It was a warm old autumm afternoon of russet and gold, a tine for |egends and
stories of seasons |ong gone. Blue haze on the far horizon bl ended sea and sky
into one. On the pale sands of a silent shore, ebbing waves had carel essly
strewn a broken necklace of shells and pebbles along the tideline. Standing
tall and nysterious was the nountain, |ike some huge beast guarding the coast.
Sal anandast ron! Stronghol d of Badger Lords and fighting hares. Once, when the
earth was young, it had spouted fire and nolten rock. But the winds of tine
had | ong since bani shed snoke fromthe nmonolith, cooling its stones. Now

Sal anmandast ron was honme and fortress conbi ned, run through and honeyconbed
with halls, caverns, corridors, chanbers, tunnels, and secret places.

M dway up the west face on a broad rocky | edge tufted with shrubs and

wi | dfl owers, a picnic lunch was set, close to the nouth of a tunnel entrance.
Hal f a score of |everets, young hares, attended by a fully grown harew fe, sat
wat chi ng an
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ancient otter. Stooped and grayed by many seasons, he stood | eaning on an ash
pol e, shaking his grizzled head in disapproval, as old creatures often will
when faced with the young. Wen he spoke, his voice was surprisingly strong
for an ol d-beast.

"Hmph! Wsh | was at die Abbey, those young 'uns at Redwal | have proper
manners. Instead o' layin' about gawpin', first thing they'd do would be help
a body sit down!"

Stifling a smle, the harewife watched die | everets scurrying around the aged
otter, doing their best to show respect and concern as they assisted him

"A seat, y'say, nothing sinpler, old chap, er, | nmean, sir." "Pop y'self down
here, sir, grass is nice an' soft, wot!" "Woops a daisy! Easy does it, oF
sirl™ "Lean y' back on this rock, that's the ticket!" "Ri ghto, ancient one,

confy enough now?" The venerabl e beast nodded slowy. "Well enough, thank ye.
Now, are you all goin' t'stand mere watchin' a pore creature starve?"

There followed a further scuffle as the young hares set food and drink before
their guest.

"Enough tuck to kill a duck here, sir!" "Summer Salad an' a beaker of Ad
Mountain Ale." "How about fresh-baked carrot'n'leek flan?" "Sonme scones with
gooseberry jelly, very good y'know " "Rather! Gve the old chap a hot pastie!"
When the ol d otter was served, the harew fe beckoned the young ones back to
their seats. "Good show, chaps, but nmind y' manners or M. Rillbrook won't tel
you a story."

Beneath fuzzy brows, Rillbrook's old eyes glinted mischievously. He broke open
a steamng pastie and said, grunpily, "Story? Just stopped here t'rest awhile,
marm wasn't intend-in'" t'do no storytellin'."
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A fat, cheeky leveret piped up indignantly, "Scoffin' a |oad of our grub an'
not tellin' a story? | say, what a bally sw zz!"

The harewife cuffed his long ear lightly. "Burrbob! That's quite enough from
you, mladdo. | don't think you deserve a story after such inpudence!"



Ri |l brook took a deep draught of Muntain Ale, snacked his |lips, and wi ped a
paw across his mouth. "Ch, | dunno, marm a good story often teaches rotters
an' rogues to be better creatures.”

The | everets shouted encouragenent eagerly.

"Rather, tell on, old chap!"

"Il say! Anythin' t'make us better creatures, wot?"
"Do us the world o' good, doncha know "

The ancient otter waited until silence fell and they were watching him
expectantly, then he began.

"They call me Rillbrook the Wanderer, son of Rillbrook the Wanderer; ny
grandsire was called Ri |l brook the Wanderer. "

The cheeky Burrbob could be heard muttering, "I s'pose his great great auntie
was called Rillbrook the Thingummy, we know that, get on with the yarn
Yowch! "

This time the harewi fe's quick paw did not descend so lightly on the inpudent
| everet's ear. She fixed himwith a frosty glare and said, "One nore word from
you, sir, and it's bed with no supper!”

Burrbob took the hint, becom ng the very nodel of silence.
Rillbrook started fromwhere he had |left off.

"I have wandered all the seasons of ny life, near and far, sonetinmes under
forgotten skies, along hidden streans, across silent forests. | have seen many
t hi ngs: mountains topped with snow, hot wastel ands where creatures would kil
for water. | have eaten anbng strangebeasts, listened to their songs, poens,
and stories, words that have brought tears and | aughter to these old eyes.
have heard tal es so mysterious that they
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trouble nmy menory and still return to roamny dreans on | onely nights.
"Listen now, and I will relate to you a mghty saga. It concerns a Badger Lord

who once ruled this nmountain, and his nortal eneny, a Ferret Warlord. The
destiny of these two was entwined with nany creatures, but mainly with two
young ones who dwelt at the Abbey of Red wall. They were a pair thrown

t oget her by chance, for good or evil.

' "Each of us is born to follow a star, be it bright and shining or dark and
fated. Sonetimes the paths of these stars will cross, bringing | ove or hatred.
However, if you look up at the skies on a clear night, out of all the
countless lights that twi nkle and shine, there will come one. That star wll
be seen in a blaze, burning a path of light across the roof of the earth, a
great comet. Think on these words as ny tale unfolds. Mayhap you will learn
somnet hi ng val uabl e, not about stars, but of the value friendship brings."

BOOK ONE
A Friendshi p Made

Skarl ath the kestrel fledged |later than his brothers and sisters; the autumm



was al nbst over when he left the nest, never to return. This is the way with
hawks. They are fierce and i ndependent, free spirits who | ove to soar high

So it was with Skarlath, but being young and reckl ess he flew north and was
trapped by winter. Howing gales fromthe very edges of the world bore him
away. The young kestrel was held captive by a whirling nmass of snow that swept
himover hill, dale, and forest. Shrieking winds drove him along, a bundle of
wet feathers in a tight cocoon of damp white flakes that built on to his
plumage in small drifts. Hel pless, Skarlath was shot |like an arrowinto a
forest. Hi s body smashed against the trunk of an old hornbeam Relentlessly

t he storm plunged onward, keening a wild dirge, leaving in its wake the
unconsci ous young kestrel

Skarl ath regained his senses slowy. It was night, still, with not a breeze
about the forest. The cold was bitter and intense,
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and frost glittered and twi nkled on snow | aden tree boughs. Somewhere cl ose he
could see the glow of a fire, but could not feel its heat. Voices and raucous
| aughter came fromthe lighted area, drawing him but when he tried to nove,

t he young kestrel squawked aloud in pain. H's whole body was pinioned by ice;
he was frozen tight, spread-eagled to the trunk of the hornbeam

Swartt Sixclaw sat closest to the fire. He was a young ferret, but obviously
the | eader of the threescore vermn who nmade up the band. Tall, vicious, and
sinewy, Swartt had made hinself Chieftain, because he was qui cker and stronger
than any who dared challenge him He was a fearsone sight to friend and foe
alike, his face striped with a sloping pattern of purple and green dye, teeth
stained glistening red. Round his neck hung the teeth and cl aws of dead
enemes. His left forepaw bore six claws'—+t rested on the hilt of a long
curved sword thrust through a snakeskin belt.

The kestrel's agoni zed cries brought Swartt upright. Kicking a nearby stoat,
he snarled, "Trattak, go and see what's nakin' that noise."

The stoat scuttled obediently off into the snowladen trees. It did not take
himlong to find Skarlath. "Over 'ere, some stupid bird got itself froze to a
tree!" he called out.

Swartt smiled wickedly at a young badger tied to a log by a halter. It was a
creature about the same age as hinmsel f, painfully hobbled and nmuzzled wth
rawhi de strips. On its head was a broad, golden-colored stripe. Drawing his
sword, the ferret touched its point to the rare-colored stripe. "Get up
Scuntripe, and give your master a ride over there," he said.

The verm n crowdi ng around the flames jeered and | aughed as Swartt sat upon

t he badger's back and goaded it forward, raking with his claws and slapping it
with the flat of his sword bl ade. Hobbl ed cl ose, the young creature could only
take small
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stunbling steps. Anguished grow s issued fromits bound nmouth as it funbled
t hr ough the snow.

Swartt thought it no end of a joke, shouting aloud for the benefit of his
band, "G ddy up, Scuntripe, y'great |azy stripedog, nove!"



Skarl ath eyed the ferret fearfully as Swartt brought his face close, |eering
and licking his lips. "Well now, what 'ave we 'ere? A kestrel, not as tasty as
quai |l or wood pigeon, but young and tender, I'll wager. Stuck fast by the ice,
are ye, bird? That'll keep y'nice an' fresh until you join me at breakfast!"

Then, dragging the badger cruelly up, he tied the halter attached to its
muzzl e to an overhanging |linb of the hornbeam "Here's a good job for ye,
Scuntri pe—guard my breakfast until nmomn'! Yer gettin' too fat'n'lazy lyin'" by
the fire." Swartt Sixclaw strode off, chuckling, to rejoin his band round the
flames, leaving the unfortunate pair fastened to the tree.

An hour passed, when all that could be heard was the crackling of pine |ogs as
fl ames devoured them the vermn canp was silenced in sleep. Suddenly, in one
swift, silent novenment, the badger flung his body cl ose against the kestrel
trapping the bird between hinself and the bark. At first the young kestre

t hought he was to be snothered, but the warmh fromthe soft fur of the
badger's chest started to nelt the ice. Slowy, Skarlath felt the bl ood begin
to stir in his veins. Al though the badger was tethered and rmuzzl ed, he clung
on tightly with all his strengmuntil at last Skarlath was able to nove his
head and wings. Skarlath jerked his head around until he found hinself | ooking
into the dark eyes of the golden-striped creature. Both young ones stared at
each other, comunicating in silence. Then the badger held still as the hawk's
beak went to work. Wth short, savage nmovenents, Skarlath tore into the
rawhi de nuzzle strips that bound the badger until they were ripped to shreds.
The badger clenched and uncl enched his teeth, testing his jaws; then bow ng
his great gol d-striped head
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he devoured the rawhi de hobbl es that bound his paws, chew ng and swal | owi ng
the strips in his hunger. They were both free!

"Cone, friend, we go, escape, get away!" said Skarlath, keeping his voice to a
hoar se whi sper.

But the badger acted as if he had not heard his conpanion. Fierce anger burned
in his eyes. Stretching his powerful young |linbs, the badger seized a bough of
t he hornbeam and snapped it fromthe tree with a single wench. Smashing the
bough against the tree trunk, he broke it in two; then, casting aside the thin
end, he gripped the heavier piece with both paws. It was about half his own
hei ght, thicker at one end than the other, Iike sone huge rough club. Roaring
out his challenge, he charged the unwary verm n around the fire.

"Eeul al i aaaaaa! "

The canp cane to life instantly. Two vermn fell under the club as the badger
threw hinmself at Swartt. Before the ferret had half drawn his sword, the
badger's club thudded hard against his foe's six-clawed paw. Swartt screeched
and fell back injured, yelling to his creatures, "Stop him Kill him"

Skarl ath saw t he badger di sappear under a crowd of vermin as they tried to
bring hi mdown, and he hurtled in, ripping and stabbing with beak and tal ons.
Though t he badger was wei ghted by foebeasts, none could fell him He stood
like a mghty young oak, flailing the club, his deep-throated war cry ringing
t hrough the forest.

"Eeul al i aaaaa! "



Skarl ath decided then that his friend was totally mad. The verm n nunbers
woul d tell soon and the badger woul d be brought down to be slain. Fighting his
way through, the kestrel |anded upon the badger's shoulder and cried into his
ear, "Come away or we'll both be killed. Escape!"

The badger struggled to the fire's edge and, using his club, he scattered the
bl azing logs into the ranks of his enenies.
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FIl anes whirred and sparks showered as he battered burni ng wood everywhere. It
sizzled and steanmed in the snow, throwing up choking clouds of snpke and wood
ash. Then the two friends were away, the young badger boundi ng through the
night forest, with Skarlath perched upon his shoulder. Bursting with the
energy of freedom they traveled tirelessly, crashing through bush, briar, and
bramble in a welter of flying snow

Back in the ruined canp, all was confusion, snmoke, ashes, and freezing dark
night. A weasel called Miggra extricated hinmself froma snowdrift where the
badger's club had bow ed hi m Rubbing his aching back, he crawl ed over to
where an ol der vixen nanmed Ni ghtshade was ministering to Swartt, binding his
six-clawed paw with a poultice of herbs and snow. Miggra sneaked a pawful of
t he herbs and ni bbed them on his own back, asking, "Shall we follow them an'
slay "emwith arrows?" '

The vi xen answered wi thout |ooking up fromher task. "Aye, best do it right
away, before they get too far."

Bad tenperedly, Swartt nmade as if to raise his six-clawed paw and sw pe out at
t hem both, but the novenent caused himto snarl in agony; his paw hung Iinp
and throbbing. "ldiots! Get the fire goin', quick, before we freeze t'death in
the dark here," he spat. "Follow then? Wth nme paw smashed an' ruined, an'
five slain, another five, maybe, wounded or injured? | give orders 'round
"ere, mudbrains, we follow'emwhen |I'mready, an' not before!™

Wth |ightning speed he shot out his good paw, and seizing the weasel Miggra
by the neck he pulled himclose, his hot breath vaporizing on the weasel's

face as he hissed, "But when this paw s fixed an' |'ve rested by a good fire,
there' |l be noplace that badger can hide from Swartt Sixclaw. [I'Il follow that
one to the edge of the world or to Hellgates, and he'll take a long tine t'die
at the blade of nmy sword. I'Il hunt him

12

Bri an Jacques
t'the death an' slay himbit by bit, if it takes ne ten seasons!"

The vi xen N ghtshade continued binding Swartt's paw, fixing the herbs and snow
tight with nud fromthe earth where the fire had been and strips of aspen
bark. "If you leave it later man this night, it will take you a lifetime," she
said as she worked.

Swartt wi nced as the dressing tightened. "Shut yer slinmy mouth, fox, always
seein' the future, or sayin' that y'do. | could fix your future with one sw ng
of me sword, that'd keep you quiet!"



Muggra was choking under Swartt's grip. The ferret | ooked at the weasel as if
just noticing him "What're you doin' gur-glin' there. Didn't | tell y'to get
a fire goin ? Trattak! Hal-frunmp! Gerrout an' forage for dry tinber! The rest
of you, get shot of those deadbeasts an' clear this place up!'' He flung the
weasel aside.

Later, as fresh flanes |icked hungrily around resinous pine boughs, Swartt |ay
back gritting his teeth and nmuttering savagely, "W' Il meet again, badger
Make the best of these few days y've got left—+'Il find ye, Scuntripe!"

The badger did not stop running until it was broad daylight, cold and crysta
clear. He halted in a snalt clearing at the forest edge. Skarlath fluttered to
one side as the hefty young badger threw hinmself down in the snow and | ay
panting, tongue lolling, as steamrose fromhis thick coat. After a while he
sat up, cramming pawfuls of the cooling snow into his mouth and gul ping them
down.

Skar | ath hopped about, testing his wings with short swoops, noting gratefully
that his pinions were undamaged. d ad to be alive, he shook his plumage and
spread his wings. "Heeeeh! Rest, friend, then we go far away!" he cried.

The badger stood and picked up his club. "You go where you want. \Wen |'ve
rested and found sonmething to eat, |'m going back there to slay that vernin
Swartt Sixclaw "

The young kestrel took flight and wheel ed round the badger's head, his w ngs
brushing his friend' s gold-striped nmuzzle. "Heekeeer!" he cried. "Then you are
a deadbeast, ny friend.
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Swartt has too nmany vermn; you will surely be slain!"

The badger clenched his jaws as his body trenbled with rage. "For many seasons
that ferret held ne slave, dragging ne around, hobbled and nuzzl ed, starving,
beating, making fun of me. Scuntripe, that was his nane for me—Scumtripe! |'1]l
make himrepeat ny nane tenscore tinmes before | slay himwth this club. But
what is nmy name?"

VWhirling his club, the badger charged a dead el m stunp and struck the rotting
wood a mighty blow ... Wwunmpjfl A hole appeared in the el mstunp as Skarlath
shrieked out, "Kreeee! Look, food!"

Hazel nuts, chestnuts, and acorns poured out onto the snow, the forgotten cache
of some careless squirrel. Anger was nonentarily forgotten as the two friends
| aughed al oud at their good fortune and fell upon the life-giving treasure.
Sitting on the stunp, the badger cracked shells in his strong teeth and pl aced
the nuts before his friend. Soon they were both crunching and nunchi ng.

The kestrel spoke around a beakful of chestnut: ' 'l am Skarlath; | was al one
but you saved nmy life; now !l amw th you. \Where cone you from friend?"

Scratching his golden stripe, the badger chewed thoughtfully. "I'mnot sure.
think I had a nother, Bella or Bellen or something, it's hard to renmenber.
must have been very young. Boar the Fighter, that's a nane | recall, naybe he

was my father, or ny grandsire, I'mnot certain. Sonetinmes | dream about hone,



or maybe it's ny imagination, but it feels nice. Then there's the nountain,
was that my honme? It is all very mxed up. But Swartt Sixclaw, | won't forget
him. " The young badger | ooked quizzically at his friend the kestrel
' Maybe Swartt was right, perhaps ny name is Scuntripe. He gave ne that nane.
What do you think my nanme should be, friend Skarl at h?"
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The kestrel felt fierce pity for the young badger well up in him He hopped up
onto the strong, dark, furred shoulder and cried, "Kreeeee! Your name | don't
know. But | know you are a great warrior, slay five and injure many, like a
lightning bolt! There is none so quick or strong with a nace as you!"

The badger picked up his hornbeamlinb and hefted it. "So this is a nace, is
it? | never knew a nmace | ooked |like this!"

Skarl ath | ooked at the hul king young beast with his tree linb. * '"If you cal
it a nmace, methinks nobeast would argue the point. Warriors |like you can be

anything they want to be. You are unsure of your true name. | wll give you a
good nane. The mark of the sun is on your face, your speed is that of
[ightning, you have your own special weapon ... You are Sunflash the Mace!"

The badger | aughed happily and, standing at his full height, be spun the
form dabl e hornbeamin his paws and roared, "I have a name! It is a good nane!
I know who | aml Sunflash the Mace! Eeul al i aaaaaaa!"

Skarl ath took wing and circled high, calling wildly, "Kreeeeeeee! Sunflash the
Mace! Kreeeeeeeee!"

When the kestrel flew to earth again, Sunflash was away, already backtracking
swiftly through die forest. Skarlath wi nged between the trees after him
"Sunfl ash, where do you go?" he call ed.

The warrior blood was rising in the badger's eyes as he brushed past Skarl at h.
"Qut of my way," he growled. "I amgoing to settle accounts with the ferret!"”

"So, you go to your death!" said Skarlath, as he found his perch on the big

shoul der and clung doggedly. "I have told you, Swartt has too many vermn,
even for you. No matter, | have sworn to stay by your side. | go with you, and
we will both be slain!"

Sunfl ash halted. "But what else can | do?" he said, a bewildered | ook on his
young face. "Sixclaw is ny eneny!"
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Skarl ath was wi se for a young kestrel. He rapped his beak lightly against the
skul I of Sunflash, saying, "W can think! You are brave, but headstrong. Wy
risk your life against the odds when, if we take our time, we can be certain

vi ctors one day."

Sunfl ash sat down in the snow, |eaning his chin on the nmace as he gazed at his
conpanion. "Tell me how we will do this. | will listen and learn."

Thus began the education of Sunflash the Mace. Skarlath outlined his plan
whi ch was sinple and should be effective. ' "Why run after Swartt? He will be



com ng after us. The ferret will lose face in front of his vermn if he lets
you live. Let Sixclaw wear hinmself out chasing us, while we | eave this cold

l and and find warm country, where it is green and there is plenty of food.
There we can rest and grow strong.

"I will be your eyes and ears, flying high, watching for Swartt, listening for
i nformati on. When the tine is ripe, men we strike cleverly, ny friend, like
wasps we worry the ferret and his band. In and out, sting and di sappear, slay
one or two at a time, strike |like sunflash, vanish |like snoke. Then Swartt
will come to fear us; he will realize that you will not disappear—that one day
he will turn round and you will be there, waiting. This will trouble his mnd
haunt his sleep. That is my plan. What do you think?'

A broad smle spread across Sunflash's face. "It is a great plan, Skarlath.
will learn to think |like the kestrel. Lead on!"

That day the two friends began traveling south and west on a journey that
woul d | ast many seasons. Sunflash strode over hitl, valley, and plain, while
Skarl ath soared and circled overhead, scouting out the |and. Wnter passed
into spring as the two friends journeyed onward, grow ng up together, getting
wi ser, seeing, and learning as they went. Sunflash could not stand injustice,
and wherever he saw creatures being oppressed or enslaved, the big badger
renmenbering his own ensl avenent
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by Swartt, meted out terrible retribution to their tormentors.

H s nanme and fanme began spreadi ng. Songs and poens sprang up in the | ands he
and Skarlath travel ed through. Mdst were heroic, and sone, like this one, were
hunor ous:

I met with six weasels one warm sumrer night,

And | feared for ny life |I'd be beaten and sl ain,

But their faces were fearful, all ashen with fright,

They jibbered and whi nmpered |ike they were insane.

"O save us, preserve us, O hide us fromhim

The one with the mark of the sun on his face,

hi one paw he carries a great hornbeam|inb.

He's the Warrior Lord they call Sunflash the Mace!™

O a sudden the earth seenmed to trenble and shake,

And the verm nous weasel s passed out in a swoon,

As he cane like the wind, with a hawk in his wake,

There he stood strong and tall 'neath the noon.

"Il never forget what he told ne that night,



Whil e he | ooked at the weasels, stretched out where they
fell.

"You're a very brave beast to down six in one fight, For a small baby dornmouse
you' ve done very wel|!"

But as nore seasons passed and time went on, things did not quite turn out as
Skarl ath had said they would. Swartt Sixclaw had tracked them as predicted,
and Sunflash and his friend worried them striking at them many tines. Each
attack was successful, and the ferret lost quite a few of his vermn to the
lightning strikes of Sunflash. But Swartt was no fool. The realization of the
badger's guerrilla tactics cane honme to himone sunny norning in | ow hil
country to the north of Mossfl ower Wods. Two vermin whom he val ued highly,
Spur hakk the stoat and Bulfie, a ferret like hinself, both hardened and
skillful warriors, had vani shed overnight. Swartt sat
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hunched over a small fire, massaging his damaged paw. From shoul der to el bow
the Iinb was as strong as ever, but the six-clawed paw was rigid and unnovi ng.
It ached every norning, rem nding himof the winter night when the young
badger smashed it with a piece of hornbeam N ghtshade approached with three
ot hers who had been out searching for the nissing warriors. Swam qui ckly
pull ed a gauntlet onto his dead paw. It was a heavy affair, meshed brass mail,
with two weighty copper fasteners, and it nmade a very forn dabl e weapon. He

gl anced up at the vixen and snarled, "Well, didyer find 'enP"

Ni ght shade squatted down on the other side of the fire. "Aye, both sitting up
agai nst a sycanore in a copse over yonder, stone dead, each hol ding one of
these." She tossed over two | ong-stenmed water plants.

Swartt picked themup and inspected them "Bulrushes?" he said.

Ni ght shade was a heal er, and she knew every plant by name. "That's right,
bul rushes. They are also called reed nace, or just mace in sone parts of the
country."

Swartt Sixciaw flung themon the fire and watched them snol der. "Mace! It
doesn't take a genius to work out who did this."

The vi xen narrowed her eyes agai nst the snoke of the fire, saying, "You should
have caught him and slain himthe night he escaped.”

Swartt | eapt up. Drawing his sword, he scattered the fire and shouted, "Should
have! M ght have! Wuld have! That's in the past! Get those idlers up off
their tails, we travel east!"

The vi xen sprang aside to avoid the burning enbers. "East? But ny scouts
tell me Sunflash still travels south by west. \Wat is there in the east?"

"Bowf | eg! "

Ni ght shade rai sed her eyebrows questioningly. "Bowfleg the Warl ord?"



Swartt thrust the sword back through his belt, sneering, "Bowfleg the Wrlord,
hah! You mean Bowfl eg the O d, Bowfleg the Fat, Bowfleg the Qutton!"

Ni ght shade shrugged. "Still, he leads a great horde." Swartt chuckled evilly
as he marched off. "Not for long!"
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The far northwest fringes of Mbssfl ower Wods are broken by rocky outcrops,
gullies, and hills. One could wonder why creatures bothered |iving there when
t he woodl ands farther inward were so |ush and bounteous. But hone is hone, and
often creatures do not like to nove away fromthe famliar surroundi ngs of
their birthplaces. So it was with the hedgehog famly of Tiny Lingl and the
nmol e kin of Bruff Dubbo, who had shared the same dwelling cave for untold
generations. Tirry and his wife, Dearie, had four small hogs, scarce a season
and a half old. Not counting his old uncle Blunn and aunt Umrer, Bruff had his
wife, Lully, and two little nmole maid daughters, Nilly and Podd, to provide
for.

However, the dwelling cave of both famlies was not a happy place. It was a
hungry and dangerous tinme for them for outside in the gray drizzling

aft ernoon another famly waited, a famly of five foxes. The old vixen with a
hul ki ng son covered the back exit, while the father, an equally old
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dogf ox, sat outside the front entrance with a fully grown son and daughter who
towered over him They had been there nearly half a season, laying siege to
the dwelling. It was quite easy to relieve one another for the purposes of
eating and sleeping, and still keep up a presence, taunting and reasoni ng by
turns, know ng they had the hedgehogs and noles prisoners in their own hone
until hunger forced them out.

"Don't be foolish, cone out, there's food here, friends," the vixen wheedl ed.
Tirry Lingl shouted back at them * 'Garn, shift yoreselves, vermin, you ain't
wel cone 'ere!"

The hul ki ng fox son sniggered as he called into the back exit, "Heehee,
there' |l be sonething tasty here when you cone out. Heeheehee. You!"

The vi xen ni pped himsharply on his ear. "Shuttup, acorn brain, do you want to
scare 'emto death?

The old father fox cajoled at the front entrance. "Come on, be reasonable, we
just want to talk. You don't think we'd hurt yer |iddle ones, do yer?"

Inside the dwelling, Bruff Dubbo helped Tirry to shore up die barricade they
had made fromfurniture and the bit of earth they could scrabble fromthe
cave's rocky interior.

Bruff shook his dark furry head sadly as he spoke in quaint nmole dialect to
his companion. "Hurr oi wish't oi 'ad nmoi ole bow n'arrers, they vurmnts'd
soon shift they' nmsel ves, hurr aye!"

Tiny Lingl peered through a gap between an arncthair and a table at the foxes
sitting outside. "They've got time on their rotten ole side, Bruff, we ain't.



Liddle "uns drank the last o' die water this nmornin' an
stale" rye crust stannin' atwi xt us an' starvation."

there's nought but a

Uncl e Blunn's quavery voi ce piped up behind them "You'mrarscalls! O'ma
cunmen ow thurr to beat ee with nmoi gurt stick, ho urr, so oi am"
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Bruff turned the old fellow round, patting his back. "You' ma fierce ole
h' am nal, Nuncle Blunn, but et be toine furr ee noontide nap. Hurr thurr, go'n
| ay ee daown."

Back in the cave, the little hedgehogs began weeping for food and a drink, and
the two wives, Lully and Dearie, shushed them soothingly. The small group
sl unped dej ected, knowi ng what their inevitable fate woul d be.

Sunfl ash the Mace sat ami d the pines and shrubs on a nei ghbouring hill side,
invisible to the foxes as he watched the scene below. Rain dripped fromthe
edges of an old green cloak draped over his head. The warrior |ooked up now
and then, searching the skies for the famliar figure of Skarlath to break

t hrough the drab curtain of drizzle, and then rested his chin on his mace
handl e. Over the seasons he had shaped it into a weapon that would | ast

t hroughout his life. The handl e had a tight binding of whipcord, which forned
a loop to go over his paw, and the rest of the club had been fire-hardened,
oi l ed, and polished. Several arrowheads and spear tips were half buried in the
wi de, rounded head of the mace. Only Sunflash had the skill and strength to
wi el d such a form dabl e weapon.

Skarl ath had seen the foxes, too. He landed out of their sight and crept
silently up until he was at Sunflash's side.

"Friend Skarl ath, what news of Swartt Sixclaw?" said the badger, keeping his
eyes on the foxes bel ow

The kestrel edged under Sunflash's cloak, out of the rain. ' 'Cone east three
sunri ses back, mayhap we were thinning his ranks too fine for himto follow us
safely.”

Sunfl ash never once noved his eyes fromthe foxes. "I think you' re right, but
he'll be after us again soneday, a little older, angrier, and with a |lot nore
hel p. H's ruined sixclaw won't let himforget us. Maybe we'll wait here for
him"

The kestrel's keen eyes began watching the foxes closely. "They | ook |ike
they're all one brood. Wat are they up to?"
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Sunfl ash pointed a huge paw at the cave entrance. "I think they' ve got sone
likely victinms bottled up in there. | was waiting on your return. The foxes
are just bullies; I would not feel justified in slaying them but they nust be

taught a lesson. If they see me, they'll be frightened off. Wuld you go down
and speak to those foxes for ne, ny friend?"

The young vi xen and her brothers were running out of patience, and they began
hurling stones through the cave entrance and shouting, "Get out here, you



stupid beasts!"
“I'"ll count to ten and then we're coming in after you.... Onel™

Skarlath fluttered to earth between the cave and the foxes. "Kreeeeee! You
must go from here!l™

The old fox did not appear at all disturbed. "Who are you, bird, what d'yer
want ?" he said indignhantly.

The kestrel treated himwith lofty disdain. "Wio | ammatters not. | was sent
here to tell you to go quickly and stop persecuting whoever lives in yonder
cave."

The hul ki ng son and his vixen nother canme dashing round fromthe rear
entrance, and the former picked up a stone and nade to hurl it at the kestrel
Skarl ath spread his wings wde. '
nightfall!"

"Throw the stone and you will not see
"The bird's bluffing," the vixen snarled nastily. "There's Only hinm Cone on
rush him"

Before diey could nove, the mace cane hissing through the air and thudded
upright in die wet ground. A voice like thunder froze the foxes in their
tracks.

"Be still or die! Eeulaliaaaaa!"

They wat ched astounded as a huge badger came boundi ng down the hill side.
Taking a rock ledge in his stride, he gave ft mghty | eap and | anded anong
themw th a roar.

"l am Sunfl ash the Mace!"
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The verm n had heard the name; they crouched against the earth, trenbling.

Sunfl ash nodded to Skarlath. "See who lives in the cave. Tell themthey are
safe. ™

Peering through the barricade of furniture, BrufTs wife, Lully, called out,
"Yurr, 'tis an 'awkburd!"

A d Uncle Blunn roused hinself fromhis noontide nap. "Did ee say an 'awkburd?
Wait'11 oi gets nmoi gurt stick, oi'H give mbillyoh!"

Tirry clanbered to the top of the barricade, crying, "Lack a day, first foxes,

then 'awks, wotever next? Well, ny friend, d you want to eat us too?"
Skarl ath kept his voice gentle and tried a smle. "No, | don't want to eat
you, | amyour friend. Do you know of one called Sunflash the Mace?"

Tirry's wife, Dearie, poked her spiky head through a gap in the barricade.
"Sunfl ash the Mace, d'you say? |'ve 'eard of that one—a great warrior, they
say. |Is he outside? 1'd be 'o-nored t' make his acquai ntance!"



It took a great deal of fussing and persuading to get old Uncle Blunn and
Auntie Untmer out, but the little ones had no fear at all of the majestic
badger warrior. Tiny and Bniff were conpletely awestruck. The foxes lay face
down in the dirt, Skarlath keeping a fierce eye upon them Wen Uncle Bl unn
was eventual |y coaxed out, he brought his "gurt stick"” and began | ayi ng about
at the foxes. Bruff took the stick fromthe old fellow, saying, "Yurr, Nuncle,
doan't ee beat yon vur-min 'round, ee gurt zurr Sunflash noi ght want t'do that
hi ssel f, hurr!"

The badger warrior listened carefully as Tirry, acting the part of spokesbeast
for both fam lies, explained howthe foxes had besi eged and starved t hem

Sunfl ash listened, stifling a smle as he felt the two tiny nolemaids |icking
rai nwater fromhis paw. Then, grasping his club, he wi nked at Skarlath and
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said, "Stand those vermin upright, friend! Let nme | ook at their scurvy faces
while | decide what to do with them"

The nud-faced foxes wept and shivered as they faced the scowling warrior

"So these are the tornentors of babes and old ones, these are the terrorizers
of the defenseless. Wll, what have you to say for yourselves?"

The father fox was about to speak, when Skarlath's wing buffeted himinto
silence. The kestrel knew the part he had to play. Scow ing nurderously, he
strutted up and down, saying, "Lord Sunflash, these scumare not fit to speak
They are villains and foebeasts; | say we kill them"

"\Whoooaaa, no, please, Lord, spare us, we neant themno harm " The entire fox
fam ly flopped down and grovel ed on the wet earth, wailing piteously.

Skarl ath wi nked at Sunflash, and the badger twirled his mace thoughtfully.
"Hm if we slay themhere it mght upset these little ones, then there's al
t hat di gging hol es and burying carcasses...." Sunflash winked at Tirry, who
had caught on to the idea. "What do you think, sir? It was your famly that
suffered. "

Tirry Lingl paced pensively across the backs of the foxes' necks, driving them
face down into the earth as he rum nated. "You 'ave a point there, sir, but if
you 'adn't cone al ong, these blaggards woul d've slain us. P raps you' d best

t ake them sonewhere out of sight and finish themoff, they surely deserve no
better. But | leave it up to you, Lord Sunflash.”

The foxes' blubbering rose in a crescendo, and Sunflash had to shout aloud to
be heard. "I think I'll do it right here and now if this noise continues!"

The fox famly were suddenly struck dunb, pressing their quaking bodies

agai nst the earth. Bruff Dubbo's old Auntie Unrner shook a paw at them "Burr,
you' mvillyuns, see 'ow
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you' m | oi kes a ladle of ee own nedicine, hurr hurr, surve ee roight!"

Sunfl ash produced a good-sized lilac | eaf and, naking a slight split init, he
folded the leaf in twd. Then he locked it between both paws, put it to his
lips, and bl ew.

Phweeeeeeeerrrrrr\
He passed the leaf to Tirry Lingl, saying, "Can you make a noise |like that?"

The hedgehog did, meking an even | ouder noise than Sun-flash. "Makin' |eaf
whi stles an' blowio' on 'em dial was one of ny favorite pastines as a young
un. Wiy d'you ask?"

Sunfl ash turned to the foxes, his voice stern. "All of diese good creatures
are going to learn that noise, and then they will always carry a leaf with
them night and day. The kestrel can hear it alnpbst a day's flight away, and
if he does not, then other birds will hear it and tell him Now |listen
careful ly, foxes, because your lives depend on it. You nust |eave here and
travel north. Never, | say never, must you return. Should you ignore nmy words
and come back to these woods, the creatures you threaten will signal, and |
Sunfl ash, swear a solem oath upon ny mace that | will seek you out and
destroy you. Understood?"

Thor oughly cowed, the foxes bobbed their heads up and down, noddi ng furiously,
too scared even to speak. Then Sun-flash began spinning the deadly hornbeam
mace frompaw to paw, his voice rising menacingly to a full-throated roar

"I have given you your unworthy lives, but if you are still standing here by
the tine i have finished speaking, | amcertain | will regret ny decision. So
I want to see how fast you can run, due north. Now "

Wet earth, pebbles, and grass flew as die five former bullies scrabbled into a
headl ong take-off. In a very short tine ne sound of their speeding paws was
gone. Silence reigned out-

si de the Dubbo-Lingl cave, and then suddenly all present broke out into hearty
| aught er.

"Hohoho! They went |ike scal ded frogs!"

"Hurr hurr! Curtly afeared an' nuddy nosed, burr aye!"

There foll owed a round of introductions, congratul ations, and thanks from both
fam lies. The four baby hogs and the two little nol emai ds had never seen
anything as big and furry as Sunflash. They clanbered all over him sniling
into his face and stroking the broad gol den stripe on his nuzzle.

"Ee'mbe a mounting wid furr on!"

"Big wunnerful aminal!"

The badger stood stock still, fearing to nove | est he upset the tiny creatures
or trod on them Hi s huge face was weathed in a pleased grin; he had never
encount ered beasts so snall and affectionate. Tirry's wife, Dearie, and her
friend Lully the nolew fe fussed about, throwing their aprons over rneir faces

i n embarrassnment as they chided the babes.

"Do come away now, |eave the gennel beast alone. Lack a day, sir, wot nust you



think o us all?"

"Hurr aye, you an' ee 'awkburd be welcone to rest awhoil in our dwellin' cave.
Us'n's be back at eventoide with vittles aplenty, then us'11l all make ee well
fed, bo urr aye!"

Both famlies fled into the surroundi ng woodl and to forage for food, |eaving
Sunfl ash and Skarlath the hospitality of their cave. The two friends shifted
the barricade and took their ease on thick woven rush mats. Surrounded by the
peace and quiet of the homely atnosphere, they were soon deep in slunber.

In his dreans, Sunflash could hear waves | appi ng agai nst the shore; he saw
pal e sand, sea, and the nountain. A great feeling of |onging swept over him
and he wanted so badly to be there, yet it seenmed di stant and intangi bl e.
Sonmewhere a deep voice, that of a grown mal e badger, was chanting:

"Find me one day 'neath the sun, Guarding the |land and the seas.
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Streans to the rivers must run

Telling their tales to the breeze.

You are Lord, by the bl ood of your sires,

Fromdawn 'til the daylight dies,

As the sun burns the sea with its fires,

And stars pin night's cloak to the skies.

Fi nd me whenever you wll,

Seek me wherever you nay.

Al of your dreanms fulfill,

"Ere tine like the mist rolls away...."

Real ity seeped back slowy: a warmglowing fire, tantalizing odors, and the
nol e and hogbabes stroking his headstripe and tickling Skarlath's wi ng

f eat hers.

"Wake ee upp, zurrs!”

"Vittles be yurr aplenty.”

"Mum says you two'n's will take sone feedin'!"

Ti ny shooed the babes off. "Conme away, you liddle rogues, let the pore
creatures up now. "

Around the fire in the cave's center various concoctions were cooling on flat
rock slabs. Bruff Dubbo presented themw th beakers, which he filled froma
pottery jug. "Yurr, friends, 'tis on'y dandelion-an'-burdock cordial, but et
be no-ice an' cool t'drink, ho aye!"

It was dark, sweet, and delicious, and the two friends slaked their thirst.
Deari e Lingl pushed two of her brood forward, saying, "Standee up straight,



"oglets, an' say your piece. C npbn now, stop suckin' those quills or they'l
never 'arden. Speak out!"

Both the small hedgehogs shuffled about, tugging their headspi kes respectful ly
as they recited:

"Thankee sir 'awk an' sir badger..."

"For savin* all in this cave..."

"From the naughty foxes ..
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"Aye, naughty, naughty foxes!"
"Bad verniny foxes!"

"Rotten uckypaw stinky ol e foxes!"

Deari e wagged a paw at her little ones. "Tut tut! That's quite enough

t hankee! " She turned to the two friends, who were hiding smles by burying
their faces in the beakers, and said, "Wt ny liddl e ones was say in* is that
our families would like to thank you for rescuin' us fromthe vermn. You nust
stay 'ere as long as you wi sh, our cave is yours. Cone now, friends, enough
talkin', 'elp yourselves to food."

Sunfl ash and Skarl ath had never tasted such good cooking. There was young

oni on and | eek soup, hot brown bread spread with a paste made from beechnuts,
a woodl and sal ad, and a huge appl e-and- greengage crunble. The crunble was a
great favorite with the little ones, who spread it thick with honey.

A d Uncl e Bhm si pped pi pi ng hot soup froma wooden bow gratefully. "G wrr
feared oi'd waste away to an ole shadow. Gurr! Vittles do taste gudd arter al
that 'unger!"

Sunfl ash had an enornous appetite, but the good wi ves of Tiny and Bruff would
not hear of himstinting hinself.

"Allus plenty nore, zurr, thurr be an 'ole woodl and full o' vittles for us'n's

t' choose from now ee' ve set uz free!"
And so Sunflash the Mace did full justice to the spread.

It was late into the night when he and the kestrel spraw ed by the fire, warm
rested, and, for the first tine in many a season, unable to eat another

mout hful . The old nole. Auntie Unmer, hunted out a curious-Ilooking instrument,
a stout pole with bells, two strings, and a pawdrum attached to its base. She
pl ucked the strings, jangled the bells, and tapped the drumw th a foot paw
The babes, who were far too excited to sleep, began jigging and hoppi ng around
the fire, clapping their paws.
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"Whurrhoo! Play ee gurdel stick! Wurrhoo!"

A d Uncl e Blunn began tapping his paws and chanti ng:



"WIlly Nilly Nilly, Pod Pod Pod! Al you' m'oglets stanp ee ground, Mdi ole
paws b'ain't young | oi ke yores. Show us 'ow ee dante around!"

The gurdel stick rmusic speeded up, and the little ones whirled and | eaped,
jigged and tunbled until they collapsed in a giggling heap, yelling for
dandel i on- and- burdock cordial. Tirry invited the friends to sing, but his
guests declined, Skar-lath being too shy and Sunfl ash expl ai ni ng that he had
never | earned a song, being in captivity nmost of his young life.

The honely hedgehog patted Sunflash's nassive paw. "By nme spikes, that is a
shane! No matter, my Dearie 'as a voice like a lark at norn in a neadow,
she'I'l cheer you upl"

Dearie Lingl had a jolly, clear voice, and she sang happily:

"I once 'ad a cattypillar come t'live with ne,

W was both the best of friends as ever there c'd be.

He' d wiggle "round upon the ground, he'd snile an'

shake ny paw. An' every time that 1 went out, stop in an* guard ny

door. But men one tine when | returned | cried out "Lack a

day!"

My little cattypiilar, he had left an' gone away. An' there upon ny
mant el pi ece a butterfly | saw, Far too proud to speak to me, he flew right out
the door. Colored bright in warm sunlight, that creature w nged

away, |'ve never found ny cattypillar to this very day.
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Whi ch nmakes ne say unto nyself, now | amold and

wise, | do like cattypillars, but | can't stand butterflies!"

Laughter and appl ause greeted Dearie's song. The two famlies were used to
entertaining thensel ves, and there followed a whol e repertoire of songs,
poens, and dances. Then, as the fire was allowed to fall into enbers, they
took their rest in the warm di mcave

Sunfl ash had never been so happy and contented in his life. He humed al ong as
one of the small hedgehogs sang herself to sleep drowsily with a curious
little chant:

"Armnot alas sand, 'way south in the west, So star land a mat, there's where
| love best, Sand not as alarm |one seabirds do wing, And alas nost ran
l[ist' to me whilst | sing."

Each time the babe reached the end of this strange ditty, she went back to the
begi nning and sang it again, her voice growi ng drowsier and drowsier until it
was silenced by sleep. Sonething about the junbled, neaningless words and the
sad tune kept going round in Sunflash's mnd. Finally he shook Tiny gently,

and said, "lI'msorry to disturb you, sir. Are you awake?"

"Hm mm just about, friend, d you need ought?" "That song your little
daughter was singing, what is it?" "Ch, you nmean the one with all the funny



m xed-up words and the nice tune. It's an old thing that my Dearie |earned
fromher nother, she prob'ly learned it from her nother, and so on, way back
Al'l our hoglets know it, pretty tune, silly verse."
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Sunfl ash gazed into the gl owi ng enbers through hal f-cl osed eyes, and said, "I
don't know why, but I'd like to learn it."

Tinry smiled as he settled into a confortable ball. "I'Il tell the babes
tomorrow, they'll be only too happy to oblige ye, sir."

The seasons turned through spring and sumer to a nmellow autum. In the

hi ghl ands of the far east, Bowfleg's druns beat Qut their nessage of warning,
while Swaitt and his ragged band of vermin traversed over tor and scrubl and.
The poundi ng drums sent word to three rat runners from Bowfl eg's canp, who
took off at a swift [ope, heading for a long cliff range that puckered the
land Iike an old scar.

At the foot of the cliffs, bunched close like dirty thunderclouds, lay the
tents of Bowfleg the Warlord. The runners halted beneath the purple pavilion
awni ng of the sprawling tent at the hub of it all and prostrated thenselves in
front of the circular dais. Bowfleg lolled on his throne, peering at the
messengers through the puffy eyelids of his swollen features. The old ferret
grunted as he | eaned his gargantuan bul k forward and asked, "H wodd do de
dromrs say?"

At the sound of the Warlord's strange accent, the senior rat |ooked up and
made his report. "M ghty One, the drumns tel
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of Swartt Sixclaw com ng hither with a band nunbering not nore than twoscore."

Bowf |l eg di smissed themwi th a snort. "Chah! Dadd one, de runaway, met'ink
be I ong dead!"

e

A stoat Captain standing nearby | eaned close to Bowfl eg. "Sixclaw was al ways
spoken of as a w | dbeast, a strong fighter, even when he was very young. |
woul d watch that one, Lord."

Bowf | eg grabbed a roasted thrush froma side table and wenched off a

mout hful . "H Swartt, 'e can join nmy 'order-anks, de gudd fighter iss always of
use. If nodd, | crosh 'im like dis!" The Warlord flattened the thrush carcass
against his throne with a single blow of his clenched paw. "Bring *im"'ere
when 'e arrivel"

The stoat Captain, whose nane was Greenclaw, saluted smartly and nmarched off.

At mid-noon Swartt Sixclaw entered the canp of Bowfl eg bearing gifts—a carved



spear, two belts studded with bright stones, a flagon of fine wine, and a
drinking cup of silver. Swarttl s small band were di sarned and kept outside
under guard by a detachnment of swordbeasts, each of whom wore a crinson tabard
bearing Bowfleg's insignia, a single white fang in a green circle. Geenclaw
escorted Swartt into Bowfleg's presence. The ferret knelt respectfully, noting
t he gi ant weasel who stood behind the Warlord' s throne.

The gifts were placed before Bowfl eg, who turned them over with the point of
his scepter. "Leave us now," he ordered Greenclaw. Wth a snort of contenpt he
| ooked at the young ferret kneeling before him "Wen you young an' cheeky,
you t'ink you better'n Bowfleg, |liddl e runaway, gonna bring back nboch

pl under. Nobeast cudd tell Swartt any t'ink den. Ho no, 'e knew everyt'ink
Chah! Nodd nooch for one who he's away so | ong, eh?"

Swartt could be a charmer when required. Snmiling disarmingly, he | ooked up at
the Warl ord and shrugged. "I can go nany places an' see many things, but to
| earn real wi sdom an* courage | return to the naster."

Bowf |l eg' s vast bul k shook as he | aughed. "Kyahaha! Dadd's gudd, you still know
who he's naster!”

Swartt stretched forward and ki ssed Bowfl eg's footpaw. "How could I forget,
Lord—you taught ne all | know. | was young and foolish when | ran away from
here. I amw ser DOW"

\ The Warl ord beckoned Swartt to stand upright. "HTmglad to see you godd nore

sense, budd don't t'ink you be wi ser dan ne. Anybeast feel |ike dadd soon he's
dead!"
Si xcl aw turned aside so the other could not see his eyes. "I nust renmenber

that, Lord—too much wi sdom can be the death of a creature, very good!"

The old Warlord waved his scepter at the gigantic creature standing behind his
t hrone, saying, "You see dis wizzel? 'E be Wirgg de Spi necracker. Di's one
guard me night'n'day, 'e slaved many nmanybeasts. You watch!"

At a nod fromhis master, the giant weasel stooped and lifted the throne with
Bowfl eg sitting on it. Showi ng no sign of strain or effort, he held it chest
high then lowered it slowly at Bowfieg' s signal

- "Hwodd you t'ink o' dadd, eh?" the fat old ferret Weezed.

Swartt was inpressed. Cleverly he et his nouth fall open w de, shaking his
head as if in disbelief. "Never did | see a ;fjeast of that size or power!

Lord, you have both w sdom and Strength on your side, nobeast would dare to
oppose you."

Bowf | eg cocked his head on one side, staring at Swartt pen-$ively. "Den why do
you comm 'ere?" ,$HSwartt Sixclaw sat on the top step of the dais. "Only to
you, Lord, and to tell you of the rich lands that lie to
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the south and west. Maybe one day | can travel there with you, as a Captain in



your horde."

Bowf | eg ni bbed a fat paw across his stomach and began to | augh
"Kyahahakyukyuk! | don't travel nowheres, dis iss ny land. H wodd | wanna
travel for, godd everyt'ink right "ere. | Iike you, Swam you young, full of
de big ideas. 'Ere you come oud of nowheres, raggedytaggle! H an' wodd you
bring me, eh? Spear? | godd many spears. Belts? Nodd bi gg enough. Cup an'

wi ne? Who ni dd den®"

"The spear is a synbol of your power, Lord," said Swartt, indicating the gifts
one by one. ' 'The belts are a sign of ny support, but the wine is special

fit only for great ones." He uncorked the wine flagon and sniffed it
delicately.' "The ol dest wi ne of the southlands, dark and sweet with the juice
of elderberry and plum specially for you."

He offered the bottle to Bowfl eg. The Warlord sniffed it and smled craftily.
"Hyou t'ink | be stupid. '"Ere, | want to see you drink."

Swartt took the flagon, pausing as he held it to his lips. "You see. Lord,
learn fromyou all the tinme. If this wine were poison then | would be a
deadbeast...." Tipping the flagon, he drank deep. "But | would be the stupid
one if | offered you poisoned wine. It is good wine, the best, that's why I
brought it to you."

Bowf | eg wat ched Swartt a nmonent, on the | ookout for ill effects, then said,
"Gve me somm | tell youif it iss gudd w nel"

Swartt offered the bottle, then, as if renmenbering his manners, he pulled back
and filled the big silver drinking cup, which he passed to Bowfl eg.

The Warlord snmiled over the rimof the cup at him "I still be's watchin' you.
'Ow you feel, eh?"

"Never better, sire.” Swartt chuckled. "But if you still doubt ne, then try
the wi ne on your giant there."

The Warlord patted the massive weasel's paw. "Ah yiss, ny h'fait'ful Wirgg,
comm drink. "

The weasel lifted the chalice |like an eggcup between two of his thick claws.
He emptied it with a | oud sucking noi se and gave the cup back to his Lord with
a smile and a single word: "Good!"

Bowfl eg put on a face of nock indignation as he | ooked up at Wirgg. "Hoi!
say h'wodd's gudd, give me somma dis w nel"

Swartt filled the cup three times before the greedy Warlord was sati sfied.
Bowf | eg | ounged back on the throne, confident that the new arrival posed no
threat to his | eadership. "Zo, h'you back now, Sixclaw, gudd, gudd! You go
now, find you'-self a tent, inna nornen we spikk nore togedder."

Swartt knew he had been di smissed. He made an el egant | eg and bowed before he
left the tent, saying, "Sleep well, Lord Bowfleg!"

Dawn arrived weathed in soft white mst, promising a nmild sunny day. The
drunms beat out again over the scrub-scarred highlands, but this tine the rat
runners did not raise the alarm for only one creature approached the canp. It
was the vixen Ni ghtshade, whom Swartt had purposefully instructed to foll ow
him |eaving one day's gap between their arrivals.



The rat runners kept their distance fromthe fox, considering her sone kind of
wild nystic. N ghtshade did nothing to di sabuse them of the idea, indeed, she
had dressed to look the part. Atatty feather-tri med cloak sw rled about her
pai nted and nud- daubed body, and she carried a long staff decorated with
bones, hanks of hair and shells. It clanked and clattered as she shook it at
the runners, chanting in a reedy quaver

"Qurgling, rattling, final breath, Brings ne from Dark Forest gate,
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I, the nmessenger of death.

Ki ng of Darkness, Lord of Fate!"

Fires fromthe previous night's enbers were being blown into life by a few
early risers as the runners escorted the vixen into Lord Bowfl eg's hordecanp.
Spying the main tent with its prom nent pavilion, she made her way straight to
it. Two stoat sentries guarding the closed tent flap noved nervously aside as
t he odd-1ooking fox grimaced and shook her staff at them N ghtshade stood in
front of the entrance and how ed a long eerie call

"Hawooooooo00! | amthe Seer! Ayaaaaaaaaai! Death has been here!"

The runners and sentries were obviously frightened of the ragged vixen, who
was now perfornming a crazy shuffling dance in front of the nmain tent. They
huddl ed together, muttering.

"I wonder why Lord Bowfleg hasn't heard her?"

"Aye, it's strange that he hasn't sent Wirgg out to snap 'er scrawny neck an'
stop 'er caterwaulin' like that."

"Well, I"'mnot goin" to try an' nove 'er!"

"But we can't just stand 'ere, what's t'be done?"

"I say we go an' rouse the Captains, let themsort it out."

"Aye, good idea, mate, come on!"

As word of the vixen's arrival swept through the canp, the hordebeasts
deserted tents and cooking fires en nasse to follow the group of officers
heading to the main tent. Two stoat Captains, G eenclaw and Aggal, together
with a rat naned Scraw, who was a senior Counselor, heard all the sentries and
nmers had to say. They watched the vixen dancing and chanting in front of the
cl osed pavilion entrance.

"Mghtier than the Warlord, Who nust come to his call
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I am but a nessenger, Death rules over all!"

Greencl aw was made of stern stuff. He drew his sword and, rapping out orders,
pushed the vixen to one side. "Seize this one and hold "er; 1'Il get t'the
bottom o' this!" Geenclaw ripped the flaps aside and strode boldly into the
tent. The other officers followed himin a bunch

Lord Bowfl eg sat slunped in his chair; the giant Wirgg was seated on the top
dai s step, his back against the throne |l egs. Both creatures |ooked as if they
were nerely sleeping, but the rat Scraw could see differently. He put his face
close to Bowfleg's, at the same tine touching his footpaw to Wirgg's linp
form

A short inspection was sufficient for Scraw. He turned to the assenbly,
shaki ng his head. "Dead, both dead! Not a mark on either of 'em Who could
have done this?"

Greencl aw voi ced his opinions so that all could hear. "I left Lord Bowfl eg and
Wirgg alive and well with Swartt yesterday—tet's ask him"

The six-clawed ferret was dragged into the tent by four armed guards. He
struggl ed free, shouting, "Getcher claws off nme or I'Il flay yeh alivel™

Greencl aw had appointed hinself official interrogator. "Answer ne, Swartt.
What took place here yesterday when you were alone with Lord Bowfl eg and
Wir gg?"

"I gave Lord Bowfleg gifts," Swartt sneered at the officious Captain, "and he
said he'd accept ne into his ranks as a Captain, nothing else."

Scraw picked up the gifts of spear, belts, and wi ne. He shook the flagon; w ne
swi shed inside. "Was this wine one of the gifts you brought? Did the Lord
drink any?"

Swartt chuckl ed knowi ngly. "He certainly did!"

"Did you drink the wi ne al so?"

"No, it'd be churlish t'bring wine as a gift and then drink it."

"Did Wirgg?"

"No, Lord Bowfleg said that the wine was too good for a clod like him only
Bowfl eg drank that wine," Swartt |ied.

Scraw was nodding and smiling grimy as he thrust the flagon toward the
ferret. "I think this wine is poisoned. Prove that it's not—take a sip."

Swartt grabbed the flagon and drank it enpty. "Anything el se y'want ne t'do,
rat?" he sneered.

Anger was rising in Greenclaw. He snatched the flagon from Swartt and hurl ed
it away, growing, "You' re too smart for your own good, ferret. Wiy did you
cone here in the first place, tell nme?"

Swartt spoke | oud, so that the hordebeasts crowded outside the tent could hear
him "1 had no need to cone here, | was doing well with ny own band. Then one
night 1| had a dream Lord Bowfl eg appeared to me and inplored me to conme to
his side with all speed—he said that he needed ny help."



Greenclaw curled his lip derisively. "Alikely story. Bring in the fox!"

Ni ght shade was prodded in at spearpoint by several soldiers, who did not want
to get too close to her. G eenclaw asked Swartt, ' 'Have you ever net this
vi xen before?'’

"Never in the light o' day, though | often see her in dreans.”
"This is all nonsense!" snapped G eenclaw as he paced the dais steps angrily.

The vi xen shook her staff warningly at him "Do not nock

what you cannot understand. None has seen me in this canp

before, yet | knew of Lord Bowfleg's death |ong before | cane
here. 1 amthe nmessenger of Death and Fate. | see visions in

':? the stars, the wind, and the eyes of many!"
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Greencl aw had heard enough. Drawi ng his sword, he cane at the vixen. "Did your
visions tell that you' d end up dead today?"

Scraw stepped in the way, knocking the sword aside. "Put up your weapon,
stoat. The fox is a seer. It is bad luck to slay one with gifts like hers.™

"A seer, huh!" sneered G eenclaw as he sheathed his sword with bad grace.
"Well, tell us what you see, vixen!"

Ni ght shade shook her staff until the shells and bones attached to it clattered
om nously. She shut her eyes and wail ed:

"Seasons of glory will come to the horde, Nobeast will |ack plunder while
Si xclaw is Lord!"

Greencl aw was furious. He turned on Swartt, but the ferret was ready, and
before the stoat Captain could unsheathe his sword, Swartt grabbed the carved
spear from Aggal and sl ew G eencl aw.

Ni ght shade was still chanting and wailing:

"Al'l beasts who challenge the Sixclaw will die, Dark Forest gates will reflect
in their eyel™

Swiftly she noved anong the Captains, staring wildly into their eyes. To a
beast they believed the seer's words, and all |ooked the other way, avoiding
Ni ght shade's mad stare.

Then Swartt Sixclaw strode dramatically forward and, holding the vixen's face
bet ween both paws, he stared steadily into her eyes, saying, "You shall be ny
eyes and see all for me; nobeast will be able to hide secret thoughts agai nst
ne!"



Thus it was that the ferret Swartt Sixclaw became Warlord of the great horde,
with only a fewgifts: two belts, a spear, a

good flagon of wi ne, and one other thing—a silver drinking cup whose rim and
i nsi de had been smeared with deadly poison

Wth that and a cl ever vixen he had won the day.

The entire horde gathered around a small hillock to hear their new Warlord
announce his plans. Swartt had repainted the green and purple stripes upon his
face and coated his fangs with fresh red dye. Drawi ng his curved sword from
the wi de snakeskin belt, he whirled in a circle, and a magni ficent bright blue
vel vet cl oak, which he had plundered from Bowfl eg's bel ongi ngs, swirled around
his muscul ar body. He pointed the sword at the main tent, which stil

cont ai ned the bodi es of Bowfleg and Wirgg, and cried al oud, "Burn!"

From high on the cliffs a score of weasel archers fired flam ng arrows down
into the brushwood-laden tent. In nonments the whol e thing was abl aze. The
firelight danced in Swartt's eyes as he held up his six-clawed paw for all to
see.

"This is what you follow fromnow on: sixclaw No nore |ying about in these
hills and scrubl ands, no nore idling under a fatbeast who was too lazy to
nove! Take down your tents and pack themfor travel: today we nmove west and
south to the lands of plenty. Food, plunder, captives! Al of these you will
have if you follow me into the sunwarned | ands. Aye, ne, Swartt Sixclaw the
Warlord!"

The earth trenbled as the massive horde stanped their foot-paws and hamered
down their spearbutts. A mighty roar rose up like thunder as it echoed from
the cliffs.

4 'Si xcl aaaaaaaw '’

Tents were flattened and roll ed, druns beat omi nously, and banners with the
new Si xcl aw synmbol unfurled on the autumm breeze.

;.'-; The ferret bared his reddened teeth at the vixen by his side. y:**Now
let's see if Sunflash the Mace can pick this lot off one by one.
Hahahahahaaaaa! "

The year turned, and bright spring becane bounteous sumer. Sunflash the Mce
strai ghtened up fromhis labors, arching his mghty back. The two little
nol emai ds, Nilly and Podd, inmitated his novements inpishly.

"That's enough potatoes for one day, good work!" he said,

wi nki ng at them

thurr be lots o' taters left furr another toinme.
'00j an' gurtly tasty-

"Hurr, an
in ee ground t'get

"Ho aye, |eave' m

ful."

The bi g badger | ooked around at the neat rows he had created | ast autum,
cl earing bush and noving rock until a sizeable food garden bl ooned in the
forest amid the hills and woodl and. Bordered by several fruit trees, plum
appl e, and pear, already growi ng there, plus a couple of horse chestnuts

farther back, the crops cut straight furrows. Leek, onion, potato, turninp,



peas, and cabbage all thrived, with mushroons to be found every few days in
the dark shelter of a rocky slab to
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one side of the chestnuts. There would be berries later, red currant,

bl ackberry, raspberry, and strawberry. Sunflash had worked hard al ongside his
friends, and they had taught himabout growing things. He liked cultivating
the land, finding he had a natural flair as a farnmer.

Sweepi ng the tiny nol emai ds up with both paws, Sunflash deposited them on top
of the basket of vegetables they had gathered. Wth a single swing he lifted
t he basket onto one shoul der and strode off toward the dwelling cave of the
Li ngl and Dubbo clan. Sunflash'$ deep voice bl ended harnoniously with the two
nol es' as all three sang the riddl e song:

"Armnot alas sand, 'way south in the west, So star land a mat, there's where
| love best, Sand not as alarm |one seabirds do wing, And alas nost ran

l[ist' to me whilst | sing."

Skarl ath was sunning hinself in the rocks above the cave, watching Dearie

Li ngl, Aunt Umrer, and Bruff's wife, Lully, preparing lunch on the grass. Ad
Uncl e Bl unn came coughi ng out of the cave in a cloud of dust, followed by the
four small hoglets with Tirry and Bruff. They sat on the grass, dusting their
coats down.

Tiny sneezed and blinked, saying, "Bright ole day out 'ere, ain't it!"

Sunfl ash marched up, nodding to one and all. Carefully he Iifted the basket
down, with the two nol enaids sitting atop. "Some nice button nmushroons in here
for you, Dearie," he said. "How s the store chanber com ng al ong, Bruff?"

The nmol e pawed dust from his eyes as he answered, "Near dunn, zurr, we'mjus
abow finished. Lined et wi' those rock slabs you' mfound |arst wintur, |ukfcs
'andsone, bo urr!"

Lully used her apron to protect her paws as she gingerly renpoved a |l arge flat
pie fromthe rock oven Sunflash had
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made. "Us'n's got lots o' things dunn since ee been yurr, zurr. Lookit,
appl e' n' blackb'rry pie, yore fav'ritel™

Sunfl ash sniffed the aroma, his gold-striped face alight with
pl easure.
"Come away, 'oglets, you'll burn yore snouts aginl that 'ot thing." Dearie

shooed the four hoglets off as they crowded round to snmell the pie. "Wiit'11
it cools an" I'lIl give ye a big slice each.”



A d Uncle Blunn took the hoglets and the two nol emai ds off to the stream
whi ch was only a short wal k away. Fl agons of dandeli on-and-burdock cordi al
brewed by Bl unn, were submerged in the streamnater to keep cool

"Wash ee dusty pawsVsnouts in yon stream ee mucky liddle vurnmints, aye an' ee
too, Blunn Dubbo!" Aunt Umrer called after them

Deari e bustled about, preparing salad fromthe fresh vegetables while Skarlath
waddl ed off behind Lully, who was going to test a cheese she had been turning
since early last winter. The good nmolewife sniled fondly at the kestrel, whom
she considered to be her special friend. "On noi loif, zurr, oi never see'd an
"awkburd oo | uvved cheeses nore'n ee. Cummnaow, us'll try et furr taste,
hurr.”

Skarl ath eagerly assisted her to roll the cheese out of the cave's dark
recesses, where it had been maturing. He had hel ped make the oval - shaped
cheese, right fromthe greensap mlk stage, pounding tirelessly at the fat,
white grass stens and special tubers, which only true woodl anders knew of .
They had gathered nuts together in |ate autumm, hazel, alnond, and chestnuts,
to stud their cheese with. Between them the kestrel and the nol ewi fe peel ed
off the thin | ayer of danp crack-willow bark that protected the cheese. It had
no rind and was a delicate pale yellow color. A fragrance of alnond drifted
faintly about them

Skarl ath hopped fromtalon to talon, his fierce eyes shining. "Kraaaah! Is it
ready, marm shall we taste it?"

The good nol ewi fe shook as she chuckl ed, "Aye, you' msurpintly shall taste et,
zurr, hurr hurr hurr!”

Taking a thin, greased twi ne from her apron pocket, Lully wound the ends round
her digging claws and | ooped the twi ne over the cheese just belowits top

t hen, placing both footpaws flat against the base of the cheese, she |eaned
backward, pulling evenly on the twine. The nolew fe was well experienced in
al |l aspects of cheesemaki ng. Skarlath watched fascinated as the strong tw ne
travel ed smoothly through the cheese, neatly cutting a | arge oval piece from
the top of their creation. Standing on its edge, the slice resenbled an oddly
shaped harvest moon, with the white of the nuts and thin slivers of their
brown skins highlighted agai nst the buttercup hue of the cheese. Breaking two
smal | pieces off, Lully gave one to her friend. They nibbled daintily,
conment i ng.

"Bo IUT, ee be noice'n noist wi' gudd flavor, aye!" "Mm wonderful nutty
taste, good and firm" "Ho aye, none too solid, none too soft, us'n's dunn
wel I'1" Paw shook talon as the cheese makers congratul ated each ot her

On the sward outside the dwelling cave, the ol der creatures |ay about,

wat chi ng the young ones play. It had been a satisfying lunch: sumrer sal ad
served with Lully and Skarlath's * new cheese, and fresh oatfarls baked by
Auntie Umrer, fol-/ |owed by the magnificent apple and bl ackberry pie that
Lully ; and Dearie had cooked, all washed down with beakers of old }. Uncle
Bl unn' s dandel i on- and- burdock cordial, brought spe-t cially cooled fromthe
stream Sunflash stretched luxuriously V and set his back against the
sun-warmed rocks as he watched If the babes trying to lift his nace between

t hem
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Tirry smiled at their efforts as he sprawl ed beside the big badger. " 'Twill
be many a | ong season afore they lift that thing, friend."

Sunfl ash shook his massive head. "Tiny, let us hope that they never have to.
Learning the trade of a warrior and living in tinmes of danger can rob a young
creature of all its happy seasons and make it grow up fast and hard, as | did.
Peace is a precious thing."

' You brought peace here for our fanmlies,'' said the hedgehog as he patted
Sunfl ash's paw. "You | ook peaceful an' well content, Sunflash. Mayhap you Iike
our life."

The badger had a distant ook in his dark eyes. "Ch, | do like the life here.
| am happier in this place than | have ever been, and | wi sh dearly that |
could live out all nmy seasons with you and your famlies on this very spot."

