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For I will consider ny cat

For at the first glance of the glory of God

in the East he worships in his way. For this is done by weathing his body seven

tinmes around with el egant quickness . . . For having done duty and received bl essing

he begins to consider hinself. For this he perforns in ten degrees. For first he | ooks upon his
fore-paws to see

if they are clean.

For secondly he kicks up behind to clear away there. For thirdly he works it upon the stretch with
the fore-paws extended For fourthly he sharpens his paws by wood. For fifthly he washes hinself.
For sixthly he rolls upon wash. For seventhly he fleas hinself, that he may

not be interrupted on the beat. For eighthly he rubs hinself against a post. For ninthly he | ooks
up for his instructions. For tenthiy he goes in quest of food . . . For when his day's work is
done hi s business

nmore properly begins. For he keeps the Lord' s watch in the night

agai nst the adversary. For he counteracts the powers of darkness by

his electrical skin and glaring eyes. For he counteracts the Devil, who is death,

by brisking about the life. For in his norning orisons he | oves the sun

and the sun loves him For he is of the tribe of Tiger. For the Cherub Cat is a termof the Angel
Tiger. . . For there is nothing sweeter than his peace

when at rest.

For there is nothing brisker than his life

when in notion . . . For God has blessed himin the variety of

hi s novenents.

For he can tread to all the measures upon the nusic.

—Chri st opher Snart

[ 1 NTRODUCTI ON

In the Hour before time began, Meerclar Allnother cane out of the darkness to the cold earth. She
was bl ack, and as furry as all the world come together to be fur. Meerclar banished the eterna

ni ght, and brought forth the Two.

Harar Gol deneye had eyes as hot and bright as the sun at the Hour of Snaller Shadows; he was the
col or of daytime, and courage, and danci ng.

Fel a Skydancer, his mate, was beautiful, |like freedom and clouds, and the song of travelers
returned.

ol deneye and Skydancer bore many children and raised themin the forest that covered the world at
t he begi nnings of the Elder Days. Cinbfast, Wl f-friend, Treesinger, and Brightnail, their young,
were nrong of tooth, sharp of eye, light of foot and straight and brave to their tail-ends.

But nost strange and beautiful of all the countless children of Harar and Fela were the three

Fi r st born.

The el dest of the Firstborn was Viror Wiitew nd; he was the color of sunlight on snow, and of

swi ftness. .

The mddle child was Gri zraz Hearteater, as gray o shadows and full of strangeness.

Thi rd- born was Tangal oor Firefoot. He was as uack as Meerclar Allnother, but his paws were red iKc
flame. He wal ked al one, and sang to hinmself.

There was rivalry anong the Firstborn brothers. Wiitewi nd was as fast and strong as a cat could
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dream of bei ng—one coul d overnmatch himat junping and running. Firefoot was as clever as tine; he
sol ved all puzzles and riddles, and made songs that the Fol k sang for generations.

Hearteater could not match his brothers' exploits. He grew jeal ous, and began to plot the downfal
of Whitewi nd and the humliation of the Fol k.

So it came to pass that Hearteater raised up a great beast against the Folk. Ptomal kumwas its
nane, and it was the | ast spawn of the denobn-hound Venris, whom Meerclar had destroyed in the Days
of Fire. Ptomal kum raised and nurtured with Hearteater's hatred, slew many Fol k before it was
itself slain by the gallant Wiitewind. But Viror Witew nd received such wounds that he soon

wast ed and di ed. Seeing the downfall of his schenes, Hearteater was afraid, and crept down a hole
and di sappeared into the secretive earth.

There was great |anentation in the Court of Harar at the death of Witew nd, the best-bel oved.
Firefoot his brother fled the Court in heartache, renouncing his claimto the Mantle of Kingship,
and wandered the worl d.

Fel a Skydancer, Wiitewind's nother, was ever after silent, all her long life.
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But Harar Col deneye was so full of rage that he wept, and swore great oaths. He went howing into
the wil derness, destroying all before himin his search for the traitorous Hearteater. Finally,
unabl e to bear such great pain, he fled to the bosomof the Allnother in the sky. There he stil
lives, chasing the bright nouse of the sun across the heavens. Oten he | ooks down to earth bel ow,
hopi ng to see Viror running once nore beneath the trees of the Wrl d-Forest.

Count | ess seasons turned and the world grew ol der before Firefoot again met his treacherous

brot her Hearteater.

In the days of Prince O eanwhisker, in the reign of Queen Mrningstripe, Lord Tangal oor came to

t he
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XXi

assi stance of the Ruhue, the ow -fol k. A nysterious creature had been pillaging their nests, and
had killed all the Ruhu hunters who had cone against it.

Firefoot laid a trap, clawing away at a mighty tree until it was near cut through, then lay in
wait for the marauder.

When the creature cane that night, and Firefoot felled the tree, he was astoni shed to di scover
that beneath it he had trapped Gizraz Hearteater

Heart eater begged Firefoot to free him pronising that he would share the ancient |ore that he had
di scovered beneath the ground. Lord Tangal oor only | aughed.

When the sun canme up, Hearteater began to scream He withed and screeched so that Firefoot,

al t hough fearing a trick, liberated his suffering brother from beneath the pinioning tree.

Heart eater had been so | ong beneath the earth that the sun was blinding him He clawed and rubbed
at his steaning eyes, howing so piteously that Firefoot | ooked about for a way to protect him
fromthe burning of the day-star. But when he turned away, the blinded Hearteater dug hinself a
tunnel, nore swiftly than any badger or nole. By the time the startled Firefoot bounded over
Heart eater had di sappeared back into the belly of the world.

It is told that he still lives there, hidden fromthe eyes of the Folk; that he works foul deeds
under ground, and aches to return to the Wrld Above.

1

CHAPTER

. make no ni stake W are not shy We're very w de awake, The noon and |

W S. Glbert

The Hour of Unfolding Dark had begun, and the rooftop where Tail chaser |ay was snothered in
shadow.

He was deep in a dream of |eaping and flying when he felt an unusual tingling in his whiskers.
Fritti Tailchaser, hunterchild of the Folk, canme suddenly awake and sniffed the air. Ears pricked
and whi skers flared straight, he sifted the evening breeze. Nothing unusual. Then what had
awakened hi n? Pondering, he splayed his claws and began a spine-linbering stretch that finally
ended at the tip of his reddish tail

By the tinme he had finished grooning, the sense of danger was gone. Perhaps it had been a night
bird passing overhead ... or a dog in the field beneath . . . perhaps ,..

Perhaps | am beconming a kitten again, Fritti thought to himself, who bolts in fright fromfalling
| eaves.

The wind ruffled his newy grooned fur. Piqued, he | eaped down fromthe roof into the tall grasses
bel ow. First he nust attend to hunger. Later it would be time to go to the Meeting Wall

Unf ol di ng Dark was wani ng, and Tailchaser's belly was still enpty. His luck had not been dancing
5
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He had held notionless, patient watch at the entrance to a gopher hole. Wen an eternity of near-
silent breathing had passed, and the inhabitant of the burrow had still not presented hinself,

Tai |l chaser had given up in frustration. After pawi ng in annoyance at the hole nouth he had gone in
search of other gane.

Luck had been conpletely absent. Even a noth had el uded his pouncing attack, to fly spiraling up
i nto darkness.

If | can't catch something soon, he worried, / shall have to go back and eat fromthe bow that
the Big Ones put out for ne. Harar! What kind of hunter am|1?

A faint wisp of scent brought Tailchaser to an abrupt halt. Absolutely notionless, all senses
straining, he crouched and sniffed. It was a Squeaker—downw nd, and very cl ose.

He noved as delicately as a shadow, carefully picking his way through the undergrowth, then froze
agai n. There!

A junmp and a half before himsat the nre'az he had scented. It squatted, unaware of Tail chaser
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and pushed seeds into its cheek—nose tw tching nervously, eyes rapidly blinking.

Fritti lowered hinmself to the ground, his upraised tail |ashing back and forth behind him
Hunkered, he drew hinself up on his hind | egs and poised for the strike—annoving, nuscles tensed
He | eaped.

He had m sjudged the distance. As he |anded short, paws flailing, the Squeaker had just enough
time to give a chirp of terror and then drop—floop!—+nto its hole.

St andi ng over the escape route, Fritti bit his own foot with enbarrassnent.

As Tail chaser licked the |ast scraps fromthe bow, Thi nbone bounded onto the porch. Thi nbone was
a wild tabb\. gra\ -and-yell ow patchwork, who lived in a

TAI LCHASER S SONG 5

cul vert across the field. He was a little older than Fritti, and made nuch of it.

"Nre'fa-o, Tailchaser." Thinbone | eaned over and sharpened his claws lazily on a wooden pillar
"Looks like you're being fed well tonight. Tell ne, do the Big Ones nake you do tricks for your
supper? |'ve often wondered how it worked, you understand." Fritti pretended to ignore him and
began cl eani ng hi s whi skers.

"I notice," Thinbone continued, "that the Giowl ers seemto have sone sort of arrangenent: they
carry things for the Big Ones, and | eap around a great deal, and bark all night for their dinner.
I's that what you do?" Thi nbone stretched nonchalantly. "I'mjust curious, you understand. Sone
night—eh, | admit it's not |ikely—sonme night | mght be unable to catch dinner, and it would be
nice to have something to fall back on. Is barking very difficult?"

"Be quiet, Thinbone." Fritti snarled, then gave a sneeze of |aughter and | eaped on his friend.
They westled for a nonent, then broke apart, batting at each other with their paws. Finally,
tired out, they sat for a nonent reordering their fur

When they had rested, Thinbone sprang away fromthe porch and bounded into the darkness. Fritt
put one |l ast patch along his flank straight, then followed him

The Hour of Deepest Quiet was just starting, and Meerclar's Eye was high in the sky above, renmpte
and unbl i nki ng.

The wi nd shivered the | eaves on the trees as Tail chaser and Thi nbone made their way across fields
and over fences—pausing to listen to night sounds, then galloping across wet, glimering | ams. As
t hey came under the eaves of the O d Wods that flanked the dwellings of the Big Ones, they could
smell the fresh scents of others of their kind.

Over the top of the rise and past a stand of massive oak trees lay the entrance to the canyon
Tai l -
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chaser thought happily to hinmself of the songs and stories that would be shared by the crunbling
Meeting Wall. He thought also of Hushpad, whose slimgray formand arching, slender tail had been
on his mnd alnost constantly of late. It was fine to be alive and of the Folk on Meeting N ght.
Meerclar's Eye cast a nother-of-pearl light on the clearing. Twenty-five or thirty cats were
assenbl ed at the base of the Wal |l —+ubbi ng agai nst each other in greeting, sniffing the nose of a
new acquai ntance. There was much nock fighting anong the younger Fol k.

Tai | chaser and Thi nbone were greeted by a gang of young hunters who stood casually about on the
edge of the throng.

"Great you're here!" cried Fleetpaw, a young fellow with thick black-and-white fur. "We're just
about to have a gane of Hop-in-the-Air—until the elders arrive, that is."

Thi nbone jogged over to join, but Fritti lowered his head politely and noved toward the crowd to
| ook for Hushpad. He could not |ocate her scent as he slid through the mlling group of cats.

A pair of young felas, barely out of kittenhood, winkled their noses at himflirtatiously, then
ran away, sneezing nerrinent. lgnoring them he bowed his head respectfully as he passed
Stretchsl ow. The ol der male, who lay majestically prone at the base of the Wall, dignified him
with a lazy blink of his huge green eyes and a desultory ear-w ggle.

Still no Hushpad, thought Fritti. Where can she be? Nobody mi ssed a Meeting Night if he could help
it. Meetings were only on those nights when the Eye was conpletely open and at its brightest.

Per haps she will cone |ater, he thought. O perhaps even now she was wal king with Junptall or Leaf-

rustl e—extending her tail languidly for themto adnire
The t hought nmade himangry. He turned and
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cuffed a juvenile torn who had been prancing and capering at his heels. It was young Pouncequi ck
who gave himsuch a | ook of dismay that Fritti imrediately felt sorry he had done it—the
ranbunctious kitten was often a nui sance, but well-neaning.

"I"'msorry, Pouncequick," he said, "I didn't know it was you. | thought it was old Stretchslow,
and | was going to teach hima | esson.”
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"Real | y?" gasped the young one. "You would have done that to hinP" Fritti regretted his joke.
Stretchsl ow would not find it very funny.

"Well, anyway," he said, "it was a m stake, and | apol ogi ze."

Pouncequi ck was charmed at being treated as an adult. "I certainly will accept your apol ogy,
Tail chaser." he said gravely. "It was an understandabl e ni st ake."

Fritti snorted. Gving the young cat a playful bite on the flank, he continued on his way.
Hal f way through Deepest Quiet the Meeting was well under way, and Hushpad had still not nade an

appearance. VWile one of the Elders regaled the assenbled multitude—Aow swollen to al nost sixty—
Tai | chaser sought Thi nbone, who was sitting with Fl eetpaw and the others. The El der was descri bi ng
a large and potentially dangerous G owl er who was running wild in the area, and Thi nbone and the
other hunters were listening intently as Fritti approached.

"Thi nbone! " he hissed. "WIIl you come over and talk to ne for a nonment?" Thi nbone yawned and
stretched before anbling over to Fritti's tree-root perch

"What is it, then?" he inquired amiably. "Is it time for ny barking | essons?"

"Pl ease, Thinbone, no ganmes. | can't find Hushpad anywhere. Do you know where she is?"

Thi nbone consi dered Tail chaser as the El der

8 TAd Wi

droned on. "So," he said. "I thought you seened a little preoccupied. Al this over a fela?"

"W were doing the Dance of Acceptance last night!" said Fritti, stung. "W didn't have a chance
to finish before the sun came up. W were going to finish tonight. | know she was going to accept

me! What coul d have made her niss the Meeting?"

Thi nbone | owered his ears in nock terror. "An interrupted Dance of Acceptance! Skydancer's

Whi skers! | think | see your fur falling out already! And your tail is going linp!"

Fritti shook his head inpatiently. "I know you think it's funny, Thinbone, and with your string of
tail -waving fenal es you don't care about a real Joining. But | do, and |I'mworried about Hushpad
Pl ease help ne."

Thi nbone | ooked at him for a monent, blinking his eyes and scratching behind his right ear

"All right, Tailchaser," he said, sinply. "Wat can | do?"

"Well, | suppose there's not nuch we can do tonight, but if |I can't find her tonmorrow could you
per haps cone out and have a | ook around with nme?"

"I suppose so," replied Thinbone, "but | think that a little patience will probabl y—euch!"

Fl eet paw had conme up from bel ow and butted his flat head agai nst Thi nbone's haunches.

"Come now " Fleetpaw cried. "What is all this deep discussion? Bristlejaw s going to tell a story,
and here you sit |ike two fat eunuchs!”

Tai | chaser and Thi nbone bounced down after their friend. Felas were felas, but a story was nothing
to sniff at!

The Fol k squeezed closer around the Meeting Wall —an ocean of waving tails. Slowy, and with

i mense dignitv, Bnstlejaw nounted a crunbled section of the wall At the highest point he paused,
and waited

seen some el even or twelve summrers,

TAI LCHASER S SONG 9
Bristlejaw was certainly no | onger a young cat, but iron control was in all his novements. H's
tortoise-shell fur, once brilliant with patches of rust and black, had dulled somewhat w th age,

and the stiff fur jutting fromaround his nuzzle had gone gray-white. H's eyes were bright and

cl ear, though, and could bring a sporting kitten to a halt fromthree junps away.

Bristlejaw was an Qel-cir'va: a Master O d-singer, one of the keepers of the Lore of the Folk. Al
the history of the Folk was in their songs—passed on in the Hi gher Singing of the El der Days from
one generation to another as a sacred trust. Bristlejaw was the only O d-singer within sone

di stance of the Meeting Wall, and his stories were as inportant to his Folk as water, or the
freedomto run and junp as they pl eased.

From his position atop the Wall he surveyed the cats below for a long tine. The expectant rmurmur-
ings quieted to soft purring. Some of the young cats—trenmendously excited and unable to sit still—
began frantically groom ng thenselves. Bristlejaw flicked his tail three tines, and there was

si | ence.

"We thank our Elders, who watch over us." he began. "W praise Meerclar, whose Eye |lights our
hunting. We salute our quarry for making the chase sweet."

"Thanks. Praise. Salutations.”

"We are the Folk, and tonight we speak in one voice of the deeds of all. W are the Folk."
Caught up in the ancient ritual, the cats swayed gently fromside to side. Bristlejaw began his
story.

"I'n the days of the earth's youth-when sone of the First were still seen in these fiel ds—Queen
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Sati near, granddaughter of Fela Skydancer, ruled in the Court of Harar

"And she was a good queen. Her paw was as just in aid of her Folk as her claw was swift to harm
for her enem es.

10
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"Her son and coregent was Prince N nebirds. He was a huge cat, mighty in battle, swift to anger
and swollen in pride for all his youthful years. At his Nanming the story had been told of how, as
a kitten, he had slain a branchful of starlings with one blow of his claws. So N nebirds he was
Naned, and the fame of his strength and his deeds stretched far

"I't had been many, nmany summers since the death of Witewi nd, and none living in the Court at this
tinme had ever seen any of the First. Firefoot had been wandering in the wild for generations, and
many t hought himdead, or gone to join his father and grandnother in the sky.

"As stories of N nebirds' strength and bravery began to run fromnouth to ear anong the Fol k, and
as Ninebirds began to listen to those ignoble ones who always cling to the great Fol k, he began to
see in hinself the greatness of the Firstborn

"One day it was told throughout the World-Forest that Ninebirds was no | onger content to be Prince
Regent at his nother's side. A Meeting was declared to which all the Folk were to cone fromfar
and wi de for feasting, hunting, and games, and at this neeting he woul d assune the Mantle of

Har ar —whi ch Tan- gal oor Firefoot had decl ared sacrosanct but for the Firstborn—and N nebirds woul d
declare hinself King of Cats.

"And so cane the day, and all the Folk gathered at the Court. Wile all cavorted and danced and
sang, Ninebirds sunned his great body and | ooked on. Then he stood, and spoke: 'I, N nebirds, by
right of blood and claw, stand before you today to assunme the Mantle of Kingship, which has gone
long unfilled. If no cat has any reason why | should not take upon nyself this Ancient Burden .

"At that noment there was a noise in the cromd, and a very old cat stood up. H's fur was shot all
over with grav—especially about his | egs and paws—and his nuzzl e was snow white.

TAI LCHASER S SONG
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" 'You assune the Mantle by right of blood and claw, Prince Ninebirds? questioned the old cat. "I
do,' answered the great Prince. 'By what right of blood do you claimthe Kingship? queried the
ol d white-whisker. 'By the blood of Fela Skydancer that runs in nme, you toothless old Squeaker -
friend!' rejoined N nebirds hotly, and rose fromwhere he lay. Al the gathered Fol k whi spered
excitedly as Ninebirds wal ked to the Vaka' az' -nme, the tree-root seat sacred to the Firstborn
Before all the assenbled Folk Ninebirds lifted his long tail and sprayed the Vaka'-az'me with his
hunt - mark. There was nore excited whispering, and the old cat tottered forward.

" "O Prince, who would be King of Cats,' said the ancient one, 'perhaps by blood you have sone
claim but what of claw? WIl you fight in single conbat for the Mantle?" 'O course,' said

Ni nebi rds, |aughing, 'and who will oppose nme?'" The crowd goggl ed, |ooking about for some mghty
chal l enger who would fight with the massive Prince.

"'l will," said the old one sinply. Al the folk hissed in surprise and arched their backs, but
Ni nebirds only | aughed again. 'Go hone, old fellow, and westle with beetles,' said he. "I wll

not fight with you.'

" 'The King of Cats can be no coward,' said the old cat. At that Ninebirds cried in anger and

| eaped forward, sw nging his huge paw at the old gray-nuzzle. But with surprising speed the old
one | eaped aside and dealt a buffet to the Prince's head that addled his wits for a nonent. They
began to fight in earnest, and the nultitude could scarcely credit the speed and courage of the
old cat, who opposed such a great and fierce fighter

"After a long while they closed and westled together, and although the Prince bit at his neck
the old one brought up his hind claws and scratched, and N nebirds' fur was scattered in the air.
When they broke apart, Ninebirds was full of surprise that this [ean elder could do hi msuch harm
12
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" '"You have | ost much of your pelt, O Prince,' said the old one. 'WII| you renounce your clain®
Angered, the Prince charged, and they fell again to fighting. The old one caught the Prince's tai
between his teeth, and when the Prince tried to turn and rend his face, the elder pulled his tai
fromhis body. The Fol k hissed with astoni shment and fear as N nebirds wheel ed bl oodily around and
faced the old cat once nore, who was hinsel f wounded and panti ng.

" '"You have lost your fur and tail, O Prince. WIIl you not also yield your clainPl Maddened by
pain, N nebirds flung hinself on the ancient one, and they westled—spitting and sw pi ng, bl ood
and tears glistening in the sun. At |ast the chall enger wedged Prince N nebirds' hindquarters
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beneath a root of the Vaka' az' ne.

"As the dirt settled, an excited shock ran through those watching—+n the |ast battling, quantities
of white dust had been knocked free fromthe coat of the challenger. H's nuzzle was no | onger
gray, and his paws and | egs shone the color of flane. 'You see ne reveal ed, Ninebirds,' he said.

"I am Lord Tangal oor Firefoot, son of Harar, and it is by nmy conmand that there is no King of
Cats.'

" 'You are a brave cat, O Prince,' he continued, 'but your insolence may not go unpuni shed.' Wth
that, Firefoot caught the scruff of the Prince's neck and pulled, stretching his body and | egs
until they were thrice as long as a cat's are nmeant to be. He then pulled the Prince | oose from
the tree root and said: Tailless and hairless, long and ungainly have | nade you. Go now, and cone
never nore to the Court of Harar. you who woul d have usurped his power. But this doom| lay on
you: that you shall serve any nmenber of the Fol k who comands you, and so shall all of your

descendants, until | release vour line fromthis bane.'
"And with that Lord Tangal oor went away. The
TAI LCHASER S SONG | ?

Fol k drove the misformed Ninebirds fromtheir mdst, calling himM an—eaning 'out of the
sunshi ne' —and he and all of his descendants went ever after on their hind | egs, and do today, for
M an's forel egs have been stretched too far away to touch the ground.

"Ni nebi rds the usurper, punished by the Firstborn, was the first of the Big Ones. They have | ong
served the Fol k, making us shelter fromthe rain and feeding us when the hunt is bad. And if sone
of us now serve the disgraced Man, that is another story, for another Meeting.

"We are the Folk, and tonight we speak in one voice of the deeds of all. W are the Folk."

His song finished, Bristlejaw | eaped down fromthe Wall with a strength belying his many sumrers.
Al'l the assenbl ed Fol k respectfully bowed their heads down between their forepaws as he |eft.

The Hour of Final Dancing was drawing to a close, and the Meeting broke up into snmall groups—the
cats saying their farewells, discussing the Song and gossi ping. Tail chaser and Thi nbone hung on
for a while, discussing plans for the next evening with Fl eetpaw and sonme of the other young
hunters, then took their |eave.

As they frisked back across the fields they stunbled on a nole stranded away fromits burrow
After they chased it a bit, Thinbone broke its neck and they ate. Bellies full, they parted at
Fritti's porch.
"Mi'fa-o0, Tailchaser.'
Unf ol di ng Dark.'

"Good dreamng to you, also, Thinbone. You are a good friend."

Thi nbone gave a flick of his tail and was gone. Fritti hopped into the box left for himby the Big
Ones, and sank into the sleep-world.

sai d Thinbone. "If you need nmy help tonmorrow I'Il be in Edge Copse at

CHAPTER

It is the Vague and El usive.

Meet it and you will not see its head.
Follow it and you will not see its back.
—tao-tzu

Fritti Tai khaser had been born the second youngest of a litter of five. Wen his nother, |ndez

G assnestle, had first sniffed him and licked the noisture fromhis newborn pelt, she sensed in
hima di fference—a subtle shading that she could not nane. His blind infant eyes and questing
mout h were sonehow nore insistent than those of his brothers and sisters. As she cl eaned hi m she
felt a tickle in her whiskers, an intinmation of things unseen

Perhaps he will be a great hunter, she thought.

His father, Brindleside, was certainly a handsone, healthy cat—there had even been a whiff of the
El der Days about him especially when he had sung the Ritual with her on that w nter night.

But Brindl esi de was gone now—fol |l owing his nose toward sone obscure desire—and she, of course, was
left to raise his progeny al one.

As Fritti grew, she lost touch with her early perceptions. Famliarity and the hard day-to-day
busi ness of raising a litter blunted many of Grassnestle's subtler sensitivities.

Al though Fritti was a bright and friendly kitten, cle\er and quick-learning, he never fulfilled in
size the pronise of his hunter-father. By the tinme that

14
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the Eye had opened above himthree tinmes he was still no larger than his ol der sister Tirya, and
considerably smaller than either of his two brothers. Hs short fur had darkened fromthe origina
creamto apricot-orange, except for white bands on his legs and tail, and a snmall, mlky star

shape on his forehead.
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Not |arge, but swift and agil e—oncedi ng sonme kitten clunsiness—Fritti danced through his first
season of life. He frolicked with his siblings, chased bugs and | eaves and other small noving
things, and nustered his green patience to |learn the exacting lore of hunting that |ndez
Grassnestl e taught to her children.

Al though the fam|ly's nest was in a heap of wood and rubbl e behind one of the nassive dwellings of
the Big Ones, nmany days Fritti's nother woul d take the kittens out past the outskirts of the M an-
nests and into the open countrysi de—wood lore was quite as inportant as city lore to the children
of the Fol k. Their survival depended on their being smarter, faster and quieter, wherever they
found thensel ves.

Forth fromthe nest Gassnestle would go, her young form ng a straggling, cavorting scout party
about her. Wth the patience passed down through countless generations, she taught her ragged crew
the fundanmental s of survival: the sudden freeze, the startling | eap, true-snelling, clear-seeing,
qui ck-Kkilling—all the hunting |ore she knew. She taught, and showed, and tested; then patiently re-
taught tine and again until the |l esson stuck

Certainly her patience was often stretched thin, and occasionally a botched | esson would be

puni shed by a brisk pawsnmack to the of fender's nose. Even a nother of the Folk had limts to her
restraint.

O all Gassnestle's kittens, Fritti loved |learning nost. Inattention, however, sometimes gai ned
hima smarting nose—especially when the fanmily went out into the fields and woods. The tenpting
whi stles and chirps of the fla-fa' az and the swarning, evoca-

16

WIITi AVs

live scents of the countryside could set himdaydreaning in a nmonent, singing to hinself of
treetops, and wind in his fur. These reveries were frequently interrupted by his nother's brisk
paw on his snout. She had |l earned to recognize that faraway | ook

The dividing line between waki ng and dream ng was a fine one among the Fol k. Although they knew
that dream Squeakers did not satisfy waking hunger, and that- dreamfights left no wounds, stil
there was nourishment and rel ease in dreans unavail able in the waking world. The Fol k depended so
much on the near-intangi bl e—senses, hunches, feelings and i npul ses—and t hese contrasted so
strongly with the rock-solid basics of survival needs that one supported the other in an

i nsepar abl e whol e.

Al'l the Fol k had exceedingly keen senses—they lived and died by them Only a few, though, grewto
beconme Cel -var'iz—Far-sensers—who devel oped their acuteness and sensitivity far beyond even the
hi gh nedi an of the Fol k.

Fritti was a great dreaner, and for a while his nother harbored the idea that perhaps he had this
gift of Far-sensing. He showed occasional flashes of surprising depth: once he hissed his el dest
brother down froma tall tree, and a nonent |ater the branch on which his brother had stood broke
| oose and fell to the ground. There were other hints of this deeper Var, but as tinme went on, and
he began to grow out of kittenhood, the incidents becane fewer. He becane nore prone to

di stracti on—+ore of a day-dreamer and |l ess of a dreamreader. Hi s nother decided that she had been
m staken, and as the tinme of Fritti's Nami ng grew closer she forgot it entirely. The life of the
hunting nother did not permit brooding over abstractions.

At the first Meeting after their third Eye, young cats were brought to be Named. The Nami ng was a
cere-

monv of great inportance.
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It was sung anong the Folk that all cats had three nanes: the heart nane, the face nanme, and the
tail name.

The heart name was given by the nother at the kitten's birth. It was a nane of the ancient tongue
of the cats, the Higher Singing. It was only to be shared with siblings, heart-friends and those
who joined in the Ritual. Fritti was such a nane.

The face nane was given by the Elders at the young one's first Meeting, a name in the nutua

| anguage of all warnbl ooded creatures, the Cormmon Singing. It could be used anywhere a nane was
usef ul .

As for the tail name, nost of the Folk nmaintained that all cats were born with one; it was nerely
a matter of discovering it. Discovery was a very personal thing—ence effected it was never

di scussed or shared with anyone.

It was certain, at |east, that sone Fol k never discovered their tail name, and died know ng only
the other two. Many said that a cat who had lived with the Big Ones—with Man—+tost all desire to
find it, and grew fat in ignorance. So inportant, secret and rare were the Folk's tail nanes, and
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so hesitantly discussed, that nothing nuch about them was actually agreed upon. One either

di scovered this nane or did not, said the Elders, and there was no way to force the matter

On the night of the Naming, Fritti and his l[itternates were led by their nother to the specia
Nose-neet of the Elders that preceded the Meeting. For the first tinme Fritti saw Bristiejaw the
Cel-cir'va, and old Snifflick, and the other wi se Folk who protected the |aws and traditions.
Fritti and his siblings, as well as the litter of another fela, were herded into a circle. They

I ay hunched agai nst each other as the Elders wal ked slowy around themsniffing the air and
soundi ng a deep runble

18
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that had the cadence of an unknown | anguage. Snifflick | eaned down and put his paw agai nst Tirya,
Fritti's sister, and brought her to her paws. He stared at her a noment, then said: "I name you

Cl earsong. Join the Meeting." She rushed away to share her new nane, and the Elders continued. One
by one they pulled the other young out of the pile where they lay breathing shallowly with
expectation and Named them Finally there was only Fritti left. The El ders stopped their circling
and sniffed himcarefully. Bristlejaw turned to the others.

"Do you snell it, too?"

Snifflick nodded. "Yes. The wi de water. The places underground. A strange sign."

Anot her El der, a battered blue nanmed Earpoint, scuffed the earth inpatiently. "Not inportant.
We're here for a Naming.'

"True," Bristlejaw agreed. "Well. . . ? | snell searching.”

"l snmell a struggle with dreans.” This from Snifflick

"I think he desires his tail name before he has even received his face nane!" said another Elder
and they all sneezed quietly w th hunor.

"Very well!'" said Snifflick, and all eyes turned to Fritti. "I name you . . . Tailchaser. Join the
Meeting."

Bewi | dered, Fritti |eaped up and trotted rapidly away fromthe Nose-neet, away fromthe chuckling
El ders who seened to share a joke at his expense. Bristlejaw called sharply after him

"Fritti Tailchaser!"

He turned and net the Master O d-singer's gaze. Despite the nerriment winkling his nose, his eyes
were warm and Ki nd.

"Tail chaser. All things in earth's season—enly given tinme. Renmenber that, won't you?"

Fritd flattened his ears and turned and ran to the Meeting.

TAI LCHASER S SONG
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The wani ng days of spring brought hot weather, long trips into the countrysi de—andTail chaser's
first neeting with Hushpad.

As he drew closer to his maturity the daily company of his brothers and sisters becane |ess
inmportant to Fritti. Each day the sun was longer in the sky, and the scents carried by the drowsy
wi nd grew sweeter and stronger. So, increasingly, he was drawn on solitary ranbl es outside the
range of dwellings anong which his famly lived and slept. During the hottest parts of the Hour of
Smal | er Shadows—hi s hunger blunted by his norning neal, his natural curiosity freed—he woul d range
through the grasslands like his brethren of the savannahs, hol ding i magi nary sway over all before
himas he stood on a hillside, grass stens tickling his belly.

The deeps of the woods also lured him He delved at bases of trees for the secrets of scurrying
beetles, and tried the strength of outer branches, feeling the intriguing breezes of the upper air
swirl through the sensitive hairs of his face and ears.

One day, after an afternoon of intoxicating freedomand exploration, Tailchaser energed fromthe

| ow scrub that girdled his woods and stopped to pull a twig |oose fromhis tail. As he sat splay-
| egged, pulling at the bit of branch with his teeth, he heard a
voi ce.

"Nre' fa-o, stranger. Mght you be Tailchaser?" Alarned, Fritti |eaped to his feet and whirl ed
around. A fela, gray with black striping, sat regarding himfromthe stunp of a |ong-dead oak. He
had been so wapped in his thoughts that he had not noticed her as he passed, though she perched a
mere four or five junps away.

"Good dancing, Mstress. How do you know nmy name? |'mafraid | don't know yours." The branble in
his tail hanging forgotten, Fritti observed the stranger carefully. She was young—seem ngly no

ol der

20
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than he. She had tiny, slimpaws and a softly rounded body.
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"There is no great mystery regarding either name," said the fela with an anused expression. "M ne
i s Hushpad, and has been since my Naming. As to yours, well, | have seen you froma distance at a
Meeti ng, and you have been nentioned for your |ove of rambling and expl ori ng—and here | have
caught you at it!" She sneezed delicately.

