood. Then he heard pawsteps. A short silence, followed by voices.

"A big vermin, you say?'
"Aye, Sigter, big strong-lookin' rascal with afaceful of tattoos that'd frighten the life out of ye!™

"Hmm. And you knocked him out with amallet and axe handles, then locked him up down here. Why
didn't you tell anybeast?'

"Wewerewaiting for the right moment, Sister. | wastrying to tell Mheraand Cregga about it when they
dashed off."



"l see. What type of verministhis creature? Isit armed?”

"Er, | dunno. I've never seen many vermin. 'Spect they al ook the same, savage an’ murderous. He
wasn't carryin' any kind o' weapon, but he had abig heavy tail, like an otter's rudder. But I've heard o
weasdls an' stoats that had hefty tails. Remember what we learned at Abbey School about that rat, Cluny
the Scourge? Didn't he have abig heavy tail?"

Tagg listened intently to the speculation going back and forth. If he had been branded asavermin, it
might make mattersworseif he began shouting. They could be frightened off. He decided to hold his
slence until somebeast addressed him directly.

Nimbalo lay on hisback, shutting his eyes againg the sun. He fdlt furtively around the path until his
tightly tied paws encountered what he had hoped to find. A sharp-edged piece of stone, not very big, but
aufficient to his needs. Keeping his body as till as possible, he curled both pawsinward. Then, gripping
the stone securdly, he began rubbing the broken edge againgt his bonds, hoping the vermin would not
notice.

Eeferatook Gruven's sword and leaned over the ditch's edgeto lay it against Nimbalo's ear. "Wot'sthe
matter with yeal in there?' he called out. "Don't ye care about yore liddle friend Nimbal o? Come an’ see
if yer don't believe us. Come on, yelily-livered craven, wewon't ding or fire arrows, yeve got my word
onit!"

Creggaand Mheralay flat benesth the threshold battlements, flanked by Gundil and Egburt. "What
dyou think?" Mherawhispered to the Badgermum. ™Y ou know more about vermin than us.”

Cregga placed a cautionary paw upon Mheras shoulder. "Don't trust them, that'sthefirst rule | learned
about vermin. | don't know who this Nimbalo creature s, but it may be atrap, so heréswhat well do.
Gundil and Egburt, you go back into the Abbey. Tell Drogg and any other able-bodied beaststo arm
themselves and come up to the gate. They should be safe enough now the dinging has stopped. If the
vermin have got amouse prisoner, we might get the chance to open the doors quickly, dash out there and
rescue him. But tell Drogg to stay by the gate, quietly, until | give the word. Go now."

Eeferasvoice sang out from the ditch. "Pore liddie Nimbao. | wouldn't like to be 'im, if'n one of youse
in there doesn't make some kinda move soon. Hahahaha!

Creggagave her ingtructionsto Mhera. "I'm going to stand up in plain view. | know how to parley with
those scum. Y ou stay low, just so you can see over thewall; that way you can let me know what's going
on. Now don't argue, pretty one, do as| say."

Mhera pressed the badger's big paw to her cheek. "All right, but please be careful. Y ou're our only
Badgermum!”

Sister Alkanet tapped lightly upon the storeroom door and spoke in her no-nonsense voice.



"Listento me, vermin, | want straight and truthful answers, or you can stay locked up in there until you
perish. Understood?

She was surprised that the answering voice was not a gruff snarl but alevel and reasonable-sounding
baritone. "I understand. What do you want to know?'

"What do you and your friendswant at Redwall Abbey?"

"There are five vermin outside. They are not my friends, they are my enemies. | am not avermin, I'm an
otter."

Old Hoarg stamped hisfootpaw and chuckled. "Heehee, | knowed he was an otter, moment | set eyes
on him!" Hewilted into silence under Alkanet's skeptica stare. She continued.

"They say you have atattooed face, like the two vermin one of our creatures saw in Mossflower Wood.
Why isthat?"

Tagg stood with hisforehead againgt the door. He shrugged. "It'savery very long story, if you havethe

timeto listen. Let me ask you aquestion, marm. Have you seen aharvest mouse lately? Hisnameis
Nimbalo the Sayer."

The Sigter's severe voice left him in no doubt. "No, we have not! I'm asking the questions, otter, if that's
what you are. Do you have aname? What isit?"

"You can cal me Tagg. It'swhat I've been known asfor aslong as| can remember.” The silence that
followed was so long that Tagg asked, "What's the matter, marm? Don't you believe me? My name's
Tagg"

Thistimethe Sgter's voice sounded alittle shrill. "Tagg? Is that short for something? What's your full
name? Thetruth now, | want no lied"”

"Zann Juskarath Taggerung!"

Four voices echoed the last word. "Taggerung!”

Egburt came hurtling into the cellar at that precise moment. Forgetting al hishareimpressions, he cried,
"Brull said she saw you go down here. Quick, Drogg, an' you too, Broggle an' Hoarg! We're al needed
up at the front gate. The vermin have captured amouse an' they're goin' to kill him!™
Tagg banged upon the cdllar door and shouted, " This mouse, d'you know his name?’

Egburt gaped at the door, wide-eyed. "Nimbalo the Sayer they said hisnameis. Why?'

Suddenly the door shook as the otter smashed his body againgt it. "Let me out of here, d'you hear me? |
must get out! | won't harm anyone, | swear it! I've got to save my friend! 1t's me the vermin want, me, the

Taggerung of the Juskal”

Sigter Alkanet shook her head stubbornly. "WEell have to report thisto the eldersfor acounselors
mesting. I'm afraid you'll have to stay locked up until they decide.”

It was then that Broggle did something totally unexpected. He pushed the Sister to one side and heaved



the bolts back. "Then go and save your friend. Hurry, Taggerung!”

Creggastood up infull view of the vermin. "We have no mouse here named Nimbalo, but if you are
holding him prisoner | beg you not to harm him!*

Valug rose, an arrow notched full stretch on hisbow. ™Y ore not in any position to make demands of us,
sripedog. Well chop this'ere mouse inter fishbait if'n yer don't give up the Taggerung!”

Mhera peeped over the battlements and saw the five tattooed vermin and Nimbalo lying bound on the
path. Cregga spread her paws. "1 don't understand what you mean. Thereisno such thing asa
Taggerung in our Abbey. How can we give what we don't have?’

Eeferawhispered to Vallug as he watched the badger's face. "That ole stripedog's blind. See, she's
lookin' right past us at the flatlands belind. | tell yer, she'sblinder'n astone!”

Valug laughed scornfully at the old blind badger. "Hohoho, 'ow d'you know you ain't got a Taggerung in
there? Y ou couldn't see yer paw in front of ye, y'olefool!"

Cregga could fed anger coursing through her veins. "Listen, you thickbrained scum, it'syou who'sthe
fool. Y ou can stand out there shouting for a Taggerung until you're blue in the face. We haven't got a
Taggerung and we don't even know what a Taggerung is. So use what little brain you have and tell us,
what in the name of al seasonsisa Taggerung, eh?"

Nimbal o sawed through the last of his bonds and burst loose. Bloodlust shone from hiseyesashe
legped for the battle-axe sticking up over the ditch's edge. " Degth t'the vermin!™ he roared.

He grabbed the axehead. The shaft went sideways and struck Vallug on the elbow, and he released the
arrow ingtinctively. Cregga stood stock till, the shaft buried in her chest. Mheralegpt up, screaming.

Tagg came up the airslike athunderbolt. Dashing through Cavern Hole, he collided with an
ottermum. Stopping momentarily, he held her steedy by the paw. " Sorry, marm!" Then he was off up the
dairsinto Great Hall, leaving Filorn looking asif she had seen aghost. As he bounded through the Grest
Hall toward the Abbey door, the otter's eyes flicked |eft and right, looking for aweapon. He saw the
warrior mouse on a huge wall tapestry. Perched aboveit on two silver spikes, Martin's sword shone like
fireonice. Therewas no timeto stop. Bounding forward, Tagg gave amighty legp. He snaiched the
sword and sped out of the door.

Brother Hoben was already at the gate. He saw the big painted otter charging toward him, shouldering
Redwallers asde as he came. Broggle was dashing to keep up with Tagg, waving his paws at Hoben,
yelling, "Open the gates, Brother! Let him through, open the gates!”

Hoben kicked the wooden bar up and threw open Redwall's gates. Like lightning the otter charged past
him, whirling the sword, hisvoice roaring like thunder upon thewind.

"Valug Bowbeas, 'tisdeath to you! | am Taggerung Juskasasaal"



Vallug dready had another arrow on histaut bowstring. Helet fly at Tagg. The shaft buried itself inthe
otter's chest, but he kept coming, his mighty wrath unstoppable. VValug was reaching for another arrow
when the great sword flashed downward. Tagg's shout wasthe last thing the ferret heard in hislife.

"For my father!"

Vadlug's body remained standing; his head thudded into the ditch, dongside the severed bow. Eefera
was up out of the ditch, running across the flatlands. Tagg spanned the ditch in abound and went after
him. Dagrab fled south dong the ditchbed, with Nimba o hard on her hedlswielding the battle-axe.
Gruven snatched up hisfalen sword and ran, terror coursing through him. He ran as he had never run
before, north up the ditchbed, away from the melee. Rawback paused, but only for an instant, before he
chased after Gruven. As soon as the woodlands cameinto view on hisright, Gruven left the ditch and
scrambled into the tree cover, with Rawback in hiswake. Together they hurried north, following the
woodland fringe until more tree cover gppeared on the west Side. Recrossing the path hadtily, the two
stoats stumbled through the ditch and entered Mossflower's west thicknesses, Rawback some way
behind asthey struck inward. When he ran out of breath Gruven halted. The ground benesth his paws
was soft, and immediately he began sinking. With hisfina effort he pulled himsdf clear and found dry
ground. When Rawback came staggering and panting aong, Gruven leaned againg atree, puffing, and
waved him on.

"That way, mate. I'll catch me bresth an' wait 'ere awhile to stop anybeast followin' us. You go on, I'll
caichyeup."

Rawback plowed wearily on. Gruven waited until he heard the terror-stricken screams from the
swampland, and then he sat down until he regained enough bregth to carry on. When the screaming had
stopped, Gruven fdlt quite recovered. He cut off around the swamp edges, chuckling to himsdf.

"Dead, dl dead an' gone, only meleft. Gruven Zann Juskazann!™

Chapter 30

Rose-blushed skies and scattered creamy cloudbanks softened the western horizon with early evening.
Twoscore seasoned otters, armed with dings and light javelins, dogtrotted tirdlesdy on, their footpaws
thrumming over the flatlands. Grim-faced and silent, Skipper and Boorab led the column. The otter
Chieftain took a bearing from the low-dung sun.



"Chin up, bucko. Well makeit tthe Abbey by nightfal!"

The hare's breathing was ragged. He had not dept since he left Redwall, but stubbornly he fought the
wearinessthat threatened to overwhelm him.

Skipper could not help but notice his plight. Y ou drop out an' take a blow, mate, carry on when yore
rested.”

Boorab picked up his pace, snorting defiantly, "Never, sah! Officer never liesdown an' ngpson a
mission, wot. Well enter the blinkin' Abbey together, side by jolly sde!™

Skipper's eyes were never still when he and his crew were on the move. He was constantly reading the
land ahead and to both sides. The otter's roving gaze fixed on a bright glinting object, ahead and dightly
south. At first hetook it for aflame, but as he drew closer he recognized it asameta object reflecting the
reddening sunrays. He veered a point, taking his contingent initsdirection.

"Over there, mates. Keep yore javelinsready. At the double!™

Boorab dropped behind dightly, then found himsdlf in the center of the crew, supported by two burly
femaeswho rushed him aong.

"L et yore footpaws go loose, matey. WEll do the runnin'™
Skipper wasfirdt at the scene, and his keen eyestook it al in at aglance. Death had visited the flatlands.

Theweasd Eeferalay dain, mouth lolling open, sightless eyes staring at the sky. Tagg sat dumped
nearby, abroken arrow protruding from his chest. His head was bowed, but he still held on to the sword
of Martin the Warrior, the blade pointing over his shoulder, resting against his cheek.

Boorab joined Skipper, and surveyed the tableau gravely. "By thunder, sah, now that'swhat | cdl a
Warrior, wot!"

Skipper reconstructed what had taken place from the tracks and bloodstains round about. "The weasdl
an't carryin' bow'n'arrows. Thisbig feller, the tattooed otter, that broken shaft's been in him awhile. See,
the weasdl's wounds are much fresher." He called to one of his crew who was tracking further forward.
"Which way did they come?"

The otter jerked a paw over his shoulder. "Back thataway, Skip, probly from the Redwall direction!™

Skipper picked up the broken halves of Eeferas spear. "Hmm. Theway | seesit isthat the otter chased
thisweasdl clear from the Abbey. That'sabig strong weasd, but he couldn't outrun the otter, even
though our friend 'ere 'ad taken an arrow right in his chest. This otter chased the weasel dmost aleague,
aye, an' caught the vermin too. | don't know ‘ow he did it, but aterrible fight took place 'ere. That otter
dew the weasd, then sat 'imself down an' held the sword up. Tisan oletrick: the sun shines off nthe
blade, like asignd to let yore mates know where y'are. But nobeast came, so the otter died there, Sittin’
up holdin’ Martin's sword, alongside his dead enemy. But 'ow did he come to be carryin' the great sword
0' Redwall?" Skipper knelt and tried to prize the wespon loose from Tagg's grasp. "Like y'say, Boorab,
‘eréswot y'call aWarrior. | can't budge the blade from his paws, an' | ain't no wesklin'... by the roarin’
river, thisbucko's ill divel”



Tagg lifted hishead afraction, one eyeflickering haf open. "Juska... leave me Tone... now." Then he
dumped over, il gripping the sword.

Boorab called out, Y ou chaps, take off y'belts. Use 'em with those javelins to make a stretcher. He's
comin’ back to the Abbey with us. Look sharp there, jump to it now, no time t'waste, wot!"

Skipper stroked hiswhiskers thoughtfully. " Juska, en? I've seen Juskas afore. They go in clans, tattooed
murderin’ thieves. But Juskabeasts are al vermin: rats, stoats an' the like. 'Ow did an otter cometbe
mixed up with 'em? See, 'isfaceis al tattooed up, even more'n an ordinary Juska.”

The hare had got his second wind and was fedling impatient. "Won't matter if the chap's tattooed from
rock to rudder, looks like he's goin' to peg out soon if we don't get him help. Besides, who knows what's
goin' on back at the Abbey, wot? They could be besieged, battered an’ waitin' on usto arrive!”

With arenewed sense of urgency they set off again. Borne between eight stout ottercrew, Tagg lay on
the stretcher clasping the sword, mercifully unconscious asthey traveled at the double.

Nimbal o made hisway back aong the ditchbed in the failing light, using his battle-axe asawaking
gaff. He went into afighting crouch at the sound of agruff voice.

"Halt, who goesthere?"

Brandishing the axe, he answered in equdly gruff tones, "Nimbao the Sayer, so stan’ aside, whoever ye
m n

Drogg Cdlarhog held out apaw to help him from the ditch. "Y ore the ‘arvest mouse who went after that
rat. C'mon up, friend. Did ye have any luck?'

Nimbalo scrambled up onto the flatlands, where a party of Redwallerswere waiting. He winked
knowingly at them. "Oh, | 'ad dl the luck in the land, ‘twas the rat who ran outta luck. She won't be
dayin' anymore, y'can bet on that, mates!"

Egburt held up alantern he had just lit. "Nimbal o, have you seen anything of your otter friend? Heran
out here somewhere, chasing aweasd. We've got to find him because he took the sword of Martin the
Warior with him."

Nimbalo leaned noncha antly on his battle-axe. "Don't worry, matey, if'n Tagg's out 'ere, then helll find
lﬁ"

A cry rang out of the darkness. "Ahoy the lantern there! Egburt, isthat you, laddie buck?' Skipper and
Boorab loomed up out of the darkness, with the otter crew at their back. The hare shook Drogg's paw.

"Well met, old chap, asy'can see| madeit. What's the Situation back at Redwall? Any problems back
home, wot?*

The Cdlarhog's spikes rattled as he shook his head, bright tears glistening in his eyes. "This mouse 'ere,
Nimbalo, ‘twas him an' the otter called Taggerung, they drove the vermin off, but not afore one o' the
scum shot Cregga Badgermum with an arrow. She's hit real bad! | don't suppose ye came acrossthe



otter? Hewas carryin’ the sword of Martin. We're out searchin’ for him."

The ottercrew parted ranks, alowing the stretcher bearersto carry Tagg into the lantern light. Skipper
patted his paw. "Wefound yore otter, lyin' by adain weasd; theré'san arrow in his chest too. But he's
gtill breathin' an' the sword's safe. Though he's got some sort o' death grip oniit.”

Nimbalo ran to Tagg's Side, suddenly feding frightened and londly. "Tagg, mate, it'sme, Nimbao. Say
somethin', Tagg. Tisme, Nimbalo the Sayer, yore ole matey!"

Tagg did nothing. Nimbal o collgpsed, grief-stricken, againgt him.

Boorab detailed two more otters. "Put your shouldersto that stretcher. We can't et this brave beast die.
Get Nimbal o up there with him. He can keep his pa company on the way back to the Abbey."

Redwall's main gates were still open. Filorn stood out on the path with old Hoarg, holding alantern
each. Noting the ottermum’s drawn, anxious face, Hoarg murmured, "Go an’ St in my gateouse, marm.
Put your paws up an' have anice ‘ot beaker o' motherwort tea. Y ou'll do no good standin’ out ere. I'll
giveye news, soon as| seethem returnin’.”

Filorn shook her head, smiling at the kindly dormouse. "No, | must wait here, but you go in, Hoarg. It's
been along weary day for you. Please, goin. I'll befineright here.”

Hoarg tugged his grizzled whiskers courteoudy. "If yore sure, marm. | ain't asyoung as| used the."