Tiny Lingl spread his paws at the happy scene surrounding them "Then why not?
You are greatly | oved here—nake this your hone.*1

It was a tenpting proposition. Sunflash thought of the crops and the garden he
had created, and the dwelling cave, which was | arger now and nore confortable
due to his help. Fondly he watched the little ones, |aughing and rolling about
in the bright noon sun. The ol der ones too, Aunt Unmmrer, Uncle Blunn and the
rest, were all firmfriends, trusting creatures, taking their ease together

H s | oyal comnpanion, Skarlath, a hawk, was happy to learn the sinple life. It
was idyllic. He knew it could not |ast.

Wei ghing his words carefully, he explained to Tirry. "Listen to what | mnust
say, friend. If | stayed here it would nean great trouble, possibly death for
those around nme. | have told you of Swartt Sixclaw, the evil ferret. Make no
m stake, if | make this place my home, then he will turn up here one day wth
his band. But even if he did not, nmy warrior spirit would
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grow restless and I would need to go and seek himo"t. W are sworn |ifelong
enem es, he and |

"However, beside all that there are ny dreans. Always | see the nmountain of
fire loomng through ny slunmbers, and strange voi ces of other badgers, Warrior
Lords whose nanes | do not know, call ne. Wiy | nust go to the mountain, where

it is, what name it goes by, | do not know. But | amcertain that ny fate and
destiny are bound to the nmountain. Each night | dream and the urge to travel
t here goes surging through ne. One norning you will wake to find ne gone. | am

as sure of it as the turning of seasons, Tirry."

H di ng his sorrow and di sappoi nt nent the hedgehog murmured, * 'l knew all this
afore you told ne, | felt it every time | |ooked at your face. You have worked
hard here, but only to put things fromyour mnd. But enough o' this, mate,

we're gettin' so gloony we'll "ave it rainin' afore nightfall! You're still a

youngbeast with a great |ife ahead of ye, Sunflash. But prom se me this—you
won't go without sayin' good-bye."

"I promise you, Tirry Lingl, | won't |eave w thout a goodbye!"
Al through that afternoon they took their well-earned |eisure, often joining

the young ones at play. Skarlath took off to go on one of his high-flying,
wi de-rangi ng patrols, leaving word that he woul d be back by supper. Sunflash



took himself off to the stream where he sat cooling his footpaws in the warm
shal lows, trying to fathomout the riddle song

"Armnot alas sand, 'way south in the west, So star land a mat, there's where
I o=

Bruff Dubbo's voice interrupted his musings. "Ho, zurr, you' m see'd ought o
those two liddle 'ogs Gurmi| an' Tirg?"

Sunfl ash stanped his footpaws dry in the grass. "Haven't seen them since
[ unchtime. Wy?"
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Bruff scratched his head with a heavy digging claw. "Seens ioik they' m got
t heysel ves | osted, hurr!™

Back at the cave, Dearie was questioning the other babes, wthout mnuch
success. Qurnil and Tirg were the two little mal ehogs. Their sisters, Bitty
and Gller, had been playing with the snmall nolemids, Nilly and Podd, and
none of the four was naking rmuch sense, as is usual wth babes.

Dearie was worried but patient. "Now think careful, liddle 'uns, where'd they
two scanps go to?"

Bitty pointed at the sky. "Flied "way, up there!" "No, no, they never, that
was M. Skarlath, the 'awkburd. Lack a day, | do wish 'e were 'ere now. Nilly,
do you know where Gurm Fn' Tirg m ght be?"

"Hurt, a playen in ee water, oi think." "No, that was Sunflash, 'e was at the
stream OCh, where 'ave those two liddle villains run off to?"

She stared up at Sunflash beseechingly. The bi g badger radiated cal mand
confidence as he patted Dearie's headspi kes gently. "Never fear, marm ||
find "em Tiny, you circle to the east. Bruff, take a wide loop west. I'Il go
due south, and we'll neet up where the big clearing is, the one with the pond,

you know it."

Lully threw her apron up over her face to hide her upset. "Burr, they'm
rascals, oi do wish't zurr 'awkburd was 'ere!"

Bruff twitched his nose confortingly at her. "Doan't ee fret, noi damsen,
us'll foind em You' mstay by yurr wi' Dearie an' watch t'uther liddle uns."

Sunfl ash did not travel directly south. The late afternoon sun played through
the | eaves, casting nottled shade patterns on his broad back as he weaved

t hrough the woodl ands on either side of the faint south path, searching
wherever he thought the two little hoglets m ght have strayed. Birdsong
trilled in the stillness of the noontide heat, butterflies fluttered their
qui et
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way from shrub to bush, and bees droned lazily am d clunmps of branble,
honeysuckl e, and dogrose. But the tranquillity of nature was |ost upon the

badger as he strode anxi ously about, his great mace swi nging from one paw,
searching for signs of the hedgehog babes.



At | ast he found sonething. It was only small—a fragnment of

appl e- and- bl ackberry-pie crust—but it proved that they had passed this way.
They were roanming south. Farther on, Sun-flash chased away a bol d bl ackbird
that was pecking at a small norsel of cheese. He quickened his stride. Gurml
and Tirg had to be sonewhere hereabouts.

Suddenly a welter of cries and shouts broke upon his ears. Sunflash went

t hunderi ng and crashi ng through the woodl and and came boundi ng out into the
cl earing where he had arranged to neet with Bruff and Tirry. His quick eyes
took in the dangerous situation at a single glance. There were the two little
hogl ets, frightened speechless, clinging on to each other, standing shoul der
deep in the pond at the far side of the clearing. Bruff and Tirry, in conmpany
with an old squirrel, were circling and shouting. And a short distance from
the water's edge, between them barring their way to the babes, two fully
grown adders coil ed and reared nenacingly. The snakes had not yet seen

Sunfl ash, who slowed his pace inmediately and signaled to his friends not to
| ook directly at himand betray his presence to the reptiles.

Tirry Lingl was terrified, but willing to sacrifice his life for the hoglets.
He picked up anything close to pawtw gs, soil, grass—and flung it at the big
scaly adders, his voice shrill with panic. "Leave nmy liddle 'uns al one,
serpents! Don't you go near 'em Gurnmil, Tirg, stay in the water, stop there!"

The old squirrel joined in the shouting. He obviously knew the snakes and
hated them "Gah, you cold earted sliners, |eave the babes al one!l™
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One adder faced the three creatures, nenacing them as the other snake began
sliding slowy toward the little ones in the water. Cold evil glittered in the
snake's eyes, and its forked tongue quivered as it hissed, "Leave here
fassssst, while you ssstill have |ivessssss!”

Suddenl y, Sunflash rmade his nove. Dropping the nace, he ran into the [ ake from
one side, pounding in a straight line across the shallows toward the hoglets.
The adder who had been sliding toward the water speeded up; it was fast, but
not as speedy as Sunflash the Mace when his warrior blood was roused. The
badger reached the babes ahead of the snake, snatched them both out of the
water with a single novenent, and carried on hurtling straight across the
shal  ows. The adder was after Sunflash, zipping through the roiling waters in
hi s wake, as duckweed and rushes broken off by the badger's storm ng speed
flopped welly on the pond's surface. The other snake turned away fromthe
three creatures on the bank, its coils bunching and stretching as it raced to
i ntercept the badger.

Sunfl ash | eapt fromthe water and, bursting onto dry land, he rolled the
babes, who had tucked thenselves up into the refuge of their soft prickles.
They ski med over the bank like twin orbs, coming to rest way out of danger
Sunfl ash turned as the adder |aunched itself fromthe water and buried its
sharp fangs in his side. Its conpanion wapped itself round one of the
badger's footpaws. Roaring al oud, Sunflash grabbed the snake that was biting
himaround its neck and plunged back into the water with the other adder stil
wr apped round his footpaw. Tirry grabbed the hoglets, hugging themto himas
Bruff and the old squirrel raced about in the shallows. Unable to help the
badger, they splashed and shout ed.

Sunfl ash did not conme to a halt until he was in deep, the water |apping near



his shoul ders. Feeling the snake unwinding itself fromhis footpaw, he stanped
down hard several tinmes

Qut cast of Redwatt
53

until he trapped its head flat beneath his big blunt claws on the bed of the
pond and held it there. The other snake had struck himtw ce, once in the side
and once on his back, and now it slid off himinto the water. But Sunflash
caught it by the tail and began whirling it round above his head. Round and
round it went, the creatures on shore hearing the whirr it made as it cut the
air in blurring circles. Sunflash roared.

"Eeul al i aaaaa! "

He flung the adder far and high, and it sped through the air straight out Iike
an arrow froma bow Tirry |looked up and saw it strike an elmtree linb. The
snake's body w apped round it several times, then it was still, resting draped
across the high bough like a soggy piece of rope.

Sunfl ash ground down hard with his footpaw for a long time, until the
wriggling coils beneath the water went linp and still forever. Then, slowy,
pai nfully, he began wadi ng back to I and, his side and back one throbbing,
agoni zed mass. The big badger tottered in the shallows as Tirry, Bruff, and
the squirrel dashed in and hel ped hi mout.

Bruff wrung his paws agitatedly as Sunflash collapsed on the bank. "Yurr, ee
been bited by ee surrpints, oi knows et!"

The old squirrel grabbed Sunflash's face between both paws and shouted as the
badger's eyelids began flickering shut. "Were did yon serpents bite thee?" he
cried.

Sunfl ash was sinking into a black pit; he heard the words comng fromfar
away. Making an effort, he answered, "Bitten ... twice ... side .. . back .

Then dar kness overtook Sunflash the Mace conpl etely.
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The sun broiled the flallands nercilessly, drying up streanms to a trickle,
baki ng the earth, and raising dust swirls on the hot wind. It was a hostile
wast e where even scrub, gorse, and broom barely survived in the parched heat.

Thi ngs were not going well for the new Warlord Swartt Sixclaw, there was a

mur mur of di scontent running through the great horde. Swartt sat in his tent,
pondering the dilemma facing him too many sol diers and not enough food or
water, and, worst of all, they were |lost! The nighty caval cade had started out
on the wong paw. Sone had wanted to go, swayed by Swartt's prom ses of

pl under and plenty, but others had wanted to stay, know ng they could get by
in the semfertile cliff shadows, where there was at |east water and a certain
amount of vegetation, birds, and eggs. The whol e project had been too unw el dy
fromthe outset, with tents, trappings, and canp foll owers, nost of the

hor debeasts having mates and famlies.
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Sonetimes Swartt felt as though he were nmerely the figurehead of a great
traveling settlenment; and as if that were not enough, he had found hinself
anded with a wife. Swartt had not known that Bowfleg had a daughter. It was
the tradition and unwitten |aw that she became wife to the new Warlord as a
matter of course. Bluefen was her name, and she was quiet and pretty enough
Swartt marvel ed that such a fat ugly creature as Bowfl eg coul d have sired her
Bl uefen | argely kept out of Swartt's way, as she had with her father, know ng
t he angry nmoods and great rages Warlords were capabl e of.

Swartt disnmissed his wife fromhis mnd and concentrated his thoughts on horde
probl ems. How they had | ost direction on the desertlike flatlands was
anybeast's guess, but he blaned the vixen N ghtshade. She should have been
calculating their direction while his time was taken up dealing with nore

i mportant horde matters. Swartt had berated her soundly, sending her off three
ni ghts back to find water and food and to get them back on the right trail
south and west. To nmake doubly sure, he had sent his two killers with her, the
weasel s Scarback and Marbul. When Swartt had taken command of the horde, these
two had i nmedi ately caught his eye. They were anbitious and ruthl ess,

col dhearted assassins, just the types he needed to do his secret biddings.

Qutside the tent Swartt could hear the horde as they pitched canp. Travel on
t he hot wi ndswept plains was inpossible at noon—+hey woul d nove agai n when
eventide cooled the land slightly. Bluefen slipped quietly into the tent,

pl aced a flagon at Swartt's side, and hurried out. The Warlord hardly noticed
she had been and gone; absently, he knocked the stopper out of the flagon and
sipped fromit. Pulling a face, he spat out the brackish-tasting water, which
hit the footpaw of the stoat Trattak as he entered the tent. Swartt beckoned

himinside swiftly, saying, "Shut the tent flap, | don't want everybeast
seein' you report t'ne. Are they still at it?"
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Trattak pulled the tent flap cl osed.

"Aye, Lord, it's as you said. Wldag the ferret Captain and his toady, the rat
they call Lardtail, they're the two. | hung about close to them all's they do
is go fromtent to tent talkin' about you be'ind yore back."

Swartt placed the flagon on the ground and sat down by it. "Wat do they say,
tell me? Speak, don't be afraid.”

Trattak swal | owed hard and crouched close to his naster. "They say you' ve got
us all lost and y'don't know where yore goin'," he said in low, halting tones.
"Also they say you ain't fit t'be Warlord an' that you eat all the best food
an' drink fine wines fromsilver goblets while good 'onest 'ordebeasts are
starvin* ... an' "

Swartt Sixclaw nodded understandingly. "Go on, what else? | knowit's their
words an' not yours."

Trattak continued, a little nore confident. "They say that a dagger between
yore ribs'd solve a lot o' problens, then they could go back an' live by the
cliffs where things were a lot better. Any'ow, Wldag's called a neetin’



secret like, tonight. Al the Captains' 11 be there."

Swartt patted Trattak, noticing the stoat eyeing the flagon. "You did well.
Take this if yore thirsty—+t ain't fine wine, only nmuddy water, but it'll do
t'wet yer throat with. Send Ni ghtshade t'ne the nonment she gets back. Go on
now, keep an eye out for "er."

The vixen returned at twilight. Swartt had not given the order to nove on; the
horde had stayed canped in the same place since noon. Leaving the two weasel
assassins outside the tent, N ghtshade went in to nake her report.

Swartt watched her as she laid a lunpy sack in front of him "The news better
be good, fox—speak!" he snarl ed.

Wrds spilled fromthe vixen's mouth like water froma pitcher. "The word is
good, Lord, | have found the sout hwest

trail agai n+wo days' trek should take us out of these desert |ands. There is
a broad stream fresh water, small copses with trees and grassy hills. There
is food there, fish, birds, and fruit. Look!"

She enmptied out the sack, which contained roots, tubers, and a coupl e of
russet apples, plus a dead bird, which the vixen held up for Swartt's
i nspecti on.

"Your weasels Scarback and Marbul killed this bird with slings and stones,"
she said. "There are many like it where we have been."

Swartt nunched on an apple as he turned the carcass with his sword point. He
shook his head in disgust. "It's a crow, and an old one at that. You tryin'
t' poi son me?"

Before the vixen could answer, Swartt shoved the dead crow back into the sack
and | aughed wi ckedly. "Never mnd, it'll come in handy before the night's
through. Well, at least we ain't |ost anynore. Go an' get sone sleep, |I'Il be
nmovin' the horde out on the double tonmorrow. Send the weasels in here."

The ferret WIldag was ol der than Swartt, though not as big, and his ally,
Lardtail, was a grunpy, fat, oversized rat. By the light of a flickering fire
at the outer edge of the canp, the two faced a sizeabl e gathering of Captains
and assorted horde-beasts, all of whomwere disaffected with the | eadership of
Si xcl aw. W1 dag addressed the neeting, backed up by Lard-tail's whining
comment s.

"Well, how does it feel t'be lost an' starvin', buckoes?" Lardtail stepped up
"Aye, all 1've had since dawmn is a fewroots an' a mouthful o' dirty
wat er—t's not good enough, nmates!"

A voice called out of the crowd, "There's nought out 'ere but sand an' w nd,
but if we starve then at |east Sixclaws will too!"
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W dag's paw jabbed the air as he shook his head vigorously. "Swartt Sixclaw



starve? Huh, that's a good un, tell 'em Lardtail!"

"I seen that vixen of his sneakin' into canp this evenin'. She went straight
to Swartt's tent, carryin' a sack of vittles!"

W dag waved his paws to silence the outraged hubbub. "Did you 'ear that,
friends, a sack of food! I'lIl wager the scums sittin' in 'is tent right now,
drinkin' wine an' stuffin' a roasted duck down his greedy gullet!"

Amid the uproar that followed, a sack flew through the air and struck WI dag
in the face. Furiously he grabbed the sack and shook it at the assenbly. "Who
threw this?" he yelled

Swartt stepped into the firelight, his painted face and red-stained fangs

hi ghlighted by the flames. Silence fell instantly upon the gathering. Show ng
no fear or concern, the Warlord wi nked at the two conspirators and rubbed his
paws together in front of the fire. "Gets a bit chilly '"ere at night when the
sun goes in. You cold, WIdag, hungry maybe?"

The Captain was at a loss for words, and, sensing sonething awmful was about to
happen, Lardtail began shuffling backward.

"Stay where y'are, rat, or I'll gut ye!"

Lardtail froze, noting that Scarback and Marbul, the two assassins, had
mat eri ali zed out of nowhere and were flanking him

Swartt spoke to the woul d-be mutineers in a reasonable tone. "I've heard that
some are sayin' we're |lost? Now what sort of a Warlord woul d get his horde
lost? Two days fromhere is a broad streamof fresh water, food, fruit grow n

on the trees. Wuld | be lost if | knewthis? An' | tell you sone-thin' else,
the farther on we travel, the better it gets—greener, fatter, richer. | don't
tell lies, you'll see.”

He picked up the sack and faced the ferret Captain. "But as for you, ny
friend, I don't think you was tellin'" the truth when you said |I was drinkin'
wine an' eatin' roast duck. If |

was, then |I'd nmake sure everybeast got the sanme as ne."

A sob escaped Wldag's |lips, and he began to trenble. Swartt patted the
Captain's back reassuringly. "Ch, cone on now, bucko, cheer up, ole Sixclaw

don't like to see anybeast un'appy or 'ungry. I'mwllin'" t'share ny vittles
with you, but t'show you |I'ma real conrade I'll let you 'ave it all for
yore-sel f."

He ti pped the old dead crow out of the sack, sniling com panionably at W/ dag.
"As y'can see, it ain't no roast duck, but yore welcome to it." Then, pinching
Lardtail's ear cruelly in his claws, Swartt marched the rat over to the crow
carcass. "Pick it up, matey, there's a good rat," he said. "D you want sone?

Haul ed up on tip-paw by his ear, the rat whined, "No, Lord, | ain't 'ungry!"

Hor debeasts are fickle creatures at best, and now sonme of the gathering began
chuckling as they realized what Swartt was up to. The Warlord w nked at them
knowi ng they would be firmly on his side after he had asserted his power.
WAggi ng his chain-mailed sixclawin the rat's face, he explained firny,
"Wldag's yore mate, so | want you to feed this to "imright now, all of it.
Meat, bone, claws, feathers, beak, the lot! Show Wldag that Swartt is a rea
friend. I ain't just sharin' it with 'im I'mgivin "imit all out of the



goodness of nme 'eart."

Roars of |aughter fromthe pitiless hordebeasts rang out as the two assassins
grabbed Wldag in preparation for his awful neal. Swartt silenced themw th a
wave of his mailed paw. "I'mgoin’" to ny tent now I'll eat at the sanme tine

we all do, in two days' time, or sooner if we march fast. Meanwhile,

- don't go nutterin' an' neetin' anmong yoreselves, come to nme. If you have
anythin' to conplain about 1'll always listen."

Cheers rang in the Warlord's ears as he strode off into the . night. He smled
to hinmself, The horde were with hi monce

e nore
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The foll owi ng norning was hot as usual, though not as wi ndy. Swartt waited
until the tents were packed and the last rations issued before he stood to
address the horde. They gat hered around, banners fluttering in the Iight
breeze, drums beating until the entire arnmy stood waiting. Swartt knew that if
he was to stay Warlord the one thing he nust do was to instill fear of his
powers into the hordebeasts. He did not want their affection or conradeship—to
Swartt that was mere weakness. Respect and loyalty were only gained by one
thing in the ferret's mnd. Fear! He denonstrated it fully on that nmorn in
front of his horde.

The rat Lardtail cringed on the ground, flanked by Scarback and Marbul, the
two weasel assassins.

"I don't see our Captain WIdag about. Were is he?" Swartt Sixclaw s voice
rang out conmandi ngly.

Mar bul , so call ed because one of his eyes was a sightless white orb, spoke for
the trenbling rat. "Wl dag's dead, my Lord!"

Swartt nmanaged to | ook both concerned and astounded. "Dead? How did he die?"
he asked.

Scar back kicked the quivering Lardtail contenptuously. "This stupid bl underer
killed himby feedin' hima dead crowbeak, feathers, claws, the lot! Pore
W1 dag choked. "

Swartt shook his head in disbelief. ' 'Choked, eh? Somebeast is goin' to pay
for chokin' a Captain!"”

Lardtail *s voice was a strangled sob of protest. "But Lord, you told ne to
feed the bird to Wldag. | was only carrying out yore orders!”

The mail ed sixclaw pointed accusingly at the unfortunate rat. ' "You liar!
never ordered you to kill Wldag, only to feed him The penalty for slaying a
horde Captain is death!"

Lardtail screaned and groveled in front of the Warlord. "No, Sire, please!



Spare nme, Lord Sixclaw"

Swartt turned his back on Lardtail, nodding to Scarback and Marbul as he did.
Their daggers flashed in the norning sunlight. Turning back to the horde,
Swartt did not even bother glancing down at the slain rat. A chilling silence
fell over the mghty arny.

Swartt hammered the | esson hone with harsh cal |l ousness. "Lardtail's | earned
his lesson. So has Wldag. | am Swartt Sixclaw, Warlord of all this horde!

see all, | know all, | hear all! Look at the beast standin' next to you—he
could be one of ny spies. | have many, this is the |l esson you nmust |learn. Even
t hought s cannot be hidden fromme, | can read your mnd just by your eyes.

see sone of you lookin' away frommy gaze, but that won't help. My vixen seer
Ni ght shade, can read thoughts with her eyes cl osed! Listen now, every
sl ab-sided, droolin', m sbegotten nmother's whelp of yeh! Yore mine to the

deat h, everybeast! Wierever we go | will conquer all. Bowfleg was ruler of the
east scrublands. Hah! | will be Warlord of the whole country! None wll stand
in m way, and you will see to this! If | say march, starve, fight, die!—you
will do it without question. This nmeans everybeast, fenales, young, and
famlies! It is tw days' march to food and water, and we'll do it by tonorrow
noon. There'll be no straggl ers—keep up or die. Drumrers, beat double march
time. Now "

The drunms beat a fierce tattoo as the entire horde noved forward at double
their normal marchi ng pace. Heavy cooking utensils and cunbersone possessions
were littered in the wake of the marchers as each tried to keep up with the
other. Swartt strode out in front, the vixen at his side showi ng himthe
route. At the rear of the horde, Marbul and Scarback trotted, blades at the
ready to deal with stragglers or deserters. The | esson was being | earned, and
Swartt had added another title to his nane—the Pitil ess One!
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H gh above the dust clouds of Swartt's army, far out of range from arrow or
sling stone, four crows flew like ragged bl ack specks agai nst the sky. Two of
the birds broke off and wheel ed south, |eaving the other two watching the
horde of Sixclaw. Soaring on the high thermals and using the breeze, the first
two crows were out of the desert regions and into the fertile hill lands by
noon. Circling swiftly, they dropped into a copse of pines.

Krakul at, Ruler of the Crow Brethren, sat inmobile on a pine stunp, his

pl umage covered in earth, dust, and pine needles. The huge bird was grieving
for his nother, and none dared conme near him The two scouts |anded a
respectful distance away and waited until Krakulat's w fe, Bonebeak, waddl ed
up to them before making their report.

"Rakkaaa! The vermin are as many as grains of sand bl own by the w nd, they
cone this way. Tonorrow when the sun is this high we will see them Lady
Bonebeak. "
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The fierce female called to her husband, "Yaggaaa! Did you hear that? The ones
who sl ew your nother are coming to this place!"

Krakul at's talons sunk into the bark of the pine stunp with rage; his
bl oodshot eyes widened with anticipation as he rasped hoarsely to the trees
about him "Harrkaa! Tonorrow will be the dying day for many vermin, do you



hear ne, ny Brethren? Krakul at has spoken!"

A deafening din arose fromthe copse as hundreds of savage crows set up a

m ghty caw ng. Krakul at shook his feathers until dust and needl es flew about
him Bl ue-black and beautifully iridescent, the m ghty bird nodded his
frightening beak up and down in a stabbi ng movenent, scream ng, "Karraaaal
There will be many vermin for our eggchicks to pick over as the sun whitens
t he bones of those who slew ny nother!"

Sunfiash the Mace saw the gates of Dark Forest. He lay on the ground as they
began opening before him slowy, oh, so slowy; wthout sound of a creak, the
m st -shrouded tinbers nmoved. He felt his body being drawn toward them and
could not resist, did not want to resist; the burning pains within himeased
as he felt the desire to enter Dark Forest and rest. As the gates opened wi der
he saw two m ghty Badger Lords, fully arnored. One carried a fearsone sword,

t he ot her a doubl e-headed axe. Now a third badger joined them This one was
simply clad and carried no weapons; he smiled at Sunflash.

"My little Sunflash, do you not know ne?" he said.
Sunfl ash snil ed back through the tears that welled in his eyes. "Father!"

"Yes, nmy son, | am Barkstripe, husband of your nother, Bella of Brocktree.
These two Badger Lords are Boar the Fighter, your grandsire, and Lord
Brocktree, your great grand-sire. Listen to them now, they have sonething
i mportant to tell you."

64
Bri an Jacques

Boar the Fighter and Lord Brocktree barred the gate entrance with sword and
axe and spoke as one.

"You cannot enter here, Lord!"

Sunfl ash felt a great sadness come over him He wanted to join his sires, not
to be rejected by them He felt alone and hel pl ess. "Wiy do you refuse ne
entrance when | amweary and wi sh to sleep, and why do you call me Lord?" he
asked.

Agai n the sepul chral tones of the Badger Warriors rang out: "There are many
| ong seasons to be lived before you come here. Do not surrender, rise up, the
mountain awaits you! It is in need of a Badger Lord!"

I nside the cave dwelling, the squirrel, who was called El njak, rubbed his back
ruefully. "M ne old bones be yet stiff fromall that dragging and pulling,
"twas the hardest day's work in many a | ong season, friends, thanks to thy
rush mat, goodwife Lully."

The nole wi fe peeked over her apron top. "Hurr, ee ole rush mat'll be wore'd
out arter draggen it all that way wi' zurr badger layin' on et, aye, wore'd
out loik us'n's be."

Qutside, the little nolemi ds and hogl ets played on the sward under a soft
nmor ni ng sun. Unaware of how close to death Sunflash lay, they had invented a
new game, as infants will, fighting off adders. The two little nol emai ds cl ung
to each other, shrieking, "Eee! "Elp '"elp, ee sunpints be a goin' to eat
us'n's oop!"



Qurm!| and Tirg were jointly pretending to be Sunflash. "Stop still—e'll save
eel"

Bitty and Glier, the two little hogmaids, stood on the sidelines, yelling,
"Better save' mquick afore they get etted up!"

"Qurr! Go 'way, nasty ole snakers!" Gurm | and Tirg roared as they thrashed
i magi nary adders. "Yah, slinky stinky ole sliny snakes, take tha'!"
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Dearie Lingl hurried out with a paw on her |ips. "Shush, *ush now, |iddle,
uns! Keep yore noise down, we got a very sick badger to nurse in there; do be
qui et, please!"

The babes halted their gane and clung to her apron

" "Whoi do ee gurt Sunfl asher be sicked, marn?' *

"Badgers be too big to get sicked!"

"Ee surrpints bited 'im twenny 'undred toines!"

"Wl Sunflasher get deaded?"

"Ee squirrel make 'imbetter oi thinks, hurr!"

Deari e rummaged i n her apron pocket until she cane up with some dried apple
pi eces, which she gave them saying, "Sunflash'll only get well if you keep
very quiet. Be good beasts now, try not to nake too much noise, ny liddle
buttons. "

They sat in a row on the grass, watching each other as they ate.
"You' m chewen orful |oud, Miister Gurml!"

"I can't 'elp it, 'tis a noisy apple piece | got."

"Hurr, then keep ee nouth shutted!"

"Then | won't able to talk!"

"Qudd, that keep ee soilent, hurr hurr!"

Elmjak the squirrel was old and wise. He sat at table with Tirry, Lully, and
Bruff, and all four took a breakfast of mint tea and wild oat scones spread
wi th honey. They ate in silence, watching the badger. Sunflash lay on his
pal |l et of rushes and fragrant dried grass, and Skarlath hovered over him The

kestrel had not noved fromhis friend s side for two days and ni ghts.

Dearie crept softly in and tugged Skarlath's back plumage gently. "Cone an'
eat now, sir '"awk, or we'll end up nursin' you too."

Skarl ath foll owed her reluctantly and they joined the others.
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Sunfl ash nopaned softly and tried to turn over. Elnjak hurried to his side and
calmed him bathing the badger's fevered brow with danpened dock | eaves. He
checked the poultices which he had applied to his patient's wounds, saying,
"This one will live, mayhap. Never did | see a beast of such strength; no
creature known to ne could live through even one adder bite. Look at hi m now,
friends, sleeping |ike a babe!"

Tirry poured a beaker of the fragrant mint tea for Elnjak. "Mre power t'yore
good poultices, sir, they seemt'work right well indeed. You nust tell us 'ow
t' make them"

The recipe for the poultices had been in Elnjak's fanily for |ong generations,
and now he recited it for his new friends:

" "If beast be bit by fang of snake, And |ying near Dark Forest gate, This
anci ent poultice you must make, To thwart the paws of fate. Find berries from
the rowan tree, Add one snall green pine cone, Wth young | eaf of raspberry,
Pounded fl at beneath a stone. Heat o'er a flame '"til colored dark, Stir fast
to make a paste of it, Bind hot and tight with aspen bark, Unto the linb the
serpent bit. Change oft fromdawn until nightfall, Mike sure the beast lies
still, Mayhap he'll live to thank us all, If he be strong of will!l"

Bruff Dubbo wagged a sizeable digging claw in the big badger's direction.
"Burrhoo! Nobeast be stronger than ee gurt zurr Sunflash!"

Qut cast of Redwai |
67

Deari e Lingl agreed whol eheartedly with him "G eat seasons! Wo ever heard of
a beast so mighty that he slayed two poisonteeth after bein' struck tw ce by
" enp”

It had been hard and weari some getting Sunflash fromthe pond back to the cave
and caring night and day for him and sleep had only been snatched in fits and
starts. Now, with the badger resting peacefully, there was some |ong-overdue
slunber time. M dnom ng was calmand warm and the friends rel axed on the
grass outside. Tiring of their games, the little ones sprawl ed beside their
elders. It was not |long before gentle sumrer cast its spelt and, am d distant
bi rdsong and the | azy hum of bees, they were soon dozing off.

However, @urml| and Tirg did not take kindly to sleeping all day. Shortly

bef ore noon they were w de awake. Whispering and chuckling to each other, they
ti p- pawed past the slunbering elders and nade their way into the cave. But
they had not gone unnoticed: their sisters, Bitty and Gller, followed by the
nol emai ds Nilly and Podd, cane hurrying after them

They threw their little aprons over their faces in intation of their nothers.
"Qurt seasons, you' mvillyuns, wot be ee a doin' in yurr?"

"Come away now, you' m wake Sunflash!"

But Gurmil and Tirg were deternmined to visit their hero. "Garr, we b'ain't
wakin' 'im on'y cone'd to sing the song nice an' quiet. Sunflash likes the

song. "

They gathered round the huge formof the sleeping badger. Nilly twi tched her
button nose cautiously, saying, "Us'n's best be singen quiet, |est ee 'awkburd



'ears an' eaten us'n's all oop wi' ee gurt beak!"

Tiny paws stroked the great gol den-striped nmuzzle as the babes sang soft and
| ow.

Dark Forest and its dread gates had receded from Sunfl ash's (beans; now he
wandered | onely through sunlit vales and
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flower-strewn hillsides. Lying down in the cool shade of a great oak, he

| ooked up at the sky. A shadow passed over himand a face appeared; Sunflash
found hinmself staring into the nost beautiful face he had ever seen. It was a
badger, w se beyond dreans and calmas a still lake in the dawn. He knew
instinctively it was Bella, his nother. In that noment he felt sadness and
joy, yearning and fulfillment. Confort and serenity shone through her smile as
she stroked his gol den stripe and began singing:
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Sunfl ash executed a great whirl, circling crazily until he fell on his back
wi th an earthshaking thud. Caught up in the wild excitement of the nonent,
hogbabes and nol ermai ds yell ed aloud with their badger friend.

" Sal amandast r ooooooon! "’

"Armnot alas sand, 'way south in the west, So star land a mat, there's where
| love best, Sand not as alarm |one seabirds do wi ng, And alas nost ran
list' to me whilst | sing. I'll walk al ongside you, ny lost little one, W'l
find the nmountain ..."

"Sal amandastron! " bel | owed Sunfl ash, finishing the song.

Wakeful ness hit the creatures sleeping outside like a lightning flash and a

t hunderbolt all in one. They |eapt upright, fur and spikes bristling at the
sound of the booming roar fromwithin the dwelling cave. Skarlath shrieked
with shock and took off into the air like an arrow, and the babes cane
tunmbling and howing into the open as the mighty shout reverberated once nore:

"Eeul al i aaaa! Sal amandastron!"”

Li mpi ng slightly and supporting hinmself on his hornbeam mace, the badger
appeared in the bright sunlight. Tears fl owed openly fromhis great dark eyes,
yet he was smiling. Casting the nace aside, he scooped the petrified babes up
in both paws.

" Sal amandast r ooooooon! "

The fire burned bright and late in the dwelling cave that night as the honely
cel ebration went on. A great caul dron of wood-|anders' stew steamed thickly,
its wondrous aroma tickling the noses of all who fancied a second hel pi ng, or
even a third, or in Sunflash's case, a fourth and fifth. El njak and old Uncle
Bl unn had ranged far and wide for the ingredients. Potatoes, |eeks, turnips,
and nushroons had cone fromthe farm patch, but the special touches |ike

wat ershrinmp, wild onion, fennel, and a delicious addition they had never seen
before mat El nj ak cal |l ed sout hbeans, had taken sonme finding. The babes greatly



enj oyed a sunmmercream puddi ng that Skarlath and Lully had concocted between
them there was nut bread and even sone early strawberry cordi al

Sunfl ash had told the story of his dream over and over again. Tiny smled
i ndul gently as his friend recounted the tale once nore. Sunflash |adled
hi nsel f anot her bow of stew, saying, "You're laughing at me, Tiny Lingl."
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The good hedgehog smiled even wider. "Nay, not |aughin' at you, big feller
I'mlaughin' for you. Yore parents an' grandsires, you know their nanes,
you've seen 'em you know who you are now, aye, an' even where yore bound.
Hoho! Sal amandastron, eh, who'd 'ave thought it?"

The badger's huge paw rapped the tabletop as he repeated, "That's what 1've
been telling you, the words of the song all becane cl ear when my not her sang
mem 'Armnot alas sand. So star land a mat. Sand not as alarm And al as nost
ran.' They are all junbled-up fornms of the word Sal amandastron!"

Qurm !l clinbed onto the table and i npudently began hel ping hinmself to
Sunfl ash's portion of summercream puddi ng. "Hahah! But yore mum woul dn't
knowed the song if we '"adn't started singin' it!"

ave

The badger stroked the soft spikes of his small friend' s bead. "That's right
enough, mate. | mght not have recovered if it hadn't been for you young
"uns!”

Podd |icked her spoon absently. "Burr aye, zurr, best day's wirk ee surrpints
ever did, bitin* ee!"

The badger sat |ooking slightly puzzled, but the others fell about, |aughing
at the nolenmaid s innocent renark.

Aunti e Umrer waddl ed to her corner of the cave and sought out her gurdel stick
A d Uncle Blunn banged his beaker on the tabletop in tine to the jangle,
rattle, and bunmp of the instrument, calling, "doomon, nmoi ole duckyburd, give
us'n's a tune, hurr hurr!"

Nilly smled endearingly at Blunn. "Do ee sing a song, Nunc, sing Wirpldown
Dumm "

The ol d nol e chuckl ed as he patted her velvety head. "You' mgotten oi tw sted
round yore liddle diggen claw, ms-sie. Roight ho, hurr oi go!"

A d Uncle Blunn soon had them | aughing at his song.

"Ch, oi knowed a nole called Wirpldown Dumm Ee wurr a rascal, a villyun bo
gunmm
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An' ee 'ad the plunpest an' fattest ole tumm As ever was see'd in yon
wudd! and.

For brekki st ee eated a duzzing gurt pies, They say that 'is tummwirr as big
as 'is eyes, Ee kept 'is mouth opened so ee cudd catch flies, Ee ett



everyt hink in yon wuddl and.

One day as ole Wirpldown Dumm |ied asleep, Ee Lord o' Dark Forest came wi' a
gurt leap An' carried "imoff furrever to keep, Oe Wirpldown in ee dark
wudd! and.

An' all ee dead vurnints cried, 'Cooman' see mates, O boggle us seasons, an'
| ackaday fates, Yon fat nole ee's eatin' gurt Dark Forest gates, Oget 'im
back up to ee wuddl ands."

Ee said, 'G've eated butterflies, oi've eated bees, O've drinked lots o'
soups an' cordials an' teas, But gates o' Dark Forest tastes just |oike gudd
cheese, One day oi'll go back to those wuddl ands!"' ™

The nerrinent continued with nore songs and dancing until the babes fell to
snoring and had to be carried off to their beds. Wen all was quiet, Tirry

struck a nore sober note, saying, "Well, Sunflash, | suppose you'll be leavin'
us soon?"
The badger nodded his great golden-striped head slowy. "Aye, Tirry, 1I'll be

setting off an hour before dawn."

Dearie patted his paw. "You' ve got to go, friend, you always knew that. W]l
think kindly of you an' all you did for our famlies."

Skar | ath hopped down fromthe | edge he always liked to perch on. "Tonorrow
"twill be the start of autumm days. | wll
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stay here awhile with you and nake cheeses. Though | will divide ny tine

bet ween sonetinmes flying off to watch for Swartt Sixclaw and other tines
keepi ng an eye on you, Sun-flash. So, badger, you may go with a light heart,
knowi ng these fam lies have a protector."

Sunfl ash stretched out his heavy paw, running it lightly down Skarlath's
pl umed back. "What creature ever deserved such a friend as you, ny hawk!" he
said, his voice trenbling audibly.

Lully threw her apron up over her face to hide her distress. "G'Il make ee
oop a gurt pack o' vittles, zurr, ee woan't be 'ungered on ee journey, anl
may'ap 'twill renoind ee of us'n's.”

She and Dearie were overcone with tears, and they hurried off. Sunflash
stretched out both paws to Tiny and Bruff, and they shook firmy, blinking and
nodding a lot. "Go to your beds now, " said Sunflash. "I told you | woul dn't

| eave without saying farewell. So good-bye, Tiny Lingl, and good-bye to you,
Bruf f Dubbo, my very good friends."

The nol e and the hedgehog w ped their eyes and went to their beds.

In the hour before dawn, the dwelling cave was still and warm and its
occupants, all save one, were asleep. Wthout a backward gl ance, Sunflash

pi cked up his mace and the sack of provisions; noving softly, he was off on
his quest. Qutside in the dimlight, he started at a sound. El njak crept up, a
paw upon his |lips. The badger nodded, and together they cut into die

woodl ands, going south and west. Neither beast spoke as they carefully picked
their way through bush and undergrowth i until they reached the brow of a



smal |l knoll. Anber and lilac i- washed a pal e swathe through the eastern

ski es; woodpi geon, ' thrush, and bl ackbird could be heard as they rose to
herald the dawn; the earth felt tranquil, green and dew | aden
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Suddenly the old squirrel halted and, grasping his conmpanion's m ghty paw, he
shook it firmy. "Thy path and nmine part here. | walked this far with you so
that you would not be |eaving the dwelling of friends al one.”

Sunfl ash was careful not to squeeze El njak's paw too hard. "Thank you, ny
friend. I would be dead were it not for you. But where do you go now, what
path will you travel ?"

Looki ng back the way they had cone, the squirrel smled. "My wanderi ng days

are done. | will return to the dwelling cave and live happily in peace and
plenty with those two fanilies of innocents. Methinks they will have need of
nmy special skills. So worry not, Sunflash—ike your kestrel, |I will watch over

our friends gladly."

The badger touched his golden stripe as a mark of respect. "You are a
goodbeast. My heart is lighter knowing you are protecting the fanmlies of
Tirry and Bruff. We will neet again soneday, | feel it. Send a nessage by
Skarl ath should you ever need ne. Good-bye, El njak."

Reaching into his herb bag, the old squirrel drew forth a turquoise stone. It
was flat, intricately carved into the shape of a sycanore |eaf and strung on a
thin cord. He |ooped it around Sunflash's paw, saying, "This anulet may be of
use to you sonetinme. Show it to any squirrel or otter you may encounter. Tel
themit comes fromthe oakdens of Firjak and was given to you by his son
Elmak. It will nake your path easier by bringing you help. Fare you well,
Sunfl ash the Mace. Find your mountain, defeat your enemes, and grow great in
the | and!"

Then with enviable agility in one so old, the squirrel went bounding off
t hrough the trees.

Mor ni ng sun evaporated the danp and dew, clothing the woodl ands in a brief
gauze of mst. Sunflash trudged steadily onward as the trees and foliage
became nore | uxurious and dense. Digging his footclaws into the | oany ground,
t he badger descended a steep wooded hillside, noting a warm decayi ng odor and
the earth grow ng squel chy as he progressed downward. Upon reaching the
bottom Sunflash was forced to bal ance between a rock and a rotting beech
stunp. Seating hinself, he unpacked oat scones and a flask of
dandel i on- and- burdock cordial. He ate and drank slowy as he eval uated the

| and, the great swanp he would be forced to cross. In front of him and as far
as he could see fromleft to right, dark treacherous ooze showed between the
tall foxgloves, fungus-like growhs clung parasitically to half-sunken | ogs,
and cl ouds of mi dges swarmed about the nosses and |iverwort that abounded
ever ywher e.

75
\
76

Bri an Jacques



Qut cast of Redwatt
77

From the shelter of clunped el derbushes, the badger was bei ng watched. Many
reptilian eyes stared unblinkingly fromtheir hiding places. Sunflash was
stoppering his drink flask when a strange sound reached his ears; | ooking
around swiftly he identified the source of the odd noise. It was a reed flute,
pl ayed by a small skinny newt. The creature had painted itself orange and
bright blue with plant dyes. It hopped and frisked about with scant regard for
the treacherous surface of the norass, skipping fromplant to twig, fromrush
to flower, tootling and twi ddling tunelessly. It popped up al ongside Sunfl ash,
virtual ly pushing his footpaw off the rotten log as it made roomfor itself.

The badger greeted the newconer. "Good day to you, little

sir....

Furt her conversation was interrupted as the newt scrabbled to get inside
Sunfl ash's provision sack. The badger nipped the invader neatly by its baggy
neckskin and held it aloft. Indignantly, it kicked in md-air, snarling
nastily in a high-pitched nasal squeal, " 'Ey yew, *ey yew, gerroffofne an'
giz ne vikkles, "urryup!”

Sunfl ash gave the inmpudent reptile a warning shake to silence it. "Hold hard
t here, cheekyface, who d' you think you're tal king to?"

It tried to strike at the badger with its reed flute. "Stripey-dog thicky' ead
badj erpadj er daftdog ... !I"

Sunfl ash had put up with enough. He stunned the newt with a tiny flick of his
free paw beneath its chin. Unknown to himthe nyriad of reptile eyes stil

wat ched fromthe cover of the elderbushes. Sunflash laid the nemt carefully
out on the stunmp and waited for it to recover, and when it stirred and opened
one eye, he trapped it gently with a footpaw and lectured it.

"Now don't say a single word or 1'll squash you like a gnat! Right, listen to
me. Didn't your parents ever teach you any manners? You cone here, diving into
ny bag, demandi ng

food, and then you start insulting nme. Have you got no respect for others?
Keep a civil tongue in your head, | warn you!"

The little reptile swallowed, its throat rising in a gulp. "Aw z "ungry, yew
got vikkles, giz Snerc sum... pleez."

"That's better!" said the badger, opening his sack. "My nane is Sunflash the
Mace. You want food—good, tell you what I'Il do. Obviously you know your way
about this swanp, and if you agree to lead nme through it I'Il feed you. Is it
a bargai n?"

The newt wriggled out frombeneath the badger's footpaw. "Barrgin, barrgin
Gz Smerc vikkles, | show yadda way!"

Sunfl ash broke an oatcake in half, twirled a leaf into a cone, and filled it
with cordial, and gave themboth to Snerc. The skinny little creature ate as
if it had lived through a seven-season fami ne, sucking the drink noisily and
chonpi ng at the oatcake until crumbs flew To the badger's amazenent it
denol i shed the food and finished the drink



Hol di ng out the conical |eaf cup, Sherc shook it in Sun-flash's face. "Yehhhh
A like it, goodgood, giz ne sumnore!"

The badger eyed it coldly until he heard the word.
"Pl eez!"

Refilling the | eaf cone, Sunflash gave it to Snerc with the other half of the
oat cake. The newt's table manners were totally appalling. Wen it had finished
eating, it grabbed at the amulet that Sunflash had hung around his neck

hi ssing, "Luvly neggle giz ne it, for shower across swanpy!"

Sunfl ash under stood Smerc conpletely. He had spent a lot of his young life in
a verm n canp where creatures behaved like that as a matter of routine. The
only thing such creatures respected was brute force, and now he decided to
show the newt a bit. Picking Snerc up, Sunflash set himon a | ow | abur num
branch.
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"So then, your nane is Smerc. Watch and I'Il show you why |I'm called Sunflash
t he Mace!"

Sunfl ash seized the great hornbeam mace and swung it
"Eeul al i aaaaa! "

One sweepi ng sideways blow at the rotten beech stunp caused it to
disintegrate, exploding into a shower of danp wood, powdery dust, slugs, and
wood |ice. When the debris settled there was no sign of the stunmp. Snerc stood
open-mout hed, quivering all over with fear. Sunflash shoul dered his mace,
saying, "l've fed you, that's ny half of the bargain. Now you will guide ne

t hrough this swanp. Mve, Snerc!”

Sl ow worms, eels, and newmts in a silent slithering procession followed as
Sunfl ash negoti ated a passage through the wi de norass. He foll owed Srerc,
someti nmes wai st deep as the newt skipped carelessly over lily pads, other
times gripping the noss-covered |linbs of |ong-subnerged tree trunks. It was
tough going. At the center of the swanp a jutting oak branch stuck up at an
angle. As he nmoved toward it, the badger felt the shifting ooze gripping and
sucking at his body. He floundered, tasting the foul mud in his nmouth, unable
towipe it fromhis eyes as it flopped and splodged with his wild efforts.

Snerc's voice rang out from somewhere nearby. "Grab 'old o' d'branch,
stri peydog, or yer sink!"

Sunmmoni ng his strength, Sunflash made a mighty surge forward, grabbing blindly
at where he knew the tree linb to be. There was a nonent's cold panic, then he
felt his paw grip wood. Looping the cord of his mace handl e over a gnarled
burr, he pulled hinself fromthe sticky norass. After what seened an age, his
linbs cane clear of the swirling, sucking nud.

Sunfl ash clung to the wobbly linb, shaking with exhaustion; it had been a



form dabl e task pulling his huge bulk fromthe swanp. Feeling around slowy he
was surprised to find his provision sack still hanging fromthe old cord that
served him

as a belt. He dug his paw into the sack and pulled out the flask of
dandel i on- and- burdock cordial; then, biting out the stopper, the badger tilted
hi s head back and poured the fragrant liquid into his mud-blinded eyes unti
they were free of swanp dirt. Gatefully he cleared his throat by drinking
what was left in the flask, then he | ooked up to see Snerc and the band of
reptiles who had been following him The w cked newt was perched on the head
of a big eel, obviously the |eader

Sunfl ash tried ignoring themas he reasoned with Snerc. "Come on, be fair, you
haven't conpleted our bargain. Get nme out of this swanp. Wich way do | go
now?"

The eels, slow worms, and newts remained silent, fixing the badger with a
concentrated basilisk glare. Smerc, however, was delighted that he had | ured
the badger into a trap. He pointed at Sunflash and giggled insanely.
"Yeeheehee! Which way ya go now, stripeydog? Yeeheeheehee! This's yer deepest
part o' th'swanmp, on'y one way t'go, badjerpadjer. Yeeheeheehee! Down!"

Hot rage engul fed Sunflash the Mace, and he hurled the enpty flask at the

sni ggering newm. Had his aimbeen tenpered by cal mess the mssile would have
slain Smerc, but as it was, die flask struck a glancing blowto both the newt
and the big eel on whose head he was perched. Snerc fl opped sensel ess on the
eel's head, which was now sporting a livid bruise and a rapidly rising bunp.

The eel reared up, opening its mouth to reveal two rows of greeny-yell ow,
needl e-pointed teeth. "Sssssink 'im" it hissed.

The whol e mass of reptiles noved backward, and the oak

A linb began turning on its side. Sunflash threw hinself flat,
".dinging tightly to the branches. To his horror he saw a thick
.vine hawser rise clear of the nud. It was attached underneath
«'; fee oak linb and the reptiles were pulling on it.
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The badger was hel pl ess. He hung on to the turning linb, shouting, "Stop
Stop! What do you want ?"

The big eel sank back and, wapping itself around the hawser, it pulled with
the others as it answered, "Want you... Sssssink!"

The awful realization that there was nowhere to go swept over Sunflash; he
held on to the tree linb as it was pulled down, turning slowmy into the
fathom ess depths of nud.

11
Krakul at withdrew his Crow Brethren to a place where the horde of Swartt

Si xcl aw coul d not see them They settled behind | ow hillocks, waiting for
nightfall. The Crow Leader had been off hunting with his Brethren when the



weasel s Scarback and Marbul had slain his nother with slingstones. Fearfully
the old ones reported the murder to Krakulat on his return, and the savage
crow s rage and grief had been awesone, nore so when his scouts reported back
to himon the dreadful end his mother's body had net. Krakul at decided to take
his ven-geance without regard to life and linb, and once his initial rage had
subsi ded, he planned the time and place his Brethren would strike.

Swartt had suddenly become a great Warlord and the toast

of the horde. Never, not even in the eastlands, had the hor-

, 4ebeast s known such a delightful spot. There was a broad-
rStream fruit trees, and an abundance of edible vegetation. The
81
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fact that no birds were to be seen was forgotten when Aggal the stoat Captain
speared a large fat chub in the stream The vernmn soldiers and their famlies
flocked to the water and drank, sported and spl ashed, some catching

wat er shrinmp, others hunting caddi sworm and tadpoles. Fires were lit, tents
were pitched, and a holiday atnosphere prevailed. Using a tent canvas under
the vixen N ghtshade's supervision, a team of soldiers dragged the stream
bringing in a goodly catch of chub, dace, perch, and even a big old pike.

The six-clawed ferret sat beneath a shady tree, painting glow ng pictures of
the good tines ahead to his officers. Swartt's unobtrusive wife, Bluefen
scurried about, serving fruit and fish. Swartt hardly noticed her

"This is only the start," he said. "G ve nme one good season travelin
south' n' west an' everybeast in the land 11 be flockin* to nmy banner, you'l
see. "

"Hmfm sout hwest, eh? Is that where the badger is?" Scraw the rat, now a
Captain, rnused idly.

The good npod of Swartt Sixclaw suddenly dissipated, and his voice becane a
qguestioning snarl. "Wo told you about the badger?"

Scraw was not intimidated by the Warlord's ill humor. "Some o' those beasts
you were running with before you cane to the tents of Lord Bowfleg," he
answered. "They say the badger is young, but a great warrior, fearless in
battle...."

Swartt | eaned forward anxi ously. "Wat el se do they say? Tell ne.
' "They say he was the one who ruined your sixclawed paw, nade it dead
forever, and that you have sworn to slay him™"

Swartt upturned his netal drinking cup and suddenly dealt it a swift bloww th
t he chai n-mail ed and copper-bound gauntl et he wore over the wi thered six-claw
The vessel crunpled, flattened beneath the force of the blow Swartt stared at



Scraw. "Don't ever nmake the m stake that ny sixctawis useless. It's

slain nore foebeasts than you' ve had hot dinners, rat. As for the badger, |
hear he calls hinself Sunflash the Mace now, take it fromne, that one's a
wal ki n' deadbeast!"

Aggal the stoat Captain nade bold enough to ask, "How 11 you know where to
find this Sunflash the Mace?" Swartt nodded to the vixen. "Tell him"
"Searats; sone seasons back we net themon the coast," N ghtshade expl ai ned
briefly. "They told us of a place far in tfie southwest, a mountain rul ed by
badgers and hares, it has a strange name | cannot renmenber. The searats said
that any badger traveling south and west will eventually arrive at this
nmount ai n, something to do with the destiny of badgers. Wo knows?'

Aggal shrugged di smi ssively. "Huh, searats! Wo can believe that |ot of
floatin' rogues? W slew a few up on the east , coast |ast season; before they
di ed, some of themsaid they knew of a great redstone Abbey that had been
built in the md-south. Liars, they'd have said fish had wings if they'd

t hought ft'd save their miserable lives."

Swartt lied with a straight face to his officers. "I have spo-: ken with a
wi se old ow; he knew of the badger mountain. V You all know that ow s don't
lie, so gather round and 1'Il tell ""you sonethin'."

A - The officers gathered closer to Swartt. Information fromV wi se oW s was
rare, but always true. The ferret Warlord spoke |ow. "The nmountain of badgers
and hares, this ow said, was < al so a storehouse of fabul ous treasure,

j ewel ed swords, gol den ~daggers, and shields nounted with pearls and gens.

W'll take ilCit by force of arms with this great horde. Then I'll split this
Itl Heasure, but only with nmy brave Captains. What | tell you is not for other
ears, it will be our secret. None of the inary hordebeasts need know. Are you

with me?" The Captains | ooked fromone to another, their eyes shining greed.
Scraw acted as spokesbeast for themas he said, with you, Lord Sixclaw, you
can depend on us!"
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The renai nder of the day passed happily for the horde as they fed, played, and
napped anpbng the tents that had been set up on the streanbanks. Late night
found the fires burned to enbers. A soft breeze noved the tent flaps and
rippled the streamas the horde slept deeply, tired out after their forced
march fromthe flatlands. Even the sentries slept. That was when Krakul at the
crow nmade his nove..

Scarback and Marbul were sleeping in the open, outside the Warlord's tent. It
was their job to guard him but the two assassins were as tired as any. They
did not feel the thin twine nade fromanimal sinews until it began tightening
upon their necks, and by then it was too late. Four crows dug their tal ons
into the earth as they strained and pulled in opposite directions on the
strangling | oops. Meanwhile, Krakulat stirred the enbers of a fire at the edge
of the canp into leaping flanes, Silently, Krakulat's w fe, Bonebeak, dipped
her wing in signal to the arnmy of waiting crows, and the Crow Brethren went to
wor k.

Each of themwi nged silently over the fire, carrying in their talons a |ong
string. At the end of each string dangled a nass of dried npbss and grasses
dripping with pine resin. As the Crow Brethren passed over the flanes, the
fireballs ignited. Speeding |ike dark phantons, they flew upward, dropping



their bl azing burdens onto the tents of Swartt's horde. As soon as this was
done, they circled high out of range of the flanmes, waiting.

Three ferrets dashed screami ng froma burning tent. Krakulat and his crows
dived and slew themas they tried to escape the flames. Now others could be
seen agai nst the patches of firelight that had sprung up, illumnating the
| andscape bel ow. The Crow Brethren took no prisoners; the vengeance of
Krakul at was swi ft and unmerciful
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Swartt hurtled fromhis tent, ignoring his coughing, choking w fe, who
st aggered behind him He grabbed the vixen as she dashed past, yelling,
"What' n the name of blood n' fur is goin' on? Wio set all these tents alight?"

Ni ght shade pointed at four dark shapes attacking a squealing rat in the
firelight. "Crows! They're all over the place.... Yaaaagh!"

A crow fastened its talons in the vixen's back; Swartt clubbed it flat with
his mailed paw. Drawing his sword, he roared, "The streanl Everybeast into the
wat er, archers an' slingbeasts, rally to ne!"

The Warlord stood in the shallows, flaying about himself with the flat of his
sword bl ade as he rallied his troops. "Fire arrows an' rocks! There, you
dunmies, there! Can't yer see "emin the firelight when they fly down? There
ain't so many of 'em Come on, nove yerselves, shoot!"

A withering hail of stones and arrows whizzed into the night sky, followed by
anot her and yet another. Krakul at saw the destruction the nissiles weaked on
his Brethren and wheel ed upward out of range, caw ng, "Kraawkaa! Follow ne. W
will show themthe Brethren have no fear. Hi gher, nmy warriors, higher!"

Ni ght shade found Swartt and pointed upward. "Lord, they're out of range, but
they're going to dive down upon us!"

The Warl ord acted quickly, passing word to his Captains. "Spears an' pikes,
hold "emlow 'til | give the signal!"

Swartt's quick thinking ended the encounter. Krakulat sent his crows zoomn ng
down |ike thunderbolts, and, unable to stop thenselves in tine, the last thing
nost of them heard was Swartt yelling, "Spears an' pikes up!"

The Crow Brethren's ranks were so drastically thinned by this sudden action
that they were forced to take flight.
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Morning light found Swartt and his officers seated on the streanbank,
surveying the snmoldering ruins of the hordetents. Soldiers, sone with fur

badly scorched, kept bringing in reports.

"We've found the two weasel s Scarback and Marbu!. They were strangled to
death, Lord."

Swartt disnmissed themwith a wave of his sword. "Just as well, I'd have
throttled "emneself if they'd lived, for not warnin' nme of the crow attack



Any nmore sentries left alive?"
Aggal pointed out a pair of rats. "Only those two, Lord."

Swartt's face was expressionl ess as he pronounced sentence. "Slay 'em they're
no good to me sleepin' on duty. Make sure the rest see yer do it, teach 'ema
| esson! "

A weasel called Gayjaw came running up, breathless. "Sire, we've seen the
crows. They're in that grove of pines over yonder. Gve the word an' we'l|l
attack!"

Swartt shook his head as if in despair.
"Listen to her. '"Gve the word an' we'll attack.' Bl ockhead! They've probably
got an ambush set up for us if we go near those pines. Leave 'em there's no

profit in losin' nore of us by stayin' in this place an' wagin' war on a | ot

of crows."

Ni ght shade slid to the Warlord's side and whispered in his ear. Swartt
bri ghtened slightly, noddi ng approval, and, standing up, he called so that al
could hear: "Sal vage what y'can, pack all gear, we're leavin'!"

The horde broke canmp at midnmorning. As they turned to march south and west,
Swartt nodded to the Iine of archers standing round a fire. "G ve 'em back
what they gave us. Firel"

Burning arrows sped into the pine grove. It was a natural firetrap, with thick
| ayers of dead pine needles providing a floor and ol d pines | eaking resin,
supporting half-fallen trees, dry as tinder and highly flamrable. Swartt had

| ost nore than
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threescore hordebeasts to the crows, but it did not nake much of a dent in his
horde, many of whom nmourned the loss of their tents nore than that of their
dead conrades in arnms. Bl ack snmoke bel ched skyward as the Crow Brethren
tumbled out like a pile of old dark rags to take refuge on the stream banks.

Krakul at wat ched the pine grove bum saying, "Kchaakah! W will follow them
and kill them One by one. Cone!"

The first the horde knew of it was not long after m dday. A horderat marching
slowy at the rear was seized by a score of crows and lifted screanming into
the air. The birds flew as high as they could with their wiggling wailing
burden, then they dropped him He left a dent in the | andscape; other

hor debeasts | eapt to one side to avoid being hit by the falling rat.

After that a whol e conpany of archers was ordered to march at the rear facing
backward, their bows ready strung against further attacks. Next the crows

pi cked another rat off the nmddle right flank, and the archers at the rear
could not fire for fear of hitting their conrades. Before sundown a third rat
was lifted off, this time fromthe front left flank of the nmarching horde.
Swartt's bad tenper descended once nore, and he ordered the vixen to nmarch

al ongside him Repeatedly treading on her footpaws and di gging her in the side
with his mailed paw, he upbraided her. " '"Burn 'emout of the pines, Lord?
Shortsighted stupidity! Wat've yer made nme | ook like, eh? A slop' ead |like
yersel f! Those birds'll follow us until we're dead or they are. Righto, ny



bright seer, see nme a way out o' this, an' quick about it!"

Chaos was beginning to break out in the horderanks as the rats, realizing that
they were the only ones light enough for the crows to lift into the air,
started pani cki ng. Pushing and shoving at weasels, stoats, and ferrets, the
rats tried to occupy the center of the marching nasses, where the crows dared
not fly down upon them Hordebeasts fought the rats viciou&ly.
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claimng the center spot for themselves and their famlies, some with young
ones. The crows, however, did not have it all their own way. Archers and
slingbeasts began a relentless barrage of stones and shafts at the dark-w nged
har assers.

As night fell Swartt was forced to nake canp. A burning ring of fires in the
open surrounded the horde, stopping the crows picking off anybeast on the
fringes. Half the soldiers were ordered to stand upright, pointing spears,
javelins, and | ongpi kes at the sky, while their conrades rested until it was
time to relieve them Swartt ordered N ghtshade to sneak off under cover of
dar kness and scout ahead for a possible solution to their dilemua. Krakul at
and his Brethren squatted out of range of the canpfires. Bonebeak gave her
husband no peace, as she constantly berated him

"Rakaaah! Vengeance is a fool's idea, what good will it do us when we are al
dead? You have slain enough of the land-craw ers to pay for your nother's life
ten tines over. Qur Brethren nust get on with the business of l|iving, we nust
find new hones. |If you get us all slain, who will be left to say what brave
birds we were, what a courageous fool Krakulat was? Kchaah!"

She foll owed the Crow Commander as he waddl ed angrily between the sl eeping
Brethren, trying to shake her off.

"Agga! G ve your feathers a rest, and your naggi ng beak too!" he snapped. "
will say when | have had nmy revenge on the vernin. The Brethren follow nme, ny
word is law here. Now | eave nme al one!"

The night wore on with both sides fitful and uneasy, the horde unable to rest
because of their guard duties, while the crows were kept awake by the constant
tirades of their |eader's wfe.

It was still several hours to dawn when Ni ghtshade slipped back into canmp with
news for Swartt. "Lord, there is a deep
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wi ndi ng ravine not far fromhere. A streamruns through the center of it, and
I think there are caves on the stream bank. | saw no sign of other creatures
there."”

Swartt stood and drew his sword decisively. "Right, tell the Captains t'get
this lot novin'. W'll get to the shelter of this ravine an' take cover in the
caves. Then | can figure out what t'do about these crows!"

The horde entered the gorge in darkness, stunbling over the rocky defile at
the shall ow end of the ravine, still beset by the crows. It was a scene of
chaos. Swartt and his Captains yelled commands at the hordebeasts above the
cawing din of the birds, vermn fired arrows and slung rocks willy-nilly,



others jabbed at the night sky with spears. Splashing through the stream they
bundl ed i nto the shaded gl oom of the caves. There was not roomfor all the
hordesol diers, and many were forced to shelter anid the |upin and branbl es of
the steep ravine sides. Swartt had managed to light a fire in one of the
caves. He | ooked around at the rushes and dry grass pallets in the corners,
then said to the vixen, "So, you saw no sign of any other creature, eh? Wll,
who lives in these caves, tell ne that?"

Screanms and terrified cawi ng from outside saved the vixen having to answer
awkwar d questions. "Lord, listen, sonething strange is happening outside!" she
cried.

The Warl ord peered outside, taking care to stay away fromthe cave entrance.
"Well, it'll be dawn soon, then we'll find out."

The agoni zed choking cry of a hordebeast rang out, causing Swartt and the
vixen to start. N ghtshade slunk to the rear of the cave, avoiding Swartt's
glare. He shook a mailed paw at her threateningly, snarling, "By rights |
shoul d send you out there, yer cringin' cur! Sometimes | think yer nore
troubl e than yer worth."
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After a while it went quiet outside, and all that could be heard was the odd
nmoan of vermi n who were obviously wounded.

Dawn arrived gray and patched with | owering clouds. A fine drizzle caused the
gorge to glisten wetly. Swartt poked his head out of the cave to see half a
dozen foxes come splashing through the stream shallows toward him The | eader
was a | arge, tough-looking vixen, and |ike the others of her escort she
carried a bolas, four thonged, wi th rounded pebbles fastened to its ends. The
Warlord tried to hide his surprise when the vixen spoke, for her tongue was a
bri ght purple, unlike any he had seen

"Be ye the |l eader of this notley array?" she barked.

Swartt coul d see hordebeasts peeping cautiously fromthe other caves and
scranbl i ng down the gorge sides. H's quick eyes took in the nunmber of slain
verm n draped over the rocks. Mrre foxes, maybe fifty, were collecting dead
crows and heaping themin a pile. The ferret drew his sword and put on a bold
face, saying, "lI'mSwartt Sixclaw, Warlord of all this horde. | see you've
slain sonme of ny soldiers. Wy?"

The vi xen spun her bolas idly, clacking the big pebbles together rhythmcally.
"Folly'n"fiel 'Twas a mishap; did | not rid ye of the crows?"

Looki ng up, Swartt had to agree. There was no sign of a crow flying anywhere
about. He saw a young fox plucking feathers fromthe carcass of Krakulat to
decorate his brush with. "Aye, the crows are gone, sure enough,"” he said.
"What do they call you, friend? Never mind the few of mne you slew, those
crows were becomn' bothersone. "

The fox's purple tongue showed vividly as she answered. "I am Shang

Damsont ongue, and this is my gorge. Ye nmay stop awhile, Swartt Sixclaw. ..."
Shang's eyes glistened covetously as she watched Swartt's sword. "Ye have nany
fine
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nmet al weapons," she continued. "Thy beasts carry spears and good daggers.
see shields, too, nuch netal."

| mredi ately Swartt was on his guard, though he took it as an advant age that
the foxes seenmed only to be arned with the primtive stone-and-thong bol ases.
Qoviously netal arnms were considered precious by the foxes of the gorge.
Swartt sheathed his sword, the beginnings of a crafty plan forming in his

m nd.

The reptiles hissed joyfully as they haul ed on the vine hawser. Sunflash
wal | owed hel pl essly, and his great weight was sucked under as the tree linb
subnerged slowy into the ooze. By spreading his paws and hol di ng his head
back, he tried to halt his descent into the swanp, but it was usel ess. He gave
a final battle cry before he was |ost forever in the nurky depths.

"Eeul al i aaaaaa! "

Skarlath arrived like a bolt of lightning. In seconds the big eel was withing
in mdair, clutched tightly in the kestrel's savage tal ons as he pecked
sharply at its head.

"Kreegaah! If nmy friend sinks, you die! Tell the sliny ones to get beneath him
and buoy himup, quick now"

Though he was trapped fast by the neck the eel hissed al oud, "Ssssstop, do not
I et hi msssssink!"