Her attractive green eyes turned away; Tailchaser noticed her tail, which she held coiled around
her as she spoke. Now it rose, as if of its own volition, and waved | anguorously in the air. It
was | ong and slender, ending in a tender point, and ringed frombase to tip with the same bl ack
accents as her sides and haunches.

This tail —whose | azy beckoning i nstandy captured Fritti's admration—was to |lead himinto nore
troubl es than his own boundi ng i magi nati on coul d concei ve.

The pair ronped and tal ked all through the Hour of Unfol ding Dark. Tail chaser found hinself
opening his heart to his newfound friend, and even he was surprised at what spilled out: dreans,
hopes, anbitions—all m xed together and hardly differentiated fromeach other. And al ways Hushpad
listened, and nodded, as if he spoke the dearest kind of truth. Wen he parted fromher at Fina
Danci ng, he nade her pronise to neet himagain the next day. She said she would, and he ran ai
the way hone leaping with delight—arriving at the nest so excited that he woke his sl eeping
brothers and sisters and alarned his nother. But when she heard what it was that made hi m squirm
and fickle so that he could not sleep, his mother only smled and pulled himto her with a gentle
paw. She |icked behind his ear and purred, "OF course, of course ..." to himover and over unti
he finally crossed into the dreamworld. Despite his apprehensions of the follow ng after-
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noon—whi ch seened to pass as slowy as snownelt —Hushpad was i ndeed there to neet hi mwhen the Eye
first appeared over the horizon. She came the day after, too . . . and the one after that. Through

all of high sumer they ran together, and danced and pl ayed. Friends watched them and said that
this was no nere attraction, to be consummated and then ended when the young fela finally cane
into her season. Fritti and Hushpad seenmed to have found a deeper congruency, which mght ripen
later into a joining—a thing rarely seen, especially anong the younger Fol k.

Tai | chaser was picking his way through the litter of the dwellings of the Big Ones, in the
fragment ed darkness of Final Dancing. He had spent the night roam ng the woods with Hushpad, and
as usual his thoughts lingered with the young fela.

He was struggling with sonething, but did not know what it was. He cared for Hushpad—ore than for
any of his friends, or even his siblings—but her conpani onship was sonehow different fromthe
others': the sight of her tail twining delicately behind her as she sat, or held delicately

upri ght when she wal ked, tickled a part of his imaginings he could not put a nane to.

Deep in these deliberations, for a long while he did not heed the nessage that the wind carri ed.
When the fear-snell finally reached his pondering, puzzling mind he started with sudden al arm and
shook his head fromside to side. Hi s whiskers were tingling.

He | eaped forward, galloping toward hone; toward his nest. He seened to hear terror-cries of the
Fol k, but the air was still and quiet.

He cl anbered across the last rooftop, down a fence with a scratch and bunp—and stopped short in
amazenment and fear.

Wiere the pile of rubble that had been his famly's
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nest had stood . .. there was nothing. The spot was swept as clean as wi nd-scoured rock. \Wen he
had left his famly that norning his nother had been standing atop the heap, groom ng his youngest
sister, Softwhisker. Now they were all gone.

He darted forward and fell to scratching at the nmute ground, as if to unearth sone secret of what
had happened, but it was M an-ground, and could not be broken by claw or tooth. H's mnd felt
blurry with conflicting passions. He whinpered, and sniffed at the air

The atnosphere was full of cold traces of fear. The snells of his famly and nesting place stil
hung, but they were overlaid with the awful scents of fright and anger. Al though the inpressions
were much junbl ed by the action of tinme and wi nds, he could al so sense who had done this thing.

M an had been here. The Big Ones had lingered for a long time, but had thenselves |eft no mark of
fear or anger. Their reek, as always, was nearly indeci pherabl e of neani ng—nore |ike the busy ants
and borer beetles than like the Fol k. Here his mother had fought themto the end to protect her
young, but the Big, Ones had felt no anger, no fear. And now his famly was gone.

In the next days he found no trace of them as he had feared he would not. He fled to the Ad
Wods and lived there alone. Eating only what he could catch with his still-clunsy paws, he grew
thin and weak, but he would not conme to the nests of other Fol k. Thinbone and other friends

occasi onal Iy brought himfood, but could not persuade himto return. The el ders sniffed sagely and

file:/l/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20Tad%20-%20Tailchaser's%20Song.txt (9 of 137) [8/28/03 12:50:37 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20T ad%20-%20T ail chaser's%20Song.txt

kept their peace. They knew wounds of this type were best nursed in solitude, where the decision
to live or die was freely made, and not regretted | ater

Fritti did not see Hushpad at all, for she did not come to visit himin his wild state—whether out
of sorrow for his situation or indifference he did not
TAI LCHASER S SONG 25

know. He tortured hinmself with inagined reasons when he coul d not sleep

One day, alnost an opening and closing of the Eye since he had lost his fanmly, Tailchaser found
hi nsel f on the outskirts of the dwellings of Man. Sick and debilitated, he had wandered out of
the protection of the forest in a kind of daze.

As he lay breathing raggedly in a patch of welconme sunlight, he heard the sound of heavy
footfalls. Hi s di med senses announced the approach of M an

The Big Ones drew near, and he heard themcry to each other in their deep, booning voices. He
closed his eyes. If it was fated that he should join his family in death, it seemed appropriate
that these creatures conplete the job that their kind had begun. As he felt |large hands grasp him
and the snell of the Man becane all-pervadi ng, he began to pass over—whether to the dreamworld
or beyond, he did not know. Then he knew nothing at all

Slow y, cautiously, Tailchaser's spirit flew back to fanmliar fields. As thought came back he
could feel a soft surface beneath him and the Man snell still all about. Frightened, he opened
his eyes and stared wildly about.

He was on a piece of soft fabric, at the bottomof a container. It gave hima trapped, terrified
feeling. Pulling himself onto his unsteady paws, he tried to clinb out. He was too weak to junp,
but after several attenpts he managed to get his forepaws over the edge of the contai ner and
scranbl e out.

On the fl oor bel ow he | ooked around, and found hinself standing in an open, roofed-over area
attached to one of the dwellings of the Big Ones. Although the snell of Man was everywhere there
were none in sight.

He was about to hobble away to freedom when he felt a powerful urge: hunger. He snelied food. Cast-
24
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ing his eye about the porch, he saw another, snuller container. The food snmell was making his
mout h wat er, but he approached it cautiously. After sniffing the contents suspiciously, he took a
tentative bite—and found it very good.

At first he kept an ear cocked for the return of the Man, but after a while abandoned hi nsel f
conpletely to the pleasure of eating. He bolted down the food, cleaning the container to the
bottom then found another full of clear water and drank. This gorging on top of his enfeebled
state al nost made hi msick, but the Big Ones who had put the neal down, perhaps foreseeing this,
had provided only nodest anounts.

After he drank he wobbled out into the sunlight and rested for a nmonent, then rose to nmake his way
up to the forest. Suddenly, one of his captors wal ked around the corner of the bul ky M an-nest.
Fritti wanted to bolt, but his body's fragile health would not permt it. To his amazenent,
however, the Big One did not seize him or kill himwhere he stood. The Man nerely passed by,

| eaning to stroke the top of Tailchaser's head, and then was gone.

So began the uneasy truce between Fritti Tail chaser and the Big Ones. These M an, on whose porch
he had found hinself, never hindered his com ng or going. They put out food for himto take if he
wi shed, and left the box for himto sleep in if he so desired.

After much hard thought, Fritti decided that perhaps the Big Ones were a little |ike the Folk:
sonme were good, and neant no idle harm while sone were not—and it was this second kind that had
brought ruin to his famly and his birthing-place. He found a kind of peace in this bal ance;

t houghts of his |loss began to recede from his waki ng Hours—f not from his dreans.

As health came back to him Fritti once nore found pleasure in the society of the Folk. He found

Hushpad
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al so, unchanged i n whisker or tail. She asked himto pardon her for not visiting himduring his

upset days in the woods. She said she would not have been able to bear the sight of her playfellow
in such distress.

Pardon her he did, and happily. Wth his strength returned, they once nore ran together in the
countryside. All was as it had been, except that Tail chaser was nore given to silences, and a
little less to happy chattering.

Still, his tine with Hushpad was now even nore precious to Fritti. They tal ked now, fromtine to
tinme, about the Ritual that they would enter when Hushpad cane to her season, and Tail chaser
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becane a hunter

And so their high sunmer waned, and the wi nd began to sing autum music in the treetops.

On the last night before Meeting Night, Fritti and Hushpad clinbed the hillside overl ooking the
M an-dwel | ings. They sat silently in the dark of Deepest Quiet for a long while as the lights

bel ow flickered out one by one. Finally, Tailchaser raised his young voice in song.

"So high

Above the waving treetops, Above the teenmi ng sky—W speak a Wrd

Si de by side

Upon the rugged worl d-back, Beyond the sun and tide—This voice is heard. .

We are traveling together Wth our tails in the wind W are voyagi ng together, W are sun-redeened
and warm

26
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Long now

We have danced within the forest. Looking only strai ght ahead—Lacki ng but the Word.
Soon, though,

We will understand the neaning In our whiskers and our bones—Now t hat we have heard.
When Tail chaser finished his song they again sat quietly throughout the renaining Hours of the

ni ght. The nmorning sun rose to scatter the shadows and interrupt them but when he turned to rub
Hushpad's nose in farewell an unspoken promni se hung between their commi ngling whiskers.

CHAPTER

They who dream by day are cogni zant of many things which escape those who dreamonly by night.
—Edgar Al l an Poe

The nmorning after Meeting Fritti awoke froma strange dream in which Prince N nebirds of Bristle-
jaw s song had taken Hushpad and was running away with her in his great nmouth. Wen Fritti's dream
self had tried to pull her free, N nebirds had seized him and given a savage yank. He had felt
his dreamform painfully stretching, stretching, becoming as thin and attenuated as snoke.

Shaki ng hinmself all over, as if to scatter the dismaying fantasy, Tailchaser rose and perforned
his early-norni ng groom ng—snoot hi ng down the sleep-ruffled fur all along his body, coaxing errant
whi skers into place, and ending with a fillip that put his tail tip in perfect order.

Wal ki ng through the tall grass behind his sleeping porch, he could not shed the sense of
forebodi ng that his dream had cast over the day. It seemed inportant, for some reason he could not
renenmber. He should not—and could not—forget the dream Wy?

Practicing paw swi pes at an acconmodati ngly bouncy dandelion, he renenbered. Hushpad! She had not
been at the Meeting. He nust go and | ook for her; discover what had happened.

27
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He felt a little | ess apprehensive than he had the previous night. After all, he decided, there

were many possi bl e reasons for her absence. She did live in a Man-dwel ling; they m ght have
closed her in, prevented her |eaving. Big Ones were capricious that way.

Tai | chaser made his way across the field of grass and through a copse of low trees as he skirted
the A d Wods. It was sone distance to where Hushpad |ived, and the journey took hima good part
of the norning. At |ast he cane in sight of the Man-nest, standing by itself in the solitude of
surrounding fields. It |ooked strangely enpty, and as he approached he could find no trace of
famliar smells.

Cal ling, "Hushpad! Tailchaser here! Nre'fa-o, heart-friend!" he jogged closer, but was net wth
silence. He noticed the entrance hangi ng open, as was not usual in the nests of Man. Reaching the
dwel I'i ng, he cautiously poked his head inside, then entered.

Not only was the Man-dwelling empty of life, to Tailchaser it seened enpty of everything. The
floors and walls were bare, and even his soft footfalls echoed as he nmoved fromroomto room For
a fearful nmonment the enptiness renm nded himof the di sappearance of his fam|y—but sonething was
different. There were no snells of terror or excitenent; no trace of anything upsetting having
occurred. Whatever reason the Man had for leaving, it seemed a natural one. But where was
Hushpad?

A top-to-bottom search produced nothing but nore enpty roons. Curious and puzzled, Fritti left the
dwel I i ng. He decided that Hushpad nust have run away when the Man | eft. Perhaps even now she was
hiding in the forest, needing his conpany and friendshi p!

Al'l that afternoon he roaned the wooded pl aces, calling and hallooing, but could find no trace of
his friend. Wien evening cane he went to Thinbone for help, but the two of themhad no nore | uck
t han
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Fritti alone. They ranged far and w de, and asked all the Folk they net for tidings, but none
could help. In this way ended the first day of Tailchaser's search for the | ost Hushpad.

Three nore sunrises passed wi thout any sign of the young fela. Fritti found it hard to believe
that she would sinply | eave the area, but no trace of violence had been found, and the other Fol k
had not seen or heard anything out of the ordinary. Day in and day out he continued searching for
her—tired, but with a terrible, relentless need. First his fam |y and his birthingplace, now this.
Even Thi nbone gave up after the third day.

"Tailchaser, | knowit is a terrible thing," his friend said, "but sonmetines Meerclar calls, and
we go. You know that." Thinbone | ooked down, searching for words. "Hushpad has gone. That is that,
I"'mafraid."

Fritti nodded his understandi ng, and Thinbone went off to join the other Fol k. Tail chaser,

however, did not plan to give up his search. He knew what Thi nbone said to be true, but felt
strongly—+n a manner he did not fully understand—that Hushpad had not gone to Meerclar, but was
living somewhere in the fields of earth, and needed his help.

A few days later Fritti was sniffing his way through a hedge of privet in which he and Hushpad had
pl ayed many ganmes of Roll-and-Pounce when he nmet Stretch-sl ow

The ol der hunter nade | ess noise than the wi nd-tossed autum | eaves as he approached, his tawny
body noving with confident econony. Wen he reached Fritti—terribly self-conscious in the presence
of the mature mal e—Stretchsl ow st opped, sat back on his haunches and gave the young cat an

apprai sing stare. Trying to bob his head respectfully, Tailchaser caught his nose on a privet twg
and | et out an enbarrassed mew of pain. Stretchslow s cool observation softened into a | ook of
amusemnent .
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"Nre'fa-o, Stretchslow," said Fritti. "Are you . . . mm. . . are you enjoying the sun today?" He
ended with an awkward gesture, and since the day was quite gray and overcast he suddenly w shed he
had said nothing at all—perhaps even stayed underneath the privet bush.

Seei ng the younger cat so disconfited, Stretchsl ow sneezed a | augh and sank to the ground. He
reclined there lazily, head held high and his body appearing nisleadingly rel axed.

"Good dancing to you, little one," he responded, then paused for a magnificent yawn. "l see you're
still hunting about for what's-her-nane . . . Squash-pod, was it?"

"Huh- Hushpad. Yes, |I'mstill [ooking."

"Well ..." The older nale | ooked about for a bit, as if searching for a tiny, insignificant thing

he m ght have dropped. Finally he said: "Ch yes . . . that was it. O course. You'll want to cone

to the Nose-neet tonight."

"What ?" Fritti was fl abbergasted. Nose-neets were for elders and hunters, and were reserved for

i mportant business. "Wy should I go to the Nose-neet?" he gasped.

"Well . . ." Stretchsl ow yawned agai n. "From what | understand—though Harar knows | have better
things to do than keep track of all the com ngs and. goings of you youngsters—from what | gather
it seens there have been nmany di sappearances since the | ast Meeting. Six or seven, including your
little friend Peachpit."

"Hushpad," Fritti corrected him quietly—but Stretch-slow was gone.

Above the Wall, Meerclar's Eye hung and gl eaned, framing a sovereign w nk agai nst the black of the
night. "We have had this problem al so, and sonme of the
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not hers are getting very worried. They aren't pleasant to be around at all, lately. Suspi cious,
you know. "

The speaker was Mudtracker, who lived with another colony of the Folk on the other side of Edge
Copse. They had their own neetings, and sel dom had nore than passing contact with Fritti's clan
"What | mean is," continued Mudtracker, "well, it isn't natural. | nean, we lose a couple of
kittens every season, of course .. . and the occasional male who decides to nove on w thout
telling anyone. Fela troubles, usually, if you sniff ny neaning. But we' ve seen three disappear in
the past pawful of days. It's not natural."

The visiting cat fromthe far side of the Copse sat down, and there was a rustle of |ow hisses and
whi spers anong the gathered clan | eaders.

Fritti's excitenment at being at Nose-neet with the adults was beginning to fade. As he heard the
stories that the others told of nysterious absences, and saw the way the sage, w se cats around

hi m shook their heads and scratched their nmasks in puzzlenent, he suddenly began to wonder if they
woul d be any help at all in finding Hushpad. It had seened to himthat as soon as the ol der cats
had acknow edged his problem it could be solved—but | ook there! The brows and noses of the clan's
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protectors-of-tradition were winkled with worry. Tailchaser felt a sense of enptiness.

Junptal |, one of the youngest present—though older than Fritti by several seasons—stood to speak.
"My sister .. . ny nest-sister Flickerswift had two of her kittens vanish just Eye-last. She is a
wat chf ul nother. They were playing at the base of that old sirzi tree at Forest's Edge, and she
had turned for a nonent because her youngest was having a difficult furball. Wen she turned
around again they were gone. And no snell of ow or fox, either—she | ooked everywhere, as you can
i magi ne. She's very upset."
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Here Junptal |l paused awkwardly, then sat down. Earpoint rose and | ooked around the gathering.
"Yes, well, if no one has any nore of these . . . stories. . . ?"

Stretchsl ow rai sed a grudgi ng paw. "Pardon, Ear-point, | do believe . . . where is he ... ah, yes,
there he is. Young Tail chaser there has sonething to report. If it's not too nmuch bother, | nean.”

Stretchsl ow yawned, show ng his sharp canines.
"Tail chewer?" said Earpoint irritably. "Wat kind of name is that?"

Bristlejaw sniled at Fritti. "It's Tailchaser, isn't it? Speak up, youngling, there you go."
Al'l eyes turned to Tail chaser as he rose.

"Un. . . well . . . um..." Asickly expression nmade his whiskers droop. "Wll, you see ..
Hushpad, she's ny friend, she's a ... she, Hushpad is ... well, she's disappeared.”

ad snifflick | eaned over and stared at himkeenly. "Did you see anything of what happened to
her ?"

"No ... no, sir, but I think ..."

"Right!" Earpoint |leaned over and gave Fritti a brusque pawpat on the top of the head, nearly
upsetting him "Right," continued Earpoint, "very good, yes, thank you, Tail . . . Tail

well, it was a nost useful report, young fellow. Now, shall we get on with it?" Fritti sat down
hastily and pretended to search for a flea. His nose felt hot.

Wavet ail, another elder, cleared his throat—puncturing several nmoments of unconfortable stillness—

and asked: "But what are we going to do?"

Anot her nonent's pause, and then the gathered Fol k all broke out at once.

"Alert the clans!"

"Post sentries!”

"Move away!"

"No nore having kittens!"

This last was fromJunptall, who—seeing the oth-
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ers all staring at hi mwas suddenly plagued by Tail chaser's flea.

ad snifflick clinmbed ponderously up onto his paws. He | ooked severely at Junptall, then gazed
around at the waiting Fol k.

"First," he grow ed, "we had better begin by agreeing not to go yelling and | eaping about in this
manner. A chi pmunk with a bunblebee in its tail would make | ess noise—and to nore effect. Now,
let's review the situation.” He stared inpressively at the ground, as if nustering deep thought.
"First: an unusually | arge nunber of the Fol k have gone m ssing. Second: we have no idea what or
who may be causing this. Third: the best and the wi sest cats fromaround our woods are here

toni ght at Nose-neet, and cannot solve the puzzle. Therefore ..." Snifflick paused to savor the
effect. "Therefore, although | agree that guards and such need to be discussed, | think it

i mportant that wi ser m nds than—yes, even ours—should be let to know of this situation. Baffling
and affrighting as it is, we have no choice but to informCertain O hers about these events.

"l suggest we should send a delegation to the Court of Harar. It is our duty to informthe Queen
of Cats!" Entirely pleased with hinself, Snifflick sat down as consternation and surprise whirled
about him

"To the Court of Harar?" breathed Midtracker. "None of the Fol k of Behind- Edge- Copse have been to
the seat of the First for twenty generations!" There was nore excited runbling.

"Nei ther have the Folk fromthis side of the Wods," said Bristlejaw, "but | think Snifflick is
right. We have heard these stories all night long, and no one has the slightest idea of what to

do. This may be beyond us. | agree to a del egation."

The crowd quieted for a nonent; then two of the assenbly blurted out at the sane instant: "Wo
will go?"
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This started another uproar, and Earpoint had to shoot his claws and wave them around purposefully
before things were quiet again. Snifflick spoke

"Well, it will be quite a |ong and dangerous journey. | suppose that as | am Seni or El der ny

know edge and wi sdomwi || be needed. |I will go."
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Bef ore anyone could react to this, there was a sudden snarl fromthe back of the gathering, and
Twi t chnose was striding forward. She was Snif flick's mate, had borne innunerable litters by him
and she was a taker of no nonsense. She marched straight to Snifflick, and stared himin the eye:
"You aren't going anywhere, you old nouse-gummer. You think you're going to sail out into the

wi | derness and sing your horrible hunting songs all night while |I sit here |ike a hedgehog?" she
hi ssed. "Think you're going to find sone slender young fela at the Court, do you? By the tinme you
mount her with those tired old bones she'll be as old as | am so what's the difference? You old
villaint"

Trying to save Snifflick, Bristlejaw quickly said: "That's right, Snifflick!—+ nean, you shoul dn't
go. The Fol k here need your wisdom No, a long journey of this kind calls for young cats, cats who
can travel in the wintertine." He | ooked around, and as his eye passed over Fritti the young cat
felt a nmonent of inpossible excitenent. Bristlejaw s gaze noved on, though, and settled on
Earpoi nt. The weathered old torn rose under the eye of the Master O d-singer, and stood, waiting

"Earpoi nt, you have seen many summers," said Bristlejaw, "but you are still strong, and wise in
the ways of the Quter Forest. WII you |l ead the del egation?" Earpoint inclined his head in assent.
Bristlejaw then turned to Junptall, who leaped to his feet and stood, seenming to hold his breath.
"You go al so, young hunter," spoke the lore-singer. "Be aware of what an honor there is in your
choi ce,
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and behave accordingly." Junptall nodded weakly and sat down.

Bristlejaw turned to Snifflick, who had been carrying on a near-silent thunping match wth

Twi tchnose. "Ad friend, will you pick one nore em ssary?" he asked.

Snifflick returned his attention to the Nose-neet once nore, and | ooked cannily around the circle.
The assenbl ed Folk held their breath as one while he deliberated. Finally he beckoned to

St reanmhopper, a youthful hunter of three sunmers. Taiichaser felt a pang of disappointnent,

al t hough he knew he was too young to have had a chance. As Snifflick and Bristlejaw instructed

St reanmhopper on his great responsibility, Fritti felt a curious frustration gnaw at his heart.
When the three del egates were assenbl ed, Earpoint stood forward to receive the nmessage that they
woul d carry to the ancient Court of Harar. Snifflick rose again.

"None here has travel ed where you nust go," he began. "W have no sure know edge to gui de you, but
the songs that tell of the Court are known to all.

"If you are able to discharge this duty, and reach the Queen of the Folk, tell her that the elders
of the Meeting Wall —+his side of Edge Copse, under the eaves of the O d Wod, on the fringe of her
domai n—pl edge their fealty, and ask for her help and guidance in this natter. Tell her that this
pl ague of di sappearance has visited not just the kittenry and questing nal es, but—Harar curse
it—the entire tribe. Tell her we are bewildered, and can find no wisdomin this matter. |If she
will send a nessage, you are charged to bring it back with you." He paused.

"Ch, yes. You are also hereby bound to help and aid your conpani ons—dp to, but not including, the
failure of your charge. "

Here Snifflick halted again, and in a nonent was once nore the ol dest cat of the Meeting Wl

Fol k.

?6 Tad

He | ooked at the ground for a noment, and scrabbled his pawin the dirt.

"We all hope that Meerclar will watch over you, and keep you safe," he added. He did not | ook up.
"You may tell your fanmilies, but we wi sh you to | eave as soon as possible."”

"May you find luck, dancing," Bristlejaw said, then, after a nonment: "This Nose-neet is ended."”

Al nost all the Folk who were present rose and pushed forward-sone to tal k excitedly anong

t hensel ves, others to get a last sniff or offer a last word to the three del egates.

Fritti Tailchaser was the only cat who did not stay for at |least a nonent with the brave

del egation. He clinbed away fromthe Wall buzzing with unfamliar feelings.

At the Ilip of the hollow he stood scratching his claws through the rough bark of an elmtree,
listening to the nmurmur of the crowdi ng cats bel ow

Nobody at the Nose-neet cared about Hushpad, he thought. Nobody woul d renenber her nane when the
del egates reached the Court. Stretchslow couldn't even renenber it now Hushpad didn't nean a jot
nmore to any of themthan the scruffiest old torn—yet he was supposed to wait patiently while
Junptall and the rest went parading off to the Court of the Queen, in the hope that she would
solve the problem Heavenly Viror, what nonsense!

Fritti growl ed, a noise that he had never nade before, and ripped off another skein of bark. He
turned and stared into the sky. Sonewhere, he felt sure, Hushpad was staring up at the sane Eye,
and no one cared but hi mwhether she was in danger or not. Wl | then!

Tai |l chaser felt hot deternination as he stood on the hillside, head and tail arched. The orb of
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Meercl ar hung above himlike a sham ng parent as he nade an inpassi oned pl edge:

"By the Tails of the Firstborn, I will find Hushpad,

TASLCHASER S SONG
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or my spirit will fly nmy dying body! One or the other!"

After a nonent—when he realized what he had proni sed—Fritti began to shiver

4

CHAPTER

And sings a solitary song That whistles in the w nd.

W1 liamWrdsworth

Fritti was finding it nore dificult than he had expected to | eave his porch box and food bow . The
anger and frustration of the night before seemed | ess noving in the thin sunshine of Spreading

Li ght -he was, after all, a very young cat, not yet a full-grown hunter. He was not really sure
exactly where to begin a search for his |ost conpanion, either.

Nosing the tattered fabric of his sleeping box, fabric that was full of famliar snells, he
wondered if it mght not be better to wait another day before setting out. Surely a little hunting
and a frolic or two with sonme of the other younglings would help to clear his mnd. O course. It
seened nore sensi bl e sonehow .

"Tail chaser! | heard all about your |eave-taking! How astonishing of you! | amquite taken aback."
Wth a thunmp and skid, Thinbone | eaped breathlessly onto the porch. He eyed Fritti with comca
puzzl ement. "Do you really nean to do it?"

At that nonent—though all his spirit pulled against it—-he heard hinself say: "O course, Thinbone.
I nmust."

Once he had spoken these strange words, he instantly felt as though he were rolling downhill. How
58
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could he stop himself now? How coul d he not go? What would the others think? Mghty Tail chaser
strutting about in front of the Wall, telling all who passed by about his quest. Oh, to be ol der
he thought —and not so stupid!

Surprising hinmself, he | eaned forward and |icked his paw with a cal mess calculated to inpress his
friend. Part of himwas fervently hopi ng Thi nbone would tell himnot to go—raybe even cone up with
a good reason.

But Thi nbone only grinned and said: "Harar! Fleetpaw and | are very jealous. W'll niss you while
you' re gone."

"I''"ll mss you all very nmuch, also," said Fritti, then turned his head away suddenly, as if to
bite at fleas. After a nonent's silence he | ooked back around. His friend was watching himwith a
strange expression on his face.

Anot her nonent's silence, then Thi nbone continued: "Well, | suppose this is farewell, then

Fl eet paw and Beetl eswat and all said to say an especial good luck fromthem They woul d have come
by, except there's a big gane of Bob-Tag bl owing up, and they have to hunt out sone nore Fol k."

"Ch?" said Fritti mserably. "Bob-Tag? Well, | don't suppose |I'll have nmuch tine for that sort of
gane for a while .. . never really liked it much, you know. "
Thi nbone grinned again. "I suppose you won't have the tine, will you? Wat adventures you'l

have! " Looki ng around, Thinbone scented the air. "Did little Pouncequick ever come by?"
"No," said Tail chaser. "Wy?"
"COh, he was asking when you were | eaving, and where from Seened quite concerned, so | supposed he

was going to try to catch you and say good-journey. He |looks up to you quite a lot, | think. Well
| suppose he's going to miss you."

"M ss nme?"
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"Yes. Spreading Light has al nost turned, and you wanted to | eave before Smaller Shadows. Wasn't
that right?"

"Ch yes. Certainly.
to do was crawl back into his box. "I suppose it's tine for me to be on nmy way ...
| ame cheeri ness.

"Il walk you to the edge of the field," his friend repli ed.

As they wal ked—hi nbone boundi ng and chattering, Fritti plodding and scuffing—Fail chaser tried to
renenber and save each snell of his famliar grounds. He bade a silent and sonewhat overbl own
goodbye to the shinmering field of grass, the tiny, nearly dry creek, and his favorite privet
hedge. / shall probably never see these fields again! he thought, and: They'll all probably forget

Tailchaser's legs felt as if they were made of stone. What he really wanted
" he said with
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me in a season or |ess.

For a nonent he felt very proud of himself for his bravery and sacrifice . . . but when they
reached the end of the sea of waving grass, and he turned back and saw the faint shape of the M an-
porch where his box and bow sat, he felt such a burning in his nose and eyes that he had to sit
for a nonment and paw at his face.

"Well ..." Thinbone was suddenly a little awkward. "Good hunting and good dancing, friend

Tai |l chaser. | shall think of you till you return.”

"You are a good friend, Thinbone. Nre'fa-o0."

"Nre'fa-o0." And Thi nbone was loping swiftly away.

Hal f a hundred steps into the O d Wods, and still in the conparatively sunny and airy outer
reaches of the forest, Fritti already felt hinmself to be the loneliest cat in the world.

He did not know he was being foll owed.

As the sun rose to midday, Fritti continued into the forest depths. He had never been through it
to the
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other side, but it seened likely that a fleeing Hushpad woul d go that way—rather than closer to
the dwel lings of M an.

Al t hough the sun was high, his keen night vision stood himin good stead, since the trees grew
thickly together in these parts. Passing through the thickets and undergrowh, he stared up in
wonder at these trees of the inner forest, trunks curved and twi sted, frozen into withing shapes
li ke the hlizza—whose bodi es | ashed on after they had been killed. Every now and then he stopped
to test his claws on one that was unfamliar to him sonme had bark harder than M an-ground, others
were wet and spongy. Sone of the |arger ones he sprayed with his huntmark—nore to reassert his
own exi stence anong these tangl ed branches and deep shadows than out of bravado.

Above, he could hear the songs of the different fla-fa'az that lived in the utternost heights of
the A d Wods. There was no other sound of |ife but the padding of his own near-silent paws.

Then, in a nonment, even the birds were silent.

There was a single sharp rappi ng noise, and Tailchaser froze in his tracks. The sound echoed
briefly, then faded, absorbed swiftly by the leafy clutter of the forest floor. Then, startlingly,
cane a rapid clatter of these noi ses—tok!—+ok-tok! tok-tok! . . . tok-t-t-tok!—rom high above
him The crescendo of knocks spread fromtree to tree, passing froma point over his head to
farther into the forest. Then silence fell again

Appr ehensively scenting the air, whiskers stiff, Fritti noved slowy forward, darting glances into
the light-spotted reaches of the thick foliage above him

He was cautiously stepping over a deconposing | og when there was anot her sharp tok!—-and a nonment
later he felt a stinging blowto the back of his head. He whirled, shooting his claws, but found
not hi ng behi nd hi m

Anot her sharp blow to his right foreleg spun him
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around again, and, turning, he felt a third harsh pain in his flank. Twirling about fromside to
side, unable to find the source of the painful blows, he was hit by a barrage of small, hard

obj ects that struck himfrom above. Backing away—snarling in fear and di sconfort—-he net another
fusillade, this one from behind.

Pani cking, Fritti broke and ran, and inmediately the | oud rappi ng conmenced agai n—rom what seened
like all sides at once. The stinging mssiles began to fly thick and fast. Trying to duck his head
and protect his eyes as he scranbled away, he ran directly into the gnarled base of a live oak and
tunbled to the | oam where he was i medi ately bonbarded by the fiercest shower yet. As he cowered,
he coul d see the missiles bouncing away—+ocks and hard-shelled nuts. The pelting becane too much
for himonce nore. As if surrounded by stinging gnats, he crashed away into the undergrowth. When
he tried to turn one way, a deluge of chestnuts and snall stones woul d push hi mback—always in the
sane direction.

As he dove into the shelter of a branble bush, he felt his paws conme down astoni shingly on unsolid
air. Losing his balance, he toppled forward.

As he slid over the precipice—and caught a swift glinpse of a dry streambed a fatal distance

bel ow-he twi sted his body sharply, nanaging to catch the branble bush and sl ow his headl ong

pl unge. Grappling the prickling branches with all four |legs now, and teeth and tail, he found
hi nsel f dangling precariously over the drop—enly the branbl es between himand a long, long fall
He hung for a nonent, naddened with surprise and terror. Tok!. . , tok-tok-a-tok!—and anot her

shower of nuts and stones hailed down on him Fritti began to yow piteously.
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"Why are you—ew —hurting me—ew! " he cried,
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and was rewarded with a hazelnut on his sensitive pink nose.