He shuffled dowly inside to the gatehouse, where his supper was awaiting him. Filorn drew her shawl
tighter around her shoulders. It was the otter. Something about his tattoo-covered face, the deegp sound
of hisvoice, theway he moved. She had to wait and seeiif the search party had found him. Worry piled
upon worry in her mind. Brother Hoben had said he saw the otter hit by an arrow. Was he badly hurt?

"Ho the gate! Isthat the pretty young Filorn waitin' to greet me?”

Filorn knew Skipper's gruff voice. She ran south down the path toward asmall lantern gleaming over the
ottercrew and the Redwallers who had gone searching.

They entered the Abbey, with Filorn holding Tagg's paws, still clasped upon the sword. Nimbalo was
aching from supporting hisfriend's head againgt the bumping and jogging of the journey. He looked up
into Filorn'sface. "Don't fret, marm. Tagg's my matey, | won't let 'im die”

Foremole Brail's moles were laying mattresses and cushions upon the floor of Great Hall. Filorn fussed
about the ottercrew asthey lifted Tagg from the siretcher. "Easy now, lower him gently, try not to bump
him, please.”

Mheraappeared a her mother'sside. "Mama, what isit? Who isthat creature with hisface dl tattooed
likeavermin?"

Filorn drew her daughter close, leaning forward with her until Mhera could fed the unconscious otter's
shdlow breath on her brow. "L ook, my child, look. Does his face mean nothing to you?'



Evenin repose, Tagg's features |ooked barbaric because of the red, black and blue markingsingrained
into them. The dream came back to Mhera as she stared harder and harder.

"Father ... isit Papa? He looks something like him."

Filorn did not reply, but much to Mheras astonishment began singing and caressing Tagg's paws, which
were gtill locked onto the sword hilt.

"Mountainsriversvalleys sess,

Whose little paws are these, are these?
Meadows, woodlands fields and shores,
Theselittle paws are yours, are yours!

If you don't give me akiss,

| will tickle pawslikethigl"

It was many along season since Mherahad heard her mother sing ababy song. Now Filorn wastickling
the big rough paws. Mherawastotaly startled by what happened next.

Tagg was il senseless, but he smiled and opened his paws, pads upward. Just like any babe who
wanted its mother to do it again. Nimbal o quickly removed the sword. There on Tagg's open right paw
was the four-petal mark, pink and digtinctive as the day he was born withiit.

Filorn hugged Mhera. "'l knew it deep insde me, ever sncel saw him yesterday. Thisismy son! He's
returned home. He's your brother, Mheral™

The ottermaid clasped the flower-marked paw between her own, and spoke his name loud and clear.
llDwrﬂll

Nimbalo scratched the end of hisnose. "Deynal Y'mean Tagg's name ain't Taggerung no more?"
Filorn shook her head, smiling at the harvest mouse. "Hisred nameis Deyna; he has no other.”
Nimbalo mused over the new name. "Hmm. Deyna | don't know whether | likethat or not, it ain't like
Nimbalo the Slayer. Huh, just Deyna? Couldn't we call 'im Deynathe Deadly or Deynathe Dagger or
Deynathe Dangerous? Hoho, | likesthat 'un. Deynathe Dangerous, great name!”

Filorn tweaked thelittle fellow's ear. "If | hear you calling him Deynathe Dangerous'll tell everybeast
that your name is Nimbal o the Nuisance. Understood?!

The harvest mouse shrugged unhappily. "Jus Deynait is, then, marm.”
Sigter Alkanet arrived with Broggle and Friar Bobb, who were carrying bowls of warm water, dressing
cloths, ointments and herbal remedies. They waited to one side as she cleaned and inspected the wound.

Her pro-nouncement was not a happy one, though she tried to sound optimistic.

"The arrow has gonetoo deep, | haven't the skill or experience to removeit. Though | must say, Deyna



isthe strongest and fittest beast I've ever seen. I've heard in the past of creaturesliving quiteanorma life
with arrow-heads or spearpoints fill in them. Deynawill live, but helll have to take things easy. | can cut
away the arrow shaft, but the point will haveto stay inhim."

Skipper had been listening, and voiced his opinion. "Beggin' yore pardon, marm, but Rukky Garge could
fix Deynaup. Ole Rukky isthe best otter fixer on earth.”

Siger Alkanet waved her paws dismissively. "Rukky Gargeisjust some legend. There's no such otter!”

Filorn wasinclined to agree. "'l believe there was such an otter, but | heard she passed on many long
Seasons ago.”

Skipper merely smiled and pointed to hisrudder. "I was scarred deep there when | was aliddliebeast,
but Rukky made the scar go away. | still goesto see ole Rukky, takes 'er freshwater shrimp an' ‘otroot
soup now an' agin. She'slike agran'mato me, marm. Hoho, she's till kickin' right enough.”

Filorn clasped Skipper's paw anxioudy. "If she could heal my son I'd take her ahundred pans of shrimp
and hotroot soup! I'd give her anything!"

The otter Chieftain understood Filorn's anxiety. "No need t'do that, but | know Rukky likes bright
trinkets. She'slike amagpie, loves anythin' bright'n'shiny, Rukky does.”

Filorn opened her broad apron pocket. "1 found thislying in the ditch this afternoon. Perhaps sheld like
it, what do you think?"

Skipper ingpected the knife of Sawney Rath, with its brilliant sapphire, amber handle and bright silver
blade. "1 think she'd make a skeleton dance fer this beauty, marm!”

Mhera shifted anxioudy from paw to paw. "Let'stake him to her straightaway!™

Skipper appeared rather uncomfortable with this suggestion. "Be moren my lifésworth, miz. Rukky'sa
loner, very awkward pernickety ole body sheis, won't ‘ave anybeast within aleague of 'er. She don't
treat nobeast save otters these days, an' then only as afavor to men'afew other otters. Look, you leave
thisto me. I'll take Deynaan' persuade Rukky to cure him. My crew can carry him most o' the way, an'
well drop in from timeto timet'let you know ‘ow he'sdoin'. Mhera, you an' yore mamatrust me, I'll take
care o' Deyna. | think you'll be needed 'ere, ain't that right, Sister?”

Alkanet pursed her lips, bound, as usud, to have her say. "Correct, Skipper. Creggais not young and
full of energy. | took the arrowhead from her, but she's dowly fading. She needs you by her side, Mhera
Filorn, you know how much Friar Bobb relies on your help, and the otherstoo. | beg you to stay at the

Abbey."

Filorn wasimpressed. She had never heard Alkanet beg anything from aliving cregture, so she gavein
to her request.

"Wdl, welve come through al these seasons not knowing whether Deynalived. Now we do know, |
suppose well haveto be patient alittle longer, Mhera”

The ottermaid bowed obediently. "Well be patient, Mama, but it won't befor long, | hope.”



Thistime abigger, more comfortable litter was made to transport Tagg. Sister Alkanet waited until they
were ready to set off and then pulled Skipper to one side.

"I'm surprised that a creature like you gill believesin that old relic and her mumbo jumbo of spellsand
charms. Shame on you! Though I'll be even more surprised if Deynareturns aive. How could you raise
the hopes of Filorn and Mheraon stories and taleslike that?"

Skipper winked at the Sister. "Maybe I'll surprise you again before too long, marm. Take carel”

Nimbalo joined the otter crew. Skipper looked inquiringly at the battle-axe-wielding harvest mouse.
"Belay, mate, where d'you think yore off to?"

Thelittlefellow nodded at the litter. "Wherever me matey goes, that's where I'm off to. Any objections?’

Skipper was very tactful in dealing with the truculent mouse. "I can't top ye, 'specidly since yore the
onethey callsthe Sayer. But this ole otterfixer, Rukky Garge, if she sees anybeast that ain't an otter
hangin' about her den, shelll turn us away. No matter wot condition yore matey'sin.”

Nimbalo's face was the picture of dgection. Hislip quivered. "But menTagg's always been together.
Wot'l I do without 'im? We stuck by each other through thick'n'thin, an’ now yore goin' to take me matey
away. Wot'll | do 'ere, dl on meown?'

Mheras heart went out to Nimbalo. Shetook his paw. "Wait here a the Abbey with us. You'll likeit,
I'm sure. It'slike being part of abig happy family."

Unknowingly, Mhera had mentioned the wrong word. Nimba o growled. "Don't talk t'me about families.
| @n't part of no family!"

Skipper and his crew dipped quietly off with Tagg, leaving Mherato practice her diplomacy ontheirate
harvest mouse. Tactfully, Filorn stepped into the breach.

"l never met awarrior yet who wasn't hungry. Come to the kitchens with me, Nimbalo the Slayer. Let's
seewhat | can find for you. Redwall food isthe best anywhere, come on.”

Boorab, who had been gently nodding off, came awake at the mention of food. "Ahem, charmin' an’
kindly marm, permission to accompany you, wot."

Filorn was never lessthan graciousto her friend the hare. "Why, of course, sir, you are cordialy invited."

Mherawent to Sit on Cregga’s bed. It had been impossible to carry the wounded badger upstairs, so
mattresses had been laid for her beneath the tapestry of Martin, and she lay propped up on them.
Sensing Mhera's gpproach, the Badgermum smiled weakly. ™Y our mama could charm the birds from the
trees. That little harvest mouse doesn't know it, but he's got dl the qualities of a Redwaller. Y ou must
help to make him happy here, Mhera"

The ottermaid plumped up her friend's pillows. ™Y ou mean we must hel p to make him happy here,
Cregga”

The badger stroked Mheras cheek. "Maybe, if I'm gtill around, but nobeest livesforever.”

Mhera sniffed and straightened the coverlet busily. "Now you can just stop that sort of talk, slly old



badger. Deynasgoing to get well and so areyou. | won't listen to any morbid rambling ab—"

Cregga put out a searching paw. "Mhera, what isit? What's the matter?"

The ottermaid held a green strip of cloth closeto Creggas muzzle. "It's one of those pieces of materid.
Faded green, homespun and scented with lilac. | found it just now, in the folds of your bedspread. |

wonder who put it there. Do you know?"

Cregga shook her great striped head dowly. "A blind creature who can hardly move, with adeep painful
wound. How am | supposed to know anything? What doesit say?"

Mheraread the crude vertica capitaswritten on thefabric. "FITTAGALL. Oh, dear. What'sit dl
supposed to mean, Cregga?”

A lot of Redwallersjoined Nimbalo and Boorab in the kitchens, as there had been no proper meals
served, owing to the day's unusual events. Friar Bobb and Filorn aided by Broggle and Fwirl (now much
recovered) managed agood makeshift buffet. Nimba o sampled everything, from soup to desserts. Filorn
sat down with him, encouraging the harvest mouse as he ate.

"I'm sure you've got lots of wonderful tales of the adventures you and Deyna had together. Perhagps you
could tell ussome? Here, let mefill your tankard with October Ale.”

Nimbalo was suddenly in hiseement: lots of good food and drink, and an attentive audience. He
shovelled turnip'n'tater'n’beetroot pie into his mouth and washed it down with ahuge draft of the best
October Ale.

"Aaaahhhh! That's the stuff t'give yer muscleslike boulders, marm. Thankee. Now, wherewas [? Oh
aye. Tagg, that's Deyna, an' me was surrounded by snakes onetime.”

Foremole Brull shuddered. "Burr, surrpints. Oi carn't aboide ee gurt snakey beasters!™

The harvest mouse gave her his reckless nonchaant grin. " Snakes, marm? Men'Deynawas never
afeared of 'em!™ He rose and swaggered about outrageoudly.

"There was one time men'my mate,
We nearly met our fate,

One dark night, midst astorm,

Just to keep us dry an’ warm,

We found acave an' acheer we gave,
We rushed in straightaway,

Twasfull of snakes, for goodness sakes,



All sivery black an' grey.

There was big snakes, small snakes,

Every onewas wide awake,

Wrigglin' an' a-hissin' there,

Tongues aflickerin, taills a-snickerin,

Enough t'curl yoreblinkin' hair.

Onebit meso | bit it back,

An' my mate gave one such awhack!

We fought the serpents tooth'n'claw,

For every one we dayed there was a dozen more.
Then my ole mate, he took two sticks,

An' in the space of two short ticks,

We grabbed those snakes, men'my chum,

An' knitted them up into an apron for his mum,
Chuck one, hurl one, knit one, purl one,

We never went there again,

Don't try to deep, where the snakes are tummy deep,
Takeasnoozeoutintherain!™

Nimbalo took a bow amidst the applause and roars of laughter. Boorab presented him with adamson
cream pie.

"Top hole, sah. You're aborn weaver of yarns, wot. Try some of Friar Bobb's damson cream pie. Bet
y've never tasted anythin' as scrumptious as that, wot. Wot wot, hawhawhaw!"

Nimbao bit into it and smacked hislips. "Thankee. It's good, very nice, but tell me, did ye ever tastea
nakeyfish pie?'

The hare looked a him aghast. " Snakeyfish pie, Sr? What in the name o' puddensisthat? Y ou haven't
eaten one yourself, have you, old chap?'

Nimbao winked at the horrified listeners. Y ewouldn't believe meif'n| told yer!"



Chapter 31

Tendrils of blue smoke curled through the trees of south Mossflower Wood, wreathing upward from a
fire of dead pinecones and fir branches on the rocky ledge of ariverbank. Skipper stirred the contents of
abig pot, set on atripod over the flames. He tasted it and waved his rudder.

"Swash, bring more watershrimp. Blekker, chop more 'otroot an' peppers, an' diver some o' them
scdlionsinwithit!"

The two sturdy otter sisters, Swash and Blekker, brought the ingredients to him and watched as he
stirred them into the pot of freshwater shrimp and hotroot soup. Skipper held out the ladle to the pair,
proud of his cooking prowess.

"Sup thet an' tell mewot ye think?"

They took turns, blowing on the ladl€'s contents and Sipping.

"That's the stuff, Skip. 1t'd melt moss off'n aboulder!™
"Aye, only you can make shrimp'n'otroot soup like that, Skip!"

Skipper chuckled. "Dont tdll yore mathat!"

Deynawas still unconscious. He lay strapped to the litter, scarcely breathing and woefully thin and pale
looking. Swash mopped his fevered forehead with some maoss she had dipped in the river. Hismuzzle
was hot and dry to the touch.

"Skip, thisporefdler ain't eaten in three days now. D'you think we should try an' feed him somethin'?’

But Skipper remained adamant, as he had since they left Redwall. "No vittlesfor Deyna, just adrop o
clear water now an' agin. We got to leave him like that until Rukky seeswot's best. | don't want to do the
wrong thing by feedin' a bad-wounded otter. Right then, clear the decks, me buckas, fill yore bowls an’
wait back by the bend for me. Mind an' leave plenty o' the soup for the otterfixer. Don't want ‘er in abad

The crew filled their bowls and took off to await Skipper's return by the riverbend. When they had gone
the otter Chieftain went to amassive old larch tree. It waslong dead but still standing, its core rotted and

eaten away by insects. Standing half a pace off, Skipper swung his rudder and whacked it against the
hollow trunk.



"Whock! Whock!"

Behind him on the riverbank an incredibly ancient otter materiaized from amid the rock ledges. Her fur
wastotdly slver white, mostly hidden by a heavily ornamented black cloak and hood sawn with crystal
shards, seashdlls, globules of amber and small bright polished stones. Her body was bent with age, and
sheleaned upon aknobbly stick. From beneath the hood of her cloak she peered out at Skipper. There
was not asingle tooth in her mouth, but the two eyes that watched him were brighter than her hooped

gold earrings.
Skipper bowed. "Rukky Garge, me ole friend, 'tisa pleasure to seeye.”

She sucked hard on her gums before replying. "Ahhr wed, 'tis der young riverpup. Did yeer
famine-gobbed crew ayt up al Rukky's soup?'

The otter Chieftain helped her courteoudy up the bank to the pot. "Only the hard tasteless bits, me ole
queen. | saved the best for you. Try ataste.”

Rukky Garge spooned aladleful, boiling, straight into her mouth and gulped it down. She licked her lips.
" 'Tisafact, ye kin make d'soup better'n myself can. So, well, ye never came to see Rukky fer nought.
What izzit dat allsye?'

Skipper pointed to the ill form of Deyna. | fetched this pore beast from the Abbey. He took an arrow;
see the broken shaft still stuck in hischest? Y ore the best otterfixer, my ole charmer. Can you make
Deynabetter agin?"

Rukky Garge sniffed the wound in Deynas chest, pushed one of his eyelids up and looked at the
upturned eye, rubbed his muzzle, ft al four paws, picked up hisrudder, weighed it in her paw and let it
drop, dl the time muttering away. "Ahhr wedl now, Redwall Abbey an' dl de clever cratures. Couldn't be
curin' awaspy sting atween dem, ahhhr no!™

Skipper broke hisrespectful slence. "So ye say, me ole darlin', but could you?'

Rukky went back to the pot and supped two more ladles of hot soup. "Dis a Juskabeast.
Picturesn'patterns on de face. Baaaad! Why you ask Rukky to do de otterfixin' for disvarmint, eh?’

Skipper gave his explanation as she made inroads on the soup. " Deyna's the son of an ole mate ' mine.
He was taken by Juskawhen hewas a cub. Rillflag was hisfather an' Filorn's his mother; she il livesa
the Abbey, with hisolder sster Mhera™

The ancient otter repeated Mheras name, drawing it out. "Meera, Meeeerraaaal | like well dat name. |
fix him!"

Skipper stood where he was, knowing that Rukky did not like shaking paws, or being touched in any
way. "My thanksto ye, Rukky Garge. I'll keep the soup goin', good an' hot, night'n'day, whenever ye
needsit."

She leaned forward on the knobbly stick. "Ahhr wedl now, yell need lots o' d'soup. Dis Deynawon't be
fixed in wan day. "Twill be when de russet h'applesfall.”

Skipper tried not to look surprised. "That'salong time, marm?”



She attempted to chew on awatershrimp. " So y'say, so y'say. Need longen time to befixin' arrowhole.
Gottatake varmint pictures off daface too, ho yerssss!”

Skipper raised his eyebrows. "Y ou can do that, take off the tattoos?"