Sunfl ash felt the nmud well into his nouth, then suddenly he was pushed upward
from beneath, the wiggling mass under his footpaws acting as a raft. Skarlath
forced the eel to clench
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the vine hawser in its nmouth, then, beating the air furiously with all his
wi ngpower, the kestrel flew slowy upward, gripping the eel. Beneath himthe
reptile latched hard on to the vine hawser, knowing its life was at stake.

Fortunately the hawser was |ong, and Skarlath nanaged to reach a dry bank wth
line and alder trees growing on it. Flying as high as he could, the kestre
dropped the eel anong the topnost branches of an al der and grabbed the vine
fromit. Leaving the eel stranded high in the alder, Skarlath took three turns
around the |l ower trunk, then, securing the hawser, he flew back to Sunfl ash,
calling advice. "Kreeeeh! Feel around for the vine and pull yourself out!"

Letting his paws sink, the badger felt about until he touched the oak linb
beneat h the swanp's surface. Sunflash groped wildly, knowing it was his only
chance. At one point his head vani shed conpletely under the nud. Skarlath felt
a surge of panic, then sudden relief as his friend appeared |ike sone
slinme-covered prineval nonster, rearing up as he pulled and haul ed on the
hawser that he had found. Blinded by swanp dirt and spitting nud | eft and
right, Sunflash dragged hinsel f paw over paw, the vine hawser tautening as it



rose and sl apped agai nst the viscous surface. Skarlath hovered overhead

cal ling encouragenent, while the reptiles, who had all risen to the surface,
wat ched unblinkingly as the swanp-covered gi ant haul ed and pul | ed, grunting
and gasping, until he energed on the dry bank with a final sucking gurgle.

Sunfl ash the Mace lay conpletely exhausted, the mud plastering himturning to
a gray, cenentlike coating in the hot sun. Skarlath strutted around him
carefully pecking the mess fromhis friend' s ears and eyes. Spitting out the
gritty substance, Sunflash nodded weakly at the reptiles.

"That |ot | ook disappointed. I would have fed themfor three seasons after
they'd suffocated ne," he said.
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The sl ow wornms, newts, and eels were lying offshore, still watching intently.
Nobeast was nore surprised than the badger when Snerc staggered up, one side
of his jaw swoll en out of shape as he grinned |opsidedly and jeered, " 'Ello,

stri peydog, see yer 'scaped fromd' swanp. Heeheehee!"

Sunfiash made a hal fhearted grab at the cheeky newt, but he was too sl ow
Snmerc tottered quickly off into the shrubbery. A nmoment |ater he was heard
shrilling, "Gerroff ne, yew Lemmego, | di'n't do nottink!"

Two otters hove into view, one hauling Smerc by a back | eg. Both beasts | ooked
plump and well fed; they noved with the sure-pawed grace comon to otters.
Noddi ng to Skarlath, they peered intently at Sunflash, and then the | arger of
the two

spoke.
"Aye aye, matey, we 'card the comotion over this way so we cruised over to
take a glim |I'mFolrig Streanmpaw an' this fat frogwall oper is Ruddle

Banksnout . "

Ruddl e pronptly passed possession of Snerc's leg to Sunfiash. "Ahoy, just 'ang
on t'this bucko for a tick, matey!"

Ruddl e hurl ed hinself upon Folrig, and they westled and ki cked, buffeting
each other all over the ground.

"Frogwal |l oper is it, you bottle-bottonmed flotsam us Bank-snouts was al ways
ten tines nore 'andsome than you Stream paws!™”

"Haharr! Did yer say 'andsone? Yore nother wouldn't let yer swmin the water
'cos you frightened all the fishes!"

They roll ed over and over, |ocked together, punmmreling each other as they
| aughed uproariously and traded insults.

"Yore father tried t'swap you fer a toadbabe when you was a pup. He said it
was ni cer |ookin' by far! Hohohoho!"

"Harrharrharr, matey, nmy ole granma used t'say, show ne a good-| ookin'
Streanmpaw an' |'I1l die 'appy. She's still livin'!"
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Sunfl ash sat up, still with the withing Snrerc in one paw, and said, ' 'Wuld
you two like to stop fighting for a monent, |I'mgetting weary just sitting
wat chi ng you! "

They quit tussling straight away and stooped, staring closely at the nud-caked
Sunf | ash.

"Blow me down, is that a badger be'ind all that swanp nmuck?"

"Aye, so 'tis, an' he looks prettier than you, even with all that nuck on 'im
Sit still, messmate, 1'll soon 'ave you clean an' shipshape with a drop o'

clear water."

Ruddl e dashed off to find water, and Folrig took Smerc fromthe badger
shaki ng himby his | oose neck skin. "You rotten liddle scunslinmer, |I'Il wager
awllowerb to a water-shrinp yore be'ind all this!"

The newt kicked and squeal ed, pointing upward to the eel draped in the al der
branches. "No, no, streanydog, not ne, it was 'imup there!"

Folrig grinned broadly at Skarlath. "I s'pose you put ole squirnmskin aloft up
there. Wiy don't y'take this whinmperin' whelk up to join 'inP They're mates
y' know, shane to keep 'em apart."

Weepi ng and wailing piteously, the nemt was borne up to the high branches and
deposited there next to the eel, who was clinging grimy to the thin branches,
conpl ai ning, "Ffffeel sssssick up here."

Skarl ath waggled a talon in his face. "Eel scum feel grateful this bird |et
you live!"

Ruddl e could find only a bit of wet grass, but he cleaned Sunflash's eyes and
nostrils as best he could. "There y'are, nmate, at |east y'can see an' sniff
proper now. Come with me an' ole ugly mug there, we'll navigate yer back to
good dry land away fromthis swanmp. May'ap you'd like to visit our den an'
take a bite with us, eh?"

Sunfl ash t hanked them and pul |l ed hinsel f upright slowy.
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Folrig was | ooking this way and that.
kestrel bird?"

"old "ard, where's yer pal, the

Powdered mud fell dustily fromthe badger as he began wal king. "Ch, Skarlath
cones and goes as he pleases. No doubt he knows |I'msafe with you, so he
decided to take off for a while. By the way, what about the newt and the ee
up there? Hadn't we better |et them down? They m ght starve and die."

Ruddl e chuckl ed. "Not themtwo, when we're gone they'll slither down one way
or another. A bit o' penance don't do rogues like themno 'arm"”

It was nearly twilight when, after a long and perilous trek, they cleared the
swanpl ands and cane to a wooded terrain backed by mounds of smpoth ancient
rocks. The otters nade their way toward the rocks; Sunflash heard water

spl ashing as they skirted the fern-fringed bank of a stream Looking farther



up to where the rounded rocks reared their massive fornms, he saw a beauti ful
waterfall.

Folrig stepped out jauntily, calling back to Sunflash, "W'll soon see if yore
a badger underneath yore swanpcoat, an' | 'ope yore a prettier sight than ole
rot-the-apples there!"

Fighting and chortling, the two otters dived beneath the falls, letting the
torrents batter them Sunflash was a bit apprehensive at first, but after
gingerly stepping beneath the cascade he reveled in the feel of clean, icy

wat er drenching himafter the Iong hot trek through the swanps. Wariness fel
fromthe badger's linbs, and a marvel ous sense of well-being envel oped hi m
Wth a playful roar he joined the otters in their gane, seizing themboth in a
hug.

"Eeul aliaaa! |1'm Sunflash the Mace and |'m better |ooking than both of you put
t oget her, you nut-nosed, boul der-headed beasts!"
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Retaliating, Folrig and Ruddl e got Sunflash in a double headl ock between t hem
shouting, "Drown 'imquick afore he scares the young 'uns!"

"Wt an 'orrible sight, mate, a badger with a butter-di pped nose!"

The three fell about, laughing in the water, then suddenly Ruddl e pl unged
deeper into the thick cascade and vani shed. Sunflash pawed water from his eyes
and | ooked at Folrig. "Were's Ruddl e gone?" he asked.

"Into the den, nmatey. 'Ere, give nme yore paw an' |'Ill show yer."

It was a cave at the back of the waterfall, conpletely hidden from view
Steppi ng frombeneath the falls onto a raised | edge, Sunflash followed Folrig
around a slight bend, and there they were, in a dry, rush-strewn cavern
Ruddl e had already put flint to tinder and set a small fire.

"Wel come in, nmessmate,” he said. "It ain't nuch, but '"tis '"one fer two

"andsone streandogs such as us."

Sunfl ash dried hinmself by shaking off and rubbing vigorously with aromatic
dried grass. Ruddl e produced beakers and a big gourd jug full of
pennycl oud- and-rosehi p squash. Folrig busied hinmself chopping | eeks and white
turnips into a caul dron, eyeing Sunflash's hornbeaml|inb as he did. "That's a
m ghty big 'eadbonker, matey. Did you nake it?"

Sunfl ash hefted the weapon fondly. "Aye, it's ny mace," he said.

The irrepressible otter pointed to a bundle of thick red roots. "Mace, eh?
Vll, if you don't fancy smackin' ole Ruddle in the chops to inprove 'is

| ooks, p'raps you'd like to pound up those 'otroots fer the soup."

Using the head of his mace the badger pul ped the roots to shreds. Folrig
tossed theminto the cauldron along with sone dried watershrinp, young
nettles, nmushroons, and carrots.
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They sat round the fire until the soup was ready, when Ruddl e served it
steanmi ng hot with chunks of barley bread. The taste was delicious, though the
spi ci ness al nost took the badger's breath away. Hurriedly he poured a
beakerful of squash down his burning throat. "Phwooh! | feel as though |I'm on
fire. What soup is that?"

Fol ri g began si ngi ng.

"When | was just a liddle beast,
I was so small anl weak,

I'd often fall flat on ne tail,
An' | could "ardly speak.

| scarce could totter round the fl oor
Me whi skers used to droop,

"Til granma made a great big pot
O good ole 'otroot soup!

An'" now | ' m brisker than a bee,
Mre fitter than a nole,

Most every day | 'ear granma say,

"G ve 'imanot her bow !’

"Il live a thousand seasons, G ow strong as any tree, Gve me a spoon an
fetch it soon, Good 'otroot soup for ne."

As the evening wore on, Sunflash began to enjoy the tangy dish. In fact he ate
nore than either of his two friends. They sang and recited, ate and drank
until all three fell asleep where they sat, around the glowi ng enbers, with

t he soothing sounds of the falls in the background.

Sunfl ash did not know whether it was night or day when he woke. Folrig had put
nmore wood upon the enbers and blown a fresh fire into Iight. The badger
yawned, stretched, and took a nmighty draught of squash fromthe gourd jug.

For the first tine he noticed an opening at the back of the cave. "Ruddle,
where does that lead to? Is it a backway out?" he asked.

The otter licked a paw and held it up. "It used t'be, nmessmate; feel that
breeze, keeps the cave nice' n' fresh when the wind's blowin' in the right
direction. Aye, 'twas once our secret way out, until a boulder shifted in the
meltin' snows an' blocked it. But a little draught still cones through when it
bl ows southerly."

While the two otters prepared breakfast, Sunflash went to investigate the
secret exit. Sure enough, a sizeable boulder had bl ocked it, and all that
showed through were a few small cracks of sunlight from outside. The badger
wor ked at cl earing
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the rocks and debris that had | odged round the great stone, until Folrig
called him "If y'don't |like arrowoot biscuits'n o-ney with "ot mnt tea,
then stay where y'are, matey, ne'n'ole frightface'll eat 'emfer youl"

Sunfl ash needed no second bi dding. He enjoyed a hearty breakfast, while
expl ai ni ng what he had in mnd.

"Move what bits and pieces you need to the side walls of this cave—+'m goi ng
to unbl ock your secret backway. |I'll push the boulder into the cave fromthe
out si de—and when you hear the boul der shifting you' d best stay clear of this
pl ace. Better yet, cone and show ne the backway from outside."

The two otters followed him scoffing and chortling at the idea that any
creature could clear the obstruction

"Nobeast' ||l budge that ole boulder, it's there to stay. W both worked at it
right through the spring with nary a scrap of luck,'tis wedged there for good,
Sunf | ash. "

"If anybeast |ivhV could nove yonder stone, why, we'd give *ima mghty feed
an* call 'im'andsone. Hohohoho!"

From t he outside, the backway was a natural tunnel in the rock above the
falls. Sunflash clinmbed in and started pulling out slabs and shards of stone

t hat had beconme wedged around the boul der. These he passed back to his friends
for disposal. Once it was reasonably clear, he set his shoulder to the big
rock and began to push, grunting and straining as he sought for proper
purchase with his footpaws. Folrig and Ruddl e sat outside the tunnel, concern
evident in their voices.

"Sunfl ash, matey, come out o' there,'tis no use!"

"You'll "urt yoreself, friend, it ain't worth it fer a daft ol e boulder |ike
that'n!"

The | arge gol d-striped head poked fromthe tunnel opening and glared at them
warrior blood was beginning to rise in the eyes of Sunflash.
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"Listen, you two ugly rmugs, |'d advise you both to shut up! You're ny friends,
see—' ve been guided through the swanps, been cared for, fed, and bedded in
your home. So now |'mrepaying you by clearing this secret way out, then Il
be on my way. Now both of you, sit tight here and not another word!"

Thor oughly chastened, Folrig and Ruddl e watched their friend di sappear back
into the tunnel

Setting his back full against the boul der, Sunflash | odged his paws into the
wal s on either side of him his footpaws flat on the stone floor as he began
to push. Miscl es bunching and sinews strained, he concentrated all his mnd on
defeating the mghty boul der janmed squarely into the passage. The powerful
jaws clenched vicelike, and froth bubbled around his |lips as he strained,



vei ns bul ging and claws scarring deep into the rock walls.

There was a slight creak, and dust powdered from the boul der edges to mngle
with the sweat dripping from Sunflash's nuzzle. Straining and pushing even
harder, the badger shut his eyes tight as a red nist envel oped his senses.
Then the four badgers were with himin spirit, his father, nother, and both
grandsires, speaking as in one echoing voice.

"Through wi ntercold and sunmerheat, The Badger Lord knows not defeat! Point of
spear or bl ade of sword, Nought can stop the Badger Lord!"

A thunderous battle cry ripped fromthe very depths of the badger's cavernous
chest, and bl ood coursed through his frame in a torrent as he slamed his back
into the boul der.

"Eeul al i aaaaaaa! "

The huge stone rolled forward, free of its constraints. Lying stretched upon
hi s back, Sunflash opened his eyes and wat ched
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as the boul der runbled off down the passageway. Picking up speed on the slope,
it boomed its way through the cavern, swerving around the corner of the
otters' dwelling and crashing into the cascading curtain of the waterfall
Folrig and Ruddl e had heard the commotion; they dashed to the edge of the
rocks, follow ng the course of the noise.

"Blisterin' barnacles, nate. Look!"

The boul der cane catapulting out of the cataract's center to crash into the
streambelow with a terrific splash. Folrig and Ruddl e danced about wildly on
the rock's edge.

"Hohoho, bucko, Sunflash did it, | told yer he would!"
"On ne oath, nmessmate, | never doubted 'e woul d!"

Sunfl ash cl eansed hinself of the dust and perspiration by taking a final
refreshi ng shower beneath the greengold, sunlight-laced waters of the falls.
When he had washed he stretched out to dry on the grassy banks of the stream
bel ow. Folrig and Ruddl e bounded up, both carrying traveling staves and
bearing three haversacks of food.

The badger sat up and shook hinself. "Hmém and where do you two frogs
ni ght mares think you're off to, if | nmay make so bold to ask?"

Ruddl e answered for themboth. "Wth you, of course, O good-Ilookin' one.

Sunfl ash picked up his nace and one of the haversacks. "Huh! That's what you

t hi nk—+' m not having two nudfaces |ike you pair follow ng me about and scaring
off the birds."

Folri g shoul dered his haversack, grinning. ' 'Belay that talk, butterstripe,
we're bound to go with you. You wear the sign of Firjak's OCakden; we mnust
followit."

Sunfl ash remenbered the greenstone sycanore |eaf talisman given to himby



El mj ak, which still hung about his neck. The resol ute expressions on his
friends' faces told himthat argunent was usel ess. As they tranped sout hward
he took the greenstone synbol in his paw and inspected it, nusing, ' "This
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must be a very powerful omen. Elnjak told ne that all squirrels and otters
would aid me if | wore it. But why?"

As they pressed deeper into dry, heavily wooded forestland, Folrig explai ned
the significance of Firjak's talisman. "One time o' day the squirrels an'
otters in these parts kept thenselves to thensel ves, never botherin' wth each
other. Except for two liddle "uns. They were Firjak, son of the

Squirrel -queen, an' Bankrose, daughter of a great Skipper of Oters. These two
were great liddle pals, they played t'gether often. But one day they was both
taken by searats, captured an' marched off, far fromthese woods. Well

Firjak, he bit through 'is bonds an' escaped, then the liddle feller followed
the rats, an' one night while they slept 'e slew two sentries an' |iberated
Bankrose. Firjak was wounded in the scuffle, an' even though 'e was but no
nore'n a babe, 'e carried Bankrose up into a big ole sycanore an' kept those
rats at bay with a tiny sling an' sonme pebbles until a trackin' party of
otters'n'squirrels arrived an' rescued 'em both. Young Firjak was sore
wounded, down to 'is |last pebble, too, a big flat green one, too large t'fit
the sling. That's the one yore wearin' round yore neck, matey—the Skipper of
Oters carved it to look like a sycanore |leaf. After that the squirrel an'
otterfol k becanme allies. So now y' know why anybeast wearin' that |eafstone
conmands the respect an' loyalty of all otters an' squirrels.”

Sunfl ash | ooked at the talisman with new respect. "A tale of great courage.
What happened to Firjak?"

"Ch, Firjak recovered, but 'is footpaw was so |lamed they say 'e rarely clinbed
atree after that. Learned to swim 'e did, sonebeasts say 'e was nore otter
than squirrel in the finish."

Sunfl ash was curious about the capture of Firjak and Bank-rose. "You say they
were taken by searats. | never knew that searats cane this far inland."

Ruddl e poi nted westward, saying, "Wat d you nmean? We ain't that far inland,
the great waters are only a few days over yonder."
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"Then that's the way we'll go," said Sunflash, changing his course. "Once I
reach the sea I'msure I'lIl only have to keep traveling south. Come on, you
beauti es!"

Folrig seemed rather hesitant. "Er, it wouldn't be advisable to set a course
that way, mate, searats an' Corsairs 'ang about the coast like ants in 'oney."

Sunfl ash kept wal king, calling back to Folrig, "If a squir-rel babe could
defeat the searats they shouldn't be too tough for us. Besides, you two could
panic themw th your faces. Hahaha!"

The foll owi ng two days passed uneventfully; the going was not too difficult,
the weather fine, and food plentiful. Toward evening of the second day, the



travel ers found thensel ves scaling sone very steep wooded hills, each one
seem ngly higher than the last. Am d the stunted trees and shrubs of the fina
rocky tor, Sunflash called a halt. In the last rays of daylight he noticed a
faint westerly gl eamon the horizon

"Aha, it's the sea at last, ny pretty ones!" he cried.

Ruddl e was still panting as he lit a small sheltered fire. "Well ain't that
nice, clanberin' up all them'ills so ole stri-pey' ooter can see the water!"

"Huh, '"ills y'say, matey? If they was '"ills I'"'man ow's uncle," said Folrig,
unpacki ng supper fromthe haversacks. "It's nmountains we've been clinmbin',
bucko, an' none big-ger'n the one we're atop of right now"

Sunfl ash chuckl ed at his two conpanions. "Well at [east we don't have to clinb
any higher, it'll be all downhill tonorrow, or should | say downmountain. Cone
on, you two frogfaces, dig out those turnip'n' mushroom pasties.”

Supper was laid on green twigs to warmover the fire. Ruddl e dribbl ed honey
onto three thick fruitcake slices, while Sun-flash poured out beakers of cold
ci der.
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They lay round the fire eating supper, enjoying the faint breeze. Folrig
wi nked coaxingly at Ruddle. "I votes you take first watch, natey, yore the
ugliest."

Ruddl e made as if to rise, then slunped back, saying, "First one can't solve a
riddl e takes first watch. \What goes up an' up an' up an' never |eaves the
ground?"

Folrig answered without batting an eyelid, "This pesky mountain we're on
that's an old un. Er, er, what's under the water an' over the water an' never
gets wet ?"

Sunfl ash |icked honey fromhis paws as he answered, "An egg inside a duck's
tummy, even | know that one! Righto, what falls every day and breaks every

ni ght ?"

Ruddl e sniffed. "Huh, dusk an' dawn, what el se? What goes buhurr owch! Buhurr
owch! See if y'know that'n."

"Two nmol es fightin' over a danson pudden.™
Ruddl e glared at Folrig. "How did you know?"
"Well | should know, matey,'twas nme that made it up!"

They fell to westling and insulting each other until Sunflash pulled them
apart. "Stop this fighting, you two, 1'll go first watch."

Suddenly Folrig and Ruddl e wanted to take first watch.
"No, no, matey, I'll go watch."

"Ch no y'won't, I will."



Sunfl ash tossed his nace frompaw to paw nenacingly. "I said I'll go first
wat ch. Anybeast care to argue?"

The two otters threw thensel ves flat, eyes closed tight.
"Can't 'ear yer, mate, |I'mfast asleep."
"Me too, needs ne beauty sleep, | do."

Chuckling quietly at the irrepressible creatures, Sunflash strode softly off
around the edges of their canp. He settled on a boul der fromwhere he had a
good view all round.

The early part of the night was uneventful. Sunflash stayed alert, enjoying
the silence of the balny darkness. He sat thinking of his friend Skarlath and
t he happy seasons they had spent
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with the Bruff Dubbo and Tirry Lingl fanmilies at the cave. Intermingled with

t hese thoughts were the dreans of his family: father, nother, and grandsires,
and of course, the nountain, always the mountain, waiting for him sonewhere in
t he southwest. The canpfire had gradually reduced to enbers and gone dead;
there was no noon, only the w de star-strewn darkness above. Gadually, little
by little, the badger fell under the soft spell of night's mantle. Hi s eyes
began to droop, and snmall sounds receded into the background, nmerging into a
faint, conforting whisper

Then a wei ghted net was flung over Sunflash, pulling himbackward off the

boul der. Before he had a chance to break loose or lift his mace, the badger
felt cold steel at his throat, at |east a dozen sword or knife points. A gruff
voice grated in his ear. "One nove an' you're a deadbeast!"

The net tightened as stakes were driven through it into the ground.
"Munga, are those two others taken care of?" the gruff voice called out.
A reply came back out of the darkness: "Qut cold, the pair of 'em Chiefl"

Sunfl ash began to struggl e against the confining net. A sword point pricked
hi m under the chin and a higher-pitched voice grated angrily: "Let me finish
himoff, Chief!"

Shang Damsont ongue was even easier to deal with than Bowfleg had been. Swartt
Si xcl aw promi sed her joint |eadership of the horde, plus many fine netal
weapons, and she was eager and greedy. They sealed the bargain with fine w ne
fromthe south, Swartt drinking fromthe bottle and allow ng his new partner

t he honor of drinking fromthe poisoned silver chalice. The sixclawed Warlord
could scarce suppress an evil snigger. Wuld they never |earn, these so-called
| eaders, that none was nore deadly and pitiless than he?

Once again he was Warlord of all the great horde. Shang's forner band of foxes
was only too happy to follow Swartt; issued with good netal weapons to take
the place of their forner crude arms, regaled with prom ses of |avish booty to
cone, they joined gladly. But Swartt had not reckoned w th Bal ef ur

The bi g dogfox had been only | oosely attached to Shang Dansont ongue's band. He
was more of a | oner—tough, in-
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dependent, and fearless, Balefur answered to nobeast. Swartt had noticed him
as the march sout hwest had continued, standing out, bigger than the rest,
striding confidently, neither asking nor giving help to anybeast. Moreover,

Bal efur had arned hinmself with a | arge doubl e- headed battl eaxe, and he carried
it wwth the easy grace of one who knew how to use it.

On the second night's canp, Swartt decided to nmeet with the big fox. Being one
of the fewleft with a tent, the Warlord had it set up, guards posted around
it, and a fire burning outside. Cushions were scattered around inside, and
Swartt's wife, Bluefen, set out a good array of food and drink. The Warlord
was out to inmpress any potential friend or eneny with a show of splendor and
power .

Four armed vernmin were sent to bring the fox into Swartt's presence, but from
the start the interview went badly. Bal efur sauntered in, battl eaxe slung
nonchal antly across his shoul der, conpletely ignoring the four guards around
him He wi nked casually at Swartt and | eaned up agai nst the tent post.

Swartt studied his guest before speaking, then he crooked a claw at Aggal the
stoat Captain. "Aggal, relieve our friend of that great heavy weapon."

Bal efur toted the axe, shaking his head at the Captain. "Nay, laddie, this's
mah weapon, nobeast takes et fromne, d' ye ken?" He | aughed openly at the
hesi tant Aggaf. "Besides, et's no' heavy, ah kin wield et wi' nay fuss!"

Taki ng a qui ck pace forward, Bal efur swung the axe in a swift arc. Agga

j unped backward, but not before the axebl ade had sheared through his sword
belt. The fox picked up the severed belt and sheathed sword lightly on his
doubl e- headed axe and tossed it to the speechl ess Captain.

"Cch, yer no' hurt, stoat. If ah was ainmin' t'slay ye they'd be buryin' ye in
two pieces now "

Swartt got up fromhis chair; striding forward he faced the fox inperiously.
"I am Swartt Sixclaw, Warlord of this horde!"

Bal efur | ooked away insolently as if dismssing him "Aye, so ah've heard,
what else is new, ferret?"

Swartt fought inwardly to control his rising anger. "So you're Balefur, | can
tell by your speech that yer fromthe far northlands. How did y'get this far
sout h?"

The fox shrugged, smiling patronizingly at me Warlord. "Cch, that's a |ong
story, but nae doubt ah* 11 be goin' farther a bit w' ye, if we're t'betieve
all yer talk o' great booty an' nighty plunder."

Knowi ng the fox was getting the better of the confrontation, Swartt decided to
change his tack. He smled and cl apped the big beast's back, saying, "I like



you, mate, yer a beast after me own heart. How d y'like to be a horde Captain
in nmy arny?

Bal ef ur chuckl ed, shaking his head. "Not fer me, polecat, ah'll |eave that tae
the wee beasties who like t'dress up an' play soldiers. Mah business is takin'
care o' maself, not lookin' after otherbeasts."”

Seething inwardly, Swartt pasted a smle on his face. "Don't take or give
orders, eh, a good idea. Cone sit with ne, Balefur, let's eat'n'drink

toget her, friend."

The big fox | aughed openly.

"Yer a canny creature, Swartt, ye drink fromthe bottle an'

ah drink fromthe silver cup, eh? Is that what yer thinkin'?

Vell et'll no work, ah ate an' drank afore ah came here an’

:H ah'moff tae take nah rest now, so ah'll bid ye good night."
o*g Wthout waiting permission fromthe Warlord, Bal efur shoul -
£ dered his battl eaxe and strode off.

o When Bal efur had left, Swartt |eapt at one of the guards

standing nearby and felled himwith a mghty blow from his

mai | ed paw.

"There! That'll give yer sonmethin' to smle about! Any-
beast want sone of this, speak up an' 1'll give it to yer!"
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At a nod from Ni ght shade, the guards and Captains hurriedly left the tent. The
vi xen hovered behind Swartt's chair. "That one is dangerous, Lord, he knows we

poi soned Shang Dansont ongue. But we will have to be careful. Balefur is nuch
admred within your horde; we will watch and wait."
Swartt gritted his teeth until his jaw ached. "I'd like to finish the blaggard

tonight, while he's sleepin!"
" "Twoul d not be easy, Lord, he is a northlander, experienced in the art of
battle. 'Twould be no sinple task to slay that one. If you missed then you
woul d be nade to | ook foolish in front of the horde."

Swartt studied his six-clawed paw in its netal gauntlet, and said, "I suppose
you're right, vixen, we'll watch an' wait. Nothing nust happen t' nmake ne | ook
foolish in front of ny horde. I want you t'go ahead and scout the I and for

t hree days. Make sure we're on the right course, |I don't want themmut-terin'
that we're lost again, Balefur'd just |ove that. Travel alone and | et nobeast
know where you're goin', d ye hear?"

Ni ght shade stuffed provisions in a sack. "I'll go now. Don't worry too much
about Bal efur, he does not figure in your fate, Lord."



Swartt drew his curved sword and tested its edge. "No, but 1'Il figure in his
fate sure enough. There's nore ways of shell-in'" an acorn than hittin' it with
a rock. Go now.'

The foll owi ng days were not easy for Swartt. Tales, enlarged by runor, had
spread through the horde, telling of his encounter with the fox Bal efur. The
stories grew nore fantastic as they passed from one to anot her

"I tell yer, mate, Swartt's terrified of ole Balefur."

"Who told yer that?"

"One of the guards who was in the tent, 'e said that Bal efur chopped Swartt's
belt in pieces with that battleaxe of 'is."

"So, what did Sixclaw do about that?"
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"Never did a thing, jus' stood there trenmblin', then Bal efur goes an' |ays
Cap' n Aggal out with a single blow"

"It nust've been a good blow, that Aggal's a tough 'un!"

"Hah, none of 'emare as tough as the fox. 'Ave yer seen the size of '"inP |

woul dn't like to chance me paw with that 'un!"
"Me neither, not if 'e did wot you said."
"Wll '"e didit, true as | stan' 'ere. I'll wager that ole Bale-fur'll be

leadin' this 'orde afore long."

Swartt could hear the murnurs; he heard the stifled chuckles al so, though he
could never identify the culprits fromout of the marching horde. Luckily the
goi ng was easy, over copse-dotted grasslands crisscrossed by small gurgling
streanms. Alone in his tent at nights, the Warlord noticed that his Captains
were hardly bothering to cone in and report at the end of each day. Wen he
slept his dreans were visited by visions of the badger Sunflash. Each nmorn he
woul d wake, and the one thing driving himon, even in his present precarious
position, was to slay his eneny, the badger who had ruined his sixclawed paw

Bal ef ur, however, was enjoying his notoriety and courting popularity with his
admrers. There were a great nunber of hordebeasts who favored the big fox;
some were only too glad to serve himfood, erect a tent for his use, and obey
his whinms. The horde Captains were plainly frightened of him and Bal e-fur
took every opportunity to belittle them by maki ng sideswi pes at their
authority. His prowess with the battl eaxe was beconi ng sonething of a | egend
around the campfires. Often he would chop an officer's spear handle in two

pi eces and pretend it was an acci dent.

"Whoops! Sorry about (hat, |addie, ye nust've stepped in mah way jist as ah
was practicin', still, nae harm done, eh?"
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Sone days he woul d deliberately hold about half of the horde back by taking a



rest in md-march. He would sit at the edge of a stream bathing his paws and
calling out so that Swartt could hear every word clearly, "Och, ye march on
wi 1 yer badger-chasin', we'll catch ye up by nightfall, nebbe!"

Gimfaced and silent, the Warlord marched onward, afraid to challenge

Bal efur' s easygoi ng i nsol ence in case he lost to the fox, yet know ng that
whi l e the chal |l enge remai ned unanswered, he was |osing the respect of both
horde and Captains. It was a dilemma he would have to face sooner or |ater

It was in the dark of a noponless night when the vixen returned. The Warlord
sprang up fromthe cushions where he had | ain sleepless through the | ong
hours. "Were in the nane of fur'n'blood have you been all this tine, vixen?
Make yer report, an' it better be good!"

It was good. Swartt's agile m nd weighed up the possibilities as Ni ghtshade
expl ai ned what she had found.

"Lord, you are marching south now, and have been for the |ast few days, but no
matter. Two days fromhere a great river runs to the west. If we followit to
the shores of the sea, then we only have to go due south.”

Swartt nodded inpatiently. "Yes, yes, y'did well, vixen, we won't get | ost
follown ariver. But there's sonethin' else you' ve seen, | know there is!
Tell me."

Ni ght shade | eaned cl ose, her voice low, relishing the role of conspirator. "A
little way east before |I found the river, | discovered two old stoat hags
living not far froma great hole in the ground, a quarry they called it. Funny
t hi ng though, these two old ragbags of stoats, they were living in a hovel
made of grass sods, but it was ringed about by many thick ropes lying flat on
the ground...."

"Thi ck ropes on the ground, what for?" Swartt interrupted.
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"I asked themthat very question, Lord. They told ne it was because of the
snakes—they said that serpents won't cross over a rope laid flat on earth..

Swartt stared hard at the vixen in the gl oomof the tent. "Snakes! How many
snakes were they tafkin' about?"

"They said a great nest of adders live down in the quarry, where the stone is
dry and sandy in places. | stood at the edge of the quarry with them and they
showed me the entrance holes to the serpents' lair. Anybeast going into one of
those holes would neet a horrible death for certain.”

Swartt scratched his painted chin thoughtfully. "A great hole in the ground
full of snakes, eh? | wonder how they got there."

There was di sbelief in N ghtshade's voice as she expl ai ned. "Those two old
hags said that the quarry was made by many nice, squirrels, noles, and

woodl and creatures, who needed the red sandstone to build. Wen they left, the
snakes took it over. | think those two stoat hags are as crazy as weed-fed
frogs!"

Swartt waved her to silence with his mailed paw. *' Never mind all that, if the



hole in the ground is there and full of serpents as they say it is, then |'ve
got a great idea. Listen carefully now, I want no slipups!"

15

The foll owing day was |ight and breezy. Patches of sun and shade stippled the
grassl ands as Swartt stood on a small knoll, his face and teeth freshly

pai nted, cloak swirling on the wind. The Warlord's tone had a fresh ring of
confi dence as he addressed the horde in a loud voice: "I've been travelin' due
south because | know a great river runs west not two days from here. W'l
march to that river and followit west, and if we nmake it to the river in good
time, I'lIl allow you a couple of days' rest, eatin', sleepin', and doin' what
you |like. Now break canp and let's nove!"

A hal f-hearted cheer went up, but nost of the horde did not seemin any hurry
to march. From sonmewhere in the center of the horde, Balefur's voice could be
heard clearly. "All those who want tae chase badgers, follow the ferret!"”

" "If you think Swartt Sixclaw canme all this way just to chase a badger, then
you're slow in the head, fox."

Bal efur stared at Ni ghtshade curiously. "Wat nakes ye say that, do ye ken
sonethin' | don't?"
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Ni ght shade smiled craftily, tapping her nuzzle with one paw. "I know nore
about Swartt Sixclaw than any beast living. Don't you believe he's down here
on a badger hunt. Follow nme if you want to know the real truth.”

Bal efur foll owed the vixen as she picked her way through the verm n throng
until the two of them stood alone in an ash grove. She sat and patted the
grass indicating that Balefur join her. The fox inspected the area, then sat
in a place of his own choosing, back against a tree, axe lying close to paw.
"Ye dinna fool ne, lassie,"” he said, "ah know ye t'be Swartt's creature."

Ni ght shade's eyes were bitter and her voice shook as she answered, "For too
many seasons, my friend, but now |l'msick of being treated |ike a paw ag—vi xen
do this, vixen do that, fetch, carry, yes Lord, no Lord."

Bal efur smled as he toyed with the axe haft. "QOch, then what changed yer mi nd
all o' a sudden?"

Ni ght shade | eaned forward and grasped his paw. "You did! Swartt's afraid of
you, it's plain to see his days as Warlord are nunbered. | want to be on the
wi nner's side. Everybeast knows you are the next horde | eader!"”

Bal efur pursed his lips shrewdly. "Tell ne nore, ah'mbe-ginnin' tae like the
sound o' this."

Ni ght shade's voice held an undercurrent of greed and excitenent. "The badger
story is just a ruse. Swartt wants power and weal th. The position of Wrlord
is his power, but the wealth |ies hidden southeast of here. Searats sailed up
the great river long seasons ago and hid their treasure in a secret place!"

The big fox i mediately becane very attentive. "Aha! Treasure ye say—-where?'



"Only Swartt and | know. We fought the searats and sl ew t hem nany seasons ago
on the east coast. Before their Captain died we squeezed the | ocation of the

| oot out of him However, | know now that Swartt has grown too powerful to
share any
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oot with ne. What |1'm | ooking for is sonebeast | can trust, a fox like nyself
to share both the treasure and conmand of the horde."

Bal ef ur spat upon his paw and held it out. "Play nme false an' 1'll gut ye, but
take nmy paw, tell me where yon treasure lies, an' ye've got a bargain. | give
ye ny word, lassie!"

Ni ght shade spat on her paw and joined it with the big fox's.
"Fox and fox together act,
Here's ny paw and here's ny pact!

"Right, when we reach the river, Swartt is giving the horde a couple of days
rest, that's so he can slide off and get the loot. He wants the horde to nove
west, but if you follow the river east and conme back north a bit, you'll see a
great hol e scooped out of the earth, a quarry. That is where the treasure
lies. Go carefully, and avoid an old sod dwelling where two stoat hags live.
They act as sentries for the treasure, guarding the quarry. Those old hags are
danger ous, they have know edge of great spells, magic, and poisons. Keep away
fromthem and enter the quarry secretly fromthe opposite side of their
dwelling. You will find many holes | owdown in the pitface—hoose the biggest.
Fol  ow down the hole, it is a tunnel, and at the end of it you will find the
treasure if you dig straight down. Take two trusty friends with you to carry
it back, for it is a great hoard that took the searats many, nany seasons to
steal and plunder. They say there is a great jeweled axe nade from gold there,
bi gger even than the one you carry."

Though Bal efur's eyes shone covetously at the thought of such riches, still he
asked the question, "An' what'll ye be doin' whilst ah'mgettin' yon booty?"
The vi xen nodded approvingly. "Good, | thought you'd ask that! I'll be

convincing Swartt that you' ve deserted with a
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coupl e of your mates; meanwhile I'Il be slipping a potion in his food that'l
weaken hima bit. No sense in taking stupid risks. Then when you chal |l enge him
for the |l eadership you'll be sure to win. Now get going, take two of your
foxes with you. If you |l eave now you'll set paws on the treasure a full day
before we arrive at the river. I'Il meet you at the cave to split the spoils.”

Bal efur called back as he ran off toward the nmoving horde, "Ah'mglad tae have
ye as a friend an' not a foe, N ghtshade!"

The vixen smled and waved, knowi ng she was |inked by destiny to serve only
one. The Warlord Swartt Sixclaw



Bal ef ur chose two dogf oxes, young and conpletely in awe and adm ration of him
Wthout telling themtoo nuch, he shepherded them away fromthe marching
horde, and they slipped off south and slightly east, away fromthe main body.

Swartt was joined by the vixen as they forded a small brook. 4 'Wll, did our
bi g-mout hed fish take the bait?'' he asked.

The vi xen scooped up a pawful of water and sipped lightly. "Hook, line, and
sinker, Lord; it was like telling a hungry ratbabe where cook hid the apple
pie."

There was no breeze that night. It started to rain, with a slight ninble of

t hunder fromthe west getting closer. Balefur had traveled hard and fast, the
two foxes panting to keep up with him Conpletely drenched, they halted on a
hill of shale and scree overlooking the quarry. Lightning crackled fromthe
sky, illum nating the huge pit scooped out of the earth. Wping rai nwater from
his eyes, one of the foxes stood back a bit fromthe edge, saying, "It |ooks
too scary, | don't like it!"

One hard prod fromthe battl eaxe haft left himspraw ing and nursing aching
ribs. The big fox snarled contenptuously. "Ah'm no bothered whether ye |like et
or no, | addie buck, up
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on yer paws now. Look down yonder, ye two, when lightninl flashes again, then
tell me if ye see a big hole in the quarry-side."

Thunder boonmed and a bolt of lightning cut the wet night sky.
"Aye, there it is, just off t'the left, see!"

It was clear enough; all three sawit at once. There was a series of snall

hol es, but one larger than the rest stood out |ike a great dark nouth, gaping
wi de. Bal efur pushed the two young foxes ahead of him "Shift yersel's, mates,
that's where we're bound!"

Still rubbing his ribs, the young fox protested, "W could do with a lighted
torch to see the way...."

Bal efur's claws dug into neck scruff as he shook the protestor. "Are ye daft,
| addi e, where's dry wood tae be found? Ah've flint an' tinder wi' ne, d'ye
want ne tae dry yer tail out an' set a light to et, eh? Now move yersel's!"

The Iightning became nore frequent, and their descent to the quarry floor was
unpl easantly rapid as they skidded and slipped over rain-slicked stone and

t hrough patches of wet clay. Mizzl e over brush they | anded, soaked and dizzy
on the quarry floor. Suddenly lit by Iightning, the whole place | ooked unreal
a crater of banded pink and red stone envel oped by | ancing rain. Balefur
shoul dered his axe, saying, "Keep those w de daggers close, ye'll be needin
emto dig."

"To dig? What for, Balefur?"



"Ach, never ye mind. Cone on—we haven't all night!"

The hol e entrance | oonmed dark and forbidding, but before either of the foxes
could hesitate, Balefur had pushed theminside with his axe shaft. Once in, it
was surprisingly dry and silent, and they took a nmonent to shake and wi pe
rainwater fromtheir faces and paws.

"Cch well, at least 'tis warman' dry," the big fox remarked cheerfully. "If
ye feel anythin' around that'll do fer a torch, let me know an' we'll |ight
one."

One of the two foxes sniffed the air and shuddered. "Ugh! Wat's that snell?
It's awful I'"

Bal efur sniffed several times before pronouncing, "Ah don't know what et is,
but mnd, |addie, anyplace searats have been is bound tae stink a bit. Right,
hang on to mah tail, yer pal can hang on to yers. Follow ne."

The nonent Bal efur began to suspect that all was not right was when the tunne
took several twists and turns. Attenpting to find his way back through the
total darkness to their original entrance, he found hinself caught up in a
maze of chanbers, cross tunnels, and dead ends. The two young foxes began

whi nperi ng.

"L . .. let's get out of here, |I'mscared!"

"Aye, we should never have left the horde!"

Using his free paw, the big fox cuffed about in the darkness until he had
soundly buffeted them both. "Shuttit! D ye hear me, belt up, yer snivelin'
gobs!"

They went quiet. Balefur squatted in the darkness, trying to get his bearings,
then he heard the noi se.

Flip ... Plop ... Flip ... Plop

"Hear that, et might be the rain's stopped an' 'tis drippin fromthe rocks.
Sounds like et's up ahead, right, let's go!"

As they groped their way farther along the passage, one of the foxes yelled
joyfully, "Light ahead, |ook!"

Sure enough, there was a pale light to be seen dimy ahead. They dashed toward
it, tripping, stunbling, and shouting, "It nust be noonlight. 1'll bet the
rain's stopped!"

It was a cavern, a vast, high-ceilinged chanber in the nat-ural rock

Li mestone stal actites and stalagmtes could be seen everywhere, sonme of them
reflected in the pale green lum nous tight given off by a massive pond in the
center of the cavern. The three foxes stood di sappoi nted but spell bound at the
gl owi ng scene before them The smell grew stronger—sweet, dry, cloying.

Bal ef ur had caught that odor before on the battle-
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grounds of the northlands. It was the scent of death!



Sss ssssssssssssttttttt |

It started gradually until the whole chanber echoed to the sinister hissing
noi se. Then they saw the snakes. Every exit fromthat dreaded pl ace was

bl ocked by them adders, withing and hissing, baring fangs as they slithered
forward. Scaly, cold-eyed, olive- and bl ack-chevroned reptiles; long, short,
thick, fat, poison, toothed and sinuously evil. Rearing, bunching and swayi ng,
they came. Bal efur had never w tnessed anything like it, not even in his worst
ni ght mare. The battl eaxe slid fromhis nervel ess paws as he felt hinself fixed
by a thousand hypnotic eyes. One of the foxes at his side screamed and threw
hinsel f into the pool

"Eeeeyaaaaagh! "

There were only ripples on top of the bottom ess pool to show where he had
broken the icy surface, and a dark shape could be traced for several nonents
goi ng down ... down ... down!

Then, without a sound, their faces frozen masks of terror, eyes and nouths
wi de open, Balefur and the remaining fox slid silently into the rustling,
many- coi | ed enbrace of the serpents of the cavern

As the metal point broke the skin under Sunflash's chin, he felt its hol der
knocked asi de and the weapon w enched away. Then a gruff ol der voice grow ed,
"Let it be, Ging, this is too big for a searat. Misko, make a |light and bring
it here. Let's see what we've caught!"

Flint struck nmetal and a torch was lit. A raggy-furred shrew wearing a col ored
headband pointed his small rapier at Sun-fiash. "This ain't no searat,
conrades, this's a badger, a big 'un, too!"

Sunfl ash began pawi ng the net aside, angry at being caught napping. The fixing

stakes flew fromthe ground as he stood. "Huh! | thought you lot were the
searats. If you've harned those two otters |I'Il make you sorry you were born!"
A young shrew ran forward threateningly, sword drawn. "I don't trust this one,

he could be with the searats. Kill him"

The ol der shrew neatly tripped the young one, then, relieving himof his
sword, he thwacked himsmartly across the
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runp with the flat of the blade. "That's enough out of you, Ging. |I'"'mLog a
Log round here. I'lIl say who gets slain and who gets spared. Now behave
yoursel f1"

Turning to Sunflash, the shrew | eader nade a brief salute with the sword
"Sorry about that, friend. H, Minga, how are those otters?"

The reply canme back with a deep bass chuckle. "Comin' round fine, Chief. It's
those two thick-skulled uglies Folrig an' Ruddl e—good job we only sandbagged



Cem "

Asmall fire was Iit on the |lee side of a protruding rock. The otters rubbed
their heads as they sat around with Sunflash, Log a Log, and sone ol der
shrews.

Ruddl e introduced Sunflash to the shrews, w ncing as he touched a bunp between
his ears. "lIt's a season or two since our paths crossed, matey. \Wat're you
shrews doin' up in these high hills?"

Log a Log pointed in the seaward direction. "Taking a shortcut to head

War pcl aw an' his searais off. W were off clearin' a damfromthe broadstream
few days back, and when we got hone to our canp that villain Wrpcl aw had
sailed his ship Gutprow clean up our river fromthe sea an' carried the liddle
ones off for galley slaves. The old ones managed to run of f an' hi de—what el se
could they do?"

Sunfl ash thought of the Lingl and Dubbo babes, and a wave of anger swept over
hi m agai nst the searats for stealing little ones.

"How many babes were taken, Log a Log?" he asked.
"Thirty an' four t'be exact..." Log a Log stopped nid-sentence. For a noment
his eyes filled with pain. "And that includes my own little daughter, barely
nore than a season old."

Sunfi ash picked up his nace. "Come on then, there's no time to be lost. W're
with you!"

The shrews gaped open-nout hed as the huge badger went poundi ng off down the
steep sl opes toward the distant shore. They were amazed at his agility and
strength. Were he could not clinmb he took great |eaps, where it was too steep
to walk he threw hinself into a roll, and any rock or hindrance that barred
his way was pul verized beneath the nighty mace.

Folrig and Ruddl e bounded after him calling to the shrews in their wake,
"Sunflash'll get yore liddle ugly nmugs back if anybeast will! Hoho, bet yore
glad t' be on the same side as this badger!"”

They made the beach an hour after dawn. Sunflash gathered them behind a rocky
outcrop fromwhere they could see the broadstream fl ow across the shore and
into the sea. Folding a |eaf, he began bl owi ng a hi gh-pitched signal

Log a Log | ooked at himstrangely. "Wat're you doing, friend?"
Sunfl ash stopped blowi ng. ' 'Just a chance a friend of m ne m ght be around.
Right, we need a plan. You otters, swi mupstreamand see if you can sight the
searat ship comng this way. Log a Log, have you got any ideas how we can sl ow
t hem down or stop them fromreaching the sea?"

The shrew Chieftain scratched his scrubby chin as he gazed out over the beach
then he pointed to one spot. "See there, fliat's where the sand forns in a
bunp on the tideline. The river flows shall owest over that part. Misko, Floom
go an' check it out for depth."

The two shrews dashed out to the spot and plunged into the water. A noment
| ater they were out and runni ng back, dripping. "Neck high, Chief, just about
neck high!"

Log a Log turned to Sunflash. "That should be enough. How strong are you,



friend?"

Sunfl ash shrugged. "Strong enough. Tell me what you want Die to do, and we'll
see how strong I am"
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Capt ai n Warpcl aw of the slaveship Gutprow was a true Corsair searat, tattooed
fromface to claws, decked out in tattered silks and brass earrings, with a
broad scimitar thrust in his wai stband. He stood perched on the stem behind
the tiller rat, leering down at the huddle of terrified shrewbabes crowdi ng

t oget her around the mast pole in the shade of Gutprow & huge single green
sail. The dull-eyed slaves chained at the oar banks pulled steadily, keeping
their faces down. They pitied the young captives, who woul d be condemed, I|ike
them to alife at the oars of sone piratical galley, but they were afraid to
of fer them any confort.

War pcl aw ducked his head and, breaking a green twig froman alder tree as it
brushed the ship's side, he fanned hinself with the leafy twi g, breathing deep
of the good norning air. He was in a rare good nood, happy to be sailing
seaward after a successful raid that had netted hima good cargo of young ones
fromthe shrew settl ement upstream Warpclaw called up to the | ookout high on
t he mast head, "Ahoy, Bilgesnout, any sign o blue water yet?

"Not yet, Cap'n, may'ap we'll catch a glimo' the sea 'round the next
bend—ean't be far now"

War pcl aw st al ked down the steps fromthe stern into the mdship well. Turning
to a fat-bellied stoat who wore a broad | eather belt and carried a braided
sinew whip, he said, ' 'Too fair a nmornin' t'be dawdlin', Bulgom Tickle yer
rowers up a bit, let's see a turn o' speed out o' this craft.”

G inning cheerfully through a nmout hful of blackened and broken teeth, the
stoat cracked his | ong whip across the naked backs of the rowers. Painfully
they increased their oar strokes under the vicious swi sh and crack of

Bul gorn's |l ash. The shrewbabes had to crouch low to avoid being hit by the
whi p' s backl ash; they whi npered and squeaked with fear

War pcl aw was having fun. He | eapt down anong them and, thrusting his,face
forward, he snarled cruelly, "Yahaharr, nme liddle beauties, I'll '"ave yer guts
for ratlines if | 'ears one nore noan out of yel"

The little shrews went into a terrified silence, clinging pitifully to each
other. They were still not fully aware of the horrors that awaited themon the
open seas.

Bel | owi ng orders, the searat Captain livened his crew up as the ship rounded a
bend in the broad stream "Haul in them fenders! Make fast yer mainsail ends!
Lookout, where away the sea now?"

The rat | ookout |eaned out fromhis perch, shading his eyes with a paw as he
call ed back smartly, "Min dead ahead, Cap'n, | kin see the sun on the water
atwi xt these rocks'n'trees now "



Folrig and Ruddl e had been watching the slave ship froma safe distance for
some time. Shooting ahead like twin arrows through the broadstreamwaters, the
two otters outswam even the small fish as they sped toward the shore. Sleek
and shining fromthe water, they arrived safely at the hi deaway behi nd the
rocks at the beach edge.

"Hear ken, mates, the searat vessel ain't far behind us," said Ruddle. "Wat've
you been up to, ole goldie nose?"

Log a Log shook his head as if in disbelief as he patted the badger's sturdy
shoul der. "This beast has carried two great boul ders that a score of shrews
couldn't budge. See over there where the sand hunps up at the tideline?

Sunfl ash dunped those boulders in the water right at that spot. | tell you, no
ship'11 be able to pass theman' nake it to the open sea.”

Sunfl ash took out his split |leaf and blew one last loud call with it. He
shrugged as the shrews and otters stared at himcuriously. "It's worth one
last try, though | can't risk that
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noi se again. Maybe he heard it; then again, he mght be too far away."

Log a Log shook his head; he was not about to start asking silly questions at
atine like this. The big badger's business was his own, no expl anations
asked.

Cool shrewbeer, oat bread, and cheese were passed around, and they ate as
swords were given a |ast edge upon the rock surfaces, and slings were | oaded
with flat, heavy pebbles. Sun-flash tightened the mace cord around his paw,
and all was ready.

As the Gutprow came clear of the rocks to the open shore, the broadstreamran
slightly nore shallow The oar slaves were made to stand and punt with their

| ong paddl es, digging theminto the sandy shallows to push the vessel along.
War pcl aw was jubilant at the prospect of the high seas in front of himafter a
trouble-free raid. A fair breeze fromthe east bellied the big single

mai nsai |, hurrying the ship across the shoreline toward the white-fl ecked

nai n.

The searat Captain ran for'ard and, standing with his back to the bowsprit, he
faced the crew. He waved his scimtar and roared, "Ahoy, buckoes, who's the
best Cap'n on land or sea?"

They cheered and shouted his nanme. "Cap'n Warpclaw "

Sunlight glittered and tw nkled on his brass ornaments and shining scinmitar as
War pcl aw threw wi de his paws triunphantly.

Whunpl
The searat was thrown flat on his back as the ship stopped dead. Two crewats

sitting on the after gallery were shot backward into the water, and the oar
slaves fell sideways like a |oad of tenpins. A stricken-faced | ookout cane



sliding dowmn a rope and shot past Warpclaw, who was staggering upright and
rubbi ng at the back of his skull wth both paws.

The | ookout hung over the bows, yelling, "She's trapped 'ead on atw xt two
dirty great rocks! They wasn't 'ere when we sailed up this way!
Eeeeyyaaarrgg!"

Wth a hefty kick from Warpclaw, the | ookout went straight over into the
water. Still massaging his aching head, the Corsair | ooked over at the
spluttering rat in the water. "Q@its'n' -tripes! Wo stuck themthere?" he
snarled. "G ve the babes back, seascum”

War pcl aw whirl ed around. Sunflash was striding across the beach, flanked by
the two otters and backed by sixty shrews. The badger's voice was |ike thunder
as he hefted his nace.

"I won't tell you twice, rat! Deliver those little ones back. Now"
War pcl aw was a quick thinker. Forgetting his throbbing , head, he | eapt down

am dshi ps and came up with a shrewbabe, then, holding the tiny creature upside
down by a single foot-paw, the searat pulled out his scimtar and swing it

aloft. "Stop right there or I'lIl slay this'n!l" he bell owed. Sunflash and the
rescuers ground to an i medi ate halt. The badger pointed with his mace at the
wriggling, weeping babe. "I warn you, rat, touch one hair of himand you'l
die!"

War pcl aw knew it was a standoff, but he had the upper paw. /"Shift those
boul ders or I'Il kill "emall, every |last one!"

The crew of Qutprow sprang to arms; suddenly the rails bristled with arned
vermn. Log a Log | ooked at the two ot-; ters, despair stanped on his scrubby
face. ; War pcl aw chuckl ed; he knew how soft woodl anders were about their
young. "Well, stripedog, you |l ook big enough. Are yer goin' to nmove the
rocks?"

Sunfl ash could not stop his voice trenbling as he answered, : "G ve the babes
back and Til free your ship." ; The Corsair knew he had won. Draw ng the
scimtar farther '..back, as if ready to chop, he called down to the badger
"Tell '"i yer wot I'Il do. We'll call this Iiddl e maggot nunber one, then
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["lI'l keep slicin' "emuntil you nove those rocks!"

The wide blade glittered in the sun as he swung at the babe.
"' Kreeeegaaaaaar!''

Skarlath hit the searat |ike a thunderbolt fromout of the sky! One set of
talons buried itself in the swordpaw while the other took Warpclaw round his
throat. He fell backward, dropping the babe into the water. Then Sunflash the

Mace was aboard the ship in a flash, bloodwath of the Badger Warrior Lords
rilling his eyes.



Skar | ath knew what was about to happen; he was powerless to stop it. Seeing

t he shackl e that connected the slave chain, he wenched at it nmadly until it
clattered free, then he shrieked at the oar slaves, "Kreeeh! Gab those little
ones! CGet clear of this ship!"

One paw at his throat, the other scrabbling for his scimtar, Warpclaw rasped
hoarsely at the crew of the Gutprow, "Kill the badger, rip *im tear 'imto
shreds!”

As the crew advanced on Sunflash, the oar slaves splashed overboard, clutching
the yel i ng shrewbabes.

Skar | ath swooped down beside Log a Log as the babes and their rescuers were
haul ed fromthe water. "Kreeeh! Stay clear of the ship!"

A blood-chilling roar rang out fromthe deck.
"Eeul al i aaaaaaaa! "
Log a Log drew his rapier, saying, "But we nmust help him"

The kestrel knocked the blade fromhis paw. "If you value your lives, stay
clear of the ship, all of you! The sight of that rat nearly slaying the little
one has set off the bloodwath in him Sunflash is berserk! | have seen it
before, though never like this. He will slay anybeast in his path, he is a
Badger Lord. Stay clear, | beg of you!"

The gathering on the shore stood in shocked sil ence as roars, screans, and
chaos echoed fromthe CGutprow. Sunflash the Mace was visiting death upon the
searats who had stol en babes fromthe shrews.
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Wth his back against the mast, Sunflash faced the searats six at a tine.
Dagger s stabbed, bl ades sl ashed, but nought could stand before him The mace
swung and fell, whirling in arcs, sweeping like a scythe, smashing like a

sl edgehamer. The searats fought back with desperation, but their swords
snapped like twigs as the Badger Warrior wi elded his mace so fast that it was
hard for the eye to follow. H s speed and strength were unmat ched.

Onshore, the shrews covered their babes* eyes and ears as they | ooked away
fromthe swayi ng vessel. The oar slaves, however, stood watching, grim

sati sfaction stanped on their thin faces. The verm n of the waves were being
paid back in full for every lash mark, every chain scar, every day of
near-starvation, every night they had separated the oar slaves fromtheir

| oved ones. An old squirrel raised a clenched paw and shook it at the hated
Qut prow, crying, "Let themreap the whirlw nd they have brought upon their own
evil heads!"”

130

Not one searat or wave vermn left the ship alive. Wen his terrible task was
at an end, Sunflash let slip the mace fromhis paws and fell down in a stupor
by the mast. Folrig, Ruddle, and Skarlath had | ong since herded the shrews
back behind the rocks at the shore's edge, where they ate and stayed resting
until sunset's scariet fires began lighting the horizon. Then the kestrel flew



out over the silent ship.

Sunfl ash was awakened by the lonely cry of seabirds. Lowering hinmself over the
ship's side, he washed all traces of battle fromhis body and cl eaned off his

mace in the cold water. The badger's eyes were normal now, back to their usua

m | d, dark-brown hue.

Skar | at h | anded nearby and wat ched as Sunflash took his jpnace and smashed two
gaping holes in the Gutprow, one each ; side, am dships, just above the
waterline. Placing his mace to *we side, he waded into the broadstream and,
bendi ng his back ii; ;iaad grunting with exertion, he | oosened the two

boul ders fromy|the streanbed and rolled them ashore. The water had been

v/Aui l dins up behind the vessel, and now that it was free of the

»-o- D r

Ajestraining boulders, the ship sprang clear. N ght w nds caught |<he sail
billowing it out; the Gutprow was off on its |ast voy-

Sunfl ash sat down on the sand beside Skarlath, his shoul ders wearily, saying,
"She will sail out into deep waters the waves find those holes; then she will
go to the bot-

A great fire was lit on the beach; shrews sat round it with eir backs to the
rocks, and a cauldron of soup made fromiratershrinp, herbs, and | eeks bubbl ed
away merrily. Bread id cheese was shared, shrewbeer was poured, wth

bl ackberry iial for the little ones.

Sunfl ash sat al one, apart fromthe festivities. Log a Log aught himfood and
said, "Lord Sunflash, we of the Guosim
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t hank you. Wirds do not come easily to show our gratitude for what you have
done for us, but our hearts are full for you. The nane Sunflash will live for
ever with the Guosim"

The badger echoed the curious word: "Quosin®?"

Log a Log explained. "GQuerrilla Union of Shrews in Mss-flower, first letter
of each word. We are warriors, we honor you!"

Sunfl ash nodded his thanks, but still he sat alone, knowing the first rea
feelings of being a Badger Lord, fearing his own bl oodw ath, shuddering at the
sight he had been granted of his own dark side.

Skarl ath sat perched by the fire, watching Sunflash froma di stance. The
shrewbabes were too excited to sleep; they played and danced, | aughed and sang
wi t h boundl ess energy. The kestrel knew how little ones affected his friend,
so he called themover. "Poor old M. Sunflash, doesn't he | ook sad," he said
"Why don't you go and say thank you to himfor saving you fromthe searats? Go
on, maybe he'd like to play with you!"

When the little shrews had run off to Sunflash and there was peace around the
fire, two shrewmni ds began singing. One of themplayed a small stringed

i nstrument not unlike a mandolin. It had a sweet, tinkling tone, and to it
they sang a ballad that they had witten that very day, a song that would



become a great favorite around shrew canpfires for countless seasons to cone.

"Ch, "twas all in the sumertime, Qur hearts did sadly grieve,

stole up in the night, And with our babes did | eave. Full

l[ittle shrews Were taken to be sl aves,
Qut cast of Redwatt 133

And die in watery graves.

But then a mighty warrior

D d cone al ong our way;

We knew what fate had sent himfor
When these words he did say:

"Cone follow me down to the sea.
Across the mountain track

And | will set your young ones free;
['"lI'l bring those babies back.'

And then with m ghty chunks of rock,
He dammed the great broadstream

And gave those foul searats a shock,
Wi ch caused themall to scream

He came with death held in his paw,
Which no rat born coul d face.

Oh woe to those who break the | aw,

O Sunflash and his mace.

Take warning all you bold searats,

Who pl ough the raging main,

Steal not our babes, and cone not near
Qur peaceful shores again,

For fear you neet the Badger Lord,

He of the gol d-marked face,

For you'll neet death once you have net
The Warrior with the Mace."

Folrig raised his beaker in adnmiration
pretty maids!"

"Here's to a great

bal | ad

The searats
four and thirty
To live in msery or refuse

sung wel |

by



Ruddl e and Log a Log were chuckling. The shrew pointed and said.
here cones a big babe playing with [ittle babes.”

" Aye, | ook,
There were six shrewbabes riding on Sunflash's back as he anbl ed up and shook
them of f, then coll apsed on the sand,
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beggi ng, "Enough, enough! I'd sooner do battle with ten shiploads of villains
than fight you lot off!"

Anot her group arrived panting, dragging the mace along the sand by its corded
handl e. A plunp, serious-faced infant held up a pebble in one paw and
addressed Log a Log. "See dis peggle, | make it get stucked inna star, watch!"

Smiling broadly, Sunflash picked up his mace and held it like a bat, calling
to the infant, "One, two, three. Now "

The little shrew flung the pebble and Sunflash struck it with his mace,
sending it straight up into the night. He crouched and held out one paw, and
the infant stood solemly on it and was lifted high

"Where has that pebbl e gone?" the badger asked him

Alittle paw pointed straight at the sky. "Way up der, it stuck inna star
now "

Yel ling and | aughi ng, the big badger dashed off across the beach with a horde
of little ones clinging to him

"Cummon, let's go' n paggle inna water!™

Skarl ath | ooked up froma bow of soup and shook his head. "Shane on him he's
wor se than the babes!"”

The Guosi mslept on the shore that soft autummal night, and never had they
felt nore safe. The presence of Sunflash drove away all fear of trouble. Next
nmorni ng, Log a Log stood on the rocks that skirted the broadstream Cupping
his paws around his nmouth, he warbled a |long ululating call upstream

* ' Logal ogal ogal ogal oooooog!"’

It was answered so faintly that at first Sunflash thought it was an echo, but
the shrew Chieftain set himright.

"That is our elders comng downstreamwi th the | ogboats. W of the Guosim
don't care to do too nuch traveling by paw. "

In a short while the boats appeared. They were |ong | og-boats carved from pi ne
trunks, punted skillfully by old shrews.
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Log a Log took Sunflash's paw. "You'll like our settlenent; we'll lay on a
feast for you that'll make your fur curl, nmatey."



The bi g badger shook Log a Log's paw firmy. "No, thank you, friend. | have ny
own path to follow "

Folrig and Ruddl e nodded in agreenent. "Aye, matey, we're bound a | ong ways
fromhere.'

Sunfl ash grabbed the two otters and, tucking one beneath each el bow, he wal ked
to the broadstream and dropped theminto the nearest | ogboat.

"You two ugly rmugs are going back with Log a Log," he said. * 'This part of ny
journey | nust make alone. | can feel it in nmy bones; the nountain of
Sal amandastron is not far away now "

By the |l ook on Sunflash's face, the otters knew there would be no room for
argunent, so they slipped back into their old insulting ways.

Ruddl e stretched out in the stemand waved. "G bye, ole frog frightener, hope
yore nmountain doesn't crack down the mddle when y'look at it, what d you say,
nast ynose?"

Folrig flicked streamnater at the badger. "Right, me ole bul gebelly, at |east
I won't have t'wake up an' think |I'mhavin' nightnmares when | see yore great
bi g badgerbutterbonce starin' at me. Take care of yoreself, 'cos nobeast el se
will, yore not pretty enough!"

Skarl ath and Sunfl ash stood on the shore, waving as the | ogboats | oaded with
@uosi m di sappeared around t he broad-stream bend with the shrews paddling and
chanti ng:

"Shrum a too rye hey, shruma too rye hey,

Di g those paddl es deep today,

Wiere the al ders shade ne over head,

And trout swi mon the broadstream bed.

I"ma @Quosimto the water wed,

Shruma too rye hey, shruma too rye hey,
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"Il see you one day to nake, O er any stream or pond or |ake, A good ole

| ogboat's ripplinl wake, Shruma too rye hey, shruma too rye hey, shrum

shr ummmmm '

The sounds died off into the far shady reaches of the broad-stream

Sunfl ash turned to Skarlath as he set off, saying, "Straight south to the end
of autumm, | dreaned it |ast night. But what of you, ny hawk, have you no
affairs of your own to fly off to and attend?"

The kestrel circled his companion's head. "I'Il stay with you for a score and

a half days, until you reach your dream nmountain, then | will fly off and see
to my own business."



Sunflash tried to focus on Skarlath as he swooped and wheel ed. "How do you
know it is a score and a half days away?"

Di pping | ow, the kestrel brushed the gold-striped head with his wi ngs and fl ew
of f high, calling, "Because | have flown south until | saw it rearing to the
sky. Go now, see for yourself, Badger Lord of Sal amandastron!™

The autum was, if anything, as warmas the sumer. Sunflash travel ed the
shores moving south. He saw little of Skarlath during this time, but he knew
his friend was not far off, watching, ever watching. M sty nornings dissolved
i nto gol den noontides and crinson sunsets, and the big badger found peace,
wal ki ng al one, meking solitary canp at night, thinking, and reflecting on both
the past and the future. Often he was visited in dreanms by his nother, father
and grandsires; they inmparted much wisdomto him as if preparing himfor the
role he was to play.
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The [ ast day of autumm was hot and bright as midsumrer. Still as a mll pond,
the sea reflected a cloudl ess blue sky. Sea-birds wheel ed and call ed, soaring
lazily on the warmthermal s above the sun-baked sands of the shore.