"I have done nothing to harm anyone here! Wiy are you hurt—ew —hurti ng nme?"

There was another swift series of knocks, followed by quiet. Then, fromthe trees above, cane a

shrill, cluttering voice.
"No harmit says-says!" The voice was high-pitched and angry. "Liar-liar-liar! You-you! Are
killer! Com ng here, here hunt and kill. Liar-cat-liar!"

Al though it spoke in a fast-paced and excited way, Fritti could understand its Comon Singing. He
struggled for a better grip on the roots.

"Tell me what | have done!" he pleaded, hoping for tine to regain the edge of safety just a paw
reach away. Angry chattering that he could not understand cane fromall the trees at once; then
the rappi ng noi se quieted the voi ces again.

"W are not stupid nut-droppers, no-no. Bad, so-bad cat, the people of the Rikchikchik not for
you, for you to tease and fool, oh no no!"

The Ri kchi kchi ki The squirrel-fol k! Even hanging at clawtips froma branble bush, Fritti felt a
monent's wonder. It was known they would hiss and scold intruders, and even fight viciously when
cornered—they were anong the strongest and bravest of the Squeaker-fol k. But band together to
attack one of the Folk, one who had not even been stal king? It was incredible!

"Hear me, O Rikchikchik!"™ Fritti cried. H's claws were beginning to feel the strain. "Hear me! |
know your kind and nmine are enemies, but that is honorable! W are as we are made. But | prom se

that I do not intend to nolest you, or harmyour nests. | amsearching for a friend, and I wll
not eat or hunt here! | swear by the First!" He waited tensely for a reaction, but the trees were
silent.

Then a | arge brown squirrel nade his way down the trunk of an aspen—headfirst and sl ow y—and

44

Tad WIIi AVS

stopped not two junps away from Tail chaser's precarious position. The Ri kchi kchi k | ooked angry,
its lips pulled back fromlong front teeth, but it was only one-quarter Fritti's size. He had to
admire its bravery.

"Tails, teeth, lies. This is-is what cats is!" The squirrel still spoke angrily, but nore slowy,
and was easier to understand. "Can trust? No. Cat has got-got Mstress Wir. So-bad cats!"

"I haven't harmed anyone, | swear!" cried Fritti plaintively.

"Many tooth-and-claws attack nests! Even now, now, killing cat has caught ny chiknek, ny .

mat e. Caught! Spoil ed seeds —unburied nuts! Terror, terror!"

Pai ns were shooting up Tailchaser's legs, and he was finding it hard to think. He extended a paw
carefully to the cliff's edge, to relieve the pressure on his hind | egs. A stone froma tree above
struck the questing paw —he alnost lost his grip as he pulled the injured foot back. A shril
chorus of squirrel voices in the foliage above called out for blood.

He tried to concentrate on what the brown squirrel was sayi ng.

"Do you nean that a cat has your mate right now? Nearby?"

"Bones of birds! Horror, woe! Poor M stress Whir. Caught, caught she is!"

Fritti seized at the opportunity. "Listen to me! Please, throw no rocks down, | amat your nercy.
I will try to save your mate, if you only let nme get up fromthis place! You don't have to trust
me. Go back into your trees, and if | try to escape, or harmyou, you can drop boul ders on ne,
punpki ns, anything! It's your only chance to save her!"

Tail erect and trenbling, the large brown squirrel fixed himwith a bright eye. For a nonent al

was frozen in the tableau: the stone-still squirrel and the snall orange cat, grimacing in pain
and hangi ng

TAI LCHASER S SONG 45

froma bush above a steep fall. Then the Ri kchi kchi k spoke.

"You go. Save chi knek and you free-free. Wrd of Master Fizz. Sacred Qak-prom se. Follow, we |ead
you, |ead you."

Wth a | eap and scrabble, Master Fizz was gone into the |eafy branches above. Tail chaser carefully
pul l ed hinmself up to where he could get a better grip, then got his back paws up agai nst the
bramble roots for |everage and junped to safety. He was weaker than he thought. Hi s rnuscles
trenbl ed as he clanbered up onto solid earth, and he lay for a noment panting. The Ri kchikchi k
made excited noi ses anpbng the | eaves. He got painfully to his feet, and their chirruping voices

| ed him forward,

On the outskirts of a grove of black oaks the Ri kchikchik came to a halt. Tail chaser coul d see
what had happened.
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One of the old trees had fallen over long ago, form ng a huge arch. He could hear the frightened
crying of a squirrel frombeneath it, and snell the scent of one of the Fol k. The sheltering oak
shielded the cat so that it could finish its gane in peace w thout being disturbed by the stones
and nuts of the vengeful Rikchikchik.

Fritti crept slowy and cautiously around the nop of dead roots that extended from one end of the
fallen tree. However he was going to persuade the other cat to give up its rightful hunt-prey, he
woul d have to begin with deference and care. So as not to startle, he called, "Good dancing, hunt-
brother," as he wal ked under the arching trunk. He stopped short.

M stress Whir, her eyes bulging with panic, lay pinned beneath the paw of a | arge, sand-col ored
torn. The hunter raised his head inquiringly as Fritti approached. It was Stretchslow

"Wl I'! Young Tail chaser." Stretchslow did not rise or nove his paw fromthe terrified squirrel

but gave
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a nod of greeting that was not unfriendly. "lIsn't this a surprise! | was expecting you through
this area eventually, but waiting is so boring." He started to yawn, then caught hinself. "Wel|
now t hat you've arrived, would you |like to share ny catch with ne? She's a nice fat one, as you
can see. Had quite a bit of fight in her, too—at first. Stinulates the appetite.”

Thi ngs were happening too fast for Fritti. "You were waiting . . . for ne?" he asked. "I don't
under st and. "

Stretchsl ow sneezed hunmorously at Fritti's bewilderment. "I expect you don't. Well, plenty of tine
for all that after a toothsone bit of Ri kchikchik. Sure you're not hungry?" Stretchslow raised his
paw to deal the squirrel a killing bl ow

"Stop!!" Fritti cried.
Stretchsl ow was now the one to | ook surprised. He squinted at Tailchaser with keen interest—as if
Fritti had grown a second tail.

"What's wrong, youngling?" inquired the older male. "Is this some strange sort of poison
squirrel ?"
"Yes ... no ... oh, Stretchslow, could you | et her go?" asked Fritti weakly.

"Let her go?" The hunter was genuinely astoni shed. "Heavenly Viror, why?"

"I promised the other squirrels that | would rescue her." Fritti felt as if he were turning to
dust under the curious stare of the other cat, dust that would blow away in the next strong
breeze. After a nonent's careful scrutiny of Fritti, Stretchslow gave an i nmense huff of |aughter
and rolled onto his back, waggling his paws in the air. The she-squirrel did not nove, but |ay

still, breathing shallowy, her eyes glazed.
Stretchslow rolled to his stomach and gave Fritti an affectionate thunp with a large forepaw. "Oh,
Tai | chewer, " he wheezed, "I knew | was right! Going on quests! Saving squirrel naidens! \Woof!

What a song yours will be!l"™ Stretchsl ow shook his head from
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side to side with merrinment, then turned his attention back to the huddl ed Ri kchikchik. Fritti's
nose burned. He did not know if he was being prai sed or nocked—er both.

"Very well, then," Stretchslow said to Mstress Wiir. "You heard Master Tail chaser. He has
interceded for your life. Go now, before | change ny mind." The squirrel lay still. Fritti began
to nove forward—afraid Stretchsl ow had i nadvertently broken her back—when she suddenly bolted
between them sending chips of bark flying, and di sappeared from beneath the oak-tree arch

"I wish | had the leisure to hear your story of how you canme to be naking prom ses to squirrels,
but there are things | still nust do before the Eye appears."

They were wal ki ng toget her beneath the giant trees—Fritti nmoving quickly to keep up with Stretch-
sl ow.

"However, | need to have nore inportant talk with you. I was sure you would decide to | eave on
your own, but | m scal cul ated how soon you would set out. So, | have been searching for you since
t he begi nning of Smaller Shadows."

"Stretchslow, | amafraid | do not understand you at all. Not in the least, and | beg your pardon

What coul d you possibly have to say to a silly youngling |ike me? And how did you know | woul d
come searching for Hushpad al one? And how did you know which direction |I'd choose?" Fritti was
gasping faintly as he struggled to maintain the older cat's pace.

"Many questions, little hunter. Not all can be answered now. Suffice it to say that | do not |earn
all I know at the Meeting Wall. | have wandered far in ny day, and sniffed many, nmany things. | do
admt that nowadays | derive a great deal of pleasure from
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sun-soaki ng—ertainly I do not hunt as far afield as | once did. But, still, | have ny ways.

"As to your other questions," he continued, "well, even a Man-fed eunuch could have snelled your
every intention, little quester. | have known since before Nose-neet—since before you knew
yoursel f—that you would be striking out after |itde Marshbat."

"Hushpad," puffed Fritti. "Her name is Hushpad."

"Of course, Hushpad. | know, " said Stretchslow with inpati ence—and perhaps a touch of fondness.

"It is ny way," he added sinply.

Stretchsl ow stopped suddenly, and Tail chaser funbled to a halt beside him Fixing Fritti with his
great green eyes, the hunter said: "There are strange things afoot, and not just in the Od Woaods.
The Ri kchi kchik and the Fol k maki ng bargains is not the strangest. | cannot sense what is
happening with certainty, but ny whiskers tell ne bew ldering stories. You have a part to play,
Tai | chaser."

"How could | ..." Fritti began to protest, but Stretchslow silenced himwith a paw gesture

"I have no nore tine, | fear. Snell the wind."

Fritti inhaled. Indeed, the breeze did carry a strange snell of cold and danp earth, but his
senses could make nothing of it.

"You nust learn to trust your feelings, Tailchaser," said Stretchslow "You have sonme natura
gifts there that may aid you where your |ack of experience |eads you into trouble. Renenmber, use
the senses that Meerclar gave you. And be patient."

Stretchslow sniffed the air again, but Fritti could no | onger snell anything unusual. The ol der
cat then rubbed his nose on Tail chaser's flank

"Keep your left shoulder to the setting sun when you | eave the forest," he said. "That should put
you in a profitable direction. Do not hesitate to speak ny nane as recomendati on on your journey.

In sone fields | amwell renenbered. Now, | nust |eave."
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Stretchslow trotted forward a few paces. Fritti, overwhel ned by events, sat watching himgo

The big cat turned around. "Have you had your Initiation to the Hunt, Tail chaser?"

"Umm . " Disconcerted, Fritti needed a noment to assenble his thoughts. "Unm no. The cerenony
woul d have been the Meeting after Eye-next."

Stretchsl ow shook his head and | oped back to him "There is not time, nor proper surroundings, for
the Hunt-singing," he said, "but | shall do the best I can." In a daze, Fritti watched as
Stretchsl ow settl ed back on his powerful haunches and cl osed his eyes. Then, in a voice much
sweet er than expected, he sang.

"Al'l nother, the hunt-gifts W prai se now, W praise now.

Keep us in your Eye; Qur true-tails You conpass us.

The sun is but fleeting, The Eye is of Al ways.

Al'l nother, listen us W pray you, W pray you.

G aw, Tooth, and Bone Is our pledge to your light."

Stretchslow sat with his eyes tight shut for a nonent, then opened them and sprang to his feet
again. No trace of the sl owspeaking, slownoving cat that Fritti had known seened | eft but the
cool gleamin his eyes. He appeared charged with purpose and energy; as he approached, Tail chaser
i nvoluntarily shrank back

Stretchsl ow, however, only reached out and touched
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his pawto Fritti's forehead. "Wl conme, hunter,” he said, then turned and sprinted away—pausi ng
briefly at the edge of a facing thicket to call: "May you find |uck dancing, young Tail chaser."

Wth that, Stretch-slow vanished into the undergrowth

Fritti Tailchaser sank to the ground in amazenment. Had all this really happened? He had been gone
Il ess than a day fromhis hone, and yet it seemed forever. Everything was so astoni shing!

He brought his hind foot up and began to scratch behind his ear—an outlet for the conflicting blur
of enobtions. As he scratched wildly, eyes half closed, he sensed novenent all around. He | eaped to
his feet, alarned.

The surrounding trees were full of flicker-tailed squirrels.

One of the larger ones—not the squirrel he had spoken with earlier—had shinnied down an el mtrunk
to his own eye level, and it clung there and | ooked at him

"You-you, cat-thing," it said. "Now come al ong-cone. Now you talk-talk. Tinme you talk with Lord
Snap. "

CHAPTER

The difficulty to think at the end of the day, Wen the shapel ess shadow covers the sun And
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nothing is left except light on your fur—

—\Wal |l ace Stevens

Fritti was clinbing high into the treetops. The Ri kchi kchi k who had sunmoned hi m st ayed severa
branches ahead, |eading hi mupward. Behind and all about, the rest of the squirrel party were

| eapi ng and chattering in their own tongue. He felt as though he had been clinbing for days.

In the dizzying upper levels of the great live oak the procession halted for a nonment. Fritti sat
on a none-too-w de branch and waited for his breath to cone back. Like all cats, he was a good
climber, but he outweighed his squirrel conpanions nanyfold. He had to cling tighter and naintain
better bal ance than they, especially up here where the branches were getting thinner: fromtine to
tinme a linb had swayed di zzyingly under him forcing himto clinmb quickly to a sturdier one.

They stopped in one of the last trunk crotches: several |arge branches flaring out fromthe trunk
of the oak. They had clinbed so high that Fritti could no | onger see down to the earth bel ow

t hrough the overlapping linbs. The fetching party, augnented by scores of other Rikchikchik,

wat ched him froma safe distance and squittered between thenselves in amazenent at the sight of a
cat in the Lord' s tree.
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Hi s | egs aching, Tail chaser was again forced to rise and follow his hosts. After ascending a few
more feet up the central trunk, spiraling upward on radiating branches, they turned out along a
wi de outreaching linmb. Away fromthe trunk the bough's circunference becanme rapidly smaller, unti
Fritti balked for fear that it "would not hold his weight. The Ri kchi kchi k urged hi mon, though
and he edged forward until he was forced to lie on his stomach and cling. He would go no farther.
As he | ay—swaying gently in the breeze—the squirrel who had led the party chirped a brief signal
The tok-tok-tokking noise that he had heard earlier resuned. Craning his head, Fritti could see
several of the Rikchikchik with nutshells clutched in their fore-paws, banging them sharply
against the tree's trunk and branches in organi zed, staccato bursts of cadence.

From the other side of the treetops a new round of raps answered.

On a branch perpendi cul ar to Tai khaser's, separated fromhis by several junps of enpty air, a slow
and dignified procession was novi ng—dignified by squirrel standards, although perhaps a little
bri sk and hoppy in conparison to the sinuous grace of the Folk. Fritti thought he recognized
Master Fizz and M stress Wiir near the front of the procession, which contained several pawfuls of
Ri kchi kchi k

Leadi ng the strange parade was a large squirrel with grayshot fur and an exultantly bushy tail.
The old squirrel's eyes were as bl ack as obsidian, and they studied Tailchaser intently as the
line of tree-dwellers stopped and crouched.

After eyeing the cat inperiously for a noment, the old one turned to Mstress Wir

"This cat-cat-fol k who saved?"

M stress Whir | ooked demurely across at Fritti, who clung ganely to his branch. "lIs npbst yes cat,
Lord Snap," she shyly affirned.

Tai | chaser could not help but notice how the
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Ri kchi kchi k had protected their leader fromhim an untrustworthy cat. Qut at the end of this wand-
thin linmb he had no | everage by which to spring; even if he could manage to, the distance
separating his and Lord Snap's branches was too great. Not that he had the urge to spring at
anyone at this particular instant—still, he adnmired the R kchikchik's cl everness.

"You, cat," said Lord Snap sharply.

"Yes, sir?" answered Fritti. Wat did this old fellow want, anyway?

"Cat-fol k, Rikchikchik not friends. You help Mstress Wiir. Wiy you do, so-strange cat?"

Fritti had not quite puzzled it out yet himself. "I'mnot sure, Lord Snap," he answered.

"Coul d have sheltered with chi knek-steal er under |og, under log!" broke in Master Fizz suddenly.
"Didn't," he added significantly. Lord Snap | owered his head and gnawed neditatively on a tw g,
then | ooked at Fritti again.

"Always hunt, fight-fight with cat-fol k. Mon-last four cat clinb great tree. Steal chiklek .
steal younglings. Steal many. Wio cats?"

"I don't know, Lord Snap. | entered the forest only today. Did you say four cats? Al together?"
"Four so-bad cats." Snap affirnmed. "One each | eg Rikchikchi k have. Four."

"I do not know, my lord, but it is unusual for nmy Folk to hunt in such |arge nunbers," said

Tai | chaser thoughtfully.

Snap deli berated for a nonent. "You good-cat. Keep-keep prom se. Sacred Oak binds. First tine

Ri kchi kchi k owe cat-folk favor since Root-in-Gound. T-t-t-teach you thing—you need-need hel p,

Ri kchi kchi k give. Yes?" Fritti nodded, surprised. "Good-cat have troubles, sing: 'Mikkarrikarek-
Snap,' get help. Sing!'"
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Fritti tried: "Meowarriksnap." Lord Snap repeated the phrase, and Fritti tried again, troubled by
the difficult squirrelish sounds. Over and over he re-
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peated it, tasting the odd chattering feel. Al the Rikchikchik |eaned forward, encouraging him
showi ng hi m how to nmake t he noi ses.

If Stretchslow saw this he'd really have a | augh, thought Fritti.

Finally he approximated it closely enough to satisfy the old squirrel-Ilord.

"In ny so-so-nice forest, you use for help. Also sing for certain in trees of brother, Lord Pop
Further . . . Snap-knows-not."

The old squirrel |eaned forward and fixed Tail-chaser with his gleam ng eyes. "Qther thing. You
hunt Ri kchi kchi k, no hel p. Pronm se gone-gone. Rule of Leaf and Bough. Agree, good-cat?" Snap

| ooked at hi m cunningly.

Fritti was taken by surprise. "I ... | suppose so. Yes, | pronise." A gasp of pleasure went up
fromthe attending squirrels, and Lord Snap beaned with delight, showi ng his worn incisors.

"Good, nost-good." He chuckled. "lIs bargain-bargain." The Ri kchikchik chief gestured with his tai
to the squirrel who had brought Tailchaser. "Master dick, take cat-folk down tree."

"Yes, Lord Snap," said dick. Fritti—sensing the end of his interviewbegan to inch backward al ong
the narrow tree linb. The squirrels chattered brightly behind him He thought he heard Wir and

Fi zz bid hi m good-j our ney.

As he descended behind the brisk and efficient dick, Tailchaser reflected with chagrin on the
bargain he had just struck with the R kchikchi k.

Al | have to do is neet the King of the Birds and the King of the Field Mce, he thought sourly,
and I'lIl nost likely starve to death.

The wani ng nonents of Stretching Sun had turned the sky above the great forest into flame. The

gl ow of the setting sun reached through the tangl ed branches and speckl ed the |l eafy ground at

Tai khaser's
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feet. On the eve of his journey's first night he padded on, deeper and deeper into the ancient
secrecy of the A d Wods.

He was hungry. He had not eaten since Final Dancing of the previous day.

Suddenly, as if it had been swallowed up by the Venris Hound, the |ight disappeared. In the half-
monent it took his eyes to adjust, Fritti was blinded.

He paused, and as his night vision conpensated for the sudden darkness, Tail chaser shook his head
and shivered. To live always in darkness! Harar! How could the hol e-dwellers and burrow sl eepers
stand it? He thanked the Allnother for having brought himinto the fields as one of the Fol k, who
enjoyed all their senses.

Continuing on his way with the effortless stealth native to his race, Tailchaser noted the
nighttine life of the great woods in its first flowering. H s whiskers received the faint heat-
pul ses of small creatures cautiously enmerging to test the evening. Al their novenents were
tentative, though—eautious and hesitant. Fritti hinself was a factor npbst of them were already
aware of. The snall aninmal that charged headlong fromits huddling place at first dark did not
usual ly live long enough to pass its foolishness along to offspring.

Thi nki ng of food now, Fritti moved with control, each step com ng down on packed ground that woul d
betray no sound. He wanted to find a place where the air currents noved in nore favorabl e ways, or

did not nove at all: he was going to effect a trap. He had wal ked hungry for too I ong, and did not
want to wait for a chance kill
Besi des, Grassnestle, his nother, had taught himhunting lore, after all. He was not going to be

forced into digging up Squeaker-nests for newborns on his first night out!

He woul d nake a clean kill.
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Ni ght birds wheel ed and soared above. He could feel the presence of the Ruhue in silent
overflight. They were not hunting, he guessed: the Ruhue preferred to search and swoop over fl at
ground. More likely they were |eaving nests in the nearby forest.

Just as well, he thought. The nearness of an oW would freeze the forest creatures and nmake it
that rmuch harder to find dinner

Q her night-rising fla-fa'az whistled and piped in the trees, up in the farthest reaches where the
Fol k were too heavy to travel. Fritti dism ssed themw thout a second thought.

Hoppi ng down into a dry, rock-strewn gully, Tailchaser got a sudden and surprising whiff of cat-
scent. He turned, nuscles tensed, and the smell was gone. In a nonment it was back again, and he
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breathed it |long enough to note sonme familiarity in the odor. Then, oddly, it di sappeared once

nor e.

Fritti stood perplexed by this bew | dering phenonenon, hackles raised and nose twitching. The
scent had not changed in intensity fromnovenent or wind failure—+t had sinply vani shed.

When the scent returned to himhe recognized it. No wonder it had seenmed to have a faniliar tang
to it—t was his own scent.

Hi s nose winkled delicately as he sanpled the air, confirmng his suspicions. He had wal ked into
a night-eddy: a slow, barely detectable whirlwi nd. The rocks in the dry creek bed, heated by the
sun during the day, were warm ng the air above them Contacting the cool night air descending,
trapped and rerouted by the waffs of the gully, the resultant swirl of air nade lazy circles ..
carrying his own scent back to him |f he had not paused for a nonent, he would not have been in
pl ace | ong enough for it to circle around!

Pl eased that he had sol ved the puzzle, he leaped up to the far side of the stream bed and was
nmovi ng away when an idea tugged at him He turned back and inspected the gully wall for severa
junps up
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and down on both sides. He found what he had been | ooking for—the half-conceal ed entrance to a
Squeaker - bur r ow.

He knew that the sunwarmth woul d dissipate eventually. He also knew that the trick would work only
once. Carefully, he set hinself in place: lying atop the gully wall three or four junps down the
stream course fromthe burrow opening. He tested the edge of the streambed wall on which he |ay,
and found a spot that would not crunble under novenent and send a shower of earth down to betray
his plot. Then, working the catechismthat his nother had taught him he stilled hinself into
imMmobility to wait.

Unwi I ling to nove his head, he sensed, rather than saw, that Meerclar's Eye had noved but a short
di stance. When he was finally rewarded by a faint novenent at the tunnel nouth, it seenmed as if he
had wai ted several lifetines.

Carefully, so carefully, a nose appeared fromthe hiding hole and sniffed the air. The rest of the
Squeaker followed. It sat frightened-eyed on the Iip of the tunnel for a nonent, every novenent
showi ng a readiness to run at the first sign of danger.-Crouched, with nose winkling, it tested
for hazard. It was a field nouse, brown-gray and skittery.

W thout awareness, Fritti began to flick his tail back and forth.

The Squeaker, scenting nothing inmedi ately dangerous cl ose by, noved a cautious di stance away from
the hole nouth and began to search for food. Its nose, ears, and eyes were constantly trained for
predators. Never straying nore than a quick |leap away fromits hole, the Squeaker scavenged from
side to side of the dry stream trough

Fritti found that it took all of his control to not | eap down on the nouse that seened so cl ose.

H s stomach cl enched silently with hunger, and he could feel the inpatient trenmbling of his hind

| egs.

But he al so renenbered Bristlejaw s adnonition
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to be patient. He knew that the little Squeaker woul d be back down its bolt-hole at the first sign
of novenent.

/ will not be a kitten, Fritti told hinself. This is a good hunt-plan. | will wait for the proper
noment .

Finally, he judged that the nre'az was as far fromthe burrow as was necessary. Wen the nouse
turned its back on his position for a nonent, Tailchaser brought up his forepaw and dipped it
slowy over the edge of the gully wall, halting and freezing if the nouse seened about to turn his
way. Gradually, with great care, he stretched his paw down, until he felt the faint currents of
the night-eddy ruffle the fur of his extended foot.

The eddy carried the scent around—down the gully walls to circle slowy back up to the nouse from
a point seenmingly near its own tunnel

As the cat-snell reached it the rodent went stiff, nostrils flared. Tailchaser could see the
bound, shivering tension of the nbuse as it scented a nortal eneny—apparently between it and the
escape route. The Squeaker renained frozen in place for several heartbeats as the eddy carried
Fritti's scent past it. Then, in an agony of confusion, it made a hal fhearted | unge away fromthe
hol e nout h, toward Tail chaser

Al'l the cat's pent-up energy was discharged at once. H s tight-coiled nuscles took himover the
edge of the streambed in one notion. As soon as his hind | egs touched the ground, he was airborne
agai n. The nouse did not even have a chance to utter a noise of surprise before it died.
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Following his left shoulder in the way Stretchslow had directed him Fritti thought about his
strange encounter with the ol der hunter.

He had al ways seen Stretchslow at | ei sure—an al oof, unapproachable figure—but he had not acted
like that today with Tail chaser. He had been different:
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ani mat ed and energetic. Even nore strange, he had treated Tail chaser with great kindness and
respect. Although Fritti had been very careful not to offend Stretchslowin times past, he had
certainly never done anything to nerit respect froma mature hunter. There was a riddle there that
he coul d not solve as he had the night-eddy.

Such a day! How the others back at the Wall would laugh and call out at the story of one of the
Fol k I earni ng Ri kchi kchi k | anguage in the tree of a squirrel-lord.

But he might never return to Meeting Wall to sing his song. He was of the Folk, and his oath would
bind him And now he was a hunter—sung and bl ooded.

Still, the hunter felt very sad and snall.

Past the m dpoint of night he began to feel a continuous weakness in his tired nmuscles. He had
wal ked far by the Folk's standards; even farther for one his age. Now he had to sl eep

Nosi ng about for a sleeping place, he selected a grassy indentation at the base of a large tree.
He sanpl ed the breeze carefully, and found nothing to prevent himfrom beddi ng down. He turned
three times around in the small hol |l ow—honoring All not her, Gol deneye and Skydancer, the life-

gi vers—then curled up, covering his nose with his tail-tip to save warnth. He was asl eep very
qui ckly.

Dreanmi ng, he was under the ground, in darkness. Fritti was struggling, scrabbling at dirt that
gave way under his paws, but always there was nore dirt.

He knew sonet hing was hunting him just as he hunted Squeakers. Hi s heart was racing.

H s scrapi ng paws at |ast broke through, and he fell through a wall of earth into the open air.
There, in a forest clearing, were his nother and siblings. Hushpad stood there, too, and
Stretchsl ow

60 TA

and Thi nbone. He tried to warn them about the thing that was chasing him but his nmouth was ful
of dirt; as he tried to speak, dust fell out onto the ground.

Looki ng at Tailchaser, his friends and famly began to | augh, and the nore he tried to indicate
the danger they were in fromthe follow ng-thing, the thing that hunted him the nore they

| aughed—ntil the sneezing, high-pitched sounds swarnmed in his ears.

Suddenly, he was awake. The | aughter had becone a hi gh-pitched barking. As he |istened, stock-
still, he could hear it clearly. It was quite close by, and in a nonent he identified it: a fox,
yi pping in the darkness beyond the trees.

Foxes were no danger to grown cats. Fritti had rel axed back into his sleeping position when he
heard anot her sound—the unhappy nmewi ng of a kitten

He |l eaped up instantly to investigate, springing out of the copse and down a tree-crowded sl ope.
The barking and snarling became | ouder. He | eaped onto a crest of rock that jutted froma welter
of under brush.

Many junmps downsl ope from himan adult red fox had backed a snmall catling against a hummock. The
young cat's back was arched, all the fur puffed out fromits small body.

Still not a very daunting sight, thought Fritti, not even to one of the Visl
As he junped down fromthe rock, Fritti noticed sonething unusual in the young cat's posture: it
was injured, sonehow, and despite all its loud hissing and spitting, was obviously not in nuch

shape to fight. Fritti felt sure that the Visl knew this, too
Then, shockingly, Tailchaser realized that the fox-cornered catling was Pouncequi ck
CHAPTER
cats in their huddl ed sleep (Two heaps of fur nade one)
Twitch their ears and whi nper—Do they d reamthe sane dream ?
—Eric Barker
"Pouncequi ck! Little Pouncequick!" Fritti |oped down the shrub-spotted slope. "It's ne!
Tai | chaser!"
The youngling, from his saggi ng defensive posture, turned a drooping eye in Fritti's direction,
but showed no sign of recognition. The fox turned sharply to | ook at the onconing Tail chaser, but
gave no ground. When Fritti drewto a halt a junp or two away, the Visl barked a warning.
"Conme no closer, bark-scrabbler! | will do for you, also!"
Tai | chaser could now see that the Visl was a fenale, and despite her ruffled hackles, not mnuch
bi gger than he. She was thin, too, and her |egs were trenbling—whether fromanger or fear, Fritti
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could not tell

"Why do you nenace this cat, hunt-sister?" sang Fritti, slowy and soothingly. "Has he done w ong
to you? He is ny cousin-son, and | must stand for him"

The ritualistic question seened to calmthe fox a little, but she did not back off. "He nenaced ny

pups," she said, panting. "I will fight you both if | nust."
Her pups! Tail chaser understood the situation bet-
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ter. Fox nothers, just as the matriarchs of the Folk, would do anything to protect their litters.
He | ooked at her protruding ribs. It nust have been a difficult autum for nother and young.

"How was your fanily menaced?" Tail chaser inquired. Pouncequick, a junp away, was staring fixedly
at the Visl, seenmingly unaware of Fritti's presence.

The she-fox | ooked at Fritti appraisingly. "In the norning-dark, | had taken the pups out
prow i ng," she began, "when | snelled predators—targe ones. The scent was unfamliar, but it had

sonet hi ng of badgers, and sonething of cats. | hurried the pups down to the den and lay on themto
keep them quiet, but the danger snmell did not go away. So | decided to | ead whatever |urked out
there away fromthe nest. | told the pups to stay where they were, then broke froma second burrow
entrance.

"The smell was very strong—the predators were near. | showed nyself briefly and ran. After a
monent, | heard sonmething follow ng. | took them down-ravine, and up the basin's edge. | even

exposed nyself to sight on the | ong neadow, in hopes of getting a noon-glinpse of what pursued
me—=

"What were they?" Tailchaser interrupted. The Visl glared at him and her hackl es bristled.
Pati ence! Tail chaser chided hinself.

"I don't know, cat," she said harshly. "They were too smart to follow out onto the grassland.

"When they didn't appear, | had to double back, for fear they had given nme up and gone back to
seek the den. As | said, though, they were cruelly clever . . . they were waiting for ne when |
reentered the scrub wood, and | had to run like Renred to get away. They kept to shadows and
under brush, though. | don't even know to a certainty how nany there were. Mre than three, |

t hi nk. "

Fritti admired the fox mother for her bravery. He wondered if he would be as selfless in a simlar
situation. The Visl spoke again.
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"Anyway, | ran and ran—far enough that | felt safe for nmy young—and finally left themin a gorse
thicket with a few false scents to chase. ... | hope you're listening very carefully. | seldom

speak to cats, and | never repeat nyself for them"
"I amlistening with great interest, hunt-sister.”

"Very well." The fox | ooked somewhat nollified. Fritti hoped that they could settle whatever

ki tteni sh m stake Pouncequi ck had made wi thout resorting to claw and tooth.

"Wel |, after taking a confusing route back, | arrived at nmy nest to hear ny pups naking a terrible
noi se: barking and yelping and calling for ne. | found this little monster in the nest with them

Qobviously, the others had led me off, and he had then snuck in to do harmto ny young!" Again she
bristled. Tailchaser was about to say sonething cal ni ng when Pouncequick cried out shrilly. Fritti
and the fox turned to see the kitten starting forward, panting.

"No! No! I was hiding! Hding!" cried Pouncequick piteously. "Hiding fromthenl " The kitten began
to shiver uncontrollably. Fritti, worried for his little friend, began to nove slowy toward him
"Hunt -sister, in your understandable concern for your litter, | think you have ni staken another
victimfor one of the wongdoers." He was at Pouncequick's side now The little cat buried his
nose miserably in Tailchaser's flank and whi npered. The fox pinned Fritti with a shrewd gaze.
"What is your nanme, cat?"

"Tail chaser, of the Meeting Wall Clan," he replied respectfully. H's soft singing seened to have
prevented conflict.