She gave up chewing and swallowed the watershrimp. "So | can, so | can. | make dat picture on yore
paw, 'member!”

Skipper looked at the pike tattooed on the back of his paw. "Aye, you did, along timeago | recall.”

Rukky shrugged. "So, | put pictures on wid dye an' needle. | take dem off too. An' dat flower on
Deyna's paw, | fix it up good, you see. Den helooken like yew, proper riverdog again, not varmint!"

Skipper had to carry Deynainto Rukky's cave and lay him on along moss-covered shelf. The
otterfixer's cave waslike her cloak, studded from floor to ceiling with crystal, metal and semiprecious
stones, amber, carndlian, peridot and black jet. Two firefly lanterns reflected off the decorations, making
the interior dazzle and shine.

Skipper took out the blade of Sawney Rath. "Thisisfor you, Rukky my ole sweet. A liddle gift."

Sherecoiled, drawing her pawsinto the voluminous cloak. "Pretty an' bad, baaaaad! I'll not touch
dthing. Stick ininnawall. Dat blade's shedded blood. Baaaaaad!"

Skipper buried the knifepoint in the cave wall. "Fair enough. Now wot d'ye want meto do?"

The ancient one made a dismissive gesture. "Geddout, go you! Make d'soup for Rukky, an' tell yore
crew keep ‘way, far ‘way. Mebbe call if'n | need ye, young pup.”

Skipper |eft the cave as Rukky began building afire of specid herbs and dried roots. Deynalay
motionless on the ledge, oblivious of al around him. Pae whitish smoke wafted around the cave, fragrant
and exotic. The otterfixer opened adark lacquered box and began choosing her instruments.
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Blekker and Swash were making arush net to catch freshwater shrimps at the riverbend when Skipper
loped up. The others of the ottercrew gathered around to hear hisreport.

"Rukky sez she can fix Deynaup, but hewon't befit to travel until early autumn, when the russet apples
gart tfall. I'm goin' to stay an' keep the soup pot goin' for ‘er. Blekker an' Swash, you carry the news
back to Redwall. Deyna's mamaan' sister'll want to know he'sgoin' to live. Oh, an' take ascore o' the
crew with ye. They can stop at the Abbey just in case any more vermin turn up at the gates!™

There wasfierce competition among the ottercrew. A stay at Redwall with the best of food and comfort
was preferable to severd weeks wait at the riverbend. Skipper got thingsfinaly organized, sending
Blekker and Swash off with twenty that he had picked himself. The otter Chieftain ordered the rest to
keep the soup ingredients coming daily, then he went back upriver to hislondy vigil outside Rukky
Garge's den.



Six days had passed since Creggatook Valug's arrow. She still lay on her large pad of mattresses
beneath Martin the Warrior's tapestry in Great Hall. Brother Hoben and Sister Alkanet stepped outside
for abreath of the late summer air. Alkanet tucked both pawsinto her wide habit deeves.

"Six full daysand she's il dive. Canyou believeit, Brother?"

Hoben smiled and nodded his head in admiration. "Good old Cregga Badgermum. She'sindestructible!”
He knew he had said the wrong thing by the look on Alkanet'sface.

"Hmph. Typicd Redwadller, just like the rest of them, al winks and nods and amiles, telling themselves
that Creggawill live forever. Now listen to me. Nobeast knows how old sheredly is, but that badger has
lived more seasons than any four of us put together. 'Tis about time you dl redlized that. She took the full
force of avermin arrow closeto her heart. | removed the shaft and dressed it, so only | have seen how
deep and serious the wound is. Cregga hasn't long to live; her seasons have findly run out. Y ou must
redizethid”

Hoben kept hisvoice cam, staring levelly at the Sigter. "I assure you, most of usdo redize al of what
you've said. But hope springs eternal, and where ther€'s life there's hope. So we don't go about telling
each other that our Badgermum is about to die. It's very hard for the Dibbuns, and those close to her,
like Mhera, Broggle and Fwirl, to accept that soon they'll lose abeloved friend. So | beg you, Sister,
please don't start preaching the fatal message to them.”

The severe mouse fixed him with her frozen stare. " As you wish, Brother, asyou wish!" She stalked off
with her head erect.

Mheraand Fwirl were sitting on the mattresses with Cregga. The badger only spoke when it was
necessary, and she dept alot. But Mherahad stayed by her sde the whole six days, constantly looking
after her friend and chatting to her of what was going on in the Abbey.

"Guesswhat, Cregga? | hear that thereé's going to be alittle celebration in your honor this evening, isn't
that right, Fwirl ?*

The pretty squirrelmaid looped her tail over her eyes. "Oh, Mhera, it was going to be a surprise, and
now you've gone and given the secret away. What will Friar Bobb and Broggle say?"

Cregga chuckled hoarsdly. "1 dready knew. My hearing isgill good as ever. | heard them discussing the
menu thismorning. | hear quite alot lying here—like now, for instance. Trouble's headed our way, the
rascals.” The old badger smiled as Boorab and Nimbalo marched up and seated themselves beside
Mheraand Fwirl.

Despite hisinitid reluctance, the harvest mouse had taken to Abbey life like aduck to water. He was
everywhere at once, down in the cellars picking up hints from Drogg, working in the kitchen, learning
from the cooks, or out in the orchard, hel ping with the growing of berries, nuts and fruit. He spent quite a
bit of time with Boorab. They got dong famoudy together, usudly trying to outfib one another. Today
they were both in garrulousform.



"What ho, ladies. Couldn't resist the chance of avisit to threejolly pretty charmers, eh, wot wot!"

"If that oaf thinks I'm a pretty charmer he's blinder than me!l” Cregga whispered to Fwirl and Mhera. She
turned her attention to the new vigitors. " So then, what's your rea reason for bothering us? You tell me,
Nimbalo. | can't believe aword that hare says.”

The harvest mouse stuck his chest out proudly. "Ho, I'm an even better fibber than Boorab, marm, but
I'll tell the truth thistime. It'sthat pair in the kitchen, ole Friar Bobb an' Broggle. They won't let us'dlp
with thevittles. Run the pair of usoff, didn't they, mate?"

Boorab's earbells jingled as he nodded agreement. "Rather. Sent us packin' on our way, an' what for,
may | ask?Huh, acouple o' pawfuls of candied chestnuts, ameadly taste of summer trifle, afew sips of
elderberry wine, an'.. . an'.. . what else wasit, Nimbalo old scout?’

"Er, amushroom'n'gravy flan, bowl o' sdlad an' some o' that soft white cheese with celery an' hazelnutsin
it. An'a—"

Mherainterrupted the harvest mouse. " Stop! That's quite enough. It sounds asif you tried to clean the
pantries out between you. No wonder you were chased out. If I'd been there | would have showed you
the way out with abroom, and you'd till be smarting from it, you pair of gluttons!™

Nimbalo wiped crumbs from hiswhiskers, saying sorrowfully, "Ah, 'tisan ‘ard crud life, matey, to 'ear
those words from the luvly lips of my mate Deynas own pretty sister. Well, that's wot we get for tryin' to
'dp out alittle with the chores!”

Boorab's ears drooped pathetically. "Harsh words an' harsher treatment, laddie buck, that's al you can
expect in thisbloomin' Abbey. An' | spesk as one who's a fifteen-season probationer, dwaysthe
caterpillar an’ never thefrog. Or isit dwaysthe tadpole an' never the butterfly? | can never jolly well
remember. | don't think miz Mhera deserves to see what we found, after that harsh outburst, d'you?”

Fwirl darted forward and tweaked the hare's ear. "Giveit to her thisinstant. Come on, out with it!"

"Owowow! Meflippin' ddicate shdll-likelug! Giveit to her, Nimbao, quick, before I'm aone-eared
relic! Owowow!"

The harvest mouse passed astrip of green fabric to Mhera. "We found it stuck t'the bottom of Friar
Bobb's sandal. When he kicked us out of the kitchensit stuck to metail."

The ottermaid felt the green homespun materia. "Hmm, some honey got smeared on it. Apart from that
'tislike the others, green homespun and a scent of lilacs. Let's see what this one has scrawled onit.
SITTAGALL! All in capitds.”

Fwirl released the hareésear. "SITTAGALL? That's a strange word. Sounds like the name of some odd
creature. SSITTAGALL. Areyou surethat's not one of thelong list of funny namesyou have, Mr.
Boorab?'

The hare massaged his ear ruefully.
"It certainly isnot, miz. Jolly strange, though, isn't it? Y ou've collected quite afew otherslike that, Miz

Mhera HITTAGALLS, PITTAGALLS, SITTAG ALLsan whatnot. | wonder what it'sal supposed to
mean? A red puzzler, wot?'



Mherafolded the fabric and put it in her beltpouch, with the others that had been found over that
summer. "Indeed it is. I'vetried to solveit, but | can't. I've dreamed and thought of it until I'm weary."

Creggas heavy paw reached out and covered the ottermaid's smaler one, dwarfing it completely. "l'vea
feding you'l find out very soon, my friend. Go away now, al of you, out and enjoy the sunshinewhileit
lasts. I'm tired. | need to take anap.”

Mhera stopped in the open doorway and looked back at the Badgermum, lying propped up on pillows

beneath the Abbey tapestry. Creggas observations always turned out to be true. But how soon would it
be before she found out the solution to everything?

Chapter 32

They placed the long banqueting tables, one at the bottom of Cregga's bed and one on either side,
leaving a space between the latter two and the tapestried wall. It was to be amemorable feast in honor of
Cregga. Every little thing Friar Bobb and Filorn knew the Badgermum liked to eat was placed by her,
closeto paw. Hot scones, soft cheeses, candied fruits and summer salad. Drogg Cellarhog
commandeered the willing paws of Boorab, Nimbao and Foremole Brull. Between them they brought al
Cregga's (and quite afew of their own) favorite drinksto the tables. Thisinvolved agood amount of
choosing and tagting, in which they al took part cheerfully.

"Y urr, thisn strawbee fizzer be'sagood 'un!™

"Hmm, y'don't say, marm? Let me taste a smidgen. Nimbalo, old scout, tell me what y'think of this
October Ale, wot?'

"Prime stuff, matey. 'Ow dye brew this suff, Mister Drogg?"
"With tender lovin' care, friend. Tisasecret known only to Redwall Cellarkeepers, passed down over

countless seasons. Now, take adrop o' this pale cider, sweetened with heather'n'clover honey. Ole
Cregga Badgermum's very partid toit."

Sister Alkanet appeared in their midst, paws akimbo " Then perhaps you'd better leave adrop in case
shethirsty!"

The tasters shuffled about like naughty Dibbuns caught in the act.



"Wewere just doin' aspot of checkin', marm, wot Right, chaps, let's get thislot up to Great Hall. 'Scuse
us. Sigter, wot wot!"

Mhera and Fwirl were getting the Dibbuns ready, helped by Egburt and Floburt. Soap wort, blended
with rose petals and amond ail, created a sweet aromaaround the dormitory. Fwirl and Mherawashed
and dried the little ones, passing them on to Foburt and Egburt, who dressed them in spotlessly clean
smocks, amid loud protests.

Brother Hoben popped his head around the doorway. " Great seasons, who are al these nice shining
creatures? Surdly not the mucky little Dibbuns who were playing in the orchard this afternoon!™

Trey the mousebabe waved atiny paw at Hoben. "Y ou nex' t'get washed, Bruvver. Lookayou, ole
muckybeast!"

Hoben allowed the Abbeybabes to drag him in, and good-naturedly pretended to protest as Fwirl
readied asoapy flanndl. "No, please, | haven't got time. I'm very busy. What'll | do if soap getsin my
eyes?’

The little mousemaid Feegle scoffed at him scornfully. "Keep you eyes closed then, an' don't cry.”

Hoben alowed Fwirl to wash his paws and face, wincing as she dried him roughly and combed the tats
out of hiswhiskers. The Dibbuns roared with laughter a his mock sulks. "Ouch, ow! Theré's sogp in my
gyean' you're hurting me!™

Mheraand Fwirl played dong with the Brother.
"Bedill, you slly great mouse, let me dry down those ears”

"Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdlf, Brother. Look at these Dibbuns, they never made hdf the fuss
youre making!"
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Early evening bellstolled out over Redwall Abbey, cdling al itsinhabitantsto the feast. Filorn took her
daughter's paw asthey crossed Great Hall together. There was atinge of regret in Mheras voice.

"l wish Deynawas here tonight. I've never really met him and | only saw him for ashort time."

The ottermum patted her paw gently. "Don't fret, Mhera, there are many seasons ahead for you both to
get to know one another. Skipper isagood beast. | trust him. HEll bring Deyna back to us safe and
sound, you'll see. Now smile, my pretty one. Don't let our Badgermum fedl that you're unhappy in any

way.

Sigter Alkanet shuddered visibly as a discordant jangle grated on her nerves. Boorab and a half-dozen
otters lugged the haredee gurdee across the stone floor toward the tables. She sniffed. "1 hope you don't
intend making adin with that inferna contraption and ruining the evening?'

Theirrepressible hare saluted and jingled his earbells. "Din, marm? Beggin' y'pardon, I'm an expert
musician, | don't make dins. Never know when one needs atrusty old haredee gurdee a a party, wot.
Gangway, you chaps, make way for a pricelessinstrument an' avalued an' tlented creature. Master of
Ceremonies, y'know. MissMherasaid | could perform the honors. Charmin’ young gdl, that 'un, bit like



her dear mama, wot!"

When everybeast was seated and the bells had ceased tolling, Boorab arose and pounded the tabletop
with aladle. "Good evenin', chaps, chapesses an' goodbeasts al. Ahem! Pray silence whilst Brother
Hoben saysthe grace!™

Hoben nodded to the hare and proceeded.

"Seasons of plenty at Redwall,

Yieldtherr bounty to usdl,

From the good earth's fertile sall,

We who bent our backsin tail,

Reaped Mother Nature's rich reward,
To bring unto thisfestive board,

Thisfood which we have labored for,

What honest beast could ask for more,

Savethat kind seasons never cease,

And hopeto livelong livesin peacel”

Midst aloud and fervent amen, Boorab's ladle hit the table again. "Well done, sah! Redwallers, kindly
be upstandin'. | propose atoast, to the creature we are here to jolly well honor. Cregga, Badgermum of

this Abbey!"

Everybeast, even the smallest Dibbuns, arose and raised a profusion of beakers, cups, goblets and
tankards. Theroar almost shook the rafters as they took up the toast.

"To Cregga, Badgermum of this Abbey!"

Gundil, quite overcome by the moment, scrambled benegath the table, hurried acrossto Creggaand
shook her paw heartily. "Hurr, mum, ee be's gurtly luvved yurr. Doo ee say a peech!™

Severd more came forward to prop the badger up on her pillows. Cregga's sightless eyes turned this
way and that, asif she could see every creature Stting around her.

"Thank you, Gundil. I hope you'll bear with me, friends. | have quite afew wordsto say, some of great
importance.”

Boorab quaffed off abeaker of redcurrant cordial. "Then say on, old gel. Wereal ears, wot!"
"Yorethe only one'erewho'sal ears, mate!”

Creggawaved apaw, silencing the laughter Nimbalo's remark had caused. "Thank you. Please, St down



and eat. You mugt al be hungry, and | know alot of hard work went into the making of my feast. Eat
and ligten, for | have alot to say.”

The food was served and the feasting began as Cregga continued, " The seasons of Abbess Song were
finished before any of you were born, | think. | was her greatest friend and sheleft mein charge of our
Abbey. | didn't take the position she offered me as Abbess, but chose instead to be a caretaker, until a
likely candidate appeared as Abbot or Abbess. | was guided by the teachings and wisdom of my friend
Song in my search. Though you did not know it, | waited many many seasons, ways listening and
paying attention to al about me. Oneday | discovered alikely prospect. At first | was not sure, so | had
to wait longer, observing the young Redwal ler who attracted my interest. Then | set about educating my
candidate, leaving clues, giving hints and always paying attention to the creature of my choice. Nobeest,
not even |, can live forever; since | took that vermin arrow this fact has become quite plain to me. So
tonight | propose to eect, with your approval, anew Abbey leader.”

Immediately, al Redwalers, including Boorab and Nimbalo, ceased eating to hear Creggas
announcement.

"Mhera, daughter of Filorn, would you come over hereto me, please.”

The ottermaid stood up amid wild applause, cheers, whistles and ladles pounding upon tables. Willing
paws pushed her forward.

"Congratulations, my dear! Oh goodness, to think adaughter of mineisgoing to rule Redwall!"

"Hurr, miz, ee Badgermum knowed whut she wurr adoin’ when shem chosen ee, ho aye, boi okey
sheém did, hurr hurr hurr!"

"Jus like yore brother, missy, yoreanat'ra leader, but far prettier than ‘im, even though 'eis me matey!"

"Oh| say, top hole, m'gdl, spiffin', wot! Does this mean I'm not on probation any longer? Wl played,
youyoung . . . e, | mean O respected leader an’ dll that, eh wot!"

"Mhera, best wishesfrom Fwirl and me, and Friar Bobb!"

Sigter Alkanet thrust a clean kerchief into Mhera's paw. " Stand up straight now, miss, and no tears. I'd
have chosen you too if | was Cregga. Go to her now."

Mheramadeit asfar as Cregga's bed, then sat beside the Badgermum and broke down sobbing. " Oh,
Cregga, you're not dying, are you?"

The great badger chuckled. "Dry your eyes, pretty one I'm not going to pass on in the midst of my own
feast and leave that hare with al the food. Look here." She brought from beneath her robe an object
bound with strips of green cloth. She unwrapped the scraps of fabric and gave them to Mhera, together
with the small bark-bound volume that had been hidden inside them.

"Theréstherest of your mysteries. All theI TTAGALLsold Hoarg and | didn't have timeto hide around
the Abbey. Y ou can read al about them in the book, but leave that until the morrow. Wereright in the
middle of acelebration; | can't have ottermaids weeping and riddles unraveling." Creggaraised her voice
S0 everybeast could hear. ™Y our new Abbess Mherais going to make an announcement.”