Sunfl ash stood for a nmonent, his breath taken away by the nmjesty of the great
mountain that |ay ahead of him

Two hares stood shaded by a cave entrance, watching a fully grown mal e badger
pl ough his way wearily across the beach toward them He was big and danger ous
| ooking; the fierce light in his eyes glinted off the nmetal tip of an i Mmense
war club that he carried easily in one paw.

When the two hares stepped out fromthe shadows, Sunflash could see that both
were of a very great age.

"What do they call this place?" he asked.

The ol der of the hares, a male, answered him "Sal amandastron, the pl ace of
the fire lizard."

The badger gave a huge sigh. Leaning against the rock, he rested his club on
t he sand.

"I feel as if |I've been here before,” he said strangely.

The fenmal e hare produced victuals fromwi thin the cave entrance. "Rest awhile.
Eat and drink. | amcalled Breeze, and this is nmy brother Starbuck. Wat do
they call you?"

The badger sniled. He touched one of his headstripes, which was yellow rather
than white.

"Some call me Sunflash the Mace. | amthe son of Bella and Barkstripe. I'ma
traveller.”

St arbuck nodded in satisfaction. "Your travelling is at an end, Sunflash. You
are the grandson of Boar the Fighter and great grandson of O d Lord Brocktree.
It is witten on the walls of our nmountain that you woul d come here soneday."

Sunfl ash strai ghtened up. He stared hard at the hares. "Witten, you say. By



whon?"

Breeze shrugged. "By whoever wote that other hares will follow after us. That
is the way it has always been and always will be."
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Both hares stood in the cave entrance. They bowed to the badger.
"Wl come to your nountain, Sunflash the Mace, Lord of Sal amandasiron.™

The hi gh sun above watched as the badger and the hares went together into the
nount ai n on the shores bel ow

Skarl ath the kestrel had watched all fromthe crater peak of the nountain
fortress. Fierce pride welled in his breast for the badger who had gi ven him
back his life all those Iong seasons ago in a winter forest. Then, without a
backward gl ance, he soared off into the blue, w nging northeast to seek out
Swartt Sixclaw

BOOXK TWD
A Broken Trust
18

Nobeast in living menory could recall a winter as long and harsh as the one
that followed the brief, hot autumm, though sone had predicted it earlier
judging by the great nunber of berries that were seen on tree and bush at
harvest tine. Shrieking northeast wi nds drove the snow into deep drifts, and
great, ancient trees were riven, split fromroot to tip, felled by ice that
sought out any weakness in their trunks. Overnight, the west-flow ng river
stood still, frozen solid. Bushes |lining both banks poked bare skeletal tw gs
at the hostile sky, as if pleading for the release of spring. Bitter and

i ntense, the cruel season took savage toll of anybeast weakened by its
ravages. It was a winter of death, hunger, and despair.

The great horde of the Warlord was held prisoner, trapped amd a freezing
wor |l d of whiteness. They erected crude shelters in the woodl and surroundi ng
the riverbank. Sustenance and norale were at their lowest, stifling any ideas
of desertion or mutiny as effectively as the snows that shrouded the earth.

141

142

Bri an Jacques

Qut cast of Redwal |

143

Bl uef en, daughter of Bowfleg and wife of Swartt, gave birth to a ferretbabe,
after which she faded and died, |like a delicate spring fl ower suddenly
enbraced by severe frost, though it was said that she had never been a strong
creature. Unlike the babe, a young nmale, tough as a deep-rooted weed and

marked with the | egacy of his father Swartt, six tiny claws show ng on the
left forepaw. The Warlord lived up to his title the Pitiless One, neither



grieving after his wife nor caring for his son. Bluefen was buried with scant
cerenony in a shallow hole hacked into the stone-hard earth, while the babe
was given to an old female rat to nurse and guard. Swartt acted as though the
whol e thing was no concern of his.

Ni ght shade, the vixen seer and healer, had erected a separate shelter as far
fromthe vicious-tenpered Warlord as she dared, though she was constantly on

call, applying heated poultices and nostruns to her master's damaged
si x-cl awed paw, whi ch pai ned himagonizingly in cold weather. Hordebeasts
crouched and trenbled in their own nmeager dwellings, listening at night to

Swartt's angui shed cries as winter tortured his wthered paw. Any horde
soldier with a grain of sense kept clear of the Warlord when he was like this,
for the ferret's tenper was unpredi ctable. Once the pains had subsided, Swartt
would sit in his fir-bough lean-to, staring into the fire, sleepless, cursing
t he nane of Sunflash the Mace. Revenge was what kept Swartt Sixclaw alive

t hrough that winter. The thought of vengeance upon his foe was |ike food,
drink, and sleep to him as he planned what he would do on the day he had the
badger at his mercy. And so the horde existed through that | ong w nter
starving, freezing, and waiting for spring.

Skarl ath spent his winter anong friends. Snug in the warnmh and good cheer of
t he Li ngl - Dubbo cave, the kestrel enjoyed hinself hugely. Know ng Sunflash was
safe inside the nmountain of his heart's desire and that no horde could march
in

such a terrible season, the faithful bird had no worries. H s time was spent
maki ng cheese with the help of the nolewife Lully, playing with the young
ones, brewing ale with Uncle Blunn, helping Tirry and his wife, Dearie, cook
wonderful meals with the food they had stored in their supply chanber, and
eating, always eating. The fierce bird even learned to sing a few songs and
dance to the gurdelstick, though as one of the little nol enai ds renarked,
"Hurr, you'ma gettin' so gurtly fattinged "twill be a wunner if ee be able to
fly cumms ee spring toine, hurr hurr hurr!”

Skarl ath chased her twice round the cave. "Kreeh! Inpudent little rip, if | am
too fat to fly then 1"l fall right out of the sky on top of you!"

The old squirrel Elnjak bustled in, carrying two pails of snowto be nelted
down on the fire. He stanped his paws as Aunt Unmer unwound a | ong heavy scarf
fromhis neck. "Yurr, zurr Ellunjakky, 'ow be et owt thurr today?" she
enqui r ed.

El mj ak seated hinself by the fire, allowing the nolemaids Nilly and Podd to
towel the snowdanp from his bush and back. "Well, let ne tell thee, good
friends, | think winter has now done its worst, and spring will soon be here."
Tirry Lingl |ooked up froma bow of barley broth. "Wat nakes you say that?
Have you seen a sign, El njak?"

Opening his paw, the squirrel presented two tiny flowers to the delighted
nol emai ds. "See, little nissies, the best sign of all—+wo new snowdrops.
found themright outside the cave in a bare patch sheltered by the rock
mayhap the cave's warnth nmust have helped 'ema bit, but there they are, two
tiny beauties, just like you pair."

Dearie Lingl poured water into a small jug. ' 'Qoh, ain't they just about the
prettiest, most wel cone sight after a long winter, snowdrops! Put 'emin the

jug 'ere, it'll please our eyes t'watch 'em open. Cone on, Auntie Unmer, out

w ' yore
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gurdel stick an' sing of spring to the liddle flowers!"

Skarl ath preened his wing feathers, a bit self-consciously.
"Er, er, |I've thought up a springsong. If | sing it could you

manage to pick up the tune, Auntie Umer?" The fat old nole w nked as she
twanged her gurdelstick's

string. "You' msing et, zurr 'awkburd, oi'll catch ee up!" The kestrel had
often joined in choruses, but this was his

first solo attenpt, and he clacked his curved beak nervously.

"I went off to ny bed on one dark winter's night, Wen the ground was al

snowy and covered up white, And snug in ny blanket | started to dream That the
ice had all nelted away fromthe stream

Qoooh! Flip plop, hear the water drop

And | arks take wing as the buds go pop!

And the sun do shine as the birds do sing,

Thr ow open wi de the gates of Spring!

Then | dreanmt that | felt all the earth come awake, And the sky was as blue as
a clear mountain | ake, And through that old dream a good sound ringing true,

' Twas the heral ding song of a happy cuckoo!

Qoooh! Flip plop, hear the water drop

And | arks take wing as the buds go pop!

And the sun do shine as the birds do sing,

Thr ow open wi de the gates of Spring!

Fol de rol de lair oh lair oh

Hai | the newborn day,

Spring has nmade the weather fair oh,

Wnter's gone away!"

Skarl ath buried his head nodestly in his wing feathers as he bowed, and they
cheered himto the echo, encouraging him
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to sing his song twice over. The small hogl ets and nol emai ds danced as the

gurdel stick kept rhythmw th the singing kestrel. In the days that foll owed,
El mjak's prediction proved true. The sun showed itself, weakly at first, then



t he cheeping of the hardy birds, who had borne winter's brunt, began. Warnth
started to pervade the | and, unlocking the streams to chuckle over the stones
wi th gl adness, causing the icicles to weep tears and shorten their |ives,
nelting the crusted white fromlinb and bough, |engthening the happy hours of
dayl i ght.

For the first tine in many noons, Swartt felt the lancing pains recede from
his paw. He repainted his face and teeth, put a new edge on his sword, and
energed fromthe crude pine-bough shelter roaring, "Up on yer stunps, you

| ousy | ayabouts! N ghtshade, take six scouts an' see what it's |like up ahead!
Aggal , Scraw, Muggra, kick some life into this skinny sl objawed mess! W break
canp now Westward with the river! Keep up or be slain!"

Li ke a single great beast the horde nmoved west, churning up nud on the banks
of the racing river, grabbing anything that came to paw in their hunger

grass, green twigs, withered roots, worns, dead frogs, and any insect that
noved. Somewhere at the rear of the marchers, the ferretbabe whom nobeast had
bothered to name tore greedily at a pawful of dead grass as it bobbed and
swayed in a bark sling on the old rat's back. Tiny sharp teeth gnaw ng, quick
sly eyes darting to and fro, making never a sound as it watched for the
opportunity of its next neal.

Four days later, Skarlath sighted the horde bel ow as he ranged the
northeastern skies. His brief sojourn with old friends cut short by the
arrival of spring, the kestrel was once nore soaring the breeze, searching,
wat chi ng, nothing bel ow m ssing his keen gaze. He had gone in search of the
eneny and, unerringly, he had found them The horde had arrived at
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a place where a wide, well-trodden path intersected the river. The path ran
fromnorth to south; there was a ford at the river junction

Perched | ow down in a horse chestnut tree, the kestrel kept hinself well
hi dden and listened to a dispute that had sprung up between the Warl ord and
hi s Capt ai ns.

The weasel Miggra was all for following the river. "You said yerself, foller
the river west, that way we don't go gittin' |ost again."

Swartt's hand was straying dangerously close to his sword hilt. "Lost? \Wo
ever said that | got me own arny lost? Well, speak up, fatnouth—was it you?"

Muggra wanted to back down. He w shed he had never spoken, but Swartt was not
letting himoff easily. Miuggra shrugged. "I never said you got us |lost, not
me, all's | said is why go down that path when you said t'foller the river."

Swartt drew his sword casually, glancing at the other Captains. "What d' you
ot say, foller the river with Miggra, or go south down the path with me? O
woul d you like to go and find that traitor Balefur and see if he survived the
winter?"'

Al silent, they directed their eyes at the ground. Runors of Balefur s com ng
to a horrible end had been circul ating.

The Warlord snmiled nastily at his weasel Captain. "Not nmuch support fromyer
mates there. Righto, let nme settle this argunment. |I'm Wrlord, | conmand you
all, an" | say we go south down the path. Is that all right wid you, Miggra?"



The weasel was noddi ng dunbly when Swartt struck, slashing himacross his
footpaw with the curved sword. Miggra screamed and sat down, hugging his
i njured footpaw

Swartt lifted the chin of the Captain on his sword point until their eyes net.
"So you win. If yore against marchin' down the path, then you don't 'ave to,
mate, y'can hop! Now up on yer paw an' let's see yer hoppin'" out front there.
I'd hop fast
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if I was you, 'cos if y'dorf t I'Il use ne blade agin, but next time it won't
be on yer paw"

W thout further argunment the entire horde started marchi ng south down the
path. Swartt shot a glare in the direction of N ghtshade, whose face was the
pi cture of disapproval, and snarled, "Now don't you start, vixen. One word
fromyou an' y'can join ole Miggra fer a hop!"

Skarl ath had seen and heard enough. In time he would report the horde's
nmoverrent to Sunflash, but first he felt it inmportant to warn others,
particularly the occupants of the big redstone buil ding he had sighted sone
days back as he was searching for signs of Swartt. It was a | arge construction
and | ooked newy built, a fine dwelling-place for whatever creatures chose to
live there. Unfortunately it stood square on the pathside. Swartt Sixclaw and
his horde could not possibly miss it if they nmarched four days south down the
pat h.

19

Extract fromthe witings of Barl om Recorder Muse of Red-wall Abbey and
grandson of Tinballisto, who was friend to Martin the Warri or

I wish that | had known Martin the Warrior, but alas he is gone with the other
heroes who hel ped to build this beautiful Abbey. My grandfather Tinballisto
(peace be upon his nmenory) used to tell ne tales when | was a tiny D bbun
stories of the wild old tinmes. He would often sing songs or recite poens about
the warriors who fought and hel ped to formour order, battled against
tremendous odds, and nmade this Redwatl, this way of life for all of us whom
they would never live to see. But that is the way of things, and we revere
their names now, knowi ng they sleep in peace after a task well done. Only one
remai ns anongst us; they say she is a living nmiracle, Bella the Ancient of
Brockhal I .

148
CQut cast of Redwal |
149

| had al ways known that femal e badgers have a great |ife span, but | have
heard even the nost senior of our elders say that the silver badger will go on
forever. Poor creature, she is the nost |oving of beasts, alnobst blind with
age now, a snail could nove faster than she. Bella never talks of the old
days. Abbess Meriam says that is because it is too painful for her. Long ago
Bella | ost a son of her own; nobeast knows what became of him Now she cares
for our young, the Di bbuns, and all the Abbeybabes are very fond of her.



nmysel f have seen her send a wailing babe to sleep with nmerely a stroke of her
paw upon its head. | hope that she will be with us for many | ong seasons yet;
they say a badger may live alnost four tines as long as others, let us hope
this is so.

Tonight there is to be a feast; we will be celebrating the menory of the great
ones, Martin, Conff the Muse-thief, Colunbine, Dinny the nole, Abbess
CGermai ne, Ben Stickle, ny own grandsire Tinballisto, and a |ist of heroes,
friends, and Redwall ers too long to nention. There will be no sadness, but
great joy in our Abbey—how could we be unhappy to recall those who live
forever in our mnds? It would shame their nmenories for us to weep at table!

But enough of ny ranblings. I'mso absentm nded that | mssed | unch today, but
that is soon to be renedied, for | hear the gruff tunel ess singing of ny
friend Togget, grandson of Dinny. He never forgets to bring ne a snack if he
nm sses ny face at table.

"Ho a bunbl ybee ee' m a wunnerful burd, Sings a song |oi ke you' m never hurrd,
Ho a fuzzbuzz fuzzbuzz fuzzbuzz buzz, That's all ee'mever duzz duzz duzz!"

150

Bri an Jacques

Togget trundled into the gatehouse, bearing a tray covered with a cloth, then,
bowi ng | ow, he whi sked off the cloth neatly. "If n "tweren't furr oi, maister
Barl om ee'd starve-'n'unger gurtly. Veggible zoop, 'Tober Al e, apple' n' cheese
furr eel”

Barl omtook themgratefully fromhis friend. "Wat would | do w thout you,
Togget ? How can | repay you for your constant kindness to a dusty old

Recor der ?"

The nol e's heavy digging claw reached out for Barloms quill. "Let oi make
witin' marks in ee gurt book, zurr."

"Hm well all right, just one, right here at the bottom of the page where

nobeast will notice. D p your pen, Togget."
Togget licked the quill point several times before dunking it deep into the
inkwell. Smling broadly, the little nole flourished the quill and bent to

wite at the foot of the page. Barlomsniled as he watched him Eyes
scrunched, tongue sticking fromthe side of his nouth, Togget concentrated on
witing a big scrawing X. He dotted it with a full stop

"Thurr, that be et, noi nanme!" he announced.

Barl om shook his head as he retrieved his quill pen. "That's not your nane.
You're called Togget, that says 'ex.' "

The nol e nodded sagely. "Aye, h'ex, that be nmoi mark, oi be gudd at makin' et,
hurr!™

Al ongsi de the cross, Barlomwote the nane Togget. "There, that's how you
wite your nane, see."

The nole patted his friend s paw synpathetically. "Sumtoinmes oi wunner why
they' mcallen you a cleverbeast, nmaister Barlom you' mno gurt witer o' noi
nane, hurr no! Ho well, oi'moff t'wake ee Friar oop now. Gubbye, zurr."



As soon as Togget was gone, Barl om burst out |aughing.

Young Bryony wat ched Togget approachi ng as she sat sunning herself against the
great Abbey wall. The pretty little nouse-naid wore a nob cap askew, and her
white apron was stained
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with berry juice. She patted flourdust fromher paws as she rose to neet her
friend, conmplaining, "Oe Bunny's still snoring, | can't wake him™"

Togget waved a paw in the air as if creating a spell. "You' mleave thatbeast

to oi, noi dear."

Friar Bunfold was sleeping in his favorite place, an old wheel barrow in the
orchard. Hi s bulging stomach rose and fell with each snore, the | eaves of an
over hangi ng pear tree trenmbling with every exhal ation of his breath. Bryony
covered her nouth to stifle a giggle as her nolefriend shook the fat
mousefriar by his sleeve urgently. "Coomon, ole zurr, wakey oop, ee toald oi
to wake ee if'n ee gurt cake was a burnen in ee h' oven!"

Bunfold fell out of the barrowwith a start. "Cake burning, where, what
cake?'

As Togget and Bryony anbl ed back off to the kitchens the nole nodded ruefully.
"Dearie me, but oi do tell whackin' fibbers, tho' et did wake ol e Bunny oop
hurr hurr, that et did!"

Cheerful Redwallers called out to Bunfold as he bustled through Great Hall on
his way to the kitchens.

"Good afternoon. Friar. What's for dinner tonight?"

Exercising his dry wit, Bunfold gave a nock scow at a young squirrel. "Boiled
frog an' toasted clouds for you, Brugg, mnladdo!"

Brugg made a face, playing along with the Friar. "Yukk! Sooner have lightnin'
soup an' ditchwater!"

Togget managed to pull Brugg's tail as he passed. "Loight-nen
zoop'n'ditchwatter, oi'll see wot oi ¢'n do for ee, maister, bo urr!"

Bryony giggled helplessly at the face Brugg made, and gasped, "Don't be sad,
Brugg, I'll see if |I can bake a little thundercake to dip in your lightnin'
soup, hahahaha!"
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The Abbey kitchens were all abustle, clouds of steam w eathing the woodl anders
as they dashed to and fro. A huge hedgehog wife called Myrtle waved a | adle at
a large cake that lay on a stone cooling slab, saying, "D you want to slice it
now, Friar? It baked well."

Selecting a flat, thin slicing knife, Bunfold w nked at her. "Burnt cake eh
well let's see. Togget, bring the cherry conserve. Heartwood, is that
meadowcr eam r eady yet ?"



Heartwood, a reliable old otter, dipped his spoon into a pottery bow and
sanmpl ed the golden mixture. "Stirred gently to a turn, Friar matey, ready as
ever!"

Lifting the bow, Bunfold was forced | o execute a ninble sideskip for two tiny
otters scooting past with a |laden trolley, both yelling in deep ol derbeast
voi ces, ' 'Gangwaaaaay, watch y'backs there, mates!"

Bunfol d arrested their progress, catching both by their aprons as he halted
the trolley with a quick footpaw. "Woa there, steady up, D bbuns. What's al
this?"

The otter twins, Blatt and Scrimmo, waggled their tails respectfully at the
Redwal | Fri ar.

"Butt'n mushroons, matey, sir!"
"Aye, an' watershrinps too, sir, matey!"

Bunfol d sorted through the snowy white rmushroons and i nspected the netful of
al nost transparent watershrinp. "Good work, Dibbuns. Did you gather these?"

"Sir, this very nmornin' out in the woods, matey."
"Qur mum ' el ped us too, she said to bring 'emstraight t'you."

Bunfol d rumuaged in his apron pocket and, pulling forth two candi ed chestnuts,
he gave the otters one each. "Chanpion stuff! Don't forget an' thank your mum
for me. They'll make great pasties for the feast this evenin'. Want to stay
and watch ne cut'n'fill this big cake?"
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Blatt and Scri mo nodded furiously. Myrtle lifted both and stood them on the
cooling slab for a good view of the proceedings.

Togget stood by, tottering wearily, both paws latched firmy on to the handl es
of a sizeable jar. "You' mgunner chatter-'n'jaww' they two h'otters or fix
oop ee cake, mmister? This'n ain't gettin' much | oighter, burr no."

Wth swift sureness Bunfold sliced through the sides of the pale fawn cake,
and then sliced again. The little otters watched wi de-eyed as the Friar

wor ked, separating the cake into three flat circles, noist and gently
steanmi ng. Bryony cl osed her eyes, savoring the arona.

Heartwood sniled at the otters, "By 'okey, mates, it do snell good!"

Blatt and Scrinmo were allowed to wield flat beech wood spreaders, covering
the bottomlayer until it was one thick snooth circle of dark red conserve.
Then Togget and Bryony took their turn, layering the mddle tier even nore
thickly with meadowcream Heartwood and the Friar carefully placed the three
circles together in their former positions and coated the cake generously with
the remai nder of the meadowcream

The six cake makers began decorating, working around the sides and top with a
random pattern of hazel nut and al nond fl akes, sliced early strawberries, and
tiny young rose |eaves crystallized in honey. The finished cake attracted



great attention. Redwal |l ers gathered round to adnmre and comment on the
mast er pi ece that had been created in their Kkitchens.

"It's the very picture of a spring afternoon!”

"Bo urr, et surpintly |ukks wunnerful cool'n'cream oi ke!l"
"Yes, shanme it has to be eaten, really."

"Hah! Y mean 'twould be a shame not to eat it!"

"Bet | could eat the lot, all on my own!"

"G eedyguts, you'd be sick for two seasons!”

"But it'd be well worth it for a cake like that!"
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"Hush now, here conmes Mother Abbess!"

Al work in the kitchens stopped as Meriam Abbess of Red-wall entered; never
appearing to wal k, she glided in like a swan crossing a still |ake. Meriam was
tall for a nouse, slender and of m ddl e seasons, though her great w sdom and
serenity would have done credit to one twice her age. Cad in a sinple long
robe of pale green belted by a soft white cord, paws folded into her wide

sl eeves, the Mdther Abbess of Red-wall radiated cal mand respect to everybeast
around her. A rare fleeting smle hovered about her hazel eyes as she viewed
the confection and said, "A truly beautiful cake, Friar Bun-fold."

Bunfol d bowed, his chubby face glowing with pleasure. "Thankee, marm | had
lots o' good help t'make it."

A brief nod passed between Bryony and the Abbess, who said, "I would not doubt
the truth of that, Friar. It mght have spoiled in the oven whilst you were
napping in the orchard, had it not been for the vigilance of Togget and our
little flower, Bryony."

The surprise on Bunfold's face was forestalled as Meriam conti nued speaki ng,

| owering the tone of her voice. "You are a good old Friar—a little rest each
noontide is not begrudged you, Bunfold. Leave this now, | am sure your hel pers
can prepare the festive food well enough. | need the w se counsel of yourself
and Heartwood. Pl ease acconpany me to the gatehouse. Barlomhas a visitor

wai ting there."

Friar Bunfold swiftly untied his apron and hung it up, w ping face and paws on
a clean towel as he issued orders to Togget. "Could you make up a tray and
bring it to the gatehouse, nmy friend? Hot mint tea, a flagon of cold fruit
cordial, some of those scones we baked this norning, oh, and a plate of the
thin arrow oot and al nond slices that the Abbess favours, there's a good

nol el

"Hurr that oi am roight away, zurr Bunny!"
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Togget's words were | ost upon Bunfold; he and Heartwood were scurrying off in
t he wake of Abbess Meriam who was gliding away fromthemrapidly,

Barl om was sel f-appoi nted as Gat ekeeper—+the gat ehouse was one of the few

pl aces he could carry out his Recorder's duty in relative peace. A
solid-1ooking squirrel naned Sunmin often dropped by to chat with him and he
was headed there that day on Barlom s request, to discuss the strange
visitor's arrival

Sumin arrived with the Abbess and, in his stout, no-nonsense way, held open
the door for her, nodding curtly. "Marm 'tis a kestrel within your gatehouse,
don't be feared. |'msure he neans harmto nobeast."

The Abbess gestured for Sumin to enter. "Mayhap you should hear what this bird
has to say. Please cone in with us, nmy friend."

When Bunfol d and Heartwood arrived they entered al so, |eaving the gatehouse
door ajar. The fierce, handsome kestrel was perched on a chairback, watching
all with keen gol den eyes. As Meriamintroduced herself and the others, the
hawk watched themin silence, his head comng up sharply as a knock sounded on
t he door, followed by Togget's voice.

"Yurr's drink'n'vittles furr ee goodbeasts insoid o' thurr!"

Heartwood took the tray and cl osed the door. The food was placed before the
kestrel, who di pped his beak courteously, and said, "My nanme is Skarl ath.
serve Sunflash the Mace, Lord of Sal amandastron, a great warrior!"

Meriam hel d her paws outward, a sign of peace. "You are wel come wi thin our
wal I s, Skarlath. Redwall Abbey is open to all goodbeasts who conme seeking rest
and food."

Hunchi ng his wings, the kestrel |eaned forward. "My thanks to you, Abbess, but
| have time for neither food nor rest. | felt duty bound to bring news when
saw your Abbey.
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My Lord Sunflash has a great and nerciless foe, Swartt Six-claw the ferret
Warl ord. They are sworn enemes for many | ong seasons now. "

Meriam poured herself a little mint tea. "W have heard often of

Sal anmandastron—+t is a place that stands for freedom and justice, protecting
the far coast. Though you will forgive me for saying that we have no know edge
of Sunflash the Mace, or of this Swartt Sixclaw What have they to do with us,
Skar | at h?"

The kestrel opened one wing and pointed north. "Even as | speak, Swartt is
coming this way with his great horde of vermin. Your Abbey lies in his path. |

cane to give you warning. Sixclaw is strong and evil, and, though he seeks
Sunflash, | amcertain that he will try to conquer Redwall if he sets eyes
upon it."

Sumi n was wel |l experienced; he had spent many seasons rangi ng Mbssfl ower



country. He nodded in agreement with Skarlath. "You are right, friend, this is
al ways the way with vernmin, especially those who travel in great bands. But
what woul d you have us do? Sal amandastron is too far away to ally ourselves
with your Lord."

Skar | ath swooped fromthe chairback to the door. "I'f Swartt comes to

Sal amandastron, Sunflash is well able to deal with him | do not know the
strength of your warriors here, so | cannot suggest your course of action—
nmerely come to warn you of the danger. Now | nust be gone; ny Lord will want

to know of the ferret's novenents. Seasons and fates be with you!"

W thout further ado, Skarlath unlatched the gatehouse door and soared off. The
Abbey dwell ers stood in the doorway, watching the hawk's flight, south by
west. When he had been swal |l owed up by the blue vault of the sky, they went

i ndoors to hold counsel

Abbess Meriam | ooked fromone to the other. "Friends, this is serious news.
Redwal | appears to be in great danger. Wat do you think?"

Barl om spoke up. "Where is this ferret Warlord and his horde? Skarlath didn't
say, exactly. One day away, two, naybe a week ... or just a few hours, who
knows?"

"Then we nust find out straight away." Heartwood's voice held no hesitation
"I say we raise our own arny and train them Swartt won't get Redwall w thout
a fight."

Friar Bunfold stanmped his footpaw angrily. "Aye, we'll show the vermn a thing
or two!"

"Wait. Not so fast," Sumin interrupted the irate Friar

"You talk as if Redwall were full of trained warriors and

P fighting beasts, but | doubt if any of us but Bella has ever

f. seen a real vermn horde, or realize the damage and sl aughter

- - they could inflict upon Redwal | !"

Barl om t hunped the tabl etop, sending quill and parchnents - fluttering,
then he banged the table once nore for effect. "Wiat's to stop us training our
own arny? Better that than to sit about waiting for a Warlord's horde to
conquer us!" ;e Meriam pl aced a restraining paw on her Recorder's

shoul -X der. "Shouting will get us nowhere, Barlom | think we should hear
nore of what Sumin has to say."

The sturdy squirrel outlined a plan that had been forning

LM in his mind. "What if this Swartt never gets as far as our Abbey? What
if he has to take a different route to Sal amandastron?"

Heartwood | ooked nystified. "Why should he do that, mate?" He shrugged. "You
heard the hawk say Swartt was headed down the path towards us. Why shoul d he
change course?"

The Abbess placed a paw to her lips. "Sshh! Listen to Sumin and find out!
Carry on, friend."
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The squirrel outlined a bold and daring schene. "Squirrel archers an' otter
slingthrowers, that's what we need. 1'll bet nme an' Heartwood could raise a
goodly band of 'emfromaround this part o' Mssflower. Now, we take them
north up the path an' intercept the vermn, stayin' on the east side of 'em
all the time. Then we hit an' run, all the while stayin' out o' sight so
Swartt doesn't know what nunbers he's up against. A good squirrel archer or
otter slinger who knows the lay o' the |and can make hinself seemlike six,
wor ki n" undercover. W strike an' hit an' keep on strikin' an' hittin',
dodgin' an' hidin' all the time! Mike the ferret realize he can't stay out on
the path in the open, force himoff into the woods on the west side so the
vermn have t'take to the west shores an' follow south | ookin' for

Sal anandastron. That way Swartt won't use the road an' he'll never know the
Abbey is here!"

Barl om was quivering with eagerness. "You're right, Sumin, I'mconmng with
you!"
The strong squirrel shook his head decisively. "No, Barlom | take only

squirrels who can vanish into trees, or otters who can fly underwater—an
i nvisible army!™

Bunfold bit his lip in disappointnment. "Way can't we go an' strike a blow for
Redwal I an' freedon? Me'n Barl om woul d make good warriors!™

The Abbess placed her paws around | x>th their shoulders. "O course you woul d,
that's why you'll be needed back here. If Sunin's plan fails, I'll need
fighters on our walls to defend the Abbey. |1'd Iike you and Barlomto be in
comand of Redwal | should the need arise.”

Bunfold tried to swell his chest, but only succeeded in puffing out his
stomach. Barlom quivered slightly with pride and busied hinself rearranging
hi s parchment and quills.

"Nobeast in Redwall nust know of Swartt and his horde," Abbess Meriam
cautioned her friends. ' 'Wat passed between us in this gatehouse remains
secret. | will not have panic in
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nmy Abbey-—nost unseemly. We carry on with the feast this evening as planned."

Friar Bunfold noted the sad | ooks of Sumin and Heartwood. "Don't worry,
brothers, you won't mss anything. Wen you return fromdefeatin' the vermn
"1l make you both a special wel come-back victory feast with nmy own two paws!"

20

That evening the Abbess stood up on the west battlements of the outer wall to
wat ch the sunset. Bryony acconpani ed her; the two were special friends. Meriam
turned fromthe evening sky and vi ewed her Abbey.

"\What are you thinking of, Mther Abbess? You | ook sad," said Bryony, tugging
the wi de, pal e-green habit sleeve.

The cal m eyes blinked nonmentarily, slightly nmoist. "I was thinking of our
| ong-gone heroes, little one, how they helped to build this beautiful place
fromrose-col ored sandstone. Your own great grandsire, Gonff the Musethief,



and his goodw fe, Colunbine, were part of it all. See the wonderful Abbey
bui | di ng beyond the gardens and | awns? It soars to the sky, oaken doors,

st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows, and carved stone. Every roominside, fromthe w ne
cellars to the kitchens and | arders, Cavern Hol e, where the Di bbuns play on

wi nter nights, Great Hall, where we go to feast this evening, the dormitories,
si ck bay,
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passages, stairs, and corridors, all, all were built for us and otherbeasts
who will come after

"Not hi ng nmust happen to this wonderful place-not to the pond, the orchards
behi nd our main building, or even the gatehouse, set in the side of the main
gate over which we stand on these ranparts. Look at this great wall,

battl emented and constructed to keep out fear and fam ne. See how it stands
open to the west flatlands, bordered by the great trees of Mss-flower Wod on
three sides. You and | and others to conme will add to it. One day when these
stones are old, Redwalt shall have a belltower and a bell, libraries,
tapestries, and a schooling place. Is that not wonderful, Bryony?"

The little nousemaid | ooked up into Meriamis face. "Whnderful indeed, but you
still | ook sad, Mdther Abbess."

Meriam sm | ed one of her rare smiles. Taking Bryony's paw, she |led the way
down the gatehouse steps. "Sad? Wiy should | be sad—we're going to a feast
t oget her! What happi er occasion than that, nmy pretty one?"

The nmousenmi d | aughed al oud nen, for the great Mdther Abbess of all Redwall
Abbey did a nost unlikely thing. Picking up the hem of her gown in one paw,
she ski pped across the awn with Bryony, the two of them giggling and
chuckling like a pair of Di bbuns escaping on bath night.

As they entered Geat Hall, a chorus greeted them the young ones were
i mpatient to get started.

"Cut the cake, cut the cake, Cut the cake for goodness sake, Me an' ny mate
have each got a plate, An' here we have to sit an* wait. So cut the cake, say
the grace, Let's get creamupon nme face, An' sticky paws as a slice | take, Ch
cut that cake for goodness sake!"
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@iding across to her big chair, the Abbess put on a nock frown. Silence fel
in the hall like a stone.

Meriamwaited until two small fat noles pulled her chair back so she could
sit. Tucking paws into her sleeves, she remmined standing, gazing out across
the foursquare set tables. Candle and lantern lights tw nkled agai nst spotless
white linen, posies of buttercup, kingcup, daisy, and apple bl ossom I ay
wreathed amid the festive fare. Bunfold' s great cake dominated all; it stood
above the fresh | oaves of wheat, oat, and barley bread, gol den-brown crusts

gl owi ng. Cheeses lay sliced and quartered, colored fromdeep yell ow through to
pale white. Wodland trifles topped with honeycreamjostled for position anong



carrot flans, watershrinp-and-mshroom pasties, spring vegetable soup, and the
favorite of noles, deeperVever tur-nip'n'tater'n beetroot pie. Latticed fruit

tarts sat alongside fruit pies and appl ecream puddi ngs. To refresh the pal ate

there was old cider, Cctober Ale, cellar-cooled nmnt tea, fizzy strawberry

cor di al - and- dandel i on- and- bur dockcup

And still all was silence as Abbess Meriam stared severely about her,
repeating aloud the Redwali grace for the occasion.

"This feast we've nade to renenber you, Who made our Abbey great, Conrades,
stout of heart and true, Belov'd by valorous fate. Dinny, Gonff, and

Col unbi ne, Good Martin and Abbess Germaine, | raise to you this glass of wine,
And to others, too nmany to nane. So join me, friends, this toast | call:
Redwal i heroes one and all!"

The last |ine was echoed by everybeast; a sip was taken fromeach drink. Still
the silence held under Meriamis stern
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gaze. Suddenly she w nked, and flashed a swift smle. "Well, | don't know
about you lot, but I'mstarving!"

Am d appl ause and roars of |aughter she sat down. Then the feast of the
Redwal i Her oes was begun

Not half a | eague away, the night foliage of Mdssflower rustled and a
streanbank canme alive. By the light of a silver half-nmoon, a hundred creatures
readi ed their weapons. Heartwood turned to a huge brawny otter who had sprung
fromthe water arned with javelin and sling. "Yore warriors ready,

Ski p- perj o?" he said.

Rocks clacked in the big fellow s sling pouch as he patted it. "Right as rain
an' fierce as thunder, matey!"

Sumi n patted the shoul der of a small but extrenely fierce-looking female

squirrel. "What d'ye say for your lot, Red-farl?"
She ticked the barbed tip of an arrow, grinning in anticipation. ' 'Anything
for Redwali an' a chance of a verm n scrap. You point the way, bucko, we'll be

there before ya!"
"I say, old thing, goin' t'be a mnor tussle, wot?"

Sum n peered through the gl oom and was surprised to see a | anky hare carrying
an i mrense bow and a quiver of arrows bigger than any he had ever seen. The
squirrel blinked in surprise, but Redfarl merely waved her bushy tail, saying,
"He's all right, we found hi mwandering | ost a few seasons back. Best shot
I've cl apped eyes on, though his arrers are |like spears. Wuld y' believe, he
wants to be a squirrel like us? Geat fighter, though, but sonetimes |'ve got
nmy doubts. He fights like ten an' eats like twenty!"

The hare was indeed a curious sight; his short bob tail was | ooped around wth
a cord, which led up his back and was fastened to his ears. The normally
taciturn Sumin hid a smle as he whispered to Redfarl, "What's his nanme?"

Redf arl shook her head. "You don't want to know. "
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Sumi n coughed to disguise a giggle. "Yes, | do."

The squirrel warrior smled wyly. "Go on then, ask him™"

Sum n pointed at the strange creature. "Wat's your nane, hare?"

Bendi ng his |lanky |l egs, the hare stooped and then shot up, landing in the

| ower branches of a stunted oak. "Got the species wong, old thing. I'ma
squirrel now, doncha know. Ch, don't tell me, I've got the bally old body of a
hare, but here, where it counts, in the head n'the heart, I'ma blinkin'" great

tree wal l oper, a squirrel!"”

Sumin tried not to | ook astounded. "I never asked your species, hare, er
squirrel, |1 asked your nane! Wat is it?"

The squirrel hare | eapt to a higher branch, mssed it, and fell flat on the
ground in front of Sumin. "You don't want to know " he said.

"Yes, | do!"

"Ch, all right, then. Mnane is WIthurio Longbarrow Sackfirth Toxophol a
Fedlric Fritillary WIfrand Hurdl eframe Longarrow Leawelt Pugnaci o G nnabar
Hi | | wet her "

"Stop, stop! You were right, | don't want to know"

The squirrel hare twanged his bowstring nusically. "But you can call ne Jodd
D you want to know what that's short for?"

Redf arl gave the creature an exasperated glare. "No, he doesn't. Cone on—tet's
get goin'!"

The bushes rustled, there was a snall splash in the stream and a nonent |ater
t he woodl and was quiet as the warriors vani shed |ike snoke on the breeze,
headi ng northward to where Swartt Sixclaw the Warlord was canped with his

hor de.

21

Al through that dreadful w nter, heavy gray-green seas pounded the
rime-crusted shores, and i mrense rolling waves hurl ed thensel ves hi gh above
the tideline. Sometinmes the breakers nearly touched the nmountain itself, but
t he extinct vol cano stood solid, proof against all weathers since the dawn of
time. Inside Sal anandastron, for the main part, it was dry and warm
particularly the inner chanbers of the honeyconbed rock. Hares of the
redoubt abl e Long Patrol had made H so; it was not just a fortress, but a hone
in which they could rear their famlies in confort.

A young and very shrewd fermal e hare naned Sundew was Sunflash's constant guide
and comnpani on throughout the winter. She saw that all the badger's needs were
catered to with the m ni mum of bother. H's persona! living quarters were quite
high up in the levels of nountain chanbers. They were big and confortable in a
rough way, as befitted a Badger Lord.
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Sunfl ash had awakened with a start on his first nmorning, then, realizing where
he was, he rolled in a leisurely way fromthe cushi on-strewn rock | edge that
served as a bed. Throwi ng wi de the wooden shutters of a |long rectangul ar stone
wi ndowframe, he gazed out at the restless sea and dark, cloud-scarred sky,
illum nated by that pale dusty lavender |ight that often heral ds the oncomn ng
of winter. Hearing the thick cedar door creak open behind him the badger did
not turn, but remained staring out to the horizon

Sundew st ood beside him paws cupping her chin as she | eaned on the sill,
wat ching the birth of a new day. "Goin' t'be a jolly hard old winter, nmLord,"
she said.

Sunfl ash gl anced sideways at her. "lIndeed it is, Sundew, and harder for ne
than nost creatures, for | have a lot to | earn about this place."

"Then l et us go and have breakfast. Wen you have eaten, | will show you
around your nountain and try to answer all your questions, Sire."

The di ni ng chanber was a scene of chaos. Hares are reputedly mghty eaters,
and it was as if each was trying its hardest to live up to that reputation
Long trestle tables were packed with hares, fromlanky, tough old males,

t hrough to form dabl e-1 ooki ng harew ves, |everets of both sexes who fluttered
their eyelids at one another while stuffing food shanelessly, and little ones
wi th atrocious table manners who gorged and fought alternately. The food was
good, but not fancy: autumm pears and russet apples, nuts and berries, hot
oat meal , soft white bread, cheeses, and herb tea, with flagons of cordial for
those who wanted it.

As Sunflash entered an i medi ate silence fell upon the diners. He shunned the
huge carved chair that was the seat of the Badger Lord, choosing to sit by a
young mal e |l everet instead. Hurriedly the servers set out food and drink
before him

Sunfl ash broke bread and wi nked at the | everet, asking, "Wat's your nane,
young 'un?"

"Bradberry, Sire, but the chaps call ne Bradders, doncha know. "

The badger | ooked across the table at a female | everet who was tw tching her
nose and fluttering her eyelids at Bradberry. "Well, | tell you, Bradders,

t hat young haremai d yonder |ooks as if she's trying to tell you sonething."
A chubby young hare seated at the other side of Bradberry stopped sucking
oatmeal froma bow |ong enough to comrent, "That old gel's Fordpetal —she's
jolly deep in love with Bradders. Silly as brushes, the pair of 'em Sire!"
Bradders wiggled his ears so hard with enbarrassnent that

they almost twisted into a knot. He averted his eyes shyly,

payi ng detailed attention to some crunbs on the table. "Yah



e go stuff nuts up your nose, Forty. Soppy ol e haremaids, always
maki n* faces an' wigglin' eyes at ne!"

"\ Sunflash stifled a smle as he bit into a russet apple. "You shouldn't
be so good-Iooking, then! Try to seema bit ugly and battered, like nme."

For dpet aTs bi g brown eyes w dened, and she | eaned over

, toward Sunflash, smling boldly. "Oh, Sire, how could you

say that you're ugly' n'battered? |I think your golden stripe is
Very pretty—snatter of fact, you're a very good-Iooking
badger, if y'pardon ne sayin', wot!"

Sunfl ash rose hastily fromthe table, taking with hima hunk :« of cheese and
anot her appl e.

? "You're right, Bradders," he said. "She is pretty soppy! :
later."

See you

Sundew t ook Sunflash through the cellars, where he inspected . the drinking
stock, stopping to sanple fromdifferent barrels with a small tasting |adle.

"Hhrn, | like this one, very fruity and warm "
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"So it bally well should be. Sire; that's old elderberry wi ne, been sittin'
there fifty seasons, they say. Very good for colds'n'chills, but two beakers
of it'd blow your ears off!"

He was shown through the bachel or hare barracks, sickbay, |arders,
dormitories, meeting chanmbers, and nursery. Next cane the arnory, cells, and
| ookout caves; practically that whole day was given over to view ng al

Sal anandastron had to offer. Sunflash began to realize that he was Lord over
what amounted to a town inside a rock.

When they were above the | evel of his own accommopdation, Sundew stopped and
said, "Only you may go here, Sire; few hares have been allowed this far."

Turning to ask her the reason why, Sunflash found hinself alone. Sundew had
vani shed downstairs. Wl king down a broad passage, Sunflash cane to a hanging
curtain; he pulled it aside and di scovered a great forge room There was a
forge fire at its center, with bellows, a stock of tinmber and seacoal, and
nearby stood a mighty, horned anvil. Spears, daggers, |ances and arrows,
javelins, heavy slings, and clubs lined the walls. A gigantic broadsword hung
frommetal pins; the badger took it down, surprised at its weight but
delighted by the bal ance of the fearsonme battl eblade. His grandsire Boar the
Fi ghter may have wielded it, or his great grandsire Lord Brocktree. Sunflash
put the sword aside and picked up his own weapon, the mace; it felt better
suited to his paws. Several sets of finely made badger arnor stood about:



deep-chested breastpl ates, shining steel greaves, and warlike helnets, and
there were shields, too, with heroic devices engraved upon them

Passi ng through the forge room Sunflash wandered upstairs, around corners,
down passages, until he felt conpletely | ost and overawed at the vastness of
the mountain's interior. Then he cane to a dead end: suddenly the corridor ran
out, and he was facing a bare rock wall. Sunflash inspected it and noticed in
it a crack, little nore than a claw s thickness. Set-

e ting his own claws into the crack, he tugged sideways, and the rock gave a
bit, grating noisily. He pulled harder, until the crack w dened sufficiently
for himto wedge his nmace handle in. Setting his shoulder to the nacehead,
Sunfl ash gave a mi ghty shove, and the crack opened wi de. One nore hard push
and the whole wall started to swing outward. The secret doorway was open

Flint, steel, and tinder lay on the floor inside, along with several torches
of dry brush. Swiftly he struck flint to steel, blow ng the sparks that had
| anded on the tinder into life. A small flame appeared. Sunflash lit a torch
and wal ked to the narrow hall.

Then with a roar of shock, the badger staggered back, dropping the torch.
Swiftly he retrieved it, sparks showering around himlike fireflies as he held
it high. There at one end of the hall was a fully arnored badger seated upon a
throne! Inmediately he knew that this was his great grandsire, Add Lord
Brocktree. The hairs on Sunflash's back stood on end as he wal ked forward to
stand in front of his ancestor. The visor of |he splendid warhel met was cl osed
over the Badger Lord's eyel ess sockets. Sunflash's paw trenbled as he traced
it "' through the dust on Brocktree's burnished breastplate. He '+' knew that

i nside the arnor there remai ned nought but a skel-cton of the once great
warrior, but there was no denying that xtbeir blood was one and the sane.

Sunfl ash knelt and wept |hen, for the heavy burden fate and seasons had pl aced
upon i his famly

[_ The guttering torch brought himback to reality, and he

J3 | ooked around for sonething to keep the light going. There,

;> beside a great wall covered in carvings, he found a hanmer,

chisels, and a lantern. Gatefully he lit the lantern fromthe

dyi ng torch and sat upon the floor, staring at the rows of cu-

; rioas pictures engraved across the wall. Sunflash breathed in

the sweet-snelling snoke fromthe lantern; it was not an un-
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pl easant aroma. Gradually he | eaned over until he was lying flat on the coo
floorstones; they felt good, restful. He put aside the snoking lantern with
its dimgolden light. A great desire to sleep overtook him closing his eyes,

he listened to a soft voice singing to himfromafar. The corridors of his
m nd becanme one with the dim incense-weathed hall and its nusic.



"Rest awhile, sleep awhile, Here where the warrior stays, Add as the dust of
seasons, Soft as the call of |ost days. Muntain Lords marked out by fate,
Watch o' er great seas forlorn. You are the heart of this ancient rock, Were
m ghty | egends are born."

Pal e shades of bygone Badger Lords, hares in battle formations, searat

gal l eys, verm n hordes, and the clangor of war nmingled with pounding surf in
the dreams of Sunflash the Mace. Louder and | ouder the pounding grew. Sunflash
cane awake in darkness; the | antern had gone out. Sonebeast was poundi ng
against the far wall fromits other side. DDmcries reached the Badger Lord's
ears.

"Sire, are you there? Answer if you can hear us!"
Sunfl ash stood upright, bellowing aloud, "I"'min here, wait!"

Groping his way to the wall, he felt around until he encountered a deep crack.
Sunfl ash pull ed both ways, gouging huge blunt claws into the stone rift, and
the entire wall noved fractionally. Howing his war cry, the badger pitted his
strength in one col ossal effort against the groaning rock

"Eeul al i aaaaa! "

The wal I rift opened three full paw engths. Shaking dust fromhis eyes,
Sunfl ash kicked his mace into the gap, wedging

it open. Sundew and several other hares were on the other side in the forge
room They shouted out in relief.

"Ch, thank the fur V fates you're all right, Sire!"

"Whew! \When you go missin', you make a proper job of it, wot?"

"What's that sweet snell? Whew, what've y' been cookin' in there, m Lord?"
"Must've eaten sonmethin' t'keep himgoin' three days, wot!"

Sunfl ash could scarcely believe his ears. "Three days? You nmean |'ve been in
here three full days?"

Sundew s paw cane through the opening, and she patted Sunflash 's face, as if
to reassure herself that it really was him ; *'Rather! An' three nights,
doncha know, this is the norn of the fourth blinkin' day, Sire. 1'd have never
forgiven nyself if we hadn't found you, worried out of mmnd I was!" ,
Sunflash interrupted her recrimnations. "Is there a lantern ** a torch in
there? Pass ne a |light through. Hurry!"

There was a few noments' scratching about, then a flaring, iesin-soaked torch
with a metal sconce ring on it was thrust the opening. Sunflash took it,
saying, "Stay where are, | won't be long. There's sonething | nust see.”

1 &9\

> H he carved wall was covered with pictures of badgers and “jfcattles,
searats, vernmin bands —they were all there. Sunflash

~% '

fl ecognzed a figure near the end; it was obviously his grand-|;sire, Boar the



Fighter, arnor-clad, armed with a great battle-pjlade, putting searats to
flight. Curiously, the next figure was small, but quite heroic. It was a
nmouse, carrying a broken hung about his neck on a cord, and there were ot her

"Ip||inaller figures acconpanying the nouse on a journey toward |ft|WB
nountain. Next was a |ikeness of the sanme creatures |eav-:f|$p8
Sal amandastron, though this time the nouse was wi el di ng
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a bright new sword of great beauty. Beyond that was a small space. Sunflash
caught his breath. Carved into the wall was a clear picture of hinself,
carrying his mace over one shoul der, wal ki ng toward the nountai n.

22

% In the forge room the hares sprang aside as the wall gap rum::;;. Wd
wi de. Sunfl ash opened it by using his great mace as a " lever, then he
squeezed through and pulled the mace after him. *:. not a nmoment too soon
The rock rift ground back into place, £ closing the gap in the forge-room
wal | . They stared curiously

I f at the Badger Lord as he stood there calmy, a faraway | ook % "in his dark
eyes.

"E& *- Sundew was profuse in her apologies. "Beggin' your par-,/fiton

m Lord, we should never've ventured this far into your ~: personal quarters,
but we were so worried!"

*'$-.' Bradders had also cone along with the search party. "I say, m Lord,
you must be absolutely starvin', old Sire. The last if? mouthful of scoff you
had was breakfast, three flippin' nor-'<” nin's ago—nust make a chap jolly
hungry, that sort of thing!" .;.;e ~ Sunflash rubbed his eyes and shook his
great head to bring back to normality. He patted Sundew s paw. "You
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did the right thing, young 'un. Bradders is right though, I'mreally hungry.
I s breakfast over?"

Forty, the fat young hare who was Bradders's pal, nodded. "Not a bally crunb
left, old lad, er, | nean Sire."

Sunfl ash could not help chuckling at the tubby hare. "I couldn't inagine there
bei ng much I eft on any table once you' ve had your fill, wobbl echops. Never
mnd, 1'll fix something for nyself in the kitchens."

Sundew whi spered in Sunflash's ear, "First you nust come to the sick bay—there
is an urgent matter that can't wait."



Sunfl ash recogni zed the two slight figures laid in twin beds i mediately. He
went to them and took their paws. "I renmenber you two—+t's Breeze and
Starbuck. You' re the two elders who net ne when | arrived here that first
day."

St arbuck blinked his rheuny old eyes and coughed fitfully. "Aye, Sire, that
was us. Do you know, we bodi served under your grandsire Boar the Fighter."

Sunfl ash | ooked cl oser at both creatures. It was then that he realized just
how ol d they really were. He turned to Sundew, saying, "If this is right they
nmust have nore seasons on themthan anybeasts | have known."

The young hare danpened a cloth and w ped the winkled brows of both the
ancients. "They speak true, Lord. These two are the only ones |eft who fought
al ongsi de your grand-sire, and how they lived this |ong, nobeast knows. Every
| ast day of autumn season since the death of Boar the Fighter, they have both
stood in the main cave entrance by the shore, as if awaiting your coning."

Breeze pressed Sunflash's paw feebly. "Lord Boar told us of a dream he had; he
told us to watch for the goldstriped warrior. You cane, now our waiting is at
an end—+s that not so, Starbuck?"

The old male smled weakly and managed a nod. "Aye, 'tis so, sister, our duty
is done now W go to the Dark Forest. Lord Boar will have a great feast
prepared i n our honor."

Sunfl ash pressed Starbuck's paw gently. "Tell me about ny grandsire,” he said.

St arbuck gazed at his small withered paw, alnost |lost in the badger's massive

one. "What is there to tell, Sire? Boar was a mighty fighter. None could stand
agai nst hi m when the bl oodwath took him He was a true Badger Lord, and so
are you. | see it in your eyes, feel it in your paw. You will be a /. mghty

warrior, even greater and nore fearsome than you are
*; now, eh, Breeze?"
; The old female tightened her hold on Sunflash's paw. "Aye,

"Tthat is true, but you will fare better than Lord Boar, because ,;. you |ove

young ones and babes, | know this. The young will ".;e' always befriend and
admre you. Boar was a |lonely creature;

;-, the only babe he ever spoke of was your nother, Bella. She *as his babe,
but all the young ones of the earth belong to

hyou in friendship. Be good to them™
\ Sunfl ash and Sundew stayed with Starbuck and Breeze unti

«'?..."(hey fell asleep, then they left the roomquietly and went down :fi-to
the kitchens. Sunflash felt two things: hunger and the need |I; to cheer up
after his long sojourn in the secret chanber and Tt~the saddeni ng experience
of sitting with two old creatures :|;%o0se seasons had run out. The cooks

| ooked up fromtheir /”-Steam ng pots and bubbling concoctions as Sunfl ash
entered. || They bowed briefly, and the Head Cook, a fat, bad-tenpered

8§ bachel or hare, inquired, "Do you require food, Sire? | will cook your neal
nmysel f."

A Sunflash lifted the lid of a pot and sniffed its contents, say-'£: ing,



"Hhm porridge again! Don't we ever have anything "JfOOK exciting?" '"jfc'*
G ang! The Head Cook slamred his |adle down on a pan

ee”| $d. "Sire, you are in ny domain now, the kitchens. You are
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also in my way—kindly take yourself off sonewhere!"

AH work in the kitchens stopped; the younger hares, who were mnor cooks and
hel pers, held their breath nmonentarily. The Head Cook was sonething of a
tyrant, and they wanted to see how t he new Badger Lord fared agai nst him

Sunfl ash coul d have cowed the Head Cook with a single glance, but the badger
never used bullying tactics. Instead he began peeling a big russet apple,
smling at his opponent. "Wat d' you put in your porridge, friend?" he asked.

"Salt, oats'n'water—what else would y'put in porridge, eh?" the cook replied
shappi shly.

The badger began tipping the ingredients in the pot as he spoke. "Alot nore
oats to thicken it up, less salt, nore green-sap mlk than water, a good
portion of honeyconb, maybe some dried fruit, apple rings, hazelnuts. Don't
let it cook too long, turn it out onto a tray to cool, slice it up in squares,
and you' ve got good sweet oatcake, best eaten warm from an oven."

An instant round of applause went up fromthe kitchen hel pers. The Head Cook
turned on Sunfl ash, furious at having another experinenting with his porridge.
"That's not the way I'd nmake porridge, Sire. W taught you to cook, if | may
make so bold as to ask?"

Sunfl ash finished peeling and coring the apple. "Ml es and hedgehogs,
friend—+he best cooks |I ever knew. See this apple? Stuff the corehole with
candi ed chestnuts and a dribble of honey, bake it in the oven, then serve it
pi pi ng hot w th neadowcream-ever tried it?"

The cook thrust out his chin defiantly. "No! And what's nore, | wouldn't want
to!"

"H1 would, Sir, frizzle me paws, it soun's wunnerful, it do!"
The Head Cook gl ared at the young hare who had piped up

,.** Sunflash strode over and shook the keen-eyed youngster's t paw. "What's
your name, mate?" he said.

"Bl oggwood, Sire!™

"Well, | like the ook of you, Bloggwood. Are you a good ¢;,;' cook?"

£ "As good as any, Sire, an'" willin" t'learn. | likes t'cook!" ft; ' 'And
tell me, Bloggwood, if you were in charge round here ® and somebeast cane to
you with a tasty recipe, what would ;|? you do?"



[: "Well, h'l1'd "elp "emt'cook it anl see if n we c'd make it 'Ife taste even
better!"

Jf Wth a few deft novenents, Sunflash snatched the Head ~Cook's tall hat and
placed it on the young hare's head; then, |£. tifting Bl oggwod w th one paw,
he set himon top of a table.

t3'1 "As Badger Lord of Sal anmandastron, | appoint you, Bl ogg-wood, new Head
Cook in my kitchens. The rest of you—will you help our friend to produce good
and tasty neal s?'' Ladles and aprons were hurled high in the air, and the
hel p-

and assistants cheered al oud. The former Head Cook stood in front of Sunflash,
hat| ess

bewi | dered by the sudden turn of events. "But what about me? Wat'll | do?" he
cried. Sunflash threw a friendly paw about his shoul der, saying, |f*Wwell,’
you' ve never |iked cooking, have you?"

"OfF course not, but it's a job. Sonebeast's got to do it." "Right, but you
didn't like doing it, so you don't have to it any |longer. Wat d you really
like doing, friend?" "Well, er, 1've always been interested in brew ng ales,

cor-, and wine. Here, would you like to try sonme of nmy coww ne, Sire?
The hare opened a cupboard and pulled out a flagon and beakers.

& Sunfl ash wat ched hi m pour two beakers full, and said, y not, I'IIl try
anyt hi ng once." He sipped, and rolled his
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eyes appreciatively. "This is excellent! Can you make fizzy strawberry cordi al
for little ones?"

The hare wi nked, and snorted, "Can | meke fizzy strawberry cordial ? Listen
matey, er, Sire, | can make it so fizzy it'd curl your fur!"

Sunfl ash shook himheartily by the paw. "Wl said! Go and see our
cel l arkeeper and tell himhis workload is hal ved, because |'ve just appointed
you joint Chief Cellarkeeper and W nemaker Brewer of Sal amandastron!™

As Sunflash and Bl oggwood produced a tasty giant turnover of |eek, carrot,
mushroom and dark gravy between them word got around. Hares cane filing into
the kitchens with requests and observati ons, know ng the new Badger Lord woul d
give thema fair and good hearing. He did!

Wthin the space of half a nmorning, Sunflash the Mace had appoi nted an
assistant cell arbeast, two fl ower gardeners, a new sick bay assistant, a
carpenter, banquet arranger, and a whol e host of young ones who wanted to be
arnorers and forge assistants to the Badger Lord.

Later, Sundew sat with Bl oggwood and some others, as they hel ped thenselves to
an inpronmptu lunch of the big turnover, which had been named a Bl oggfl ash
Speci al .



The badger put aside two slices, rich, dark gravy seeping fromthemonto the
pl ates as he popped themin the oven

"Keep an eye on themslices, Sundew," he said. "They'll do for Starbuck and
Breeze's supper tonight. The old "uns'Il enjoy my turnover."

Sundew wi ggl ed her ears in admration of the Badger Lord. "Well, well, Sire,
you've certainly made sone jolly old changes round here. 1'd say you're doin'
a spiffin job, wot!"

Sunfl ash shoved her lightly, alnost sending her sprawling. "You can stop
wi ggling your ears at ne, mi ssie—besides,

you'll have to show a little nmore dignity now nat |'ve decided to appoint you
as ny confidential aide."

Ski ppi ng and | aughi ng. Sundew al nost collided with Forty, who was holding up a
chubby paw for Sunflash's attention

**| say, old Sire, can | be official food taster? 1'd be jolly good at that |
t hi nk."

Sunfl ash roared, laughing until he had to hold his sides. At suppertine,

Sunfl ash and Sundew t ook the turnover slices up to the sick bay, only to find
Dewf | eck, a quiet ol der hare whom Sunflash had appoi nted as sick-bay assi stant
that norning, sitting weeping on the top stair. Her face was buried in her
paws as her whol e body shook fitfully.

Sadly the badger set down the two plates and sat on the stairs next to her
"lIt's Breeze and Starbuck, isn't it?" he asked.

She nodded, sobbing brokenly. "Ch, Sire, they was 'oldin' paws, just fyin'
there all peaceful like. |I thought they were

-avin' alittle doze, but ole Breeze an' Starbuck, they was ..
Boohoohoohoo! "

Sunfl ash dried her eyes with the corner of a kitchen apron

i : he had been wearing all day. "There, there, hush now, those

old '"uns were | ooking forward to nmeeting their friends in the Dark Forest,
they told me that only this norning. Isn't that

.light, Sundew?"
?;++ The young hare sniffed as she wi ped her eyes against the

-apron. "Absolutely, Sire. They'll never have t'face a rotten ol' w nter
agai n; they're both happy now, along with your grandsire."

Thr oughout that long winter the hares of Sal amandastron came ? to know and
love their new Lord. Sunflash was all things to ?>; 1lhem friend to the old,
counsel or to the young, and playmate 0: 10 t he babes, who were his constant
delight. He | ooked forward £ «agerly to the spring, when he planned to take up
farm ng once
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nmore. Often on dreary winter afternoons the forge roomwas alive with hel pers
as Sunflash and his blacksniths turned out spades, hoes, rakes, and trowels,
in readiness for the com ng season's planting and cultivation. The badger had
al nrost forgotten about his foebeast, Swartt Sixclaw, and would not think of
himuntil the arrival of Skarlath in the early spring.

23

The verm n horde found the path broad, snooth, and easy to march on, and good
progress was nade on the first day traveling south. That evening, they canped
in an untidy spraw, right across the path and on both sides of it. Tender
young shoots and new green foliage, which would have been shunned as food any
other time, were welconmed after their winter starvation

Next day blustered in bright and breezy, lightly warmw th random fl eece

cl ouds scurrying across spring skies. Swartt was in a good nood, pleased with
t he ground he had covered the previous day. Miggra the weasel Captain was
still out in front of the arny, dragging hinself painfully along on all fours,
his injured footpaw causing himgreat pain.

Pitilessly, Swartt marched hard behi nd Miuggra, watching himcraw as he spoke
to himin a cruel voice of nmock reason. ."See now, friend, you coul d ve been
mar chin' upright an’
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brisk like the rest of us if you "adn't chosen to argue wid me. Cone on now,
don't go sulkin' an' nmopin', apologize t'me |ike a goodbeast an' ask ne fer
mercy." He kicked the Captain, sending himspraw ing on the road.

Muggra spat earth as he whi npered, "Mercy, Lord, | was wong to argue with
yer!"

Swartt | aughed harshly, stepping on Miggra's back as he passed him "Get out
o' me sight, y'snivellinl craven, anl thank yer lucky stars I'min a good nood
t' day!"

Sss. ssst hunk\

A javelin came streaking out of the blue and buried itself deep in the path,
in front of the Warlord. It stood quivering as the ferret fell back and seized
Ni ght shade's paw. "Were in the name o' blisterin' blazes did that conme fronP"
he cri ed.

The vixen tried desperately to extricate her paw fromthe ferret's viselike
grasp. "l don't know, Lord, but it looks to ne |like some sort of warning that
we should go no farther!™

Swartt held on to the paw, glaring at her. "Tell me true, fox. Did you 'ave



any visions or dreans about this?"

Ni ght shade wrenched her crushed paw away, shaking her head. "None, Sire, | saw
not hi ng! "

Tuggi ng the javelin | oose, Swartt broke it across his nailed paw. "One javelin
ain't goin' t'stop this horde. Forward march!"

The Warlord stood still, allowing the marchers to wal k past him Screanms rang
out as the forenost three vermn fell, two pierced by arrows, the other felled
by a hefty rock. Suddenly the horde was in disarray.

"They're in the woods on the east side!" Swartt roared. "Scraw, charge 'em
with spears, wi pe every |last one of 'emout! Aggat, N ghtshade, |ine sone
archers up, here—unp to it!"

Redf arl watched the spearbeasts charge into the woodl ands, letting them get
sufficiently far fromthe path before nodding

to a score of squirrels perched in the treetops. Half of the vermin were cut
down by a hail of arrows, the rest, turning to run back, were set upon by
otters whirling heavy | oaded slings, which they used as clubs. As quickly as
they struck, the attackers faded into the woodl and.

On the path all Swartt heard was a few di stant screans, then silence. He held
up a warni ng paw, saying, "Stretch those bowstrings; be ready; keep yer eyes
peel ed on t hem woodl ands!"

Still not a sound. Then Swartt heard a strange noi se and saw t he bushes shake
not far fromthe path. "Shoot at those bushes!" he said, pointing.

A voll ey of barbed shafts shredded the foliage, and the rat Captain, Scraw,
toppl ed out, already wounded by a squirrel arrow but now transfixed by seven
nmore fromhis own side. Swartt perforned a dance of rage, whirling his sword
wi I dly. Horde archers ducked to avoid the bl ade.

"Idiots, did none of y'think to | ook before shootin'?" he yelled. "Put up
those bows until we can see "em"

As the vermin archers rel axed their bowstrings, there was a shout fromthe
east woodl ands. A whistling rain of rocks and javelins hit the unsuspecting
archers, and one | arge stone caught Swartt a gl ancing bl ow, stunning him

Ni ght shade signaled four vermin to carry himto safety, as she called out to
I he rest of the horde, "Into the woods on the west side of this path—hurry!"

The verm n needed no second bidding. They hurled thensel ves at the bushes,
hel ped on their way by a shower of nissiles fromthe hidden attackers.

The old rat carrying Swartt's son was hit. Cutching at the javelin protruding
fromher side, she tugged at the backsling. .Tearing |oose the carrying
cradl e, she dropped it, babe and all, into a shallow ditch bordering the west
pat hsi de. She craw ed
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painfully after the retreating horde and was tranpled by other vermin in their
haste to escape death.

Down in the ditch the ferretbabe wiggled fromits restricting sling and began
gobbling a nmess of frogspawn froma nuddy pool. It fed voraciously, neither
whi nperi ng nor crying.

Ni ght shade pressed cobwebs and danp | eaves to the side of the Warlord' s head.
Swartt gritted his teeth and staggered upright, grabbing a weasel as it
sneaked past. "You! Did yer see 'em who were they, 'ow many ..."

The unfortunate weasel's reply was cut short by a gigantic arrow, which
silenced himforever. A jovial voice rang out from somewhere deep in the
woods. "I say, top marks there, Jodders. Good shot, wot?"

Swartt | ooked around wildly. He could not stop the horde retreating deeper
into the woods; they ignored his conmands.

"Halt! Stop there!" he yelled. "Wat are ye runnin' fromsone ragtailed little
bunch o' woodl anders? Stand an' fight!"

Anot her spearlike arrow thudded into the trunk of a sycanore, right near the
Warlord's head. Silently, he decided that discretion was die better part of
val or and fled too.