"I amcalled Karthwine," said the fox sinply. "I will allow you to take your cousin-son w thout
mal i ce. You, however, mnust take the responsibility for keeping himout of the dens of ny Folk. If
I find himagain near ny pups, there will be no conpromnise."

"That is nore than fair, Karthw ne," said Tail chaser,
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giving a little head-dip of acceptance. The she-Visl |ooked himup and down, then turned a fina
gl ance to Pouncequi ck, whose face was hi dden agai nst Tail chaser's belly.
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"You sing well, Tailchaser," the fox said slowy, taking care with her words. "But do not think to
rely on that alone in this world. W foxes sing, too, and we know many things. But we al so teach
our pups howto bite." She turned and stal ked away in great solemity.

The dawn was breaki ng above them as Tailchaser lay with a shuddering Pouncequi ck, singing quiet
songs of reassurance. After a while, when the kitten's terror had subsided, Fritti |led himback to
the sleeping tree and curled up around him As the norning sun rose, covering the woodl and fl oor
with crisscrossed shadows, they fell asleep.

The heat of Smaller Shadows woke Tail chaser. Pouncequi ck was no | onger nestl ed agai nst him

Fritti raised his head and saw the young catling up and frolicking, soft fur aclutter with pine
needl es and dead | eaves. Wen Fritti rose and stretched he discovered a great soreness in his
nmuscl es. Watching the ganboling kitten with envy, he decided that he would have to set an easier
pace until he becanme nore accustoned to this steady traveling.

Pouncequi ck, still cavorting happily while Fritti sunned his aching | egs and paws, seened to have
recovered conpletely fromthe terrors of the night before. Wien Fritti asked hi m about what had
happened, however, a shade of disquiet cane into the youngling s eyes.

"Can we talk about it after we eat, Tailchaser?" he asked. "I'mvery hungry!"

Fritti assented, and the next part of the afternoon was spent in a none-too-effectual hunt—spoiled
in a large part by Pouncequick's tendency to squeak when excited. They did nanage to capture a

coupl e of
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beetl es, which—strangely ticklish going dowmn—were at least filling. After finding a still but

dri nkabl e puddl e of water, they settled down in the shade to digest.

The I ong, sleepy silence was broken only by the lulling whir of unseen insects. Then, as Fritt
felt himself drifting into sleep, Pouncequick began to talk

"I know | shouldn't have followed you, Tailchaser. I'"'msure |I'll be a burden, but | want so much
to help you. You have been kind to nme many tines, when Fl eet paw and the rest just cuffed ne about,
or teased ne.

"1 knew you wouldn't et nme come, though, so | hid until you set out, and then | tracked you. All
by nysel f!" he added proudly.

"Ah. So that's why you were aski ng about my | eave-taking anong the Fol k."

"That's right. | wanted to know where you were leaving from |'mnot that good a tracker," he
added a little norosely, then brightened. "Anyway, | kept nmy nose to the ground and foll owed.
Everything went fairly well until mdday or so; then | became confused.

"For a while it seened |like your trail had turned into soneone else's, and then it doubl ed back on

itself, and up and down trees—at least it snelled that way. | got very confused and wandered
around for a while; when | found the track again, your traces were pretty cold. | foll owed as best
| could, but it was getting dark, and I was hungry. Actually, | still am Could we go find a few
nore beetles or sonething?"

"Later, Pouncequick," snorted Fritti. "Later. First | want to hear the rest of your song, little
cu' nre."

"Ch, yes. Well, | was trying to nake up ground on you—hopi ng you would stop to sleep, or
sonet hi ng—when | heard the nost awful noise. It was a huge group of birds, and they were al
twittering and shrieking at the sanme time. | |ooked up, and there
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wer e hundreds of thema whole cloud of fla-fa'az—all flying Iike mad around this tree, and making
a terrible fuss.

"I went to the base of the tree, naturally, to see what was goi ng on

"I't nust have been horrible up top. There were piles of dead fla-fa' az, ripped and bitten, and
feathers everywhere, floating down fromthe upper branches. And when | |ooked up, | could see
eyes!"

"What do you nean, "eyes'?" Fritti questioned.

"Eyes. Big, pale-yellow ones—+tike nothing |I've ever seen. There were too nany branches in the way
for me to see anything else, but | know | wasn't nistaken. Then whatever it was made a hi ssing
noise at me, and | ran. | think it came down the tree after ne, Tailchaser, because the birds
stopped making that terrible ruckus—but | didn't |ook back to find out. | just ran." Pouncequick
paused for a noment with his eyes closed, then continued.

"l think that there m ght have been nore than one, fromthe sounds | heard. They were fast, and if

| wasn't small—able to get under bushes and such—they woul d have caught ne. | have never been so
frightened—ot even when a Growl er was after ne.
"Finally, | could barely run anynore. | was slow ng down. | couldn't hear anything behind ne,
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though, so | stopped to listen nore carefully.

"I was standing there with my ears up, and sonething reached out fromunder a rock and grabbed

me! "

"Fromunder a rock?" said Tailchaser incredul ously.

"I swear by the First! It grabbed ny |eg! Here, see these scratches!" Pouncequi ck di splayed his

wounds. "You won't believe this either, Tailchaser, but the thing that grabbed ne, whatever it was
it had red claws!"

"Well, you said that sonething was killing the birds you saw. It was probably blood."

"After half an Hour of chasing ne over dirt and
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branbl es? It woul d have cone clean. Besides, this wasn't dried blood. This was bright-red."

Puzzled, Fritti gestured for the young one to conti nue.

"I shrieked like a jay, of course, and managed sonmehow to pull away. | went into a tangle bush as
deep as | could, hoping they were too big to cone in after ne. | couldn't run any farther. They
didn't nake any noise, then, but | could sense they were still there.

"Then | snelled fox, and suddenly they were off. After I'd waited awhile, | staggered out fromthe
bush and found the den-burrow. | supposed |I'd go down just inside, where |'d have sone defense if
t hey came back for ne. Then the Visl returned. | guess you know the rest."

Fritti |leaned forward and gave the youngster a nose-rub on his forehead. "You were very brave,
Pouncequi ck. Very brave. So you never saw what it was that chased you?"

"Not quite, no. But | shall never forget those eyes. And those red claws! Phoof!" Pouncequi ck
shook hinself fromnose to tail, then turned to Tailchaser, anxiety nelted away. "Al|l that tal k of
fla-fa'az has nade ne ravenous. Did | nmention that | was hungry?"

"I think you did," |aughed Tail chaser

They rested through the afternoon, and set out again at twlight.

Tai | chaser had sone mi sgivings about keepi ng young Pouncequi ck with him but decided that he
really had no other choice: he couldn't send the little cat away—back through the dangerous
woods—and he hinself could not give up his quest for Hushpad.

They made a fairly good pace. Pouncequick tended to trot ahead for a while, then | ag

behi nd—fascinated by a butterfly or a shiny stone. It seened to even out, nore or less, and their
progress was steady.
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Pouncequi ck even managed to curb his squeaking a little, and the hunting inproved.

Several days passed. They fell into a routine of alternating walks and rests—a |ong sl eep at

m dday, when the sun was high, and another at Final Dancing, lasting until sunrise. They hunted as
they travel ed, catching the odd beede or snall bird hidden in the brush, and hunted bi gger game
only before the lying-in time of Snmaller Shadows.

One afternoon, Pouncequick caught a Squeaker all by himself. It was a young nouse, and a very
stupid one at that, but Pouncequick caught it w thout help and was justifiably proud. Nboreover
Fritti decided, it tasted just as good as the cleverer sort.

Thei r conpani onship eased the tediumof the journey for both cats, and the days flew swiftly by.
Al t hough Pouncequi ck's incessant boundi ng and capering occasionally drove Fritti to snarling and
swatting, he was still very glad to have the little cat for conpany. As for Pouncequick, he was
delighted to be adventuring with an admired el der. The shadow of his first night in the wild
seenmed to have vani shed, |eaving no trace.

The forest seened to change around them as they travel ed—Aow thi ck and knotted, choked as tangl e-
bush, then open and airy as Edge Copse. Then, at the end of their fifth day in the woods, the
trees began to appear successively snaller and farther apart.

Topping a jutting rock that stood out anong the treetops |like a fela above her kittens, Tail chaser
and Pouncequi ck stood and watched the sun of their sixth day rise. The forest bel ow them stretched
away anot her |eague or two, beconing steadily sparser, then dwindled to an end. Beyond it |ay
rolling green downs; clusters of trees sat in the hollows between their rounded sides.
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The downs stretched on into the distance, their farthest reaches shrouded in early-norning fog.
Beyond that nmight Iie nore hill land, or forests . . . or anything. No one Tail chaser knew had

ever spoken of what |ay beyond the O d Wods.
The two conpani ons scented the breeze, drinking up the snells rising on the warnmng air.
Pouncequi ck | ooked down, then butted Fritti's side.
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Bel ow t hem on a subordi nate peak of the outcropping, stood another cat. It was a strange sight,
all nuddy, with tangled fur and wild eyes. As Tail chaser and Pouncequi ck stared the unknown cat

| ooked up at themwi th a strange, unfocused gaze. They had only a noment nore to wonder at its
ragged pelt and crooked tail; then the stranger |eaped down fromthe rock, |anding unsteadily on a
wide linb, and vanished into the foliage. Were it had passed, the | eaves bobbed for a nonent,
then were still.

CHAPTER

"Ch, you can't help that," said the Cat: "we're all mad here. I'"'mnmad. You're mad."

"How do you know I'm nad?" said Alice

"You nust be," said the Cat, "or you wouldn't have cone here."

—tewis Carrol |

Tai | chaser was doing a |ot of thinking. The |ong days of wal king had given himtime to do that,
and he was adding up facts in a very careful way.

Pouncequi ck's story of pursuit fit in with the other things he had heard: the di sappearance of
some of the Folk; the Ri kchikchik's tales of cat raids.

Lord Snap had nentioned four cats: the nunber alone nmade Fritti believe soneone other than Fol k
was responsible for the raids on the squirrel-nests. And Karthwi ne the fox had said that the
beasts had snell ed part badger, part cat. Perhaps the creatures just |ooked enough like cats to
lead small animals like the R kchikchik to a fal se conclusion

Even Stretchsl ow had said that sonething strange was in the air. A new kind of maraudi ng beast?
Pouncequi ck' s descriptions of eyes and claws cane back to him and he shuddered.

Wth a sudden start, he thought of Hushpad—eoul d those things have gotten her? But no, he had
snelled no fear at her enpty nesting place. They m ght have caught her in the forest, though! Poor
Hushpad! Such a big world, and so full of dangers. .

H s attention was diverted by Pouncequi ck, who was annoyi ng a badger. The great diggi ng beasts
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coul d be savage when they needed to be. Tailchaser threw over his pondering and hurried to
extricate the youngling froma potential disaster

Dr aggi ng Pouncequi ck away by the scruff of the neck, Fritti nmunbled an apology to the nettled
badger. The beast grunted scornfully at himas he retreated, then waddl ed off, striped sides
huf fi ng.

A lecture failed to danpen Pouncequi ck much. Soon they were off again, heading toward the outer
edge of the A d Wods.

Waki ng from his midday nap, Tailchaser felt eyes upon him Across the clearing stood the strange
cat they had seen at the jutting rock. Before Fritti could untangle hinself fromthe snoring
Pouncequi ck the cat was gone, leaving no trace. It seenmed to Fritti that the odd creature had been
about to speak to them—there had been a strange yearning in its eyes.

That evening, as they were crossing a stand of aspens, the cat again appeared before them This
tinme it did not run away, but stood gnawing its lower |ip nervously as they approached.

Seen up close, the cat was a fantastic sight. Its original color was | ong since hidden under the
dirt and nud that caked its fur and twined the hair into swirls and tangles. Sticks and | eaves,
bits of tree Iichen and evergreen needles, all nmanner of odd clutter festooned its coat from head
to tail-tip. It had bent whiskers, and its eyes | ooked sad and puzzl ed.

"Who are you, hunt-brother?" asked Fritti cautiously. "Do you seek us?" Pouncequi ck hung cl ose by
Tai | chaser' s si de.

"Who . .. who. . . wo. . . the Ruhu . . ." the stranger intoned solemmly, then fell to chew ng
his Iip again. H s voice was deep and nal e.

"What is your name?" Fritti tried again.
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"Ixumsquixura . . . hollow and hellioned . . . how so?" The strange cat |ooked vaguely into
Fritti's eyes. "Eatbugs is ne, | am... | ran, so | am... SO you see . "

"He's mad, Tailchaser!" squeaked Pouncequi ck nervously. "He has the dripping-nouth sickness, |'m
sure of it!"

Fritti signaled himto hush. "You are call ed Eatbugs? That is your nane?"

"The sane, the sane. Grass-gobbler and stone-chewer . . . isky pisky squiddlumsquee . . . oh

No! " Eatbugs whirled around, as if sonething were creeping up behind him "Aroint thee!" he cried
at the enpty air. "No nore of your dandly dancing out of earshot, you hugger-nugger hiss-nmouse!"
He turned back toward the cats with a wild look in his eyes, but as they stared, a change seened
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to cone over him The crazed | ook was replaced by one of enbarrassnent.

"Ah, old Eatbugs gets confused sonetines, he does," he said, and scuffed the ground with his grinmy
paw. "He don't nean no harm though—rever woul d, you see. "

Pouncequi ck hissed with alarm "He is mad—di d you see hin? W nust go!"

Tai |l chaser was also a little nervous, but sonething about the old cat touched him "Wat can we do
for you, Eatbugs?" he asked. Pouncequick stared at himas though he, too, had gone quite nad.
"There you are," the stranger said. "There you be. A d Eatbugs were just |onesone for sone talk
It's a big world—but precious few there are to speak with." The old cat scratched distractedly at
his ear and di sl odged a snmall seed pod, which fell to the ground. Eatbugs bent and sniffed it
eagerly, then a nonent later swiped at it angrily with his paw and sent it rolling away.

"That's your world, nowisn't it? That's your world,"
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he munbl ed, then seened to renenber the others. "Your pardon, young nasters," he said. "I do
wander a bit, betimes. Mght | walk with you a ways? | do know sonme stories, and a game or two. |
was a hunter when the world was a pup, and | catch a fair bit of game still!" He | ooked hopefully
at Fritti.

Tai |l chaser did not really want another conpanion, but he felt sorry for this scruffy old torn

I gnoring Pouncequick's frantic "no" signals, he said: "Certainly. W woul d be honored to have you
acconpany us for a while, Eatbugs."

The mud-splattered old cat |eaped up and cut a caper in the air so ridiculous that even
Pouncequi ck had to | augh.

"Piglets and pawprints!" cried Eatbugs, then paused and | ooked quickly around. He | eaned toward
his conpanions. "Let's be off!" he added, his voice a conspiratorial whisper. .

Eat bugs was not a bad traveling conpanion. His occasional fits did not prove dangerous in any way,
and after a while even Pouncequi ck accepted himw thout too much trepidation. He kept up a
constant stream of songs and strange poetry all through the evening. Wen Fritti—wanting a little
peace—finally asked himto quiet down a bit, he becane silent as nud.

When they stopped to rest at Final Dancing, Eatbugs was still not speaking.

Fritti felt badly about how the old cat had taken his adnoni shnent—-he had not wanted to silence
him conpl etely. He wal ked over to the stranger, who was lying on the ground with his eyes in that
odd, unfixed gaze.

"You told us that you knew sone stories, Eatbugs. Wiy don't you give us one? W'd enjoy it."

Eat bugs did not inmedi ately respond. Wen he raised his head to | ook at Tailchaser, his eyes were
filled with a great and terrible sadness. At first
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Fritti thought that he had been the cause, but a noment's observation showed that the old cat
wasn't seeing himat all

The | ook suddenly passed from Eat bugs' begrimed mask, and his eyes focused on Tail chaser. A weak
smle came to his nouth.

"Ah, what, |ad, what?"

"A story. You said that you would tell us a story, Eatbugs."

"Yes, | did. And | know pl enty—+anbl ers and tunbl ers and bottom droppers. Wiat do you want to hear

about ?"

"One about Firefoot. His adventures!" said Pounce-qui ck eagerly.

"Ch . . ." said Eatbugs, shaking his nmuddy head. "I'mafraid I don't know any good ones, kitling .
not about Firefoot. What el se?"

"Wellll ..." Pouncequick pondered, disappointed. "Wiat about Grow ers? Big, nean G ow er s—and

brave cats! How about that?"

"By the Sniffling Snail, | do happen to know a good one about the Gowers! Shall | sing it for

you?"

"Oh, please do!" said Pouncequick, wiggling in his fur. He had m ssed stories.

"Al'l right," said Eatbugs. And he did.

"Long ago, when cats were cats, and rats and m ce sang ' nunbl edy- peg, nunbl edy-peg' in the brush
at night, the Gowers and the Folk lived in peace. The |ast of the devil-hounds had died out, and
their nore peaceabl e descendants hunted al ongsi de our ancestorous ancestors.

"There was a prince—©, such a prince—nanmed Redl egs, who had suffered great unhappiness in the
Court where his nother, Queen C oudl eaper, ruled. He went whispering and dancing into the

wi | derness to hugger-nugger with the rocks and trees, and to have Adventures—
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"Just like Firefoot!" squeaked Pouncequi ck

"Hush!" hissed Fritti.

"Well," continued Eatbugs, "one day, when the sun was high in the sky and hurt his eyes, Redlegs
came upon two giant piles of bones Iying on either side of his path at the nouth of the valley. He
knew t hat he was at the gates of Barbarbar, the City of the Dogs. G owers and Fol k had no quarre
at this tinme, and Redl egs was anyway a prince of his people, so he entered into the valley.
"Around himhe did spy every nmanner of Gower: tall and small, fat and flat; who | eaped and
bounded and barked, and dug holes, and carried bones hither and yon. But nost of the bones were
being carried to the pillars of the gate, where the yapping and yel pi ng crews cl anbered up the
piles and laid themon top. As the day wore on, the shinnying G owlers had nore and nore
difficulty getting to the top—where they were trying, dry-nosed and gasping, to join the pillars
into an arch.

"Finally, a huge and majestic mastiff appeared, barking comands; the G ow ers junped and gyrated
intheir efforts to please him but at last nothing further could be done to join the pillars at

the apex. Every leg-sprightly pup of the dog city was sent up to fill the last snall gap-which was
but one bonel ength w de—but none could clinb to the top of the curving pillars. "

Tai | chaser had an unusual feeling. As he lay, eyes tightly shut, listening to Eatbugs' song, he
found that he could see the events in a way that he had never been able to at Meeting Vll. In his

m nd's eye, he witnessed the | eaning towers of bone, the efforts of the Gower-folk and their
mastiff | eader, as clearly as if he had been present. Wiy did he feel this way? He licked his
forel eg and washed his face, concentrating on the old cat's words.

"Now, " Eat bugs was saying, "in those days dogs had not beconme the |ick-M an, drunk-slobber
wr et ches
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we see today, but the Fol k have al ways found them amusi ng—dnless in direct battle, you see. So, as
Redl egs watched the parade of frightened doglings shinnying up the gate arch, only to cone
cowering down in defeat a nonment |ater, he could not help |aughing.

"At the sound of this the huge mastiff turned in anger and gullet-grow ed: 'Wo are you that

| aughs so, cat?

"Redl egs stilled his nerrinent, and said: '|I am Redl egs, of the line of Harar.'

"The mastiff | ooked at him 'I am Rauro Bite-then-Bark, of these dogs the King. It is not neet or
seemy that | should be nocked in this way!" At this the dog-king puffed out his chest and goggl ed
his eyes in such an inportant way that Redl egs al nost | aughed again.

" '"How | ong have you been building your gate. O King? he asked.

" "Full three seasons it has been,' replied Bite-then-Bark, 'and we but |ack one bone to nake it
conpl ete."'

" 'So | see,' said Redlegs, and suddenly he was of an inclination to play a trick on the puff-
puddl e- porrpous King of the Dogs. 'Your Majesty, if | can finish your gate for you, will you grant
me one favor?' he asked.

" '"What would that be?' inquired the King suspiciously.

“ '1f I can do your task, | would Iike a bone for ny own.'

"The King, thinking of the thousands of bones that he held sway over, yapped with delight at the
cheapness of the request and said: 'You shall have any bone you desire in nmy kingdom only you do
this for ne.

"So Redl egs agreed, and, taking the | ast bone-piece of the gate in his nouth, clinbed carefully
and
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skillfully up the swaying arch. Wen he got to the top, he carefully pushed the final piece
between the tips of the two curving towers, where it fit like the last scale Meerclar put on
lizards. Then he wal ked down again while all the G ow ers barked and harrunphed with pleasure to
see their work conpleted, and their mghty gate standing finished.

"While all stared upward, ears flopping and tongues lolling in glee, Redlegs wal ked to the base of
one of the gate towers. He searched scrupul ous careful for a nmonment, then | eaned forward and
tugged out one of the bones that was therein piled.

"Not hi ng happened for a few hiccoughi ng heartbeats—then waver, wail, and wallow, the gate bent a
little to this side, alittle to that side ... then collapsed, with a noise like all the dancing
dead.

"When King Rauro Bite-then-Bark, drooling with shock and horror, turned to | ook at Redl egs, the

Prince only said to him 'See, | chose ny bone, as you stipulated!' and began to | augh
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"Looking from Redl egs to his shattered gate, the eyes of the King becane red with fury, and he
woof ed: ' G g-g-get that c-c-c-c-ursed c-c-c-cat! K-k-kill him' And all the G ow ers of Barbarbar
| eaped up at once, and did sprint after Redl egs, who was nonethel ess too fast for them and nade
hi s escape.

"Over his shoulder as he ran, he called back: 'Think of ne, O King, when next in your pride you

ghaw at a hi pbone on your unburied dunghill throne!’
"So it is that these days W Cats and Those Dogs are enem es wherever we neet in these fields we
know. They have never forgiven the humiliation of their King, and pledge they never shall—+till the

sun falls fromthe sky, and snakes learn to fly on the norning breeze.”

When Eat bugs finished his song Pouncequi ck was al ready asleep, runbling softly. Fritti felt the
strange feeling of true-seeing | eave him He wi shed to ques-
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tion the nuddi ed stranger-cat, but Eatbugs was in a staring trance, half asleep, and would not
respond. Finally, Tailchaser also succunbed to the voice of sleep, and crossed over into the
fields of dreans.

The norning sun had risen high into the sky when Tail chaser was ousted from sl unber by the
kneadi ng pressure on his chest and stonmach

Pouncequi ck, still dozing, was treading softly with his paws as he lay curled against Fritti. The
kitten, only recently weaned, was probably dream ng of his nother and nest. Tail chaser again felt
a prick of worry over exposing his young conpanion to the dangers of the quest. The Fol k were
normal ly solitary hunters and adventurers once out of kittenhood; responsibility felt alittle
unnat ur al

O course, he thought, many unnatural things have been happeni ng of |ate.

As Pouncequi ck continued his sleepy mlk-tread Fritti was remi nded of his own nother . . . and was
suddenly glad for the security of another warm furry body to curl up with in these strange
environs. He licked the soft fur of Pouncequick's inner ear and the sleeping kitten runbled
happily. Fritti was just drifting back down into sleep when he heard a voice.

Eat bugs was up and stal king around, talking to hinself. H s eyes had the faraway | ook that Fritti
had al ready seen. He carried his tattered, grine-spattered body erect and tensed.

" Poundi ng and punping and trapped . .. here we are . . . trapped! Pinned beneath this wall,
this wiggly-wggly wall and all..." Eatbugs nmunbl ed vehenently as he paced back and forth before
Fritti's fascinated stare.

"... The birds and the shrieking, shriking, jelly-eyed red ones ... laughing and danci ng—an't get
out! . .. scratch at the door, where is it? ... nust find it. .."

Suddenly the old cat went all abristle, as if sur-

prised by sound or snell. Fritti sensed nothing. Hi ssing and spitting, claws shot, Eatbugs

flattened hinself against the ground and snarled in a voice forced out between bared teeth:

"They're here! | feel them Wiy do they want nme? Wy?"

He yow ed, looking wildly fromside to side, as if surrounded by enemes. "They need ne, and it
hurts . . . Ahhh! ... the Vaka'az'ne . . . forgive . . . Ahl There's a crack! A crack in the

sky!"

Wth this, Eatbugs squirmed and shook all over, then sprang away into the underbrush. The

comotion of his flight quickly receded into the distance.

At Tail chaser's side, his young conpani on had awakened.

"What was that?" he yawned sleepily, and stretched. "I thought | heard the nost terrible ruckus."

"I't was Eatbugs," Tail chaser responded. "I think he's run away. He was having one of his fits—he

seened to think that something was following him" Fritti shook his head fromside to side, trying

to shed the weird i mage of Eatbugs.

"Well, 1 expect it had to happen," said Pouncequick matter-of-factly.
"He may be back," Fritti pointed out.
"Ch, he's not a bad sort, really. Mad as a nockingbird. Tells good stories, though. | quite like

t he one about Redl egs. Who was Redl egs, anyway, Tailchaser? |'ve never heard Bristlejaw sing of
him O of Queen O oudl eaper either, for that natter."

"I really don't know, Pounce," said Fritti, and was about to suggest a hunt for breakfast when he
finally noticed that the birds had stopped singing. The forest air was conpletely silent.
Suddenly, as quietly as grass growi ng, several |large cats appeared out of the surrounding
vegetati on: stranger cats, every one as silent as a shadow. Before the startled Fritti and little
Pouncequi ck could say a thing, or nmake a nobve, the strange cats

file:/l/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20Tad%20-%20Tailchaser's%20Song.txt (30 of 137) [8/28/03 12:50:37 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20T ad%20-%20T ail chaser's%20Song.txt

80 TAd WIti AMS

had drawn thenselves into a wide circle around the pair.

Pouncequi ck began to whinper in fright. The strange cats stared at themw th cold, cold eyes.

8

CHAPTER

My body translates nysteries with ease.

My body is the Book of How to Co.

| swear ny ways are as deep as water's ways.

I send a nmessage with ny arching spine. But keep back nore a nmessage than 1 show. | |ift ny paw
and give a secret sign.

—Phi li p Dacey

A nmoving ring now surrounded Fritti and his conpanion. The strangers circled them passing each
other with sinuous shrugs, sniffing and sniffing and not making a sound. The ring drew tighter
until finally the strangers were nosing Tail chaser and Pouncequi ck

Fritti could feel the small cat growi ng ever nore frightened. The strange cats could sense it,
too. Tension hunmed between the outer circle and the inner core of two.

Finally, Tailchaser could not stand it anynore. As one of the strangers brushed by, snuffling at
Pounce-quick, Fritti hissed and struck himwith the flat of his paw. Instead of attacking, or

| eapi ng away in surprise, the strange cat nerely nodded his head and stepped back a pace.

He was all black. Hi s nuscles rippled glossily beneath the short fur of his coat. Hi s eyes were
narrow slits, chinks of snoldering color, but he did not seemto be angry. This cat was not angry
at all, but terrify-ingly calm

"So," said the black cat. H s voice was |ike gravel sliding. "Now we know where we stand. Good."
He
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|l owered hinmself to the ground in front of Tailchaser, his ears back, his eyes | ow burning enbers.
Tai | - chaser—aught in a reflexive response—found hinself crouching in mmcry.

The bl ack one spoke again. "I was wondering how long it would take nela-nre'az |like you to respond
honorably." Wth this remark, the black cat paused and | ooked at Fritti expectantly, as if waiting
for himto say sonething. Tail chaser—already terrified—had no i dea what he was supposed to do.
"Do ... do you want me to surrender?" he asked tentatively. The black cat | ooked at him

apprai singly. A nonent passed.

"Wel | ? Get on with it!" said the stranger

"Well . . . well ... | won't give in to you!" blurted Tailchaser, in an agony of fear and
conf usi on.

"Excel l ent!" booned the black cat. "Now we're getting somewhere!"™ Al four of the black one's
conpani ons now drew back from where he and Fritti crouched.

"l am Quiverclaw, Thane of the First-wal kers," proclainmed the black cat, tail |ashing back and
forth hypnotically behind him "Ofer your face nane, trespasser!”

"I am Tail chaser, of the Meeting Wall Can . . . and | amno trespasser!" finished Fritti. He was
angry now.

Qui vercl aw seenmed pl eased by this, for he nodded, but nothing but readi ness showed on his face.
Huggi ng the ground even nore closely, the black cat's haunches began a slow, rolling notion, and
his tail thrashed wildly. Tailchaser unconsciously adopted a simlar pattern. Their eyes | ocked
and hel d.

Fritti suddenly realized that Quiverclaw was al nbst half again as big as he hinsel f was—but as he
stared into the stranger's eyes, it didn't seeminportant. Wat was inportant was that slinky
black tail, lashing this way . . . and that way .
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"Well met, Tailchaser," hissed Quiverclaw. "I comrend your ka unto the bosom of the Al nother."
"Tail chaser!" cried Pouncequick, his voice full of panic. Fritti turned and pushed the kitten away
fromhis side and out of danger.

"Be quiet, Pounce." He turned to the black one again and stared hard at the al nond eyes. "Do not
be so quick to neglect your own ka, Thane of Bullies." Fritti |eaped forward. A whoop went up from
the other cats, overwhel mi ng Pouncequi ck's bl eat of fear

Everything seened to happen at the sanme nonent. Fritti felt a shock of inpact as Quiverclaw
sprang. Then he was on the ground, thrashing, trying to get away fromthe claws of the bigger cat.
He rolled onto his back, bringing up his back feet to pummel the belly of his opponent.

Qui vercl aw pul | ed back slightly, and Tail chaser was able to slither away and clinb onto his feet.
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But it was only a nonment's respite, and then the black cat was on hi m again.

Over and over they rolled—l awing at one another, yowing in sliding, swooping discord. Tailchaser
gave as good as he got for the first few seconds—Kkicking at Quiverclaw s stonmach, biting and
scratching at |egs and chest—but he was young and inexperienced. The bl ack one was big, and
obviously a veteran of nany battl es.

The two conbatants pulled apart for a nonent, and circled each other, hissing. They both felt the
pul |, though, the need for resolution; after a heartbeat they threw thensel ves together again.

Pi nned beneath Quiverclaw, Fritti managed one final effort—withing and twisting in the |arger
cat's grip, then wiggling free long enough to bite down hard on the black cat's ear and draw

bl ood. Then his strength was gone, and he was again crushed beneath Quiverclaw s weight. He felt
the jaws clanp down on the back of his neck
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"Do you cry 'enough'?" growl ed the Thane into Fritti's neck fur. Fritti was trying to catch his
breath | ong enough to surrender when suddenly the jaws were gone fromhis neck and an ear-

deaf ening yow was echoing through the clearing.

Tai |l chaser rolled weakly onto his back in tine to see Quiverci aw+teaping and twisting |ike a denon-
cat—batting with his paws at Pouncequick. The kitten was hanging on grimy, needle-sharp kitten-
teeth sunk to the gums in Quiverclaw s shiny black tail

Finally able to dislodge the young cat, the Thane slid to the ground in pain and exhaustion |ess
than a junp fromwhere Fritti lay. Quiverciaw licked his wounded tail and stared reproachfully at
Pouncequi ck, who haughtily returned the | ook.

The ot her cats surrounded Pouncequick, growling angrily, but Quiverciaw caught his breath |ong
enough to wave them off, saying: "No, no, |eave himalone. H's protector fought bravel y—and he,
too, is courageous enough for his age. Not too wise in his choice of enemies, perhaps . .. well,
no matter. Let him be."

Seei ng Pouncequi ck safe, Tailchaser rolled onto his back with his paws in the air. First he saw
myriad tiny spots floating above his eyes, and then for a time he saw nothing at all....

When he awoke, Fritti found that Pouncequi ck had becone the center of attention

The group of strange cats were huddl ed around himw th expressions of surprise and anusenent on
their faces. Pouncequi ck was apparently telling them about Eatbugs; Tail chaser saw Quiverci aw

| aughi ng as Pouncequick attenpted to duplicate one of Eatbugs' capering |eaps.

Drawi ng hinmsel f quietly up into a sitting position, Fritti surveyed the cluster of strange cats.
They seened friendly enough, nowthey had certainly put Pounce-
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qui ck at ease—but Tailchaser was not so quick to trust. Who were they?

It was obvious that Quiverciaw was the |eader. Even laughing, lolling on the ground, he had a | ook
of controlled power and conmand. Beside himsat a fat, grizzled old torn, orange-and-black body
striped |like sunmer lightning, his stomach flattened agai nst the ground between his stocky |egs.
On the Thane's farther side were two nore cats: one gray, one patched in black and white. Neither
was as |large as Quiverciaw, or the old tiger-stripe, but they were | ean and well-nmuscled, with the
qui et | ook about them of successful hunters.

The fifth cat, crouching along outside the perineter of Pouncequick's audi ence, was very
different. Seeing him Fritti went cold all over.

The fifth cat was white as ice—thin, too; as slender as a birchtree branch—but this was not what
di sturbed Tail chaser

He had strange, frightening eyes: mlky-blue, and larger than any cat's eyes that Fritti had ever
seen. Tail chaser renmenbered Pouncequick's story. For a nonent he wondered if they were in sone
sort of cruel, slow trap.