In the silence that followed, Trey the mousebabe piped up. "1 ‘opeit not that dla Dibbun get anuvver



wash!"

Mheraburst out laughing at the cheeky infant. "Hahahahal No it's not. As Abbess of Redwall Abbey |
request that you dl carry on feasting and have awonderful time!™

Creggawaited until theroars of gpprova had died down. "Attention please, friends. | have only alittle
moreto say before | retire and leave Mother Abbess Mherato watch over Redwall. | would liketo
confirm that Boorab's probation isnow over, and heisafully fledged Master of Abbey Music.”

With hismouth il full of plum pudding and cider, the hare legped up and went sprawling. He bolted
upright and sluted. "Thank you, marm. | wishtosay . .."

Drogg Cdlarhog blinked and wiped a paw across hisface. "Don't you mean you wish to spray? Finish
edin firg!"

Boorab swallowed hastily and looked regally down his nose at Drogg. "Mind y'manners, old chap, wot!
Er, wherewas 1? Oh yes. Blinkin' long probation, but thank you, marm, and you too, Mother Abbess. |
say, flippin' ottermaid young enough t'be one's daughter an' one's got to call her Mother. Bit thick, wot!
Ahem, in honor of the jolly old occasion, marm, | shdl play my haredee gurdee and sing for you. Now
what isyour pleasure? A balad, adirge, asong of unrequited love, wot?!

Creggalay back and smiled fondly. "Nothing mournful or sad, if you please. Play me... arousing old
marching song, so | can.. . . remember the good old days when | ruled the hares of the Long Petrol at
Sdamandastron. A specid. . . favorite of minewas The Battle of the Boiling Water.' Do you ... know it,
Boorab?'

The hare was aready making complicated adjustments to his cumbersome instrument. He chuckled
confidently. "Know it, marm?1 learned it Sittin" on my old grandpas lap. Y ou remember him, of course,
old Pieface Baggscut, the most perilous an' greedy hare in the regiment. "Twas hisfavorite song, too. Ah,
those were the long sunny days, marm—"

Foremole Brull twitched the hare's bobbed tail. " Stop eejawin' an' Sing yurr song, zurr!”

Boorab twiddled the strings, struck asmall drum and wound a handle. Three ladybirds flew out of the
ingrument in acloud of dust. He launched ludtily into the song.

"Wdl | haveto sing of aday in spring,
When | kissed mewife an' daughter,
Then marched away to join the fray,

At the Battle of the Boiling Weater.
With atear in me eye and an apple pie,

| roared the jolly chorus,

Asthedrumsdid roll for the Long Petrol,

We conquered al before us!



Therewas Colond Stiff an' Sergeant Biff,

Who had awooden leg sah,
And inthelead, oh yesindeed,
Stood Lady Rose Eyes Cregga,

Therewas Corpora Black the big lancg ack,

An' mesdlf ahaf ear shorter,
An'asmdl fat cook with adirty look,
At the Battle of the Boiling Water!"

Asthe drums on the haredee gurdee boomed out and Redwallers pounded the tabletops to the jolly
marching air, Creggawent back in her mind. She was young and strong, her sight was perfect, and she
was driding the dusty flatlands at the head of athousand young marching hares, carrying her enormous
axepike. No day wastoo long then, no march too tiresome. Like smoke, adust columnrosein aplume
intheir wake on that high far-off day, long long ago. She hummed the jaunty tune, reveling in the summer
hest, glad to be alive and so full of strength. Smiling and nodding to her trusty officers, every one dashing
and perilous, the Sight of their faces ddighting her. Sight. What aglorious gift it was. Blue skies, the sun,
like agolden eye, watching over white mountaintops, green valeys, clear meandering streams. The misty
figure of Boorab's grandsire appeared before her on the march and threw her agallant salute with his
saber blade.

"All present an' correct, marm. Where to now?"

Cregga heard hersdf saying, "'Into the setting sun, over the hillsand far away."

Boorab's voice, and the music of the haredee gurdee, faded dowly as she marched off into the sunny
afternoon long gone.

"So we ate our scoff an' thewar kicked off,
"Twas aday of fearsome daughter,

An' askinny rat shot off me hat,

At the Battle of the Boiling Water.

Then the good old sarge just yelled out 'Charge!”
Ten thousand vermin scattered,

Whilethe puddensflew 'til theair turned blue,

All steamed an' fried an' battered!



Wi, | knocked the socks off afluffy fox,

An’' waloped aweasd wildly,

| snaffled the coat off asnifflin’ sod,

An' flattened aferret finely.

We whacked an' thumped an' kicked an' jumped,

We showed the foe no quarter.

Til they ran away an’ we won the day,

At the Baitle of the Boiling Weter!"

Mherawas holding the Badgermum's paw, and felt her dip away at the end of the second verse. The
ottermaid sat at her friend's Sde, il holding her limp paw and staring at her smiling face. Creggalooked
s0 peaceful and happy. Boorab finished his song, bowing and posing out-rageoudy asthe haredee
gurdee groaned and wheezed to a hdt amid the cheering and slamping of gpplauding Redwallers. Sster
Alkanet ssw Mherasitting dry-eyed at the badger's Sde, looking into her still face. Sensing something
was wrong, the Sister hastened over, followed by Filorn, who nodded to Boorab, indicating he should
sing the song again as an encore. Nobeast noticed, amid the gaiety, what was going on at the bed
beneath Martin the Warrior's tapestry.

Alkanet leaned close to Mheraand whispered, "What isit? Has Cregga Badgermum fallen adeep?’

Mheratouched the Sghtless eyes, closing them for the last time. "Aye, Sster. Our Badgermum hasfinaly
goneto rest forever."

A tear brimmed from Alkanet's eye. Mherawiped it away. "Not now, Sister, well weep later. Don't let
them know Creggais gone. Carry on with the feast in her honor; that's what she would have wanted.
Chin up now, be brave!™

Sigter Alkanet turned to Filorn, and there was awein her voice. "Truly your daughter isthe Mother
Abbess of Reawd|!"

Chapter 33



Soft autumn mists swathed the dunes, awaiting their banishment under ablossoming sun. Gruven sat aop
one of the sparsaly grassed dunetops, listening to waves breaking upon the shores below him. He had
gpent more than a score of days tracking betwixt dawn and nightfall. Thetrail was becoming distinctly
easer to follow as he traveled south. For some reason, unknown to him, the Juskazann had moved
location. He had arrived at the origind camp only to find the site abandoned. The clan had traveled south,
skirting thetiddine and dundands.

Gruven picked thelast crumbs of apasty from his chair, gulped thefind dregs of cordia from aflask
and hurled it away into the mist. His supplies were exhausted for the moment, but he could dwaysfind
more. Several mornings ago he had sighted wisps of woodsmoke. A family of mice had dug their cave
into the sde of awind-sculpted sandhill, and were sitting in the entrance cooking breakfast. Gruven
sneaked up to the hilltop overhanging their home. His callous method of murder was smple: he collapsed
the sandhill on them by jumping up and down on the overhang. After taking afew hours nap, he had dug
out dl thefood supply that was not spailt, leaving the occupants smothered benesth the stifling avalanche
of sand that had snuffed out their lives.

Watching the sun spread welcoming warmth and light, Gruven sat mentally rehearsing his story, cutting
parts and embe lishing bits until it sounded good to him. Next he practiced indignation and righteous
wrath at the moving of camp during his absence. Perhaps he would root out the culprits and day them,
just to establish his authority as clan Chieftain, Gruven Zann Juskazann.

Leaving the dunes, he took to the firm damp sand of thetideline for better walking. Therewasno red
need of further tracking. He knew the clan would establish another camp among the dunes; al he had to
do waslook out for the smoke of cooking fires. Around early noon, Gruven became bored. It wasa
warm day with virtually no wind. He Sidetracked listlessly into the dunes and lay down in asandy creter.
It was pleasantly warm, and he dlowed his eyesto shut and drifted into a comfortable nap.

He had only lain there ashort while when he was rudely awakened. He was rolled roughly over, and the
sword was snatched from hisbelt. A noosed rope was thrust over him, pinioning both pawsto hissides.
There were four of them, two weasdls, astoat and arat, and they looked lean and tough. Gruven felt fear
rise sourly in histhroat, but he did hisbest to put on a hard face and agruff voice.

"Wot'sthe meanin' of dl this? Who areye?'

The bigger of theweasdls, afemde named Gruzzle, prodded him with the point of his own sword. " Shut
yer mouth an' get up off yer behind!"



Struggling upright, Gruven recognized one of hisold clan, the rat Wherrul. However, helooked different.
Hisfacid tattoos had been overlaid with green wavy lines on the brow and ayellow circle on elther
cheek. Gruven fet asurge of relief.

"Wherrul, mate, wot are you doin’ with these beasts? Y ore a Juskazann, just like me. Wot's 'appened?”’

Wherrul began yanking Gruven aong on therope. Hedid not sound at dl friendly. "I ain't Juskazann no
more. We got taken over. I'm part of abig clan now, the Juskabor!"

Further conversation was cut short as Gruzzle prodded Gruven with the sword. "I've aready tole you
t'shut yer mouth, | won't tell yer agin. Now get movin'. Y ou can do yer takin' in front o' the Chief!”

It was late noon by the time Gruven was hauled sumbling into the new camp. Right away he noticed that
the number of tents had increased fourfold, enough to accommodate at least three hundred Juska.
Familiar faces from hisold tribe stared at him as he was dragged aong. They al had their former Juska
marks tattooed over like Wherrul. All in dl they looked awarlike mob. There were alot morefoxesin
evidence, too. Gruzzle halted in front of alarge well-made tent, painted with lots of colored symbols, and
kicked Gruven flat in the sand.

"Stay there, you three, an' watch 'im!*

She threw back the tent flap and entered. A moment later she marched out again, three otherswith her.
One was Grissoul the old vixen Seer, accompanied by another equally wizened vixen, who carried dl the
parapherndiaof aseer or soothsayer. But it was the malefox that Gruven ingtinctively knew wasthe
Chieftain.

Ruggan Bor was an impressive figure, abig malefox, golden rather than reddish furred, with no black tip
to histail. Hisface was inscrutable, but one glance informed Gruven that the hard golden eyes were those
of aborn dayer. He was dressed smply, in ashort black shoulder cloak and a black kilt. A saber was
thrust through his broad chain-linked belt. Ruggan Bor gave Gruven the briefest of glances, then turned to
Grisoul.

"Isthisthe one who took over from Sawney Rath?"
Grissoul bowed fawningly. "That he be, lord: Gruven Zann, the stoat who vowed to day the Taggerung.”

Ruggan nodded to Gruzzle, who legped forward prompitly. "L oose yonder rope an' return hisweapon.”
Theweasde obeyed immediately and without question.

Gruven realized he was not going to be executed on the spot. The knowledge gave him fresh confidence,
and he decided to bluff hisway along. Ruggan Bor obvioudy had him tagged as awarrior. Swaggering
forward, he faced the Juska Chieftain, leaning on the sword and narrowing hiseyeslike aveteran killer.
However, he did not attempt to speak. Something told him that Ruggan was not a beast to be taken
lightly. The big golden fox had not moved amuscle, yet his eyes|ooked Gruven up and down.

"Y ou are the son of stoat they called Antigra?’
Gruven had to swallow visibly before he answered. "Aye."

Ruggan Bor's paw strayed close to his saber. "I am Ruggan Bor of the Juskabor, Lord of the South
Coasts. | took your clan, the Juskazann, and added it to my own. Antigra, your mother, plotted against



me. | dew her"

Gruven found it difficult to keep up his attitude of bravado as Ruggan continued, hisface il
expression-less, " So, Gruven Zann, do you wish to take revenge for your mother? Are you going to
challenge me as Chieftain of these Juska? Y ou stand armed and free before me. If you are going to do
anything, now would bethetimeto doit.”

Gruven's nerve had dready failed him. He knew he was a deadbeast if he lifted the sword. Yet if hewas
ever to become leader of the clan he could not lose face, so he played his ace card, hoping bluster and
bragging would impressthe fox warrior. Swelling his chest, he snarled doud, "My name now is Gruven
Zann Taggerung. Eight warriors|eft camp to track him with me. Only | have returned; the otherslie dead.
| dew the Taggerung!"

Ruggan turned to his own vixen Seer. "Ermath, what do your omens say?"

The vixen shrugged. "Nought, lord. | saw no sgns of a Taggerung's degth.”

The burning golden eyesfaced Grissoul. "And you?'

She averted her gaze humbly. "I cannot say, lord. Who knowsif the Taggerung il lives?'

Gruven interrupted her harshly. "1 do! The Taggerung lill lives because | am Taggerung now. Did you
not say that the beast who dew him would take on hisname? Y ou said it to me before | |€eft!™

Grissoul was caught between two fires. Maybe Gruven had done the deed, but then maybe he had not.
She preferred to go with the one she knew was aWarrior Chieftain, tried and tested. Ruggan Bor.

"Gruven Zann, thou vowed to bring back the Taggerung's head. Whereisit?!

Gruven sneered. He had aready thought of this answer. "The days have been hot, more than a score
and ahdf of them. What warrior in hisright mind would carry such athing that long? | gave it back to the
flieswhen | reached the old camp!™ Thoroughly roused now, and carried upon the surge of his
manufactured anger, Gruven turned upon Ruggan Bor. "My word is my honor asa Juskawarrior. | tell
you ‘twas | who dew the otter they called Taggerung. With this sword!"

The golden eyes stared levelly at him out of the expressionless face, though the fox's paw was now on
his saber hilt. "So you say, Gruven Zann. But you have not answered my first question. Are you going to
avenge your mother or challenge mefor the chieftainship?”

Gruven had been doing some quick thinking. "We are both mighty warriors," he shot back. "The clan
would gain nothing by our loss. Y ou know of the Taggerung, of his reputation. When you cannot find him
you will redizel am the real Taggerung. Then wewill let the whole of the Juska decidewho isleader!"”

Ruggan Bor sgnaed to Gruzzle. "Take six Juska, find Gruven Zann atent of his own, give him food and
guard him well." He turned hisback on Gruven, dismissing him. "l will give you my answer tomorrow.
Attend me hereto break fast." He strode back into histent, followed by the two Seers.

Gruven was taken care of. Hisfood was of the best, roasted seabird and barley wine. He sat egting, his
mind racing. Was he an honored guest or a prisoner? Did Ruggan Bor regard him asawarrior and a
dayer, or had he seen through the bluff? Were the vermin outsde an honor guard or jailers? Gruven
decided he had some serious thinking to do.



Ruggan sat with his Seers, watching them toss bones and shells, sometimes tracing patternsin the sand,
occasiondly burning feathers and herbs asthey chanted by thefire. He waited patiently until they were
finished and listened to the verdicts.

"Lord, tisgtill the same. The omensare cloudy.”
"Aye, lord, mayhap timewill reved the answers.”

The golden fox looked from one apprehensive face to the other. "Timerevedsdl, but this onelookslike
aborn plotter with aready tongue, too ready methinks. | have not got time to wait while he schemes
behind my back. There is something | do not like about that stoat. If | wasthe dayer of a Taggerung,
nobeast would dare stand against me. Why did he not chooseto fight if heis such amighty one? 1 dew
his mother, took over his clan. Anybeast who did that to Ruggan Bor would be feeding the seafishes by
now. Leave me. | will reach my own conclusonson thigl"

Dawn crept in like amisted ghost. Ruggan Bor sat impassive by the fire embersin histent. He
narrowed one eye and stared at the back of the guard's neck until the ferret outside his tent turned and
sduted with his spear. "Lord!"

It was atrick Ruggan had learned through long seasons of commanding Juskavermin. They alwaysfdlt
his eyes upon them.

"Tell my cook to bring vittles for two, then go and bring Gruven Zann to me here."

Gruven had got into the habit of deeping late, and he was il blinking and stifling yawns when he was
marched into Ruggan's tent. Hiding the contempt he felt for lazybeasts, Ruggan nodded.

"Sit, et, and answer my questionstruthfully, Gruven Zann!"

Gruven sat down and began egting, acornmed porridge with shellfishinit. Hefdt rather resentful that
his host should ask him to answer truthfully, even though he was prepared to lie a every turn.

Ruggan did not eat as heinterrogated his guest. "Where wasit, this place where you dew the
Taggerung?”

Gruven dopped down blackberry wine mixed with water. "At the old campsite, | think."

"But you said you carried the head until you reached the old camp and threw it away there."

Gruven drank long and dow as he prepared an answer. "Oh, yes. That waswhere | first saw him. |
tracked him north for three days before | killed him. Then | returned to the old camp, to seeif anybeast
had come back there. There were still no signs of Juska back at the camp, so | threw the head away."
He waited with bated breath while Ruggan considered this.

"I see. Then you found our tracks and followed them. Tell me, why did you not notice the traces of us
breaking camp when you first arrived there?!



"Oh, that," Gruven explained hastily, thefood and drink forgotten as he cursed himsdf inwardly for his
slly mistake. "Well, er, | wastracking a Taggerung, a dangerous and savage beast. | wasn't looking for
other trails. Would you?'

Ruggan Bor dowly poured himsdlf wine, mingling it with water. "Hmm, | see, that makes sense. Finish
egting, we haveto go."

Gruven wiped a paw across hislips, taken by surprise. "Go? Whereto?"

Thefox'seyes sared a him over the goblet rim. "To the old camp, of course. We must find the
Taggerung's head. If you have spoken the truth, you have done what no other warrior dive has ever
done. Sain aTaggerung. Have you eaten enough?”'

Thefood turned to ashesin Gruven's mouth. He could only nod.

Leaving afew Juskavermin to guard the tents, Ruggan Bor set off north into the fading mists. Gruven

walked dightly behind him, surrounded by six hefty Juskabeasts. Close to three hundred armed vermin
accompanied them.