The great otter Skipperjo was left in command of the path. Hi s otters crouched
in the foliage on the west side, ready to deal with any vermn who tried to
regain control of the road. Sumin and Redfarl pursued the horde; travelling
high in the trees, they picked off stragglers. The vermin ran as if chased by
unseen denons, each trying not to be at the back of the horde, which was the
nost vul nerabl e position. Gadually they slowed, weariness taking toll of
their trenbling |inbs.

Late afternoon found themin a deep natural holl ow somewhere in the west
reaches of Mossflower. Swartt sat, allow ng

the vixen to bandage his head with a nmud and | eaf poultice.

He glared at the silent horde, venting his spleen on them

"Squirrels 'n'" otters, that's all they was, a bunch o' ms'r-able squirrels
'n" otters, an' you beauties ran from'em Tell 'em N ghtshade—you saw t hem
didn't yer? Squirrels'n'ot-ters, dial's all they werel™

A surly voice called out fromthe horde, "I never seen squirrels shootin'
arrers as big as that'n wot wi ped out pore Ginflit!"

Swartt's head was aching; he was too tired to reprimand the culprit. Instead
he beckoned his Captains, and they gathered round as he lay back, covering his
eyes with his mailed paw. "Well, what've you ot got t'say fer yerselves, eh?"
he grow ed.

The replies were what he expect ed.

"No point in gettin' slain for trespassin' on some other-beast's road, Chief."
"Keep travellin' west, that's what we were doin' in the first place."

"Aye, you can't slay an invisible arny. W |ost a good number today, an



didn't even see who did the killin"!"

Swartt stood up, shaking his head sorrowfully but secretly glad that his
Capt ai ns had provided himw th an excuse not to turn back and seek retribution
on the foebeast. "Huh, the backbone's gone fromyou lot, yer a |load o
jellyfish. Ah well, | s'pose we'll keep goin' west through this forest if yer
all too scared to go back an' avenge yer dead mates."

Redf arl perched in the | ow branches of an el mnearby, |istening to what was
going on. Her tail shot upright, a signal to the waiting squirrel archers
stationed in the trees not far fromthe horde. They fired a line of shafts
into the ground, not a pawsbreadth fromwhere the vermin sat. Slightly farther
back in the woodl and cover, Jodd lay flat on the earth, his head
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inside a great hollow |l og. The hare's voice echoed and boormed as he called
slowy in a loud sepul chral voice, "Begone fromour [and while you still [|ive!
Wrns feast upon any who try to stand against us; their bones rot upon the
territory of the phantom sl ayers! Go noooooocooww "

Al the squirrels in the trees, plus a few otters who were with Jodd, echoed
the mournful how : "Go noooooowww "

Ni ght shade coul d be heard shouting as the horde took to their heels and
charged westward into Mbssfl ower, the speed of panic urging themon

"Carry Lord Swartt, he is injured! See the line of arrows, it is a warning,
t he phantom sl ayers have spoken. Let us go!"

The vi xen found she was talking to herself; the horde had gone. Wthout a
backward gl ance, she dashed off after them

Sone of the squirrels nearly fell fromthe trees, |aughing. Jodd was stil
lying with his head in the hollow log, calling mournfully, "I'm starving.
Wonder what's for bally supper, us phantons have t'jolly well
eeeeeeaaaaattttt!”

Sumi n gripped Redfarl's paw gratefully. "W did it, thanks to you an'
Ski pperjo. Redwall Abbey is deep in your debt. W will hold a feast for you
allt

The squirrel hare's voice booned out frombelow "That's the ticket, a great
feast! Sooooooooper!"

Ski pperjo net them back at the path, and there was much paw shaki ng,
tail -waggi ng, and back- sl appi ng.

"Never lost a one of nmy otters, we tricked 'em good, nates!"

"Aye, all ny archers are accounted for, not a scratch on any of "em W did a
great thing here today, eh, Sum n?"

The sturdy squirrel beamed proudly. "W did that, it was risky an' darin', but
we pulled it off. A good yarn to tell the young 'uns, Skipperjo!"
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The brawny otter held up a paw. "Ch, tal kinl about young uns, nmatey, |ookit
what | found."

He signaled to a fenale otter, who came forward bearing a small bundl e, which
she carried in two slings tied together across her back

The | anky Jodd peered into the inprovised cradle. "Great fur'n' feathers! It's
ajolly little junior verm n. Yowh! The bounder chonped rp' paw. Good
appetite, wot?"

Sum n watched as the otter placed the squirmng ferretbabe on the soft grass
at the pathside. Skipperjo shook his head, saying, "Pore liddle thing, |ooks
"arf starved. What'll we do with it?'1

Sum n waggl ed a paw at the ferretbabe, and it snarled. "Suppose we'll have to
take himback to the Abbey an' | et Abbess Meriamsort it out, that's unless
anybeast here fancies adoptin' 'in®"

There was silence. Redfarl touched the ferretbabe gently, and it bit her
St onef aced, she watched the small creature licking its teeth, savoring the

taste of blood, and said, "I know 'tis a hard thing to say about a babe, even
aliddle vermin, but let me tell you, no good will ever cone of this one.
Don't ask nme why, | just feel it in ny fur!"

24

Towar d eveni ng, Abbess Meriam stood on the north wall battlenents with Bryony.
They had been waiting and watching for days, but Meriam had not told Bryony
why. The sounds of singing drifted to themon the twilight breeze, and the
Abbess | eaned across the battlenments, snmiling with relief. "Listen, Bryony,
friends are coming to Redwal I'!'"

Lantern lights showed like fireflies, and, as they drew cl oser, rousing voices
could be heard singing a quick marchi ng song.

"Ch we chased 'em off the highway, They fled off to the west, W sent 'em
every whi chway, Qur warriors are the best. They'll never see ole Redwall, 'Cos
they were forced to flee, Sent on their way by shaft 'n' stone
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From every greenwood tree. Bad luck attend the vermin beast Wo cane out of
the north and east, W'll give "emblood n'steel'n" stone, Until they | eave our
| and al one!"

Abbess Meriam cupped paws around her mouth and call ed, "Who goes there?"

There were chortles and guffaws as Jodd replied, "Just sone jolly ol e phantom
warriors who need faUenin' up, mdear. Did ny sufferin' ears hear nmention of a
whacki n' great feast at your splendiferous Abbey, wot?"

Meriam s voice shook with laughter as she shouted back, "No, they didn't, but
cone in anyway and we'll see what we can do to silence your grunbling

tunmm es!"

A hearty cheer went up fromthe marchers.



The tale was told and retold over the banquet board, of how
a small determned force sent the horde of Swartt Sixclaw, the

Ferret Warlord, running defeated into the west. Dibbuns : watched
open-mout hed as the squirrel hare, Jodd, denvolished

everything edible that came within his reach. ;. "I say, this Spring
Sal ad's absolutely top hole! Eh, what's ' that, marn? Ch, yes, indeed, pile
it on here, nidear, nothin'

like apple pie' n meadowcreamto clear one's palate, y' know < Er, excuse
ne, young nol echap, pass yon turnip'n' -

tater' n'whatever they call that bally great pie you coves eat.
Thank y' kindly, no, leave the jolly old dish, mght want somne
for afters, wot!"

The | eader of the Redwall nole contingent, whose title was , al ways Forenol e,
wi nked at the nole who was serving Jodd.

"Hoo arr, that'n be an 'arebeast, you'mb'ain't see'd any . h*aininal eaten
"til you'msee'd an 'arebeast, burr no zurr!"
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Friar Bunfold dashed about, topping off all the beakers with good October Ale.
"A toafct, friends, to the goodbeasts who saved Redwal I!" he call ed.

Beakers were raised, cheers rang to the rafters.
"The goodbeasts who saved Redwal I! Hooray!"

Am d much whi spering and giggling, a steani ng caul dron was wheeled in by
Togget, Bryony, and Friar Bunfold. The hogwi fe Myrtle announced to one and
all, "Now | don't take no blame fer this concoction, 'twas a thingumy created
by these three 'ere, in honor of our guests this eve. Oh, you tell 'em
Bryony—+ gets all nuddl ed!"

"Well, we know that otters like their hotroot soup with watershrinp, |eek

oni ons, and plenty of hotroot,'' Bryony explained to the feasters, "but we
have our friends the squirrels to consider. Their favorite is the treetop
broth made from mapl e tips, acorns, beechnuts, green apples, and horse
chestnuts. So, ny friends and | conbined both, adding a few ingredients of our
own. Two beakers of parsley wine, a touch of ranson, and some w nter rosehips.
W hope you enjoy it—eur phantomwarrior soup!"

It proved to be a great favorite: hot, spicy, sweet, and al so strong. Sone
sai d Skipperjo ate the nost, though Jodd was only a fraction of a |adle behind
hi m

" "Mmm mm quite tasty, very nice, though | do like that deeper'n'thingee
pi e the nol echaps nmake. Who knows, when |I'mfed up bein' a squirrel | mght
join up an' becone a bally nole.



Foremol e shook his velvety head vigorously. "Ch, nay, zurr, 'tis a tunble loif
us'n's lead, you' mfar better orf bein' a squirrel beast, you mlukk nore |oik
one."

Jodd was quite flattered by this remark, and he hitched hard at the cord tied
fromhis bobtail to his long ears. "I say, d you think so really? Actually, |
do nmeself. In fact | think | ook quite Ilike a jolly old treewal |l oper these
days. Tied the old tai
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to ne ears so it'll stretch' n' grow |long' n' bushy, same as a squirrel chap. D you
think it's workin ?"

Forenol e gave Jodd's tail a tug and wi nked at Togget. "Wioi oi do berleev "tis
gettin' gurt'n'bushy, eh, maister?"
Togget nodded sol emmly. "Mich | onger an' et'll be a curlen o' er onto ee nose,

zurr!"

The banter and chatter went on late into the night ami d an abundance of good
food, firmfriends, and a general feeling of thankful ness and well -bei ng.
Ski pperj o, Redfarl, and Jodd rai sed beakers to the Abbess.

"If we're to be rewarded with such a splendid spread every tinme we defend yore
Abbey, marm then we 'opes the next passel o' villains is 'eadin' down the
path tonorrer!"

Meri am shook her head. "Fate and fortune forbid such a thing, ny friends. You
do not need to fight for food at Red-wall; our table is here for you any tine
you call by our gate. You are always wel cone.™

As the night wore on, Meriamtook Bryony to one side and | ed her from G eat
Hal |, saying, "Come with me, missie, | have sonething to show you—a surprise."

Toget her they nounted the stairs and made their way to a chanber close by the
si ckbay. Meriam tapped upon the door. Bryony thrilled to the mell ow sound of a
deep voice, that of tire bel oved Redwal | Badger Mother, Bell a.

"Enter please, there are no | ocks on ny door."

Bell a was massive with age. Her silver fur shone in the lantern |ight, al nost
creating a ninbus of radi ance around her. Raising a huge, age-worn paw, she

adjusted small, thick, crystal glasses fromher muzzletip up to her eyes.

Arrangi ng a shaw about her friend s shoul ders, Meriam whispered, "I thought
you m ght be asleep, Bella. Are we disturbing you?"
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The great shining head shook slowy. "No, no, not at all. There's no need to
whi sper, Meriam+ sleep when | like and stay awake as | want to these days.



Hel l o, Bryony, ny pretty little nousermaid, conme and sit with old Bella."

Bryony sat upon the broad soft |ap, her favorite place since she had been a
D bbun, and she | ooked questioningly at Meriam "Wat is the surprise, Mother
Abbess?"

Meriam pl aced a paw to her lips. "Sshh! Not so |oud, ms-sie.
Bell a nodded to a cradle within easy reach of her paw. ' 'Ch, don't worry
about him He's w de awake and taking all in." Leaning over, Bryony saw what

the cradl e contai ned. She junped fromBella's |ap and swept the babe into her
paws, hugging it. "Ch, it's a babe, a little one! Is it nale or naid? Wat's

it called? Wiose is it? Were did you get it fron? GCh, Mther!"

Meriam al |l owed Bryony to hold the babe. "Not so fast, nissie, maybe you won't
be so quick to cuddle himwhen | tell you. He is the young of a vernin,
abandoned when they retreated fromthe path, a nale ferretbabe."

Bryony continued nursing the ferret, rocking back and forth. "Poor little
thi ng! He | ooks so alone and lost! Is he not beautiful, Bella, see!"

The anci ent badger sniled w sely, saying, "All little creatures are beautiful
Bryony, every living thing when it first sees life is bomin beauty. Wat they
growto be is a different matter. | have given the ferretbabe a nane; he shal
be called Veil, because there is a veil over his |ife before he cane here. W
know not hi ng of him"

Bryony | ooked down at the little ferret. Its sharp slitted eyes were watching
her intently. She tickled its nosetip gently with her paw, saying, "Veil,
Veil, it's a lovely nane. Hello, little Veil. Oach!"

Bel | a exchanged gl ances with the Abbess before speaking. "He has bitten you,
Bryony. "

The mousenmai d sucked her paw briefly, smling. "No, not really, it was nore of
a ni bble. Perhaps he's hungry."

Bel | a cl osed her eyes and | eaned back. "Sone creatures are always hungering
after one thing or another. | have a feeling about this one, and if | am
proved right in the seasons to conme, | will tell you why | really called him
Veil. But it is far better now to hope for the best that can happen, so we
will say no nore about it. You are a good nousenmi d, Bryony, that is why the
Abbess and | decided that you shall have Veil, to bring up and care for. He
may benefit fromyou."

Bryony's eyes were shining, and she hugged the small bun-;dle close. "Ch,
Mot her Abbess, is it true? | will be like his ;| DO her, no, nmore like his big
sister, no, nore like his good ;rfiiend!"

The Abbess sniled at her friend the nousenaid. "Mike your mnd up, mssie.
Best be a little of all, mayhap that's what Veil will need to grow up good.
Put himback in his $ndle now and take himup to the dormtory with you. Bella
-;Jfc too old to care for him and | have ny Abbey to |look after. <l%mthis
day forth he is your responsibility.” ':% Wen Bryony had taken Veil and gone
fromthe room Ab-Meriam stooped and dabbed a tiny spot of blood fromrush
mat. It had spilled fromthe nousemaid' s paw when ferretbabe bit her. She sat
on the armof Bella's chair, JStaring at the crinmson dot, and said, "Did we do
the right ig, old friend, or will this ferret cause nore blood to be

in Redwal | ?"



The great silver badger bent down and wi ped away the $peck with her apron
corner. "Only time will tell, Meriam?"
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As the earth turned slowy, tine passed and season foll owed season nmany ti nmes.
Swartt Sixclaw and his horde wandered the | and, through woodl and, across
rivers, over nountains, often |ost and frequently sidetracked by dissent and
muti ny. But his obsession, to avenge hinsel f upon the badger who had nai ned
and deadened his fanous sixclaw, drove the Warlord onward.

Many things happened to swell the infany of Swartt's name. He lost some of his
horde in marsh country, fighting a Iong and protracted battle agai nst toads
and reptiles, energing victorious but with a depleted horde.

Then chance brought himinto an alliance with Captain Zigu and his Corsairs.
Zigu was a ferret like hinself who, having lost his ship on the rocks in foul
weat her, was forced to range the coasts with his notley band of verm n, sone
searats, but mainly Corsairs, creatures of any species that chose the ma-
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rauding life. Zigu was no stranger to Sal amandastron; he had seen it fromthe
sea and knew its exact | ocation. He was a valuable, if untrustworthy, asset,
and joining forces with himneant that the horde would be | ost no nore. For
Swartt, this sealed the pact.

Sout hward down the coast the horde ranged, being joined

by deserters, mutineers, and other vernin who had been na-

.rooned by their searat brethren. Swartt sat upon the beach one

nmorning at the start of summer, picking at a roasted nackerel

He gl anced across at Ni ghtshade, who was tossing shells into

the air and watching in what position they fell upon the sand.

"Never mind the stupid shells, vixen, |look at ny horde—

just cast yer eyes over 'em Every one a murderer, they'd slit

"1 their own nothers' gizzards over a norsel of food, hah! 'Arf

v.of *emprob'ly did, killers all! Now|l'ma real Warlord, the

" best of a bad bunch, an' | could lick any six of 'em single-

, . pawned!"

Ni ght shade went back to her conjuring. "Aye, Lord, we'll >do great things
together. Shells are magic, they don't tell lies. ,; "See these here, they are
our horde. But see this big curling r:.:;conch; you can hear the tide conme and

go if you put it to your ,;|g«ar. Look though, it fell standing straight up in



the sand—+t's % he nountain. See the distance fromit that the horde lies; we
JI cannot be far fromit now"

£, Swartt shook his head as if in disappointnment at his seer. J|>r**You know

t hat because of what Zigu told you—he knows ||'':how cl ose to Sal amandastron
we are. Go on, then, if your li'shells are so clever, what else do they tel
you? That little red ff;.*faell that fell far apart fromthe rest, what does
that say?" .”. The vixen |ooked at the small red shell and shrugged. , though

it doesn't say anything, it tells ne a great deal, you once had a babe, a
mal e? This shell represents and you would do well to beware of it."
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Swartt stared at the little red shell, his lip twisting contenptuously. ' 'On,
yes, | remenber the brat, but that was |ong ago, he's probably dead by now W

lost himafter the battle on the path."

Ni ght shade narrowed her eyes, staring hard at the shell. "You never really
[ost him See-he's cone back!"

Swartt kicked sand at her. "ldiot! Howcan a little red shell hurt nme?"
"Pick it up and see, it's not so little anynore."

Swartt picked the shell up and found it was quite a big one. In falling it had
been al nost covered by the soft sand, allowing only a small part of it to
remai n visible.

The vi xen nodded. "It was a little shell once, but it has grown, Lord. Beware
of it, I say. Turn it over and | ook."

The ferret turned the shell over and scrutinized it, saying, "A few markin's
onit, like scratches. So?"

"Six marks, Lord; six scratches representing six claws!"

Swartt spat on the shell and threw it into the sea. "Stupid rubbish! If that's
the best ye can do then '"tis a pore show Fall in with the rest an' git
marchin'. Swartt Sixclaw decides his own destiny—enly fools believe what they
see in shells!"”

Zigu the Corsair strode out on the right flank of the horde, along with his
former bosun, a stoat called Wl knose. Both could see Swartt marching at the
head of the horde.

The bosun had taken a dislike to Swartt and made no secret of it. "Warlord,
huh! That'n ain't no Warlord, nore |like a puffed-up toad swaggerin' out front
there. You c'd take 'im Cap'n, easily, | knows yer could!"

Zigu was an unusual Corsair. Tall and saturnine, he dressed plainly and

af fected the manner of a gentlebeast. Despite this, he was shrewd and ruthl ess
and feared by many anong the searat fraternity for his skill with the deadly
long rapier. H's pawresting on the fine basket hilt of the weapon, he strode
at



a leisurely pace, regarding his bosun's angry outburst wi th faint anmusenent.
"Lack a day, Wl knose, shane on you for speaking of our bel oved | eader in such
a dreadful manner. Tell me, pray, why should | 'take "im1l as you so quaintly
put it?"

"So that you kin be the boss of all this lot, Cap'n. Yer kin bet an oyster to
a lobster they'd foller a finebeast like yerself if*n yer tickled Swartt to
death wid yer rapier!"

Zigu smled benevolently at his companion. "Hm vyes, | see what you mnean.
Mayhap all of these vermn would benefit .fromny |eadershi p—but later, ny
friend, later."

The stoat winkled his I ong | unpy nose and scratched one ear, saying, "Later
Cap' n, why later?"

Zi gu shrugged expressively. "Wiy not |later, prithee? Let
"our barbaric ally lead his horde against the Badger Lord an'
fais mountain; one would inmagine fierce battle and bl oody

Sl aughter on both sides. Just before | slew him ny old father

used to have a saying:

{-- "Where fate is sealed on battle's field,

, V! And many | ow are |aid,

fr The wi sest mnd says stay behind,

Vv, And let the fools get stayed!' "

it . % "Haharr haharr hohoho!" Wl knose broke into raucous

j paughter. "Yer a caution, Cap'n, an' no mistake. | see wot yer

8§ neans, we let ole Swartt get hisself killed an' then we steps Jn an' takes
comand! "

| 7 "Roughly put but apt, my |unmpnosed confederate." $e, Wl knose gri nned
fondly up at the tall Corsair. "Yore a -Steal gennel beast, Cap'n. You talks
fancy but fights dirty—

t's real quality, an' no m stake!"

* * *
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At the front of the horde Swartt was busy plotting with N ghtshade against his
Corsair ally.

"Lord, this Zigu creature," said N ghtshade, "I do not need shells or onens to
tell me that he will slide that thin blade of his into your back one night if



he is not dealt with soon."

"Ch, don't worry yerself, vixen, |'ve got nme eye on Zigu, but we need 'imto
take us to the mountain. 'E knows where it is, an' the best way of approachin’
it."

"And after that, Lord, what then?"

"Sinmple, we |let everybeast know 'ow brave our Corsair is, then let 'imtake
t he honor of |eadin' a dangerous charge. If 'e dies, well an' good, but if he
wi ns the day an' cones out alive, you know wot t'do, don't yer."

"Aye, Sire, we hail himas a hero and let himdrink fine wine fromthe silver
chalice, like Bowfleg and Danson-tongue."

"Right, we can't |let bravebeasts go thirsty, '(wouldn't be good manners!"

Skarl ath was too high up to hear what went on bel ow. A nere hovering speck, he
noted the noving horde on the shore before wi nging off toward Sal amandastron

f :-The great nmace now hung in the forge room Sunflash no ; longer carried it
everywhere | ooped on his paw, it had become v4 hindrance to his new
occupation. Clad in a flow ng smock >c«od wearing a woven straw hat, the
Badger Lord had becone ; $he perfect farnmer. Every avail able surface of the
nmount ai nside cultivated: berries and hardy little fruit trees flourished on

| eeside, root crops in the deeper-soiled hollows of the south e, and cereals
on the front where the dark ancient volcanic 1 was nore sandy and shal | ow.

Sunfl ash sat with his hares on a high |l edge. Their chores the day conpl eted,
they were enjoying a picnic. Filling his cer with pennycl oud cordial, the
badger pointed out an area )w them and said, "W'Ill have to shore the edges
of that garden with rocks, stop the rains washing the soil away. jve a few
smal | gaps for drai nage, though." The fat Forty saluted furiously, tugging his
eartips and i mrustic nol espeech. "Hoo urr, zurr Sunny-flasher, roight 1 jfbe
farmer, burr aye!"
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Sunfl ash chuckl ed as he flung his straw hat at the cheeky hare. "Wen you get
weary of being a mole, let ne know. you inpudent young rip. I'll teach you how
to become a gull and we'll see how well you fly, fromhere down to the shore!™

Sundew and a hare called Fleetrunn appeared froma side tunnel, carrying a
cloth-covered tray between them Bradberry sniffed, and said, "I say,
somethin' snells jolly good!"

Sundew tw tched her ears severely at Bradders. "Keep your grubby paws away
fromthis, gannetface, it was made specially for Lord Sunflash.”

Uncovering the tray, Fleetrunn set it before the badger. A heavy dark cake
still warmfromthe oven gave off fruity aromas. The gol den stripe quivered as
Sunfl ash's nmuzzle twitched. "Bradders is right, it does snell nicel Cut it up



qui ckl y—hungry farners don't like to be kept waiting!"

"It's a plumand-al nond cake," Fleetrunn explained as she cut it into dark
fragrant slices. "Bloggwod used old cider to mix it with; it had to be baked
slow to keep it noist."

"Kreeh! Cake is good for hungry birds!"

Suddenl y, Skarlath |anded on the Badger Lord's broad shoul der and started in
on the slice that Sunflash held up to him

"Well, ny faithful friend," said the badger, "it's nmore than a season since
you last visited nme. Eat your cake before you tell ne the news." Sunflash
bl i nked as crunmbs flew left and right. "Now | know what sonebeasts nean when

they say 'hungry as a hawk.' | don't suppose you get fresh-baked cake often.”
The kestrel's throat bul ged as he swall owed the last norsel. "It is good cake.
I will take some when | go. News is all bad. friend. The Sixclaw is three days

fromhere, with a great horde. There are no young ones and famlies with him
now. These are fighting verm n: Corsairs, searats, marauders, plun-

derers, the rakings and scrapi ngs of sea and shoreline, as many as | eaves in
an autum gal el

The big badger's jaw tightened. "Wat of our friends Tirry and Bruff and their
famlies; did Swartt find their dwelling cave?"

Skarl ath's fierce eye winked. "No, they are safe. The horde entered Mssfl ower
farther south. Tirry and Bruff are out of their path, nore northerly."

Suddenl y, the cake was forgotten. Sunflash rose, taking the hawk with him and
said, "Cone to my forge room Sundew, and tell the O ficers of our Long Patrol
to neet me there urgently. This is a counsel of war."

A dozen or so big lean hares of both sexes gathered in the forge roomfor the
counsel of war. These were the Oficers of the Long Patrol, tough and skilled
inthe fighting arts. Sunflash sat on the wi ndow seat, and Skarlath perched on
the sill. The Badger Lord let his kestrel speak

"This ferret has a horde greater than any ever seen, far too big to be net in
t he open. You have not got a quarter of their nunbers, but | have been busy
rai sing hel p—that is why | got liere so late."

A hare carrying a long sword spoke out. "Help, old chap—: what sort of hel p?"

Skarl ath pointed north with his outspread wi ng. "QGuosi mshrews; their Log a
Log has prom sed nme six | ogboats of shrew warriors to come in fromthe sea and
strike at the rear of the verm n when they arrive on the beach.”

Sunfl ash nodded his approval. "That is good; if the horde of Swartt is as
| arge as you say, we will need all the help we can get. Have you any ot her
i deas, Skarl ath?'

-'- The kestrel preened a few crunbs from his pinions, saying,

-'**Gve ne the talisman you wear around your neck, Sunflash, | wll seek the
hel p of otters and squirrels."
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"Take it, and fortune fly with you, ny good hawk!" said the badger as he
| ooped El nj ak's greenstone | eaf around his friend s neck

Skarl ath bowed his head slightly to the Oficers, then he was gone, shooting
i ke an arrow t hrough the open w ndow space.

Then Sunfl ash addressed the hares.

"Qur main fighting will be done fromthe nountain. W have supplies here, food
and water to last us, and that puts the foebeast at a disadvantage. Their
provisions are earned with them and cannot | ast long. Now, is there anything
we can do to harass themwhile they are down on the shores in front of here?
am open to suggestions."

Sabretache, the hare who carried a |ong sword, put forward an idea that had
wor ked in the past against invading searats. "M Lord, we can dig long
trenches, line "emw th sharpened stakes, an' cover 'emwth rush mats

di sgui sed by sand, wot?"

"Good idea, but surely they'll see them'

A femal e hare call ed Hedgepaw held up a light javelin. ' "Not if me'n' a few
jolly old Sleepers give the blighters a taste of these. They'll run straight
into the blinkin' pits."

The badger | ooked puzzl ed. "Sl eepers?" he asked.

The nost senior hare, a rangy mal e named Col onel Sand-gall, w nked know ngly

at Sunflash. "Sleepers, sah, take too bally long to explain what they do, but
rest assured that each of these blighters, who fondly call thensel ves

Oficers, have a job t'do an' can do it rather well, doncha know Beggin'
y' pardon, mLord, but if you concentrate your efforts fortifyin' all entrances
an' exits at ground level, then we'll see to the rest. Actually, | think the

right formfor the present is to marshal an' armall the troops, wot?"

Sunfl ash was inpressed with the confidence and ingenuity of his hares; he knew
that despite their affected speech manner, they were dangerous beasts and
expert warriors. But he

had a final word. "Good enough, 1'll |eave you Oficers to it. However, stay
away fromthe Warlord, Swartt Sixclaw-he's nine!"

Every hare in the forge roomknew by the | ook on the Badger Lord' s face that
he woul d brook no interference in the matter of his sworn eneny. They sal uted
smartly and went off about their duties.

Overni ght, Sal anandastron was transformed into a mlitary garrison. The hares
enptied both forge roomand arnory of

, Wweapons; and bows, arrows, slings, and rocks were stacked at every rock slit
and wi ndow i n the nountain. Young ones were taken deep inside to the centra
i nner caves. A d ones took over the forge, repairing, sharpening, and creating
weapons. Random trenches were dug hal fway up the shoreline; sharpened stakes
stuck up fromthe trenchbeds. Boul der piles began to grow from hal fway up the



nmount ai n, ready at the renoval of wedges to topple down on any foebeast.
Sunfl ash worked with a team he had sel ected. They noved

\ Wund Sal amandastron's base, blocking off entrances and ex-Its with boul ders
cenent ed toget her by powdered |inestone

rt and sand mixed with water. The main entrance was bl ocked by a | arge,
rough-tinber gate. A d harew ves began baki ng

- extra food, readying the sick bay for wounded and nmanufac-oni ng poul tices.
In the mdst of all this activity, Sunflash stopped for a no-
., Merit, to gaze sadly out at the areas he had cultivated. The

s, sal ad garden had been stripped bare to allow the hares to set

; op a large, tinber-franmed rock catapult. He shrugged, sighing

f deeply. Al this peace and beauty that he was trying to create

Woul d be rui ned by war.

i, A war that would begin two dawns | ater.
27

"Where has ny little blue honeypot gone?"

Friar Bunfold wandered di stractedly around Redwal Fs kitchens, m xing batter in
a bow that he carried as he went, searching hither and thither. "Sister

Oris, watch those pasties, they're beginning to |l eak gravy on the floor. Has
anybeast seen ny blue honeypot? | had it with me on the cooling slab, just
after breakfast. Bryony, did you nove ny honeypot? You know, the small blue
one?"

Bryony placed a tray of scones on the wi ndow | edge to cool. "No, Friar, I'm
sorry, | haven't seen it. Maybe you left it in the wine cellars when you went
down for damson juice."

Bunfol d beat the m xture in the bow furiously with his ladle. "No, it never

| eaves this kitchen. That pot was very special. It belonged to nmy nother, and
she gave it to me when | becane Friar here. Ahh! Young Veil, c'nere, where's
t hat honeypot, eh?"

Bunfol d put aside the bow and caught the ferret by one ear, shaking him
vi gorously.
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"Yeeeaah! Lemme go! Yowch!" Veil squealed. "I don't know anythin' about your
ol e honeypot! Aaaaargh! Bryony!"

The mousenmai d was between the two like a flash, pulling Veil fromthe wathful
Friar's clutches. "Leave himalone this very instant, Friar Bunfold! How dare



you treat Veil like that! Wiy shoul d he know anythi ng about your honeypot ?
You' re always blamng himif anything goes m ssing!"

Sister Oris | ooked up fromher pasties. "That's probably because Veil is
usual |y the one responsible!l" she said.

Bryony turned on the Sister. "That's not fair, he's changed! Veil only did
things Iike that when he was a D bbun!"

Myrtl e the hogwi fe shook her paw di sapprovingly at the ferret. "Aye, well, he
ain't a D bbun no nore, but things're still goin'" astray."

Vei|l ran behind Bryony and, poking his head over her shoul der, he stuck out
his tongue at Myrtle. "Yah, fatty ole spiky, go an' boil your snout!"

"What in the nane of goodness is going on here, may | ask?" Abbess Meriam had
glided in unnoticed. Silence fell in the room She |ooked fromone to the
other. "Please explain all the noise and shouting."

The expl anations cane thick and fast, everybeast trying to get their say in at
once.

"That |iddle robber, he's taken ny honeypot!"

"No, he never, Abbess, they're always blamng Veil!l"
"That's 'cos he's always to blane, mssie!"

"No, he isn't, you're all against him"

Meriam held up a paw for silence. "Friar Bunfold, did you see Veil take the
honeypot ?" she asked.

"Er, well, no, I didn't, Mdther, but I knowit was him"

"He never, Mbdther, he never!"

"Keep out of this, Bryony! Veil, did you take Friar Bun-fold' s honeypot?"
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"No, Mother Abbess, | never took it, an' he twisted ny ear!"

Meriam pursed her lips at the Friar. "Please, do not ever do that again. There
will be no violence in this Abbey. Conme immediately to me if you have a

gri evance agai nst anybeast."

She turned away fromthe chastened Friar and placed a paw under the ferret's
chin, lifting his head. "Look me in the eye, Veil. Nowtell ne, and | want the

truth, you have nothing to fear: Did you take the pot?"

Veil blinked back tears as he tried to return Meriam s gaze. "I never took it,
Mot her Abbess!”

Meriam s paws di sappeared automatically into her w de sleeves. "Then the
matter is finished and done with. Nobeast saw Veil take the pot; he should not
have been accused wi thout proof. | believe himwhen he tells ne he did not
take it. As for your honeypot, Friar, | know it is valuable to you, so we wl



instigate a search right away. Togget, you will recruit any Redwaller who is
not busy at the nonent, bring themhere, and let the search begin."

Bryony felt so angry at Bunfold and Myrtle that she could not bring herself to
help with the search. Putting a paw around Veil's shoul ders, she | ed hi mout
into the orchard. The fruit trees and berry bushes were still; not a single

| eaf noved in the shinmering warnth of m dday. Bees humm ng and the nuted
sounds of birdsong frombeyond the walls in Mss-flower added to the
tranquillity of the verdant gl ade. Bryony sat beneath a gnarled apple tree.
The Abbess's reprimand to stay out of the dispute weighed Iike a stone on her
heart.

She patted the grass beside her, saying, "Come and sit by ne, Veil."

The young ferret remai ned standing, pulling the | eaves, one by one, froma red
currant's foliage. "W've mssed lunch y'know. " He sniffed.
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Bryony fol ded her paws and hunched forward, head down. "I don't know how you
could even think of food at a time like this. 1'd be sick if | tried to eat

anyt hi ng. Take an apple if you're so hungry."

Veil plucked a rosy apple that was ready to drop froma | ow bough. He bit into
it, spat out the piece, and flung the apple away rebelliously. "Don't want
one! They're all against me in this Abbey!"

He dashed of f out of the orchard. Bryony half rose, calling after him
anxi ously. "Veil, cone back, |I'mon your side, you know that!"

But he was away, dashing off to the bushes near the south wall stairs, a place
he often went to in times of trouble.

Bryony sat alone, her mind in a turnoil. Since Veil had been a Di bbun, things
had gone mi ssing, and each tine she had defended him never able to believe he
was the thief. Oten he was caught red-pawed; then she woul d apol ogi ze for

him lectures would follow, then tears and solem prom ses from Veil that he
had changed his ways. Bryony knew he had not, but she had cared for him
nursed him and conforted him the nousenaid |oved Veil as if she were his
real nother. Standing upright, Bryony w ped her eyes and cl enched her paws
resolutely. Today woul d begin a new era. She would assure Veil of her faith in
him show himthat others tould like and trust himif he was honest with them
He woul d di scover happi ness through goodness, and together they would learn to
shake off the clouds of mstrust, until Veil earned the respect of al
Redwal | er s!

The young ferret was growing tall and strong, lithe and sinewy |ike the father
he had never known. He sat in the cover of the bushes al ongside the south wall
stairs, tossing the blue honey-pot in the air and catching it skillfully with
his agile, six-clawed paw. Smiling craftily, he licked the I ast of the honey
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frominside the pot's rim Mybe he night have sneaked it back into the

kitchen when it was enpty. But no! Friar Bun-fold had tw sted his ear; the fat
stupi d mouse woul d pay for that by never again seeing his bel oved bl ue



honeypot .

Bryony knew where Veil would be. She clinbed the east wall stairs in the

aft ernoon heat and wandered slowy along the battlemented top of the outer
wal I, hoping to catch a cooling breeze. Seeing the bushes noving in Veil's

hi di ng pl ace, she remained silent, peering down to see what he was doing. The
bl ue honeypot rose above the bushes as he threw it high and caught it. Bryony
hel d her breath and ducked | ow, and she bit her lip hard to stop herself
crying out.

Hol ding the pot close in to his side, Veil hurried over to the Abbey pond.
Nobeast was there to see him they would all be inside the Abbey at |unch
Bryony had watched himfrom her position on the walltop; now scurrying, bent
| ow, she dashed around the battlements, descending the wall stairs at the
sout hwest corner. Arriving at the opposite side of the pond, she peered

t hrough a screen of rushes at Veil

He filled the pot with water and spoke to it. "Thanks for the honey, always
tastes sweeter when it's stolen. Nobeast will ever see you again. Just think
I"'mthe |l ast creature on earth to touch you. CGood-bye, little blue pot!"

He threw it high over the pond, drawing in a breath sharply as he realized
that he had thrown it too hard. The pot flashed blue in the sunlight as it
spl ashed down at the far side, right in the center of the rushes. Bryony
crouched | ow, watching Veil

He stood on tip-paw, peering across the pond, not able to see the pot. Then
the young ferret |aughed, shrugged, and ran off toward the Abbey, thinking
t hat perhaps there would be some |unch left.
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It was midafternoon when Togget found the pot, nestling in the top of an open
sack of hazel nut kernels. Friar Bunfold was overjoyed, though Abbess Meriam

t apped her footpaw thoughtfully. Wy had the Friar's pot reappeared enpty,
cl ean, and washed?

Bryony could not bring herself to face Veil, because she knew he woul d deny
everything. Either that or he woul d wheedl e and weep, explaining it all away
until everybeast in Red-wall, with the exception of himself, was to blanme. The

mousenaid felt an awful sense of guilt, but she could not have left the pot in
t he rushes, know ng how rmuch Bunfold valued it. Returning it secretly was the
only thing she could do in the circunstances. Sighing heavily, Bryony tried
putting the entire incident to the back of her mnd. The nousemai d | oaded up a
tray with cooled nint tea, danmson preserve, and some scones freshly baked that
day, adding a scoop of meadowcream

Bel | a wat ched the doorlatch rise and the door swing slowy inward. Bryony
entered, tongue sticking fromone side of her mouth as she bal anced the tray
she was carrying. The ancient silver badger beamed fondly at her friend. '
"What a good little nousemaid you are, bringing noontide tea to a helpless old
fogy like nyself!"

Setting the tray down, Bryony arranged the old badger's shaw snugly about her
huge shoul ders and opened the windowto let in a breath of fresh summer air.
She poured tea for them both and set out the rest of the food. Then she
perched up on the armof Bella's chair.



The anci ent sipped tea, watching Bryony over the top of her tiny spectacles.
"So, my friend," she said, "what's troubling your little heart?"

"Ch, this and that. Bella, have you been good all your life?"

The badger's chuckl e sounded |ike a deep runble. "Bless you, no, sonetines
|'ve been quite naughty, |ike now, piling
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all this danmson jam and cream onto one scone. Shanme on ne!"

Bryony | aughed as she watched the scone vanish in two bites. Wping cream and
preserve fromBella's |lip, the nmouse-naid continued, "Wat | nean to say is,
d' you thi nk anybeast could be naughty all the time and never be good at all?"

Bel | a took another sip of tea. "Ah, that's the difference, pretty one. Most
creatures can be good nost of their |life and naughty sonetinmes, just |ike you
and ne. O hers are good and never naughty, |ike Abbess Meriam But then there
are the other kind, those beasts who never do good, because they don't know
how to and won't listen to any advice from good-beasts. Naughtiness can grow
and grow, like a marshweed, until it turns to badness, then if it continues
there is only one nane for it: evil!"

Bryony put aside her scone and tea. "Have you ever known an evil beast, and if
you did, well, did they change and become goodbeast s?"

The ol d badger shook her head. ' 'Questions, questions, why all the questions,
my little flower? You should be out in the sunlight, enjoying your seasons
with the other young Red-wallers. Wait, let me guess. Do you know sonebeast
who is evil, is that why you ask ne?"

Bryony got down fromthe armof the chair. "No, Bella, | don't know anybeast
who is evil, a little naughty maybe, but not bad or evil. | think that others
can drive a creature to naughtiness, always accusing and bl aming them After a
while it must make the creature unhappy and drive him er, or her, to be
naughty, because nobody expects themto be good, that's what | think."

A heavy paw descended gently on Bryony's shoulder. "I think we both know the
creature you are talking about, little one. Maybe it is the fault of Meriam
and nyself for accepting such a one into our Abbey."
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The nousenai d began fussing with the shaw and pl unping up cushions around her
friend. "You' re wong, Bella. | know you are old and very w se, but you're
wrong. | don't know who you're tal king about. Time for your afternoon nap
marm Shall | |eave the w ndow open?"

The great silver badger closed her eyes, saying, "Wilst there are creatures
like you on earth, mere is hope for others, ny young friend, but don't waste
your youth and ki ndness upon hopel ess cases."

Bryony touched a paw to Bella's lips. "Sshh! Enough now, you need your sleep."

Leaving the room quietly, the nousenaid closed the door carefully behind her.



Noticing that the door to the sick bay was ajar, she |ooked in, expecting to
see the slender nouse Sister Wthe, the Infirmarykeeper and Herbali st.

Veil was in the sick bay; he had his back to Bryony, unaware of her presence.
"Veil! \What are you doing in here?" she said sharply.

Veil started at the sound of her voice. Bows and jars clattered and fell as
the ferret stamrered, "Er.. . er... Nothing! I... I... er, | was just |ooking
around. "

Bryony pointed to the door, eyes alight with anger. "Get out of here this
instant, before | report you to the Abbess.”

Vei| pushed past her, protesting his innocence. "I wasn't stealing anythin',
honest | wasn't!"

Bryony's | ove was tenporarily clouded by contenpt. "Hah! Just |ike you never
stole the blue pot, eh? I'Il bet you were surprised when it showed up agai n—f
you' d had your way it would have been at the bottom of the pond!"

The ferret's eyes radiated hatred at the nousenmaid who had reared hi m since

i nfancy. "Yah, go on! Blane me, you're like all the rest. | found that pot by
the south wallsteps, but | couldn't return it, could |? Everybeast would say |
told you
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so, it was Veil. | was too scared to take it back, so | chucked it in the
pond. "

Bryony softened toward hi mand, taking his six-clawed paw, she tried reasoning
with him "I took it back. Veil, but you could have taken it back, then it
woul d have proved to themthat you weren't a thief. Can't you see, T did it to
hel p you!"

Veil tore his paw fromthe nmousenaid's grasp. "You were spyin' on ne, just
like you were a nonent ago, M ss Goody-Goody. | hate you!"

He dashed of f down the stairs, |eaving Bryony dumbfounded, with a |arge
teardrop trickling down each of her cheeks.

That same evening, Skipperjo the otter and Redfarl the squirrel brought their
warriors to supper at the invitation of the Abbess. It was a jolly neal, and
the food, as usual, was excellent. A large red currant, apple, and bl ackberry
tart graced the center table, surrounded by small bowl s of gooseberries and
cream a strawberry syllabub, and wild cherry flans. Servers went around with
| arge jugs of dandelion fizz, specially brewed by old Bral Hognorton the

Cel | arkeeper and his friend the Fore-nmole. It was an instant success,
especially with the D bbuns, many of whom fell about chuckling when the

bubbl es fizzled in their nouths.

Jodd the squirrel hare set about denolishing an i mense deeper' n' ever pie, made
for himby a group of nobles who betted each other that it was too big for him
to finish. The Forenol e had wagered that he could. Sniling fromear to ear
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he coll ected candi ed chestnuts fromthe gaping noles as Jodd |icked the deep
pie plate clean.

"Hurr hurr ahurr hohurr! Ee shoul d never bet agin 'ow rmuch yon 'arebeast can
put aways, ee'm a chanpeen scoffer, ho urr!"

Jodd wi ped his chops delicately on a white serviette. "My word, 'ceedingly
tasty! Right ho, chaps, what's the jolly old main course | ook |ike?"

Abbess Meriam shook with stifled |aughter. "No nore for you until you' ve given
us a song, sir."

Jodd was i medi ately up, cavorting around the tables and twangi ng on his
bowstring as he launched into a comc ditty.

"Othe reason why | sing this ballad Is "cos | wish | were a salad; If |I were
a salad, a great big one, 1'd lick (he plate when |I was gone!

But merrydown derrydown, | don't care,
I'"mhungry as a good old hare.

So all you frogs pay*heed to me, A pudden's what I'd like to be; Al full of
plums an' steamin' hot, 1'd scoff ne in a flash, eh wot?

But merrydown derrydown, no not ne,
A good old hare is what |I'1l be.

Then if | were a great fat fish, The frogs would lay me in a dish; And when
they all sat down to sup, Wth knives an' forks they'd cut me up.

So merrydown derrydown, |ack a day,

A hungry hare is what I'lIl stay!"

Qut cast of RedwaU

215

Ami d the | aughter and appl ause, a nole who was on kitchen duty tugged at the
Abbess' s sl eeve and whi spered urgently, "Cunmyurr, mum ee 'ogw fe be sicked

in ee kitchen!"

Meriam got up fromher chair and glided to the kitchen, with Bryony in her
wake, questioning the nole.

"Myrtle sick? What seens to be the matter with her, Fig-

gul ?"

The nol emai d Fi ggul spread her digging claws, nystified. "GO doan't be knowen,
m ssie. Furst she be a tummypai nen, then groanen an' a nmoanen sunthin' orful

et quoit upset oi, ho urr!"

Friar Bunfold was winging his paws hel pl essly when they arrived. Myrtle lay



doubl ed up on the floor, shivering. Gthers crowded into the kitchen as Abbess
Meriam knelt over her, saying, "Skipperjo, Jodd, clear that table; lift her up
onto it, gentle now Mrtle, what is it, ny dear?"

The ol d hogwi fe was decidedly pale, and greenish around her |ips. "QOoooohhh
"Elp me, marm the pain, the agony!" she wept. Then, nercifully, she passed
i nto unconsci ousness.

Sister Wthe pushed her way through to the table and swiftly she inspected the
hedgehog, feeling her brow, sniffing her breath.

"Looks |ike she's been poisoned to nme!" the nmouse announced.
A l ook of horror passed across Bryony's face. "Poisoned?"

Sister Wthe questioned Friar Bunfold. "Wat's she had to eat and drink
lately, Friar?"'

Bunfol d waved his ladle distractedly. "Nothin' we haven't all eaten tonight.
As for drink, well, there's that jar of cold water sprinkled with oats and
powdered barley. | drink quite a bit of it, because of the heat in here—gets
quite hot when we're cookin', Sister."

Wthe took the jar, then she sniffed it, dipped a pawin, and tasted a drop
Pulling a wy face she spat it out, saying, "Has
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any of this been drunk by you or the kitchen hel pers?”

Friar Bunfoid shook his head. "No, the hel pers have all been drinkin'
dandelion fizz. Myrtle didn't usually drink the oatVbarley water, said she
wasn't sure if she'd like it; however, | drink lots of it, an' | told Myrtle
to drink some, as it'd do her good in this heat."

"But you didn't drink any, Friar?"

"No, | was goin' to when Myrtle drank some as | advised her ..." The ladle
clattered fromBunfold' s paw as realization struck him "That was neant for ne
to drink!"

Myrtle was carried up to Bella's room by Skipperjo, Jodd, and Redfarl. The
Abbess and Sister Wthe went with her. They laid the hogwife on Bella's bed as
Wthe prepared an antidote, speaking her thoughts al oud as she worked.

"Wl f bane, the hooded plant that kills. She must have drunk only a small

si p—+f Myrtle had taken a proper nouthful she wouldn't be with us now Crushed
nmustard seed, lots of it in water, that should bring it up—what d' you think
Bel | a?"

The silver badger answered without hesitation. "Aye, lots of it, you're right.
Better hurry!"

In Great Hall, Bryony and Togget were helping to clear the tables. Veil began
stacki ng di shes beside them he |ooked puzzled. "Bryony, what's all the fuss
about ? Why's the feast stopped?" he asked.

"Didn't you hear? Myrtle's ill, they say she's been poi soned."



Veil sat down, disbelief witten across his face. "Poisoned? Myrtle? But why?"

Togget picked up a great pie dish. "Aye, poisinged, maister, tho she'm
al oi ve, thank guddness!"

Vei| grasped Bryony's paw, his lip quivering. "Poor Myrtle, who would do such
a thing?"
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Bryony wat ched tears pop out onto the young ferret's cheek. She hugged him
gl ad that he could show such tender feelings for the old hogw fe. "There,
there, she'll be right as rain in a day or twd. you'll see. They never said
anybeast did it, perhaps it was just an accident, sonething got into the water
j ar somehow, who knows?"

The nmousenmaid felt synpathy for Veil, he | ooked so upset, and she sent him off
to bed.

Mrtl e was out of danger. Sister Wthe had admini stered the renedy, and Myrtle
reacted favorably. After a further treatnent of chanobmile tea, she had fallen
into a peaceful slunber.

Later, in Bella's room a neeting was hel d. Abbess Meriam .| ooked sternly at
her friends. "There was no way that wolf-bane could have found its way into
the kitchens, I'mcertain. W nust face this fact, somebeast put it there,
possibly to harm Friar Bunfoid. W have a poisoner in Redwall!" The friends
| ooked at each other, shaking their heads at this announcenent.

Ski pperj o addressed Sister Wthe. "Beggin' yore pardon, marm but this
wol f bane—d' you keep any in yore herbstocks?

The good Sister pondered a nmoment. "Wl fbane, hnmm ah yes, | did have sone,
though I don't think |I ever found a use for it; old Brother Farrow, who used
to be the Herbalist, left it there."

Redf ari nodded toward the infirmary. "I'll wager it ain't there anynore. Go
an' take a peek, Sister." i Wthe was away and back in a short tine,
crying, "You're :; right, it's gone!"

Bel | a tapped her paws on the chair arms. "So, we've got a poisoner in the
Abbey. What's to be done about it? Nothing like this has ever happened
before. "

Jodd the squirrel hare bowed el egantly. "Permit nme, mdears. | amafflicted
with a wise old head on young shoul -
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ders, y'know. Subterfuge is called for here, wot. Leave it to us squirrels an'
otters, marm | have a ruse or two up msleeve that | wager will lay the

villain by his—er her—paws before the sumer is nuch older."

Redf arl wi nked at the Abbess. "Aye, ole Jodders mght talk like a nole with a
gobful of roses, marm but y'can trust himto solve yer problem™



Abbess Meriamtucked paws into sl eeves and bowed lightly, saying, "I leave it
in your capable paws, ny friends!"

Next norning at breakfast, G eat Hall was abuzz with the events of the

previ ous ni ght, though nobeast could venture an explanation or solution to it
all. Wen the nmeal was finished, Abbess Meriamrapped the table with a spoon
calling the Red-wallers to order

"Silence, please. Stay where you are, everybeast, | have sonmething to say to
you all, and to one in particular. A terrible thing has happened. Never, in
the history of our Abbey, has anything like this ever occurred. Last night our
hogwi fe Myrtle was very close to death. She had been poi soned, but not by any
accident. It is nmy opinion that Myrtle was poi soned by sonebeast sitting here
in our mdst this norning!"

An uproar and clanmor arose until Skipperjo thwacked the oak tabl etop severa
times with his hefty rudderlike tail. "Order, mateys! Gve order an' let the
Abbess marm ' ave 'er say!"
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Meriam continued in a loud clear voice. "There is a poisoner anbng us, but
what ever beast did this awful deed will not escape justice. Sister Wthel"

The sl ender mouse stood up, trembling slightly; she was not accustonmed to
public speaking. She piped up in a reedy voice, which grew bol der as she
proceeded. "Whoever poisoned Myrtle used wol fbane, a plant that | know much
about. If our poisoner knew nmuch about wol f bane then he, or she, would have
used gl oves. Let nme tell you why. Two days ago | picked the wol fbane, but |
forgot to wear gloves to protect ny paws. This norning when | woke to comne
down to breakfast, | |ooked at ny paws. See!"

Wthe held up both paws for all to look at. They were a deep crinson red, as
t hough they had been dyed. She explained to the hushed audience. "If you hold

wol fbane with bare paws it will permanently stain themw thin two days of
hol ding the plant. Luckily | learned to make up an herbal wash to renove the
stain; | have a basin of it in the infirmary. After breakfast | will wash away

the scarlet stains in ny solution, but the poisoner has no such wash to do
this sinmple task. So, friends, within the next day, or by early tonorrow, we
wi || know who the poisoner is!" Wthe held up her reddened paws agai n.

"The creature with paws that look like this!"

Veil let his paws drop slowy below table |evel, though he dearly w shed that
he coul d have raised themto w pe away the sweat that was beadi ng upon his
nose. Chairs scraped and dishes clattered as the Redwall ers rose to go about
their day's chores and pastines. Veil remained seated. He felt stunned—this
time he would not be able to deny his guilt. Unless he could sneak up to the
infirmary and wash his paws in the special herbal bath.
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Bryony and Togget practically leapt up fromthe table, skipping from G eat



Hall as they called to Veil

"Come on, Veil, the strawberries are ready to pick!" "Hurr, ee Froir Bunny
sayed us'n's c¢'n gather strawbees, tho' ec doan't loik us to eat '"emall, hoo
hurr!™ "C non, Veily, is your bottomstuck to that seat?" The young ferret was

gazing at his paws as he replied, "You go. Til catch you up later."

By midafternoon Veil was convinced that his paws were begi nning to redden. He
had rubbed them hard on the grass by the south wall, scrubbed themnore than a
dozen times in the pond, and at one point even used a piece of sandstone to
scour at them H's paws were sore, and the nore he | ooked at them the nore he
bel i eved they were turning red. More than once he had wandered near the stairs
to the infirmary, only to find squirrels and otters sitting, chatting on them
They showed no signs of noving, and the young ferret had to nake hinsel f
scarce, or they would be suspicious.

At supper Veil's seat was enpty. Bryony | eaned across to Togget as he shovel ed
up woodl and trifle with all the gusto of a hungry young nole. "Have you seen
Veil? It's not like himto miss supper,” she said.

Togget paused to down a half beaker of pear cordial. "Umm ee' mwrn't
| ukkin® too gudd this arternoon."

Heartwood the old otter joined the conversation. "That young Veil you're

tal kin' about, meself an' Brother Barlom saw 'im not an hour since, sittin' in
t he bushes o'er by south wall. | tell you, he |looked a bit pasty to

me'n' Barl om we sent himoff to bed. Hah! Looked to nme |like he'd been eatin'
too many strawberries.”

Bryony hel ped herself to sone woodland trifle. "Ch, is that all? He'll be al
right after a good night's sleep. Did you send himoff to his roon®"
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"No, we let himhave the little foldinl bed in the gatehouse, nice an' quiet
inthere if yore not feelin' up t'the mark."

After supper Bryony and Togget wal ked across the Abbey | awns to the gatehouse.
The nousenai d knocked, calling, "Veil, it's ne, Bryony. Can | come in?"

The reply was loud and surly. "No y'can't. Go 'way—+'mtrying to sleep!”
"B'ain't you well, rmaister?" Togget called back. "Zurr 'eartywod, ee said
you' m eated too nmany strawbees, hurr, oi never can eat enuff of ee strawbees,

oi dearly do luvs em"

Sonet hi ng struck the other side of the door. It sounded as if Veil had thrown

a beaker. "CGo away, | said. Go away! Wiy can't you |l eave ne al one?" Hi s voice
was shrill with tenper.

Pressing her face to the door, Bryony spoke softly. "Poor Veil, I'msorry we
di sturbed you. Have a nice sleep if you don't feel well; see you in the

nmor ni ng. Good ni ght."



There was no reply, so the mousermaid and her nole friend nmade their way back
to the Abbey.

It had | ong gone mdnight, and the skies were cloudy and noonl ess. A faint
chill breeze caught Veil as he stole quietly fromthe gatehouse, a |l ength of
rope over one shoulder. Silent as a fleeting shadow, the young ferret crossed
t he Abbey | awns, rounding the south side of the great building. Veil stood
back and | ooked up to the sick bay window It was shut. He gnawed at his lip,
| ooki ng desperately for a way in. Then he saw it. Bella's roomwas next door
to the sick bay, and the wi ndow was hal f open

Veil was strong and agile, and he found he did not need the rope. There was a
smal | corner angle where the stonework was bunmpy and rough. Wedgi ng his back
agai nst one side and janming his body into the wall angle, Veil found he could
climb quite easily. There was no | ack of pawhol ds, and soon

he was up to the broad first-fl oor sandstone | edge which served as one | ong
wi ndowsill for all the roons at that |evel. The stone here had been cut and
dressed snoother than at the base. Veil lay flat and crawl ed al ong until he
reached the open wi ndow. Hol ding his breath the ferret inched it open w der
Ir creaked slightly, but not very loud; he slipped inside.

Myrtle lay on the bed, covered by a quilted counterpane. Bella snored gently,
lolling in the deep arncthair that she seldomleft these days. Veil stood on

t he cushi oned wi ndow seat and allowed his eyes to adjust to the gl oominside.
He saw a faint strip of light com ng under the door, and slowy, softly, he
made his way to it, taking care not to knock agai nst any object he felt in his
path. Then he was outside in the small corridor, which was dimy lit by a
single lantern on a wall bracket. Closing Bella' s roomdoor carefully, he
turned his attention to the door of the sick bay, which was slightly ajar.

Veil put his eye to the space and peered in.

The sick bay was still and quiet, and it seenmed unoccupied. For the first tine
that day a sly smle was on the young ferret's face. Luck was finally with
hi m

There, in the dimshaft of light throwm fromthe barely open door, he could
see a table. A glint of copper told himthat the basin of herbal solution
stood on the tabletop. He opened the door w der and paused a monent—still no
sound fromwi thin the sickbay. Good! Placing one footpaw carefully in front of
the other, Veil made his way slowy to the table. Wth a deep sigh of relief,
he let his paws sink into the dark, cool herbal m xture; now he was safe.

"Gve 'ema good scrub, old | ad—nothin' worse than guilty paws. Wt, wot!"
Veil went stiff with shock

Bef ore he coul d nake any novenent, the door banged wi de open and the sick bay
was flooded with Iight. Abbess Meriam Skipperjo, and Redfarl strode in,

| anterns held high. Jodd was
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already in the room sitting on a bed with a pillow plunped up behind his I ong
ears. He winked at Veil. "Caught red-pawed, |'d say, |addie buck!"

Veil's paws were indeed red, as deep a red as Sister Wthe's paws had been at
breakfast |ast norning. The herbal mxture was red too, a dark, purple-tinged



crimson. Sister Wthe entered the sick bay and, brushing past Veil, she dipped
a paw in the mxture and licked it.

"Beetroot juice, not very herbal, but it dyes red, as you' ve just found out.
Poi soner ! "

Veil snarled, and | aunched hinself at her, teeth bared. Jodd noved |like a
blur; one swift hard kick fromhis | ong footpaw connected with the ferret's
chin, knocking himspark out. They noved aside as Bella shuffled into the sick
bay and glanced at tile prone figure on the floor

"So, the trick worked," she said. "Qur culprit fell into your trap, Jodd. Wl
done! "

The squirrel hare nade an el egant leg. "All done by brains and beauty, marm
Where' |l we put this foul felon until you're ready t'deal with him eh?"

Abbess Meriamtook a key fromher rope belt. "Bral Hog-norton, our
Cel | ar keeper, has cleared out one of his store-caves. Lock himin there for
toni ght."

Meriam escorted Bella back to her room and the silver badger plunped down
wearily into her arncthair. "It seenms we made a wong decision all those
seasons ago, Meriam The ferretbabe grew up bad."

The Abbess glided over to sit on the edge of Myrtle's bed. "So he did, but we

tried our best. It's Bryony | feel sorry for. She reared Veil, and no matter
what he does, she still has very deep affection for him W should never have
et her raise him he will break her heart."

Bel | a nodded sadly. "What could we have done, friend? Neither you nor | would
have refused to take a hel pl ess babe
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into this Abbey. | think we both saw himas Bryony did, a pretty little thing,
like all small creatures. Though | renenmber ny father, Boar the Fighter, used
to say, 'Wen rocks have crunbled to dust, vermin will still remain vernmn.' '
Meriamsat with Bella until the ancient badger fell asleep. Before she left
the room the Abbess picked up a faded scrap of parchment from where it poked
out beneath the rush floor-mat. She stared at it.

G ve hima name and | eave himawhile, Veil may live to be evil and vile,
Though | hope ny prediction will fail, And evil so vile will not live in Veil

Even as the servers |laid breakfast places early next norning the news was out,
starting as a whisper and growing like a grassfire until it was common gossip
t hr oughout Redwal | Abbey.

"The poi soner has been caught in a trap—+t was Veil!"

Abbess Meriam saw no point in discussing the dreadful affair; she would speak
of it when the tinme was right. Meanwhile, she sat cal mand pensive at the
tabl e, her nood affecting the many Redwal |l ers until breakfast in Geat Hal
became a hushed and sonber neal. Many | ooked toward Bry-ony's enpty pl ace.
They nudged one anot her and shook their heads synpathetically; the good
mousenai d woul d be feeling very sad this day.



When the neal was finished, the Abbess rose to make a short speech

"Pl ease go about your work as normal and try not to gossip | oo nuch about | ast
night's events. This afternoon when tea
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is finished, | would like you all gathered on the lawn in front of the
gat ehouse." To lighten the nood, Meriamsmiled one of her rare smles. "It is

a beautiful norning outside, and |I'm sure everybeast has something to do.
Cone, cheer up now. Redwal lers, and let's not have any creature injured in the
rush for the door!"

G i nning sheepishly, the diners rose and anbled slowy out.

Togget, Jodd, and Barlom had put together a plate of food and a beaker of
dandelion fizz. They placed themon a cloth-covered tray, with a posy of
summer flowers arranged in a small jug. Bryony was sitting beneath her
favorite apple tree in the orchard, head bowed. She | ooked up as her

nol efri end placed the tray in front of her

"Coomon, nmissie," he said, "eat ee up an' snoil, lookit that gurt long face,
ee'll 'ave et rainen afore long, hurr!™

The nmousenmaid | et out a |ong shuddering sigh. "Ch, why, oh, why did he do it?
How could he? To try to poison ... Ch, | can't bear to think of it. He mnust
have known that he'd be caught sooner or later."

The squirrel hare waggl ed his ears playfully. "Sooner, the way | planned it,
jolly good ruse, wot!"

Jodd was silenced by a glare from Barl om The kindly nmouse pushed the tray
forward encouragi ngly, saying, "Eat sonething, pretty one. You won't solve
anyt hing by starving yourself. Conme on, just a norsel."

Tears sprang to Bryony's eyes as she grasped the Recorder's paw. "l'm sure
Veil didn't nmean to do it, Barlom What will they do to hin®"

Bar | om dabbed at her tears with a spotted kerchief. "Bryony, don't waste your
grief on Veil, he will only break your heart. You have a life of your own to
live. Whatever punishnent he receives will be according to the rules of our
Abbey. There is nothing you can do to change that."
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Vei|l hamrered and banged at the thick, elmplanked door of the storecave, his
voi ce hoarse from shouti ng.

"Let me out of here, d you hear nme? Open this door!"



G enching his beetroot-stained paws, he battered the door afresh- "You're only
a bunch of stupid mice, you ain't got no right to keep ne | ocked up; get this
door open. Now " Flinging hinmself down on a straw pallet, he sobbed.

Ski pperj o had taken charge of the storecave keys, and now the brawny otter

unl ocked the door, following Friar Bunfold inside as he delivered the
prisoner's lunch. At the sight of the food, Veil stopped weeping; he threw
hinself at the tray and began tearing ravenously at his neal. The Friar turned
his head away in distaste as the young ferret slopped and gurgl ed, half-chewed
food and hastily sw gged drink spilling fromhis open nouth.

Veil's eyes narrowed, and he glared hatred at his captors. "Well, what're you
two thick'eads gawpin' at, eh?"

Ski pperj o shook a warning paw at Veil. "M nd yore manners, ferret, or |'l|
mnd 'emfor ye!"

Veil bared his needlelike teeth at the otter. "Wat'll you do, streandog?
Knock nme out like that big daft rabbit pal of yours did last night? Well, go
ahead, everybeast in this Abbey wants to beat nme up, or pull ne ears off."

He switched his wath to Bunfold. "Ch aye, | won't forget you, fatbelly. Found
your precious blue jar, did you, eh? After blanmin' ne for pinchin' it.
Everybeast in this |ousy place hates me; | never had a chance fromthe first
day | was brought here as a babe!" He went back to eating, snuffling, and
weepi ng around mout hful s of food.

"I know that Bryony put the pot back secretly," Friar Bun-fold squeaked
sternly, "but |I didn't say anything for fear of getting her in trouble."

Vei|l began chuckling through his tears; it was not a pleasant sound. Hi s eyes
shifted cunningly around the storecave. Skipperjo noved to bl ock the half-open
door as the ferret held up his crinson-stained paws, |aughing. "Heeheehee!
Nearly got you, Friar Fatbelly, didn't 1? Pity silly old Myrtle never drank

enough to finish her off. Ch, but don't worry, I'lIl get you all before I'm
fini shed. Heehee! Veil the red-pawed poisoner, eh! Wll, next time it won't be
just poison I'Il use, it'll be a noose, a rock, a dagger, anything | can |ay

nmy bl ood-col ored paws on. Heeheehee!™"

Friar Bunfold drew back fearfully fromthe grinning ferret; Skipperjo
shepherded himout and turned the key in the |ock, saying, "Something 11 'ave
to be done about that beast, *e's crazy!"

M dnoon saw a visitor to the Abbey, a tawny fenale oW called Widbeak. She
visited Redwal |  every sumer to exchange news and gossip with her Abbey
friends, but also to “satisfy her craving for candi ed chestnuts. Abbess
Meriam assisted by Jodd, Redfarl, and Sister Wthe, had hel ped Bella , down
fromher room and along with nany other Redwallers ; tbey sat on the banks of
t he Abbey pond. Widbeak ate a great nmany of her favorite nuts fromthe

i mprovi sed picnic that had , been spread in her honor

Jodd wat ched her, frowning slightly. "By the left an' center! Were's she
puttin' themall?"

Redf arl whacked himin the stomach with her bushy tail. |: "Exac'ly the sane
pl ace you'd be stowin' 'emif we let you |f |oose on those nuts, you great
wal ki n" stomach!"™ | Having finished eating, the oW sucked dandelion fizz

t hrough a hollow cornstal k to clear her mouth for speaking. :« "Ah, very nice,
so 'twas indeed! Now, ne fine Abbess, 'tis '“yerself sittin' there tike an



ould stone wid ears, waitin' on ne -aews."
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Meriam was used to Widbeak's odd accent, and she nodded quietly as the ow
t ook anot her suck at the straw before continuing. "D ye not know a
fierce-l1ookin' kestrel bird called Skarlath?"

"Yes, he has visited here once before to warn us of an attack."

"By the faith'n'feathers, that's the very feller, a fine hawk-bird. Well, now,
not five days since, no, | tell alie '"twas six. Anyhow, there's neself,
sittin' on an ould nossy log countirf ne feathers an' who should fly up but
hinsel f, the hawk that is. Sez he t'me, are there many otters'n'squirrels in
this part of the woodl ands? So sez | t'him well yesVno in a roundabout sort
o' way; there's treejunpers' n' waterdogs aplenty, if you was t'take the tine
t'be iookin' for the beasts. Wiy d' you ask? Well sez he, because | carry this
amul et round me neck, t'show them they're t'cone t'the aid of ny Lord
Sunflash at the nountain of Sal amandastron on the far west shores. Well now,
isn'"t that the wonderful thing, sez | t'him an' who, ne bold bird, is yer
Lord Sunflash when he's at home? Marm sez the hawk t'ne, he is the great and
m ghty Badger Lord Sun-flash the Mace!"