But no ... Pouncequick had told himof terrifying eyes, but Pounce nmust have seen this white cat.
Look at him thought Fritti. If those were the eyes that frightened him would Pounce be cutting
capers for then? And not a red claw anong them

As Fritti |ooked frompaw to paw, Pouncequick finally noticed himand called cheerily:

"Tail chaser! Are you all right? Hangbelly said you would be. I'mjust telling the First-wal kers
about our adventures!"

"So | see." Fritti walked forward to join the group. No one stirred to make room for hi m except
Pounce- qui ck, so he squeezed in beside his small friend. Quiverciaw | ooked over to himwth snake-
slit eyes, but bobbed his head in affable greeting.
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"Well met, Tailchaser. Did you have good dream ng?" he asked.
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"I did not dream" Fritti replied. He gave Pounce-qui ck an affectionate nudge.
"Well now, well now . " said | arge Hangbelly, shifting his huge paunch to |l ook Fritti over

"Here's the young warrior. You fought right well, nestling. How old do you be? Seen six Eyes, have
you?"
"I shall have nmy ninth Eye in a few nore sun-turns." He | ooked at the ground, enbarrassed. "I am

smal | for nmy age."”

There was a nonent of awkward sil ence, broken by the soft rasp of Quiverclaw s voice

"No matter. Courage counts no Eyes. There is precious little enough, without we fail to

acknow edge it. You answered the challenge, and fought as the dd Laws conmand. "

Tail chaser felt he did not quite understand. "I didn't believe | had nuch of a choice." Hangbelly
| aughed at this, and Quiverclaw s lips curled in anusenent.

"You al ways have a choice, laddie-kit," said Hang-belly, and the others bobbed assent. "Every day
you have a choice, and if you want to, you can lie down in your fur and die anytine. But a First-
wal ker never does y'see? And we respect your choice, too."

"l was protecting ny friend."

"Very fair, very fair " said Quiverclaw. "By the way, | would be doing a disservice to everyone
if | did not offer face nanmes. You and | have net through challenge, but nmy hunt-brothers are
strange to you. Hangbelly you have spoken with." Hangbelly bared his teeth teasingly.

"This is Bobweave." A nod fromthe gray as he and Fritti sniffed at one another. "The fine,

anusi ngly spotted cat-—whomthe Squeakers do not find at all |aughabl e—= the black-and-white torn
inclined his nottled head—is Scuffledig. And the proud fel-
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| ow who sits by hinself is Eyeshimrer." The white cat turned and nade the tiniest inclination of
the ears toward Fritti, who took it as a greeting and returned a nod.

Scuffl edi g pi ped up, "Wien he isn't being nystical, he's been known to catch a vole or two

hi nsel f. "

"He is our Qel-var'iz. Eyeshinrer is Far-senser to the First-wal kers." Pride was in Quiverclaw s
voi ce, and respect. Fritti was inpressed. Wat an unusual cat Eyeshi nmer nust be, to earn such
regard froma natural |eader |ike Quiverclaw

"I amafraid that | amonly Tailchaser," he said quietly. "I amnot particularly special—-and, | am
afraid, rather on the small side ... as | mentioned."

Hangbel |y | eaned over and nudged himw th his broad head. "Here, then, nothing wong with being
small. Qur Lord Firefoot was the snmallest of the First!"

"Speaking of the First—with all respect— said Tailchaser, "may | ask why you are called the First-
wal ker s?"

"Ah, yes, there are many things that you young cats do not know, " said Quiverclaw.

"And do you always hunt in a ... pack, like this?" Fritti asked.

"Well . . ." began the black cat.

Pouncequi ck eagerly chinmed in, "And what can Eyeshi mrer do?"
Bobweave yawned enornously, then said in a disgusted tone: "They certainly are good with

questions. I'mgoing to go kill sone breakfast." He bounded |ithely away.
Qui ver cl aw wat ched hi m go, then turned back to Tail chaser.
"Bobweave is not patient—but he has other qualities that nore than conpensate. | will try to

answer some of your questions.™”

Hangbel |y snorted behind him

"The First-wal kers," Quiverclaw began, after dart-
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ing a glance at the hulking torn, "are the last pure line of those Folk who ran with our own Lord
Firefoot in the days of the First. My blood ancestor, Lungeclaw, served himduring the time of

Pri nce Bl ueback.

"W are sworn to a paw and-heart oath to guard that heritage. The days of val orous conbat and oath-
bonds and truth will never conpletely die, as long as the First-wal kers survive." Quiverclaw

| ooked solemmly at Tail chaser and Pouncequick. "If the Rules and Conmmands are not obeyed, life
becomes scrabbl e and scrape; without dignity. W First-wal kers keep the laws of the First, and
give themlife. It is not always easy . . . many whose blood runs true cannot live with our

di scipline."

The bl ack head turned slowy past the assenbly, then faced away into the forest. "Qur nunbers have
dwi ndl ed, " Qui vercl aw sai d.

"And smaller still will those nunbers shrink," said a delicate, high-pitched voice. Quiverclaw and
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the rest turned to ook at Eyeshimer, who still crouched sone di stance away.

"So you have said. So you have said," rasped the Thane wearily.

"And nmaybe that's not such a bad thing, now " runbled Hangbelly, a touch of anger in his voice.
"There are sonme 'wal kers about now as |, for one, could do wi thout!"

Fritti was still curious. "Do you always travel in such great packs? Strange, indeed!"

Scuf fl edi g and Hangbel |y | aughed at this. Quiver-claw hastened to expl ain.

"No, of course not. Strange it would be for the followers of Tangal oor Firefoot—who nost often
wal ked al one—+o0 go a-roving like a great clump of G owlers. No, there are too few of us to wal k
all together. Al told, there are only a pawful of other thanes, besides nyself. Each one of us
has his terri-
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tory, and though we meet on the night of the Eye with one or two of our closest neighbors, we
usual Iy nove al one.™

"But there are five of you here!" comrented Pouncequi ck

"Ah, but this is an exceptional tine. W have been called to the territory of ny Thane-brot her
Sourweed. Al the First-wal kers who have heard will gather there. There have not been so nmany of
us together since ny father's day."

"W shall dance, and sing, and tell lies," chuckled Scuffledig. "Quiverclawwill westle with
Sourweed, and Hangbelly will sniff too much catmnt and enbarrass us all!" He dodged a bl ow from
the old torn.

"Yes," grated Quiverclaw gently, "but unhappy purposes denmand this neeting, and there is nore to
t hink of than nerrinent."

"Aye, that's true," grow ed Hangbelly, "Iike what dung-dog it was that did for poor Brushstal ker."
Qui vercl aw nudged him "You are a fearsone hunter, old friend, but your nmouth sometines outruns
your eyes. The fate of Brushstalker is not a pretty song for young innocents |ike these." He
indicated Fritti and Pouncequick with a gesture. "Let us |leave this talk now "

It was obvious to Fritti that sparing their feelings was not Quiverclaw s only reason for
throttling the conversation. The wily black Thane was no nore willing to abandon all caution and
discretion at first neeting than Tail chaser hinself had been. Fritti found hinself once nore
admring Quiverclaw s control

"Well, | think that it's high tinme we foll owed Bobweave's exanpl e and knocked down some
breakfast." The Thane got to his feet. Pouncequi ck bounced up al so.

"WIl you tell us nore later?" the kitten asked. "About your neeting—and Eyeshi nmer?"
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"All things in earth's season, young Pouncequick," said Quiverclaw affectionately. The expression
which Fritti had heard before fromthe nouth of Bristlejaw, echoed in Tail chaser's thoughts as the
cats separated to hunt.

Breakfast finished, the group scattered around the edges of the clearing to attend to grooni ng and
nappi ng. A light rain had begun to patter down, and Tail chaser watched the drops raise little
puf fs of dust fromthe powdery ground. The tappi ng sound of the broad | eaves over his head lulled
him He could feel his eyes becom ng heavy.

A presence tickled his whisker-tips, and he iooked up. Eyeshimer was sitting beside him rain-
sparkl e on his snowy fur.

"The first rains of the year bring out nmany strong inpressions, do they not?" Eyeshimrer's high
voi ce was deceptively careless.

"I"'msorry, | don't understand. Wat inpressions?"

"I npressions. Dreamstuff. Recognition and guide-tailing. |I find that the early rains . . . well
as | said."

Eyeshi nmer' s presence, and his strange conversation, nmade Tail chaser nervous. "lI'mafraid | don't

know much about those sorts of things, Eyeshimrer."

The Cel-var'iz looked at Fritti with anusenent. "As you wish," he said, "as you wi sh." He wal ked
off as if bearing a secret joke balanced on the tip of his long tail

Qui vercl aw wat ched the Far-senser's departure fromacross the clearing. He rose and stretched,
then anbl ed around the perineter, stepping over a drowsing Hangbelly. Watching hi mwal k,

Tai | chaser was agai n struck by the harnessed power of the black cat,

"You | ook disconcerted, young Tailchaser. Did Eyeshimer cast a disturbing fortune for you?" The
Thane rel axed to the ground beside Fritti.

"No. No, he was just being sociable, |I think, but I
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didn't quite get what he was saying. | hope | didn't offend him"

"1 would not worry overnmuch. The Far-sensers are a strange breed, you see. Brilliant, quick as a
wet skink, but a little noody and odd. It's the way they're raised, you know. Wile the rest of us
are learning to catch Squeakers, the Cel-var'ize are taught to read the weather in snail tracks,
and sing sal amanders out of the nud, and suchlike. O so it's said. Anyway, they're all a bit

daft —and Eyeshi nmer not the worst by a long stretch.”

Fritti sensed that the Thane was playing the fool a bit for his benefit, but couldn't help
enjoying the First-wal ker's droll manner

"By the by," Quiverclaw continued, "I did want to find out exactly where you and your little
friend are bound. We woul d be happy to escort you, if your path lies with ours."

"Actually, | was just thinking about that earlier,"” said Fritti, stretching |anguorously. He
stopped i n m dextension, suddenly self-consci ous about showi ng such indul gence in the presence of
the Thane. "1 suppose | will have to decide rather soon," he finished quietly.

Qui vercl aw showed no sign of noticing Fritti's enbarrassnment. "Sadly, we cannot take you with us
to the Thane-neet. There are strong feelings about outsiders, you understand. . . ."

Tai |l chaser sat silent. The task of finding Hushpad | oomed once nore. How difficult it was being
responsi ble! He nissed the sinple pleasures of kitten-hood. How coul d he discover her? Every idea
that ran through his nmind turned out, under exanination, to be usel ess.

"l suppose,"” he asked the Thane finally, "that Pouncequick told you why we are abroad in these
woods?"

"He did, young hunter. And a right brave and
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proper thing it is to do. | wish | could give you sone wi se words about where to find your fela,
but alas, it is alarge world. She is not the first to suffer from nmysterious happeni ngs, though,
but more | cannot say. | ambound to hold silence until the Thane-neet." The black cat lifted his

| eg and scratched reflectively behind his ear

"I, too, have heard many odd stories," agreed Tail chaser. "As a matter of fact, my clan sent a
del egation to the Court of Harar to seek help in this situation. | suppose | should go and neet
them there, and see what they have learned. I'mafraid | had not given the whol e subject nuch nore
than a sniff and a lick when | decided to set out. Yes, | suppose | must try to reach the Court."
A strange | ook flickered across Quiverclaw s slitted eyes.

"The Court, eh?" he grunted. "Well, each hunter nust set his own paws to the path. Unfortunately,
when we get to Wodsedge in a day or two's tine, we nust part ways. Sourweed's territory lies
Vez' an-ward—+to the east—and your path nust take you toward Va'an. W will give you good
directions, though . . . and good wi shes." Quiverclaw rose. "Take sone sleep, now | wish to set
of f again after Smaller Shadows." The black hunter paced sinuously off.

The rain had steadied into a drizzle that nmatted the fur and nuddi ed the paws of the travelers.
Through the gray afternoon and eveni ng they marched on across the failing fringes of the old

forest. Pounce-quick—being the smallest and | east fastidious—fell into several puddles, not always
by acci dent.
They reached the final line of trees at the threshold of the downs as the sun was di sappearing

over the horizon. Quiverclaw decided that they should stop and spend one | ast night beneath the
shelter of the trees.
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Bobweave and Scuffledig scouted up a relatively dry spot on a rise beneath a stand of pine trees,
and after an uninpressive hunt the party repaired to their sleeping place.

For a long tine they lay quietly watching the growing rivulets of water snake past them each
trickle seeking its own path to | ow ground. Pouncequi ck and Scuffledig played Hi de-and- Swi pe
across Quiver-claw s back for a while—until an errant paw took the Thane on the side of the head
Ears back, he snarled the restless pair into uneasy stillness. Then, realizing that it was a

|l osing battle, the chief of the First-wal kers turned to Hangbelly.

"dd friend," said Quiverclaw, "it | ooks to be a long night. How about a little entertainnent—f
only to save ny aching head from any nore Hi de-and- Swi pe?"

"A grand idea!" shoutted Scuffledig. "Tell the story of Bobweave and the hedgehog!"

Bobweave | ooked at Scuffledig with a grinmace of distaste. "Certainly," he said sourly. "Then we
must have the story of Scuffledig's first gopher hunt."

Scuffl edig | ooked over in alarm "Perhaps we should save the hedgehog story for another tine," he
conceded.

Qui verclaw smled. "Wiy not a song or a poen®?" he asked. "M nd you that it's proper for our young
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friends."

Hangbel |y sneezed a | augh and rolled over onto his stomach, which spread inpressively beneath him
"l have just the thing," he chortled, "as long as sonme folks as | could nanme renenber their
manners and pay attention, like." This brought Pouncequi ck—who had been sneaking up on

Scuf f | edi g—sheepishly back to Iie next to Fritti. Hangbelly sat up, alnost bunping his stripy head
on a | ow hangi ng branch, and sniffed inportantly.

"This," he said, "is a small verse as is called ' Snagrat
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and the Spirit-Muse.' " He hunmed for a nonent, then sang.

"Snagrat was a cat who liked his rats An' he liked 'emsweet, an' he liked '"emfat Sing: Hey-
crack, derry-crack, liked his rats.

Snagrat, ye know, would a-hunting go In the sumery sun and wi nter snow Sing: Hey-crack, derry-
crack, hunting go.

One day he spied by the riverside A Squeaker plunp, rat-nmother's pride Sing: Hey-crack, derry-
crack, rat he spied.

At the rat he junped, with a | eap and bunp

To take the beast in its hiding clunp

Si ng: Hey-crack, derry-crack, |eap and bunp.

But beneath his claws no rat he saw And he gaped a gape from dangling jaw Sing: Hey-crack, derry-
crack, no rat saw

Then he heard a squeak, and a rat did speak But he could not find it however did seek Sing: Hey-
crack, derry-crack, rat did speak.

Said the voice: 'Dear cat, I'"'mthe spirit-rat And | will haunt you and hunt you flat! Sing: Hey-
crack, derry-crack, haunt you flat.

Snagrat's head spun at the spirit's dun

And up he | eaped and away he run

Sing: Hey-crack, derry-crack, |eaped and run

No nore Snagrat is a nmousing cat Now he feeds on beetles and bark and sprat And . . . here and
there a lowflying bat But he has no taste for nouse or rat!
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Sing: Hey-crack, derry-crack

Yow neow a- derry-crack

Hey-crack, derry-crack, eats no rats!”

The end of Hangbelly's song was foll owed by much | aughi ng and cheering. Tailchaser noticed that
even Eyeshi mmer had a | ook of honest anusenent on his ascetic face.

CHAPTER

Wnd is in the cane. Cone along. Cane | eaves swaying, rusty with talk Scratching choruses above
the guinea's squawk Wnd is in the cane. Come al ong.

—+ean Tooner

Sunrise brought a tenporary end to the rains. After a norning neal, the party nmade its way to the
edge of the forest and paused for a while to sift the breeze. The downs stretched out into the

di stance, shrouded in nist. Tai khaser wondered how far away hone was.

As Quiverclaw and Hangbel | y argued over routes, Pouncequick hopped and danced on the dewy grass.
The catling's pleasure at being out fromunder the broodi ng wei ght of the forest was

under standabl e; Fritti wi shed that his heart, too, could be so |ight.

If this forest is the worst place we pass, we'll be exceptionally lucky, he thought. It's nice to
be out in the open, but there seem precious few hiding places on the downs. That's one thing that
does speak well for dense woods.

The Thane of the First-wal kers approached him the rest of his party gathered behind in a
semcircle.

"l take it you still nean to head for the Court,"” Quiverclaw rasped. Again it seened that disdain
was in his voice, but Fritti's mind was too full to give it much thought.

"Yes, Thane, | think it best."

"Well," said Quiverclaw, "we nust turn east here,
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along the rimof the Ad Wods. | think that sone directions would help you, would they not?"
"Certainly," said Fritti. "We've cone this far on sone very slight information given to us by

Stretch-slow, but he said we would need help once we were through the forest"
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The bl ack cat |eaned forward with an inquiring look. "D d you say Stretchsl ow?"

"Yes. He is a friend of ours from Meeting Wall. He gave ne ny hunt-singing!" Fritti added proudly.
The Thane wrinkled his nose and sm | ed.

"I's he a big, tawy fellow?" Quiverclaw asked. "Always acting as though he'd just wakened up?"
Fritti nodded.

"Stretchslowl " came the eruptive bellow from Hangbelly. The stripy old torn wiggled his head in
delight. "AOd Stretchslow Wy didn't you tell us, you sly little lizard?"

Fritti was amused."! didn't expect you'd know him"

"Know hi n?" Hangbel |y gurgled. "Every sniff, every scent! W hunted together in the Southern
Root wood for seasons and seasons and seasons. An excellent cat! Ha! Wat a whi skerbender!"”

Qui vercl aw gave an affectionate ook to his old friend, who was bobbing |like a nestling.
"Hangbel |y speaks the truth," said the Thane. "You'll earn no enmity fromus with Stretchslow s
nane as a hunt-mark. Well, if you have the sponsorship of such a cat, | feel better on many
accounts. Stretchslow would not nake a hunt-brother of soneone for a game."”

Fritti was again a little benused. Everyone seenmed to find nore inportance in himthan he did

hinself! "Well, as | said, Stretchslow didn't sing a very clear song for us about where to go
beyond the forest," he offered.

"Ah," grated Quiverclaw with nock sorrow. "To be reninded of ny duty by a nere nestling. | think
our old conrade sent you fromafar to chasten ne. | did say | would give you directions, did
not ? Very
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well. Listen closely, for | will give you nore than just the path to the Queen's Court."

The Thane turned and faced out across the rolling | andscape. "Now then: before you stretch the
Gentl erun Downs. Follow your nose as it now poi nts—keep the sunset on your |eft near flank and
you won't go wong. Wen you cross the Tailwend River you'll be onto the plains, and about hal fway
to journey's end.

"Keep your nose pointed U ea-ward, and eventually you'll find the plains rising a bit. Wen you
reach the Purrwhisper, cross to the far bank and foll ow upstreaminto the outskirts of Rootwood.
You' Il know when you've reached it. Can you renenber all that?"

Fritti said that he coul d.

“I''ll help him sir," said Pouncequi ck. Everyone agreed that he assuredly would, and the First-
wal kers gathered around to bid farewell. Even Bobweave came forward and touched noses with Fritti
and Pouncequi ck.

As his conpanion had a farewell westle with Scuffledig, Tailchaser found Eyeshi mer beside him
"I would like to do a seeing for you," said the white cat. "I feel possibilities blow ng. Do not
be afraid."

Fritti was not sure that he wanted whatever it was that Eyeshinnmer was offering, but it was too
|late to object. The Farsenser had already sniffed his nose, and was scenting down the |ength of
his spine to his tail-tip. Then the white cat sat back on his haunches and cl osed his eyes.

When he opened them Tail chaser was startled to see that their mlky, azure color had changed to a
deep bl ue-bl ack. Eyeshi mrer's nouth gaped, and a breathy voi ce whi spered out.

" The great ones cry out in the night . . . there is nmovenent in the earth ... the heart's
desire is found . . . in an unexpected place ..."

The Far-senser shook his head, as if bothered by a
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| oud noi se; then the whispering voice continued: ". . . everyone flees fromthe bear, but
sonetinmes the bear himself. . . has bad dreans ..." There was a brief pause, then: "... when
caught in dark places, choose your friends well... or choose your enemes ..."

After another noment's silence, Eyeshimer closed his eyes again, and when he lifted his lids his
gaze was once nore the cerul ean shade of a summer sky.

He bobbed his head once to the shaken Tail chaser. "May you find | uck, dancing, young hunter,"” he
said, and turned away. Fritti sat puzzling over the weird song that Eyeshi mrer had sung for himas
Qui ver cl aw approached, Hangbelly stunping along at his side,

"Before we bid you good-journey, friend Tailchaser, | will offer you a word or so of advice," said
the Thane. "The Court may not be all that you expect. | hope you understand.

"We First-wal kers believe it is unnatural, and against the will of our Lord Tangal oor Firefoot,
for the Folk to live always in such close proximty to one another. Also, in recent tines the

pl ace has begun to stink of Man."

"You nmean that there are Big Ones living near?" asked Fritti, surprised.
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"No, of course not, only that the taint of our once-servants has spread even to the Seat of Harar
But | suppose it is not fair to prejudice you. W First-wal kers are a solitary lot, and nmany at
the Queen's Seat find us extrene. You will have to be a hunter, and nake your own course." The

bl ack chieftain | ooked down at the dirt.

Hangbel | y spoke up. "The young Prince Fence-wal ker is not a bad sort, though. If you have need of
a friend, he's a good 'un to have. A bit boisterous, but an honest enough cat."

Qui vercl aw | ooked up and grinned, sharp teeth atw nkle. "Cone, we have burdened you with enough
100
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words to keep a scatter of gray-nuzzles pondering for seasons. W nust finish our |eave-taking."
The three wal ked over to join the others. Pounce-quick squirnmed out from beneath Scuffledig and
trotted over to Fritti's side. Quiverclaw waved his paw in benediction

"Tai | chaser and Pouncequi ck, brave young hunters and friends of our old conrade Stretchsl ow, we
wi sh you good journeying. Know that you are anpbng the very few outsiders ever pernmtted to wal k
with the First-wal kers.” Fritti and Pouncequick | owered their heads.

"I will tell you a prayer we speak. |If you are in danger, and speak it, any of the First-wal kers
who may hear will aid you. If there are none about, well, it is no bad idea to call on the nane of
our Lord the Adventurer—whatever the situation. These are the words:

Tangal oor, fire-bright

Fl ane-foot, farthest wal ker

Your hunter speaks

In need he wal ks

In need, but never in fear

"Can you renenber that? Good!" There was a nonent's unconfortabl e pause. "Good dancing to you
both," Quivercl aw added.

Fritti bowed his head. "Farewell, Thane, and First-wal kers. Your kindness is all the nore

val uabl e, bei ng unl ooked-for. My you al so have good journeying and good danci ng."

Tai |l chaser turned, and w thout | ooking back started away toward the downs. After a nonent
Pouncequi ck foll owed.

Long after the First-wal kers were out of sight, they still traveled in silence.

The first few days on the downs passed cal my enough. The passage of every Hour or so brought
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themto the top of a rounded hill, with visibility in all directions. Marking their position from
the sun, they had no trouble keeping to their route.

The matted grasses cushioned the tired pads of the two cats, and the green, hilly sl opes of

Gentl erun were popul ated in abundance by all manner of edible things and creatures. The downs

pul sed to a quieter, nore reflective nmeasure than the forest, and even the hunted seened to accept
their status with quiet fatalism It was not unpleasant, passing across that gently curving
country.

Days were beconing col der, though. Autumm was rounding the bend—wth winter waiting patiently
ahead—and Fritti and Pouncequick could feel the change in the weather as a quiet urging. \Wen they
caught thenselves lagging, or felt lured by a new sight or snmell, the chill down deep in their
bones woul d reach out and give a snall, icy squeeze, and send them hurrying back to their path.
Fritti was sad to see Pouncequi ck's good spirits danpened by the hard traveling. Tail chaser, too,
was nel ancholy, but his responsibility to the brave little cat gave sone purpose to the bl eaker
Hours of the journey.

One gray afternoon the cats were hunting for their nmdday neal across the broad, green side of a
hill. A small scrub growmh of forest crowned the hummock, and frombelow it had seemed a likely
pl ace to search for gane.

Nosi ng around the fringes of the copse, the two cats flushed a young rabbit fromthe undergrow h.
As it bolted across the curving sward they leaped in pursuit, splitting off to either side of the
fleeing Praere to box its escape.

The rabbit froze in place so suddenly that the surprised hunters also halted, and at that nonent a
shadow passed over their heads. The Praere, imuobile but for tw tching nose, panic in its staring
eyes,
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di sappeared in a rush of brown feathers that dropped from above.

The hawk barely touched ground as it stooped to the rabbit, grasping it with horny tal ons,
breaking its back. Beating its wings heavily for a nmonent, the Meskra rose, dangling the linp
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body. Then, catching the wind, it vaulted upward, |eaving the two cats gaping after. Neither bird

nor prey had nade a sound. The hill was suddenly bare and enpty in the weak sunlight.

After a nonent Pouncequick turned to Fritti. His teeth were bared in fright. "Ch, Tailchaser," he
whi npered, "I want to go hone."

Fritti could think of no response, and | ed Pounce-quick down the hill in silence.

Later that afternoon, when Pouncequick finally fell asleep, Fritti sat and watched the cl ouds
creepi ng across the | ow sky.

Ei ght days had passed on the downs since the pair had left the eaves of the A d Wods; Merclar's
Eye had waxed full and begun its closing. Fromthe tops of the higher hills they could now see a
dull shine in the distance, snaking a tarni shed course through the hummocks of the far country.
Fritti was pleased to see it. He was fairly sure that it was the Tailwend River, and Quiverclaw
had said that it would mark the hal fway point of their journey to the Court.

They marched onward with a little nore enthusiasm but at first the gap did not seemto | essen
very rapidly; the Tailwend remained just a shimer on the horizon. The downs had begun to sl ope
toward the river basin, though, and the patches of trees that dotted the surroundi ng countryside
were nore w dely separated

On their thirteenth night out of the forest they could finally hear the nuted sound of the river
across the neadowl ands. It was a soothing noise—fromthis distance very nuch Iike that of the
creek that ran
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past Meeting Wall after the spring thaws. Before sleep that night the pair played a gane of Stal k-
and-Spring, and Fritti laughed for the first tinme since they had parted conpany with the First-
wal kers.

They came down the shallow basin to the river's edge on the norning of the fifteenth day on Gentl e-
run Downs. The mi st hung on the grass, and the sky snelled of rain to come. Approachi ng Tail wend,
whi ch was high on its banks, was |like com ng down off the plateau into a world of water and coo
air.

The rushing, gurgling river had a vitality and energy conpletely unlike the shy, hidebound forest
streans of their honme. The Tailwend spl ashed and | aughed, carrying river willows and grass stens
along in a rush, only to send them spinning off into quiet eddies along the bank where they would
float lazily. Then the river woul d cat-and-nmuse them back into the current and carry them out of
si ght .

Fritti and Pouncequi ck played x>n the banks until the sun rose into the sky above their heads and
shone through the nmist to chip glimrers off the hurrying water. They took turns sw ping at sticks
that floated in close to the river's edge—darting their paws out, daring each other after tw gs
farther fromshore. It was only when Pouncequick, in a moment of riotous abandon, cane close to
falling i n—eaught at the |last nonent by the nape of the neck—that Fritti began to turn his mind to
the problem of crossing the wi de, energetic Tail wend.

They wal ked farther upstream tracing the coves and inlets, and the water sounds becanme harsher
and nore percussive. Around a bend in the river's course they discovered the reason. Here the
Tai | wend narrowed slightly and | unged past a group of rocks that stood upright in the foaning

wat er |ike broken teeth. As they drew closer, the top of one of the rocks noved slightly, then
turned to Il ook at themw th w de eyes.
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It was Eatbugs, perched like an owl in midstream

The Tail wend rushed and hi ssed past the mad cat. He stared at the two conpani ons for a nonent,
then rose to his feet, fur starting out spiky-stiff all over his body. Wthout a word he teetered
in place for a nonent, then bounded out to another stone farther into the river. He was | ooking
for the next safe spot to junp to when Fritti called out to himabove the roaring of the rapids.
"Eatbugs! Is that really you? It's Tail chaser and Pouncequi ck! Do you renenber us?"

Eat bugs turned to gaze inperturbably back at them

"Pl ease cone back! Eatbugs!" Fritti raised his voice. "Please cross back over!"

Eat bugs hesitated for a nmonment, then | eaped back to the stone he had left. As the two friends

wat ched, he | aboriously nmade his way back across the river, finally hopping off the | ast stone
onto the grassy bank. Regarding themwarily for a nmonment, Eatbugs crouched at river's edge.
Finally, recognition seened to dawn. He appeared to speak, but Fritti could not hear him above the
din of the Tailwend, and signaled that the old cat should follow themup the bank

Sone distance fromthe river, they stopped.

"I't's good to see you again, Eatbugs!" Pouncequick said cheerily. He seened to have forgotten any
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fear he had once felt in the presence of the odd, nuddy cat.
Wth a pleased but worried | ook on his face, Eatbugs wal ked around the pair, scenting their
presence.

"Wirra-wurra-wurra,"” he said finally, "it's the tail-waggers, the shinky-shanky ones thensel ves!"
He cocked his head inquisitively. "What brings you little [ubbers tip-tipping down to the
riversi de? Dost cone to noisten thy noses? Ah ... the real wonder is, how did you escape the

burni ng questions of the denon-
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cats? Did you grow wings and fly away? It wouldna be the first tine," he added cryptically.

"What denon-cats?" asked Pouncequick. "W nmet only the First-wal kers, and they were very kind to
us."

"Ach! Ratspatter!" Eatbugs grow ed and spat. "They start out nice, true enough, but soon they want
t hi ngs, want thi ngs—al ways pressuring a body."

Fritti did not take Eatbugs' ranmbling too seriously. "Well now," he said, "now that we're al

here, should we wal k together for a while? Once across the river, we're going to be traveling the
Sunsnest Plains. W'd adnmire your conpany."

Eat bugs sm | ed and nodded. "I shall be passing that way," he assented. "I amfollow ng a
particularly loud and vociferous star"—-he |owered his ears and voice—but ... | know where it goes
to ground for winter!" Pleased at having shared his secret, Eatbugs did a small cross-step and bit
lightly upon the ear of Pouncequick, who took it in good spirit.

"Can you | ead us across the strean?" Fritti asked. "You seemto know the best rocks."

"Do chi pmunks have fur on their stripey behinds? O course | can!" said Eatbugs.

The terrain changed on the farther shore of the Tailwend. The green-carpeted hills of Gentlerun
dwi ndl ed and di sappeared within the Hour—succeeded only by occasional kitten-humocks that swell ed
cautiously up fromthe waving grass.

Pouncequi ck and Tail chaser had never seen anything to conmpare with the plain of Sunsnest. It
stretched out and away fromthem seem ngly endless: a broad, flat ocean of grass and ground-
huggi ng vegetation. It was as flat as nature could fashion, and although the downs rose up behind
them the inpression was of wal king on a high place. The sky, now flush with the winds and waters
of a col der season, hung cl ose above their heads, adding to the sensa-
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tion. It felt as though they had been raised up onto a vast surface, to be exam ned by sone

i mper sonal force

Fritti and the kitten were grateful for Eatbugs' conpany. After their third and fourth sunrises,

t he nonot onous grandeur of the plains began to nake them feel very small and purposel ess. Eatbugs,
t hough, was a veritable fountain of distraction, briming with fragnents of strange poens, and
favored sayings that applied to nothing.

Crouching for rest in the waving grass one afternoon, Pouncequick shyly began to recite a fragment
of a poem he was maki ng up about their journey to the Court of Harar. It was awkward and
unfinished, but Fritti found it appealing. He was surprised to see that it seened to nake Eatbugs
very unconfortable.

W shing to spare Pouncequi ck enbarrassment he praised the kitten's poem and then turned to

Eat bugs to change the subject.

"1've been wondering," Tail chaser began, "why exactly this great flatland is called Sunsnest
Plains. | see nothing of a nest about it at all, Eatbugs. Do you know?"

Eat bugs turned his nournful eyes on Tail chaser, and absentnindedly pawed a soiled twi st of fur out
of his face. "As it happens, little nibbler of Squeaker-toes, | do. | truly do."

"Well, tell us, please! Is it a song?"

"No, no, not a song, though |I suppose it could be." Eatbugs shook his head sadly. "It is just a
thing I renenber hearing when I was a killing, fewer Eyes behind nme than little inkum di nkum
here."

Fritti realized that they knew nothi ng of Eatbugs' past. He prom sed hinself to try later to draw
the mad, nel ancholy wanderer out on the subject.

"It is said, it is, by themas should know, " Eatbugs intoned, "that when Meerclar Al nother first
opened her bright eyes there was darkness everywhere. The
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Al l not her had the sharpest eyes of all, naturally, but even though she could see, she was
chattering, chafing cold. So she thought and thought, for no cat, even the greatest, likes to be
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"After a while, an idea cane to her. She rubbed her paws together—her great, black paws—and she
rubbed them so fast that they struck a spark of sky-fire. She took the spark and | ay down on the
earth.