Chapter 34

It was the most glorious of autumn mornings a Redwall Abbey. Old Hoarg and Brother Hoben were
hard at work in Great Hall. Mother Abbess Mhera could not bear untidiness, and she had cgjoled them
into doing the job they had been promising to do for the last ten days, repairing two windowpanes that
had been smashed by vermin dingstones. Hoarg held the ladder, whilst Brother Hoben fitted the second
smdl sheet of carefully knapped crystd into place and began closing the lead flashing around it by
pressing with a smooth block of beech wood. The task completed, he climbed down from the ladder and
hel ped Hoarg to sweep up the broken shards. "There, old friend. Good as new, eh!™

Theinseparable pair Fwirl and Broggle came skipping through from the kitchens. They waved to Hoarg
and Hoben.

"Good morning! It's another lovely day outside!”

Old Hoarg raised awrinkled paw as they opened the Abbey door. "If you're goin' out, please don't dam
that door. Give these new panestimeto settlein; don't want ‘em jumpin’ out.”

The squirrels made a great show of shutting the door carefully and skipped off toward the orchard,
chuckling.



Fwirl pulled Broggle up &t the orchard edge, her eyes shining as she took in the beautiful season. "Oh,
isn't it pretty! Look at those leaves, golden and brown and scarlet, and the colors of the fruit: yellow
pears, red apples, purple berries. There's our Abbess. Mhera, good morning to you!"

Mherawas standing with severa Dibbuns, grouped around arusset appletree, heavy with fine
rust-colored fruit. She waved a paw absently at her two friends, her eyes never leaving thetree. Trey put
apaw to hislipsand reprimanded the two squirrels.

" Shush, Muvver h'/Abbess says not to shout or ssamp y'paws. H'apples fall when they be's ready, not
aforel”

Fwirl and Broggle joined the group, curious to know what was going on. "Isit agame?" the squirrdmaid
whispered to little Feegle. "Can wejoinin, please?!

Stll staring at the tree, Feegle nodded. "First one t'see ah'applefal down gets aprize off Muvver
h'Abbess, so be shushed an’ watchatree!” As she spoke, an applefell and hit Broggle on the head.

Wegg the hogbabe whooped with excitement. "Meme, | seed it, Muvver h'Abbess!™
Broggle rubbed hisheed. "Aye, but | fdtit!"

Fwirl was amost knocked over by Mheraas she dashed toward the Abbey, in amost undignified
manner for an Abbess, shouting, "Mama, Mama, the russet gpples arefaling!”

Squeaking and laughing, the Dibbuns raced after her. Broggle touched a spot between hisearsruefully.
"What was al that about, Fwirl?"

The squirrdmaid shrugged. "I've no idea. Oh, look, there are harebells growing by the old wheelbarrow.
Let'stake someto Cregga.”

Between them they gathered asmall bunch of the ddlicate drooping blue flowers and carried them to the
sunny spot by the northeast wall corner. Cregga's grave was dway's bedecked with the most beautiful
flowers. Fwirl took abesker with somewater in it and arranged the harebells. Broggle placed it gently
on top of the headstone, a smooth dab of typica Redwall sandstone with words engraved upon it.

Slegp softly on, Beloved One,
Takewith you dl our dreams,
Torestin noontide valeys,
Besdeold slent streams.
Cregga Rose Eyes, Warrior Badger of

Sdamandastron mountain

and Badgermum of Redwal |l Abbey for



countless seasons.

Filorn and Friar Bobb were busy in the kitchens, decorating a magnificent redcurrant trifle. The Friar's
tongue stuck out at one side of hismouth as he inserted flaked dmondsinto the golden mound of
meadowcream surmounting it. Then he stood back, watching Filorn anxioudy.

"Easy now. It takes agood eye and a steady paw, marm!*"

Filorn leaned over thetrifle, holding her breath. Her paw descended fraction by fraction, until the
candied strawberry init cameto rest precisely on the peak of the cream.

"That's perfect! But I've seen you do aswell, Friar."

Holding out his paw, the old squirrdl watched it tremble dightly. "Mayhap when | was younger, but | rely
on you now, my friend. Whoa, look out! What's dl this sampede?’

Mhera skidded in, her gown swirling as shetried to check herself. Filorn caught her daughter and was
rocked back on her paws by the Dibbuns colliding into them both.

"Mercy me, Abbess, there's no need to rush in like that. We've finished the trifle you ordered!™

Mousebabe Trey clambered up Mhera's back and flung himsdf into Filorn's paws, roaring, "FTorn
mum, rusty h'gpples be'sfalin' down innah'orchard!"

Filorn stumbled backward. Mhera stopped her, but was unable to rescue Trey. Thetiny fellow went
headlong into the trifle while Filorn stared asif hypnotized at her daughter. "The russet gpplesarefdling!”

Friar Bobb hooked Trey out of the trifle, the other Dibbuns giggling at the Sight of the mousebabe with
the candied strawberry stuck on his head. Friar Bobb burst out laughing.

"Hohoho, look at liddle Trey! I'll straighten this mess up, marm, you an' the Abbess go an' do what y've
got to do. Hohoho!"

They found the otter ssters, Blekker and Swash, with afew of the ottercrew down at the pond,
taking amorning dip. At the sight of Mheraand Filorn, the energetic otters bounded out of the water and
waggled their rudders politely in respectful greeting.

"G'day, Abbess, marm, wot can we do fer ye?"

Mherafdt dwarfed by the two big sisters. "The russet gpples have sarted to fal. | saw it mysdlf, inthe
orchard ashort while ago. The message you brought from Skipper said that Rukky Garge would have
my brother Deynahealed and well by the time russet apples were faling. What do we do?"

Swash placed abroad calming paw on Mhera's shoulder. "Y ou waits, Abbess marm, that'swot ye do.
Well stand lookout on the walltops. Meanwhiles, you an' yore mamago about yore business.
Méen'Blekker'll let ye know the moment any thin' sirs"



Filorn folded her paws resolutely. "My thanksto you, Swash, but well be up on the walltop with you,
watching for my son'sarriva back home."

Blekker shook water from her coat. "1 wouldn't advise it, marm. It could take aday an' anight or two.
Skipper wouldn't be too 'appy if'n he knew you was up there that long. Best stay insde. Leaveit tous.”

But Mherawould not hear of it. "Y ou leave Skipper to me, Blekker, we're going up there with you.
Mama, tell Fwirl well be taking our meals on the ramparts and ask Foremole Brull to bring up blankets
for usand the crew."

It was Gundil who led the party bringing blankets to the waltop. He presented Mherawith a soft pink
one. "This'un'sfurr ee, h'Abbess. Oi'm stayen oop yuur with ee, hurr!™

Mherafelt awave of affection for her old friend. "Gundil, I'm sorry | haven't had much time with you
lady.”

The mole rubbed his downy head againgt her deeve. Y oum been gurtly busied, bein' ee Muther
h'Abbess an' suchloike. But usn's gotten lots o' toimes agether in ee seasons t'cumm.”

Mhera spread the blanket so they could both sit on it. " So we have, my friend. What's that you've got
there?'

Gundil produced Abbess Song's book, with the strips of green cloth wrapped around it, and held it out
to the ottermaid. "Oi bain't no gudd at ee readen, Muther h'Abbess. Do ee read owt o' ee likkle book
furr oi. Uz molers dearly do luvvsto ‘ear ee readen.”

Mheralaid the fabric strips next to each other on the parapet before she opened the book. "Right, where
do you want meto start from? Oh, and stop calling me mother. Cal me Mheraor miz, like you dways
did."

The mole'sface crinkled into adeep grin. "As ee wishen, miz. Start ee frumm th' burginnin’™

Mhera began to read. "I, Song, daughter of Janglur Swifteye and Mother Abbess of Redwall, do leave
these thoughts of mineto be read by the creature who is chosen to rule the Abbey in my stead.

"Humility IsThe Thing A Good Abbey Leader Learns.
Petience s The Thing A Good Abbey Leader Learns.
Wisdom IsThe Thing A Good Abbey Leader Learns.
Understanding Is The Thing A Good Abbey Leader Learns.
FriendlinessIs The Thing A Good Abbey Leader Learns.
Strength IsThe Thing A Good Abbey Leader Learns.”

Mheratwesked Gundil'sdigging claws playfully. "They'redl in here, the ITTAGALLS, Courage,
Com-passion, Fairness, Decision... you don't want meto carry on reading them al, do you?'

Gundil tweaked Mhera's paw back, but very gently, because his digging claws were so blunt and



powerful. "Burr nay, miz, jus eelarst wun. Oi loikesthat 'un!™

Mheraturned to the back of the book and read the rough untidy scrawl, which contrasted sharply with
the other neat script. "I Choose Mhera As The Ottermaid To Rule Our Abbey."

From where they were sitting the gravestone below was visble. Mheraamiled at it fondly. "Imagine the
time it must have taken for ablind badger to write that, Gundil. Granted the writing isn't astidy as Abbess
Song's, but CreggaBadgermum did it al right. Look here." She unfolded onelast length of fabric from
her robe deeve. ICMATOTROA was scrawled upon it in identical writing to that in the book. "1t was
the last piece | was supposed to find. Thiswas wrapped around the book the night she gaveit to me at
thefeast. There there now, my friend, don't weep. Creggawouldn' like to think that she made you

unhappy.”

Gundil tried bravely to blink away the large teardrops faling from hiseyes. "Oi know, miz, but
Creggamum wurr such aguddbeast. Oi misses hurr!"

Rukky Garge and Skipper sat by the stream's edge. The old otterfixer tapped her knobbly stick ona
boulder.

"Ahhhrrr wed now, Deynabigbeadt, sit ye here by mah side.” Deynadid as she ordered, holding gtill as
she pushed and scratched at hisface. She consulted Skipper. "Pritheg, frien', what say ye now, eh?”’

Skipper took Deyna's face in both paws, peering & it closdy. "Rukky me ole queen, | wouldn't believe it
if'nl didn't seeit with me own two eyes. Not atattoo mark on ‘isface. 'Tisamiracle yeve worked!"

The ancient otter blushed like amaiden. "Heeheehee! Show unto yon riverdog yeer paw, Deyna."
Holding forth hisright paw, Deynadlowed Skipper to look at it. There was no sign of aflowered
birthmark. The pad wastotally dark. Skipper scratched his rudder in disbdlief. "Well, blow me down to
port an' Ssnk mewhiskers. 'Ow did she do it, Deynamatey?"

Theformer Taggerung stared &t the paw. "'l don't know, Skip. | was adeep most of thetime, but in the
moments | was awake it burned likefire, my facetoo.”

Rukky smacked her stick down across Deyna's paw. "Ahrrawed, good now though, mah beauty, no
fedsof hurt?'

Deyna clapped his paws together hard. "None!"

She giruck himin the chest with her stick, right where the arrowhead had been. He did not flinch. Rukky
gave atoothless grin. "Ayaah, when Rukky Garge fixes otters, they fixed good!" She pointed out abig
boulder. "Dat wun!"

Deyna strode across to it. Wrapping his paws around the large smooth granite rock, he picked it up and
flung it into the center of the stream. The spray splattered wide. Rukky Garge wiped her face on her
cloak and nodded at the stream. Y ou strong, riverdog, stroooong! Now bring d'stone back out!"

Deynadived headfirst into the stream, cutting the water like apike on the hunt. He gppeared in



midstream, grasping the boulder, and swam back to the bank with it. Rukky made him perform the feat
three more times before she was satisfied. Then she dlowed him to make hisway back and st by her,
bresthing lightly. Skipper dapped him heartily on the back.

"If'n | told anybeast about that they'd never believe me, bucko!™

Rukky tapped the otter Chieftain with her staff. ™Y ou make de good soup, mah frien'. Now et dis
Deyna make somefor us, seewot it betastin' like, en?’

Deynamade a cauldron of fresh watershrimp and hotroot soup for them, and then Rukky indicated that
he too could shareit. They sat egting in sllence until it was al gone. Skipper smacked hislips and patted
his stomach. "Well, mates?"

Rukky Garge and Deyna answered together. "Not as good as yours!”

Skipper's craggy facelit up with pleasure. "Y'took the words right outta me mouth. Though it was
passin' fair, for abeginner. Well, Rukky me ole charmer, | got to get our mate back ‘'ometo hissister an'
mama."

Deyna put a paw around the otterfixer's shoulder affectionately. "Thank you, Rukky. | owe you my lifel"

She gtiffened and shook his paw off. "Don'tatouch me, riverdog! Ah not like bein' touch by anybesst.
Go yeto de cave, take back yeer blade an' get from me sight!" Deyna stood up, a hurt expression on his
face. The ancient otter rapped his rudder with her stick and cackled. "Heeheehee! But come ye back
when ye learns to make der soup better'n Skip. Rukky be pleased ter see ye den!”

Two days and three nights had passed for the watchers on the wall top. By now they had been joined
by everybeast except the Friar and his duty cooks. They took turns at night, some watching whilst others
dept. Drogg Cellarhog brought afireholder up to the ramparts and mulled ale with spicesin it to keep up
their spirits and to ward off the chill of autumn nights and dawns. They sang many songs and recalled lots
of old poems and monologues to while away the time. The Dibbuns thought it was awonderful holiday,
even though they were guarded by Sister Alkanet, who had roped them together. "I don't trust these little
rogues on high waltopsl" She said it until everybeast grew tired of the phrase and the Dibbuns paraded
around, linked together, Snging impudently.

"Don' trus uslikkle rogues on walltops,

It be sad when apore ole Dibbun fdls,

Fal onyore'ead an' die, then you start t'cry,
That'swot 'appen to likkle ones on wals!™

They findly gave up when Abbess Mhera threatened them with bath and bed, and Friar Bobb brought
them warm mushroom soup to drink.

Fwirl and Broggle sat with Filorn and Boorab. They had drawn the last watch of the third night. Drogg's
fireholder was close by, and they sat wrapped in blankets, talking softly. Severd times Boorab had



volunteered to go down and work in the kitchens. His requests being refused made him rather sulky.

"Pish tush tthe blinkin' kitchens | say, wot. Meadly fat little Friar chasin' thetail off achap: keep your
paws out o' thisand don't dare touch that, leave those meady flippin' pasties aone, get y'nose out of that
pudden. Y ah boo to them says |, wot? | say, any of you bounders know when they'll be bringin' a spot of
brekkers around? The old turn's gurglin’ away likeadrain!™

Somewhere abird twittered, and the first pale milky light showed, reflecting eexily back off the mist.
Fwirl wrapped her blanket tightly and scooted nearer thefire. "Isn't it Strange being up herein autumn
mig?'

Broggle yawned. "Aye, it gives me afloaty feding whenit'sthick al around me."

Boorab snorted. "Fiddlededee, laddie buck, y've never been in area pea souper of afog. | remember
onetime| got caught in afog so bally thick | had t'cut my way out with aknife, wot!"

Nimbalo loomed up like asmall blanketed ghost and sat with them. "Huh, that's nothin'. | wasina
mountain fog once, they're the worst kind, couldn't see me paw behind me back, or metail if'n | looked
forward. Twas so thick | saw afrog walkin' onit!"

A voice spoke from behind Nimbalo. "M ountain fogs are mere wisps compared to agood marsh fog.
When | was younger we used to go out looking for marsh fogs, they were so thick and soft. I'd take my
needles with me and knit them into blankets for the infirmary!"

The speaker came forward. Wide-eyed with astonish-ment, the friends sat staring at Siter Alkanet. The
gern Infirmary Keeper was smiling. Filorn opened her blanket for Alkanet to share.

"Hahaha Well done, Sigter, you've certainly stopped those two fibbersin their tracks. Blanketsfor the
infirmary, eh? Hahaha"

Foremole Brull shuffled up, tiny dewdrops forming on her velvety fur. They twinkled inthefirdight. " urr
cumm ee sun. Fog's be aliften naow."

Within ashort space of time it was asoft autumn morning. Warm breezes took faded leaves from the
trees, drifting them down to earth. Swallows swirled and soared in patterned flights beneath a clear sky
of powdered blue. Gundil took afallen sycamore seedpod and spun it into the air on itstwo perfectly
shaped wings. Mhera stood between the battlements, watching the woodland fringe and flatlands skirting
the path to the south. Blekker stood by her side, leaning on her javelin. Mherasighed impatiently. "When
do you think Deynawill come?

The big otter squinted her |eft eye against the sun. " Sorry, Abbess marm, can't say for certain. When ole
Rukky Garge said it'd be the time that russet gpplesfal, shewasonly sayin' it asarough guide. Could be
another two or three days. Friar's servin' brekkist, marm. Why don't ye go an' eat? I'll keep watch 'ere.
Go on, liddle Abbess, y'look tired.”

Mheraclenched her pawsin frugtration. "Oh, if there were only some way to make him come back!"
"Y e could try singin' them ‘ome!™

Mherawas puzzled by old Hoarg's remark. "What d'you mean, singing them home?"

The old dormouse took a sip of his morning dandelion tea. "It dways seemed twork when | wasaliddle



'un. We often stood on the wals and sang to bring travel ers safe ‘ome.”
Blekker and Swash agreed with Hoarg.
"Aye, marm, otters believein'omesingin'."

"Skipper said it dwaysworks. Try it, Abbess marm. WEell sing the versesif'n you an' yore Redwal lers
'elp out on the choruses!”

A smile spread gradualy on the young Abbesssface. "What alovely idea. Listen, you Redwallers,
weredl going tojoinin and help sng my brother home.”

Everybeast agreed, with only one exception. Boorab. "1 say, bit thick isn't it?1've waited dl flippin' night
for abite o' breakfast. Now I've just been served, what've | got to do, eh, wot? Abandon my scoff an'
dart tra-lalaain’ away to some chap who won't even jolly well hear it. Blinkin' liberty if y'ask me, wat,
wot wot?'

Mheratried imitating Sister Alkanet's famousfrosty glare. "Sir, you may do asyou please. Fill your face
by al means, but if you do not join inthe singing | will have you barred from the kitchens henceforth.
Take note of my decree, Friar Bobb!™

The good Friar nodded vigoroudly. "Noted, Mother Abbess!”