Bel | a cast off her shawl and stood up. "Sunflash the Mace, Lord of

Sal anandastron! Oh, thanks be to fortunes and fates! Did the hawk say what he
| ooked |ike?""’

Widbeak cocked her head to one side thoughtfully. '
but why d'you ask?"

"Way no, ma, he didn't,

Bel | a sat back down, her great silver face weathed in smles. "Because he is
my | ost son. Now | know that ny dreans were not just imagination. | have
| ooked upon his face and talked with himas | slept."

Heartwood pull ed Barlomto one side, whispering to him "Stripe ne! W forgot
to tell 'er about Skarlath's last visit. 'E nentioned Sunflash to us then!"

Barl om kept his voice low as he replied, "Aye, but Bella wasn't feeling too
well at the time, and the Abbess told ne not to nmention Sunflash in case she
got upset. It would have done Bella no good at all had it turned out that
Sunfl ash was sone ot her badger and not her son. No harm done, friend, at |east
she knows now for certain that he is."

From behind Bella's back, Meriamw nked slowy at them and held a paw to her

lips, before turning back to the ow. "Pray continue, ny friend."

"Right, where was |1? Ch aye, well it seenms that there's this dreadful ould
ferret, a six-clawed vermn they call Swartt. Do ye know what the villain's up
t'dohv? I'11 tell yer, so |l will. This Swartt has gathered a m ghty horde of

vermn, oh, the rakin's'n' scrapin's of the earth, they are, and he's after
at-, tackin' the nountain of Sal amandastron! That's why the hawk was |ookin'
for otters' n'squirreis, t'help out his Lord the badger. So, that's ne news,
Ma. "



Widbeak went back to devouring candi ed chestnuts as the Abbess bowed to her.
"Thank you, ny friend, you are welcone to stay as our guest. \Wen you are
ready to leave | will have Friar Bunfold pack a good supply of chestnuts for
you; the harvest was very good to us |last autumm. Wonderful news : for you,
Bel | a?"

The silver badger was noddi ng as Ski pperjo and Redfarl hel ped her to her feet.
"Nobeast can know just how wonderful, Meriam So, ny son fights a war agai nst
some vermn " horde, that is the way of the warrior. Badger Lords are never
satisfied until warfare touches them This Swartt, no matter how great his
arnmy, will be defeated and slain by Sunflash. My son carries the blood of Boar
the Fighter in his veins, and it was he who hel ped our warrior Martin."

Abbess Meriam wal ked al ongsi de her ol d compani on. "But do you not fear or
worry for hin?" she asked.
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"AHny life, Meriam He is too far away for us to do anything for him but I
can dream and the spirit of Boar will aid him and that of his sire and great
grandsire. Who knows, maybe even the voice of our own warrior Martin may reach
my son. How can he lose with such allies to advise hin? My only wi sh is that
one day he might wal k through our Abbey gates before ny seasons have run."

The Abbess felt inmensely relieved. "Don't go up to your roomyet, Bella," she
said. "Stay down for afternoon tea. I will need you to support nme in the
unpl easant task |I rnust carry out."

Bella stared at Meriamthrough her crystal glasses. "You have enough to worry
about as Abbess of Red wall. 1 feel better today, stronger. Leave the business
to nme; you will need to confort and reason with Bryony."

Thr oughout the afternoon tea, Togget tried his |evel best to cheer Bryony up
but to no avail. The nobusemaid sat stone-faced, neither touching food nor

tal king to anybeast. There was only Veil that she wanted to see, but the otter
Ski pperj o had banned all fromseeing the ferret, save for hinmself and those
who brought himhis nmeals. Platters of fruit scones, wedges of white

nut - studded cheese, bl ackberry tarts, honey, neadow cream new cider, and mnt
tea passed in front of Bryony, their delicious aromas not even tantalizing
her. Two of Redfarl's squirrels did a hobjig with a pair of Skipperjo's
otters, while the nolemaid Figgul beat a small drumin time with Sister
Wthe's herbsong. It was all done for the mousemaid' s benefit, though Bryony
paid no attention. Sister Wthe got her voice around the tongue tw ster

adm rabl y:

"See all the plants of the woodl and are nine

Gllifiowr, nettle, dock, and col unbi ne;

Good Nature provided these things for my own,
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The speedwel I, fine cottongrass, and the cocksconb; They grow and they
flourish in sunshine or rain, Goundsel, rush, henl ock, soapwort, and verbane;
Sone in the sumer and others in spring, Wilst others in autum do cause ne

to sing; Yarrow and arrow oot, bracken and branble, Pennywort, chervil,
marestail, and eyebright, Teazel and thistle and ivy to ranble, Wilst lily



and violet await norning light. Mnt, borage, fennel, and basil are m ne, Like
| avender, rosemary, thynme, and woodbi ne!"

The good Sister took a deep drink of cold mint tea and held a paw to her
heart. "Phew I'mglad | don't have to sing that twce!"

Not hi ng seened to cheer Bryony up, but she |leapt to her feet inmediately when
Jodd poked his head around the doorway of G eat Hall.

"Attention, chaps'n' chapesses, Abbess wants every beast out on the lawn by the
gat ehouse soon as y've finished vit-tles!" There was an i medi ate exodus from
the tables, with Bryony in the I ead, her face a picture of anxiety.

Bell a stood on the | ower wallsteps by the gatehouse, supported by Abbess
Meriam the ow Widbeak at their side. Ancient as Bella was, the recent events
at her beloved Redwal | had driven her to speak. Every Abbey creature sat on
the awn, facing the three. There was a profound silence over the gathering,
then heads turned to see Skipperjo and Redfarl escorting Veil fromthe main
Abbey buil ding. Bryony drew in her breath sharply. Jodd was wal king in front
of the prisoner, but she could see Veil's paws were bound in front of him He
junped and snarled, biting at his guards as they hauled himalong to the
bott om st ep.
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Bel | a cane forward, spreading her silver-furred paws. "First, let me say that
| take responsibility for what will happen here today. Any resentnent or

gri evance you hold nust be against me, and not our Mother Abbess." Bella

| ooked directly at Bryony. "lIs that clear?"

Bryony nodded, | ooking stricken, and the ancient badger continued. "You see
before you a young ferret called Veil. | gave himhis nane when he was brought
to this place nany seasons ago. Abbess Meriam nyself, and one other, our
friend Bryony, aye, and all of you for that matter, showed himevery ki ndness.
The goodbeasts of Redwall hel ped Veil to grow froma D bbun to a youngbeast,
trying to teach himthe values of the life we live here, to honour, help,
befriend, and never to harmothers. Sadly he ignored all advice and went his
own way, |lying, cheating, stealing and creating bad feeling anong ot herbeasts.
Al this could have been forgiven, and has been countless times in the past.
However, now Veil has passed the point of forgiveness. He tried to kill one of
us, and there is no absol uti on whatsoever for a creature who would do this to
a Brother or Sister of Redwall. Had he |lived anong badgers, who have a far
nore rigid code, | tell you, he would have been slain instantly. But this is
not the way at our Abbey, though nothing as terrible as this has ever before
occurred here.

"Therefore | must say something to you, Veil, that has never been said to
anot her creature within these walls so far, and it is a hard thing for ne to
say. You are no longer one of us: there is no place for you at Redwal l; once
you are put on the path outside the Abbey, our gates are closed to you for
ever. Veil, you must go now | declare you Qutcast!"

A cry like that of a wounded ani mal broke the silence. Bryony dashed forward,
trying to get hold of the young ferret. "No, no! Not nmy Veil. Please, let him



stay. I'lIl look after him he'll change, you'll see, I'll talk to him. . !"

Meriam got to Bryony before she reached Veil; wapping her in the folds of her
gown, the Abbess hugged the nouse-nmaid tightly. "Hush now, be still, little
one, he is a poisoner and woul d have murdered had he not been stopped. There
is nothing nore you can do for him"

Vei|l | ooked stunned as Jodd cut the bonds fromhis paws, and he stared at the
ol d badger on the steps, crying, "Wat about nme? Where'll | go now? |'ve got
no famly, I'malone. Wat'Il | do?"

Sei zing both the ferret's paws in a viselike grip, Skipperjo brought his face
close and said through gritted teeth, "Little sixclaw the poisoner, eh?

knowed who you was, matey, fromthe day | picked you up suckin' frogspawn in a
muddy ditch! Yore the whelp of that other six-clawed vermin, Swartt the

Warl ord. Aye, the one who's over at Sal amandastron nmountain right now,

fightin' the great Badger Lord. Wy don't yer travel over thatways, due west
and through the nountains, they say, an' take a | ook at sone real slayin', or
woul d ' onest warfare be too noble fer a sneakin' poisoner!™

Then, dragging Veil by bom paws, the big otter [ugged hi mthrough the gateway
and flung himon the path. ' 'Go an' work yore evil soneplace el se, scum”

As the gates of Redwall slanmed shut on him Veil stood quivering with rage,
shaki ng his six-clawed paw at those inside. "Stupid oafs!" he yelled.

"Bunmblin' fools! You ain't heard the last o' nel See these paws, well, you
dyed themred, an' red they'll stay, to renmind ne that sonmeday |I'Ill be back
Aye, with my own horde, I'Il tear this Abbey apart, stone by stone, then Il
slay every livin' one of you, | promise!"

Inside on the awn, Bella and the Abbess held Bryony cl ose between them as she
pl eaded, wept, and begged for themto give Veil one |ast chance—eil, the
ferret she had reared and | oved froma babe, despite all his evil ways.

BOOK THREE
The Warrior's Reckoning

The absol ute size and majesty of Sal amandastron staggered Swartt Sixclaw when
he first saw the nountain. From behind a rocky groyne that stretched

| engt hwi se across the shore, the Warlord sat in counsel with his Captains,
whi l e the horde sprawl ed across the sands, eating, relaxing, and readying

t heir weapons. Zigu could not resist sneering at Swartt's strategy, which was
to take the nmountain frombehind in a pincer novenent. The Corsair ferret
lolled indolently against the rocks, naking parries and thrusts at mdair,
practicing with his |long, basket-hilled rapier.

"Zounds! Listen to hi mattack the nmobuntain from behind. Methinks |I've heard
some half-witted schenes in me tinme, but strewth, this'n takes the biscuit!"

Swartt faced the sardonic Corsair, holding his tenper level. "Wll, you were
cl ever enough t'lose yer ship on the rocks, let's 'ear yer plan if'n you don't
like mne, Cap'n Zigu."

Stung by the barb about the |loss of his ship, Zigu sketched a swift plan on
the sand with his rapier point. "Right you are,

239

240



Bri an Jacques
Qut cast of Redwal i
241

Warlord, here's ny schene. The sea at our back is a natural ally; wait unti
the last of ebb tide, then formthe whole horde up in ranks bel ow t he
tideline. Qohviously the defenders of yon nountain have nothing like the
nunbers we possess, and mayhap Sal amandastron will fall to us by a nere show
of power. Wen they see the m ght of our horde advanci ng up the beach, perhaps
their nerve will fail."

A murnmur of approval rose fromthe Captains, but Swartt drew a |ine through
Zigu's plan with the tip of his curved sword. "Wat was wong with nmy plan
why's yores any better?" he said.

Zigu was enjoying his verbal victory over Swartt, whom he consi dered a savage
clod. "The fault with your strategy, ny good Warlord," he said
condescendingly, "is that we | eave our backs unguarded. Who can tell what lies
in the hills behind the nountai n-we could be attacked by those who are
friendly neighbors to the Badger Lord. However, if you take ny way it is a

t wo- edged bl ade: first, we have nothing to | ose by a show of strength; second,
it will put fear into the hearts of our eneny."

The horde Captai ns nodded vigorously; they liked Zigu's idea. Swartt gestured
at the nountain with his chain-nmailed paw. "Fair enough, but what if they
ain't scared of us, what do we do then, march up'n'down on the shore | ookin'
fierce? That ain't goin' to conquer no nmountain. Yore plan ain't bad, Zigu
but it needs a bit of work doin' on it."

The Corsair sheathed his rapier and performed a flourishing bowin Swartt's
direction. "Be ny guest, Sirrah, by all nmeans. Plan away!"

Playing himat his own ganme, Swartt bowed back. "Righto! If'n they don't cone
flockin' out terrified n' surrenderin' |ike you say they should, then "ere's
wot we do. Split up an' attack, usin' the pincer noverment | was goin' to use
fromthe back, this tine at the front, but wid a difference. This tine we
nount

a charge, straightforward at the front entrance, same time as the pincers hit
both sides. Now, it'll need a clever'n'fearless beast t'lead that frontal
charge. Captains, who d you say it should be?"

The Captains replied en masse without hesitation, "Zigu!" The Corsair sniled
and saluted themwith his rapier, inwardly seething that he had all owed
hinself to be outwitted by Swartt.

The midday sun was at its zenith. Sunflash the Mace stood at his bedchanber
wi ndow with Col onel Sandgal |, Sundew, and Sabretache. Together they watched
the seem ngly endl ess ranks of hordebeasts marching out to line up bel ow the
tide-line. War drums pounded relentlessly, and conch shell trunpets brayed
al oud over the barbaric banners stream ng high

over glinting spearheads.
Col onel Sandgal | watched them coolly through his nonocle. "D you know, | do

beli eve the blighters've brought enough troops along t'make a decent scrap of
it, eh, Tache?"



Sabretache the swordhare tutted indifferently. "Tchah

At Let's hope they fight better'n they drill, sloppy lot, no right markers, no
proper dressin' fromthe right. 1'd smarten "emup if | were their Captain,
bel i eve you ne!"

Sunfl ash sniled at Sundew. "Afraid, mssie?" he asked. She | ooked up at the
Badger Lord, his golden stripe show ng through the open visor of a high black
war hel met, massive chest covered by a fine chain-mail tunic, and the great
nace

£- bal anced easily over his broad shoul der
I "Not while you're around, Sire!" she said.

f
'",. Now the horde was fully nmarshaled with the neap tide pro-v: tecting their
rear and a forest of spears and | ances pointing ¢ skyward. Hordebeasts stood
shoul der to shoul der, covering the ::" whole | ower beach, so that not even the
sand bel ow the tide-
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line was visible. Swartt cane to the forefront, flanked by Zigu and the stoat
Captain Aggal. The Warlord's face and teeth were freshly stained with bright

pl ant dyes, a multicolored cloak swirled about him and his heavily
chain-mail ed sixclaw glittered brighter than the long curved sword thrust into
his snakeskin belt. He drew his bl ade and pointed at Sal amandas-tron. That was
the signal. The horde began marching slowy forward, splitting into three
groups as it did, Swartt leading the left, Aggal the right, and Zigu the
center.

Sunfl ash had sighted his lifelong foe. He hurried fromthe chanber, threading
his way through the nmountain passages to the |left side, where he knew Swartt
was headi ng. Back in the chanber, Col onel Sandgall took a whistle fromhis
tunic and blew three sharp blasts. The hares of the Long Patrol went into
action.

Zigu's conmand were hardly upon the soft sand above the tideline, when the
ground rose up in front of them Thirty hares | eaped froma shallow trench
covered by sand spread over the top of rush mats—these were the Sl eepers that
Sand-gal |l had spoken of. They sprang up from hi ding when the front |ine of
vermin was | ess than twenty paces away. A wild cry went up as they |aunched
javelins into the front marchers.

"Eeul al i aaaaa! "

Conpl etely taken by surprise, half the front rank were sl ain. Hedgepaw and her
Sl eepers fled back to the nountain, taking care to | eap over the disguised
trench that contained the sharpened stakes. Zigu flung hinself to one side,
avoiding the rain of javelins, then, |eaping upright, he drew his rapier



"After them Charge!™

The words had scarcely left his nmouth, when the sand another score of paces
away heaved upward. Bradberry spat out grit as he called to his two dozen
archers, "Quickfire, chaps!"

Again Zigu's lightning reactions saved him Flinging hinmself flat, he heard
the screans and felt the thuddi ng weight of two horde soldiers as they fel
dead on top of him Pushing the bodies roughly aside, the Corsair sprang up
and, grabbing a spear fromone of the slain vermin, he hurled it at the

fl eeing backs of the retreating Sleepers. It was a |ucky throw Ford-petal
the young female hare with the fluttering eyel ashes, went down with a scream
t he spear sticking out of her back

Zigu | ooked around for another spear to throw as the hordebeasts charged past
him Fifty paces farther on they vanished into the covered stakepits; agonized
yells rent the hot air as vermn soldiers plunged onto the sharpened st akes.

Zigu roared at those still alive, "Back! Back, you fools, can't you see it's a
trap?"

As they retreated, the Corsair ran to where Fordpetal lay groaning. H's face
tight with rage, Zigu |lashed at her with the | ong bl ade of his rapier

"Hit and run, eh, hare! Well, I'mhitting now, let's see you run!"
She screaned as he | ashed her nmercilessly with the thin bl ade.
"Hey, filthface, why doncha try doin' that to somebeast who can hit back!"

Zigu |l ooked up to see the Long Patrol Captain Sabretache striding purposefully
toward him The Corsair grinned evilly, calling to his hordebeasts, "Leave
this one to me, he carries a blade!"

I gnoring the gapi ng hordebeasts, Sabretache |eapt the stake-pit. Drawing his
saber, he confronted Zigu

Nobeast had ever bested the Corsair in swordfight. Flexing the I ong stee

bl ade between his paws, he stared contenptuously at the hare, who stood al one
before him and said, "Zounds, you're a bold bunny and no m stake. Cone and be
spitted!"
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The hare shot forward, his narrow curving saber striking the rapier blade with
a force that sent shockwaves tingling through his opponent's paw. He sniled
reckl essly. "Defend y'self, ferret!"”

Bal ancing lightly on their footpaws, both beasts took up the en garde
position, sword points flickering |ike snake tongues as each sought an
opening. Mnentarily the front shore of Sal amandastron grew silent.

Hor debeasts on the sand and defenders fromthe nountain stood stock still,
wat chi ng the two swordbeasts battle to the death.



Zigu pressed forward, step, step, step, his rapier seeking the elusive foe.
Sabr et ache backed and went sideways, the saber a bright blur as it slashed and
took the ferret's ear. Scarcely believing what had just happened, Zi gu cl apped
a paw to the side of his head, glaring venonously at the hare. One paw behind
hi s back, Sabretache stood with his | egs bowed, saber in the salute position
as he kissed its hilt. "Can y'still hear me, old chap, hard |uck, wot?"

Wth a roar of rage, Zigu charged, flailing the rapier in front of him The
two bl ades net, and sand fl ew about their ninble footpaws as they | ocked in a
dance of death. Bl ade clashed upon bl ade as they battled across the beach
Zigu managed to grab Sabretache's swordpaw with his free one, and as the hare
pul | ed away, the Corsair struck a downward slash at his head, hissing
triunphantly.

"Sssssdeat h! "

Sabretache flicked his head to one side, avoiding the blade slicing at his
throat. He came up sniling, running a paw along the fine scar tracing his
cheek.

"Not quite, old lad, try again, eh!"

Zigu plunged forward once nore, but the hare was ready. Locking hilts with the
ferret, he wenched down and gave a powerful tw st upward. The rapier
described a glittering arc in the noon sun as it left Zigu' s paw, then a swft
kick to the

stomach left the Corsair sprawing, unarnmed. Sabretache |eaned on his saber as
if it were a wal king stick, and he nodded toward the rapier as the horrified
ferret scranbled to get out of blade range. "Pick it up, vernmn!"

Zigu was scared; he knew he was facing a swordnaster, but the Corsair stilt
had a trick or two in him Reaching down to retrieve his blade, he snatched up
a pawful of sand and hurled it in his opponent's face. As Sabretache's paw
shot up to his eyes. Zigu bulled forward, throw ng hinmself upon his foe. and

t hey went down together. However, the hare was nol finished. Hs long | egs
shot out like two pistons, catching the ferret in his stonmach and sendi ng hi m
flying over Sabretache's head. He |landed with a bunp that wi nded him The hare
was up; pawi ng sand fromhis eyes he went for the ferret. Z gu staggered
upright in tine to raise his blade, but not to stop the lightning attack. He
st aggered backward, bl ade cl ashed upon bl ade as, thrusting, hacking, and

swi nging, the hare drove his foe skillfully around the stakepit, maneuvering
the ferret until he was backed up to a rock. Then both bl ades | ocked, saber
guard agai nst basket hilt. Eye to eye, whisker to whisker, and jaw to jaw they
swayed.

Panic glistened in Zigu' s eyes; he had nmet his match. Gasping for breath, he
pl eaded for his life, "Sirrah, a boon, a boon, spare ne!"

There was no nmercy in the face of the Long Patrol Captain. He knocked the
rapi er to one side and thrust forward with the curving sabertip. "You ask for
nmercy, ferret? You who nonments ago whi pped a wounded creature with your bl ade!
Tchah! You have lived the |ife of a coward, now learn t'die |ike a soldier
sirl™

Zigu slid lifeless to the sand. Sabretache tucked the sword beneath his el bow
like a pace stick and marched boldly off. While the fight had been in
progress, Bradberry and Bl ogg-wood had sneaked out and retrieved Fordpetal's
body.
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Aggal and his band came marching around to the sloping right side of the
mountain. It was conpletely deserted. The stoat Captain had expected to neet
some resistance, but there was nothing, just a solid rock face soaring upward,
with no sign of entry visible, A weasel called Bandril shrugged his shoul ders
in bew |l derment and said, "Well, we're "ere! Wt d we do now, Cap'n?"

Aggal cuffed the hapl ess weasel a quick clip over his ear. "Do, what d'yer
thi nk we do, peabrain? We clinmb up an' try t'find a way in, o' course. Now git
climbin', all of yeh!"

Encunmbered by spears, shields, and various weapons, the hordebeasts began

cl anmbering, not too enthusiastically, up the rockface. Aggal was well ahead of
the rest, energetically scaling upward and calling back in a |oud whisper, "If
we kin find us a window or some way in, we'll battle our way down t'the main
entrance an' unblock it fer Cap'n Zigu."

Bandril |agged at the back of the clinmbers, waiting for an even tardier rat to
catch up with him "C non yew, nove yerself," he called down. "Keep yer eyes
peel ed fer entrances!"

The rat gave hima withering glance and clinbed slower. "Entrances, y'nmust be
daft as a bat if you think I'"'mgoin' to clinb inside o' there, the place is
fulla badgers an' 'ares!”

Bandril sat down on a grass-covered |l edge. "Yore like ne-self, mate, not
soft!™

32

H gh up and hidden fromview, Forty and an ol d canpai gner called Floke risked
a qui ck peep over the edge at the vernmin clinmbing upward.

Fl oke squinted. "Do yer think they're sufficiently far enough h'up, master
Forty? Yore h'ossifer material, h'it's yore decision."

Forty scratched his chubby stonmach reflectively and | ooked up fromthe
climbing vermn to the huge pile of boulders artfully held in position by one
| ong aspenwood wedge. "Hard t'say, really; actually | think it's a bit thick
| ayi n' decisions on ny doorstep, old chap. | nean, you're supposed to be
seni or wal | ah round here.”

FI oke pl aced his footpaw agai nst the wedge. "Well, yore a right young corker
you are, master Forty. Col onel Sandgall said you was trainee h'ossifer in
charge o' this h'operation, yore supposed t'give the blinkin' orders!"
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Forty made a face. He felt hungry and peeved. "Oh, right ho then, it's jolly



hot out here an' |I'mstarvin'. Away wedge, Floke, an' that's an order!"
The ol der hare chuckled. "That's wot h'l likes ter see, a young h'ossifer in
comand. "

One swift kick from Fl oke's footpaw sent the wedge sailing into space, closely
foll owed by a great shower of boul ders.

Aggal pawed sweat from his eyes as he shielded them and peered upward. "Bound
ter be a openin' up there... Yaaaaaanrgh!"

Had not the boul ders bounced out fromthe face, there would have been total
sl aughter anong the clinbers, but as it was nearly half their nunber were
wi ped out by the falling rocks, Aggal being the first to go.

FI oke wat ched the scene from his high perch, shaking his head and nuttering,
"Serve youse right for attackin' us in the first place, ain't that right,
master Forty. Master Forty, sir?"

But the hungry young hare had gone inside, never having once m ssed afternoon
tea since his hero, Lord Sunflash, had introduced it a couple of seasons back

Sunfl ash was down and waiting in the shelter of the base at the mountain's
left side. He watched as the hordebeasts rounded a bend in the rock. Suddenly
he saw Swartt, as usual, letting the others go in front of him Al the Badger
Lord's previous plans deserted himat the sight of his hated eneny; Sunflash
felt the bloodwath rise within his brain. Throwi ng caution to the four wi nds,
he swung his club and cane chargi ng out of cover

"Eeul al i aaaaaaa! "

It was a frightening sight to the foebeasts; a giant badger clad in chain
mail, helm and wielding a mace the like of which few of them had ever seen
They turned and ran, Swartt

with them Roaring his war cry, Sunflash pursued themreckl essly.

Sabretache was back up at the chanber wi ndow with Col onel Sandgall and Sundew,
all of themwatching the progress of the battle on nme shore below. Zgu's
conmand had been taken over by a weasel called Bl eeknose, an active, quick
thinker. He had led his troops into the stake trench, where they had smashed
t he wooden spikes, piling themw th the carcasses of the slain on the edge of
the trench and covering themw th sand. The result was a good trench fronted
by earthworks, fromwhich the horde could send arrows, spears, or slingstones
agai nst the nmountain defenders.

Col onel Sandgal|l sent a dispatch runner to the | ower w ndows and openi ngs.
"Tell the squads t'conme up here, perfect spot for shootin' down into that
trench, wot. Al the harder for the bally vermn to send blinkin' nissiles
this far up. Wiat d' you say,' Tache, old |ad?"

Sabr et ache groaned al oud at what he saw below. "Oh ny giddy aunt, take a | ook
at this, sah!"

There was Sunfl ash, al one and unprotected out on the shore, roaring his
defiance in the face of me eneny. Swartt had fled alnbost to the sea, |eaving
nost of the horde as a barrier between hinself and his foe.

Sandgal | squi nched his brow down hard on his nmonocle. "Instant calanmity, wot!
Lordship's goin' t'get 'imself massacred, there's enough verm n down there



t'kill ten badgers! Bloodwath or no blinkin' bloodwath, they'll im

Calls for swift action, 'Tache, junp to it!"

ave

Sundew stared anxiously at the |one figure down on the shore. "They're
shootin' arrows at him" she cried.

Swartt was angry with hinmself. He had come all this way for vengeance, only to
turn tail and run at the sight of Sunflash
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Breat hl essly he splashed through the shallows to the line of rocks that
stretched fromshore to sea

Ni ght shade coul d see what had taken place, and artfully she soothed the

Warl ord's bruised ego. "Nobeast could stand agai nst the badger in his nadness,
Sire. You did well to escape hin besides, | know you want to take himalive
so that you may have your revenge bit by bit, you always said that."

The ferret ceased pounding his mail ed paw agai nst the rocks and | ooked
hopefully at his seer. "You' ve got a plan, vixen

tell nme!"
"W'll snare himlike a fish in a net, Lord."

"Fool, where is there a net big enough to 'old "in? W don't 'ave any such
net."

"No, but we still have a few big tent canvases...

The Warlord's face split into a huge grin. "Of course! "E can't club '"is way
t hrough canvas. Once we bag the badger, those 'ares'|l|l fold |ike dead bark!"

Sunfl ash was beset on all sides. He whirled and roared in a fury, unable to
get at his attackers. The verm n kept their distance, slinging rocks and
firing arrows. The heavily neshed mail tunic and iron war hel met were wei ghi ng
t he Badger Lord down, but he could not chance renoving them H s paws sank
deep in the soft sand, and, bellow ng and how i ng, he shook the big mace.

"Eeul al i aaaaaa! "

Rocks and shafts cl anged and thudded agai nst the enraged Badger Lord. The
vermin circled like small vicious predators trying to bring down a big beast,
hurling their mssiles and keeping out of his range. Sand was in every crevice
of his chain mail. The iron helnet, hot fromthe sun's rays, caused sweat to
trickle over Sunflash's head, into his mouth, down his ears, blinding and
stinging his maddened eyes. Nowhere through the small visor slits could he see
his eneny, Swartt. He began floundering, and an arrow t hudded deep into his
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unprotected paw. Wth a roar he tore the shaft out and, snapping it in two, he
hurled it at his unseen tornmentors. A spear raked his footpaw as he lifted it

fromthe entrappi ng sand. Bl undering and staggering, he tottered toward the
rocks, not know ng in which direction he was novi ng.



Then the canvases trapped himlike a great fish in a net.

Suddenly Sunflash felt the envel oping weight fall on him driving himdown on
all fours into the sand. Everything went dark. As he fought blindly against
t he tough, unyielding canvas, he could vaguely hear Swartt's voice.

"Keep those bl ades away, | want 'imalive! Junp on that canvas, pile sand on
it—we've got "im"

Conpl etely stifled and overburdened, the badger's heineted head hit the soft
sand, his senses sw nmng as he fought for breath.
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It was an hour after dawn when Abbess Meriam di scovered Bryony had | eft the
Abbey. Sadly, she sat on the enpty truckl e bed, |ooking at the disarrayed
sheets and touching the dented pill ow where her friend' s head had | ain.

Meriamread again the note that Bryony had left, ' 'Redwall will not be the
same without our little flower,'' she whispered, and turned to see Bella
standing in the doorway.

"Alas, no, ny heart will be heavy each time | see her enpty place at table,’
said the ancient silver badger as she sat beside Meriamon the bed. "Do you
think she will ever return?”

"Ch, yes. One day when Bryony is older and wiser we will see her wal ki ng back
t hrough our gates, of that | amsure." Then the Abbess's paw cl enched and her
voi ce became harsh. "Unless sone bad fate befalls her as she follows

Vei | —+roubl e pursues that vermn |like winter follow autum. A young maid
alone ... we should send soneone after her."
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Bella rose slowmy. "No, Meriam" she said gravely. "The path that Bryony
foll ows was marked out for her by fate and seasons long ago. All we can do now
is send our hearts and feelings out to her, wherever she is."

Bella | eaned on Meriam s paw, and the two friends quit the deserted room
whi ch seenmed enptier than it had ever been before.

Grasshoppers chirruped their ceasel ess dry cadence; somewhere high in the
cl oudl ess blue a skylark trilled; bees droned busily from ki ngcup to neadow
saffron, and butterflies perched upon scabious flowers, their wi ngs |ike

small, still sails on the calmair. Bryony stopped awhile, enjoying the fee
of dry curling grass underpaw as she got her bearings. The sun was stil
easterly and clinbing toward hi gh noon. She noved until it was against her

right shoul der, striding off after Veil. She had overheard Skipperjo's
challenge to the ferret and knew that the great mountain |ay sonewhere due
west .

It took Byrony sonme tine to shake off the feeling of depression she had
encount ered when | eaving Redwal | . All norning she kept |ooking back at the
Abbey, watching it dimnish in size as she got farther away. Finally she
crossed a long rolling hill and Redwall was |lost to sight. The nousemai d knew



what she must do: find Veil and bring himback, even (bough he had been made
Qut cast and sent away. Bryony had been forning her own plans for both of them
Her Mossfl ower friends would hel p; together they would build a small dwelling
in the woodl and, close to Redwall. There she would live with Veil, teaching
himto behave well and showing all at Redwall how he had changed for the good.
Maybe, just maybe, Bella woul d one day regret her decision and allow Veil to
return to the Abbey. Cheered up by these thoughts and her resolute optimsm
Bryony strode onward, singing an old Abbey ball ad.
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"I search for the summer o'er fields far and still, Though seasons may take ne
wherever they will, Cross vale and o'er hill as the warm w nds bl ow down,
"Twas there I found autum gold, russet, and brown. | wandered the | ands
"neath a msty norn sky. 'Til the frost rinmed a small icy tear fromny eye. O

winter, cold winter turns short days to night. And dresses the lea in a gown
of pure white. So wi ndswept and sad until yon conmes the day, A pale norn of
sunlight nelts snowfl akes away. See greenshoots a-pushing to pierce the bare
earth, Bringing fair-colored flowers to herald springbirth, As spinney and
woodl and grow | eafier each day, Young birds sing that sumer is soon on its
way. I'Il find me the glade that my heart recalls best, In ny soft summrer del
I will lay dowmn to rest."

It was midnoon before Bryony decided to take a break and eat sonething.
Choosi ng a shaded patch on the side of a broken hill, she sat down and opened
her haversack. Pouring pen-nycloud cordial into her beaker, she selected a
russet apple and recalled helping to store the apples in dry straw at the end
of the previous autum's harvest. It was only when she took out one of Friar
Bunfol d' s home-baked oat scones fromthe pack that enptions overcamnme her
There was nobeast around to see, so the nmousenaid gave full rein to her grief,
weepi ng unashanedly as she drank cordial and ate her scone. Menories of
Redwal | fl ooded over her like spring tide hitting a dry beach. Teardrops
spattered onto the half-bitten apple and danpened her traveling habit.

"BEr, hrumm hrumm 1'Il "ave that if y'don't like it, mouse!"
She | ooked up to see a very fat robin watching her. It nod-
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ded at the scone. "Y' don't 'ave to eat that if nit makes y'cry. Gve it t'ne,
y'Il feel "appier, |I knowy will."

Bryony tried wi ping her eyes on her sleeve, but the tears kept rolling down
unchecked. She broke off a piece of the scone and tossed it to the robin. "H
h ... here, n. . . nowg ... go 'way and leave m... m... nme!"

The robin pecked at the scone critically, bobbing its head. "Mm mm very
tasty, very nice. Gone an' give y'self hiccups now, 'aven't you, should never
whi nge while eatin', bad fyou!"

Bryony turned her head away, still trying to stemthe tears. "I'mn ... not
whinging, j .. .just 1... leave m... ne alone p . . . please!" She broke off
anot her piece of scone and gave it to the nosy bird.

Huf fily he seized it and fluttered off slowy. "Chipp! Not very good company,



are y' nouse?"

Bryony got her hiccups under control and shouted after the bird, "You didn't
see a ferret pass this way, by any chance?"

The robin flew swiftly back, eating his piece of scone before he ventured a
reply. "Mght 'ave. Gve ne the rest o' that cake an' 1'll tell you. Cake's no
good t'you, on'y makes y'cry."

Bryony passed over the remainder of the scone. The robin began pecking it
t houghtfully, head to one side.

"CGot any nore o' these in that bag?"

The nousenaid sniffled away the last of her tears angrily. "No, | have not.
Now wi I | you please tell ne if you saw the ferret pass this way!"

The robi n nodded. "Yes, ferret passed this way las' ev-enin' ."
"Well, which way did he go, please?"

One wi ng shot out pointing west and slightly south, the exact direction in
whi ch Bryony was traveling.
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"That way! Bye-bye, crynmouse!"

He flew off fast, with Bryony shouting after him "And good-bye to you,
gr eedybeak!"

Suddenly the mousemaid felt drained and tired, exhausted by the | ong wal k and
her enotions. Curling up, she fell asleep in the twi nkling of an eye.

A breeze, or an insect, or something tickling her whiskers brought Bryony back
to wakeful ness. Slowy, she opened one eye. Imediately she closed it, fear
maki ng her lie very still. There, in front of her eye, she had seen a huge
flat paw with big blunt claws.

"Wake ee oop, missie, et be only oi!"

Pushi ng the footpaw away fromwithin a hair's-breadth of her face, she sat
bolt upright, crying, "Togget! What are you doi ng here?"

The nol e wrinkled his button nose and shrugged. ''Watchen ee sl eepen, yurr
you' m an orful snoarer, Broinee."

Bryony stood up, brushing herself off indignantly. "I do not snore!"
Togget put down his haversack, chuckling. "Ahurrhurrhurr, that's 'cos ee never
be'd awake to 'ear eeself, 'ow you' mknowen if'n you' msnoar if'n ee be

asl eepen?"

The nmousenmai d stanped her footpaw. "Never mind whether | snore or not. | asked
you what, pray, are you doing out here? Wiy did you | eave the Abbey?"

Togget took her paw. "You' mnoi gudd friend, mssie. Togget wuddent | eave ee
to go off a surchin' for ee maister Veil all alone, burr no!"



Bryony sei zed Togget and hugged him "You're a true friend, Togget, a good,
| oyal conpani on. Thank you!"

Togget covered his face with his great digging paws, as noles will do when
enbarrassed by anything. "Hurr, oi'll go strai ghtways back to ee h'abbey if'n
you' mgoin' to be a squeezin' an' 'uggin' oil"
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Bryony understood, and w thout another word the two friends set off together,
travel i ng sout hwest .

It was evening, still light, but getting on to dusk, and Veil was hungry. The
ferret had eaten only a few young dandeli on shoots and sone edi ble roots al
day. Sucking a flat pebble to ward off thirst, he carried on across the

dar keni ng | andscape. After a while he noticed a faint glow fromsone hills, to
the north of his route and, overcome by curiosity, he sneaked silently over.
As he drew nearer the hill, he could tell the gl ow was being made by a fire in
a small hollow at the hill's base. Flattening hinmself belly down against the
grass, the ferret wiggled forward quietly. Wien he was cl ose enough, he
lifted his head and | ooked.

It was an old mal e dornobuse with two little ones, sitting around the fire
roasting apples. To one side lay a honely | ooking cottage | oaf and a bi g wedge
of dark yellow cheese. Veil noted that the old dornouse carried a knife, which
he used to cut the bread, and that there was also a stout wal king staff at his
side. Veil walked into the firelight with both paws spread wi de and a

di sarm ng smle upon his face.

"Pray, friends, don't alarmyourselves," he said, keeping his voice soft and

low. "I come in peace."

The ol d dornouse inspected himcritically. "In peace, aye, an' in hunger, too,
by the | ooks of ye. Sit ye down, there ain't nuch, but yore wel cone t'share
supper with ne'n'the grand-mce. Last bad winter took their parents, an' |I'm
the only one left to look after "em pore mites. W're travelers, livin' where

we can, starvin' when we have to."

Vei|l sat opposite the ol dster, accepting a slice of cheese, a hunk of the

| oaf, a roasted apple, and a | arge seashell filled with water froma flask. He
ate gratefully, inprovising a pack of lies to the kind dornouse.
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"My nanme's Bunfold. I'"'mthe same as your little ones, lost ny nother V father

aye, an' a sister, too, last winter. |I've been on ny own ever since, wanderin'

field an' forest."

The ol d dornmouse stared into the flanes. "The babes are called Hoffy an'

Brund, same as their parents. |I'mOe Hoffy. AIT, Bunfold, 'tis a hard life
for porebeasts without a dwellin' place. See the little ones are asleep
al ready, wore out just like their paws fromtrekkin' an' livin' rough. Here,

young 'un, cover y'self with this against the night chills.”

He dug out a ragged bl anket froma bark carrier and tossed it to Veil. The



ferret wapped hinself up and snuggl ed down, saying, "Sleep well, Oe Hoffy.
Who knows, mayhap tonor-row Il bring us all good fortune an' a bit o' | uck,
eh?"

The dormpuse threw sone twigs on the fire before settling. "W could certainly
do with it. G night, Bunfold!"

Veil lay with his eyes half closed, listening to the crackle of the fire and
wai ting for his chance.

Togget was awake before Bryony the next day, unpacking food for themboth from
t he haversack he had nmade up before | eaving the Abbey. Picking a kingcup, he
placed it gently between the nouserai d' s fol ded paws.

"Wake ee oop, 'tis a bran' new day, O oi'll eat all ee vittles an' run away!"
Bryony sat up, staring at the flower. "Were did this conme fronP"

Togget busied hinmself slicing cold deeper'n' ever pie. " 'Own shudd oi know,

m ssie, et be thoi own biznuss if you' mwant to roamroun' al! noight a-picken

flowers, hurr aye!"

Bryony curtsied prettily to her nolefriend. ' "Thank you, sir. Qoh!
Deeper' n' ever pie with dandelion-and-burdock cordial. Wat a good breakfast!"
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They dallied awhile after the neal, enjoying the bright sumrer norn. Then,
packi ng their gear, Bryony and Togget set off, still trekking southwest. About
m dnorn they reached the top of a high grassy hill and stopped nmonentarily to

enjoy the breeze.

The mousenai d | ooked around. "You know, if this hill were any higher Til bet I
could see the tip of Redwall Abbey fromhere. It's not that far away, really,
only just over a day's journey."

Togget was | ooki ng the other way. Shading his eyes against the sun, he peered
sout hwest before scanning all the land around. "Yurr, mssie, lookit, thurr be
somebeasts a wanderin' o'er yon!"

Bryony | ooked hard in the direction he was pointing; she could make out a
huddl e of dark shapes. "Well, | don't think it could be Veil, he'd be
traveling the wong way. Can you nake out how many of themthere are?'

Togget had exceptionally good eyes, for a mole. "Lukks foik two, nay three,
aye, et be three. Yurr, wot if n they be foebeasts or villyuns?"

Bryony decided that they should lie flat so that the other-beasts could not
easily see them Stretched out on the hilltop, they watched until the trio
drew cl oser. Bryony stood up. "They're dornice. Looks like two of themare
only small. Come on, Togget, they won't harmus. Let's find out what they're
doing in this country."

The two little dormce were weeping piteously, clinging to the bl anket draped
about O e Hoffy's shoulders. He had a wound on his head, crusted with dried
bl ood around a swelling lunp. Staggering crazily toward Bryony and Togget, he
fell, pushing the babes fromhimas he toppled over



Bryony was at his side in an instant. "Ch, you poor thing! Wat happened?" she
cried. Danpening a cloth, she bathed
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t he dormouse's head as he relayed a halting account of the previous night.

"Ferret, "said his name was Bunfold, canped with us, gave himsupper an' a
bl anket to sleep. Miust've rolled over an' burnt ny pawin th' fire enbers,
woke nme up this nornin', head achin', food gone, knife anl staff gone too.
Huh, ferret gone an' all!"

Bryony | ooked at Togget and shook her head. "Bunfold! That could only be Veil.
Build a fire and take care of the babes, Togget. I'll see what | can do for
this old fellow Hmm he's not badly injured. He should be all right."

Togget issued the little dormice with a slice of deeper'n'ever pie apiece and
some dandel i on- and- burdock cordial. He al so dug out a packet of candied
chestnuts for them They had not eaten since the previous night, and both fel
gratefully upon the food.

The nol e patted their heads. "B ain't nuch wong wi' these two gurt rascals,
they'ma vittlin' oop loik a pair o' 'are-beasts!"

Bryony soon had A e Hoffy feeling better; she cleaned and dressed his wound
and fed him He told her of his life so far and the hard tinmes he had
experienced with the two babes. And the mousemaid cane up with a solution that
woul d sol ve all the dornouse's problens.

"You must carry on wal king east for a day, or a bit nore, and then you will
see a path. Once on that path you will be close to Redwal | Abbey—go there with
your babes. Tell the Mther Abbess Meriamthat Bryony sent you. Redwall Abbey
is a place where all goodbeasts are wel conme; you may live there in peace and
pl enty. The babes will be brought up well, never again knowi ng hunger or want.
You will all find the love of good friends there. Have a safe journey, and
fortune attend you and your grandmce, Oe Hoffy."
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The dormouse did a little jig, surprising for one of his |ong seasons, then he
bowed to the two friends as he took the babes' paws. "Good cones out o' bad,
some say. Last night that villain wished ne good fortune' n'luck on the norrow.
Who' d have thought that a bad ferret's wi sh brought ne'n'the babes good!"

Calling loud farewells, they went their separate ways, but not before Bryony
and Togget had donated one of their food haversacks to the dormce, nore than
enough to see themto the Abbey.

There was no talk of Veil between the two friends. Bryony set her face and
refused to di scuss what he had done to the good dormice. In silence the two
set off, tracking the ferret once nore.

Veil was back on the southwest trail again. Arned with a knife, staff, and
food, he had cut the blanket up to make a cloak for hinmself. Finding a patch
of wild strawberries, he ate as many as he could, streaked his face and
renewed the red on his paws with the juice, then stanped the remainder into



the ground until the strawberry patch was a sludge of red fruit and bruised

| eaves. Blissfully unaware that Bryony and Togget were |ess than a day behind
him he strolled off in search of the great nountain of Sal amandastron and the
father he had never known. He wondered occasionally if his parent, the one
called Swartt, was as cunning and tough as hinself. Mentally Veil wagered that
he wasn't.

Sunfl ash the Mace was down. Vermn crowded to junp and stanp on the

sand- heaped canvas bundl e, screaming and yelling with triunph. Swartt stood

i mposingly on top of the rock groyne, hero of the hour. Up at the chanber

wi ndow, Col onel Sandgall |eaned far out over the sill, anxiously watching the
threshol d of the main nountain entrance.

Sundew st ood al ongsi de the Col onel, beating the rock sill with her paws. The
young hare was trenbling and sobbing. "Ch, help him help him Were are
t hey?"

Sandgal | replied without |ooking at her, "Steady in the ranks, nigel, stiff
upper lip an' don't let the side down, wot. By thunder! Here they
come—isten!”

A band of hares canme bursting through the main entrance, Sabretache at the
head, swi nging his | ong saber |like a drummajor's baton. Two stout Captains,

Fl eetrunn and Rockl eg, flanked him and behind them bounded fifty hares of the
fa-
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mous reginment, all arned with | ances and slingshots, |oaded with iron | unps
fromthe forge.

"Long Patrol, give 'em bl ood' n'vinegar! Eeul aliaaaa!"

Soaring through the air |ike hungry eagles, they cleared the horde-filled
trench in a nmghty | eap and went crashing into the mdst of the startled
verm n who were surroundi ng Sunflash. Swartt vani shed down the far side of the
rocks and ran toward the sea as if pursued by denons.

Hor debeasts fell like | eaves before a winter gale. The veteran warriors of
Sal anandastron took no prisoners; javelins flashed in the sunlight, and
metal -filled slings thudded savagely into their targets. Sabretache took a
tattooed rat through his mdriff with the saber, yelling as he did, ' 'Cut
t hrough the canvas—free Lord Sunflash!"

Swiftly the vermin who were left alive fled, and a tight circle of hares,
javelins pointing outward, surrounded the big canvas bundl e. Then keen-edged
har e- bl ades sliced the canvas to shreds. Sabretache and his Captains pulled
Sunflash fromhis stifling prison. The badger was |inp and unconsci ous;
Reetrunn was at his side, unhinging the hel net roughly. Supporting the Badger
Lord's head, she called to Bl oggwood, "Bring water, hurry!"

Swartt had regained his courage. Gathering a crowd of hordebeasts, he led them
up the back of the rock groyne and around to the front of the mountain. They
massed across the big rough tinmber gate at the main entrance, bl ocking the way
back into the fortress.



Swartt issued orders to his archers in the trench further down the sands.
"Don't let 'em pass, drive '"emdown to the sea with yore arrows!" He turned
his attention to his own group. "About face an' give those in the nountain
plenty o' rocks an' shafts. That'll keep their heads down!"

The Warlord was trenbling with frustration. He had al nost taken Sunflash and
won the battle; but the badger woul d not
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elude hima second tinme. The ferret's plan was sinple and good: Once he had
t he Badger Lord and his hares up to their waists in seawater, he could slay
themat his leisure

Fresh water splashing over the gold-striped face brought Sunflash slowy back
to his senses. Bruised, scarred, and weakened, he lay still, allow ng
Fl eetrunn to pour the life-giving water over his head.

The fenmal e hare Captain allowed hima few sips. "Let it wash over you, Sire.
Don't drink too nuch or y'Il feel-pretty bad. That's the ticket—ust wet
y' mout h, eh."

Sabretache rapped out commands as a hare fell beside him slain by a barbed
shaft. "Keep y' heads down! Back up to the rocks, troops, they' re shootin' at
us fromthat flippin' trench!"

Draggi ng Sunflash with them the Long Patrol hares fought their way to the
line of rocks stretching fromthe nmountain to the sea. Swiftly digging the
sand with their long legs, they forned a tenporary barricade, a | ow sandy hunp
bet ween t hensel ves and the verm n archers. Arrows hissed viciously, sone
burying their points in the sand, others hitting the rock, while sonme found
targets anong the bel eaguered hares.

Col onel Sandgall had to draw back fromthe wi ndow. Arrows and slingstones from
Swartt's hordebeasts were whistling through the opening, ricocheting around
t he chanber.

He sniffed disdainfully and, adjusting his nonocle, he waggled one |ong ear at
Sundew. "Qut y'go, missie, no sense in gettin' y'self injured here, wot. o
an' nmake y'self useful el sewheres, there's a good gel."

Sundew had col |l ected the slingstones that canme in, and now she was sendi ng
themout with a vengeance. Wirling her own sling, she dashed at the w ndow
and hurled down a quick one at those below "I'mstayin' here with you, sah,"”
she said. "They won't rmake me shift!"

Sandgal | took a bow froma wall peg and, notching one of the fallen shafts to
its string, he nipped smartly to the w ndow
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and fired, nodding as he was rewarded by a scream from bel ow. "Good gel! True
bl ue' n' never fail, eh! Conme on, let's return fire with their own gear. Long

time since | put ash to yew an' tw ne. Never forget the old skills—good show "
Squi nting through his nonocl e, he | oosed anot her arrow.



Sabretache crouched |l ow with Rockleg at his side, assessing their perilous
situation. "Looks bad, old chum the blighters have got us well pinned down
here. Not nuch chance of get-tin' back to the jolly old nountain either, just
| ook at that evil rabble all ganged up in front of the main gate! Absolute
rotters!”

Rockl eg twitched an ear in the direction of the sea. "Right y' are/ Tache, y'see
their strategy, doncha, they want to drive us down to the water, stop us
gettin' back to the nountain. Huh, |ook at that dirty great nmob of vermin
waitin' for us on the waterline. Bad show if y'ask ne. They've got us trapped
here like frogs in a bucket!"

Sabretache flicked his head to one side as an arrow whizzed by. "We'I|lIl just
have t'sit it out, old boy, wait until Lord Sun-flash is up t' the mark again
an' hope for sone sort of a mracle t'pull our chestnuts out of the fire,
wot . "

Sunfl ash had begun to tear at the confining chain mail tunic; Fleetrunn tried
to hold his massive paws still. "Best leave it on, Sire," she said. "Better
feelin' a bit unconfortable than bein' stuck all over with arrows."

As if to confirmher words, a shaft glanced off the chain mail and buried
itself in the sand. She wi nked at the badger. "No disrespect, Sire, but y'see
what | nmean now "

Eveni ng shades began to fall; the hot day cooled with a breeze fromthe
incoming tide. Still trapped against the rocks, the hares crouched and waited.
The arrows and slingstones had sl owed sonmewhat, though now the horde in the
trench were
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sni ping, taking nore careful aim It was a frustrating and dangerous tine.
Rockl eg poked his head over the sandy barricade and took a quick peek seaward.

"Ch, dash it all!" he groaned. "That |ot down by the water are startin' to
sneak up here. Stand by, chaps, | think we're about to be anmbushed shortly.
It'Il soon be dark—that's when they'll conme."” He licked a wound on his

shoul der and poured dry sand on to seal it.
*' Logal ogal ogal ogal ooooooog!"
Sabretache's ears shot up. "What'n the fur was that?"

Sunfl ash struggl ed upward and grabbed his nace. "It's the Guosi m shrews!
They' ve arrived by sea!"

"@Quosim @uosim Guosim Logal ogal ogal ooooog! "

Rockl eg pointed with his javelin. "Look, they're givin' those blighters down
by the water a hard time of it. Up here, chaps! Up here!"

Sabretache turned toward the mountain. "Hurrah!" he cheered. "Look, there's a
gang of otters'n'squirrels batterin' the livin' daylights out of the vermn!"

A great roar went up fromthe warriors at the nountain front.

"Heyaaah! Hoyaaah! Firjak G eenstone! Wiunmp! Whunp! Whunp!"



The otters and squirrels had come around the nountain fromboth sides, hurling
t hensel ves on both flanks of Swartt's hor-debeasts with clubs and spears.
@uosi m shrews charged up fromthe tideline, cutting a swathe through the
verm n pack with flashing rapiers.

Wth the bl ood of his ancestors rising in his veins, Sunflash came bulling out
at the head of the hares. Joined by the shrews, they went crashing heedl essly
over the heads of the trench archers, scattering vermn left and right.

Swartt took flight once again, and the denoralized horde-
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beasts broke and fled, rushing straight to the safety of the rocks or the tide
shal  ows. The rough-tinber gates swuing open. Sun-flash stood by them

brandi shing his mace until everybeast was inside and safe. Sentries were
posted at every | ookout post to watch the horde, while the rest crowded into

t he banqueting hall

Food was rushed in to the returning warriors and their allies, the best that
Sal anandastron coul d serve. Munds of pasties and great barrels of Muntain
Al e, thick seasoned stews, crusty hot bread, and new cider were carried to the
tables, and full justice was done to the victuals that night.

Sunfl ash sat with Col onel Sandgall, Log a Log, the two otters, Folrig and
Ruddl e, Sabretache, and the other Captains. Sandgal| wagged a reproving paw at
t he Badger Lord. "Ahem Sire, y'Il kindly let us know before you go chargin’
of f again to take on a whole filthy horde single-pawed."

Sunfl ash shook his head, as if disapproving of hinmself. "I'msorry, Col onel
but I amnot nyself sonetines.”

Sandgal | wi nked at the badger and patted his paw. "Hmm the ol' bl oodw ath,
wot! It's that an' a Badger Lord that've kept these shores an' this country
safe'n' free, don't apol ogize for it, sah. But us hare chaps are here t'protect
you as much as you protect us, so it's nice t'be able t'return the favor. Now
then, Log a shrew an' you otter types, that was a bally clever show you put up
out there today, eh!"

Log a Log explained howit had cone about. ' 'It was sinmple, really. W
arranged it among us—sent out a few spies to see what was goin' on, then we
put a plan together. | |anded the | ogboats further up the coast before sunset
and we waded al ong through the shallows, round the rocks an' charged "em MW
call was the signal to attack."

Folrig took up his side of the canpaign. "W canme in fromthe backway,
me'n' ol e ugly mug Ruddl e with Lady Firdance an' her gang...."

268

Bri an Jacques

Fi rdance, a big rangy squirrel with a deep scar running fromear to nosetip,
interrupted in her husky voice, "Aye, we split up an' worked the old pincer

nmoverent, caught the scumnicely in between an' gave 'em sone buryin' f do!"

Bl oggwood caught Sunfiash's eye. He sidled over and whispered in the Badger



Lord's ear. "Sire, can yer coneV 'ave a word or two with Bradders? Pore
feller, 'e's proper cut up about Fordpetal."

"Why, certainly, friend—what's up w th Fordpetal ?"
"Foller me an' I'Il show yer, Sire."

Sunfl ash excused hinself fromthe conpany and foll owed Bl oggwood; they
t hreaded their way through the packed hall. As they went the banter of old
warrior friends having a reunion was thick upon the air.

"Qully, y'old treeflyer. | thought you was slain seasons ago!"
"Well, I"'mstill here, matey, an' eatin' aplenty t'prove it!"
"Haharr, Minga, 'ow is the shrew | ogboat busi ness goin' ?"
"Saves gettin' your paws wet |ike you otters, Reedtail."

"Ahoy there, Floke, we pulled yore chestnuts out of the fire just in tine for
yer today, didn't we?"

"Aye, matey, an' yer cracked a few nuts on the other side too!"

It was cold and silent in the vaults beneath the nountai n where Bl oggwood | ed
Sunfl ash. They went through to a long torchlit cave where the hares who had
been slain in battle that day were laid out on stone sl abs, each one w eat hed
in fresh nmountain flowers. Bradberry was standing by the body of Fordpetal
hi s head bowed. Sunflash dism ssed his guide with thanks and went straight to
t he young hare.

He placed a paw confortingly around Bradberry's shoul ders. "Bradders, |'m
sorry, | didn't know ..."
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The hare buried his face in Sunflash's chain mail tunic and wept. "She wasn't
really soppy, was she, Sire?"

The Badger Lord swallowed hard. ' 'No, just young and very pretty, and she
knew we were only joking when we said that. Let's hope that we have sonebeast
as thoughtful and tenderhearted as yourself to weep for us sone day."

The young hare turned his tearstained face up to Sunflash. "Wy do creatures
have to have wars and kill one another? Wy can't everybeast |live in peace and
be contented? | was just thinkin'" before you canme, Sire, Fordpetal won't ever
see anot her sunmmer day or |augh an' smile again. Why?"

Sunfl ash | ed Bradberry slowy away fromthe vault. "Wiy? It's a question |'ve
of ten asked nyself, Bradders, particularly when the life of a young one is
wasted. Over quite a few seasons now |'ve found nyself wanting to be only a
farmer and grow things, but there are evil ones in the | ands. One day when al
the evil is gone, maybe then we'll be able to find peace and watch things
grow. Until then it is up to the good ones, l|ike yourself, to fight against
evil. Fordpetal was doing just that today. War is a terrible thing, but unti
something arrives to stop the fighting, we nust endure it and battle harder to
make sure that good w ns."



In the banqueting hall the warriors were singing an age-old song they always
sang after battle.

"Ch here's to the conrades who fought the good fight,
On the field where their val or was won

They gave their lives hard to defend what was right,
Let us drink to the warriors who' ve gone.

They stood shoul der to shoul der, there's none who was
bol der, And many's the foebeast we sl ayed,;
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W'l | remenber our friends who will never grow ol der, Al as, what a price that
t hey pai d.

For the word has been spoken, the sword now is broken, Wien we're old we will
sit and tell tales of their days."

35

Swartt Sixclaw sat roasting a mackerel by a fire, far down on the tideline,
close to the rocks. More than one-third of his great horde had been | ost that
day, but victory had been nearly within his grasp. The groups of hordebeasts
crouched around their fires were too weary to do anything but eat, sleep, or
lick their wounds. Swartt stared up at the rock, racking his brain for a
solution. Wthin the next hour it presented itself in the formof a weasel
whom Ni ght shade brought to him

Swartt found that he had to keep his eyes trained on the skinny, undersized
creature. It was nottled, whether naturally or by skillful dyes, he could not
tell, but it was only by watching its pale eyes that the Warlord could tel
where it stood. The weasel had only to stand notionl ess against rock or sand
and it al nost vanished. It was sand-col ored—er was it rock-hued?—wi th gray,
dirty-white and dark brown flecks, the strangest-|ooking creature he had ever
wi t nessed.
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Swartt | ooked at the vixen. "Were' d you find that thing?" he snarled.

" '"Lord, he is called the Waith. He is not of our horde; | do not know where
he cones from though you would be wise to listen to his offer."

Swartt | ooked back and found he had | ost sight of the Waith. "Stan' still,
weasel . \Where are you?"

He tried not to start with shock as the voice cane from behind the back of his
neck.



"Me herrrre, Sirrrre!"

The Waith flitted round in front of himand sat by the fire. He spoke in a
nost peculiar manner, extending his 'R s. Swartt kept his gaze fixed on the
Waith's eyes, the rest of his body kept disappearing and reappearing in the
flicker of the firelight.

"Sit still an' tell me why you cane here," said Swartt.

The speckl ed nmout h opened, revealing two rows of toothless gums. "Wrrraith
hearrrr you have enemy, ne kill himforrrr you."

Suddenly Swartt was interested. The idea of an assassin had not occurred to
hi m before. He would have liked to take Sun-flash alive, but in the end, one
way of w nning victory was as good as another. The Warlord pointed his mailed
paw at the pale watery eyes. "An' what d'you get out of it, eh?"

The soft rolling voice replied, "Me think you know that. Half, Sirrrrre!"

Swartt knew what he neant-he had dealt with rogues and villains all his life.
Hal f nmeant half of everything he stood to gain, but really it neant all
assassins who offered their services were always overanbitious. Swartt
shrugged. ' 'Half seens fair enough. See yon nountain, there's a badger inside
o' there they call Sunflash the Mace. Bring ne back the great mace that never

| eaves his side, an' you get yer half!"
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The Waith vani shed. Swartt | ooked around and saw the creature sitting behind
him holding sonething in its claws, hissing, "Just strrroke badgerrr with ne
Kisserrrr!”

It was a tiny knife, carved from sone strange type of nottled stone, al npbst
the sane color as its owner.

Swartt curled his Iip at the undersized weasel with his mnute bl ade, "Yer
goin' t'kill a Badger Lord wid that toy?"

The pal e eyes narrowed in a nocking smile. "See that rrrat yon, sitting by his
firrrre? Watch!"

The rat was wearing a bright red bandanna, so he was hard to miss. Swartt
wat ched himsitting by the fire with some others. He had | ost sight of the
Waith, so he kept watching ne rat. Then the Waith's voice came from besi de
him the thin weasel was sitting, warm ng hinmself by the flames.

"One strnroke fromne Kisserrrr, that one is slain."

The Warlord continued to watch the rat, his voice | aden with sarcasm as he
spoke. "Huh, he don't |ook so dead t'nme, chewin' on a mackerel there as if
there weren't no tonorrer."

"Rrrright, Sirrrre, no tonorrrrow forrrr him"

Wthout warning the rat |leapt up and, clapping a paw to the side of his neck
he staggered about, gurgling for a nonent, then fell to the sand as if

pol eaxed. Swartt stared in astonishnent, listening to the others fromthe
conpany as they left the fireside to crowd around their conpanion



"Wt's wong wid ole dinpy?"

"Hahaha! Can't yer see he's takin' a nap, mate!"
"Mebbe it's sonethin' 'e ate?"

"Come on, Ainp ole mate, gerrup!"”

A stoat knelt at Ginpy's side and inspected him Suddenly he cried, "Ainpy's
dead, mates. Ain't that awful, sittin' scof-fin'" fish one nonent, nex' thing
Vs pegged it!"

A fox spat nackerel into the fire and rubbed his nmouth. "Phtooh! | ain't
eatin' no nore o' this fish, mates!"”
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The Waith had shifted position. He smled at Swartt fromacross the fire.
"Now Sirrre believe ne, just one strrroke, not even a rrrreal cut. M
Kisserrrr neverrrr fail!"”

The Warl ord nodded his head in adnmiration of the deed. "The Waith, eh? Wll,
the job's yers, Waith. Wen do | expec' to see you agai n?"

"You don't see ne if Wrrraith not want you to. | will find you when it is
done! "

Then the Waith vanished, nelting into the night.

Swartt threw the vixen a roasted mackerel. "Good work, at last y've done
somethin' right. Stripe'ead is as good as dead, |I'd say. Ch, when the Waith
gets back, you know what t'do."

"Aye, Lord. | know exactly what to do!" N ghtshade replied.
36

It was the evening of the day Veil had robbed the dormice of their food and
possessi ons, and the young ferret was not finding the going too easy. He chose
a thick copse of pines for his canp. He brushed away the pine needles and dug
a shallow hole, then he put steel to flint and nade a snmall fire. Squatting by
the flames, he ate sonme bread and cheese while roasting an apple. He was
dozing, half asleep, wanned by the bl azi ng pi necones and dead tw gs, when two
foxes arrived. At first Veil chose to ignore them Though he was a bit
startled and unsure of hinself, he put on a tough face, making sure his knife
and staff were clearly in evidence. Equally, both foxes feigned indifference
to him They squatted on the other side of the fire wordlessly. They were old
and ragged, but sly |looking. One carried a spear, the other a sling and pouch
of stones. Drawing their tattered cl oaks about them they sat silent, cast-
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ing the odd cunning gl ance toward the [one ferret.

Veil began to feel nore uneasy, and he tried striking up a conversation wth
his uninvited visitors. "Were did you cone from friends?" he asked.

The taller of the pair spat into the flames, narromy mssing Veil's roasting
appl e.

"Nosy young snip, ain't 'e, Brool?"

The other smiled nastily, his eyes never |eaving Veil. "Aye, stoopid too. W
saw 'is fire froma good way of f. Look, Vs got bread n'cheese'n'apples, a

ri chbeast, eh, Renn!"

Vei|l decided he could let the situation go no further. Holding his stave ready
and brandi shing the knife, he stood up and shouted, "Keep yer mangy paws off
my vittles, I'mnot scared of you two ol' ragbags!"

The foxes worked their way around the fire until they were on either side of
him The one called Brool bared his few bl ackened tooth stunps. "Young 'uns
these days ain't got no respect, eh, Renn. 'Mangy ol * ragbags'? W got a
cheeky one 'ere, no m stake!"

The one called Renn neatly stabbed the roasting apple with his spear tip and,
pulling it fromthe fire, he blewon it and took a bite. "Mm 'e cooks a
decent appl e though. "

Vei| grabbed at the spear, his voice shrill with anger. "You | eave ny apple
al one, you dirty old ... Unnhh!"

The young ferret had nmade the m stake of turning his back on Brool. The fox's
sling, | oaded with a heavy pebble, cracked down on Veil's head from behind,
laying himflat.

He cane to his senses slowy, groaning at the triphamrer throb in his skull
Both his paws were hoisted high, tied to an overhangi ng pi ne bough.

The two foxes were eating Veil's food, cramm ng bread and cheese ravenously
into their mouths. Brool took a drink fromthe flask; making a face he spat it
out. "Yerk, water! Ain't

you got no good wi ne or ale, young
stummi ck these seasons.”

un? Cold water don't sit easy on ny

Renn sorted roughly through the traveling bag Veil had stolen fromde Hoffy.
"Nothin'" much in "ere, Brool, jus' a thin blanket an' a few nore apples. Not
very considerate of yer, ferret!"

Struggling against the tight bonds, Veil glared hatred at them "Bl underin'
ol'" fools, don't you know who | an? I'm Veil Sixclaw, son of Swartt the
Warlord!"

Renn tore a strip fromthe bl anket and did a | ow servile bow "Onh, fergive us,
yer 'ighness! Yaaahahahah!™"

Then he gagged the young ferret firmy, boxing his ears and pulling his nose
painfully. "Son of a Warlord, y' don't say! Fmthe cousin of an eagle an' a



great fish neself. Wt about : you, Brool?"

{\ "Who, nme? Ch, |I'mthe Queen o' the flowery dell, pleased t'neet yer
maj esty, |'msurel™

Both foxes fell about cackling. Forced to stand on tippaw, \, bound and
gagged, Veil could only glare at them and nake

;. whining sobs of rage.
An even shade of gray washed the dawn sky, bringi ng dun-hued cl ouds and a
st eady downpour of rain. Bryony and Tog-get gathered up their bel ongi ngs
hurriedly fromtheir canmp on the open hills. The nmole did not Iike rain.
; "Yurr, us'n's be soaken an' cold if'n ee doan't foind shelter
;.; mssie, on'y fishes do loik ee rain!"
The nousenaid pointed to the distant pine grove, saying,
"e:. "Come on then, let's nmake for there; we can canp in the trees
until the rain stops.”
Togget took off, both paws over his head, calling back to
Bryony, "Hoo aye, maken ee foire an' git brekkfist a goin',
T oi"'mgurtly "ungered furr ee vittles!"
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The nmousenmaid ran after her conpani on, |aughing. "Slow down, you great Di bbun
the rain won't nelt you!"