"There she lay nurturing it, protecting it with the fur of her body—and it grew. The spark tried
to run away as it becane |arger, but always the Allnother would reach out and catch it, roll-
rolling it back across the earth to where it was born

"It grew, and waxed | arge and grand, and when she would capture it and roll it back the |Iand woul d
flatten beneath them where they passed. Bigger and rounder and brighter it becanme, until its
presence in the world warnmed all the first aninmals.

"Al'l creatures canme and gathered around the young sun, crowdi ng and pushing to get cl oser

and no beast would do anything else but lie there in that warnth and bask, until all the world
became enpty and |ifel ess except that one spot on the great, flattened plain.

"At this, Meerclar Allnother became angry as bitter weather, and threw the sun up into the sky
where it would shine equally over all the world, and the dwellers in the earth di spersed again.
There in the sky the sun still shines.

"But still, when the sun has burned and warned as best it can and begins to tire, Meerclar takes
it to her furry breast, where it strengthens again. Wile she has it, the world is cold for a
season.

"And now, " Eatbugs finished, "we are crossing the very spot where the Allnother kept it inits

ki ttenhood, hence the nane. Sinple as mce for dinner, isn't it?"

Fritti and Pouncequi ck agreed that it was.
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The next day, near the overture of Unfolding Dark, as the sun of which the nad cat had spoken was
settling down into the cloudy west, Eatbugs was again seized by one of his fits.

The conpany was breast-deep in a swaying sea of grassworks when Eatbugs abruptly sat up, whiskers
a jut, and began to nutter.

He did not seemfrightened or wary this time, but full of enthusiasmas he nuttered: "... There
you are. Ha! Lying in the rye, are you? Trickle and tickle beneath ny nose, will-you-sir? Ha!"
Tai | chaser and Pouncequi ck sat down to wait, confident that the spell would soon subside, and they
could return to journeying.

"Wait! WAit!" cried Eatbugs, and sprang to his feet. "The star! Don't you hear it flickering? W
must be on it, before it sniffs our true colors! Ch, do not let nme be too late again! | shall |eap
the wall!" Suddenly, w thout warning, Eatbugs was off, calling after the star as if he could see
it bounding in front of him He disappeared into the tall weeds—the conpani ons, di smayed, gave
chase. Eatbugs' speed was too great, though, and soon even his voice had faded from heari ng.

They waited in the spot all evening, stomachs inpatient with hunger, but he did not return. At

| ast they gave up and went hunti ng.

The norning found thema party of two again, and they travel ed on

10

CHAPTER

What do they hunt by the glinmering pools of water, By the round silver Mon, the Pool of Heaven—
In the striped grass, amid the barkless trees—The stars scattered |like the eyes of the beasts
above t hem

W . Turner

Now t he rains set in.

Movi ng across the broad back of Sunsnest, the cats at first would run for what scant cover they
could find. But as shelter became nmore scarce and rain nore frequent, they were forced to resign
thenmsel ves to wet fur

Pouncequi ck caught a cold, and his sniffling began to intrude on Tailchaser's own private mi sery.
Sonetimes the interruption would bring a rush of synpathy for the little cat, and Fritti would
strive to say a cheerful word, or give an affectionate nudge. Sonetines, though, he responded to
Pouncequi ck's illness and snallness with flashes of annoyance that flared, then quickly faded.
One night, when a scared, cold Pouncequi ck had clinbed onto himduring a violent thundershower,
all the frustration that Tailchaser had been feeling welled up; he pushed the kitten away,
swatting himwith his paw. As Pouncequick crawled into a thatch of grass, little crying noises
shaking his small form Fritti felt a sudden wave of terror. Pouncequick would die, and | eave him
alone in this vast, wld |and!

Then, realizing what he had done, he went and caught the snmall cat up by the nape of the neck and
109
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brought himback. He licked the kitten all over his wet fur and huddl ed agai nst himto keep him
warmuntil the rains would cease for a tine.

Several days later, still proceeding with flagging determination, Fritti began to feel that

sonmet hing was following them After the larger part of the day had passed, the feelings had not
departed; they had, in fact, grown stronger. He nentioned this as casually as he could to his
young conr ade.

"But, Tailchaser," Pouncequick pointed out, "ganme has been awfully scarce lately, and we haven't
had much to eat. Really, | expect you're just not quite yourself. Wio but a couple of nmdcats
woul d be out and about in this weather?"

It was a canny point, but deep inside Fritti felt that sonmething nore than sinply |lack of mce was
acting on his senses.

That night, in the nost secret part of Final Dancing, Fritti sat bolt upright in their sleeping
spot.

"Pounce!" he hissed. "There's sonething out there! There is! Can't you feel it?"

Pouncequi ck obvi ously could: he, too, was now awake and trenbling. They both strained their eyes
into the surroundi ng darkness, but could find nothing except the void of night. A creeping,
tingling cold was in their whiskers, though, and from sonewhere cl ose by the noisture-soaked air
carried a scent of blood and ol d bones.

They passed the rest of the night |ike the Squeakers they hunted-starting at every sound—but at

| ast the sensations dimnished, then were gone. Even in the thin |ight of norning they did not
feel like sleeping. They were on their way w thout stopping to hunt for breakfast.

The rains increased that day, the skies dark and swollen, and fromtime to time a wind blew up
fromthe North and sent the water sheeting into their faces as they trudged forward. The feeling
of being
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wat ched had not departed, and had now spread fromFritti to Pouncequick. So it was that when they
finally did run down a snall, bedraggled Squeaker in the |late evening, they ate hurriedly and
standi ng up, despite their great hunger and weariness.

The | ast nouthfuls of stringy meat were just passing their Iips when fromthe swirling, rainy

dar kness beyond themthere cane a horrible wailing cry that turned theminto i nmmobile stone where
they stood, stopping their hearts for a nonent in mdbeat. Another cry—no less terrifying, but a
little farther away—choked up fromthe other side at the two cats.

Hemed in! The sickening idea came to them both sinultaneously. An odd, chuffing sound came from
the site of the first how, and then sonething crashed toward themthrough the tall grasses.
Breaki ng suddenly fromhis frozen stupor, Fritti turned and butted Pouncequick with his head, so
hard that the little cat al nbst tunbled over.

"Run, Pounce, fast as you can!" Fritti squeaked, trying to keep his voice down. Pouncequi ck
recovered his balance, and the two bolted forward |ike snakes from beneath an overturned rock
From the other side now, they could hear the rustling and snappi ng of brush. They ran as fast as
they were able, ears tight to their heads, tails straight out behind them There were sounds of
pursuit.

"Ch, oh, it's the sane ones, the red claws, oh!" mpaned Pouncequi ck

"For the | ove of Witew nd, save your breath and run!" gasped Tail chaser. Behind them a
sputtering, echoing cry was raised into the storm w nds.

On and on they pelted, rain and darkness surrounding them w nd bl owi ng agai nst them Fortunately
the ground was |l evel, and there were no trees or rocks—they could not have seen their way even if
they had found the presence of mind to | ook. They were tiring rapidly.

Finally, when it seemed as if they had been run-
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ning forever, the sounds of pursuit began to dwi ndle, then were gone. Still they staggered forward
as long as they could, until finally they felt as though their |Iegs would not carry them across
anot her junmp of ground. They slowed to a stunbling walk, listening intently, straining to hear any

trace of followers over the pounding of their hearts and their ragged breathing.

At that nonent a huge shape stepped froma clunp of weeds before them

"Now we have you!" it said. Wth squeals of despair the two cats tottered and fell at the feet of
the great, dark creature.

Fritti's spirit struggled back to perception. He was tired, and sick to his stonmach. It seened as
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t hough the world was bouncing up and down around him Confused, he wondered where he was and what
had happened.

Then he renenbered the chase, and the giant, | oom ng shape.

Fritti tried to twist hinself onto his feet, but found hinmself held fast. There was a sharp grip
on the back of his neck, and he could feel nothing beneath his paws. Dizzily, he opened his eyes
and peered about.

At his side Pouncequi ck was bei ng nape-carried, dangling unconscious fromthe jaws of the biggest
cat Tail chaser had ever seen. The nonstrous gray-green-and-black-striped torn turned an inpersona
stare at Fritti. Pouncequick's captor was pacing beside him but Fritti's feet were touching
nothing but air. . . .

Tail chaser slowy turned his head around. He could not see the face of his warder, but he could
see the tree-linb-thick | egs of the cat measuring out the ground. Fritti was bobbing and swaying
in the grip of this beast, as helpless as a three-day-old kitten
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Wth a rush of panic he threw back his head, wiggling, and then the |light faded again.

Sone tine |ater, Tailchaser reawakened, but he nade no nore attenpts to break free.

Finally the seenmingly tireless beasts stopped. Fritti was dunped uncerenoniously to the ground,
and beside him he heard the sound of Pouncequi ck being dropped |ike a dead Squeaker. A voice
spoke, using the Common Singing, and Tail chaser screwed his eyes tightly shut.

"Surely this can't be what we were searching for?" the voice said, displeasure evident in its
inflection. Curiosity lost out to fear: Fritti did not open his eyes, but remai ned crunpl ed face-
down in the grass.

The cat that had carried himwas the next speaker

"They disappeared, like, sir," it said, slowy and deeply. "One nmonment they was there, and the
next —t hey wasn't. Right strange."”

"Strange—+'mw th you, there. And nore than a nmite disturbing,” said the first voice thoughtfully.
"Where did these two whel ps conme fronP"

"Ran right into us, they did, sir. Shrieked |like snagged squirrels and fell down flat. W thought
we should bring themin. Been running, they had."

There was a nmonent's pause. Tailchaser felt recovered enough to Ilift an eyelid fractionally.

Besi de the vast, fuzzy shapes standing over Pounce and him there was a smaller shape. Snaller

but still considerably bigger than Fritti himnmself. He shuddered.

"Did you spot anything interesting before they di sappeared, Ni ghtcatcher?" the smaller shape asked
Pouncequi ck's guard. Fritti heard no reply, but sone kind of response nmust have been made, for the
smal | er blur spoke again.

"I know. | was only hoping. Tails and Nails! Too many questions, not enough answers." The speaker
sat quietly for a nonent as the two big cats patiently
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wai ted, then rose and wal ked to Pouncequi ck and sniffed him

"Just a kitten!" it said. "Odd place for an apprenticeship." It turned toward Fritti, who

i mredi ately squeezed his eyes shut and went |inp down to his last tailbone. The voice canme next to
his face—+t took all his courage not to bolt and run

"And this one hardly seens a hunter hinmself. P raps they' ve lost their nmother?" The speaker | eaned
closer and sniffed Fritti's ear, then how ed so suddenly and loudly that Tailchaser rolled head
over heels fromthe shock: "I am Prince Fencewal ker, and | order you to wake up and be

questi oned!"

Tai | chaser —panting, ears ringing, claws sunk into the earth for sonething to hang on to—swayed in
pl ace and shook his head.

Fencewal ker? he thought. Were have | heard that nane?

He opened his eyes to find a |large, shaggy cat staring at himcuriously. The cat's pelt was as red-
gol den as autumm | eaves. The Prince, for so he was, wore an expression of pleasure, his tongue
poki ng out from between his front teeth. He appeared very gratified by Tailchaser's response.
Fencewal ker turned to the large brindle that had carried Fritti, and now wore a | opsided grin.
"Nothing like authority,” the Prince said. "R ght, Dayhunt-er?"

"No sir," responded the big cat.

The mad hummi ng of Tail chaser's nerves began to subside. He renenbered now that Hangbelly had
menti oned Fencewal ker as a good friend to have at Court.

Looking at the chortling Prince and his two nonstrous conpanions, Fritti wondered if he would be
able to survive such a friendship.
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By the time that the sun had begun to warmthe grasslands around them Pouncequick had joi ned
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Tai | chaser in consciousness. Still sick, tired and frightened, the little cat did not nove or
speak much, but lay listening as Fritti finished telling the Prince of their journey. The Prince
asked many questions, and was very interested in the chase of the night before—even nore so with
Pouncequi ck's scarlet-clawed thing in the O d Wods. He woul d have probed the kitten on the
subject, but Fritti—worrying about his young conpani on's weakened state—anaged to intercede.
Fencewal ker reluctantly agreed to postpone the interrogation until |ater

Prince Fencewal ker then expl ained that there had been disturbances of a simlar kind all along the
oudands of the Court of Harar. He and his massive conpani ons, Dayhunter and Ni ghtcatcher, twn
sons of an old Court bloodline, had taken on the assignnment of bringing the nalefactors to bay.
They had found no |uck, however.

"It nakes a cat wonder," said Fencewal ker grouch-ily. "They're here, they're there, then they're
gone. W three just can't keep up with them | suppose it's a good thing the First-wal kers are
taking an interest—we could use sone nore paws on this."

"But you're the Prince!" said Fritti, surprised. "Can't you find all the help you need at Court?"

Fencewal ker gl owered. "It doesn't work out that way," he said, shaking his red-gold nmane. "Nobody
will take this sort of thing seriously. Everybody's got sonmething nore inportant to do. Nothing
matters to anyone if it's not gnawing at his own tail. Even Mother and the Prince Consort nore or

| ess said: 'CGo ahead and scout around if you enjoy it.' Hah! Serve themright if these cat-
badger s—er what ever they are—one clinbing out of the trees and chew their ears off!"

This set Tailchaser to worrying in silence for a while. What if there was no help at the Court?
How woul d he proceed in his search for Hushpad? The nenory of her waving tail and bl ack-trinmed
nose cane forcefully back to him
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/1l no one el se cares what happens to her, he thought angrily, all the nore reason why | nust
continue the search

H's reverie was interrupted by the sound of little Pouncequick being sick. His young friend s poor
heal th was another problem The rains were here to stay, and Pouncequi ck would be in bad shape if
he didn't get to shelter and food soon

"Prince Fencewal ker, will you be returning to Court now?" he asked.

"l hadn't really decided yet," nuttered the Prince. "I suppose we mght as well try to scare up
anot her cat or two. Wiy do you ask?"
"My conpanion is not well, as |I'msure you can see. |If you would help us get to the Queen's Seat,

we woul d be grateful." Fencewal ker | ooked thoughtful
"The little scuffler isn't doing none too good, sir," offered Dayhunter hel pfully. "He probably
needs to get warmlike."

Fencewal ker passed over to Pouncequi ck, who was shivering miserably on the noist grass. "W'll get
you to a place you'll like, little fellow," said the Prince in his bluff, friendly manner, "if
we've got to kitten-carry you all the way. We'll get you to the Court."

Pouncequi ck was carried the | ast | eagues across the Sunsnest Plains by Dayhunter and Ni ghtcatcher
but Fritti was strong enough to wal k. He found hinself enjoying the conpany of Fencewal ker and his
hunt - mat es.

The Prince was garrulous, telling hunting stories of great length and interm nable detail, and
frequently interrupting his narrative to check details with Dayhunter. It was particularly hard on
continuity when the Prince's huge conpanion was taking his turn transporting Pouncequi ck

“... Now |l believe," the Prince would say, "I believe, and | really should be able to remenber,
that that was the day after we had run down a sinply
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magni fi cent grouse. O perhaps it was a cock pheasant? Do you renenber, Dayhunter? Was that a cock
pheasant ?"

"Mmff!" Dayhunter would reply through a nmouthful of Pouncequick

"Pardon? G ouse, did you say?"

"Mmf -t f L

"Ch, a pheasant? You're sure?" And so on

The Prince was a cheerful soul —full of rough good hunor, and an affection for sudden, surprising
shoves that sent conpanions tunbling. The conpani on woul d then be helped to rise by a guiltily
solicitous Fencewal ker, who would prom se not to do it again w thout suitable warning.
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The twins were so alike as to be indistinguishable in outside appearance, although they could be
told apart by scent. Dayhunter was not a clever cat, but goodhearted and very chatty. H s brother,
Ni ght - cat cher, was very quiet.

After traveling with the three for a day, Fritti finally realized that N ghtcatcher's stolidity
was involuntary. He was nute, and commruni cated only in the soundl ess ways given to the Conmnon

Si ngi ng. Fencewal ker explained to Fritti that N ghtcatcher had sustained a throat wound while
protecting the Prince froma naddened fox, and had been unable to make a sound since

"He did it for ne, Harar keep 'im" said Fencewal ker. "These are ny true hunt-brothers, don't you
see." Nightcatcher bearmed with permanently quiet pride.

The plains began to slope uphill. Fritti knew from Quiverclaw s instructions that they were
reaching the outer fringes of Sunsnest. The grade was slight but constant, and at the end of a
day's wal k Tail chaser's back | egs throbbed.

At |ast they reached the banks of the Purrwhisper. It was a much quieter streamthan the Tailwend,
gentle and gurgling. Its bed was covered wth many-
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col ored stones, and above these could be seen the flashing dart of shiny fish

They stopped to drink, and even Pouncequi ck cl anbered down to lap up the chill, clear water. It

was sweet and refreshing, and when they had fini shed, Pouncequick and Tail chaser |ay side by side
on the stream bank and shared a silent feeling of hope for the first time in a |long while.

Pounce is still a very sick kitten, though, thought Fritti. He was noving .closer to warm hi mwhen
Fencewal ker approached.
"Well, here we are at the Purrwhisper. Just a hop and a stunble to go now, little chap!" he said

to Pouncequi ck. "See that |ine of shadow there?" The Prince indicated with his chin a ribbon of
dar kness running al ong the horizon, just visible against the gray skies, "That's the outskirts of
Root wood—the bi ggest, grandest forest in the world. If we follow the Purrwhisper here in a
ways—and none too far a way, either—do you know where we'll be?" Fencewal ker | ooked down at the
two conpanions. "Firsthone! That's where—and warm and fat and dry as can be!" He grinned. "I
certainly wouldn't want to spend all ny tinme rubbing fur in the Court, but even / adnit it's a
very nice nest to cone back to."

The Prince gave Fritti a friendly swat. "I1'll bet a couple of outland Folk |ike you will be
amazed. Amazed!"

The foll owi ng days passed in a sort of wal king dream for Tail chaser. Pouncequi ck was feverish now,
and hung quietly in the gentle jaws of the twins. Tailchaser hinself was as tired as he had ever
been in his short life, but Fencewal ker and his conpani ons, close nowto their home, were setting
a rapid pace. It was all Fritti could do to keep up.

They were noving al ong the northern bank of the Purrwhisper. Fritti decided that someday he woul d
like to cone back and explore the country they were
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passi ng—soneday when he wasn't exhausted and footsore. Al manner of vegetation grew on the shores
of the softly splashing river. Sheltered spots and hi dden grottoes, protected fromthe now
constant rain, beckoned invitingly to the weary Tailchaser, and aninmal and bird noi ses were
calling himto come and investigate. Every whisker of his self-control was necessary to keep him
mar chi ng on behind his stronger fellows, to shut out the bl andi shnents of the river-world.

At |last the small band of cats reached the eaves of Rootwood. Even in his harried condition
Fritti could feel how different this forest was fromthe O d Wods near his hone. There was a
feeling of age to this place that nade the O d Waods, despite their nane, seemkittenlike and
fresh. Rootwood | ooked, felt, snelled and sounded so ancient and established that it seened

i nconcei vabl e that any of the great trees about them had actually grown. It seened, rather, as
though the world itself had grown up around their roots and trunks.

When Fritti nentioned his feelings to Fencewal ker, the Prince nodded. Instead of responding with
his usual irreverence, the red-gold hunter nerely said: "Aye. This is the first forest."

In answer to Fritti's request for an explanation, Fencewal ker suggested he wait and ask in the
Court.

"There are those who can speak of the forest better than |, and | would not want to give insult by
acci dent."

Tai |l chaser had to accept this, for nothing nore was offered. But when he asked | ater about the
ganme of Rootwood, the Prince was again his usual, hearty self and gave Fritti an exacting
description of everything that ran, slithered, swamor flew beneath the ancient trees.

The traces and hunt-marks of other Fol k becanme commonpl ace. Tail chaser was now only interested in
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endi ng his journey; he ignored the excited discus-
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sions that Fehcewal ker and his conpani ons had over what the various indicators nmeant: who had been
doi ng what, and when, and with whom Pounce-quick, now sl eeping constantly, was oblivious to it
all. After a day of staggering and |linping, Tailchaser hinself could walk no nore. He and his
kitten friend PA pj were once nore carried side by side in the mouths of r A\ | the brindled
tw ns.

Sliding in and out of unconfortable, bouncing sleep, Fritti was dinmy aware of voices. The Prince
and other cats were calling back and forth, and when Fritti dazedly opened his eyes he could see
cat - shapes everywhere—a sea of Folk. It was too nmuch for himto take in, and he closed his eyes
agai n.

He felt hinmself put down on sonething soft. As the voices faded away he bounded into the dream
fields.

11

CHAPTER

. . The crowd, and buzz and nurnmurings O this great hive, the city.

—Abr aham Cow ey

The roof beneath his feet felt hot; it was painful to keep his paws in one place for nore than a
monent. Treading gingerly up and down, he peered over the roofs edge into the swirling snoke

bel ow. He knew he should junp. He should save hinsel f. Behind himwas FIRE. The delicate inner
I'inings of his nose were abraded by the funmes, and he could hear the flames boom ng and roaring
bel ow him Wiy couldn't he junp?

H's fam |y! Sonewhere behind him mnenaced by the FIRE, were his nother and siblings. They were in
danger! He remenbered now.

A voice called up fromthe snoke before him He stared over into the gray clouds, but could see
not hing. Frominside the Man dwelling the terrified voices of his famly floated up to himagain.
The voice in the smoke was hailing himby name, telling himto junp down to safety. It sounded

|l i ke Eatbugs, or perhaps Bristlejaw. He tried to tell the voice about his fam|y—about them being
trapped and endangered by the FIRE—but the voice kept calling to him |eap down, forget your
famly, run, save yourself, run
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He was caught! He was straddling the edge—+the panicky wail of his brothers and sisters behind him
Bristlejawer was it Eatbugs—drging himto junp, to escape, to run, run, he couldn't decide, run
oh Harar! run run run

Legs jerking convul sively, Tailchaser fell back into the waking world. The Iight was very bright.
Hi s eyes hurt.

A massive palisade of giant tree trunks stood around him towering up far beyond his sightline.
Junps and junps above his head they stretched, branches interlaced like the strands of a mghty
bar k- hi ded spi derweb. But Tail chaser could feel warnth on his face. A broad swath of sunlight
beaned down unhi ndered from sone far-off sky wi ndow in the uppernost branches, making the short,
tickling grass on which Fritti lay a sumery island in the nmiddle of the ancient cool of the
forest.

Fritti felt the tenderness of his paws as he clinbed shakily to his feet. He fl opped back down and
exanm ned them testing their soreness with his sensitive tongue.

The | eather of his pads was cracked, and had probably bled. It had been carefully cl eaned, though
and he could find no burrs or thorns—he had picked up nmany of those in the final stage of the
approach to Firsthonme, and had not had the strength or concentration to renove them Soneone had
cl eaned hi mup

Fencewal ker. Fencewal ker had |l eft himhere, and no doubt had his paws seen to. \Where was Fence-
wal ker ?

Still feeling fuzzy and a little stupid-his heart was just now slowing down to normal after his
startling dreamFritti |ooked around. There were no other Folk in sight. The clearing am d the
towering trees was enpty . . . but Fritti could hear the sound of voices. Fromjust far enough

away to lend an air of
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unreality to the sound, the noises of nany cats floated to himon the breeze.

Wal king slowy and gently on his wounded paws, Tailchaser followed the voices out of the sunlit
gl ade.
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Looki ng up as he paced al ong beneath the hoary trees of Rootwood, he saw thick, ropy strands of

I'ichen stretching frombranch to branch—+n some places so thick as to forma natural ceiling. The

pat hs that wandered around the tree roots seened vaulted, filigreed hallways; sunlight filtered

t hrough this canopy, dappling the ground with bright spots, and turning the daylight into a soft,

suf fusive glow. He could now see sonme of the Fol k whose voices echoed fromthe bark of old trees

and the packed earth of the forest floor.

The forest was alive with cats . . . nore than he had seen in all his life since kittenhood, and

all in one place. Cats of every size and description: wal king, singing, sleeping, arguing—a world

of cats at the feet of these powerful, ageless trees.

He stared at the incredible variety, but no one stared back. No one seened even to notice himas

he passed. And so many! Here a fat brindle was chasing a fela with a crook in her tail; there a

crowd surrounded a pair of tons westling. Some just lay and sl ept.

Fritti found hinself on a wide path: a rut worn into the springy, |eafy ground by countless paws.

Cats streaned past himcom ng and goi ng. Those who nmet his eye gave a brief, strange roll and a

twist of their heads. It seened a neutral -enough gesture, and Tail chaser assumed that it was a

greeting of sone kind peculiar to Firsthonme. Sone of the cats that hurried by nudged him

inmpatiently to the side as they passed. Since no one el se seened to take offense—and because he

was still so weak and un-

126

WIIli AVs

sure of hinself—after it had happened a few tines, Fritti paid no nore attention than any of the

ot hers did.

But, oh! the trenendous anount and diversity of those cats.

However do they nmanage to get along for any length of tinme? he wondered.

It was unnatural. It seenmed nore |like a nest of ants, alnost. O the dwelling place of Man

"Tail chaser! Stop there! Tailchaser!"

Fritti turned to see Thinbone running up the path behind him At least it |ooked |ike Thinbone
but as the cat approached, he saw that this fellow was bigger and glossier than his friend from

Meeting Wall, although their coloring seened identical. He realized with ironic anmusenent that for

a nonent it had seened perfectly natural to see Thinbone here in Firsthonme, nore | eagues from Edge

Copse than Fritti could count.

My journeying has accustoned nme to strange surprises, he thought.

The gray-and-yell ow cat bounded up and stood for a nmonent trying to catch his breath.

"Nre'fa-o0," said Fritti. "Have we sniffed before?"

J-just . . . just . . . nonent " panted the newconer, and nade a conmical face as he

returned to the business of recovering his w nd.

"Forgive ne," he said after a few nore nmonments, "but | was up, up, up a terribly tall tree when

you |l eft the healing-spot, and | had to run |like dead Uncle Wiitewind to catch you. Ch!" he said,

| ooki ng about. "I do hope none of Prince Dewtreader's friends or relations heard me say that. It

was terribly disrespectful.” He | ooked at Tai khaser, and gave himsuch a sly, funny smle of

satisfaction that Fritti —who didn't understand the newcomer at all—found hinself smling right

back.

"Urmm you said your nane was. . . ? Fritti ven-
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tured after a nonent. The stranger sneezed once, convul sively, and delicately stroked his nose
with the back of his paw

"Forgive ne," he said. "I quite forget nyself sonetines. |I'm How song. Prince Fencewal ker asked
that you be, well, not watched over, exactly, but that you have a ... a ..." How song winkled his
nose, thinking.

"A gui de?" offered Fritti.

"A guide! Excellent! That's the sound of it exactly! Yes, so ... here | am"

"That was kind of Prince Fencewal ker to renenber ne."

"He is a fine fellow, right enough. Alittle too prone to knocki ng people down, if you know what
mean, but a solid cat. Claws firmy in the bark, we always say. Now, the Prince Consort ..." Here
How song trailed off meaningfully. Fritti, unsure of what to say, nodded his head politely.

"Well then," said How song suddenly, and fell into a deep fluid-spined stretch. "Well then," he
resuned, "let us go and | ook at Firsthone. The rest of it, | nean. | hear this is your first
visit? It's terribly, terribly big and i npressive—especially the Court. You'll have to wait to see
that until Fencewal ker arranges it. Did you really cone fromacross the Sunsnest Pl ai ns?"
"Fromfar on the other side, beyond the O d Wods," answered Tail chaser
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"Incredible. Just amazing!" said Howl song. "Do they have trees where you |live? | suppose they
must, rmustn't they?"

They had been wal king for only a few noments when Fritti suddenly renenbered Pouncequi ck. Full of
worry for his little conpanion, he questioned How song.

"Ch, they put himin the warnmest healing-spot, since he was sicker than you were, and brought him
128
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sweet grasses and a little bit of nouse. He's doing much better now, " How song assured him "I1'1l]I
take you to see himlater."

They continued on their way. Howl song seenmed to positively bubble with anecdotes and trivia. He
expl ai ned to Tail chaser that he was studying to be a Master QA d-singer, but that his teacher was
very busy because of sone kind of Meeting taking place that night—onsequently |eaving himnothing
to do, and making himavailable to acconpany Fritti. He nentioned to Fritti that his "set"—which
Tai | chaser took to mean sone ki nd of grouping of young cats—all found Fence wal ker to be "quite an
all-right type," although "a bit hearty." How song al so explained that the Prince Consort, Prince
Dewt r eader, was thought of as being "awfully serious" and "nearly boring." Queen Sunback was "the
| ovel i est cat, of course." Tailchaser was bew | dered by the familiarity with which How song

di scussed and characterized the hereditary | eaders of the Folk—as if they were any group of alley-
haunters in the dwellings of Man

Custons were just different at Firsthone, it seemed, and it would take hima while to get used to
them Still, much was unfat homabl e.

"Are there always such an uncountable lot of cats living here?" he asked at one point.

"Bl ueback' s Whi skers, no!" | aughed Howl song. "Usually | ess than half this seething throng, |'d
guess. They're here for the celebration | told you about."

"But even if there were only a quarter of these, that's so nany! How do you find food? The forest
must be Squeakerless for mles around.”

"Ch, we do have to forage a bit far sometinmes, it's true," admitted the apprentice 4 d-singer

"but Rootwood is the biggest forest there is—f things get thin, we send out hunting parties to
stanmp around and herd the gane closer back to Court. It's a bit tiring sonetines, certainly-al

the extra hunting and
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such—but it's worth it to live here. | mean, |I've never |lived anywhere el se, and woul d never want
to.

Never."

They wal ked as they conversed, and now and then How song woul d interrupt the flow of discourse to
point out an inportant sight: an extra-fine patch of nouse grass, a wonderful old scratching tree,
or another cat who How song felt was wetched, or gallant, or clever, or otherw se worthy of
special attention. Many of these cats knew How song and called greetings to him which he
cheerfully returned. Tailchaser decided that Firsthome was nore like a tree full of birds than the

anthill it had resenbled at first inpression.
After seeing a few nore inportant attractions, and listening to a pair of young felas—wonderfully
cl ose friends" of How song' s—singing a sweet and mournful little song, the twosone at |ast reached

the bower that housed Pouncequi ck. They found himin a many-junps-wi de path of slanting sunlight.
The kitten was awake and talking to a slender gray fela with dark-green eyes and short fur.

"Tail chaser!" cried Pouncequi ck when he spotted them "I'm so happy to see you! | thought you were
going to sleep all day and mss the fun. Aren't there ever so many cats here?"

Fritti wal ked over to himand sniffed the soft kitten-fur. The snell of sickness seemed to be

gone.
"I"'mvery glad to see you, Pounce. | was worried about you."

"I"'mfeeling fine!" chortled the youngling. "Everyone's been grand to ne. |'ve already nade
friends! Ch, that reminds nme, | haven't offered face names. Tailchaser, this is Roof shadow " He
i ndi cated the gray cat, who bobbed denurely. "She's a visitor, too, as we are," Pouncequi ck
expanded.

"Nre'fa-o0," said Fritti. "Good dancing."
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"And to you," she responded. After a polite head-dip, Fritti turned back to look at his snal
friend again. Pounce certainly did |ook better, although still a little on the scrawy side. He
had eaten very little while he had been ill.

The thought of food nade Fritti's nouth begin to water. He suddenly realized that he had had
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nothing to eat since the day before. He was hungry! Imagine going all afternoon wthout thinking
of food. He really had changed since | eaving horne.

"Pounce, How song said that they brought you sone nouse ..." he began

"Ch, yes, a whole pile of them They're over there. They were just killed this norning. Help
yoursel f." Tail chaser began to nove toward the heap of Squeakers, then hesitated, |ooking at

Howl song and Roof - shadow.

Howl song | aughed. "Eat up, cu' nre. Don't even notice ne."

"I'"l'l be going now, | think," said Roofshadow. "Perhaps you could escort ne, Howl song? | don't
really know nmy way around yet.

"I'd be overwhelmed with pleasure. I'll see you two soon," he said to Fritti and Pouncequi ck
"I'"l'l be back to take you to the celebration toward the end of the Unfolding Dark."

"And 1'Il return to visit you later, Pouncequick," added Roofshadow. The two cats wal ked away with
tails curving into the air, How song excitedly describing some phenomenon of Court intrigue to the
young gray fela.

Tai |l chaser had not even waited to watch them | eave, but was already up to his chinin mce, with
Pouncequi ck squeaking nerrily at the ness he was maki ng.

Aft ernoon becane evening as the two friends sat and tal ked. Pouncequi ck had not yet had a chance
to see nmore of Firsthome than was visible fromhis
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heal i ng- spot, and was anxi ous for details. As Tail-chaser was describing the many things that

Howl song had showed himor told himof, the rains cane again. They could hear the soft patting
noi se in the | eaves above their heads; and occasionally a drop would slip through to plink on the
grass or their fur. Mst of the rain was stopped by the interm ngling branches and hanging |ichen
t hough, and they sat quite confortably. Eventually they |ay down together and napped, the tipping
and tapping of raindrops a backdrop for their dreans.