Boorab cast aside his plate and beaker. " Steady on, chaps, confounded blackmailers ... er, | mean,
lovely day for abit of an old warble, wot. Count mein. Y ou otters there, what're you waitin' for, eh?
Sing away, me buckos. Sing!"

Blekker and Swash, together with the other otters Skipper had sent back to the Abbey, lined up. After a
bit of throat clearing they went at it lustily.

"When will you return me darlin’, are you homeward bound?
See the golden sun a-amilin', warmin' up the ground,
Here| stand an' wait me beauty, though 'tis gettin' |ate,

Listenin' for the weary paws, amarchin' to my gate.

What if the sky goesdark! Wdll, I'll light for you alamp!

So I'll see you comin' dear. Tramp! Tramp! Tramp!

Arethe drums a-beatin' bravely, o'er thelonely moor?
Areyethinkin' of your mother, standin’ a the door?
Do the banners stream out boldly, have the days been long?

Areyou marchin' down theroad, listenin’ for my song?



What if the sky goesdark! Wdll, I'll light for you alamp!

So I'll seeyou comin' dear. Tramp! Tramp! Tramp!

Isthat adusty cloud arisin’, out across the plain?
Isthat me bonny rover now, come back to me again?
O Grandmaturn the blankets down, an' put the kettle on,

I've sung him home, no more to roam, my only one.

What if the sky goesdark! Well, I'll light for you alamp!
So I'll seeyou comin' dear. Tramp! Tramp! Tramp!”

Everybeast enjoyed the song so much, they caled for more. Mheraand Broggle picked up the verses as
well asthe chorus. They stood with the otters, singing out for al they were worth. Behind them, the
Dibbunsled amarch, backward and forward aong the south ramparts, making a great show of shouting
tramps doud at the end of each chorus. Halfway through the third rendition, Nimbal o pulled Boorab out
of line. The harvest mouse whispered to the hare, pointing south, to where the woodland jutted out in the
distance to connect with the winding path. Mherawatched Nimbal o scramble up onto Boorab's
shoulders. He held on to Boorab's ear with one paw, gesturing out with the other, then he started
shouting. Filorn saw it too, and had a quick word with Blekker. The otter halted the singing, howling out
in her sentorian baritone, "They're on the path! Comin' thisaway! | told yeit'd work!"

Boorab lifted Nimbal o down and took charge. "Well, what'n the name o' sizzlin' seasons have y'stopped
sngin’ for, eh? Don't want to break the jolly old magic spell, do you? Hoarg, get down an' open the
gates. Throw wide your portals, old lad. Therest o' you ditherin' duffers form up behind me. Jump to it,
now! WEIl march down the road Singin' to meet 'em, by theleft, right'n'center we will, wot wot!"

Boorab sidestepped into the gatehouse, but he soon caught up with the singing marchers. He carried a
banner made from an old tablecloth tied around along window pole. Swaggering along jauntily, the hare
wasin hiseement, bellowing doud, "Anybeast with afrog in their throat, let the frog do the singin'.
Hawhawhaw! C'mon now, let'srip the roof off . . .

"What if the sky goesdark! Well, I'll light for you alamp!
So I'll seeyou comin' dear. Tramp! Tramp! Tramp!”
The ottercrew coming the other way saw the Redwall singing parade and doubled their march speed.

Then they weretrotting, and the pace hotted up even more, until they were running to meet the
wel coming committee. Not to be outdone, Boorab waved his banner and yelled out orders.

"Look at 'em go! Hah, well see who meetswho first, chaps. If it'sabally charge they want, werethe
oneswho'l show 'em. Lay back the kitchen sink! Forward the buffs! Blood'n'vinegar an' flyin' fur!



Euldiasal Redwallers chasasasaargel™

They thundered down the path in a headlong stampede, and Boorab was knocked flying into the ditch.
But even the fastest of runners were not as fleet of paw as Mheraand Filorn upon that day. The pair
werewd| out in front, hurtling toward the ottercrew charging up from the south. Way out in front of them
was one, abig strong figure who could outrun the wind. Filorn could see the dust pluming in hiswake,
Mhera could even hear hisfootpaws damming the hard earth as he stresked toward them like summer
lightning. They screamed together. "Deynassasasal

He swept them up as though they weighed nothing and ground to a hdt, hugging them both close. Then
Nimbalo pounded up like asmall juggernaut. Unable to stop himsdlf, he bulled straight into Deyna,
Mheraand Filorn, sending himsdf and them sprawling in a heap together. Ingtantly they found themsdlves
surrounded by other Redwallers. Then they began to laugh, as happiness flowed from them, infecting
everybeast. They laughed until the tears ran down their dusty faces, hugging one another asif they would
never let go. Thelaughter roseinto the air, startling birdsin the soft autumn morning.

From that long-ago day when hisfather carried ababe out of the Abbey gates, Deyna, son of Rillflag,
had returned home.

Chapter 35

Gruven wasin trouble. However, like dl liars and cowards he kept on convincing himsdlf that he could
wriggle out of it and end up on top. The fact that Ruggan Bor had dain his mother meant little to him.
Antigra had dways been too pushy, constantly berating and nagging at him. Gruven was glad she was out
of the way. What redly rankled was the golden fox's taking over his clan, but he could think of no way to
reversetheir postions. He was wholly frightened of Ruggan, an inscrutable cresture, unlike anybeast
Gruven had ever met. Ruggan Bor never showed any extremes of wrath or joy, never smiled or snarled.
His fascinating golden eyes seemed to detect untruths without asingle blink. Gruven could not face him
for more than amoment. Every Juskabeast under his command knew Ruggan Bor to be highly intelligent,
aredoubtable warrior Chieftain, and aruthlesskiller. Gruven was gradualy coming to redize this, and it
made his blood run cold.

Double time was the order of the long trek back to the old camp. All the vermin kept up the pace
without question or complaint. They dept little, ate frugaly and went heavily armed. Ruggan Bor stirode
out at the head of his clan, talking to nobeast save to give orders or consult his Seers. At firgt, Gruven



tried to establish some authority over the six Juskawho were detailed to guard him. His efforts went
unrewarded. When he complained of the marching speed, atough lean vixen looped arope about his
waist and growled, "Keep up or well drag yetherest o' theway!"

Gruven wasforced to suffer the indignity. His bluster-ing fell upon unsympathetic ears. Y ou dareto do
thisto a Taggerung? Hah, | could snap thisrope with asingle bite! My teeth are like knives!”

A big scar-faced rat prodded his bottom with alance. "Y ew start chewing that rope an' yell be wearin'
thislancefer aspine. Shut yer mouth an' keep movin', stoat!”

Gruven turned and spat at the rat's footpaws, trying to act tough. "I won't ferget yore face, rat.
Remember this: my name's Gruven Zann Taggerung. | use lances like that as toothpicks!™

A muscular ferret marching aongside Gruven jabbed an elbow hard into hisribs, grinning a Gruven's
wince of pain. "Yewont ‘ave no teeth t'pick if'n | land akick in yer mouth. Now stow the gab an quit
dackin!"

Gruven dragged on the rope, hdting the vixen who was pulling him. "'I'm not takin' any more o' this. |
demand to speak with Ruggan Bor!"

He did not see the blow coming. The vixen belted him across the jaw with her carved spearbutt, snarling
nagtily, "Do ye, now?Wdll, 'e don't want ter spesk with you. Get marchin'”

When they stopped for the night, Gruven was set apart from the rest, tied to atree, with al six guards
circling, watching his every move. The scar-faced rat thrust abowl a him. It contained only water, with a
gde crust of barley bread floating init. Therat eyed him contemptuoudy. " Get that down ye an' then
deep. Well be on the move agin soon as 'tis dawn!"

Gruven ate and drank swiftly, then huddled down to rest. His mind was still racing, rehearsing
explanations. Where wasthe imaginary head of the dain Taggerung? Oh, it probably landed in the
stream when he threw it away, it would be washed to the sea by now. Then what happened to the body?
Ruggan Bor was no fool, he was certain to pose the question. The body? He would have to think about
that one, and think fast too. They were covering ground at arate three times quicker than hislaggardly
pace. It would not be long before they arrived at the old campsite. Gruven closed hiseyestightly. Think .
.. think. Of course! He threw the body into the swamp. Y es, that was the place, the swamp where he
sent Rawback to his death. Hahaha! Let them try to search a swamp. Ruggan Bor, huh, the pan-faced
fox, aye, him and dl histhick-headed lackeys. None of them were amatch for Gruven Zann Taggerung.
They couldn't find their tailsif they grew out of their noses He would outthink them, he would outsmart
them, the same way he had defeated Eeferaand Vallug Bowbeast and the rest.

Gruven did not redlize he had fallen adegp and was murmuring aoud, "What d'yer mean, never dew
'em? They'redl dead, ain't they, an' I'm the only onewho's|eft dive. Oh, | dew ‘em right enough!”

The vixen leaned on her spear, watching Gruven. "Wot d'yer suppose that ‘un's babblin' about?"
The muscular ferret scoffed. "Sez 'esdaying al kinds o' beadts.”
Looking up from the lancepoint he was sharpening against astone, the scar-faced rat commented dryly,

"Aye, in'isdeep. That'sthe only timethat 'un's dayed beasts. Got a coward's streak, wider'n an oak
trunk, fromtip ter tail!"



Only onefire burned in the vermin's makeshift camp, that of Ruggan Bor. He needed it for his Seersto
predict. The golden fox sat watching the two old vixens casting shells and stones, burning feathers until
the air smeled rank, and mumbling, aways mumbling asthey tried to read the omens. Which invarigbly
had to be in the Juska Chieftain's favor. He listened awhile, then stretched out, his saber close to paw.
"Tdl methat lagt bit again.”

Ermath's toothless face looked ghastly in thefirdight. "Isthe fox not related to the wolf, lord? Thereis
none among vermin who can equa thefox for stedlth, guile and ferocity. He alone carries the blood of the
Great Vulpuz, Ruler of Hellgated™

Ruggan ignored his old soothsayer. He had heard dl that before. "No, you, Grissoul, what did you say?'

Sawney Rath'sformer Seer stared at the bones she had cast down.

"Hewho hasthe Taggerung dain,

Shal take on the champion's name,
Zann Taggerung, lord of Juskasal,
Beware the bellswithin Redwall!"

Ruggan's golden eyes reflected the dancing flames. "What does dl that mean? Tell me!"

Grissoul remained hunched over the scattered bones, unmoving. Ruggan Bor had witnessed Seersina
trance before, and he repeated the command. " Say the lines again and explain to me what they mean.”

Ermath was not overfond of Grissoul. The other vixen had been dowly usurping her position since
Ruggan took over her clan. Ermath scuffled across to Grissoul and shook her roughly. "Answer the
question. Speak when my lord commandsye!”

Grissoul did not respond. She dumped forward until her muzzle touched the ground. There was shock in
Ermath'svoice. "Lord, sheisdead!"

Ruggan Bor used the flat of his saber blade to lift Grissoul's head. He inspected the dead vixen and let
her head drop down again. " She was old. Creatures die when they grow too old. Did you understand
what she said? Can you remember the lines?!

Ermath cringed back into the shadows. "Nay, lord, 'tis not for me to read the omens of another Seer.
Who knows what anybeast sees at the Sight of Hellgates, where rules the—"

Ruggan cut her short as helay down to rest. "Get my guardsto bury her. 'Tisof no matter, the ramblings
of adying vixen. Leave menow, | will res.”

Any dreams of bells, Taggerungs or Seersthat crossed Ruggan Bor'strails of deep were forgotten when
theimpressive fox woke a dawn's misty light.

Four days later, on amorning dampened by fine warm drizzle, the Juskabor clan reached the old
campste. Fireswere lighted in the lee of sheltering dunes, and cooks began preparing the first hot meal
they had eaten in awhile. Ruggan Bor stared around. Pacing the ground, he unsheathed his saber. "Bring
the stoat Gruven hereto me."



Gruven was hauled forward on hisrope by the sx guards. He knew it was no good blustering to the
golden fox, so he put on acasud air, asif he wasin command of the Situation.

"Ah, Ruggan, the very beast I've been wanting to see. Well, herewe are at last, eh. Y ou know, | left this
camp asmplewarrior and returned asthe Taggerung ..." Hisvoicetrailed off under Ruggan Bor's
unblinking Sare.

"The head, Gruven. Where did you leave the head?'

Again Gruven changed his attitude, drawing himsalf up regaly. "My nameis Gruven Zann Taggerung. |
protest at your treatment of me. | will not speak until thisropeistaken from mel™

The saber whipped through the air, dicing the whiskersfrom the left Sde of Gruven's muzzle. Ruggan
Bor's expression had not changed. "My next stroke will take off your ears, then I'll start working down
your body, bit by bit. Whereisthe Taggerung's head?"

Gruven sat down on the sand and wept like ababe. "I threw it in the stream.”

"What stream? There's no stream around here.”

"The stream! The stream! It's back there in the woodlands! ™
"Which woodlands? Those northeast of here?!

"Yes, yes Over that way, that'sthem!”

"So, what did you do with the body?*

Unexpectedly, Gruven began to laugh. He looked straight up into the fox's golden eyes, giggling and
sobbing. "In the swamp! | threw it in the swamp! Heehee, the head too, dl in the swamp, goneforever,
heeheched!"

Ruggan nodded to the guards. "Get him up on his paws. Let's go and find this swamp.”

Birds were singing, drizzle dackened off and the sun broke through as they entered the woodlands.
Ruggan gave ordersfor his Juskabeasts to fan out and search for the boglands, whilst he and the six
guards rested closeto the tree fringe, with Gruven in their midst. Halfway through the afternoon a
youngish fox came loping back to report.

"Sire, we found the swamp, it'sabig 'un. First we thought there was nothin' about ‘cept afew
frogsn'lizards. But then we caught this crazy stoat. Therest are bringin''im. Be'ere soon, sire.”

"That's two crazy stoats well ‘ave now, hawhaw!" the scarred rat whispered to the muscular ferret. He
went slent asthe golden eyes swept by him and cameto rest on Gruven.

"Do you know of acrazy stoat hereabouts?'

Gruven's mood had changed. He looked completely mournful. "They're dead, al dead, | killed 'em. All
dead an’' gone!”



Ruggan heard the party bringing the prisoner in. He did not turn, keeping his eyesfixed on Gruven.
Behind him aweasdl called out, "L ord, thisisthe stoat, but '€s right off'n 'is skull, mad as atoad with a
tal!"

The stoat was thrust forward, tightly bound. Ruggan saw Gruven's eyes go wide in horror, hisvoice
screeching hoarsely, "Rawback? Go ‘way! Y ore dead! Dead, | tell ye!™

Rawback looked plump and well, owing to aplentiful diet of frogs, lizards and other swamp inhabitants,
but his eyes burned feverishly, and it was obvious his sanity had snapped a some point of his swampland
sojourn. He put his head on one side and poked his tongue out at Gruven, then he turned to Ruggan Bor,
asif sharing aconfidentia secret.

"That'n there thought 'éd done fer me, y'’know. Aye, thought 'ed sunk ole Rawback in the swamp.
Hohoho! Right up ter me nose ‘twas, but | ain't no fool, | got out. Big branch, luvly branch, growin' right
over me'ead. | grabbed it. Two days! Two days| was, pullin' mesdlf out, liddle diddy bit by liddle diddy
bit. Hohoho! Fooled yer, didn't I, Gruven? Y ou ain't no mate o' mine no more. Y ou wouldn't push
nobeast in aswamp, would ye, Sr?"

Ruggan signaled the guards to untie Rawback. "Of course | wouldn't, my friend. Sit down here by me.
Bring him food and some blackberry wine, were going to talk together.”

Rawback clutched Ruggan's paw and kissed it. "Blackberry wine an' redl vittles! Seasonssmileon ye,
ar. Yedon't know wot thismeanst'me. Tak?1'll talk to ye, me good sir. Wot d'you want ter know? Ole
Rawbackll tdll yel"

Gruven thought of making a dash for freedom, but the scar-faced rat's lance tickled the nape of his neck
and the muscular ferret's spearpoint was a hairsbreadth from his ssomach.

Rawback ate like aravening wolf, ripping into warm ryebread and a roasted woodpigeon, guzzling
blackberry wine until it dripped down his chin. Ruggan patted his back. ™Y ou're one of the old clan, | can
tell by your tattoos. Eat up, there's plenty more where that came from. | want you to tell me about
Gruven. Did heday the Taggerung?'

Half-chewed food and wine sprayed from Rawback's mouth. "Wot, you mean Gruven? Hohohoho, d'ye
think ‘e killed the Taggerung?"

Gruven tried to drown Rawback out by shouting, "Don't lissen to that crazybeast! HEs mad! You
wouldn't believe anythin' that fool says, would ye?"

The tough lean vixen grabbed Gruven in aheadlock. She stuffed his mouth with asod of earth and grass,
holding it shut whilst the scar-faced rat bound the stoat's muzzle shut with his own belt. Ruggan pushed
more wine at Rawback. "Hewon't disturb us, friend. Now tell me everything, right from the start when
you left camp.”

The blackberry wine swiftly loosened the stoat's tongue, and it seemed to restore his powers of recall
as0. Rawback related the full tale of the hunt for the Taggerung. Ruggan Bor listened carefully toiit al,
particularly the episode of what took place at Redwall. For amadbeast, Rawback had an excellent

memoary.

"Wadll, therewe was, see, dl inthe ditch outsde o' Redwall Abbey'sfront gate. Eeferaan’ Valug's
shoutin’ fer them to bring out the Taggerung. Then this mouse we was 'oldin’ prisoner bresksloose, an' it



al goeswrong. Valug days an ole blind stripedog with an arrer, an' the mouse grabs a battle-axe an’
goes after Dagrab. Nobeast's watchin' men'Gruven, so 'e snatches'is sword an' runs off north up the
ditch. That'swhen | escaped too. | follered Gruven. | chanced to look back to seeif we was bein'
chased. | saw Valug Bowbeast lyin' dead, an' | saw the Taggerung too. But ‘e was chasin' Eefera
westward o'er the plain. It was the Taggerung, though; 1'd know 'im anywheres. Therewas an arrer
gtickin' out of 'im, but abowshaft wound wouldn't stop awarrior like 'im. Redwall beasts was floodin' out
the gates, ydlin' an' shoutin'. | knew it was al over then. So | kept me 'ead down an' ran north along the
bottom o' that ditch after Gruven, fast as| could. Next thing, we leaves the ditch—"

Ruggan Bor had heard enough. "Finish your vittles now and rest, Rawback. You canjoinmy clanasa
Juskabor."