"Hurr, so ee says, missie, tho' oi b'ain't too sure!"

It was dimand dry in the half light of the close-grow ng pines. They shook
t hensel ves of f and began opening their pack. Bryony stopped, sniffing the air.

"Snoke, | can snell burning," she said.

Togget's smal! button nose twi tched. "You' mroight, Bro-inee, sumbeast got
fl ames burnen sumnheres.”

The nmousenmi d fastened the haversack and shouldered it. "It may be Veil, but
then again, it may not be. Go quietly, Togget, nmake no noise. Let's see who
the fire belongs to."

Fol  owi ng the aromatic snell of burning pinecones, the two friends stole
silently through the grove.

Bryony was first to spot the glow of flanes between the trees. Taking care not
to crack tw gs underpaw, they stole forward, then, bellying down in the



springy carpet of pine needles, they peered over a fallen trunk at the scene
in a hollow bel ow

Brool and Renn were breakfasting off what was left of the bread and hurling
appl e cores at the bound figure dangling froma pine bough

Bryony seized Togget's paw. "Look, it's Veil! Those two foxes nust have
captured him"

"Hurr, but they' mIlooken |oik narstybeasts, wot can us'n's be a doin' to
mai ster Veil ?"

elp

Bryony studied the situation bel ow before answering. "Hm they're arnmed, we
couldn't risk an open fight. But | think I mght have an idea that will work.
Here's what we do!"

Renn the fox threw some twigs on the fire and sprawl ed on the ground, eyeing
Veil. "D you suppose this Swartt Warlord would pay a bit o' ransomto 'ave his
darlin' son back in one piece, mate?"

Brool | ooked at his conpanion pityingly. "You gone squishy in uY brains, Renn,
the only thing a Warlord woul d give you for takin' '"is kin prisoner would be
yore own 'ead on a plate ... Yowp!"

A hard, green pinecone struck the fox on his nose, followed a nonment |ater by
anot her, whi ch bounced off his partner's jaw

Renn grabbed his spear, snarling, "Wo's slingin cones? Omh!" Another solid
green cone hit himin the eye.

Brool was about to take his sling out when a green cone stung his paw
"Omowow! Hoi! Stop chuckin' those tilings willy ... Agh!" He fell back
clutching his nmouth as he spat a broken tooth out.

Cones began whi zzing in, thick and fast and accurate. The two foxes were
battered and bewi |l dered; the nmissiles seemed to be com ng from everywhere.
Renn coul d hardly see, having been struck in both eyes. Brool had been belted
over the head five tinmes in quick succession by cones, and was feeling very
sore and dazed. They huddl ed together, crouching to escape the stinging rain
of hard green cones, but the cones kept hur-ding in, thwacking them hard as
ever, bouncing off their skinny backs and bottons until Brool how ed out,
"Stoppit! Stoppit! We're goin'!"

Thwack! Ping! Thud! C ack! The green cones continued. The two foxes coul d bear
it no nore. "Yaaaah! Let's get outta ... Yeeek! OGoh! Yowp!" They fled through
t he woods, away to where it was open ground, regardless of rain, |inping and
hoppi ng in pain.

Togget rolled down into the hollow and sat with his paws hanging linply by his
si des.

"W urr, noi ole paws'l| drop off if'n oi flings jus' one nore of they poiney
cones, wo'urr!"

Bryony stretched painfully to reach the ropes binding Veil's paws to the
bough. "Veil. Poor Veil," she cried.
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The nmonent Veil's paws were free he tore away the gag fromhis nouth and
yelled angrily at the nousenaid, "What in the nane of blood n'fur are you
follown me for?" Ignoring the hurt in Bryony's eyes, he continued. "Still
spyin' on me, eh! Wiy don't you jus' |eave ne al one?"

Bryony was di smayed and puzzled at Veil's attitude. "But .. . but... we saved
you fromthose verm n! They m ght have ended up killing you, Veil!"

The young ferret stormed about the hollow, rubbing life back into his paws,
which were still nunb from being bound. "Well, | didn't need savin', seel
was ready to slip those ropes and grab the spear. | can | ook after neself
wi t hout you an' that stupid mole runnin' around tryin' to nursemaid ne."

Togget shook a heavy digging paw at him "You' mwatch ee tongue, naister
you'ma gurtly ungrateful furret. M ssie Broinee never did ought but good to
eel"

Veil slunmped beside the fire. "Well, where was she when they chucked nme out of
Redwal I, eh?" he sneered. "I'IIl tell you, sidin" with all her goody-goody
friends, that's where she was. Qutcast they called ne; nobeast raised a pawto
"elp ne then."

Bryony placed a paw gently on his shoulder. "Ch, Veil, you' re so wong. |'ve
al ways been your friend, | care for you nore than any creature living!"

He shook her paw off and | eapt up, grabbing his staff and bel ongi ngs. "Get
away from nme, both of you! Goon, get back to your precious Abbey and spend
your nights talkin' about me an' what a bad lot | was. 'Aye, Veil the vernin
Qutcast!"

Togget ran between Veil and Bryony and shoved the young ferret backward, away
fromthe nousemaid. "Hair, you' mnought by a villyun, wi' all yore bad tal k!"
he shout ed.

Veil rushed forward. ' 'Qut of nmy way!" he snarled, pushing Togget roughly to
the ground. The nole fell, hitting his head on a jutting rock

| mredi ately Bryony was punmmeling Veil with both paws. "You stupid beast! M
and Togget are the only friends you have in this world! Don't you see?"

But in his rush to escape, Veil hurtled on, knocking her flat. Crawing on al
fours, Bryony dragged herself to the stricken nole's side. "Togget, are you
hurt? If you' ve harnmed this good creature..." But she was talking to thin air.
Vei|l had grabbed their remaining haversack of supplies and dashed off into the
pi nes.

Bryony sat by the fire, cradling her nolefriend s head in her paws and

weepi ng. Togget's eyelids flickered, then weakly he raised a digging claw and
brushed a teardrop fromher nosetip. "GO thort et were a rainen again, hurr
moi ole 'ead do be 'urted gurtly.”

The nousenai d wi ped away her tears and hugged him ,;' "Ch, Togget, thank
goodness that you're alive!" ; "Hurr, 'tis a wunner oi am nissie, layin'
yurr wi' a lunp v loik a mounting on noi 'ead, an' ee crushen noi ribs
t'bits!”



Vv, .

":'"f. Qut on the hills, the rain had stopped. It was a breezy m dday .V when
Veil sighted the two old foxes up ahead. At the point i where hills net
flatlands, a river, swollen by the rain, ran its i'- w nding course out onto
the plain. The foxes were canped at i its edge, using wet grass poultices to
bathe the injuries fromeyy.fte sharp green pinecones. They did not see Vei
until it was %too late. Swinging his stave down hard with both paws, he hit ?
Brool a vicious blowto the base of his skull. Then, grabbing |r a spear
sticking into the ground next to Brool, he drove it into ;-: Renn. Rolling
both foxes into the river, he watched them being J borne away on the fl ow

"When you get to Dark Forest tell them Veil the Qutcast

sent you!"

The river was flowing in a westerly direction. Veil followed
its banks until he found what he was | ooking for, an old w -
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l ow trunk, washed up there after winter. Levering it into the water with the
spear butt, he waded in and boarded it. Straddling the trunk, the young ferret
made a neal of scones and crystallized fruit fromthe haversack as he was
borne westward. Far in the distance he could see nountains.

37

Bryony woul d not | et Togget travel until mnidafternoon. Wien they quit the pine
grove she made a conpress of rain-wet dock |eaves and bound it to his
forehead. Hungry and dispirited, they pressed onward. Bryony had to put up
with listening to a relentless menu of Togget's favorite foods; she let him
ranbl e on, knowi ng he was trying to forget the ache in his head. He trudged by
her side, arrangi ng neals.

"O | oi ks dansen pudden wi' |lots o' neadowcrearn on et, an* oi favors

noo- baked bread, hurr, wi' ole yell ow cheese an' a gurt sumer sal ad. Ho, but
deeper' n' ever turnip'n'ta-ter'n' beetroot pie, hoo urr! G'd swap noi tail furr
one roi ght naow, wi' gudd nushyroom gravy poured thick atop of et!"

The visions conjured up by Togget's descriptions soon had Bryony conparing her
favorite dishes with him "I'd |ike a beaker of strawberry cordial and a big
pastie, a nushroom potato, and onion one; after that | think 1'd go for sone
hot
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appl e- and- bl ackberry crunble, with sweet white arrow oot sauce poured all over
it. Then I'd have a wedge of white cheese, the one with al nronds and hazel nuts

init, and one, no two, of Friar Bunfold' s fresh oatfarls, straight fromthe
oven. Yummy!"



Togget held one paw to his forehead and the other to his stomach. "Aow,

m ssie, do be soilent, oi'mtunble "angry!" "Well, you started it, noleyface!
Look, there's a river!" They made canmp on the riverbank, and Bryony redanpened
Togget's poultice with river water. Nowhere was anything edible to be found.
The country ahead of them sloped slightly downward, running off to a flat

pl ain, grassy and deserted. Behind a small hillock they snuggl ed down on the

| ee side; away fromthe breeze, it was quite sunny and warm Togget was
snoring gently and Bryony's eyes were beginning to droop when she heard a deep
bass voi ce singing:

"One day in spring | said to me wife, ' Though we're close together as
fork'n"knife, An' 1've loved y'dearly all of me life, Still 1'll have to
foll ow t he wat eeeeeeer!’

She yelled at me an' took up her broom An' chased nme twi ce around the front
room Shoutin', 'That ole river'H be yore doom Think of yer son an' yer
daught eeeeeeeer !’

So | said to her, 'O love dearie ne,

I must followthe river right down t'the sea,

"Tis the only way a beast can be free,’

An' | ran 'cos | couldn't have fought heeeeeeer

She said t'me, 'Now listen, you

Me an' the young 'uns are all comn' too,
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On board of a raft you need a good crew, It'll make the journey seem
short eeeeeeeer!' "

A large untidy raft hove into view round the bend, smoke curling fromthe
chimey of a hut built at its center. A fat, jolly-Iooking hedgehog was
leaning on the tiller; over his head, a |line was strung between two pol es set
for'ard and aft, with gaily colored washing fluttering fromit.

Bryony ran into the shall ows, waving her paws. "Hello there, | mean, ahoy!
Coul d you take two passengers?"

The fat hedgehog grinned fromear to ear, revealing a wonderful set of even
white teeth. "Ahoy yoresel f, nousey, gangway while | brings 'er inshore!"

He steered the raft into the shallows, alnpbst grounding it, and asked, "Two,
y' say, where's t'other one, mssie?"

"Yurr, SU T, tho' oi'm nought but a pore damaged nol e-beast!" Togget cane
anbl i ng around the hillock, holding his head.

A small wiry fermal e hedgehog canme bustling out of the hut OB the raft, her
skirt billowing over a welter of petticoats. "Corks 'n' crivvens!" she
excl aimed. "Wht 'appened to yore nut, nole? Did yer fall on it?"

Togget tenderly rubbed the poultice on his forehead. "G 'd tell ee, maim but
oi'mfar too 'ungered furr gossip."

| mredi ately the hogwi fe gave her husband a nmighty shove. "Ducks'n'drakes!



Don't stan' there |ookin' ornanental, Dud-die Pollspike, git the pore nole an'
t he nousenai d aboard anl let's feed "em"

Duddl e tugged his headspi kes respectfully. "Wtever you say, Tutty, ny liddle
bankbl ossom "

The cabin hut was very chintzy, with brightly col oured tabl ecl oth and
curtains, thick, bright-dyed rush mats, and a | arge square stove on which
various di shes bubbled and stewed. Bryony and Togget were seated at a
sem circul ar wi ndow tabl e
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and gi ven beetroot-and-raspberry wine in small nugs to revive them Tutty
Pol | spi ke busi ed herself at the stove, while her husband, Duddl e, shooed their
two young hoglets, Cematis Rosetea and Arundo, out of the way.

"Landi ng party, my darling ducklings, play ashore awhile until yore dear mamm
an' ny goodself get the vittles ready."

Bryony and Togget introduced thenselves and told their story while Duddl e and
Tutty prepared the neal, Duddle tasted soup on a spoon tip, smacked his lips
several times, and nuttered, "Needs nore fennel, splendid herb, always |ike
it. Wll, let me tell you, young 'uns, yore ferret has prob'ly taken the river
route if he has a grain of sense, it's the only way t'travel. Easy on the
paws, never goes uphill, an' y'can take the hone too."

Tutty placed fresh bread on the table, smacking Togget's paw away.
"Crabs' n' cl awl egs! Yore worse'n my Duddle. You can travel with us for as |ong

as you pleases, may' ap you'll find yore ferret. But if'n you touches any
vittles afore the table is set, I'lIl chop off yore tails afore you can blink
Cot that?"

She fixed Togget with a warning stare as he nodded and said, "CGot et, thankee,
marm you' mbe a cutten off ee tailers if us'n's be a touchen-afore vittles be
ready. Ho urr!"

The two hoglets were called in fromplay when the nmeal was ready. Duddl e pol ed
the raft fromthe bank and it drifted downriver, with the tiller lashed in
position while they ate.

There was thick watercress-and-turni p soup; warm brown wheat bread; a deep

di sh of cheese, mushroom and | eek bake; and a bl ackberry jamroly poly
puddi ng wi th neadowcream Afterward they sipped borage-and-rosehip tea. Duddle
went out on deck to tend the tiller, while the friends were entertained by
young Clematis Rosel ea, who recited a poem taught by her nana.

"I have learnt to wash ny paws, An' say sir an' marm
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An' don't act daft when on this raft,

Lest | do conme to harm

To sit up straight at table tineg,

An' go to bed when told,



Marma says |'m a precious hog,

In fact 1'mgood as gold ... So there!"

Young Arundo was about to flick an appl eseed at her, when be caught his manma's
stem eye, and he shrugged phil osophically instead. "Thorry! | don't want ny
tail cut off with a thingle thw pel™

"Ahoy in the hut, nole'n'maid, all paws on deck an' see this!"

At the sound of Duddle's voice from outside, Bryony and

Togget left the table and went to see what he had found. Tutty

set her stern gaze on the hoglets, who had half risen from

tabl e. "Rhubarb'n'rosebuds! D d anybeast tell you two to

move?"

; Arundo settled back glumy, making a chopping notion with his paw.
"Thane old thtory, chop off our tailth!"

The bodies of the two old foxes were caught up in the s branches of a
hal f - subnerged bush in a shall ow cove beyond a curve

Duddl e pointed themout to the friends. "Dreadful end for anybeast, even two
villains Iike them How d'you figger it /happened?

Togget nodded knowi ngly. "Q'll bet an acorn to an apple 'twere maister Vei
did et!"

Bryony wagged a reproving paw at the nole. "Oh, Togget, bow could you say
that? Veil wouldn't have killed them Perhaps it was just sone kind of nasty
acci dent!"

Togget turned away and trundled back to the hut, nuttering, "Aye, an' p'raps
"twill snow this evenin', et bein" mdsumer!"”
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Sonetime during the next night, when Veil lay sleeping on the willow trunk, a
slipstream canme up and flowed off on a slight slope. Not being awake to
control the log. Veil slept on, unaware that the current had steered his craft
off the main river. The willow trunk drifted silently into the slipstream
bearing the sleeping ferret away toward the distant nountains and fast-running

rapids that led to a waterfall

. The same wet dawn that had sent Bryony and Togget scur-|*ying for the pine
copse broke over Sal anmandastron. Rain

i fheeted out in curtains over the still, wavel ess sea; hordebeasts
fll

5 huddl ed ni serably anmpong the rocky outcrops on the tideline, .protecting
snoky fires fromguttering in the downpour. Swartt -crouched with several of



hi s Captains and N ghtshade, their ; fire sheltered by an old tent canvas
pegged to the side of the ;fock groyne. Those around the Warl ord renai ned
silent, not |”~nowi ng which mood chose to possess their |eader on such a
Acheerl ess day. Neither the ferret nor his vixen had spoken to anybeast of
their |atest plan.

Bot h wat ched the mountain, its top shrouded in mst. Though Swartt and his
seer did not speak, both their mnds 'were concentrated on the sane thing. Was
the Waith inside "l he caves and passages of Sal anandastron, stalking their
en-Sunflash with his | ethal stone bl ade?
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Waith lay panting on a narrow | edge, hal fway up to the w ndow of the Badger
Lord's bedchanmber. Though the weasel could nove speedily over short distances,
he had never been a strong creature. G anted, he was endowed with a natura
cunning and the fantastic power of camouflage, but there his powers ended. He
| acked strength and stami na. Wping rainwater fromhis pale eyes, he gl anced
upward. Sounds of breakfast bustle and banter reached his soaking ears.
Checking that his deadly stone knife was dry and safe in its sheath, Waith
haul ed hinsel f wearily up the rain-slicked nountainside as the downpour
continued its relentless course.

Folrig and Ruddl e were nercil ess jokers, and wherever the opportunity
presented itself for a bit of fun, the two otters were certain to be invol ved.
Unwittingly, the fat, food-loving hare Forty had presented hinself as an easy
target. Sunflash had pointed himout at breakfast.

Folrig and Ruddl e came bounding into the dining hall, hungry fromdawn sentry
duty. Roughly they el bowed their way in beside the Badger Lord and began
hel pi ng thenselves to his hot oatcakes.

"Move over, ole frightface, nake way for two starvin' riv-erdogs! W're
fightin® fit an' ready to eat anybeast to a standstill!"

The bi g badger pushed hot bl ackberry pie and mint tea in their direction
commenting dryly as they ate ravenously, "You two uglyrmugs are nere babes when
it cones to victualing. See that fat young hare over there, Forty? Now there's
a bucko 1'd call a good scoffer—-why, he'd eat you two out of house and hone
whil e he was waiting to be served. Watch him™"

Both otters did, their own food forgotten as they observed Forty with
fascination. In rapid order a full apple pie, a plate of dried fruits, a big
pi tcher of strawberry fizz, and an enor-

|| "nious carrot and mushroom pastie were devoured by the in-” satiable hare.
Moppi ng up the gravy fromthe pastie with half f a crusty loaf, Forty eyed his
nei ghbor's plate covetously. £ "Mmf grnmmf snch! Er, | say, old lad, if
y'can't tackle that ~measly bowl of pear crunmble, then chuck it along this
way,

; f wot ?"



4 Ruddl e shook his head in admiration. "Wt a beast! C non,
*|v mate, we've got to neet that furry feedbag!"

fr After breakfast Sunflash went up to the bedchanber win-

5=g dow, where he stood with Sabretache and Col onel Sandgall.

|t; They viewed the rain-swept beach and the saturated hordes
fg.gathered round their sputtering fires am d the rocks. Polishing
|j,!" his monocle, the Colonel twitched an ear to the sky.

| s "Good ol' rain, wot! Nothin' like it for dampen! n" vermn

A(Spirits, give "ema chance to reconsider their bally position
H Wt ' nwrried, 1'd say, by the ook of the blighters!"

Sabretache cl apped paw to the hilt of his fighting blade. ';"Mayhap, sah, but
what about when the jolly old precipitation Ceases, what nen?"

I The Col onel stared at himblankly. "Precipitation ceases? | pExplain
y'sel f, | addie buck!"

p;' Sabretache gave Sunflash a quick wi nk. "Beggin' y'pardon, |* sah, | nean,
what happens when the rain stops? ' ff;' The Badger Lord answered before
Sandgal | had a chance Mto. "W attack! Leave the bare m ni mum of defenders at

the ||inountain here, the rest of us put on full battle gear and take ifethe
fight to the eneny. This is the best chance we'll have: our f/nunbers are
bol stered by shrews, otters, and squirrels.” |; Squinching the nmonocle into

hi s cheek, Sandgall agreed. §- "Excellent plan, nmLord, was just about to
suggest it mself!" The Waith was directly bel ow the broad w ndow | edge. He
;,lay breathless in the rain, listening to what was going on. A '<joick peek
reassured himthat Sunflash was standing close to | he wi ndow space. The weasel
pl anned to nake his nmove as
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soon as he regained his wind and felt fit enough for a burst of speed. Draw ng
t he poi soned stone bl ade, he sheltered it carefully against the rain with his
paw. All it would take was a quick | eap onto the window sill and a swift

strike at the unsuspecting badger

Chuckl ing and chortling, Folrig and Ruddl e canme bounding into the bedchamnber.
They dashed about, searching frantically in the nooks and corners.

Sunfl ash could not help smling at the two funsters. "Excuse ne, you two
frog-frighteners, but what are you doing chasing round ny bedchanber, eh?"

Bet ween gusts of laughter they expl ai ned.



"Yahahaha! You shoul da seen ole Forty's face!"

"\Whoohooheehee! W pulled the ole rockcreamtrick on

im

"Haha! Aye, we told 'imthat otter rockcreanms were the nost delicious thing
anybeast 'ad ever tasted. So, that greedy Forty, couldn't wait to get 'is paws

on sone!"

"Right! Then we nips out t'the kitchens an' covers a few rocks wd
meadowcream Oter rockcreans, see?"

Sunfl ash stifled a chuckle. "He didn't eat any, surely?"

Folrig and Ruddl e | eaned on each other for support, helpless with mrth. "He,
he, heeheehee! Pore old Forty 'ad bolted one down afore we could stop 'im
shoul da seen 'is face, haha-

hahaha! "

Col onel Sandgall tw tched his eye, making the nonocle wggle. "Hm very

droll, I"msure, but if I were you chaps |I'd scoot fast or hide. | can hear
young Forty conmin', an' he don't sound greatly pleased or anused by your

j ape!"
"d oggle! Yarggh! 1'll rockcreamthe bounders! \Were are the flippin'
pl ank-tailed villains, I'll skin "emalive!"

Folrig and Ruddl e shot around Sunflash, attenpting to hide thensel ves behind
t he badger's broad back. Forty cane thundering in, creamall around his mouth
and an otter rockcream

f cake in each paw, his face a picture of comic indignation. "Come out, you
rotten otters!" he yelled. A loud giggle frombehind Sunflash gave them both
away. .The outraged hare saw that the Badger Lord suddenly ap-l peared to have
six footpaws. Forty raised the rockcreanms to ; throw Sunfiash saw what was
about to happen and dropped flat to the chanmber floor, |eaving Folrig and
Ruddl e exposed '.to Forty's vengeance.

if It was not a lucky day for the Waith. The nottled weasel ""-. sprang
upright in the wi ndowspace, wielding his deadly stone e<knife, triunph shining
in his pale eyes. At that exact nonent, [; Forty flung the cream covered rocks
and the otters ducked J;"with lightning speed. " < Splakk

Both mssiles scored a direct hit on the Waith's face. Instinctively, the
weasel's paws flew up to his nmouth, and he plunged silently backward into
space, the dagger sticking 'in his jaw. The last sound the Waith nade was
when his felling body thudded agai nst the rocks far below Draped ply across
t he rai n-soaked stone with both eyes closed, the fecarcass of what had once
been the weasel Waith was al nost invisible.

Sabretache fixed Forty and the two otters with the haughty

glare of an outraged officer. "I"'mgoin' to count to three now,

|:ffli" if you chaps haven't found sonepl ace else to play your

\. silly tricks by then, you'll all be on a fizzer, double guard duty



I for three nights. Understood?

Three hasty salutes, a patter of footpaws, and the slamm ng of the door
announced tranquillity had returned to the bedchamnber.

Col onel Sandgal | polished furiously at his nonocle. "Mist be sonethin' wong
with this bally contrivance, wot! D you know, | thought | saw sone type of
vermn standin' on that

294

Bri an Jacques

Qut cast of Redwatt

295

wi ndowl edge, not a noment ago, confounded strange, eh,
wot ?"

Sunfl ash coughed politely, catching a nod from Sabretache. "Did you really,
Colonel? "'msure | saw sonething there, too; mnust've been a trick of the
light, reflection off the sea or sonething. What d'you think,' Tache?"

The hare | eaned out over the windowsill. "Oh, indeed, sah, stranger things
have been seen around this mountain nore tinmes than enough, wot! | say, the
jolly old rain's startin' to pack in, see, there's the sun comn' out!"

Steamrose in wisps fromthe sand as the m dday sun rose high to warmthe
earth. Swartt Sixclaw stood rapping his gauntleted paw against his sword hilt.

"W shoul d've heard sonmethin' by now. Surely if this Waith beast is as good
as Vs supposed ter be, the badger nust be dead?

Ni ght shade noved artfully out of paw range. "W'IlIl just have to wait and see,
Lord."

Swartt turned on her, snarling as his tenmper rose. "Let me 'ear you say that
jus' once nore, vixen, an' you'll be wearin' yer tail round yer neck fer a
scarf!”

He transferred his attention to the hordebeasts, who were | eaping about in the
shal l ows, trying to catch mackerel froma shoal that had ventured in too
close. "Huh, will yer lookit that slab-sided |Iot o' bumpkins, they nmake better
fishers than fighters. See that the best of their catch is sent up to ny fire.
Where in the name o' tripes' n' tendons 'as that Waith got to?"

Silently the warriors of Sal amandastron stood ready as the rough-tinber gate
at the main entrance creaked open. Sunflash the Mace | ed themout, clad only
in his chain mail tunic and carrying the mace | oosely at his side. Lady

Fi rdance, the squirrel |eader, took the left flank with Folrig and Ruddl e. Log
a

Log took the right flank with Fleetrunn and Hedgepaw. Sabretache and Rockl eg
took the center slightly behind Sunflash. Javelins, bows, spears, slings, and
rapi ers were clutched tight in every paw as they skirted the deserted trench
in front of the mountain. Quietly, grimy, they strode, squirrels, otters,
hares, and shrews, hard-eyed, tight-jawed, their paws making no sound in the
sand.



Swartt had turned away; he sat with his back against the rocks, eyes half

cl osed, enjoying the warnmh and gentle breezes after the norning's rain. A
stoat was energing fromdie shallows, a flapping silver-banded nackere

i rpal ed on his spear-point. Suddenly, he glanced up the beach and froze. Fish
and spear were forgotten as he stood pointing and yelling, "Look, they're
comn' !"

Swartt sprang upright, yanking out his sword. '
that water! Everybeast stan' to arns! Battle

'Captains to me! Get out of

stations, the lot o' yur!"

> Bradberry was marchi ng al ongsi de Forty. He heard the $houts | ower down
t he beach and saw hordebeasts from af ar

edashing hither and thither, and said, "Well, they've seen us

"now, Potty old |ad."

Keepi ng his eyes front, Sabretache gave orders calmy. "Don't run, ne
beauties, not yet. Shoul der t'shoulder, that's the stuff, keep those weapons
down, don't want t'stab the chap

,in front of you. Ready, m Lord?"

Sunfl ash's deep grunt was heard throughout the ranks. "Ready! Follow ne!l"
The horde massed on the tideline, spears bristling, drums bangi ng, conch

shel s bl owi ng, banners fluttering out on the noon breeze. Swartt noved to the
rear and, clinbing up on a

; rocky outcrop, he spoke down to the vixen. "Well, we |ost sone yesterday,

but now | can see what their strength is. Hah! W still outnunber 'emthree to
one. | see the badger stil
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lives, so | can stick t'the oath | swore. It'll be me, Swartt Sixclaw, who
slays 'im an' no otherbeast!"

Forty grasped Bradberry's paw firmy. "Here we go, Brad-ders. Good |uck, old
chap, give 'emwhat for!"

Sunfl ash half raised his mace. "March at the double now" he ordered

The pace speeded up, Sabretache and other officers calling, "Keep those lines
strai ght, weapons down. Wit for it!"

Sunfl ash rai sed the nmace hi gher and shouted, "Forward at the half run now"
The paws of the advancing warriors broke into a fast |ope.

"Archers ready at flanks and rear. Fire!"



A broad hal f nmoon crescent of shafts cut into the blue afternoon air, whirring
angrily over the advance at the front ranks of the waiting vermn.

Sunfl ash swung his nmace high
" Chaaaaaaar ge! "

Breaking into a headlong run, the warriors fromthe nmountain brought their
weapons up. Spears and javelintips glinted, swords and rapiers flashed. Anmd
the thunder of paws, wild war cries and battle shouts rent die sunmer air.

"Eeul al i aaaaa! Logal ogal ogal ogal ooooog! Firjak G eenstone! Wiunp! Whunp!
Whunp! Bl ood' n' vi negaaaaar! "

The hordebeasts banged their shields and yell ed back

"Swartt! Swartt! Sixclaaaaaw Kill! Kiiiiiillllt"

Li ke a tidal wave agai nst a rocky shore, Sunflash's conmand crashed into the
hor der anks, the shock of the inpact driving the verm n back ten ful

pawl engt hs. Li ke a madbeast the Badger Lord plunged deep into the eneny lines,
his mace whirling as he fought toward the distant figure of Swartt perched on
the rock at the rear. Sabretache led his troops in to protect the badger's
back. Already linping froma spear wound, the saber master dealt death to any
who cane within range of his curving blade. Arrows and sling stones fromthe

rear of both forces zinged overhead |ike maddened wasps.

The might of the horde, having taken the initial shock of the charge, now
began pressing forward, and many a good warrior fell to vermi n spears and

cutl asses. Lady Firdance was having nore success than nost; formng a fighting
triangle with Folrig and Ruddl e, she hit hard at the horde's right flank
driving deep in an effort to neet up with Sunflash, whose huge

«formcould be seen like a |l andnmark as he pl oughed forward. Bradberry went
down with an arrow in his shoulder, and Forty stunbled and tripped, falling
upon his friend. He turned to rise as a searat swept a large scinmitar at him
the rat gave a shriek and fell dead at his side. Folrig pulled his javelin
free as Ruddl e assisted both hares up, wi nking at Forty.

"Up y'get, matey, nust've been the weight of that rock-creampulled you down.
Get Bradders be'ind our archers, see you later, good huntin', eh.
Whunp- whunpwhunp! Firjak G eenstone!"

The vermn on the opposite flank charged the shrews glee-folly. Attacking
small creatures with small swords was better

| than facing hares. They did not reckon on an old shrew na-
e;J>euver known as the GuosimWndnill. Three tight circles of

eshrews in one, whirling madly, sone cutting low, others at stomach hei ght,
whil e nore worked at head and neck level, the vicious little rapiers went in
and out, round and round, scything at everything in their path, while a row of
@Quosi mshrews at the center of the ring continuously slung rocks over their
conr ades' heads.

Swartt stood tip-pawed upon his rock, shouting, "W're pushin' 'em back
vixen, | told yer, we've got the nunbers on our side!"



Ni ght shade clinbed up to appraise the situation. "Aye, but only in the center
Lord, and that's because the badger made his nove too early and all owed them
to close in around him See the flanks, the horde is crunmbling and giving way
on both
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sides. W may have the nunbers, but they've got the heart!"

Swartt sent her flying with a kick. "Wen | want yore opinion I'Il ask fer it.
Get ne that bow anl arrers, the badger'11l soon be in range!"

Sunfl ash was |ike a great seabeast surrounded by waves of foebeasts, but al

he coul d see through the red m sts of blood-wath was the ferret, perched on
the rock down by the tideline. H's great speed with the heavy nace was causi ng
destruction among the horde. Up and down, left and right, swinging in a huge
blur the mghty war club battered horde vernmin, sword, spear, and dagger

wi t hout regard to any. Snapped bl ades, shattered hilts, and splintered hafts
flew high in the air around him Sabretache wi sely kept his force behind the
berserk Badger Lord. Rockl eg fought al ongsi de Hedgepaw. Both woul d take a
short run, vault high on their spear shafts, and come down with |long hind I egs
ki cki ng savagely into the faces of the vernin

The hordebeasts fought fiercely, with the strength of desperation. Mst were
experi enced warbeasts, determ ned to push through their attackers and gain the
nmount ai n, where there would be shelter, food, and plunder. But N ghtshade's

j udgrment had been correct: the nountain warriors all had brave hearts. The
tide of the battle began to turn when the Guosi m shrews broke through to the
center and joined up with the hares and Lady Firdance's squirrels, who had
been holding the mddle with the otters. Now the flanks of the horde had been
wel | battered, and the attackers massed in the centre. Leaving any vernin who
had broken past themto be dealt with by the rear |lines of archers, the entire
force turned to fight their way through to Sunflash, raising one mghty cry.
"Eeul al i aaaaaa! "

Swartt cursed as his arrow took a searat in the back of the skull instead of
striking Sunflash. He notched another shaft to his bowstring and fired. This
time he did not mss: the arrow

pi erced the Badger Lord high on his shoul der, where the chain-mail tunic
ended. Still swi nging the mace, Sunflash gave a deep roar and tore the arrow
out with his teeth. Spitting the shaft away, he waved the battle club in
Swartt's direction, his voice thundering out over the nelee.

"I"mcomng, Sixclaw, wait therel™

Then the horde broke and began retreating, battered and defeated by the
relentl ess mountain warriors. Sunflash was suddenly knocked down from behind
as mlling, panicked hordebeasts fled toward the sea. Sabretache stood with
one foot-paw on the Badger Lord's back, w elding his saber |ike a naddened
drum maj or as he shouted orders.

"Up an' at 'em Forward to the seal Chaaaaarge!"



Hedgepaw and Rockleg were at his side in an instant. Between themthey managed
to drag the dazed Sunfl ash upright. Rubbing sand from his eyes, the badger
bel | owed furiously, "Were's Swartt?"

The rock stood enpty. Swartt Sixclaw and his vixen had gone!
Qut cast of RedwaU
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Evening crinsoned into purple; on the horizon, a bl ood-col ored sun di pped
slowy into the dark, tired sea. Spears with thick rush torches tied to them
stood upright in the shore along the tideline. Sunflash the Mace sat with his
head buried in both paws; his war weapon lay on the sand beside him Col one
Sandgal | had cone down fromthe mountain; he threaded his way through the
exhausted warriors, shaking paws, patting shoul ders, and giving credit where
it was due.

"Well fought! Good show Stout feller! Brave gel, wot!" Sabretache was
cleaning off his blade in the sand. He stood smartly to attention, saluting
the ol d Col onel

Sandgal | nodded. "Did any of 'em surrender? Prisoners?" The hare Captain's
saber pointed to the sea. "None, sah, 'fraid not, it was a no-surrender
situation. Mdst of 'emretreated too far an' too fast, dragged out by the

undercurrent. As for our own, we got off surprisin' light, sah, though they're
still takin" count on wounded an' slain."
300

Sunfl ash joined them The red |light of bloodwath had faded from his eyes,

t hough they were still dark and troubled. "Six-claw wasn't lost in the sea,
I"msure of it, he's too cunning for that. Swartt has escaped, and he can't
have got very far. It's ny job to go after himand finish what he started!"

Sandgal | gave his nonocle a quick polish and | ooked the badger up and down
fromhead to footpaws. "If | may nake so bold as t'say, milLord, you're in no
fit condition to go chasin' off anywhere. Head wound, arrow hole in y'left
shoul der, spear thrust to footpaw, deep slash across mace paw. How far d'you

think you'll get in that state, eh? Sundew, Ryeback, fetch your box of nedica
tricks an' patch this beast up!"™ . As the hares ministered to his wounds
Sunfl ash protested, "Don't you see, | nust go after Swartt. The nore tinme |

spend dawdl i ng here, the farther away he's escaping!"

But Col onel Sandgall woul d brook no argunment, not even fromthe Badger Lord of
Sal amandast r on

"Tormorrow our Long Patrol will pick up the ferret's trail, then you can face
t he bounder an' settle up your score. But if ;you try to go it alone tonight,
sah, then I'mafraid I'Il use our warriors to stop you. It is nmy duty as

Col onel and Senior O fisah at Sal amandastron to protect my Badger Lord,
beggi n' y' pardon an' hopin' you understand. Sah!" ; Sunflash nodded. "I

under stand. Owthat hurts!”

Sundew chi ded himas she rethreaded a fish-bone needle with a long hair
pl ucked fromthe badger's own back. "Keep the ol' head still then, Sire, how s
a body supposed to stitch up this head wound if you keep nodding like a



woodpecker at an oak?"

When the hares had finished, Sunflash stood up stiffly. Stitched, poulticed,
and cl eaned, he strode off with a slight linp toward the nmountain and his
bedchanber.

"Tormorrow, then, Sandgall! 1'Il be up at the crack of dawn; have your Long
Patrol waiting, ready to travel!™
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"If he's up at crack o' dawn it'll only be to sleepwal k," Ryeback whispered to
her friend Sundew. "I gave hi m enough slunberin' draught to knock three out!"

Wth his vixen and about thirty other vermin, Swartt had waded off through the
shallows in the thick of the retreat. Striking north and east, he crossed the
shore on the nountain's south side, up into the high hills behind

Sal anandastron. The ferret knew that maki ng canp or sleeping was out of the
guestion; he had to get far away from Sunflash the Mace. Breasting the first
hill, he paused and watched those behind himstruggling and panting as they
strove to reach the top

"Move yerselves if you want ter stay alive, y'rotpawed, maggot-backed
ditherers!" Swartt berated them "Step lively or sit'n" weep here "til the
badger an' those hares track yer down!"

Ni ght shade brought up the rear. The vi xen seer was puzzl ed. Her dreamnms and
visions all showed Sunflash falling at the battle in front of the nountain,
and twice it had al nost happened, but at the |ast nonent her visions clouded
and Sunflash was replaced by an ancient fenmal e badger. The vixen was baffl ed,
because all of her dreans ended with Swartt standing on top of a nountain,

| aughi ng and victorious. Warily she cast all onmens aside, banishing dreans
fromher mind as she followed the | eader she felt fated to serve

Dawn had | ong dispelled the sea msts, and the sun was al ready beginning to
climb in the sky when Skarlath | anded on the w ndowsill of the badger's
bedchamber. Cocking his head curiously on one side, the kestrel's keen eye
wat ched the Badger Lord sleeping. The nmace still hung fromits cord on
Sunfl ash's paw, and his mighty chest rose and fell to the echo of runbling
snores. Skarlath spread his wings wide and tilted his fierce curved beak
upwar d.
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"Kreeeeeh! Does nmy friend sleep his life away? Kreeeeh!"

The bi g badger sat bolt upright, pawi ng at his eyes.

"Where, what? |'ve been asleep ... Skarlath!"

The kestrel swooped in, |anding on Sunflash's shoulder. "So, my gold-striped
friend, it nust have been a good, hard day's battle to keep you so | ong abed

this norn.. "

The Badger Lord tore at the bandages and poultices restricting his |inbs,
flinging themfromhim "Crack o' dawn, eh? Wll, where are they, the Long



Patrol trackers? Swartt escaped. |'ve got to go after him™"

Skarl ath flew back to the windowsill. "The hares are down there by the sea,
burying their conrades who were slain in battle. I know that Sixclaw got away;
| picked up his tracks south of here at dawn. H s band nunbers three and
thirty. He is heading north, taking a wi de easterly loop, traveling light with
few rest stops.”

Shunni ng the chain-mail tunic, Sunflash chose an old woven tabard, smling
grimy as he donned it. "So, it all comes full circle. That is about the
nunber he had when we used to hunt one another in younger days. Cone on, ny
hawk, let us go hunting again one last time, just the two of us!"

The burial party had conpleted their sad task, and they arrived back at the
dining hall within the nountain to take |unch. Sundew, who had i nmedi ately
gone to check on her patient, came boundi ng downstairs, shouting, "Colone
Sandgal | , sah, m Lord Sunflash is gone!"

Sandgal | slamred a flagon of cordial down so hard that it cracked, and the
liquid dribbled into his lap. "Fur'n' bothera-tion! | thought you said he'd
sleep 'til noontide, marm Sabretache, how s the old footpaw, ready to travel ?
Rockl eg, Fleetrunn! Rations'n' weapons for twelve Long Patrol. Pick up the
tracks, follow H's Lordship, quick's the word, sharp's the action. Dismss!"
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Wthin a remarkably short tinme, twelve hares of the Long Patrol, headed by
Sabretache, had found the distinctive pawprints of Sunflash and set off fast
after him

Hgh in the hills, with the hawk on his shoul der and the mace in his grasp,
Sunfl ash followed the trail of Swartt Six-claw, the lifel ong enemy whom he had
sworn | ong seasons ago to slay.

40

Bryony and Togget lay flat on their backs at the stern end of the raft, a jug
of cowslip cordial and a deep-dish pear-and-red-currant tart between them

The mousenai d di pped her paw overboard, allow ng cool river water to caress
it. "Hey ho, Togget, this is the life for us, eh!"

"Bo urr, et surpintly am Broinee, oi never gurtly was one furr sailen, but
this he's nmost wunnerful, burr aye, so't be."

The hogl et Arundo was hi di ng behind the hut, watching them The sight of
Togget's fat stomach sticking in the air was too nuch for him Breaking cover,
he dashed up and junped on it. "Heehee! | junped onna noleth thtomach!"

Togget was too wi nded to express an opinion on the subject, and Bryony was
shaking with laughter along with Arundo. Tutty Pol | spi ke was peggi ng out
washi ng up for'ard; she had seen what took place and shouted dire warnings.
"Rushes- 305
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"n'riverbanks! Just let me catch either o' you junpin' on that pore h'animal's
stumm ck agin an' 1'Il chop yore tails off, d'ye hear ne, you two?"

Bryony sat up indignantly, pointing at Arundo. "But it wasn't ne, it was him"

Arundo pointed back at her, still giggling. "Heeheehee! Muthemaid tol' ne to
do it!"

Duddl e energed fromthe cabin, stretching after his m d-norning nap. "Now
then, ne bold beasties,” he said, "what's all the kerfuffle out here? Still
mndin' the tiller for me, Tog-get?"

Remenbering the duty he had been allotted, Togget got up and, rubbing his
stomach, |eaned against the tiller. "Aye, zurr, ee tiller ain't been gone
nowhere's since oi been mindin et."

Duddl e took commrand of the tiller, saying, "Have to be careful on this
stretch, there's a slipstreamoff to the south comn' up shortly.

Rapi ds' n'waterfall down that way, dangerous, 'strenely perilous, nmm ain't
that right, ny little river lily?"

Tutty passed the washing basket to Clematis Rosel ea. "Rocks'a'rapids! W'd do
well t'stay away fromthat lot. Keep tight 'old of that tiller, Duddle!"
"Never fear, my darlin' danselfly," the fat smling hedgehog reassured her. "I
have it within ny viselike grip, no harmw Il befall the famly. Hmm just a
t hought, Bryony, but d'you think yore friend the ferret may have drifted that
way? He could very well have strayed into the slipstream not bein' used to
the currents'n' flows."

Bryony | ooked up froma piece of pie.
woul d we find out?"

"Do you think so, sir? If he did, how

Duddl e indicated a spot on the left bank farther along. "That's where the

slipstreamis, we'll pull over an' hove to |land when we get past it. I'll ask
I1fril, a mean-tenpered creature if ever there was one—best let ne do the
talkin ."
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It was a difficult business keeping the raft in md river while passing the
slipstream Bryony hel ped Duddle to control the tiller. Wen they were safe
downriver fromthe side-pulling current, they hauled the raft onto the high
bank, securing it to a crack willowwith a stout rope. Duddl e Poil spike |ed
t hem back al ong the bank until they reached the slipstream It flowed on a
slight downhill gradient, very fast and snooth, losing itself as it tw sted
and turned into the distance, where a big green-sloped nountain stood out

cl ear agai nst the cloudl ess sky. Duddl e tapped the side of his nose,
cautioning themto be silent. Planting his bottomfirmy on the edge of the
bank, he dangl ed both footpaws in the water and spoke aloud as if to hinself.

"Perfect day for a spot o' fishin!"

A squeaky, ill-tenpered voice answered him "C ear off! You re not fishin' on
nmy stretch of river!"

The overhangi ng plants on the bank's edge parted and a sour-faced bankvol e
cl ambered out and waved a knobbly stick at Duddle. "Hah! | should ve known



it'd be you, Poilspike. Now go on, shift yerself off ny bank!"

Duddl e grinned fromear to ear, teasing the bankvole. "Cnh, cheer up, IIfril,
an' give us a smle, you know I'mnot fishin'. Come on, |augh, yore face won't
crack. "

The bankvol e scow ed and swiped at the reeds with his stick. "Wat d' you want
around here, then?"

"Lookin' for a ferret, friend o' the nole' n nousemai d yonder. Did he pass
al ong this stretch perchance?"

I1fril scratched his stubby chin thoughtfully, saying, "I don't give
information freely to trespassers, y'know. "

Tutty Poil spi ke produced a thick wedge of the pear-and-red-currant tart from
beneat h her apron. "Parsnips' n' periw n-kles! W didn't expect nothin' for
nothin' off you, ole crabapple face. Take this, it's nore'n the likes o' you
deserves!"
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I1fril grabbed the slice of pie, his eyes darting hither and thither as if
somebeast were trying to trick him "Ferret, eh, saw'imlast night, late on
sittin* astride a willow |og. Dozy oaf! Fast asleep, didn't 'ave the sense to
rouse 'inself an' keep to md river. Shot off down the slipstreamsnorin' |ike
an 'edge' og. Huh! That un'll get a rude awakenin', | can tell yer!"

The bankvol e cl anbered back into his den, dragging the pie slice with him
nmuttering and conpl ai ni ng. "CGot what y'want, now nmake yerselves scarce an'
give a creature a bit o' peace."

Duddl e placed a friendly paw on Bryony's head. "So, there you have it, ny
littl e bankbl ossom yore ferret has taken a turn for the worse. This is where
our paths nmust part; | couldn't risk life'n'linb takin' nmy fanmily down the
slipstream 'tis a wild an' dangerous waterway. | wouldn't advise any creature
to followit."

Togget gazed at the swift-flow ng water. "Hurr, nor wudd oi, zurr, but nissie
Br oi nee, she' m bounden to foller ee rascal, tho' oi doan't knows why."

Tutty agreed whol eheartedly with the nole. "Fiddles' n' follies! After wot
you've told me about that ferret | wouldn't pass "imthe tine o' day nor a

pi ece o' pie. Wiy does an 'onest nousemnid |ike yoreself go chasin' after such
an evil verm n?"

Bryony gave the only answer she could. "Because |I'mresponsible for him 1've
cared for Veil since he was a babe, and bad or good |I cannot desert him"

Tutty gave Bryony a careful enbrace, as is the way with hedgehogs, overcone
with admiration for the nousenmmid. "Sunmers'n' strawberries! This earth'd be a
better place if there were nore |ike yer, mssiel"

Veil was enjoying hinmself. It was early norn with the sun rising hot, and
flickering light patterns danced on the fast cur-
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rent as the boughs of graceful alders fromeach bank forned a canopy over the
stream The young ferret ate some candied fruit and an oatfarl fromthe

haver sack, scooping up the clear rushing water in his paws to drink. Not
knowi ng he had veered fromthe river, he |l eaned forward on the willow trunk,
allowing the spray to wet his face. The stream was deep, snooth, and sw ft,
and wherever he was bound it was better than plodding by paw. Sonetimes he
drew his knife and sl ashed through the green-shaded waters at passing fish,
but they were far too quick for him Veil was about to lie on his back and
take a nap, when an unexpected turn in the stream course nade himgrab tight
hol d of his Iog.

The wi || ow began to bunp up and down on the wi dening stream and he had to
start fending off rocks that sprang up in his path. Leaving the shelter of the
trees, the dashing water bounded through a high-walled gorge. The | og struck
an underwat er | edge and bounced hi gh, com ng down with a juddering spl ash.

Veil began to feel frightened. He clung grimy to his perch in the splayed
fork of the willow trunk, thoroughly drenched and shivering froma conbi nation
of fear and cold water. Steering the log to the bank was out of the question
it bucked and rolled as it plunged headlong into a series of rapids. Blinded
by the spray, Veil gripped the bark until his paws were nunb, while the

deaf eni ng noi se of rushing water pounding in his ears drowned out his own
screans. Blinking furiously, he made out a m st-cl ouded rai nbow ahead, then
the log struck a rock and turned sideways, slowy at first, then picking up
speed on the boiling current until it was spinning around like a top. Then it
turned over and Veil was in the water, screeching, yelling, and choking on icy
nmout hful s. Cl unk! The butt end of the willow trunk struck his head. Unaware of
the unearthly roar and awesone drop, the senseless ferret hurtled over the
cascading top of the waterfall.
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Bryony and Togget stood, waving on the bank, a bul gi ng haversack between t hem
Pulling out into md river, the big untidy raft sailed off, its line of
washing fluttering |ike stately banners. They shouted their good-byes to the
Pol | spi ke fam |y, who were grouped around the tiller at the aft end of the
flat craft.

"Thank you for everything, friends; fortune sail with you!" "Goom bye, zurr
Duddl e an ee fanberly, thankee gurtly!" The hedgehogs waved cheerily,

returning the farewells. "Seasons be good to you; we'll neet again | hope!"
"Rocks'n'rivers! O course we wll, take good care of yore-selves, an' give

that ferret a kick fromnme!" "Yeth, cut hith tail off with a thingle thw pe!"
The last thing they heard was young Clematis Rosel ea, as her father held her
up high, singing al oud:

"I'f I"'mvery, very good, ny mama bakes ne pies;

Hognai ds never should bring tears

To their dear mamas' eyes.

| scrub ny face quite hard each norn,

And keep ny dress so cl ean

And to nmy little brother dear,



I''m never ever nean!”

Togget waved at the receding raft, pausing to blink away a tear. "They' mvurry
dear beasts, oi diddent nmoind ee liddle un a junpen on noi stumm ck, hurr no!"

Maki ng fair progress on the sloping stream bank, the two travelers strode
easily al ong through lush grass and sheltering foliage toward the nountain,
follow ng the course of the stream Before they left the trees at m dday,
Togget di scovered bl ackberries, their stal ks w nding around a thick | avender
clunmp. Dangling their footpaws into the water, Bryony and Togget sat on the
bank, sharing a heap of the dark juicy ber-
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ries. Aflicker fromthe far bank caught Bryony's eye; she saw a smal
bankvol e wat ching themfromthe shelter of sone overhanging ivy.

The nmousenmaid smled and waved at the little creature. "Hello there, it's very
beautiful around here. Wuld you |like sone bl ackberries? Here you are!™

She threw the berries across the stream and the bankvol e qui ckly gat hered
them and stuffed his face greedily. He stood watching for nore, his nouth and
chin stained purple. Bryony threw hima few nore and inquired after Veil. '
'"Did you see a ferret pass this way on a | og?"

| mredi ately the tiny creature began dancing up and down the bank, pointing
ani matedly and gi bbering. "Yis yis! Ferret went down tharraway, right down
ferret went! Yeeheehee! Ferret' 11l go bunperty bunmp bunp! Can't stop down
tharraway, ferret'll go yaaaaargh! Right over top o' th'big wa-teryfall
Yaaaaargh! Ferret'|ll be smashed t'bits yeeheehee!"

Bryony stopped throwi ng the berries and stanped her foot-paw on the bank,
| ooking sternly at the grinning little bank-vole. "Don't say such awful
t hi ngs!"

This seemed to encourage the tiny creature; he leapt in the air, waving his
paws wildly. "Ferret smashed inta |likkle bits! Yeeheehee! Lotsa bits! 'Had one
pl ace, paws anuther, fur everywhere, tail inna nundred bits. Smashed ferret!
Yeehee- heehee! "

Bryony gathered the remai nder of the blackberries huffily. "Cone on, Togget,
we're | eaving here. That inmpudent creature isn't getting any nore
berri es—e're going!"

The little bankvol e pursued them shouting fromthe opposite side as he

ski pped and danced along. "All smashed inta ferrety bits! Yeeheehee! Belly
smashed, dinner all over'a place, teeths everywhere, eyes smashed, eeyukka!
Nose in bits, blood too, allover allover alloveraplace. Blood s everywhere off
smashed ferret! Yeeheeheehee!™”
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He continued in this manner until Togget put both digging claws into either

side of his mouth, pulled his |lips wide, and stuck out his tongue, making a
grotesque face at the bankvole. Still jumping and skipping, the little



bankvol e returned the insult, squinching his nose and waggling his ears.
Unfortunately, he did not | ook where he was goi ng and went smack into an
alder. Sitting flat on the ground, he nursed a bruised jaw and set up a
fearful yow . "Waaahaaah! 'Urted ne face! Waaahaaahaaah! *'

Bryony shook her head reprovingly at her nolefriend. "Tut, tut, really,
Togget, did you have to?"

"Hurr, hurr, at least et stopped 'ima goin on abow bits o' furret, mssie,
oi wurr beginnin' t'feel quoit ill."

When they reached the gorge top the afternoon grew hot, but as the sheer sides
| essened, spray fromthe rapids hit the two friends |like a wel cone, cooling
drizzle. Bryony |ooked at the wild rapids, foam ng and | eapi ng as they dashed
downhi || towards the nountains.

"Look at that water! No wonder Duddl e said he wouldn't dare take the raft down
this way. It's dreadful!"

Togget pointed ahead. "Yurr oi think et wursens yonder, 'ark at ee roaren et
makes!"

A short distance farther on they saw the m st-shrouded rai nbow, and the roar
i ncreased in volunme until they had to shout aloud at each other to be heard
above it.

Soaked and bew | dered, they found a small cavelike crevice to one side of the
waterfall's edge. Crouching inside, Togget dug out a turnip-and-watercress
flan, and they shared it, together with a flask of cowslip cordial. They
peered in fascination at the colossal torrent, falling so far down that it was
lost in an alnost solid white spray of mst.

"Whurr do et all go to, miz Broi nee?"

"I"'mnot certain, Togget, but | think it rmust fall into sone big | ake bel ow
and streamoff into the nountains."
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Bryony suddenly realized how close to the nountains they were; the falls
seened to drop into their very side. "Well, I'll have to figure out a way to
get down there to the bottomof this waterfall. If Veil was here, he couldn't

avoi d goi ng over. \Wat an awful thing to happen to anybeast, Togget."

"Hurr aye, missie, oi knows
Veil still aloive, do us?"

tis "ard, but us doan't 'sped to foind naister

Bryony cl asped the nole's paw earnestly. "You don't have to go down there,
Togget. | won't have you risking your life to find Veil."

The good nole's face was earnest as he replied, "G doan't go, then you' m
b'ain't goen. G cummred this furr with ee, Broinee, burr, an' oi b'ain't aven
ee riskin' yore young loif furr ee withless vurmn alone, no zurr!"

It was evening before they were ready to descend the slippery rocks. The two
friends were ill equipped for their task; after an exhaustive search of the
area, all they came up with was a few short |lengths of vine. Using their belts
and the haversack sling, they knotted themall together. Bryony fastened one



end to Togget's waist and the other round her own, and wordl essly they set off
down the slick, water-worn rock face, with the deafening din of the torrent
ringing in their ears. Bryony went first, Togget taking the strain as she
scrabbled and slid to a snooth | edge. She waited until he had scranbl ed down
besi de her before taking a | ook around.

There seened no way off the | edge, except for a series of rocky protuberances
on one side, half covered by the falling water. Carefully the nousemaid

| owered herself to the first one, feeling Togget slip slightly as he was
pull ed by the tension on their lifeline. He waved a digging claw to show he
was all right, and she began the descent to the next. Suddenly a chunk of
driftwood hurtling past on the waterfall struck Bryony, and she slipped, but
managed to grab on to a spur. Bat-
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tered by the falls and fighting for breath, she hung on tight, barely able to
hear her nol efri end above the poundi ng cascade.

"O'mcummen, mssie, 'old on!"

As Togget clinbed down to her, he edged too near the waterfall; it caught him
and swept himaway like a leaf in a gale. A split second later, Bryony
screamed as the inprovised rope tautened |like a bowstring and catapulted her
of f the spur after him Bound together, both nmole and nmouserai d were carried
of f by the raging waterfall

Swartt had been going long and hard. He had cleared the big hills behind

Sal anandastron in two days, wi thout either food or sleep, but now he had to
rest, to stop awhil e before he dropped. The Warlord crouched beside a stream
flowi ng out onto the heathland, his tongue lolling fromone side of his nouth.
Panting |i ke a winded dog, he awaited the arrival of the rest. The vixen fel
in a breathl ess heap al ongsi de hi mand splashed water into her open nouth with
bot h paws.

Swartt kicked her. "S bad for yer, it'll make yer sick, y'won't be able to
runt™

Ni ght shade | ay back, her flanks tw tching and quivering. "Mkes no difference
now, Lord. I'mold, I can't run anynore, whether you want me to or not!"

The ferret pawed water over the back of his neck. "So, what're you goin' t'do
vi xen, stop here an' be slain by the badger? That's what'l| happen if you
don't nove."
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Ni ght shade watched the rest |olloping up and droppi ng exhausted by the stream
"I"ve got a plan, Sire, listen. You take five and twenty with you, |eave ne
the rest with some bows and arrows. Look to the east there—see that fringe?
It's woodl ands. Keep low and stay in the stream 'tis only shallow, but the
water will cover your tracks. Once you nmeke it to the trees, wait there for
me. | still have poison. W will lay an anbush; those who are hunting us wll
be comng fast, with the badger in the lead. They won't be expecting a sudden



shower of poison shafts. W'll let fly at them then we'll use the streanbed
to follow you. | think ny idea is our best hope."

Swartt stared curiously at his seer. "Yer an odd one, vixen, why would you do
this fer me?"

Ni ght shade cl osed her eyes. "You are not defeated yet, Lord. | follow ny
visions. | see the badger laid |l ow at your footpaws, you standing atop of a
nmount ai n, sniling and victorious. "

Swartt's eyes lit up, and he | eaned toward N ghtshade. "Mre, tell nme nore,
what d'you see then?"

The seer opened her eyes and shrugged. "Then it gets hazy and | see an old
femal e badger, silver with seasons, very ancient and w se | ooking, then |
wake. "

The Warl ord brought his chain-mail ed sixclaw down hard. "The badger laid | ow,
me victorious. This is a good dream—it's not over yet. As for your old silver
femal e badger, when |'ve finished with Sunflash I'Il find her an' slay 'er!"

Nobeast was nore surprised than Sunflash the Mace when Rockl eg and Fl eetrunn
caught up with him He was facing the bottomof the final hill when the two
hares cane loping swiftly along and saluted him

"Splendid day for huntin' vermn, Sire, wot!" The badger halted, his chest
heavi ng as he sucked in air. ' 'Were in the nane of fur did you two spring
fron?

CQut cast of Redwal |
317

Fl eetrunn gestured over her shoulder. "Actually, there's nore followin', we're
the jolly old front-runners, makin' the pace, scoutin' ahead, an' so on." She
unslung a canteen from her back. "Here, Sire, care for a drop o' the ole
oat' n' barl ey water? Rather good in this hot weather, y'know "

Gratefully, Sunflash took a brief sip, scanning the sky. Skar-lath cane
soaring out of the blue and | anded beside him "Kreeh! Eight vernmn and the
vi xen are awaiting your arrival over this hill. They are | aying an amnbush,
with archers!”

"Well sighted, ny friend. Wat of the Sixclaw, where is he?"

"Swartt and the rest are followi ng a shallow streanbed toward the forest to
the east, staying in the water so that they cannot be tracked."

Sunflash turned to the two horses. "Here is what we'll do. You wait here unti
the rest of your Long Patrol arrives; I'mgoing off to skirt this hill and
pi ck up the streanbed south of here. Watch the sky; when you see Skarl ath dive
then you may charge the vermn, but do it carefully, keep out of arrow range.
When you hear ne attack then conme in fast. Take your Long Patrol to this
hilltop and watch for ny hawk's signal."

It was hot and unconfortable in the depression around the stream and those
wi th N ghtshade were anxi ous and inpatient. The shall ow water had been warned
by the sun, and the presence of the vermn caused a cloud of m dges and gnats
to descend upon them N ghtshade swatted at the insects, sweat blurring her
vision as she tried to focus on the hillslope in front of her. A quarrel sone



rat drank some streamwater and spat it out, conplaining, "Yurk! Doesn't taste
too good after twenny odd pair o dirty paws 'ave been sloshin' through it!"

Tensi on hummed on the air as the vixen snapped at him "Then don't drink it,
fool, keep your eyes on the slope and your claws on that bowstring. Lord
Si xcl aw wants no sli pups. "
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A burly weasel scoffed as he spoke his thoughts aloud. "No slipups eh? Lissen
mate, it's been one long round of slipups since | took up with this lot, an'
who was the one who did all the slippin' up, eh? Ae Sixclaw, that's who!"

The vixen stared hard at the burly wease!. "1'Il tell Lord Swartt you said
that when we catch up with himin the forest—or would you sooner tell him
yoursel f? You look |like a big brave beast."

The rat who had conpl ai ned about the water signaled the vixen. "Look, atop of
the "ill, I kin see those '"ares, they're watchin' us!"

Ni ght shade could barely see a few javelin tips and | ong ears poki ng over the
hilltop. "Aye, they're up there sure enough. Strange, | wonder what they're
wai ting for?"

The burly weasel ventured an opinion. "Sone sorta signal maybe?"

Then the vi xen spotted Skarl ath, hovering hal fway between the streanbed and
the hares. "That's it, the badger's hawk, it nust be able to see sonething
that we can't. 1'll stop it spying on us!"

W ping the noisture fromher eyes, the vixen rubbed dirt on her paws to
prevent them from slipping. She selected an arrow, sighting down the shaft to
make sure it was straight and true, fromfeathered flight to poisoned barb
Testing the air with her eartip, N ghtshade noted with satisfaction that there
was not even a slight breeze to ruffle the still sunmer noon. Notching the
shaft to her bowstring, she took aimand drew the arrow back until the

yew wood bow bent alnmpst to a perfect semcircle.

Then Skarl ath dropped fromthe sky, giving the signal

Ni ght shade was qui ck. She dropped her aiminstantly and fired. The arrow
struck hone. Skarlath gave a piercing cry, and his wi de w ngs flopped | oose as
he tunbled to earth.
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The vixen turned in triunph to the others when she saw Sunfl ash chargi ng al ong
the streanbed fromaround the bend in the hill. Her courage drained from her
The huge Badger Lord pounded toward her, bellow ng out his grief and rage.

Dr oppi ng the bow, she fled, deserting the vernmin in the depression. They
turned too late. Sunflash was anmong themw th an earsplitting roar

"Skar | aaaaat h! "

On top of the hill, Sabretache heard the Badger Lord's angui shed cry and saw
the hawk |ying hal fway down the hill, a bundle of feathers and a broken arrow.



The hare Captain drew his saber.
"Long Patrol! Eeul al i aaaaaa!"

The hares canme charging down the hill, dust rising in clouds fromtheir paws,
weapons at the ready. Wth a bound they sprang into the depression. The stream
was sl owy bei ng danmed, choked by dead verm n and smashed weapons. The
berserk Badger Lord had done his work, and now he was gone. Sabretache
signal ed them forward, and they rushed off in a spray of streamwater,

followi ng the shall ow bed toward the distant forest.

Ni ght shade ran as she had never done before. Paws poundi ng, brushy tai
standi ng out behind Iike a streamer, her heart banged like a trip-hanmer as
she fought to suck in the hot air. The wound in Sunflash's footpaw had
reopened, tinging the streamwater red as he sped roaring in the wake of the
beast who had slain Skarlath. Terror |ent speed to the vixen; she dashed for
the shelter of the forest, well ahead of the badger, though a quick gl ance
over her shoul der confirmed that he was beginning to shorten the gap between
them Blinded by tears and aching all over frombattle wounds, the Badger Lord
pursued his eneny doggedly, determned to catch up with the lighter, sw fter

f ox.
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Swartt was well wthin the woodl ands, ravaging a wild cherry tree with the
rest of his vermn. He turned swiftly at the approaching patter of paws. It
was a stoat he had left on watch at the forest edge.

"Lord, | clinbed a tree and saw your vixen," gasped the stoat. "She is running
fast toward these woods, with the badger hard on her tail. There are no
others; he nust've slain those you left to ambush him It |ooks Iike

Ni ght shade escaped! There are hares, too, nore than half a score, com ng up
fast!™"

The Warlord did not hesitate. He took off north into the trees, taking his
band with him "The vixen bungl ed the anmbush,” he growl ed. "If the badger
catches her, well, that's "er |ookout. If not she'll pick up our tracks an'
find us. But that badger an' his hares can track too, so nove yerselves if you
want ter stay alive!"

Ni ght shade nade the forest cover on trenbling |inbs. Expecting Swartt and the
others to be waiting there, she slowed her pace as she dashed into the trees,
yelling for assistance. "Lord, the badger's after nme! Get him Cut himdown!"

But no help was forthcom ng. Staggering with exhaustion the vixen |oped off
t hrough the woodl and. The crash of heavy footpaws pounding through the
undergrowth in her wake caused Ni ghtshade to turn her head fearfully. She
tri pped over an exposed tree root and fell flat. She managed to scranble
hal fway up before a huge footpaw knocked her down again. Sunflash the Mace
stood over her, tears coursing down the golden stripe, his massive paws
shaking with fury as he raised the great war club. N ghtshade scrabbl ed
agai nst the earth. "No, Lord! Mercy pi... Yaaaaaggh!"

Sabretache | eapt over the carcass of the dead seer, follow ng the tranpled
undergrowth to where the badger lay, too ex-
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hausted to rise and shaking with grief, now that the bl oodwath had left him

"Skarlath," he wept. "Skarlath, my true friend." The hare sheathed his bl ade,
speaking low to his followers. "Canmp here tonight, it'll be twlight soon
Rockl eg, Fleetrunn, attend to Lord Sunflash, rebind his wounds. Hedgepaw, see
if you can fetch sonme clean water fromthe strean the rest of you stand easy.
W'l pick up the ferret's trail at dawn."

Refreshed by his rest in the woods while waiting on the results of the anmbush,
Swartt drove his band hard. Soon after dawn be came across a wi de river
flowi ng down through the trees. Halting his band for a short rest, he drank
sparingly and waded in to test the depth of the water. The weasel called
Grayj aw waded into the shallows beside him "It | ooks deep in the m ddle,

Chi ef . Wonder where this river goes?

Swartt was not |istening. He was facing upstream staring at the green sl opes
of the distant nountains.

"Up on yer paws, you idlers,"” he shouted to the horde. "That's where we're
bound, the mountains upriver. Stay in the shallows, stick t'the water, it'lI
make trackin' difficult fer the badger. Conme on!"

Grayj aw spl ashed al ongside the Warlord. ' 'But Chief, what about N ghtshade?
You said she'd be able to follow our trail."