12

CHAPTER

The good die first

And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust Burn to the socket.

W liamWrdsworth

Near the end of the Unfolding Dark, as he had promi sed, Howl song returned to the bower.

"Up now, up now, you silly snoring cats!" he cried. "There's far too much to do and see! W nust
get to the celebration!”

Full of mice and drowsiness, Fritti slowy bestirred hinmself. "Is Pouncequick well enough to cone
with us?" he asked the apprentice Cel-cir'va.

"OfF course 1 Don't you want to cone see the terribly exciting things, Pouncequick?" How song asked
the sleepy kitten

"Yes, | think I would—+ nean | would," said Pouncequi ck, rousing his dimnutive forminto a
stretch. "I feel just fine, Taikhaser."
"Absol utely splendid,” |aughed Howl song. "It's all settled then. Let's be off. | shall have ny

tail nmost brutally pulled if we're late.”

As they wound through the tree galleries of Firsthonme they found thensel ves caught up in a stream
of Fol k, nost apparently headed in the same direction

"Are we going to the Court itself, How song?" queried Pouncequick breathlessly.

The gray-and-yell ow t abby | ooked back over his
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shoul der as he hurried along. "No, actually the Celebration is being held in the Meeting d ade
It's the only place where all the Folk will fit at the sane time. Cats cone fromall over Rootwood
and beyond, even, just as you two did-—think of that!—+o be here for the Celebration. Hello,
Smackbush! Your pelt |ooks extremely glossy tonight!" he called out to soneone he recogni zed.
"What exactly u this Cel ebration?" Tai khaser asked. "I nean, is it |like Meeting N ght?"

"No, no, quite different. Well, fairly different, anyway. . . . dideswallow Ho there!" he hail ed
anot her acquai ntance. "How s Pawgentl e? Good, wonderful!" he cried cheerily, then turned back to
his two wards. "dideswallow is doing the Dance of Acceptance with the nost unfortunate little

bl ack-and-white fela . . . where was |? Ch, of course, the Celebration. | suppose you don't have
anything like it back horme, do you? Well, the full nane is the Cel ebration of the Song of
Whitewi nd. W always have it at the first opening of Meerclar's Eye of the wintertine."

"What's it all about?" questioned Fritti. "I don't nean any disrespect, but |'ve never heard of
it."
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"Well, you do know who Whitewind is, don't you?" Fritti nodded. How song continued: "I'mnot too
sure that | understand all the deeper parts mnyself, but Prince Dewtreader—Fencewal ker's fat her

you knowtakes the whole thing dreadfully seriously. He tells a story, sort of, and we sing songs.
It has something to do with Death, and the Fields Beyond, but | don't pay too nuch attention
mysel f. It's just about nearly boring. Modst of us cone for the chance to see everybody in the
Court, especially the Queen's famly. And the catnint, of course. Everyone likes catmnt."

"WIl the Queen be there?" gasped Pouncequick, fighting to stay abreast of the two bigger cats.
"No, she never attends, for some reason that's slipped nmy mnd. Poor nme, so awfully nuch to think
354
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of . Being a Master A d-singer's not falling down a gopher hole, you know. It takes work! Ah hah
There you are, Dandl egrass! It's ne, How song!"

The Meeting d ade was in the center of a large forest clearing. Overhead, so high as to be al nost
beyond sight, the titanic branches of the old trees crossed and tangled into a vaulting roof.

The G ade itself was a wide, shallow bow, covered in short grass and tree | eaves. It sloped up on
the end farthest fromthe approaching trio, ending in a sort of jutting pronontory with a broad,
flat top. Fritti could see two or three cats already crouching on this hilly point.

The bowl below was rapidly filling with purring, buzzing, nose-rubbing cats, streaming into the

d ade fromall points of the forest. They roamed about in snall groups, knots of Folk form ng and
breaki ng apart, calls sent out across the G ade to friends and rel ati ons

Pouncequi ck, stunned by the profusion of cats, sat taking in the spectacle, his eyes shining with
wonder. Fritti, though, felt faintly uneasy; his fur was tingling and tickling as though trying to
stand out fromhis body—trying to give himnore room It felt unnatural, inexplicably wong, for
the Fol k to gather together in such nunbers. Gathering occasionally at Meeting was one thing:

al rost everybody |iked conpany fromtime to tine. But to live together like this, day in, day

out —put down your paw and step on soneone's tail... well, kind as the cats of Firsthome had been
to him he wouldn't stay nuch |onger than he had to.

As the threesone found thensel ves a spot near the mddle of the bowl, a fat, round-headed cat nade
his way up to the front of the pronmontory that overl ooked the d ade. He was bl ack-and-white, and

t he shaggi ness of his fur nmade hi m appear even stouter than he was—which was very stout. He | ooked
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out over the gathered Folk, and the |level of noise dropped.

"That's Runbl epurr, the Court Chanberain,” said How song in a |ow, excited whisper. "He's ever so
i mportant. -Likes his Squeakers a bit nuch, and his naps, but don't be fooled. He's old, but he's
qui ck as a tunbl ebug. "

Runmbl epurr nade a | ow coughi ng noi se, then spoke, in a voice as sonorous as the wi nd bl owi ng down
a nountai n pass.

"Good danci ng, good Fol k. On behalf of Her Be-whiskered Mjesty, Queen Mrmrsor Sunback—direct
descendant of Fela Skydancer, and true ruler of the Fol k—and on behalf of the Prince Consort,
Sresla Dewtreader, | bid you welcone to the Cel ebration of the Song of Witew nd. The Prince
Consort and Prince Fencewal ker will be here very soon."

Runbl epurr bowed, making hinsel f | ook—f possi bl e—ounder than before, and returned to the back of
the promontory. The noise of the gathered cats swelled again. How song | ooked at Pouncequi ck, who
was still staring openmouthed fromside to side. The apprentice singer grinned and nudged Fritti.
"Nothing like this back at the nest, eh?" he said. As he spoke, another cat approached, calling
Howl song's nane in greeting. How song turned away, as if his attention had been drawn to sonething
behind him and waved his tail in the |inpest kind of greeting. The newconer paused for a noment,
uncertain, then padded away.

"I absolutely |oathe that Bandyl eg," How song confided to Tailchaser. "There's sonething about him
that just doesn't set well with me. Hymph," he continued, |ooking around the d ade, "| suppose no
one interesting will show up until the Celebration starts. At least we didn't have to listen to
one of Runblepurr's long, ranbling stories. He's an old dear, and quite clever—as | nentioned, |

t hi nk—but he can spin the npbst excruciating tales."

A hush had fallen over the assenbly, and all eyes now turned to the pronmontory. Fencewal ker—with
the ever-present twi ns—was nounting the hill. A group of rowdy young hunters in the first row
began shouting up to him "There he is! Fence! Wo grooned you, old boy? Hah! Good old Fencer!"
For a nonent the Prince tried to pretend that he couldn't hear them but was given away by the
expression of enbarrassed pleasure that crept onto his face as he noved out onto the pronontory.
He found his place and sat back on his haunches, his huge conpani ons |ooning up on either side. A
few ot her cats, whom Howl song described as Court functionaries, were trailing up onto the
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overl ook. Then, finally, Prince Dewtreader appeared with Runbl epurr waddiing al ong behind him
Dewt r eader took his position at the front of the pronontory. The young hunters at the front nmade a
few last jibes at the grinning Fencewal ker. Silence descended on the assenbl ed Fol k. Those who
were still looking for a spot to |lie down stopped to watch as the Prince Consort spoke.

Dewt reader's coat was a sandy beige, darkened at paws, ears, and tail to a deep brown. A sort of
mask of brown al so extended up fromhis nose, just past the upper ends of his slanting, sky-blue
eyes. He had the |l ook of a cat who had seen many strange places and things, and regarded them no
differently than he did the sun and the | eaves. Hi s narrow head turned fromside to side as he
surveyed the Fol k with al nond-shaped eyes.

Sonet hi ng about himis very strange, thought Fritti. He looks like he's seen so nmuch that he
doesn't enjoy | ooking at things anynore.

"Greetings fromthe ancient Court of Harar." Dewreader's voice was soft and mnusical, but there

was a hard edge hidden underneath. "I have sonething to share with you, before the dancing and al
begi ns. | know you woul d rather dance than listen to
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me, so | will be short-winded." There was a qui et hum of amusenent fromthe gathered Fol k.

"I would like to tell you sonmething | have been thinking about, and the Song of Wiitewind is part
of it. Before | begin, could we sing the Song of Thanks? | would feel happier if we did. Cone,
sing with nme."

Dewt r eader began in a careful, nelodic voice. After a nonent, others joined in, until a whole
chorus of voices swelled, rising up to the donme of trees and the starry sky beyond.

"Who passes by

so softly gl eam ng?

Is it just the falling snow?

Wat ches us

in quiet dream ng—

W nter quiet, sweetly slow?

Whitewind with his coat a-beam ng, where the stars are dancing, gleamnm ng, where the winter w nds
are stream ng—gentle Wiitewind there will go. , . .

Since he did not know the words, Tailchaser |ooked around at the singing nultitude. Even How song
had his head thrown back in close-eyed rapture. Pouncequick sat beside himin respectful, awed
silence, listening. Al around the sibilant mel odies of the Higher Singing rose and hung in the
night air.

"I'f the darkness

calls us sweetly,

if the day is gone

conpl etel vy,

we will give it al

up neetly,

only, Whitewind, tell us so...."
158
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Sonet hi ng about the song bothered Fritti. Wite-wind had been very brave and beautiful, but he had
been gone since the earliest days of all. The song they sang spoke of the Firstborn as if they
could snell him see him He | ooked about at all the solemn, uptilted faces and shivered. The song
ended. Staring over the sea of ears and whi skers and bright eyes before him Dewtreader began to
speak.

"On this nysterious night, when we renenber the sacrifice of Viror Whitewind, | would like to
speak of another cat who suffered |ong, Iong ago." The Prince Consort's voice was sl ow and
measured, and even the bravos near the front were |istening.

"Prince Ninebirds, |ong ago, was puni shed by Witew nd' s brother Lord Tangal oor Firefoot. Changed
and defornmed into the creature we call Man, he was cast forth into the world to serve the Folk as
puni shnent for his pride. And he suffered. For good reason? Perhaps.

"For generation upon generation his descendants served our ancestors, venerating them and caring
for them Through eons, the Folk and the M an becane cl oser. Many of the Fol k became dependent on
the Man to provide the things that we Fol k have al ways provi ded for ourselves."

This talk interested Fritti. Quiverclaw said that the influence of Man was on the seat of

Har ar —Bewt r eader seened to be discussing it before all these Folk gathered for the Cel ebration
"Many who |ive today say that the Fol k have becone weak," Dewtreader continued, "that many of us
have cone to rely on these strange, hairless, upright cats as if they were our own parents. Sone
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say this shows a decline, a weakness in our lives. | amnot so sure of that." Dewtreader fixed his
i nscrutable stare on the Fol k bel ow.

"What was the sin of Ninebirds? Pride. Now, al

the Folk are proud, of course—are we not the sum

M, the very tail-tip of creation? Do we not know the
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conpl i cated dance of the earth best of all? Are these not reasons enough for pride?

"Perhaps. But was it not the pride of Hearteater, his passion to be Lord of All, that led to the
death of Viror \Witew nd? Does the world's nusic not forever |lack that pure, white tone?

"Perhaps this Man, this pathetic, oversized beast who clusters with his fellows in papery wasp
nests, who goes unclawed and unfurred through the world, perhaps this object of scorn can teach us
sonet hi ng?"

The audi ence was growi ng restless, although respect for Dewtreader's eninence di scouraged noi se.
There was a great deal of squirmng and whispering.

Tai | chaser was thinking about what Dewtreader had said. It struck a subtly sour chord in him Iike
the faintest snell of decay. Pouncequick, though, seened enraptured. How song was craning his neck
fromside to side—not l|istening, but |ooking for friends.

" For if we, in our pride," continued Dewtreader, his slanted eyes glowing with reflected
light, "if we find ourselves kept and fed by these nost humble of creatures, well, who is to say
that it is not for the best? Perhaps the Allnother intends that we should learn humlity, we
prideful hunters . "

Howl song suddenly | eaped up. "Harar!" he whispered excitedly. "I had conpletely forgotten! M
t eacher, Vol eni bble, nust sing one of the old stories tonight, and | rust hel p him prepare! Ay!
Forgive ne, you two, but | nust run. Oh Skydancer, he'll bite nmy nose off!" Wthout waiting for a

reply, How song was | eapi ng away, boundi ng over the surrounding fornmns.

When Fritti turned his attention back to the front of the glade, he saw that Dewtreader had

fini shed speaki ng. The audi ence had instantly begun tal ki ng anong t hensel ves. Fritti turned to his
conpani on.

"What do you think of all this, Pounce?"

Pouncequi ck, jerked out of a reverie, stared blankly
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for a nonent, then said: "Ch, | don't know, really. It's all so grand. | was just thinking about

the things Dewreader was saying, and | felt as if there were sone kind of light | needed to reach
just ahead. It wasn't exactly what he was saying, but sonething he said sort of brought it on ...
it was an extraordinary feeling, but I'mafraid | can't explain it very well."

"I't rather bothered ne," said Fritti, "but | can't get ny claws into the reason, either. Wll, |
suppose it's beyond outl anders |ike us, but Dewtreader's folk didn't seemto be taking it all that
seriously, "

The pause in the proceedings continued, the little groups chatting and conversing ani matedly.
Fence-wal ker had cone to the | eading edge of the pronontory and was talking to his friends in
front.

"I't doesn't look as though anything will happen for a while. 1'mgoing to go and nake ne'nre. Do
you want to stay here and wait for nme?"
"I think 1"l just lie here for a while and watch, Tailchaser."

Fritti threaded his way through the crowd and out to the forest beyond the rimof the d ade. Wen
he had finished, and covered his hole, he strolled around the edge of the bowl, enjoying the snell
of the rain-washed air.

As he was paddi ng along with head high, an exotic odor crept into his nostrils. He stopped for a
monent, nose whiffling. The scent was heady and exciting. He followed it forward.

Just behind the promontory where the Queen's family sat he found a small stand of plants with tiny
white flowers. This was the source of the tantalizing snmell, and for a nonent Tailchaser nerely
stood and drank it in.

It made himfeel warmall over, and weak in his knees. It inflamed and then soothed him nmnade him
itch and tingle. He stepped forward and pulled off a leaf with his teeth. He rolled it around in
his mouth for a bit, then swallowed it. The taste was slightly

TAI LCHASER S SONG HI
bitter, but there was sonething about it that nade himwant nore. As if in a dreamhe pulled off
anot her green leaf and gulped it down . . . then another.

"Here now What are you after, there?" The voice was loud and startling. Fritti |eaped back from
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the flowering plants. A large cat was standi ng behind him

"You're not to be into those yet," said the stranger disapprovingly. "And what are you doi ng
eating so many?"

Fritti felt |ight-headed and stupid. He could feel hinself swaying fromside to side.

"I"'msorry ... | didn't know . . . what are they?"
The stranger stared suspiciously. "Are you trying to tell ne that you've never seen catmn nt
before? Come now, kit-my-lad, | wasn't whel ped just sun-last, you know GCet along with you, now.

Go on! Point your paws away from here.'
He felt very strange.

Catnmint, he thought. So this is catmnt.

The trees above him seened to bend as he passed, and the ground felt uneven beneath his pads,

al though it was level to the eye.

Perhaps ny | egs have gone all different | engths? he wondered.

"As he made his way back into the bow —reeling past strangers, whiskery faces |oom ng up before
hi m and then recedi ng—he began to feel panicky. Wiere was Pouncequi ck? He must find Pouncequi ck
Finally he spotted the kitten. Although it seemed to take a terribly long tine for himto cross
the di stance between them eventually he reached the snmall cat's side. He tried to speak, but a
wave of nausea noved through him He could dinly see an expression of alarm on Pouncequick's face.
The youngling's voice sounded | eagues di stant.

"Tail chaser! What's wong with you? Are you sick?"

Fritti tried to nod an answer, but his face felt so
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hot and his head so heavy that he slunped to the ground. Rolling onto his back, he heard the faint
sounds of singing as the surrounding Folk lifted their voices together

Pouncequi ck was standing over him nudging himwith his nose . . . then the kitten's face was
dropping away as if falling down a hole, a black tunnel caving in around Tail chaser's vision
Pouncequi ck stood over his friend. Hard as he nosed, |loud as he called over the singing crowd,

The big cat nade threatening gestures, and Tail chaser ran

still Tailchaser lay |ike one dead. Pouncequick was all alone. H's friend was si ck—aybe dyi ng—and
he was all alone in a vast sea of strangers.
CHAPTER

Ch, breathe not his nane! let it

Sl eep in the shade,

Where cold and unhonored his relics are |aid.

—Fhonmas Mbore

Pouncequi ck ran through the deserted grottoes and paths of Firsthone in a panic, stunbling over
roots and veering fromlooning tree-shapes. The fish-cold gleam of Meerclar's Eye bled through the
chinks in the | eaves and branches above.

In the Meeting G ade, with Tail chaser unconscious at his feet, he had called wildly and vainly for
help. Al around cats were singing and dancing, and noving in chattering groups out of the d ade
to hunt up the catm nt. Fencewal ker was gone fromthe grass-covered butte, How song was nowhere in
sight, and no one noticed the frightened kitten newi ng beside his friend. In terror for

Tai khaser's life, he had fled the din of the G ade to search for soneone or something to help him
to advise him

But the byways of Rootwood were enpty, and as he drew farther away fromthe Cel ebrati on—away from
the noise and |ight—+the age-old forest began to | ook very, very grim At |last he stopped, his
breath coming in harsh little gasps. He could do his friend no good if he becane lost in the
woods, he realized. Wat a fool he was! he chided hinmself, what a foolish, contenptible kitten. He
nmust go back and find aid for Tailchaser. If the celebrating cats would not
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help him well, he would go and drag the Queen herself out by the tail, if he had to!

Turni ng, he scanpered back toward the faint sounds of the d ade.

In the last line of trees crowning the rimof the Cel ebration place, he ran smack into Roof shadow,
the gray fela who had befriended himthat norning. She had apparently been stealing away fromthe
festivities, but she gave hima pl easant greeting.

Pounce yel ped. "Ch, oh, Roofshadow, oh, I"'mso glad . . . quick! Come and help!" he stuttered with
excitement, "Cone and help . . . oh, Tailchaser's, he's . . . oh!"

Roof shadow wai ted patiently. Wen Pounce finally cal ned down enough to tell her of Tailchaser's
nysterious ail ment, she nodded worriedly and foll owed himdown into the bow -shaped Meeting G ade.
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The Cel ebration had begun in earnest now, the assenbled cats were | eaping and singing beneath the
soaring tree-roof. Circles of dancers spun about hypnotically, tails and paws swoopi ng and
pointing in the diffused light of the Eye. Many had eaten of the valerian, and the sound of
strange singing and unrestrai ned hunors was in the air.

They found Fritti where Pouncequick had left him curled into a ball like a newborn kitten. H's
breat hi ng was shall ow, and he did not respond when Pouncequick called his nane. Roofshadow | ooked
at himfor a nonent, then delicately trailed her whiskers over his chest and face. Crouching on
the grass beside him she snelted his breath. She stood up, shaking her silvery head grimy.

"Your friend is either a glutton or a fool—er both. He stinks of catmnt. Only a nmad one woul d eat
enough to nmake himreek like that," she told Pounce-quick

"What will it do to hinP" the little one cried.
TAI LCHASER S SONG
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Roof shadow | ooked down at hi m and her face softened.

"l do not know with surety, youngest hunter. It is known that too rmuch of the catnmint |eaf and
root will frighten and speed the heart, but he is young and strong. What it does to the spirit,
though, that is a difficult question. Alittle lightens the ka, and brings out song and happi ness.

Much nore and the taker grows strong and fell, full of odd dreans. As much as your friend has had
. Harar, | do not know. W nust have patience."
"Ch, poor Tailchaser!" sniffed Pouncequick. "What will | do, what will | do?"

"I will wait with you," said Roofshadow quietly. "That is all we can do."
Fritti Tailchaser was falling, floating down into infinite blackness. The forest that had throbbed

and bent and bill owed around himwas gone . . . everything was gone . . . and he fell through
enpti ness.
Time lost all neaning as he fell; there was no sensation of wind or air passing to indicate how

fast he was noving. But for a sickening feeling of notion deep within, he might well have been
standing still.

After an indeterm nate span of time . . . terror wearing away at his snoldering thoughts ... he
saweor felt, at first—a faint glow. The gl ow becanme a flicker, then gradually resolved itself into
a patch of cold, white light. To his amazenent, a formcould be seen in the center of the
light—and as it drew gradually nearer he discerned the shape of a great white cat ... a tailless
cat, revolving slowy in a vast black sphere.

It approached, and the glare flamed nore brightly. The eyes of the spirit-cat stared in his
direction, but these eyes were unfocused; blind.

The white cat spoke, in a cold, whispery voice that seemed to cone across a great distance. "Wo
is there?" it cried. "Wo passes?" Its cold tones rang
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with a grief that passed Tail chaser's understanding. He tried to speak but could not, despite
great effort. Straining for speech, Fritti felt a sudden heat on his forehead, as if the star-

shaped patch there had becone a real star ... as if it had caught fire.
The white apparition spun silently near for a nonent, then spoke again
"WAit. | think | see you now. Ah, little spirit, you are far fromyour nest. You should be

suckling at the bosom of the Allnpother—dancing in the skies above the Gad Fields. Bitterly wll
you regret straying into these warnthl ess shadows."

Tail chaser felt terror and | oneliness. He could neither nove nor speak, but only listen

"Long have | run in these bl ack spaces, but | can find nowhere to slip through into the other

side," intoned the stranger in a dead, enotionless voice. "Long have | sought to find ny way back
to the light. Sometines | can hear singing . " it said, with cold w stful ness. "A ways the door
is just beyond reach, just around a corner . . . sonething prevents ne. Wiy can | not go to that

rest, that quiet rest that is pronised?"
Despite his fear, Tailchaser felt great pity well up in his being at the terrible desolation of
the white cat.

"Little star, | sense sonething strange about you. Wat is it?" asked the sorrowful, distant

voi ce. "Do you bring a nessage, or are you nerely lost ... as | anf? Do you bring tidings fromny
brother? No, it would only be a cruel trick! The cold is too great, the night is too hollow .

| eave me al one, the thought of the living burns me ... it burns nme! Ah, such pain!"

Wth a muffl ed, echoing wail, the apparition began to spin faster and faster, and fell away from

Tai | chaser's sight.
He was surrounded by darkness once nore.
Suddenly, he felt matter beneath his paws, although the inpenetrable dark had not abated. He tried
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cling, to bury himself in this tangible, solid thing. It was like the earth, it was sonething to
touch—and it was the only other thing besides hinself in this gigantic, black stillness. For a
nmoment. Until he felt a presence.

Somewhere, out in the lightless reaches, sonething was searching for him He could not tell how he
knew—eoul d not name the sense that told hi mbut he knew. Something huge and sl ow and rel entl ess
was stalking him... in a questing silence that was far worse than any sound could be in that
confortl ess waste.

H's forehead felt warmagain. Did it shine? He felt nakedly obvious; exposed. Hi s brow burned, and
he felt that it was signaling his presence to the hunting thing, as light draws the eyes fromthe
forest. Tailchaser tried to cover his face with his paws, to bury the burning mark . . . but could
not reach his forehead. H's head had stretched away—ho, it was his |l egs that were shrinking! He
could feel it now, feel them dw ndling away—tingling for a nonent, then gone—and now he was |ying
hel pl essly on his stomach, unable to run, although every nerve screaned at himto flee. The

presence was reaching out, now, groping blindly . . . touching closer and closer. Al sense of
unreal ity was subnerged in horror. Something had sensed him-and it wanted him

He shut his eyes tight, like a kitten—hoping sonething that he could not see would not see hi mbut
inthe infinite blackness it was a cruel nockery to exchange one darkness for another. It was

al rost upon him probing . . . and now it seened that he could snell it: rank, foul, and ol der

than stone. The heat on his forehead pulsed |like a heart of fire.

Then sonet hi ng seized hi mand began to shake, and shake, and shake .

For a brief instant he thought he sensed a terrible gust of disappointnment fromthe darkness; then
he was rising. A spot of |ight appeared above, shining
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down like the sun. In the mddle of this hole in the blackness he saw a strange, tall shape—a form
like a tree with no branches, entirely surrounded by water. As his eyes blinked at the brightness
the upright formtook on the |ineanments of How song, shaking himand shaking him

Tai | chaser fell back into normal sleep, and when he awoke | ater he found hinself in Pouncequick's
bower. How song, Roofshadow and his young friend were all in attendance.

"Well, here he is!" said Howl song. "W were all terribly, terribly concerned for you. | suppose
that they just don't make catmint |ike that where you cone fronm+ nean the real thing. W' re so

pl eased to see you feeling better."

Pouncequi ck | eaped forward and licked Fritti's face. The gray cat stayed in the background, but
nmeasur ed Tail chaser with her eyes.

Trenbling, he thanked themfor their attentive-ness. He did not feel conpletely normal yet: the

i ght beam ng down through the trees had an odd, refracted quality—a shimreri ng—and all the sounds
that came to himechoed slightly. He felt very light and i nsubstanti al

Howl song stood. "Well, | know you have been awfully ill, but we have been lying in all norning,
and | have ever so many things to do. | hope you will not hate ne if | run off and attend to some
of them"

As he was | eaving he turned and added: "Ch, of course, | alnmost forgot! The Prince has nmade an
appoi ntnent for you at Court for tonight, at the begi nning of Deepest Quiet. If you are not well
enough to go, well, | suppose a change coul d be made—but they do take protocol pretty seriously up

by the Queen's Seat. Not to harry you into going, that is, if you don't feel uptoit...."
"I think I will be able to receive that honor," Fritti
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said after a nonent's pause. "I have cone a long distance to speak with the Queen, and . . ." He
paused again. "And, well, yes, | will be there.”

"Good. | will conme back to fetch you in plenty of tine," said Howl song. The patchwork singer
bounded out of the glen.

Fritti lay back for a while, pondering the odd, lingering sensations as Pouncequick contentedly

grooned him After a short tine Roofshadow spoke up

"Are you sure you feel strong enough to go before the Queen, Tailchaser?" The slimgray cat

wat ched himas she waited for his reply.

"I think the sooner | get on with this, the better." he said. He found it difficult to articulate
what he was feeling. "As | told Howl song, we've cone a very great distance. |'ve nade a prom se,
and |'ve sworn an oath to it ... but this Firsthome, | don't know, it nakes everything feel sort
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of uni mportant—+ mean, you could just lie here day after day, if you wanted to, and think about
not hi ng but waterbugs. Not chase waterbugs, mnd you," he tried to explain, "just think about
them You could spend your whol e day, every day, just wondering and pondering about waterbugs, and
talking to others about waterbugs . . . and before you realized it, you'd be old. One day you'd
realize that you'd never actually seen a waterbug . . . but by then you wouldn't want to, because
it would spoil all your |ovely ideas.

"I"'mafraid I'"mnot explaining this very well," he continued, "but |I feel that if 1'mgoing to
find my friend Hushpad then I'd better get on with it, because . . . I'msorry, | just can't
express it properly ..."

Roof shadow wal ked over to Fritti and | ooked at himcarefully. She sniffed himHrot in a suspicious
way, but in an interested one—then sat down.

"I think | sense your neaning, Tailchaser—but, of course, | ama stranger here also. | don't think
How song and the others woul d understand you."
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"They probably wouldn't,"” admitted Fritti. He | ooked down at Pouncequi ck, who had fini shed
groom ng himand was nestling happily against his body listening to their talk. "Wat do you say,
Pounce?" he asked.

Pouncequi ck | ooked up solemly. "Well," he said, "I amnot sure that | understand everything you
just said, but I do think that some of the thinking that Folk do here is inportant—at |east it
makes me want to ask what seemlike inportant questions ... although | don't really know what
mekes theminportant. There, do you see?" chortled the kitten. "I aman even worse expl ai ner than
my wise old friend Tail chaser. | think we should answer these dull matters with sone food. It's
far past breakfast tinme!"

"I agree, cu'nre." Fritti smled, although he hinself did not really feel up to eating yet. "Wuld
you like to cone hunt with us, Roofshadow?" he asked the quiet fela.

"Honored. "

Al that day they explored the forest naze of First-hone, discovering brush-choked passages and

| ong- negl ect ed pat hways.

The Fol k of Firsthome and Rootwood seened very quiet on this day after Cel ebration. Mst were
nappi ng, or lying on their sides chatting lazily with friends. Many had left after the
festivities, and the byways of Rootwood were nearly enpty.

Roof shadow pai d nuch attention to Pouncequi ck, |eading himinto ganes and comnming over to | ook when
he found sonething that interested him

She was friendly with Tail chaser, but sonmewhat reserved. This was fine with Fritti, who was still
feeling the effects of his experience the previous night. Mst of his waking synptons had

dwi ndl ed, but he could not shake | oose fromthe odd feeling of detachment. H s conpanions
conversation seened
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distant; he felt hinself full of brooding stillness as he passed beneath the old trees like a
spirit.

Later, in the early evening, Roofshadow left, with prom ses to return. Pouncequick, who had
bounded |i ke a bunbl ebee all afternoon, and Fritti, who was still a bit shaky, returned to the

heal i ng-spot to have a rest before their appointment at the Court.

Howl song cane for them full of suppressed excitenent at the solemity and grandeur of his role.
They followed himlike sleepwal kers down the tw sting corridors of Firsthone.

They slipped through a tight-knit fence of silvery birch trees and down into a small canyon
There, in the reflected Iight of the single wi de beam of Eye-shine that fell down through the
tangl ed forest roof, they saw the forns of many cats crouched around the bottomrimof the tiny
canyon, round eyes throwi ng back the light. A large shape canme hurrying up fromout of the
shadows.

"Here now, is this the pair, then? They'll have their tinme soon enough." It was Runbl epurr, the
massi ve Chanberlain, his head nodding like a willow in the breeze as he spoke. "Never do to have
them just go charging up—there is a procedure, y'know. You, How song, |leave themwith me—there's a
good fellow. You can wait for them at the back."

Howl song seenmed a little di sappoi nted, but shrugged and bade them good | uck. They followed the
bobbi ng, munbling Court Chanberlain, who led themto the base of one of the walls of the
canyon—near the front, and the |ight.

"Just you stay here until | call you. Don't nake a squeak till then. There's others here who're
before you, and Her Softness' tine is very inportant Just be still, little ones." Runblepurr
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hurried off, his w de body rocking fromside to side.

Fritti's gaze foll owed Runbl epurr across the tiny box canyon. The Chanberlain noved into the
center
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of a cluster of shiny, exquisitely groomed cats who were probably—Fritti guessed—the inportant
Fol k of the Court. Before them sat several others of diverse appearance. One—a |l arge, proudly-
striped fell owhad an easy and confident grace, even at rest, that remnded Fritti of Quiverclaw
On a raised plateau of grass at the head of the canyon, roofed over by the |inbs and | eaves of an
enornous oak tree, Fencewal ker and Dewtreader sat side by side, the former wearing such a | ook of
barely contai ned boredom and restl essness that Fritti snled to hinself in the dark. How this sort
of thing nust grate at the Prince's roving soul

Besi de Fencewal ker lay the Prince Consort, his serene countenance full of quiet hunor, but his
eyes troubling and di stant as an approaching storm

In the center of the plateau, in the mddl e of the shaft of light, sat Queen Mrmnmrsor Sunback
illum nated |ike some dream creature

As Fritti first glinmpsed her he thought of a fountain, a forest spring. She was clear, shining
white, and her long, soft fur started out fromher body in all directions like the puff of a
dandel i on. Beside her was a small earthenware bow , brought somehow fromthe dwellings of Man
Bef ore Tail chaser's gaze the scioness of the line of Harar sat with her back curled and her head
forward, one |eg pointed outward—the paw thrust in the air |ike the graceful branches of the birch
trees surroundi ng her Court.

She was ni pping delicately at her hind end.

14

CHAPTER

To that high capito

his pale court in beauty and decay .

—. B. Shelley

Through the I ong Hour of Deepest Quiet audience was held in the Court of Harar. Queen Sunback
crouched in the hollow of the great oak—the Vaka' az'me—tistened calmy to all who came before
her. Tailchaser watched with flagging interest as a procession of claimnts presented thensel ves
before the Seat. Matters of territory took up the larger part of the audience, but there were al so
Nam ng confirmati ons, and bl essings for expectant felas. Through it all the Queen presided, as
renote and unblinkingly bright as a star

At last all the petitioners had di sappeared, pleased or disappointed, into the night. The Queen
stretched a | ong, graceful yawn, and signaled with her tail. Runbl epurr bustled and tunbl ed up
onto the snmall plateau and | eaned over her. The Queen whi spered | anguorously into his piebald ear
and he bobbed his head assi duously.