Unused to so much food and wine, Rawback was soon snoring. Gruven was ungagged and brought
before Ruggan Bor. The golden fox stared implacably at him. ™Y ou heard him. What have you got to say
now?'

Gruven spat out soil and grit. He had recovered from his hysteria, and had his story ready. "Rawback's
mad. Even you must be able to seethat. Hismind isfuddled. That was the Taggerung he saw lyin' dainin
the ditch, not Valug. His head was severed from hisbody. | know, | chopped it off with my own
sword!"

Sipping from aflask of blackberry wine, the Juskabor Chieftain thought for amoment, then shrugged.
"Why didn't you tell methisat firgt, instead of making up alot of foolish lies?'

Gruven went into another of hisacts. Thistime he was the honest warrior, rough and ready, but alittle
embarrassed. "Sire, | did not want you to know that | fled in the midst of abattle. But | had to, we were
greetly outnumbered. | give you my word of honor, though, | dew the Taggerung outsde Redwall's
gates. There you haveit, thetruth!" He stood trembling, averting his gaze from Ruggan Bor.

A long silence followed before the Juskabor leader spoke. "1 am always prepared to listen to the truth.
Since you were first brought to my camp you have wriggled and lied your way dl around it, Gruven. |
believe Rawback. He had nothing to lose by telling the truth. My Juska warriors are wondering why |
haven't dain you before now; they've seen me ded with liars and cowards before. But if you areredly
the Taggerung, | must dlow you every chanceto proveit. A Taggerung isamighty legend among Juska
clans, oneto be respected and honored. | must tell you that when | first heard an otter was the chosen
one | was very disgppointed. My clan and | dwayswanted to see afox as Taggerung. If you dew him as
you say, then alot of creatures must have witnessed the deed. We will find out the redl truth, Gruven...
when we reach the gates of Redwall!”

Chapter 36



Darknessfell earlier each day as the season drew into mid-autumn. The trees were bare and the harvest
wasin. Deynastrolled round the Abbey lawns, paw in paw with his sister and mother, savoring the
moonlit night. He caught Filorn's glance. "What isit, Mama? Have | sprouted an extraear?”

Filorn looked away quickly, embarrassed at being caught staring. "No, son, it's just that you're so like
your father, abig handsome riverdog." She shuddered dightly in the night air. Deynaswept off his cloak
and placed it around her shoulders. He smiled fondly.

"And you're s0 like my mother and Mheras so like my sister. Except that I'm supposed to call her
Mother Abbess now. | like having two mothers, | get treated twice aswell.”

Deynawas very tal; Mheralooked up at him, chuckling. "Start calling me Mamaand I'll kick your
rudder into the pond. Ian't it time we were going insgde?| can fed rain.”

Deyna placed hissister under the cloak with Filorn. " Sorry. I've spent so long out in the open | hardly
notice the weather. Come on, well take asow walk back to the Abbey."

Filorn measured each pace deliberately. Deynalaughed. "I didn't mean that dow, Mama. Comeon, I've
Seen you running. Don't come the old ottermum with me, my beauty.”

The Abbey bdllstolled out softly, one ring apiece. Filorn suddenly speeded up. "That'swhat | was
waiting for. Come on, you two, I'll raceyou!"

Shoulder to shoulder with Mhera, she sped off acrossthe Abbey lawn asthe first drops of rain fell.
Deyna caught up with them, sweeping both off the ground and running for the Abbey door. Mheraand
Filorn were laughing, kicking and shouting.

"Hahaha, put me down, you great lump, put me down!"

"I'm the Abbess, you can't do that to me, put me down, baby brother! Hahaha, oh dear, hope nobeast
seesus. Hahaha"

Deynajoined in the fun. "I can't, Mama, you'll get your paws wet, and you too Mother Abbess. Got to
keep my little old sister dry. Hohoho!"

Boorab and Nimbalo were waiting in the warm shaft of light from the open door. The harvest mouse
shook hishead sadly. "L ookit me pore ole mate, forced t'carry 'iswicked family 'round fer therest of ‘is



life. Shame, an'tit?"

The hare fixed them with adisdainful glance asthey arrived on the doorstep. " Dreadful goin's on, wot?
Herésmein me dwindlin' seasons, but | notice the bounder hasn't offered t'carry me around!™

Deyna set hismother and sster down lightly. Then helifted Boorab up and set him on his shoulder.
"Right, where d'you want meto carry you to, sir?"

"I say, jolly decent of you, wot. Straight inside, laddie buck. | can't wait to get a the jolly old harvest
feast they've set up in your honor. Absoflippinlutely famished | am!™

The othersfollowed Deynaand Boorab insde, Mheracalling, "Y ou puddenheaded hare, you've given
the surprise away!"

Great Hall was decorated with multicolored lanterns and sheaves of flowers, and the tables had been
laid beautifully. Everybeast from Dibbun to elder raised a hearty cheer at Deynas appearance, and he
was forced to feign surprise.

"Great seasons of thunder! What a marvelous spread! Thank you, friends one and dl. Thank you!™
Boorab tugged Deynasear. "l say, old scout, any chance of |ettin' me down, wot?"

"Hurr hurr, you'm stayen oop thurr, zurr, give usn'sachance at ee vikkles. 'Old on to ee gurt glutting,
zurr Deynal"

Boorab bared histeeth at Gundil. "If he does I'll scoff hisblinkin' earsone a atime!"

Deyna st at the head of the big table, with Filorn, Mhera, Nimbao and Hoarg, Redwall's ol dest
inhabitant. It was afeast to remember, happiness and friendship enhanced by the best of Redwall fare.
Puddings, pies, pasties and cakes were arranged between fruit, berries and nuts, both fresh and
preserved in honey from last autumn's harvest. Salads, breads and soups of every variety jostled for
position with trifles and flans. Drogg Cellarhog had outdone himsdlf with his sdlection of des, cordids,
teas and fizzes. But the highlight was a great cheese, produced by Filorn, Boorab, Nimbalo and Gundil.
The hare watched anxioudy asit was served from the table's far end.

"Steady on there, you molechaps, leave asmidgen for the Master of Abbey Music. Have abit of respect
for my cheese, you rotters!”

However, there was ill almogt three-quarters of the huge cheese left when it reached the much-relieved
hare. He cut alarge wedge, arranging it on aplatter with some salad, pickled onionsand afarl of warm
ovenbread, and passed it proudly along to Deyna.

"Try that, sah. Go on, taste it and tell meif you've ever scoffed anything so good, wot?'

Deyna cut the cheese and tossed half to Skipper, so they could both sampleit. Filorn smiled at their
delighted expressions. "We made anew yellow cheese and spiked it with nuts, celery and herbs, then we
soaked it for three daysin boiling carrot and dandelion juice mixed with pale cider. Mr. Boorab gaveit a
name, but it'stoo complicated to say."

The hare bowed gdlantly. "Quite smple, marm. We made it together, so | took abit of our names, dl
four. It'safilboonimgun. Nicetitle, wot?"



Mheranudged her brother. "I'd never get any if | had to remember that name. | think I'll just cdll it the
nice big tasty cheese”

Nimbal o winked knowingly. "That's 'cos you ain't got amemory like me, Abbess. Ahoy, Friar Bobb,
pass me the floggingrumble cheese, will ye?!

Fwirl corrected him. "It's called the grungleflingboo cheese, isn't it?!

Othersjoined in, complicating the name Boorab had so painstakingly invented.

"No no, miz Fwirl, 'tisthe floogenbumble, | think."

"Nay, zurr, et be's ee groggenfumble, oi'm surrpint!™
"Dont beslly, the cheeseis cdled the fumblegroogen!”

"The groggenflingbull, that'swhat Boorab said!™

Sigter Alkanet rapped the table for sllence. " Stop this, please! Mr. Boorab, tell them the correct name.”

Everybeast sat watching the hare. They had to wait until he had eaten the big lump of cheesein his
mouth. There was an expectant silence, then Boorab smiled foolishly. "Er, sorry, but I've completely
forgotten, wot. Hawhawhawhaw!"

The entertainment was opened by Skipper and his crew performing a hornpipe, the finale of which saw
them dl inacirclefacing outward, their rudders entwined in a pattern behind them. Fwirl and Mhera
were caled upon to sing aduet. It was acomic one, but they sang it serioudly, with demure looks,
fluttering eyeashes and paws joined sedately.

"There's ahedgehog who lives down the lane, down the lane,

And I'm longing to see him again, once again,
| wait by the old log, for that handsome young hog,

Through the cold stormy wind, and the drizzle and fog,

But hismamawon' let him come out, him come out,
| can hear every shout from her snout, what a snott,

'Don't you raise a paw, to go out of that door,

Go and tidy your room," | can hear hismaroar.

Through the window | see his dear face, oh dear face,

By that window aladder I'll place, | will place,

Then just wait and see, helll climb down hereto me,



Well go stralling together, how happy well be.

So | crept to the window that night, cruel dark night,
| was standing the ladder upright, what afright!
When his mamarushed out, crying, 'O lackaday,
That naughty young Spike has gone running away!"
So | st here and weep for my hog, faithless hog,
‘Costhey say hel'srun off with afrog, with afrog?
Takeamaiden'sadvice, if you want to look nice,
Just turn yellow and hop once or twice!"

Fwirl and Mhera hopped primly back to their places amid laughter and applause. Deynadid not wish to
do any warrior'stricks that he had learned with wegpons, as they might frighten the Dibbuns. Instead he
sat twenty of the Abbeybabes on along form, took it on his shoulders and walked the full length of Great
Hall. Amid the cries of admiration and wild cheers, Nimbal o announced, "1 taught me mate to do that,

y'know, but | used to carry twoscore o' liddle ones!™

Boorab was not to be outdone. "Oh did you indeed? Wdll, | used to do it with that same number, old
lad, plusmefat auntie an' two kegs of ale. Oh yed"

It was afibbing contest. Everybeast sat back and enjoyed the pair, each trying to cap the other's
achieve-ments by lying outrageoudly.

"Hah, that's nothin'. When | was only aliddle sprig | could stand in abucket an' carry mesdlf 'round all
day!”

Boorab waggled hisearsairily. "Pish tush, laddie. Y ou've seen how high this Abbey is, wot? Wdll, one
time | stood on the lawn outside and landed on the roof with asingle flippin' jump. Did it very dowly, of
course, had to wait an' rise with the mornin' mist, y'know. If y'don't believe me, ask old Foremole. She
saw medo it, didn't you, marm?"

Foremole Brull smiled from ear to ear. "Aye, zurr, oi see'd ee do &t wi' moi own three eyes, so oi did!"

Mousebabe Trey decided to take part. He clambered up onto Filorn's lap and wagged atiny paw at the
two fibbers. "Chah! Dat nuffink, | climbed right up on F lorn an' fdled innabig big trifle, so | ested mesdlf
out of it. You ask Frybobb!"

Friar Bobb nodded sagely. "He certainly did. | wasthere, it wasno fib."

"Youfdl into agiant trifle an’ ate your way out?' Boorab stared at the mousebabe with something akin
to hero worship in hiseyes. Trey patted hissmall fat somach.

"Yip, hl did, sr!"



The hare's gaze misted over asheimagined what it would beliketo fall into amongter trifle and eat his
way out. Y ou lucky little blighter. Wish | couldve had atry, wot!"

Nimbalo pushed afair-sized trifle acrossthe table. "Let's see ‘ow ye did it, Trey me ole tatercake!”

Sigter Alkanet stepped in, catching the little fellow dmaost mid-dive. Boorab and Nimbal o wilted under
thefamousicy glare.

"l once physicked a hare and a harvest mouse so severely that they swelled up and couldn't go out
through the infirmary door. Then | had to double physick them back to normd. | can ill doit. Ak
Abbess Mhera, shell tel you."

"Oh believe me, Sister Alkanet certainly can,” the Mother Abbess of Redwall assured them solemnly.
Tisafact!"

Boorab'searsfel flat, either sde of hisface. "Stoneme! A joke'sajoke an' dl that, but, er, wot wot!"
Nimbalo lifted one of hisfriend's ears and whispered into it, "Fizzick? Wot's afizzick, matey?"

"Take the word of an officer, sah, you do not want to inquire further. The good Sister could stop a
horde o' ssampedin’ frogs with just aspoonful of thejolly old jollop she brews up!™

Rain pattered against the warm-lit Abbey windows as the night wore on. Elders|oosened their beltsand
talked of the old days, drowsy young ones were carried off to the dormitories by Skipper's ottercrew.
Bearing the famous cheese between them, acluster of moles, Boorab, Nimba o and Gundil followed
Drogg downgdtairs. It was an experiment, to see how the cheese complemented the Cellarhog's remaining
stock. Old Hoarg and Brother Hoben drifted off to the gatehouse for a game of nutshells and pebbles.
Friar Bobb had falen adeep in his chair, while Floburt and Egburt crept away to the kitchenswith Sister
Alkanet to bake scones for next morning's breskfast. Others shuffled off yawning to their beds. Deyna
was happy just to st with Mheraand Filorn. He gazed up at the ancient high-raftered ceiling while
Abbess Mherawatched him.

"So, do you like our Abbey?'

The former Taggerung ran apaw over his unmarked face. There was no evidence of any tattoo onit.
"Likeit?1 never imagined any place could be so wonderful. I've got you here, and Mamatoo. It'slike
living in the midst of abeautiful dream!™ He hugged his mother and sster close. Filorn sighed happily.

"Thedream will continue. We areafamily again, together, here at Redwall."

Severd mornings later, Nimbao was out early, taking amorning stroll aong the walltop. He liked
risng before dawn and helping in the kitchens amid the good-natured bustle and ddlicious aromas wafting
from the ovens. Friar Bobb would dlice some hot bread and pack it with button mushrooms cooked in a
savory herb saucefor him. The harvest mouse climbed the east wallsteps with his sandwich and ambled
aong the ramparts. He was fascinated by everything about the imposing architecture of Redwall, and
munched away, his bright eyestaking in every detail. An early frost rimed the red sandstone battlements.



Dawn was breaking dowly, cdm and windless, tingeing the horizon orange and peach. Below the north
wall, rowan trees were clustered thick with red and cream berries; further away he could seethe fir
cones, now turned brown. In leisurely fashion Nimbal o reached the northwest wall corner. His gaze
swept over the flatlands and back to the path that ran alongside the west wall.

There standing in front of the main gate was Ruggan Bor at the head of three hundred armed Juska
vermin. They stood immobile and silent, barbaric tattooed faces tight-lipped, awaiting their Chieftain's
command. Not a spear or ablade clanked against a shield. Ruggan Bor, the golden fox, leaned on his
saber hilt, hisinscrutable gaze assessing thewalls.

Nimbal o dropped flat below the battlements, his breskfast forgotten as he scrambled away to the north
seps.

Chapter 37

Icy ditchwater squel ched beneath Gruven's footpaws as he stood in the ditchbed, surrounded by his six
guards. His mind worked furioudly as hetried to figure out what would happen when Ruggan Bor made
his presence known to the Redwallers. Gruven shivered, more from fear than cold, and the ditchwater
gurgled and made a sucking noise as he changed position. The tough vixen cuffed his ear and whispered
vicioudy. "Quit hoppin’ 'round an' be ill or I'll knock ye senselessl™

Slowly the sun rose over the vast thickness of east M ossflower. Ruggan kept his Juska clan closeinto
the west wdll, not wanting to be out on the flatlands with the sun in his eyes. He would wait until the sun
got higher and lessened the handicap. Behind him, Rawback gave adight cackle. Ruggan gave anod to
two of hisfoxes. They did not bind Rawback, merely gagging the crazed stoat and muttering afew
warning words to keep him silent. Ruggan Bor was an experienced leader. Always cadm and patient, he
could wait until hefelt the moment wasright.

No sound came from within the Abbey walls, nor from the outside, where massed Juskabeasts lined the
path. An hour dragged dowly by. Ruggan checked the wall shadow. It had extended over path and ditch
onto theflatland. A single gesture from him sent his troops noisdlesdy back to the edge of the ditch.
Ruggan Bor drew his saber. Thetime had arrived. He signaled four spear carriers. They ran forward and



thudded their spearbutts against the great oaken doors of Redwall.
Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

Ruggan had expected to wait until some old gatekeeper appeared on top of the wall to see who was
knocking. Instead the doors swung open and he was faced by awall of over twoscore otters, tough
capable beasts, armed with dings and javeins. An array of squirrels, moles, mice and hedgehogs peered
over the battlements, armed with &l manner of throwing implements. They wereled by ahare carrying a
long hooked window pole.

An otter stepped forward, half ahead taler than the rest. Ruggan's attention was caught by the sword he
carried. It was dightly short for such abig creature, but a magnificent weapon nonetheless. The big otter
looked as though he could use the blade. His gaze swept over the Juskabor, then back to their leader.

"What do you want here, vermin?"

Ruggan walked forward until he was but a pace away from the otter. "I am Ruggan Bor, Lord of the
Southern Coasts and Chieftain of the Juskabor clan!™

The big otter too stepped forward until his face was awhisker away from the golden fox. Hisvoice held
no fear. "And | am Deyna, Warrior of Redwall. | asked you what you want here?’

Ruggan took a pace back, to stay out of sword range. "I want information. Do you have an otter here
with hisface tattooed in this manner?'

The six guards heaved Gruven out of the ditch. The stoat stared at Deyna, bewildered. The voice was
the same, but the face was different from that of the Taggerung. It had not been tattooed.