Swartt | ooked pityingly at the weasel. "If the vixen was goin' to catch us up
she'd 'ave done it durin' the night. Ferget that one, |I'mnore concerned about
t hat badger an' his hares. If we can make it t'those mountains, |I'Il think up
a good plan to deal with "em"

Sunfl ash and the Long Patrol were a day behind Swartt and his band. They
arrived at the river in the |late evening and nade canp on the bank

Sabretache inspected nme brui sed and broken overhead foliage of the trees that
di pped to the water's edge. "Hmm
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about a score an' five of "em tryin' t'put us off the trail by takin' to the
wat er. See here—wi |l ow branch cracked, |eaves bruised an' damaged on t hat
rowan farther along. Hrph! One of 'em even stepped ashore for a while an' left

a few pawprints on the bank edge. See, a stoat."

Sunfl ash had waded in al nost wai st deep, wanting to feel the cold current
pushi ng against him He stared up at the nountains, distant in the gathering

dusk of the dry sunmer day. "We'll take only a short rest now and travel by
night," he said. "It's cooler and we don't need to track any |onger. Swartt
has gone to the mountains, | feel it in nme. When he attacked Sal amandastron
t hought we woul d neet there, but it was not to be. Still, one nountain is as

good as another when there's a score to be settled with a six-clawed ferret!"”
42
Bryony regai ned her senses in a pale flickering world. Sonewhere close by, the

sounds of the waterfall carried to her, echoing all around. She was draped
across a rock slab, up to her waist in water. Togget's face was next to hers;



he was still unconscious, but breathing slowy. Surprised that she was stil
alive, the nousemai d stood swaying groggily with the water |apping gently
around her. As she heaved Togget's linp body up onto the rock, she noticed
that the lifeline had held. Unfastening it fromboth their waists, Bryony
coiled the line and shoul dered it.

She clinbed up on the rock slab al ongside the nole and took stock of their
surroundings. It was a gigantic cavern inside the mountain. Redwal | Abbey
woul d have easily fit intoit, with roomto spare. The waterfall fornmed a
broad river, dotted with rock islands and natural stepping-stones. Lum nosity
fromthe river flickered all round, formng shifting lig-
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uid light patterns on the high rock walls and surfaces. It was a tinel ess
wor | d where neither night nor day held sway, forever bathed in its own pale
radi ance, constantly echoing to the sound of water everywhere, fl ow ng,
falling or trickling.

Their food haversack came floating gently by. Bryony hooked it out and enptied
the contents onto the rock slab. The fruit was all right; she wi ped off an
appl e and took a bite.

Togget stirred, opening his eyes slowy. "Yurr, be this place Dark Forest?
"Tain't loik oi 'magined et t'be. Broinee, be us'n's dead or still alivin ?"

The mousenmai d chuckl ed and unstoppered a flask of dan-del ion-and-burdock
cordial. She passed it to Togget, who sat up blinking like an oW, and drank
deeply. "Hoourr! That's betterer, nmissie. Yurr us'n's shorely |l anded en a
roi ght strange burrow "

The mousemaid relieved himof the flask. "Well at least we're still alive.
Most of our food is ruined by the water, though—a bit of fruit and this
cordial seens to be all we have. Rest awhile here, then we'll search for Veil.

If we've survived the waterfall then I'm sure he did."
Togget wrung noisture fromhis tunic. "Burr, wot if'n ee diddent survoive?"

The nmousemaid was unwilling to contenplate such an idea. "Don't say that,
Togget. He is alive, I'malnost certain he is."

The faithful nole shook his velvety head. "Hurr, Broinee, you' mwasten yore

| oi f a-chasen after yon furret, ee' ma bad-beast an" will bring you' m nought
but "arm”

Bryony packed what little food was still edible into the wet haversack and
started the search. "Veil wasn't always bad. Renmenber when he was a tiny

D bbun? He was such a nice babe. He'll change one day, you'll see."

Spl ash!
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A large rock hit the water nearby. "He'll change! He'll change!" a voice



echoed eerily. "Hahaha! Are you fools still followin nme?"

Bryony whirled and | ooked upward. Veil was standing on a | edge behind them
the I um nescent light playing oddly across his face. He waved a cri nmsoned paw
at them and vani shed into a dark crack in the cave wall.

Bryony cl anbered over the wet rocks, with Togget foll owi ng. She shouted as she

made her way to the spot where Veil had been. "Wait, Veil, please wait for us!
He's alive, Togget, | knewit!" The crack turned out to be a conceal ed
entrance to a winding tunnel. Hurriedly the two friends pursued Veil into the

dank, rmnusty darkness.

The young ferret crouched in a niche, hidden from Bryony and Togget. They
dashed by, bumping and stunbling blindly, trying to catch up, as they thought,
with Veil. Sniggering silently to hinmself, the ferret listened to their

f oot paws recede down the dark tunnel. It had been easy to trick them He made
his way back out onto the |l edge, intending to run off and | eave di em searching
the wi ndi ng tunnel for him

Then he noticed the slab. It was a broad, heavy obl ong of rock precariously
perched higher up on the brink of another |edge. Veil clinbed ninbly up to it
and found that he had only to lean on the slab and it rocked. Rubbing his paws
t oget her delightedly, he began rocking the big flat piece of stone. The harder
he pressed and jerked both paws on it, the nore it rocked. Wth a groan it
slid forward and downward a little. Veil could hear Bryony and Togget calling
him they were obviously com ng back to the tunnel entrance. He junped wildly
on the tilting rock, bouncing up and down for all he was worth; the rock
wobbl ed perilously on the brink of the |edge, inching forward, then it went
altogether. Veil threw hinself fromthe teetering slab; sitting down hard on
the | edge, he watched the stone slip over the edge. It slid down, stopping
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only when it reached the | ower |edge, blocking the crack that formed the
tunnel entrance. The ferret's face was a picture of fiendish delight as he

climbed down to survey his work.

The sl ab was wedged i movably into the crack, sealing the tunnel. He |eaned
hi s back against it, laughing. "Hahaha! Now try an' follow me, Abbey oafs!"

He could hear the frantic scratching fromthe other side of the slab. Bryony's
voi ce was shocked and reproving. "Veil! \Wat have you done? Let us out of
here. Pl ease!"

The young ferret turned and wal ked away. "Wy don't yer try novin' it with
ki ndness? Good-bye an' good riddance to the both of yer!"

"That was neatly done!"
The big lean ferret, surrounded by a score or nore heavily armed vernin, stood
paw on sword-hilt, watching Veil. He cane forward, wal ki ng around the young

ferret, inspecting himecuriously fromear to footpaw.

"Friends of yores, were they?" he said.



Veil eyed the other coolly. "Don't have friends—they were ny enemes!”

One or two of the verm n hordebeasts, who had followed Swartt since the early
days, began nudgi ng each ot her and nodding toward the two ferrets. Apart from
their age difference they were alnost identical, the one being al nost a
younger edition of the elder

Swartt fixed the young ferret with his piercing gaze. "Wat's yer nane, an'
how did y' get 'ere?"

The young ferret stared boldly back at the Warlord.' 'I came in over the
waterfall; they call me Veil Sixclaw the Qutcast!"”
There was an audi bl e gasp fromthe hordebeasts as Veil continued, "I know who

you are, you're Swartt Sixclaw the Warlord!"
They stood with their eyes |ocked, staring each other down.

Swartt smiled mrthlessly, his voice heavy with sarcasm "Yer a hard-faced
brat, aren't yer? Veil -who gave you a nane |ike that?"

Before Veil could reply, Gayjaw cane splashing along fromthe far end of the
cave, shouting, "Chief! The badger an' those 'ares are comn' upriver, they'l
be "ere in a couple of hours!"

Swartt pointed to the | edges and craggy galleries leading into the darkness
overhead. "C non, let's see which way that takes us!"

Veil stood in Swartt's path. "Wat about ne? | can fight."

The Warl ord brushed hi m asi de contenptuously. "Stay out o' mnmy way, brat, | got
enough trouble t'deal with!"

Veil smled thinly.
an'

"Aye, so it seens. Looks l|ike the badger defeated yer
yer on the run. Huh, some Warlord!"

Swartt al nost |lost his balance. Stung by the insult, he shot a venonous gl are
at the young ferret as he began clinbing. "Step careful around ne, whel p—a
smart tongue could be the death of yer!"
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Sabretache stood out in the shall ows, peering at the dark, shaded cave where
the river exited fromthe mountain. He signaled to Rockleg and Fl eetrunn
"Scout it out, chaps, go easy, see the villain hasn't laid any traps,
anbushes, or nasty surprises.”

The hares sat on the bank, making a hasty nmeal while they awaited the return
of the Long Patrol scouts. Sunflash sat apart fromthem the food by his paw
untouched, two great rivulets scored deep fromeye to jaw where his tears had
run. Brad-berry sat next to Sabretache, watching the Badger Lord fromthe
corner of his eye.

Sunfl ash took a leaf, split it, and pressed it to his lips, then he bl ew,
produci ng a |l ong, high-pitched whistling sound, then he dropped the |eaf and
watched it float away downriver. A great shuddering sigh ran through himas he
buried his gold-striped face in both paws.
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Bradberry whi spered to the hare Captain, "What did he do that for?"

"That was the way he called Skarlath sonetinmes, old |ad. They were t'gether a
jolly long tine, doncha know. It'll take sone seasons before he stops
grievin', poor chap."

It was not |ong before the scouts were back. They reported the way cl ear
Weapons drawn, the hares entered the cave, wading through the river wth
Sunflash in the lead. Once inside, the scouts went ahead again. Sunflash and
the others gathered on a rock islet in mdriver. Standing silently, they
stared into the pale, eerie stillness of the huge cavern

Sabretache drew his blade. "Hist! Wiat's that noise?"

It was a cl ack-cl acking sound, as if sonmebeast were knocki ng one rock agai nst
anot her. Bradberry nmurmured to Hedgepaw, "It could be them tayin' a trap for
us, maybe. Were's the sound comn' fronP"

Hedgepaw | ooked about and shrugged. "Hard t'say, too much echo an' waternoise
in here. | say, is that Rockleg an' Reetrunn comn' back?"

Rockl eg nmade his report to Sunflash. * ' Thunpin' great waterfall back there,
t hey never went that way."

Sunfl ash | ooked up at the high | edges and galleries wi nding away into the

dar kness above, and nodded. "Then they're in here sonewhere. Sabretache, take
the Long Patrol outside and clinmb to the top of the nountain. It's ny guess
that's where Swartt will be nmaking for. I'Il stay in here and find ny way up
fromthe inside; we may be able to trap themin between us. Those are ny
orders. CGo!"

The hare Captain saw it was usel ess arguing, but he tried. "Sire, p'raps you'd
best take Rockleg an' Fleetrunn with you."

The Badger Lord splashed into the water and began wading to the side of the
cave where the | edges began. "I'Il be all right on my own. Do as | say!"
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Sabretache decided it was better not to argue further

When the hares had gone, Sunflash stopped a nonent. The cl acki ng noi se could
still be heard echoing amd the water-sounds of the cavern. He clinbed onto
the first | edge, and the sound seemed to grow cl oser. Myving along the natura
rock step, he stopped by a large slab

d ack! d ack! d ack

Sunfl ash pressed his muzzle to a narrow crack between the slab and the | edge.
" 'Is there sonebeast there?" * he shouted.



The noi se stopped and a voice called back, "Burr aye, thurr be two of us'n's
trapped en yurr!"

The badger gave the rock a few solid thunps with his paw. He felt a very
slight movenent. "1'Il try and get you out of there. Stand back!"

A inmbing onto the | edge above, Sunflash found he could reach the top of the
slab with both footpaws. Bracing his back, he pressed his full weight upon the
sl ab and began pushing outward. The slab keeled forward, then jamed. "I've
pushed the top away a bit," he called down. "Cinb up the slab; you should be
abl e to squeeze out over the top. Here, get hold of this."

Hol di ng his mace upside down, he thrust it in the space, with the handle cord
dangl i ng down. Bryony's voice reached him "I've got it—ean you give nme a tug
out, please?"

Sunfl ash haul ed her swiftly out. Togget took a bit |onger because of his
pl unmpness, but he finally popped out like a round furry stopper

As introductions were being made, there was a screech, and sonething spl ashed
into the river. Sunflash waded in and cane out carrying a bat with an arrow
piercing its w ng.

Bryony came forward to help him "Ch, the poor creature. Lay hi mdown here,
sir!"™ she cried.

Fortunately the shaft had done no great damage, nerely piercing the film w ng
menbr ane. Bryony snapped the shaft

and drew the end carefully out, speaking gently. ' "There, that didn't hurt,
didit. You'll soon be as good as new when it heals."

The bat bared its small fangs in what appeared to be a smile, thanking the
mousemaid in a soft sibilant whisper. "My thanks, thanks. | am Lord Duskskin,
ruler of Bat Mountpit, Muntpit. Up above is ny territory, territory. Wcked
creatures are there; they are armed, arned. My bats can do nothing agai nst

t hem not hi ng agai nst them™"

Duskski n gave thema brief description of his encounter with Swartt and the
hor debeasts, with his curious, echoing speech. Sunflash interrupted him "The
vermn are ny enemes. | amsworn to slay them Can you show us the way up to
where they are, Lord Duskskin?"

The ruler of Bat Muntpit blinked his tiny pinpoint eyes. "You are a
m ght ybeast, carry ne, carry ne, | will show you."

H gh above in the far upper reaches of the nobuntain a dozen or nore bat
corpses littered the rock | edges. Swartt and his beasts had stopped to rest
briefly, ducking their heads as angry bats honed in on them A rat let fly an
arrow and it bounced off the stones, dropping out of sight into the dizzying
chasm bel ow.

Vei|l watched the rat notch another shaft to his bow "Do you always |let them
waste arrows |ike that upon creatures that can't harm you?" he sneered.

Swartt aimed a glancing blow at a passing bat. "Keep yer nouth shut, brat,
‘cos if a bat don't fly down it then ny blade will!"

Veil |ooked up at the slender shaft of sunlight com ng from somewhere above
them "Well, you sit 'ere thinkin* up clever insults an' lettin' these



wal | -eyed idiots waste their arrows. |'mclinbin' up ahead to see where that
light's comn from"
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Swartt snarled, half drawing his sword as Veil pushed past him The young
ferret grabbed a hefty chunk of rock and tossed it threateningly frompaw to
paw. "Draw that blade an' I'Il let daylight into yer skull!"

Swartt did not attenpt to pull his sword out; he sneered upward as Veil began
climbing. "Hah! Big talk fer a pup still wet be'ind the ears. Once |I'm done
wid the badger 1'Il fix you, that's a pronise!"

Veil smled easily down froma crag he had just surmounted. "Tal k's cheap
deadpaw—we' || see who fixes who in the end!" Wthout a backward gl ance, he
continued his ascent.

The rat was about to fire another arrow, when Swartt laid himflat with a bl ow
fromhis chain-mailed sixclaw. "Stop wastin' those shafts, maggotbrain, you
couldn't hit the sea if you was standin' on the edge of the shore!"

Yout hful agility soon brought Veil up to the source of the light. It was
comng froma knothole of a small tinber door set into the rock. Pulling aside
the bar that held it closed, he kicked the door open and craw ed out. BIlinking
inthe sunliglit, Veil found hinmself |ooking down fromthe nountaintop. He

wal ked around a fiat plateau

Far bel ow the hares could be seen, toiling upward through the steep

bush- and-shal e-coated nountai nside. It was but the work of a nmonent for Vei

to tunbl e | oose chunks and sl abs of the shale down at them He watched,
sniggering like a malicious Dibbun as the mssiles started up small aval anches
of | oose scree and rock. Hares dived for cover and hung on to the
deeper-root ed bushes, hel pl ess because of the distance and unable to return
arrow, sling stone, or javelin at their tormentor. Veil chuckled to hinself;
this was real power. He | oosened nore sl abs and watched them hurtle and bounce
of f down the slopes in clouds of reddish dust. The young ferret
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wi shed fervently that it mght have been Redwal | ers and not hares that he held
at his mercy.

Meanwhi l e, Sun flash clinbed stealthily up through the rocky galleries,
hol di ng the Bat Lord Duskskin on one shoul der and listening to his whispering
repetitive directions. Bry-ony and Togget were no trouble; the big badger
lifted themup onto the rocks ahead, one in each paw, as if they wei ghed
nothing at all.

Togget was staggered by the nmight of their goldstriped friend. "Yurr, ee be's
a gurt strong un, oi feels loik a liddl e pebble bein" chucked abowt, hurr
ee'mgentle tho'!"

Duskskin cautioned the nole to be silent. "Quiet now, quiet. Foebeasts are not
far above us, far above us."

Unfortunately Swartt had already heard them as the echoes of their voices
bounced up fromthe lower galleries. Since Veil had opened the door at the
nmount ai nt op, there was a fair-sized shaft of |ight beam ng down. Swartt | ooked



up, judging the distance he had left to clinb, an idea formng in his mnd. He
chose the rat he had chastised and three others—+wo stoats and anot her rat,
all arnmed with bows

Keeping his voice to a bare mninmum the Warl ord whi spered, "You four stop
here awhile and take care o' any bats or snmallbeasts that're follow n' be'ind.
"Il be up on the nmountaintop with the others. Cone an' join us there when the
coast's clear down 'ere. That's a nice soft job for ye, eh!"

Silently Swartt led the other vermn off toward the high exit.

Sunfl ash had just placed Togget on a rocky outcrop above his head when an
arrow came hissing down |ike a snake and struck the nmole in his shoul der.
Swiftly the badger lifted the nol e down and pl aced hi m al ongsi de Bryony,
sayi ng, "He's been wounded. Take care of himand don't make a sound!" Then
| ayi ng aside his mace, Sunflash selected two good-sized throw ng rocks and
popped his head out into full view The
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rat saw himand funbled to get shaft onto bowstring as Sun-flash flung a rock
hard and accurately.

Thud!

It struck the rat, knocking himoff his perch. Silently he fell, bunping off
| edges until he was swallowed up into the dark void of Bat Muntpit. Far bel ow
there was a spl ash.

A stoat showed hinmself, not far fromwhere the rat had been. "Wt's 'appened
to Buskit? Anybeast seeeeeeeee?" The second rock knocked himflying into
space.

The remai ning stoat and rat glinpsed the great striped head as the badger
stooped to pick up nmore rocks, and panic gripped them

"Let's get outta 'ere, mate, it's the badger!"
Stunbl i ng agai nst each other, they scrabbled upward toward the hole. Bats flew
out, attacking themas they clinbed.

Sunfl ash turned to Bryony and the Bat Lord. "Stop here and tend to Togget.
I've got to catch those two before they raise the alarm Don't try to cone out
onto the nmountain until | give you the all clear!"

Leaving his mace, Sunflash sped off after the two verm n, heaving his huge
frame upward, paw over paw. His | egendary swi ftness had not deserted him
swinging fromrock to | edge, junping, and pulling hinself upward, the Badger
Lord pursued the pair. The rat was scranbling up a smooth stone incline when
the relentl ess paw of Sunflash grabbed his tail and swng himoff. He fell
screechi ng.

Qut si de, the shades of twilight were beginning to fall. Swartt strode around
t he pl ateau, watching as his remaini ng hordebeasts sent rocks, arrows, spears,



and sl abs of shale hurtling down the nmountainsides to batter the gallant but
bel eaguered hares, who were still striving to clinb up and reach the foebeast.
Vei|l stunped to the edge, staggering under the weight of a jagged slab. He
hurled it gleefully down and dusted off his paws.

"Wt's the matter, scared o' gettin' y'self dirty?" he said insultingly to
Swartt. "Huh, some Warlord you are. |'ve seen nore action froma squashed
frog!"

"I dunno about squashed frogs," Swartt gritted back angrily, "but you'll be a
squashed ferret if y'talk like that to ne, spindleshanks!"

The Warlord left his vernmin to their own devices. Crouching
next to the opening, he listened intently. He heard the screech
' of the rat and then the agonized yelling of the renaining stoat
as Sunflash caught up with him Swartt chanced a qui ck peek
V into the opening and saw Sunfl ash, head bowed as he pulled
' hi nsel f upward. It was too good a chance to mi ss!
Swartt grabbed a big rugged slab of shale with both paws
and raised it above his head, rushing to the far side of the
<. opening so he woul d be behind Sunflash when he energed.
| He was only just in time—the Badger Lord cane up so fast
£ that he was hal fway out of the hole before Swartt cane to a
standstill. The Warlord brought the rock crashing down on the
back of the badger's skull, hitting himso hard that it broke
the slab into two pieces. Sunflash fell senseless, half in and
hal f out of the hole. Swartt yelled to his hordebeasts, "G ab
him get some rope! Pull himout of there and bind himtight!
|'ve got the badger!"
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Down on the rocky outcrop, Togget gritted his teeth bravely. "Hoo urr, o
di ddent know arrers 'urted so nuch."”

Bryony inspected the barbed point of the shaft she had renoved from her
nmol efriend' s shoulder. "Hmm at least it's not poisoned. You re a |ucky nole.
Lie still and let Lord Duskskin's bats see to the wound."

Togget wat ched as several bats gathered round him They stopped the bl eedi ng
wi th skeins of spiderweb, binding the arrow hole with nountain noss and a
paste made from sone strange type of cave fungus.



The nol e swi gged deep froma pitcher of lilac-colored liquid. "Um this do
taste noice, ee flyen nouses be gudd-beasts!"

The bats' hissing |aughter sounded |ike escaping steam "Flying nouses!
Hi hi hi hi ss! Did you hear that, Lord Dusk-skin? The funnybeast calls us flying
nmouses, flying nouses!"”

Lord Duskskin glanced up anxiously. "It grows dark, dark. The m ghty one has
not called you, nousenaid. Wat is happeni ng, happeni ng?"

Bryony curtsied politely to the Bat Lord. "Sire, will you and your creatures
take care of Togget until | return? | nust go and see what is happening."

The only protection Bryony had was the small knife that had been in their
haversack. Gipping it firmy in her teeth, she began clinbing slowy toward
the exit hole.

Afire glowed in the center of the plateau on the nountain-top. Sentries
posted around the edge watched for any nmovenent of the hares during the night.
Not far fromthe fire lay Sunflash the Mace, still unconscious. The badger was
bound between two broken spear shafts driven into the surface cracks, footpaws
out straight and his forepaws stretched behind his head, the ropes cutting
cruelly into them

Swartt sat by the fire, hardening an ash javelin point inits flanmes. Vei
crouched at the other side of the blaze, watching the Warlord. "So, after nany
| ong seasons you've finally caught your eneny," he said.

Swartt rubbed the snoking javelin end against a rock until it was like the tip
of a great, dark brown needle, and snarled, "Aye, nany, many |long seasons,
| onger than you've lived, brat!"

Veil enjoyed baiting Swartt. "Just shows 'ow clunmsy you are; that badger'd
"ave been slain all those |ong seasons ago if 'e was ny eneny."

The Warlord snmiled, refusing to rise to the bait. "Addl e-brain, 'ow nany
enemi es *ave you ever 'ad, eh?"

Veil stared hard across the fire at Swartt. "Ch, don't you worry, |'ve got a
great eneny—the coward |'ve never called father, the slim scumwho ran off
an' left me on a battlefield when | was scarce able to walk. Now that's an
eneny whose grave |'ll dance on an' |laugh at!"
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Swartt pointed the javelin at the inert formof the badger. "Try it an' you'l
die like this one will tonmorrow, long an' slow, bit by bit, until he screans
for me t'finishit!"

Bryony raised her head slowy and carefully, noting every detail of the
terrible scene on the plateau, fromthe sentries and the two ferrets at the
fire to the still-bound badger between two spear shafts. She knew she had to
save Sunflash at any cost. Inching silently fromthe hole, she flattened
hersel f agai nst the rocks and began squirming forward, the knife blade gripped
tight in her teeth. The nmousemai d kept herself behind Swartt's back, shielding
her body fromthe fire glow and Veil. Al the sentries were | ooking down the
mount ai n, one or two slunbering fitfully.



Sonet hi ng cl acked faintly agai nst Bryony's paw, it was a beaker, half full of
what ever sone hordebeast had been drinking. She paused; neither ferret had
heard her over the crackle of the fire. Picking up the beaker, she circled,
keeping to Sun-flash's right side and out of the ferrets' vision. |Inching
stealthily forward the nmousenmai d reached Sunflash. Dark crusted bl ood stained
the goldstriped nmuzzle; the Badger Lord lay quite still, his mouth slightly
open. Hol di ng the beaker up, alnost too afraid to breathe, Bryony let the
liquid trickle into Sunflash's mouth. Not hi ng happened for a noment, then the
badger coughed and grunted. Hi s head came up slightly, knocking the beaker
askew so that the remaining liquid splashed in his face

Bryony felt the shaft of the javelin strike her hard across her back. She was
knocked fl at.

"Hahah! Gotcher, mouse! What're y' doin' 'ere?"

Swartt seized her roughly and dragged the nousenaid upright. Sunflash was
coughi ng and gagging on the liquid trapped in his throat as Veil cane racing
around the fire.

"Yer scummy |iddle sneak, you was tryin' to set 'imloose!" Swartt roared.
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Veil struck Swartt hard in the face, tearing the captive fromhis grasp.
"Bryony, get out of 'ere. Run!"

Swartt flung hinself on Veil, and, while the ferrets fought, Bryony ran to
where the knife had fallen fromher mouth. G abbing it, she began hacking at
t he ropes binding the Badger Lord's paws, scream ng, "Get up! Sunflash! GCet

up! "

Swartt threw his son down and raised his javelin for a throw he could not
m ss. "The badger's minel" he yelled.

Bryony turned and saw himthrow the javelin. Something blurred across the
front of her, shouting, "Leave 'er alone! Uuuuuhh!"

Then Veil lay across her footpaws, the javelin protruding horribly where it
had exited at his back. Bryony opened her mouth, but no scream woul d issue
forth.

As Swartt ran forward, clawing at his sword, there was an earsplitting roar
"Eeul al i aaaaaa! "

Bot h spear shafts snapped like twi gs as Sunflash shot up fromthe rocks like a
t hunderbolt, eyes crinmson, teeth bared, the ropes bursting as his huge chest
swel l ed and he flung his paws apart. The sentries turned and, standing |ike
frozen statues, they watched the awful conflict between Warlord and Badger
Lord.

Swartt's curved blade flickered in the firelight as he struck, gashing his
eneny's side. Then he raised the sword and swng it a second tine, aining at
Sunfl ash's head. Two great paws caught the blade in mdair; the berserk badger
tightened his grip on the bl ade, regardl ess of the blood that flowed as he
did, the warrior spirit of his ancestors rising. The ferret stood open-nout hed



as the badger snapped the sword bl ade, the sharp nmetallic clang echoing around
the nmountaintop. Still grasping both halves of the sword, Sunflash cane
forward with a bound, whirling both paws. He struck Swartt a bl ow that sounded
like a plank hitting a rotten fruit. The force of the
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bl ow was so great that Swartt's footpaws |left the ground, and he fel

pol eaxed. Nobeast could cone near Sunflash the Mace; filled with the

bl oodwrat h, he seized the ferret in a grip of steel. Heaving Swartt high over
hi s head, Sunflash stood at the plateau edge, bellow ng as he flung his eneny
out into the night.

* ' Eeul al i aaaaaaaaaa!'’

The terrified sentries who had cl anbered over the plateau edge slid down the
shal e and scree on their tails. They were nmet by the vengeful hares of the
Long Patrol, who had been racing upward since the first sounds of conbat from
above.

Hel ped by several bats, Togget energed onto the plateau and hurried to
Bryony's side. The npusenmaid was sitting with Veil's head resting in her lap
The young ferret's eyes were clouding over, his breath was hoarse and shal |l ow
al nrost fromthe gates of Dark Forest he heard Bryony's voice echoing, "OCh,
Veil, ny Veil! You saved nme.... Wy?"

"Go ... back to your Abbey ... shouldn't *ave followed ne... Go '"way ... let
me sl eep!”

Bryony rocked himgently as she had done when he was a babe. The young ferret
cl osed his eyes.

Thus ended the lives of father and son: Swartt Sixclaw die Warl ord, and Vei
Si xcl aw t he Qutcast.
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Three days they canped on the river's edge at the foot of Bat Muntpit, the
full hospitality of Duskskin and his bats at their disposal. Wunds were
dressed and weary linbs rested; they were brought fresh fruit, white nushroons
that had never seen the light of day, caveshrinp, and many ot her strange
delicacies fromthe depths of the curious real mw thin the nountains.

Sunfl ash kept maki ng Bryony and Togget repeat anything they knew of his

not her, Bella of Brocktree, the great silver badger. He narvel ed that she was
still living, and kept repeating her name over and over. "Bella, Bella, | mnust
see her, | will go to Redwall with you."

For the first tine in three days, the nousemaid sniled. "Wat with ny injured
back, your cracked skull, and Togget's wounded shoul der, we should just about
make up one whole creature to go wal king through Redwal |'s gates."
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Sunfl ash gave orders to his Long Patrol. "Sabretache, you and Col onel Sandgal

will command all at Sal amandastron until my return. On your way back, search
and find ny hawk Skarlath, take himto the nountain and bury himhigh on a
sunny sl ope overl ooki ng the sea. Rockleg and Reetrunn, you will acconpany ne

and our friends to Redwall Abbey."

Lord Duskskin called themfromthe edge of the cave entrance. "You will |eave
toni ght, tonight. My scouts will go with you and gui de you, guide you. | have
sent out requests to ny friends, friends. The Poll spike raft awaits you two
days hence, two days hence. Go in peace, in peace!"

A full rmoon hung |Iike a burnished shield in skies of deep velvet bl ue,

wat ching the friends making their good-byes. Tog-get had becone very fond of
the bats and promi sed he would return to visit them soneday. "Hurr, you'm
wat ch owm furr Togget, gudd flyen nouses, burr aye!"

As the five marched off on a secret route that would take them around the
waterfall, hundreds of bats wheel ed around themin the night, whispering,
"Saf e seasons, seasons. Goodbye friends, good-bye, friends,"

Skirting the high rocks at dawn, Bryony | ooked back at the white mst with its
rai nbow. Sunfl ash hel ped her over a small gurgling brook, saying, ' "Thinking
of anything special, ms-sie?"

Bendi ng, the nousermaid let the brook water run through her paws. "Ch, yes,
sir, I'll never forget the waterfall as long as | live. It was so beautiful
but so dangerous. I'll hear those waters in ny dreans for many a | ong season."

The goi ng was easy, and |ate sunmer weat her proved pleasant. A |eisurely pace
was dictated by their healing wounds and the fact that Sunflash wanted to take
cuttings and young plants frompractically everywhere. Togget taught Rockl eg
and Fleet-runn to tug at their noses and speak in a rustic manner. Bry-
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ony could scarce stifle her laughter at the two hares and the nol e, chew ng on
long straws and presenting the Badger Lord with the strangest things as they
af fected the tone of bunpkins.

"Qo arr, Lordy Sunnyflash, yurr be a wunnerful stone, may-'ap if'n ee plant
it, "twill growinto a bootiful pebbl ebush!"

Sunfl ash played themwell at their own gane, tossing the stone up and batting
it out of sight with his mace, aping their speech: "Woi thankee, gaffer

Rockl eg, p'raps if yon pebble sticks up inna sky "twill become a shiny star
one night!"

Early in the norning of the third day, they arrived at the junction of the
river and slipstream |Imediately the bankvole IIfril poked his head out in
hi gh bad tenper. "D ye know yer tres-passin'? Wo are yer?"

The netal -studded end of a huge battle nmace thudded down near the hole
entrance, and Ilfril found hinmself staring into a great, gold-striped badger's
face, whose voice boonmed out, "I am Sunflash the Mace, Badger Lord of

Sal anandastron, and | like a bankvol e for breakfast each nmorn. Wo are you?"

There was a frantic scuttle of paws as Ilfril fled down into his honeg,
foll owed by a nervous squeak. "Er, haha! Just a pore creature who |ives down



here an' minds his own business, Lord, feel free to wal k anywhere!"

They sat |aughing at the river's edge, watching the sprawming raft pull up to
t he bank. Duddle cried out heartily:

"Wl come friends, an' junp aboard, Yore welcone to all we can afford, There's
the wife, two liddle "uns, an' neself, An' plenty o' vittles upon the shelf!"

Arundo came dashing fromthe hut in the center of the raft. He stared in awe
at the badger and said, "Can | junp on yore thtomach, thir?"
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Rockl eg wi nked at the little hedgehog. "OF course you can, ole chap, as |long
as y'let Lord Sunflash junmp on yore stomach first, wot?"

Clematis Rosel ea cane out to wag a paw at them "You know what will happen if
nmy mana catches any of you jumpin' on each other's stomachs?"

Togget smiled and nodded. "Aye, she'mcutten our tails off'n us w' a single
swi pe, mssiel"

Arundo confirmed this with a chopping sweep of his tiny paw. "Thingle thw pe,
thtrai ght off!"

| mredi ately they were aboard; Duddl e cast off and lashed the tiller in
position. Introductions were nade all round and a happy band of voyagers
retired to the cabin-hut for a celebration breakfast.

Bryony thought the cabin seemed smaller, though it was only the massive
presence of Sunflash within the confined space that created this inpression
Even though the fragrant aromas arising fromthe stove in tantalizing w sps
set his mouth to watering, Duddle Pollspike felt it was his duty to first make
an announcenent.

"Ahem Good creatures all, before ny goodw fe, Tutty, an' niself serve
vittles, allow nme to informyou about our course. | have charted a network of
navi gabl e waterways that will take us close to Redwall Abbey. So do not be

al arned, friends, you are in good an' capable paws. Now, ny liddle riverplum
| et us show these pore starvelings what a floatin' banquet |ooks like...."

Duddl e was about to say nore, when Tutty raised a | adl e oni nously.
"Faith'n'fishgills, you ole wi ndbag, are you goin' to blather on "til
suppertime? Stir yore stunps afore | chop yore tail offl"

Duddl e draped a napkin over his paw, nmuttering as he gravitated between stove
and table, carrying heaped dishes. "To hear is to obey, my violent violet, the
banks'd be strewn with
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chopped-of f tails if you had yore way. Gangway there, you ravenous rovers,
make way for this wld-cherry-an'-neadowream pie, nmove that jug o' cowslip

cordi al, somne-beast."

Eyes wi dened as dish after dish was brought to table.



"One basin o' rivershrinp-an' -watercress soup!”
"White cheese with sage an' acorn, hot rye-bread cottage |oaf!"
"Al nond-an' -chestnut slices with red-currant preservel!™

"Danmson- anl- gr eengage pudden. Been up since three hours afore dawn cookin' al
this. Stream bank salad with hazel -nuts!”

Sunfl ash had both young hogs sitting on his lap. Cematis Roselea clasped his
massi ve paw, cautioning him "You nust be very good, sir, jus' like nme. Don't
dare touch anything until the table is set. O else ... !"

The Badger Lord pulled a frightened face and nade the tail-chopping notion
Littl e Arundo nodded wisely. "Ho yeth, ny mama even chopth badgerth tailth
offI"

Br eakf ast meandered on until past lunchtime. There was so much to tell: tales
of nountain, waterfall, and riverbank filled the cabin hut, and Arundo and
Clematis Roselea |listened open-nouthed as their elders related stories,

hi stories, and rem ni scences. Sunlight darted between the floating lilies of
silent water nmeadows and shaded inlets as the raft cruised snoothly, wending
its way down the broad river. It was, as Bryony later sunmmed it up, "A good
time full of friends and fine food!" Wile Duddle went out on deck to tack
into a northeast waterway, Rockleg persuaded Fleetrunn to sing a riddle song.
She began by tapping a lively rhythmon the tabletop and, when they were al
tapping in time with her, Fleetrunn sang.

" "My first is in boulder and | have a stone, My second is thrice in an apple
al one,
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third may be found at the end of a hem
fourth starts a stick and a stop and a stem
fifth's in the mddle of pop, but not pinp,
sixth is the second you'll find in a snip.

first half can stop up a broad river's flow,

S & & & & £

second hal f no daughter, the other you know.
I"mfound in pudden and pie and good w ne,
And | know all your nanes, so can you tell nme mne?

There was much scratching of heads and gnawi ng of paws as they tried to find
the answer to Fleetrunn's riddle song. Ginning cheerily, Duddl e popped his
head in the wi ndow. "Ahoy! | was listenin' to yore tune as | was standtn' at
the tiller. Well sung, Reetrunn, | ain't heard the ol e danson-plumriddl e song
in many a season; ny ole dad used to sing it!"

Tutty flung an apple core at Duddl e; he ducked and came up still smling,
saying, "Did | say sonmething amiss, ny liddle flowi n" duckweed?"



Hs w fe stanmped her footpaw, glaring at him "Flowers'n' follies! You just
told us the answer when y'said danson-plumriddle song; 'tis a danson, ain't
it

Duddl e clinmbed through the wi ndow and hel ped hinself to a | adle of
danmson- and- gr eengage pudden. "Right first tine, my winnowing willow, do | wn
a prize?' *

The conpany fell about |aughing as Tutty seized Duddl e's ear
"Pernycl oud' n' poppies! I'lIl give you a prize. You can wash all the
pots' n' dishes, that's yore prize, you great water-bunblel"

Thr oughout that day, |aughter broke out afresh as Rockl eg strode the deck of
the raft, imtating Duddle skillfully. "lIs it a damson plum my delightful
dandel ion? Fetch nme a prizel™
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Abbess Meriam was quietly enjoying the change of season. Paws tucked into her
wi de sl eeves, she glided through the early norning m st that weathed the
orchard as if a cloud had fallen upon it. The com ng days woul d see the

begi nni ng of harvesttinme, apples ranging fromred to russet-brown contrasted
with nell ow gol den pears. Danp and dawn-dewed, the berries trailing fromvine
and creeper shone like jewels.

Meriam paused to | ook up at the vast Abbey rising fromdie mst; its warmred
sandst one appeared softer, nore dusky, in the day's first hours.

Wthout warning, the little nolemaid Figgul cane dashing through the msty
ground swat he and collided with the Abbess. Meriam steadi ed hersel f against a
chestnut tree. "Lack a day, little one, you nearly knocked the paws from under
me. What is it?"

Figgul held up a fallen elmleaf excitedly. "Hurr | ookee, marm ee |eafs be
turnen brown!"
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Abbess Meriam snmiled down at the nole, stroking her head. "It's called autum.
The | eaves becone |ike this because trees do not need themin the w nter
season. You'll be able to help with the harvest, Figgul. | recall last autumm
you were too small. Renenber Sister Wthe let you sleep nost of the day in an
appl e basket? But now you are big enough to help fill the baskets. Cone on

we'd best go in to breakfast."

Abbess and nol erai d were soon swal l owed up by the mist as they crossed the
awn toward Redwal | 's main Abbey door

"Hurr, can oi cloinb to ee top of arpel trees, marnP"

"No, no, we don't clinmb the trees; if you shake the | ower boughs the fruit
that is ripe will fall."

"Burr aye, then oi be a bough shaker an oi shake 'em gudd' n' 'ard!"



"You'll have to watch-you don't shake any down onto your head. | renmenber a
little nole named Togget doi ng that—-he was knocked sensel ess by a big green

pi e apple."”

Hazy sunlight was dispelling the ground m st as Sumin the squirrel rapped his
javelin on the threshold gate of Redwall. He had travel ed through the night to
reach the Abbey. He knocked once nore. Barlom s voice called to himas he
paced the path inpatiently.

"Who goes there? Is it you, Sum n?"
"OfF course it is, you know my knock! Open up, friend!"

The Recorder nouse swung the gates wi de enough to admt the sturdy squirrel
Barl om brushed his paw along Sumin's tail. "Tut, tut! Look at you, drenched in
dew. Cone and dry off."

Sum n merely shook hinmself and strode purposefully off across the | awn toward
the Abbey building. "No time for that, mate—got news for the Abbess!”

Br eakf ast dishes were still being cleared; the servers dawdl ed close to the
Mot her Abbess's chair, staring curiously at
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Sum n, to overhear the news. Meriamfixed themw th a cool glance as she rose
fromthe table, saying, "Busy paws are far nore useful than busy ears."

Hurriedly they resuned their duties. Meriamindicated by a flick of her
eyelids that she would see Sunmin in her study. Wien Sumin and the Abbess
vacated the dining place, speculation broke out anobng the Redwal | ers. "What
d' you suppose it is?"

"Hope it's not vernmin headed this way or anything nasty!"™ "O e Sumn | ooked as
if he'd been travelin' hard, eh?" Foremple spoke to themover the top of a
tabl ecl oth he was folding carefully into a neat oblong. "Burr, ee be gurt
gossip-ers! G 'spect ee h'abbess will tell you' mall when she' m gudd' n'ready,
hurr aye, so sheemwll."

For what seemed an age, the Abbess and Sumin remmi ned cl oseted together while
the squirrel related news of the victorious battle. Mire Redwal lers |left off

their chores and found excuses to be inside Great Hall, where they all stood

about, doing nothing, yet trying to | ook industrious.

Friar Bunfold and Myrtle the hogwi fe came fromthe kitchens, followed by a
reti nue of cooks and hel pers. The Friar clapped flour fromhis paws and
installed hinmself in the Abbess's chair. "M ght as well wait in confort, cone
on, sit down, you lot, no use pretendin' yore busy when you ain't. |'mplain
nosy, always have been, nake no secret o' the fact."

Bunfol d had just finished speaki ng when Meriam and Sumin entered. The Friar
leapt up as if he had been sitting on a tack; vacating the Abbess's chair, he
began busily polishing an imagi nary stain fromthe tabletop with a corner of
his floury apron.

Abbess Meriam shook Sunmin's paw heartily, smiling one of her rare sniles.
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"Thank you so much, ny friend. I"msure there is lots of good hot food in the
kitchens if you haven't eaten today."

The stout squirrel needed no second invitation; he strode off eagerly. The
Abbess flicked a little flour dust fromher chair and sat, pausing to | ook
around the waiting faces before she started speaki ng.

"By tormorrow noon | would like a feast set up. | know Redwal | banquets have
al ways been wi thout equal, but let us try to make this particul ar one
| egendary!"

Mrtle raised a paw, trying to tease nore information out. "Er, 'ow many wil |
we be cookin' for, marnP"

Meriam s answer set them wondering. "Twi ce as many as usual should be
adequate, Mrtle."

Heartwood, the old otter, banged his wal king stick down. "Mther Abbess, wll
you please tell us what is going on here? Wio are we expecting, why the
| egendary feast? Tell us!"

A loud runmbl e of agreenent echoed around G eat Hall.

The Abbess held up her paws placatingly until silence fell. "Please, friends,

I know it |ooks as though |I'mteasing you, but honestly, I'mnot. Al | can
say is this. W are going to be visited tonmorrow by friends, sonme old and
others new to us. The reason why | can tell you no nore is sinply because
gossip travels, and I do not want the surprise spoiled for a very dear friend,
who shall remain nanel ess for the nmoment. So | appeal to you as Redwal |l ers, do

your jobs well and silently, and I know you will be rewarded by a sight such
as Redwal | has never seen, the visitation of a great creature to our Abbey.
I"msorry, but that is all |I can say for the present."

Sister Wthe banged the table so hard that everybeast jumped. "Well, that will
do me fine! Your word is good enough for me, Modther Abbess, and |I'm sure
speak for all Redwallers!"

Everybeast hurried to agree.
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"Aye, ny lips are sealed!"

"Say no nmore, marm nod's as good as a wink t'nme!" "You' mcan trust us'n's,
marm ho urr!" "Right! Let's get to it!"

"Aye, what're we all stannin' about |ike apples in an oven for? Cone on
Redwal | ers, stir yore stunps!”

That day and the followi ng night, Redwall becane a hive of activity. Flower
gardeners staggered in under masses of bl oons and bl ossonms, delivering themto
mouse- and nol e- mai ds appoi nted as tabl e decorators. Qtters perforned
acrobatic feats alongside squirrels, garlanding high wall- and w ndow edges
with streamers, lanterns, flowers, and flags. Crisp white table |linen was
unf ol ded and aired, enbroiderers working on linen serviettes and place mats.



Fresh-dyed rush carpeting was spread on the tw ce-swept stone floors. Beeswax
candl es were trimed and stuck in spiked sconces. Standing on a wide shelf in
the kitchens, Friar Bunfold directed cooking operations, calling out in his
hi gh squeaky voi ce as he kept a professional eye on all

"Bring nore firewood, | need those ovens hotter than hot!"

Cooks called aloud to himas they worked.

"WIl this be enough wild cherries an' al nonds for the slices?"

"No, bring two bowls nore, nothin' worse than skinmped cherry and al nond
slices. You noles there! Make sure you lift that little "un out of the deep
bow before you put in yore deeper'n' ever pie mxture, we don't want a snall

nol e baked in a pie!"

"Hurrhurr, oi doan't nmoind, zurr, oi'd be warned an* fed at ee sane toine,
hurrhurr!"”

"Coomout'n thurr, Puckle, an' stop scoffin' ee pastry!"
"Big fruitcake's about ready for the oven, Friar!"
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"Righto, Myrtle, start nmixin' strawberries in with the nea-dowream not too
many now, it's got to be pink, not red!"

"Wat ershrinps an' fresh button nushroons. Friar, otter-twi ns just brought

i n—where d' you want 'enP"

em

"Ch, right! Take themto Heartwood and tell himnot to |l et that hotroot pepper
get near ny hazel nut scones!™

"I '"eard you, Bunfold, the 'otroot's goin' nowheres near yore scones; tel
that squirrel to keep 'is 'oney away from ny soup!”

"Brushtip, did you hear Heartwood? M nd what yore doin' with that honey—put
plenty in the scone mixture. Ch, well done! That's a nice lattice tart cover.
Not hin" prettier than a bl ackberry-an'-pear tart with a good crisscross

lattice of pastry on it. Open the top ovens, | can snell that bread, it's
ready!"”
"Friar, will you tell Brother Frinble that the creamis supposed to be piped

onto woodl and trifle in swirls, not blobs!"

"Ch, stop fussin', do it in swirls with blobs in between. Don't slice those
candi ed chestnuts so thin. | like to see a fruitcake with chestnuts in big
| unps on top, holds the nmaple-syrup gl aze better."

Casks trundl ed out of the wine cellars, a Redwaller pushing each one, swerving
and chuckling as they dodged others rolling cheeses fromthe storeroons.
Trestles were set up to take the barrels of Cctober Ale fromthe previous
autumm, and jugs-filled with cordials, fizzes and fruit cups were placed on
serving trolleys. Wndow edges were lined with breads, cakes and scones, set
out in rows to cool. Dibbuns waited as pails of crystallized fruits and nuts
wer e opened, dabbing their paws into any of the thick syrup that overfl owed
onto the tabl etops. Redwal |l ers shuffled by one another on the dormtory



stairs, some going down to work, others com ng off duty to rest a few hours.
It was activity the whole night through to next nmorning, two hours after
daybr eak.
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The raft lay noored at a place naned Widdshi pp Creek. Its passengers were mnet
by a deputation of otters and squirrels | ed by Skipperjo and the squirre
Redfarl. The warriors who had beaten Swam off the path to Redwall stood |ined
on the banks as an honor guard. Pennants of bright hues tied to their |ance
tips and bows, they stared in open admiration as Sunflash the Mace cane
ashore. He was clad in a red cloak and wearing a tunic of creany white belted
by a woven green sash. He | ooked every inch the Badger Lord, fromthe m ghty
gol d-stri ped head, which towered over even the long ears of his two hares, to
the fearsome mace dangling fromhis massive scarred paws. Wen everybeast was
assenbl ed on the bank, Redfarl w nked at Skipperjo; he cocked an ear, listened
awhil e, then nodded to her. "Right y'are, marm you do the honors!"

Redfarl bowed low to Sunflash. "Sire, | beg yer, wait a nonment, there are
creatures comn' who have traveled far an' long to be with ye. WIl ye tarry a
monent, they'll be with us soon."

The unm st akabl e voi ce of the squirrel hare, Jodd, sounded from beyond an ash
t hi cket farther down the bank. "This way, chaps, easy as y'go, wot. Ah, there
they are!"

The | anky hare energed, |eading a small band of creatures. "Wat ho! Lord
Sunfl ash, sah! An ow nanme o' Wdbeak tol d these goodbeasts you'd be com n'
this way, and they insisted on journeyin' fromtheir cave to be with you!"

Sunfl ash cast aside his mace and dashed to them shouting, "Tiny Lingl! Bruff

Dubbo and El nj ak! Ch, ny good friends! Dearie! Lully! Look at how your little

ones have grown!" The two nol emai ds and the four young hedgehogs squeal ed with
delight, threatening to topple the badger as they hugged his | egs and

f oot paws.

Sunfl ash enbraced the old noles. "Uncle Blunn and Aunt Umer, you | ook brisk
as bunbl ebees! "
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Whi |l e the Badger Lord was greeting his friends, Jodd w ggled his ears at

Fl eetrunn. He nmade an elegant leg at the pretty young hare, obviously stricken
by her. "I say, where'd you spring from missie? You can call me Jodd, all the
chaps round here do. Er, would y'like to know nmy full name, mss?"

Redf arl shook her head at Fleetrunn. "You don't want ter know that 'un's ful
nane! "

Fl eetrunn snmiled coyly at Jodd. "S pose I'Il get to know your full title soon
enough, wot!"

Rockl eg was an ol der hare and a confirnmed bachel or; he w nked at Ski pperj o.
The otter |eader chuckled. "Wait'1l1l she sees ole Jodd tuckin' vittles away at
table, that's enough to put anybeast off '"imfer life, matey!"



Ski pperj o began bustling and hustling around the assenbly. "Stir yore stunps,
me 'carries, we can't dawdle 'ere all season, there's still a fair ways to
g't'the Abbey!"

Dearie Lingl and Lully Dubbo extricated Sunflash fromtheir young, who were
swarning over himlike ants.

"Bitty, Gller, @urml, Tirg, leave 'is pore Lordship alone, you'll "ave 'im

wore out afore 'e's nmuch ol der!”

Lully called to her two daughters, "Yurr Nilly, cumm Podd, show ee badger zurr
wot us'n's bringed furr ee 'awkburd."

She drew a snall white cheese from under her apron and gave it to the

nol emai ds, who presented it to Sunflash. The Badger Lord accepted it, shaking
his head sadly. "Come, friends, let's go to Redwall Abbey. Til tell you sone
very sorry news as we wal k."

Sister Wthe and Abbess Meriamwere greatly surprised at what they found on
entering Bella's roomin the early norning of the day when Redwal | was
expecting its visitors. They were certain that nobeast had spoken of the
comng festivities to Bella. Yet there she stood, shining silver from brush
and comb, clad in a beautiful woven cl oak of Iight purple, her head garl anded
with a coronet of gillyflowers and young white roses.

Meriam bowed instinctively before the regal old badger, saying, "Bella, you
| ook magnificent!"

The silver badger picked up the carved, silver-munted stick she used for
wal ki ng. "Thank you, Meriam | felt that | nust |ook ny best on the day | neet
nmy son the Badger Lord."

Meri am gasped. "But-how did you know? Who told you? Nobody but | knew*

Bella sat in her arnthair and shook the stick. "Long before you knew of ny
son's arrival, | was told of it in a dream"”
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Mcri am nodded understand! ngly. "Ah yes, your badger ancestors, no doubt."

Bel | a beckoned to themboth. "Sit down, | have sonething to tell you. It was
no | ong-dead badger kin of mine that appeared in ny dream but one whom | knew
well in the old days. Martin the Warrior, hero of Redwall and Chi ef Founder of
thi s Abbey."

Abbess Meriam s usual conposure deserted her. "Martin the great Mouse Warrior
He spoke to you?"

Bel l a cl osed her eyes, smiling happily. "Yes, | can see himnow His nmessage
was not only for me, but for all Redwallers. Listen now | was sleeping here
in my chair some noons ago when he appeared before ne. Fully arnored and
carrying his great sword, Martin told me of ny son, of how he woul d defeat the
Warlord Sixclaw and | ose his friend Skarlath the hawk. He said that Sunflash
woul d cone to this Abbey when the | eaves turned brown and that | would live to
see him He made ne feel happy; a great peace such as | have never known



filled my heart. Then he gave ne this nessage to pass on to you....'
The two mice sat entranced as Bella spoke.

* 'Good creatures dwelling within these walls,

Be faithful, honest, and true.

My spirit is near; when harm befalls,

I will confort and counsel you
Thr oughout all seasons, | will be here,
Fear neither evil, nor strife.

The Warrior protects all you hold dear
To ny Redwal | conrades, long life!"

Soft morning sunlight flooded through the wi ndow, enveloping Bella in an aura
of light, tw nkling and sparkling off
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her ancient silver-furred form clothing her in nysterious radiance.

Meriam s voice was hushed with wonder. "Martin the Warrior is the spirit of
peace and courage; our Abbey will remain safe forever with himto guide us."

Bel | a broke the spell, holding out her paws for assistance. "Come on, you two
young 'uns, help me up. Only a light breakfast today. Save your appetites
until after they arrive, when the noon is high."

By mi dnorning everything was ready. Bella and the Abbess had pronounced the
preparations well done and perfectly in order. Redwal Ts newest additions, de
Hof fy the dornmouse, with his grandm ce, Young Hoffy and Brund, |ed the
procession to the outer walltops. Banners and pennants fluttered in the
breeze, flowers and vines were draped over the west- and north-facing
ranparts. Every Redwal | er was scrubbed, brushed, and wearing their festive
finery. Sum n perched upon the northwest battlenments, scouring path and

woodl and with his keen eyes, listening for any sound that woul d announce the
arrival of visitors. A npod of gaiety prevail ed; Di bbuns and young ones danced
excitedly, their elders specul ating eagerly.

"How big and fierce is a Badger Lord supposed to be?" "Phwaw Big as three of
us stood atop of one another!" "Aye, they'msayen ee carry a gurt war club
hurr, et'd take foive o' us'n's to lift it, they'mcallen et ee nacer!"

"Haha, if the Badger Lord's that big he'll take sone feed-in' r

"Hurr oi wager ee'll eat nore'n ten 'arebeasts cudd!" Even Abbess Merianm s
customary serenity was strained. "Is it near mdday, Barlon? | hope they'll be
here soon. Can you see any sign yet, Sumin, do you hear anything?"
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The little nolemaid Figgul tugged Meriams gown. "QO gets scolded furr arskin'
too many questions, marm noind ee owd badgermarm doan't send ee off t'bed,
hurr!™

Bel | a pursed her lips in nmock censure of the Abbess. "She's right, Meriam one
nmore word fromyou and it's up the stairs and no feast! They'|ll cone when they
cone, and not before. Isn't that right, Friar Bunfold?"

"Right y'are, Bella marm y'know what | always say:

"Apples is ripe when they' re ready, Wen pears is ripe they'll fall, Wat nust
happen will happen, O it won't happen at all!"

Heartwood gl anced inploringly at the clear blue sky. "Huh, that's a great
confort t'know an' no m stake."

"Hist, there!l Let nme listen, quiet, everybeast!" Sum n cupped a paw around his
ear and, gripping the battlenent gable with his tail, he | eaned outward,
facing north. Silence fell over the Redwal |l ers; every ear was strained into
the southerly drifting breeze.

Myrtl e the hogw fe coughed, and everybeast turned to glare at her

Then Sumin signaled wildly to Barlom "Throw open the gates, it's them | hear
"emcomn' "

Leadi ng the col umm, Skipperjo stepped out of the woodl ands and onto the path,
pointing with his javelin.

"There's the spire o' Redwall yonder, mates. Let's see if'n we can nake '
"ear us. Dye all know *Qre Returnin' ?"

em
There was not a beast narchi ng who had not heard or sung the fampus old

mar chi ng song before. They roared lustily.

"See the snoke curl fromthe chimey, An' the mat beside the door
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On the path there stands the famly, Like you left '"em|long before.

Home returning, home returning,

Seasons gone an' young uns grown,

Home returning, home returning,

Back to those I call my own!

There the fire buns and the ale brews, And the bread bakes soft an' brown.
VWhile ny friends wait with the good news, Bring nmy chair an' sit ne down.

Home returning, home returning,
Cones the warrior fromthe war,
Home returning, home returning,

Home to wander nevernore!"



Voices rising to their limt, they sang the last chorus over again, draw ng
out the last word with all their mght.

Bella gripped Sumin's paw like a vice. "Do you see ny son? \Were is Sunflash?"

The squirrel shook his head in admration as he pointed. "I see himfine,

marm He strides out until they run to keep up with him he stands out like an
oak among ferns. Great seasons in the land! Now | know what a Badger Lord

| ooks Iike!"

The Abbess, Sumin, and e Hoffy stayed to assist Bella.

Al'l the other Redwallers clattered down the wallstairs to the main threshold
gate, where they stood on the path, waiting until Bella arrived, because it
was her special day above all days. The Abbey dwellers raised a cheer as Bella
stood out on the path, ready to lead them She turned, smling.

"Well, would you like to hear the war cry of a Badger Lord? When | give the
signal, shout out the word Eeulalia, but nake it |loud and | ong. Ready, set,
go!"
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"Eeul al i aaaaaa! "

Sunfl ash swung his rmace in circles above his head and, drawing air into his
cavernous chest, he bell owed back the badger war cry.

"Eeul al i aaaaa! "

Forenol e cl apped paws over both ears. "Wurr, et sounden |oik thunder afore ee
storm Lookit, yurr he'ma conen!"

Sunfl ash had caught sight of the silver badger |eading the Redwal |l ers al ong
the path. He knew it could only be one creature, his mother, Bella. Passing
the mace to Skipperjo, he ran rhe final distance, paws pounding the path |ike
hamrers, spurting dust up in a cloud, to the acconpani ment of |oud cheers from
bot h groups.

He skidded to a halt and wal ked the | ast three paces slowy. There before him
was the gentle old face he had seen in dreans. In the silence that followed,
only two words were spoken

" Mot her . "
"Son. "

And that is how Sunflash the Mace, Lord of Sal ammandas-tron, cane to Redwal |
Abbey and found his mother, Bella of Brocktree.

On that sanme hour of the next day, the feast was still in progress and showed
no signs of slackening.

Bryony sat beneath her favorite old apple tree in the orchard with Barl om and
Abbess Meriam The Redwal | Recorder had brought quill and parchment to
docunent the mousemaid's story. She told it frankly, |eaving out no detail
Abbess Meriamsat in silence until the recital was at an end.



The cal m ki nd eyes of Redwal |'s Abbess net those of the nousemaid. "So, Bella
and | were wong, there was some good in Veil, even though it cost himhis
life to showit. Can you accept ny apol ogi es, Bryony?

The nmousenai d ki ssed her Mt her Abbess's paw respectfully. "There is no need

for your apology. Veil was bad, | know that now Bella was right. Sone
creatures cannot help being the way they are. In all the time we knew him
Veil did not performone act of kindness to any living creature. | have
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t hought a great deal since he died and wondered if he would have saved ne if
he knew his father was really going to throw that javelin. | couldn't help
loving him because that's the way | am but | know that the world is a better
pl ace without Veil or Swartt bringing death and misery to it."

Meriam cast a knowi ng gl ance at Barl om before she replied, "You have grown,
Bryony. Your courage and conpassi on were never in doubt, but you have returned
to us wiser and nore sensible, far nore mature than | ever was at your age.
What do you think, Barlon®"

The Recorder finished rolling his scrolls. "I think in the seasons to coneg,
Redwal I will not |ack a good Mther Abbess; that is, of course, marm when you

feel the need to pass on your title."

Meriam pl aced a paw around Bryony's shoul ders. "I could think of no one better
to be Mother of Redwall sone day."

Bryony could scarce believe what she was hearing. * ' Me—Abbess of Redwal | ?"

"The sane as Togget will be nade Forenole when the tinme cones. You have earned
both admiration and respect from many el ders."

Mrtle the hogwife trundled a fresh cart |aden with hot scones, cheese, and
sal ad vegetables fromthe kitchens to the dining tables of Geat Hall. Mst of
the feasters were resting, or playing with the young ones, but the die-hard
core of trencher-beasts remained.

"Ain't you lot finished yet?" Mrtle groaned.

Rockl eg smiled winningly at her. "Not as long as there's such splendid food
bein' served!"

Myrtl e sighed, then sat down with them "Then | mght as well join you; pass
the mint tea, please.”

Duddl e Pol | spi ke pushed it across obligingly. "Mnt tea, there you are, ny
chubby-cheeked chaffwarbler. It al nost
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makes me wi sh | was a | andl ubber, dinin" in this wnnerful Abbey. What say
you, mny liddle Iarkspur?"



Tutty Pol | spi ke | ooked up froma raspberry crunble. "Lands'n'lakes! Tis al
very nice, but we've been waterbeasts too long to change our ways now. "

Redf arl broke the crust of a pastie, letting the gravy spill out. "Wt about
you, | ongshanks—thinkin' of changin' yore ways?

Jodd cut hinself a slice of fruitcake, a silly grin all over his face as he
twi sted his ears at Fleetrunn. "Wazzat? Ch, er, rather! |'d sooner be a
square any time than a hirrel!™

Fl eetrunn giggled. "Don't you nean you' d sooner be a hare than a squirrel, you
great duffer? Fancy bein' called a squir-rel hare, daft nane!"

Jodd bolted the fruitcake reflectively. "Ch, | dunno really. | don't mind daft
nanes as long as a chap has a good sensible real nanme. By the way, Fleetrunn

| never told you nmy real nane, did I? Wll, it's actually WIthurio Longbarrow
Sack-firth Toxophola Fedlric ..."

Qutside on the sunlit lawns of Redwall Abbey, the happy | aughter of old and
young alike rose to mingle with high |lark-song on the warm autum afternoon

Epi | ogue

The young hare Burrbob twitched his nose inquisitively at RiIlbrook the
Wander er.

"I's the tale finished? Ch, rats! | wanted it to go on an' on an' jolly well on
f'rever!”

The old otter stood and stretched, bal ancing back on his rudderlike tail.
"Well, young cheekychops, y'know wot they say. There's bread an' cheese upon
the shelf, want another story, tell it y'self."

The harew fe brought out rosehip-and-daisy cordial and sone plum and-danson
cake. Together with the group of |leverets, she had been |listening spellbound
to the story, only absenting herself occasionally to bring food. Placing the
cake and cordial in front of the old otter, she questioned him "What happened
to Jodd and Fleetrunn? Did they marry?"

"Aye, and stayed on at Redwall. Rockleg didn't, though. He came back to

Sal anmandastron wi th Sunflash. But that was many seasons later, after old Bella
had passed on to the Dark Forest. Sunflash would not |eave the Abbey while his
nmot her |ived. She went peaceful and happy, |ong beyond her allotted seasons.
They say no badger ever lived longer than Bella."

"/ And did Bryony ever becone Abbess?'
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"Yes, she was in her mddl e seasons when Meriamretired and passed on the
title to her. Togget becane Forenole, too. Now can | get on with this food, or
are you goin' to ask nme questions until | goes blue in ne ole face

answeri ng?''

"Just one nore thing. Is it true that Sunflash gave up being a warrior after



he returned here? |I have heard old ones say that he did."

"No, he was always ready to defend the coastline or make war on searats and
such verm n. Though he | oved grow ng things so nuch that he was only known to
his enem es as the Mace. Here at Sal anandastron he cultivated the sl opes of
this mountain the way they are now, fertile and beautiful. As the seasons
passed he became an expert farmer, and creatures traveled fromfar and wide to
learn fromhis great wisdom In tine, he changed his warrior name from
Sunflash to the nmore gentle Sunstripe. Also he was the first Badger Lord to
wite poetry, an unusual quality in anybeast who was ever possessed by the

bl oodwr at h.

"Here, come with me and 1'll show ye something."

Fol  owed by a curious group of |leverets, the harewife and Ri || brook made their
way up a rocky path bordering a terraced garden. The otter halted at a stone
slab seat. "Watch now, 1'll show you something my father showed nme, just as
his father showed him..."

The cheeky Burrbob nuttered under his breath, "An' his father showed him just
as his Auntie Bangtail showed himan' ... Yowch!"

The harew fe tweaked his ear warningly, and he fell silent as Rill brook
conti nued.

"There's not many seen this. My ancestors were showed it by an ol d Badger Lord
who cane after Sunflash. Here, watch now. " The seat was made by two flat slabs
pl aced one on top of the other. He lifted the top slab to reveal the bottom
stone beautifully carved in fine badger script.
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Here | often gaze out o' er the seas, When winter snows have gone to spring so
fair, Al one, except for butterflies and bees, Renmenbering the times we used to
share. Your spirit soars o' er places where |'d wal k, Not holding any friend on
earth so true, Upon ny shoul der, good and faithful hawk, O Skarlath, there was
never one |ike you!l Wth heavy heart | sit alone in grief, Lord of the
mountain, ruling over all, Wshing | could split a single leaf, To bring you
back again, with our old call

The harewi fe traced her paw over the letters carved countl ess seasons ago,
saying quietly, "A great and wi se badger with many unusual qualities."

The old otter |eaned on his traveling staff, watching the young hares gat hered
around the stone, reading the poem "Aye, Sal amandastron flourished under his
rule. It would be good for these young uns to |learn fromone |ike Sunflash."

Burrbob | ooked up fromthe carved seat. "There's not been a jolly ol d Badger
Lord here for absolute ages, sir—well, not inny l[ifetime there ain't."

Ri |l brook put his paw around the young hare's shoul der, sniling and shaki ng
his head. "Great seasons, not in your lifetime? That nust be a fair old span
of dusty days!"



Burrbob | ooked hopefully up at the old storyteller. "D you think a badger will
ever cone to Sal amandastron again, sir?"

Ri |l brook sat the young hare down upon the stone seat. ' 'This mountain is
never w thout a Badger Lord for too long. The warrior spirit seens to draw
them here fromafar. If you sit here for a short tine each day and watch those
shores bel ow, some day you'll see that badger come striding along. G ow up
strong and honest, all of you, and serve that badger

well. It is the duty of Salamandastron hares to do this."

Drawi ng his cloak about him Rillbrook the Wanderer tapped his ash-pole staff
on the rock and set off on his travels. "Farewell, ny friends, and thank you
for your hospitality, but the waysi de beckons and the breezes call nme away."

As Rill brook picked his way slowy down the mountainside, the harewi fe called
after him "Wait on the shore below, I'll bring you a haversack of food!"

Ri Il brook waved his staff in acknow edgnent.

Remenbering their manners, Burrbob and the young hares scranbled to assist the
old otter down the sl ope.

"What ho, sir, lean on ne!"

"Where do you journey to now, sir?

Ri |l brook winked at the pretty | everet who had asked the question. "Wy, to
Red wal |l Abbey, where else? It will take me several seasons to haul my old
carcass that far, but fate and friends have al ways been good to nme. Never
fear, I'll make it by next autum. It's a pretty place to be at harvest tine,
and the door is always open to friends. Maybe someday you'll visit there. I'm
sure they'd nake you wel cone."

The young hares and the harewi fe stood on the beach, watching Rillbrook the
Wanderer growing small as he trekked off east into the gol den afternoon
Burrbob raised his paw. "Let's send the old '
cry."

un on his way with a good oF war

Throwi ng back their heads, they roared out the tine-honored call of
Sal amandast r on

' Eeul al i aaaaaaa! '’