The strange otter gave Gruven adismissive glance. He recognized his old adversary immediatdly, but
kept deliberately silent. Fixing his attention on Ruggan Bor, Deyna answered the fox's question levelly.
"Thereisno creature within these walls with vermin tattoos on hisface. Why do you ask?"

Ruggan did not like the way hisinterrogation was going. The otter Deynawas staring him down with
cold ruthless eyes. He had an air of confident authority about him. Ruggan decided to turn the tables. His
saber was longer than the otter's sword, and he pointed it threateningly in Deynasface. "Do not lieto
me. | have three hundred at my back. We could overwhelm you and search your Abbey!™

Deynamoved like lightning, backward, sideways and forward. Ruggan stood with his saber pointed at
nothing, the otter's blade across his throat. Deyna was alongside him, apaw hard on the nape of his
neck, so he could move neither forward nor back.

"Nobeast sets paw into Redwall Abbey without my permission. Now take your vermin and begone, or
day hereand die!”

Ruggan's expression did not change. "I can only go if | have theinformation | camefor. This otter was
caled the Taggerung. Was he here? Tell me, Deyna of Redwall.”

Deynanodded. "He was here once, but he is gone now. The Taggerung no longer exists. Asfar asI'm
concerned, heis dead.”

Gruven seized the opportunity. Pushing the guards aside, he cried, "1 told you he was dead. | dew him



right therein that ditch! I am Taggerung now. Gruven Zann Taggerung!”

Nimbalo climbed up onto a battlement, pointing a Gruven and yelling doud, "Aye, that'sthe one. | saw
'im day the big painted vermin!™

Gruven could hardly believe his ears. Here was somebeedt, alittle mouse, agreeing with hislies. He
waved to Nimbalo. "Thank you, my friend, thank you! Hahahaha! Ruggan Bor, did you hear that? Now
who d'you believe, crazy Rawback or me? | have awitness, you heard him. | dew the Taggerung!"

Ruggan placed his paw to the blade at histhroat. "Put up your sword, otter. We are leaving!"

Ruggan ordered his Juskabeasts across the ditch onto the flatlands. Deyna stood warily, his sword till at
the ready. Gruven was jubilant. He grabbed back his sword from the vixen who had taken it and sawed
through the rope around hiswais, laughing al thetime.

"Hahahaha! Gruven Zann Taggerung. Bow before me! Nobeast is mightier than the Taggerung!™

Ruggan stood to one sde, holding ahasty whispered conference with his Seer Ermath. Waving his
sword and laughing hystericaly, Gruven confronted the six Juskawho had been his guard.

"Now, you scum, I'll show you what happens to anybeast who treats a Taggerung the way you treated
me. Hahahaha! Knedl, all of you, knedl and bow your heads before me. Hahahahaha! "

"Zann Juska Taggerung! He who daysthe Taggerung becomes Taggerung himsdif!™

Gruven half turned as Ruggan Bor swung his saber. And Ruggan Bor kicked Gruven's headless carcass
into the ditch.

Ermath the old vixen Seer spread her paws wide to the waiting vermin and caled in areedy trembling
voice, "Lord of the Southern Coasts! Chieftain of the Juskabor! Ruggan Zann Taggerung!”

A mighty roar erupted from the three hundred clanbeasts. "Ruggan Zann Taggerung! Taggerung!
Taggerung! Juskaasasaal"

Then something happened that nobeast had ever seen before: Ruggan Bor smiled. He grinned from ear
to ear and threw back his head, laughing over the spears clattering on shields, over the waving swords
and blades of dl kinds, over thelancesthrust upward at the sky as hislaughter mingled with the roar of
the Juskabor clan.

Abbess Mhera came to the open gate and wriggled between the ottercrew to her brother's sde. "What
isit, Deyna? What's going on out here?'

Deynaushered his sster gently into Skipper's waiting paws. " Go back insde quickly, Mhera. Those
vermin are working themsdlvesinto afrenzy!”

Deynawasright. Ruggan Bor turned to face him, standing at the ditch edge and whirling his saber. The
Juskabor vermin leaned eagerly forward, pointing their spears and blades. Deynaknew that three
hundred Juska could not resist the temptation of an Abbey defended by lessthan athird of their number.
He signaded Skipper. "Get everybeast insde and bar the gates, Skip. | think there's going to be trouble!”

Mhera had made her way up to where Boorab was standing on the walltop, balancing between two



battlements. " Are the vermin going to attack the Abbey?' she caled. "Is Deynainsde?’

Boorab did not answer. Shading his eyes, he peered down to the southern bend of the path at the
dustcloud arising betwixt woodland and flatland. He turned back to Mherawith an odd smile on hisface.

"Beg pardon, Abbess marm, but best cover your ears. I'm goin' to shout." The hare's narrow chest
puffed out to itsfullest extent as he sucked in air. Placing both paws around his mouth, he bellowed

Nimbaowiggled apaw in hisear. "Wot'sal theydlin' for, matey?'

Boorab pointed to the dustcloud, grinning like amadbeast. "C'mon, laddie buck, and you, Abbess.
Filorn, marm, would you be so kind asto oblige me? Y ou too, Hoarg, Drogg, Hoben. In fact everybeast,
all shout together, loud asy'can. Euldiasthe word, pronounced yoo lay lee ahh, long on the ah. One,
two, shout!"

"Euldiiiaseasal”
Boorab had them shout another five times. Then he held up his paw.

Down at the main gate the Juska were about to charge at the still half-open doors, the gap packed with
otters prepared to take down as many vermin as they could before the gates closed. The whole scene
suddenly became afrozen tableau. A colossal roar, like atidal wave breaking againg a cliff, came up
from the south.

"Euldliiiiaseassal!!"

The roaring continued and the very ground beneath the Juska began to thrum. Through the massive
dustcloud emerged agiant Badger Lord at the head of athousand fighting hares.

Boorab chortled with ddlight. "I say, you rottersarein for ajolly good pastin', wot," he called down to
the vermin. "Here comes the Long Patrol an' ablinkin' Badger Lord t'the rescue.”

Redwallers hung over the parapets, cheering. Mherahad never seen ared live Badger Lord before; he
was an awesome and frightening sight. Deyna threw open the gates, marching out with Skipper and the
ottercrew. Ruggan Bor and his three hundred Juskawere completely taken by surprise. They had no
option but to put up their wegpons and stand still. The hares had split and swirled out in amassive pincer
movement, leaving the vermin surrounded, their backs to the open gate, which was blocked by warlike
otters. It was dl done with startling speed, asmart military example of outflanking the enemy.

Filorn buried her face in her apron. "Mhera, don't look. There's going to be adreadful daughter!”

Boorab chuckled reassuringly. "Not at dl, marm, thosefightin' hares aren't led by some berserkin'
Bloodwrath creature. Oh dear me no, that giant beast is none other than the Lord of Salamandastron,
Russano the Wisal"

Lord Russano was twice as broad and half as high again as any creature present. He towered over al,
like an oak among aspens. He was dressed humbly, in aplain brown cloak and tabard, and hiswide
woven belt showed no evidence of sword or other blade. In his huge right paw he carried a short length
of dark polished hardwood like a scepter. Quiet confidence and immense cam radiated from him. An
older hare, with tiff whiskers and afierce glint in his monocled eye, marched smartly up to the badger



and sduted with hislance.
"Pogition secured, everythin' present an' correct. Sah!™
Russano nodded. "Thank you, Colonel. Who isthe Chieftain of these Juskavermin?”

Ruggan Bor was marched into the Badger Lord's presence. Russano looked across to Deyna, who was
obvioudy in charge of the defenders. "Have these Juska harmed or dain any of my Redwall friends?’

The otter gave asmall courteous bow. "None, sre, thanksto your timely arrival. We were just about
ready to do battle; you spared usalot of bloodshed.”

Russano turned his attention to the Juska Chieftain. "Had you attacked Redwal | Abbey it would have
been your mogt fatal mistake. What do they call you?'

The golden fox's voice trembled as he stared up at the Badger Lord. "1 am Ruggan Bor."

Russano tapped Ruggan's chest with his hardwood stick. "I have heard your name spoken as Lord of
the South Coasts. | am Russano of Salamandastron. Will you challenge me?"

Ruggan Bor laid his saber carefully at Russano's footpaws. "1 too have heard of you. Only afool would
attempt such athing.”

Abbess Mhera could not take her eyes from the Badger Lord. She watched, fascinated, as the Juska
laid down their arms, wondering what Russano would do next. He pointed to the flatlands beyond the
ditch, hisvoice rumbling out, stern and mgestic. " Take your creatures out there and line them up in ranks
ascore long facing this Abbey. Stand out in front of them, Ruggan Bor!™

Whilgt the vermin dunk wordlesdy across the ditch, Russano issued ordersto his colond in alow tone.
Boorab winked at Abbess Mhera. "By the left, marm, takesared Badger Lord to make those villains sit
up abit, wot!"

Trey the mousebabe had sneaked up onto the walltop. He tugged Boorab's paw urgently. "Do the
vermintsdl gettatails chopped off now an’ buried innabig 'ole?"

The hare picked Trey up and set him on a battlement to watch. "Indeed they do not, you bloodthirsty
little bounder. Y ou pay attention now, laddie buck. Thisll be somethin' y'can tell your grandmice abot,
wot!"

Guarded by the colonel and five hundred armed hares of the Long Peatrol, the Juskabor clan were
ordered down on all four paws as Lord Russano addressed them.

"l have spared your miserablelives. If ever any of you are seen within a season's march of Redwall
Abbey again, | will not be so merciful. Go back to your South Coasts and stay therel™

The fierce colond saw Ruggan Bor starting to rise. He placed his lance on the back of the fox's neck.
"Stay on dl fours, vermin. Thisistheway you and your heroeswill travel until sunset. Make no mistake,
fox, mysdlf an’ five hundred o' the best'll go with you to make sure you do. | ain't aseasy goin' asLord
Russano. Make one false move an' y€ll soon find that out to your cost, wot! Right now, listen up at the
back there, you cads, wait for my sergeant's command!”



Two gimlet-eyed sergeants with ramrod backs and gruff voices began barking at the thoroughly cowed
vermin. "Now then, you scruffy misbegotten lot, about turn! On the double, you dozy drooping daffodils!
On dll fours, heads down, tailscringin' . . . wait for it, wait for it. . . south'ard crawl!"

Away went the Juskabor in shameful banishment, with Ruggan Bor their Chieftain not at their head but at
therear.

Russano stood with Deyna and Abbess Mhera, watching the vanquished enemy raising adustcloud over
the plain. As she curtsied lightly, Mhera noticed that she did not even come level with the badger'swai<t.

"Lord Russano, | am Mhera, Mother Abbess of Redwall. Surely fate must have sent you to our Abbey
today."

Russano knelt and kissed the ottermaid's paw respectfully. "Fate it was, Mother Abbess, that and a
dream of Cregga Rose Eyes. Shetold methat her seasons had run. Cregga had a great and loving heart.
| have made along march from my mountain to visit her resting place, here at the Abbey of Redwall.”

Boorab, who had been listening nearby, stepped forward and threw an e aborate salute to the Badger
Lord. "Stap me vitds, sah, you arrived in the baly nick o' time!”

With asmile, Russano returned the salute. "We might not have. Our pace was very dow until we heard a
fine military-sounding voice giving thewar cry. If that was you, then you deserve the compliments of
everybess."

Boorab clicked hisfootpaws together so hard that he winced. " Thank you, sah. Most kind of you to say
50, sah. Only doin’ one's duty, wot wot!"

Mhera ushered the Badger Lord insde the gates. ™Y ou knew our Cregga?”'

The Badger Lord'swarm dark eyes smiled. " She nursed me when | was ababe. | recall that for ablind
badger Cregga had enormous wisdom and patience, despite the fact that she had once been the wildest
of Warrior Badgers ever to march from the mountain. She taught me many things. | lived at this Abbey
with her for awhile and acted as her eyes when she was blinded in battle. Then | journeyed to
Sdamandastron and ruled in her stead. This place has many wonderful memoriesfor me."

Deyna held out his paw to Russano. "Abbess Mheraismy sster. | am Deyna, Warrior of Redwall.”

The badger shook Deynas paw cordidly. "I knew that as soon as| saw you wearing the sword of
Martin. | observe by your eyesthat you are used to weapons, Deyna. | think you haveled an
adventurouslife, my friend.”

Deynaput apaw about his sster's shoulders and winked at Russano. "I'll tell you about it sometime,
though you'd have trouble believing the haf of it, matey."

The Badger Lord shrugged hiswide shoulders. "Oh, I've seen and heard afew things that would make
even your rudder curl, laddie buck!"

When they reached Creggals grave, Russano took amedallion and chain from around his neck and hung
it over the headstone's edge. It had been made at the forge in the mountain of Salamandastron, and was
of burnished sted, quite large and heavy. On it was graven alikeness of Cregga, with two rubies for
eyes. Russano touched his big striped muzzle to the stone and murmured gently, "My lady, your memory



will liveforever, both here and at the mountain you once ruled. Sleep in peacel™ Standing straight, he
breathed deeply and wiped hiseyes. "Deyna, I'm sorry | won't have timeto hear your story. I'vevisted
Cregga now, and tomorrow morning | must leave. I'm sure you'l forgive me, Mother Abbess.”

Mheraarranged the medallion alittle more tidily upon the stone. "Why must you hurry away, sr? Don't
you like our Abbey?"

Russano waved a paw across the lawns. Hares were flooding through the gate, greeting the Redwallers
and playing with the Dibbuns. "Like Redwall Abbey? | love the place! But | have athousand Long Petrol
hares with me, and that would strain even the most generous hospitaity of anybeast!"

Placing both paws within the wide deeves of her habit, Abbess Mhera shook her head reprovingly at
Russano. "We owe our livesto you and your hares, lord. This Abbey has more than enough to feed and
accommodate your haresfor many seasons. | will not hear of your leaving tomorrow for such an absurd
reason. Y ou are our honored guests. Surely one of thefirgt things Cregga must have taught you was that
the gates of Redwall are ever opento dl our good friends!”

The great Badger Lord, Russano the Wise of Salamandastron, sat down beside the grave. He patted the
earth, gazed up at the soft autumn afternoon and picked the delicate pink flowers from avervain growing
between the back of the headstone and the wall. Mherawatched him as he smelled its elusive fragrance.
Russano looked for dl the world like a happy Dibbun, as he must have been when he lived at the Abbey.

He offered her the flower. "Oh, yes, Cregga said that to me often. Y ou sounded just like her then. Say it
again for me, please, Mother Abbess.”

Deynafédt proud of his Sster as she accepted the vervain flower and smiled at Russano. "The gates of
Redwall are ever opento al our good friendd™

Epilogue

Extract from the diary of the squirredlmaid Rosabd.

| did not know that my story would be so long. It took me four eveningsto read it. Cavern Hole was
packed to the door with Redwallers each time. It was a huge success; the congratul ations and cheers are
gtill ringing in my ears. Of course, there were questions to be answered. Many Dibbuns wanted to know
why the Taggerung allowed Rukky Garge to remove his tattoos and cover the speedwdl| flower
birthmark on his paw. | told them that thiswas so he could live out hislifein peace, unknown to any
Juskavermin, under hisorigind name of Deyna. However, being what they are, the Dibbuns found this



most unsatisfactory. Theideaof having awild name like Taggerung and running around with afierce
tattooed face gpped ed to them immensely. Our Abbey Warrior, Deyna, stayed silent throughout my
reading. When | was finished he came over and kissed my cheek, and presented me with an old polished
bonetailring that he had worn in hiswild seasons. He told meto keep it as a souvenir. | think he was
profoundly moved; | saw tearsin hiseyes.

Now, wait until you hear my good news! Abbess Mheraand Brother Hohen asked to seemein
Cregga's old bedchamber. 1 went up there wondering what it was al about. Brother Hoben began by
saying that my manuscript was to be placed in the Abbey archives. He said it was aremarkable piece of
work. Then he told me he was retiring as Recorder, to help old Hoarg in the gatehouse, as the poor old
fellow hardly ever leaves his bed these days. Our Mother Abbess then promoted me to the position of
full and official Recorder of Redwall Abbey. Shetold methat Cregga's chamber was to be made into my
officel Will somebeast please pinch me? | keep imagining I'll wake and find it'sal adream. Foremole
Gundil and his crew arefixing up adesk, shelves and cupboards, al just for me. | am going to keep
Cregga Badgermum's big comfortable bed. Fwirl my mother is making me a beautiful coverlet for it, and
my father Broggle ishelping her with the embroidery. HeE's very good with needle and thread, though
where he finds the time since taking over as Head Cook from Friar Bobb, goodness knows. Everybeast
except Filorn said that my father should not have appointed Boorab as Assistant Cook. Boorab respects
Abbess Mheras mum grestly. That hare behaves himsalf perfectly when sheisabout. So, who has
become Redwall's new Master of Music? Nimbalo, who else? Do you know, he has actudly learned to
play that great creaking antique known as the haredee gurdee.

Right, I must wash theink from my paws. Our two new Infirmary Keepers need me to copy out some
more remediesfor their sickbay records. Sister Floburt and Brother Egburt make the nicest-tasting
physieks, Dibbunsinvent ailments just so asthey can drink adose or two. Who said that medicine
aways hasto taste nasty? Y ou'll never guesswhat Sister Alkanet is doing now: she has become old
Drogg'sassstant in the cdllars. | must tell you that some of our cordials have been tasting decidedly odd
of late. Boorab put aside a beaker of pennycloud and violet tea at supper last night. He remarked that he
would sooner be physicked than have to drink it (wot wot!). Some of us started to laugh, but we soon
stopped. Sister Alkanet may be only an Assstant Cellarkeeper, but she till retains her legendary icy
glare. Great seasons, isthat the dinner bell dready? Good job | washed my paws. Sister Floburt and
Brother Egburt will have to wait until after dinner. Even Recorders have to edt, you know. | must go, but
hereismy gift to you, my first Sgnature in my new position.

Rosabdl, daughter of Broggle and Fwirl,

Recorder of Redwall Abbey in Mossflower Country.