"Yes, mlady, that's right, right enough,"” wheezed the ol d Chanberl ain.

"Well, then, shall we not hear from hinP" asked Queen Sunback in a voice like cold, clear stream
wat er .

"OfF course, Your Furriness," grunted Rumbl epurr
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and hurried to the front of the plateau. He squinted his old eyes out into the darkness of the
canyon and trunpeted: "Thane Squeakerbane of the First-wal kers, you nay approach the Vaka' az' ne!"
The proud- 1| ooking, nmany-striped hunter whom Fritti had noticed earlier rose, stretched, and calmy
approached the | evel ed nound. He paused for a nonent at the edge of the rise, then vaulted
effortlessly up into the circle of light.

"A First-wal ker! Like Quiverclaw and Scuffledig!" piped Pouncequick excitedly. Fritti nodded
absently as he exam ned Squeakerbane. In the Eye-light that surrounded the Qak-seat the Thane's
wi ry body showed traces of nmany ol d, whitened scars beneath his short fur. Stripes and scars gave
Squeaker bane the | ook of weathered wood.

"At your service, as ever, O Queen," said the First-wal ker, touching his chin respectfully to the
ground. Sunback | ooked down with cool anusenent.

"W do not often see the First-wal kers here at Court," she said, "even those of you who haunt the
Root wood near Firsthome. This is an unexpected honor."

"Wth all due respect, Your Exaltedness, the First-wal kers do not 'haunt' the Rootwood."

Squeaker bane spoke with rough, but quiet, pride. "As you know, however, we do prefer the solitude
of the wild. The Court is too . . . crowded for our tastes." He sang the word "crowded" with a
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subtly disdainful inflection that brought a |look of wintery hunor to the face of Dew reader

"So we are told, Thane," fluted the Prince Consort, "but | have heard it whispered that a vast
nmeeting of the First-wal kers is assenbling east of Gentlerun Downs. WII| your conrades not find so
much society fully as depressing as our Court?"

Squeaker bane gl owered and Sunback sneezed delicately and curried her tail. The Thane spoke with
obvi ous restraint.
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"The Thane-neet is occasioned by the sane matters that bring ne here. The Prince Consort,
undoubtedly with good reasons known only to H's Hi ghness, seeks to open old wounds. | will not be

tail -tweaked. There are graver issues at stake here."

Runmbl epurr, who had renai ned standi ng, now huffed unconfortably and went to sit near Prince
Fencewal ker, who was showing an interest in the proceedings for the first tinme all night.

"I wish you all would stop squabbling for a while," grunped the Prince. "It would be nice to speak
of sonething inportant for a change."”

Queen Sunback regarded her son for a nonent, then flicked her ears twice and turned to Squeaker -
bane. "Brash and bunptious though he may be, Fencewal ker has spoken well. You nust forgive our
rudeness, Thane. | realize your concerns nust weigh heavily on you, and you do not have our taste
for badi nage." She sent a cold stare in Dewtreader's direction, which the Prince Consort returned
i mperiously. "Speak on, Squeakerbane, please," the Queen said.

The battle-scarred First-wal ker stared at her for a nonent, then bowed his head | ow again and held

it there for the space of several heartbeats. Then, lifting his gaze, he spoke.
"As Your Regal Softness is aware," he began, "we First-wal kers are few in nunber, and our thanages
are wi despread. | nyself have jurisdiction over nuch of the Sunsnest Plains and this part of

Root wood—excepting Firsthone, of course," he added, with a sly smile for Dewreader. "The
territories U ea-ward, north of the Caterwaul, were formerly the protectorate of ny cousin, Thane
Brushstal ker. Now, he is dead." Squeakerbane paused significantly. The Queen | eaned forward,
curiosity in her bright eyes.

"W are sad to hear of the passing of Brushstal ker fromthese fields, of course," said the Queen
thoughtfully. "He was a brave and canny hunter. But we stil
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do not understand the purpose of your enbassy. The First-wal kers have al ways determ ned their own
succession wthout recourse to our Court."

Squeaker bane sat back and scratched inpatiently. "And so we shall continue to do, O Queen. It is
not Brushstal ker's | egacy but the manner of his passing that brings ne here. Brushstal ker was
attacked by an unknown eneny and torn to pieces. The other Wal kers of his thanage have

di sappeared. "

Queen Sunback, crouched in the split-bark hollow of the Vaka' az' me, gave a shudder of distaste.
The pearly inner wood of the trunk franmed her white formas she peered out at the Thane.

"How horrible!" she said

Dewt r eader stepped toward the Thane on silent pads. "Wat beast conmmtted this act?" he demanded
"And what can we do about it, that you have cone to us with this story?"

Fritti, seated anong the few remaini ng onl ookers, felt Pouncequick go tense like a bent sapling at
his side.

So this is what had brought Quiverclaw and the others up fromthe South! he thought.

"None of the Folk can say, Majesties," answered Squeakerbane grimy. "It was a powerful creature,
indeed, if it was only one. If it was a hunting pack it is no |ess disturbing. Brushstal ker was
savaged. "

Sunback had regai ned her aplonb. "'Wy do you conme to us, though, to make us uneasy?" she asked.

"Brushstal ker's fate is terrible to hear of, but Ratleaf and the northern area have | ong been
dangerous, forbidding places. Wiy do you bring us these upsetting stories?"

"I do not bring these portents just to upset the tranquillity of Firsthone," spoke Squeakerbane,
scarred head proudly erect. "I cone to alert you to peril, because | think the Court is in a
hazardous state of conplacency. This is not an isolated incident. | know that, and so do you. Your

son has been
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patrolling the borders of Firsthome because of troubles closer to nest."

"Now we're getting to it!" said Fencewal ker, pleased, but Dewtreader raised a slender paw and
interrupted him
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"There have been marauders on our borders, but it is nothing to raise hackles over," said the
Prince Consort in his nusical voice. "WIld Gow ers, perhaps, or a sickened Garrin—there could be
many expl anations; so also with the | amentabl e death of Brushstal ker."
The battered old Thane eyed Dewtreader with quiet contenpt. "The massive Garrin can be dangerous,
of course," he said, "but they are winter sleepers, and these devel opnments began during the | ast
snows. | think that they will continue through this year's snow, when the Garrin have agai n gone
to ground." Dewtreader net his stare, but said nothing. "Whatever is lurking in the northern
territori es—and beginning to spread out—s not a natural child of this world, as many can attest.

The earth has a great forgiveness for its creatures. | have lived in the high places and the deep
pl aces, but | have never seen anything like this."
"What do you nean, Thane?" questioned Queen Sunback. "I amafraid we do not understand."

"Somet hi ng strange has settled in the area across the Hararscrape. The forest creatures of Ratl eaf
are mgrating outward, fleeing the area in swarnms. The birds who nest there at this season are
flying away across the Bigwater. O all the Folk, you in Firsthone should know why that portends
dangerous tinmes."

"Make your point, First-wal ker," said Dewtreader, his voice cold.

"I't should be obvious. Here, around Firsthone, is the greatest concentration of the Folk to be
found anywhere: a hungry, hunting nob constantly beating the brush for fla-fa'az and Squeaker. Yet

those creatures still remai n—having bigger litters and hatch-
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ings than in other places, perhaps, but still living out their lives here. Rootwood is their

ancestral hone as nuch as it is ours. W Fol k—and the ones on whom we prey—all dance together

That is how it should be.

"What ever has taken up the northern flats, though, and raised a mound—a pile of tailings near as

big as all of Firsthone—that is something that the creatures of Ratleaf cannot live with. This is

a danger we would all do well to regard.”

"Bravo!!" shouted Fencewal ker. "Leaping Harar, but it's good to hear sonebody has sonme sense

around here!"

Queen Sunback seenmed about to speak. Fritti and Pouncequi ck—+ndeed, all those assenbl ed—+eaned

i mperceptibly forward to hear her pronouncenent. Dewt reader, however, rose and yawned.

"Well," he said calmy, "there is nuch in what you say, Thane, and much of it is newto us. The

mound, in particular, sounds a very strange thing i ndeed—e shall have nore discussion of it

|ater. For the nonent, however, we do not find it nmeet to go kitten-paddling off after runors, and

nmount i ng uni nforned expeditions into what you yourself have said is very evil territory."”

Squeaker bane seened about to protest, but Dewtreader whipped his brown-tipped tail fromside to

side and the First-wal ker held his peace.

"However," continued Dewtreader pointedly, "we are not insensible to danger. The Queen's son, the

gal l ant Prince Fencewal ker, has our permission to |levy what Fol k he deens necessary, with an eye

to safeguarding the borders of our territory. He may begin at once."”

"Wonderful!" The Prince | eaped excitedly to his feet. "lI'mso pleased!" he burbled—a little

i nappropriately, Tailchaser thought—and with a | eap and a bound, Fencewal ker was gone into the

dar kness.

"Now, " continued the cold-eyed Prince Consort, "we will also ask that when you have net with your
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fellow First-wal kers, Thane, you return and do us the courtesy of sharing your conclusions with

the Court of Harar. |s that possible?"

"Certainly, Your Highness!" said Squeakerbane, somewhat taken aback, "I hope we can continue to

cooperate on this ..."

"OfF course, of course," said Dewtreader. "Those are the Queen's wi shes. Am| correct, ny many-

whi skered Queen?" he asked, turning to Sunback. The Queen, lulled by the famliar sound of Court

routine, only waved her tail distractedly in assent.

"Very well, then, | suppose that brings an end to the night's audi ences. W thank you agai n, Thane

Squeaker bane, for bringing these matters to our attention. Please extend our heartfelt sorrowto

the friends and rel ati ons of Brushstal ker."

Dewt r eader had actually begun to | eave the plateau when Runbl epurr spoke up distractedly.

"Err . . . hmmm. . . um begging your pardon, Lord, but | believe there was one nore . . . unmm.
waiting their turn ... if you see what | nean." Dewtreader returned to the grassy knol

wearing a | ook of annoyance that was swiftly nuted into bland indifference. The Queen was payi ng

no attention at all—n fact, she was groom ng her flank as she reclined between the spreading
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roots of the Vaka'az' ne.

"Very well," said the Prince Consort, "where are they? Bring themforward.'

Fritti and Pouncequick, totally unprepared, were urged forward by Runbl epurr. The chubby torn

| eaned forward and whispered to Fritti: "Try to keep it short, youngling. Their Em nences are a
trifle out of sorts.”

Nervous Fritti could see this clearly. Pouncequick was al nost conpl etely overcone by shyness, and
trenmbl ed silently beside Tailchaser as they stood before the Geat GCak.

"What are your names and why have you cone before us?" asked Prince Dewtreader inpatiently.
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"I am Tail chaser, and this is my conpani on Pounce-qui ck. W are of the Meeting Wall Cdan, fromthe
far side of the Od Wods. W are seeking a friend of ours naned Hushpad." Fritti's voice was
weak.

The Queen finally seemed to notice the two small cats.

"Do you think she is here in Firsthome?" she asked, turning her gleam ng eyes on them
Pouncequi ck, keyed up to a fever pitch, gave a whi nper of despair and buried his head in

Tail chaser's hip. Fritti swall owed and spoke.

"No, great Queen, we do not think so. We do think it is possible that she has been taken by the
creature or ... creatures of which Squeakerbane spoke. Many of the other Folk of the Meeting \Wall
Cl an have al so di sappeared nysteriously. The el der sent a delegation to this Court for that very
reason,” he finished hurriedly.

Sunback yawned wi dely, showi ng sharp teeth as white as her pelt, and an inpossibly pink tongue.
"Have we received such a del egati on?" she asked Runbl epurr. The old Chanberlain pondered for a
noment .

"Can't say as we have, Your Softness," he said finally. "Don't think |I've heard of the Meeting
Wall dan before this, and it's a dead-rat certainty that no enmbassy has arrived fromthere."

"There you are, then," said Dewtreader. "lI'mafraid that the doings of the big, w de world
sonmetimes pass this little Court right by. I"'mtruly sorry that we couldn't help you. Feel free to
stay in Firsthone as long as you need to. Perhaps, if you're interested in ail that, you could be
of help to Fencewal ker. You are past your hunt-song, aren't you? Well, no matter. Mi'fa-o0. The

Queen' s audi ences are at an end."

How song, who had fallen asleep at the outer edge of the canyon while he v\ aited, led them
silently back through the forest. Fritti. full of vague resentnent
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and gl oom had no conversation to offer, either. After a long stretch of unspeaking travel
Pouncequi ck finally broke the stillness.

"Just think, Tailchaser," he said, "we've actually been to see the Queen of Cats!"

CHAPTER

1 do not know which to prefer, The beauty of inflections

O the beauty of innuendoes, The blackbird whistling O just after

—\al | ace Stevens

The days passed swiftly in Firsthone. Qutside the sheltering vastness of the Rootwood wi nter had
corme.

Fritti and Pouncequi ck chased away time beneath the great trees, exploring, hunting, beconing fat
and gl ossy of coat. Roofshadow, still polite and reserved, spent a great deal of tinme with them
She seened, in particular, to enjoy acconpanyi ng Pounce-qui ck on his various expeditions.

One dark afternoon, when the kitten and the gray fela were out wandering the nmazes of Firsthoneg,
Tai | chaser found hinsel f al one. Howl song was on an initiation stalk, prior to his Cel-cir'va
cerenoni es, and woul d be gone for two sunrises. As the other residents of Firsthone, very few of
whom Fritti even recogni zed, bustled to and fro on secret errands and assi gnations, Tail chaser
strolled beneath the trees by hinmself. It had been a long tinme since he had gone anywhere without
t he acconpani nent of a chattering voice, or even the presence of a conpanion

He neandered to the southern edge of Firsthone, where the trees gave way to the edge of Sunsnest—
wal ki ng at his own pace, listening to his own inner
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songs. He wandered out beyond the forest's eaves and down a grassy, sloping neadow sprinkled wth
feathery early snow. He was so tightly wapped in thought that he did not hear the icy burblings
of the Purrwhisper until he stood on its banks.
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Crouched on his haunches, fur ruffled against the chilly wind and fluttering snow, he watched the
river splash past—passing out of his sight to the east, Vez' an, where it would eventually join the
Caterwaul . Farther, much farther still, was the place of his nesting and kittenhood, and the
forest and fields where he had run with Hushpad t hrough the bright-sky sunmer.

He slit his eyes against the cold breeze as he stared out across the plain; he thought about going
hone. Rootwood woul d never be a honme to him Somewhere out there, beyond the winter |ands, was the
Meeting Wall. Sonewhere out there were his friends.

But not his fanmily. Not Hushpad.

For sone long tine he sat, tail curled around his paws, then rose and wal ked back up the steep
meadow, with the laughter of Purrwhisper dimnishing behind him

"Tail chaser!" chirped Pouncequi ck. "W've been | ooking about for you. Did you go exploring?

Roof shadow and | have sonmething inportant to tell you!"

Fritti stopped to wait as the kitten bounced up the trail toward him "Good danci ng, Pounce," he
said, "and to you, Roofshadow. " The fela | ooked broodi ng and preoccupi ed. "I have sone news
myself. Let's go back to our tree, and out of the wind."

In the bower, as the wi nd shook the treetops high overhead, Fritti addressed his friends in a

serious tone. "I hope you will understand what | amgoing to tell you, and will think well of ne.

| have been thinking about it quite a lot, today. The decision was not so hard as wondering how to
tell you.
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"l have to | eave Firsthonme. | have stayed here too long already, and I am | osing ny purpose—but
the promse | nade is just as inportant as it was when | nade it. | cannot winter here quietly
whi | e Hushpad is undi scover ed.

"After going to the Court, and hearing all that was said, | have concluded that no further help
can be expected here. It seenms that something is happening in the North, and | believe that is
where | must go to continue ny search. | amquite frightened, really, and every one of my whiskers
is atwitch at the prospect, but | must go. Harar knows, sometinmes | wish ... | ... Pouncequick

are you | aughi ng?"

Pouncequi ck was indeed | aughing, snorting little giggles and thunpi ng Roof shadow wi th his paw.
"Ch ... oh ... oh, Tailchaser," he said between sneezes, "of course we nmust go. That's what Roof-
shadow and | were tal king about today. And several other days, al so. But Roofshadow said you had
to decide for yourself when to | eave.”

Fritti was taken aback. "We? But Pounce, it's the cold season. | can't take you along with ne.
It's not your oath, your ridicul ous pronise. And besides, forgive ne, you're awfully brave, but
you're still just a killing. This nmay be terribly dangerous—don't you see?"

"I know that." Pouncequick had a nore serious expression, but was still enjoying Tailchaser's

di sconfiture. "I think that between you and Roof shadow, you'll nanage to keep me out of harm And
per haps we can do the sane for you."

"Roof shadow?” Now Fritti was astoni shed. "Roof-shadow, you must not understand how risky this al
is. Keep Pounce here, | beg of you. Harar! Have you both gone as nad as ol d Eat bugs?"

Roof shadow stared at Tail chaser with cool, deep eyes.

"I, too, wish the young one didn't insist on goi hg—
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but he does. Wo am | to know the way of Meerclar? She calls the Folk to many different purposes.
As for me, well, |I do not fault you for not knowing . . . but others beside yourself have scores
to settle—and promi ses to keep."

"But . . ." Fritti began. The gray cat cut himoff.

"Tai |l chaser, before you ever canme to Firsthome | stood before the Vaka' az' me, asking for help. |
got no nore assistance than you did. |, too, had thought about striking north to seek answers—and

was about to set off when you two arrived, and broke nmy resolve. Now, | amready again."

Fritti stared, unconprehendi ng.

"I come fromthe far side of Rootwood," Roof-shadow began. "My birthing-place is separated by many
| eagues and countless trees fromthe Seat of Sunback. My sire was Slipwhi sker, one of the elders
of the Forest-Light Can. He was a respected hunter, and | had many brothers and sisters.

"As a young fela | scorned the young nmales in our tribe—+they were overbold and sel f-satisfied.
When | came into nmy season | nmade sure to be far away fromthe clan, so | would not be betrayed by
my nature into bearing a litter that | did not yet desire. | found that | enjoyed being by nyself;
enjoyed the solitary way of the hunter

"I wandered far afield, usually alone. Sonetimes | would take nmy little nest-brother, Snufflenose.
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He was one of the few Forest-Light Folk whose conmpany | cared for." Here Roof shadow | ooked away
into the forest heights for a nonent. \Wen she turned her gaze back to Fritti, her face was as
cal m as before.

"Sli pwhi sker, who sired nme, would sonetines tease nme about whether | was a fela at all, or instead
a small and slender torn. | think he was proud, though. | could hunt as well as any of the young
mal es—and bragged about it a good deal |ess.

"One norning | had resolved to go exploring E a-
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ward into the Rootwood. | asked little Snufflenose if he wanted to conme, but he was not feeling
well. He asked me if | would stay and keep hi m conpany around the nest, but the snmell of the
norni ng was strong, and there were new and exciting currents tickling nmy whiskers. | left him
behi nd, and went out on ny own.

"I will not grieve you with a long tale. | returned well after Deepest Quiet—and found a horror

such as | could scarcely believe. Mst of nmy clan were dead: torn as if attacked by a fik'az pack
Snuf fl enose was one of them No dog pack coul d ever have caught the entire Forest-Light C an by
surprise. Those whose bodi es were not scattered about the forest were gone with no trace.

Sl i pwhi sker was one of those who had di sappear ed.

"For many days | was as nad as a fla-fa' az who has eaten poison berries. Wen ny dreans were in
the sunlight again | cane through the forest to Firsthome. | waited |long for an audi ence, and when
| was seen they told me it was the brawling Garrin, the honey-lovers, who had destroyed ny fol k. |
know better.

"When | saw you and Pouncequi ck | knew that our paths had come together for a reason. Pounce-quick
is much like ny brother Snufflenose, and now he is ny friend. And you, Tailchaser—+ am not sure
why, but | feel drawn to you, also." Roofshadow averted her eyes as she said this last. "Anyway,

these are my sorrows, and now | think you understand ny desires. We will go together."

After long nmonments of silence, Fritti turned to Pouncequick. "Did you know all this?" he asked
weakl y.

"Some," the kitten replied. "But not all. Wiy are such terrible things happeni ng, Tail chaser?"

"l can't say, Pounce."

Roof shadow | ooked up. The fires that had been kindled in her eyes during her story had abated. She
| ooked cold and tired.
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"We had best | eave soon, or we shall not |eave at all,"’
fierce in this part of our fields."

As if in answer, the wind sounded a whistling call through the branches above.

16

CHAPTER

The long |ight shakes across the | akes

And the wild cataract leaps in glory.

Bl ow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes fiying

Bl ow, bugl e; answer echoes, dying, dying, dying.

—Al fred, Lord Tennyson

The snow fluttered and swirled through the col umed byways of Rootwood. A near-silent group of
cats, Fritti and his conpanions anong them wandered in straying disorder through the trees.
Scattered pawprints slowy filled with powdered snow behi nd t hem

Fencewal ker and his group of conscripts were nmoving out to the northern border of Firsthoneg;
Squeaker bane was acconpanying themto forest's edge, where he would turn Vez'an for Sourweed's

t hanage.

When Tail chaser and his conpani ons had asked to cone al ong, Fencewal ker had been surprised and
Squeakerbane a little suspicious, but neither had offered objections.

"Way in the nane of Bl ueback's Hindbristles you want to go padding around in the Uea territories
at this season—and with a fela and a youngling besides—+ don't var. But it's your pelt, ny

she said flatly. "The winter is killing

catling," the Prince had grunped.

Fencewal ker's conscripts were nostly a nixed | ot of young hunters and battered old tons who were
not finding falor with the felas. One or two, |ike young Snaremuse—and, of course, Dayhunter and
Ni ght -
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cat cher +ooked as though they would prove reliable in troubl esone situations, but Tail chaser had
doubts that the rest would be nmuch use around Pouncequi ck's "red-cl awed nonsters." The ragged band
showed none of the discipline that had been evident anong the First-wal kers—+hey neandered far
afield as the group passed through the forest, each reluctant to performthe uncatlike role of
staying with his fellows. As a result, when the group stopped to sleep or discuss directions it
took ages for the stragglers to cone trooping in; quite often the mssing would have to be
searched for.

In the col dest parts of Final Dancing the band woul d huddl e together for warnth, bodies piled and
sprawl ed pieceneal |ike fallen | eaves. A sudden novenent usually neant a paw in someone's eye or
nose, and there was endl ess scuffling.

O the three conpani ons, only Pouncequi ck seened to find any pleasure in the journey. Tailchaser
and Roof shadow were often quiet, deep in thought—the fela, especially, remaining al oof from
Fencewal ker's fractious crew

So the strange group travel ed on through the tree-beaned halls of outer Rootwood . . . over the
thin bl anket of new snow.

Fifth Eye-rise out fromthe Court of Harar the travelers noticed the Rootwood beginning to thin
Soon Squeaker bane, Tail chaser and his conpani ons woul d separate from Fencewal ker's caravan to go
their own ways.

In honor of their last night together the Folk halted early that evening. They found a sheltered
copse—out of the wind, and with only the faintest wisp of white on the earthen floor. They split
up to hunt; one by one they returned, after varying degrees of success.

Roof shadow and Tail chaser did not hunt, but instead took a silent wal k through the woods. Side by
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side they paced, unspeaking, their noses filled with the crisp bite of winter, the delicate
crunching of their pads on the snow the only sound.

Wat ching the gray fela nove gracefully beside him Fritti nmore than once felt the urge to speak

to elicit sone reaction fromthe calm silent Roofshadow . . . but he could not bring hinself to
break the stillnness.

After they had paused to watch the bright points that speckled the night sky, they wal ked back to
the copse as quietly as they had cone.

Pouncequi ck, puffed with chill and excitenent, had al so just returned. He had gone hunting with
the Prince, and had apparently kept his squeaking to a mninum they had been successful

"lsn't it cold?" he piped. "Fencewal ker's an awfully good hunter. You should have seen us! Here he
comes now "

The Prince approached, passing through a gaggle of other Folk who were wanderi ng back—sone |i cking
their nuzzles. Fencewal ker approached the trio and dunped a plunp Ri kchi kchik on the ground before
t hem

"I hope you will do me the honor of sharing my kill," he said, with nore than a touch of pride.
Fritti's stomach runbl ed as he watched his conpanions fall to, but he renmenbered his oath to Lord
Snap.

This prom se-keeping seens a ne'ntre of a way to go about things, he thought ruefully.

Fencewal ker | ooked up, his nuzzle steaming with squirrel blood. "Here now, Tailchaser old fellow,
what are you waiting on?" he asked.

"It's too difficult to explain, O Prince. I am honored by your kind offer, but | just can't eat
right now." Fritti's resolve seenmed stronger than his hunger, but he did not feel confortable it
woul d | ast 1 ong. He noved away from his conpani ons.

"Well, let everyone groom hinself, | always say," nmuttered Fencewal ker phil osophically, and
returned to the fast-di sappearing Ri kchi kchi k
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Later, after all the hunters had returned, the group gathered itself into a close-pressed circle,
backs agai nst the breeze that swept through even this well-protected stand of trees. They took
turns boasting and telling stories. Many of the Fol k that Fencewal ker had brought from Firsthone
proved quite adept at relating funny songs and tales.

"Chances are they're better storytellers than they'Il ever be fighters," nuttered Thane

Squeaker bane to Furscuff, the only First-wal ker who had acconpanied himfromhis thanage to the
Court.

After a while young Snarenouse got up—after nmuch urging fromhis fell ows—and did a dance. He
bobbed and crouched, now sliding on his stomach, now leaping in the air as if he were being pulled
into the sky by his black nose. At times only his tail would nove, formng strange and hil arious
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curves as Snhare-nouse stood stock-still with a | ook of intense concentration on his face.

The party whooped with gl ee when he was done. Overheated, he ran off to roll in a small snowdrift.
Squeaker bane—who, despite hinsel f, had enjoyed Snarenouse's dance—+ose and stretched. One of the
Firsthome cats called out for himto tell a story. The rest of the assenbly agreed, and pressed
himfor a tale.

"Very well," the Thane said, closing his eyes in thought for a nonent, "a story | shall give you
Do not take offense if | tell you that we prefer stories with alittle less fluff and a little
nmore bone, we First-wal kers." Opening his eyes, Squeakerbane shook his scarred, bristly body and
sat back on his haunches.

"What your esteened Prince Consort, Dewtreader, said about N nebirds and his deformed progeny has
put me in mnd of sonething. Do you all know how M an, the servant, and Aziri'le, the Folk, first

fell out? It is an old story—but not nuch told around the Court, I'll warrant."
172
W I Ii AVs

None but Fencewal ker and one or two of the older tonms had ever heard of this tale. The Prince said
he coul d not remenber how it went.

"Ah, but we First-wal kers nake a practice of renenbering things like this," said Squeakerbane with
a brief smle.

"I'n the wildness Al ways wal ki ng Passed Lord Firefoot Lone and honel ess ..
he chanted in a singsong voice.

"Many seasons Forth from Firsthome Had he travel ed Seeki ng, searching

In the wastel ands Under strange skies Were the Fol k Had never wandered.™
After a pause, the Thane began his narrative.

"In the time of Prince Strongclaw, in the long and felicitous reign of Queen Wndruffle, our Lord
Firefoot hunted deep into the farthest reaches of Southern Rootwood, He had been many winters in
the wild, and had seen no Folk for many a season-turn. He had run with the Visl, westled with the
ponderous Garrin and raced the fleet Praere. He missed the conpany of his own kind, but he had
vowed never to return to the Court of his father until Whitew nd was avenged

"One afternoon he net another cat wal king on the edge of Rootwood—the nobst beautiful of the Folk
he had ever seen
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"Tail like sumrer Warmly waving Finest fur In the breezes bl ow ng

Cl ear of eye

And |ithe of paw step

Like a spirit

For Lord Firefoot.

"The beautiful one was the color of grain swaying in the broad fields beyond the Q' cef; as soft
and downy as the doudcats over Sunsnest.

" "What is your nane, |lovely one? asked Lord Firefoot.

" "My name is Wndflower,"' replied the newconmer in a voice as sweet as a tiny stream 'Wo are
you?'

" '"Do you not know ne?' asked the Firstborn. 'I am Tangal oor Firefoot, child of Col deneye and
Skydancer, hunter and wanderer of the First Bl ood!

" That sounds nice,' said Wndflower, raising a wonderfully tapered paw. 'Wuld you like to wal k
with me awhil e?

"Lord Firefoot was overcone with admiration for the beauteous Wndfl ower, and they wal ked

t oget her.

"Long they wandered Leapi ng, |aughing Firefoot and The soft W ndfl ower.

Most enraptured Was the Firstborn Till he | earned The dreadful story.

" "Wndfl ower, do you have many brothers in your hone?' asked Firefoot after a while.

" '"No, | livein a dwelling of Man. No other Folk share ny nest.'

" That is odd, then, because | scent a strange torn—although very faintly. Could we be foll owed?
Fi ref oot | ooked inquiringly about as he padded along on his fiery red paws.

" 'l do not think so,' spoke Wndflower sweetly. 'You are the only torn—besides nyself—that | have
seen all day.

"Lord Tangal oor whirled about, stunned. 'Are you not a fela? he yow ed. 'But how can that be? You
seemin all respects unlike a male!' The Firstborn was terribly upset.

" 'Ch,' said Wndflower, enbarrassed. '| suppose it is because of what the Man-folk did to ne.’
"Startled Firefoot Hard did gaze® then Saw the truth of Wnd/lower's speaking

Al'l his tonmhood Had been taken, Changed he had been To hal f-fela.

" *Man!!!" how ed Lord Firefoot. Treacherous brood of Ni nebirds! They have defiled the Fol k! |
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shal |l be revenged upon themall, soneday!' So saying, he ran into the forest, departing forever
the crippled Wndfl ower.

"So spoke Firefoot, Cursed the Big Ones, Qut-of-sun They are forever

.Youl the servants

"htmnasters -+ Truf-Folk ,Vr rr are vanqui shed.
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"And so the First-wal kers, by the word of our Lord Firefoot, never will walk in the shadow of

M an."

Squeaker bane, having finished his story, lay down again between Furscuff and Fencewal ker. There
was a nonment's strained silence, and then the Prince spoke.

"Well, now, |'ve never held much with those stretched, hairless folk nyself. Quite a story, quite
a story."

Everyone rel axed, and nmany of the group congratul ated Squeakerbane on his tale. Mre riddles and
songs followed, and eventually even the overexcited Pouncequick was tired enough to fall asleep
Fritti, too, his head full of Hushpad and Firefoot and red claws, finally crossed the borders of
the dreamfields. The furry tangle of Folk drowsed and grunbl ed away the wani ng Hour of Fina
Danci ng.

The Hour of Srmaller Shadows found the travel ers descending to the Rootwood fence, the final stand
of conifers and aspens that separated the ancient forest fromthe bluffs overl ooking the

Har ar scrape canyon. Here the Prince's party would establish their border watch, and the others
woul d go their own ways. The sun shone brightly, although the weather was chill.

St oppi ng at the fence, they could see the sparsely foliaged flatlands—shrouded i n the mnerest
sprinkling of snow-stretching away before themto the edge of the nmighty canyon

Turning to the First-wal kers Squeakerbane and Furscuff, Prince Fencewal ker bobbed his head in

farewell. "Well met and good danci ng, Thane," he said. "Be sure to see nme first when the Thane-
meet is finished—before wasting your news on those old sit-on-tails back at the Court. Know that
I, for one, will value your words."

"Many thanks to you, O Prince," said Squeakerbane gravely. 'It is good to know that true hearts
still beat
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in the ancient home of our Folk." The First-wal ker | ooked over to Tail chaser and his two

conpani ons. "These three Furscuff and | will acconpany for a short while—until our paths separate
Go in the watchful ness of our Lord Firefoot, Fencewal ker." He and Furscuff then noved a respectful
di stance apart as Fritti, Pouncequi ck and Roof shadow canme forward to say their farewells.

On the verge of departure into the unknown but seemingly ill-starred territories, Tailchaser found
himsel f reluctant to part conpany with Fencewal ker. He knew he would miss the bluff, warmhearted
Prince very much. Wen he tried to speak, no words canme forth, and he had to pretend to dislodge a
burr fromhis tail while Roofshadow stepped forward and thanked Fencewal ker for his aid.

"Good dancing, Prince," added Pouncequick. "I saw ever so many fascinating things at Firsthone
that | will always renenber. You've been wonderful to us."

"Pounce speaks for ne, also," said Fritti quietly. "W owe you nuch."

Fencewal ker | aughed. "Marsh nud! I'min your debt, also—for information about the E a-ward
territories, if nothing else. Stay out of trouble, and that will be my reward."

The others in Fencewal ker's party crowded forward now, and said their raucous farewells. As

Tai |l chaser and the others wal ked away, Fritti found his words and called back to the Prince.
"Prince Fencewal ker! You, al so—keep yourself safe and happy!"

"Not to worry, little friend!" boomed the hunter. "I wal ked these borders before | was ol d enough
to be Nanmed. You need have no fear for us!"

The Prince and his band di sappeared back into the outskirts of the forest.
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The sun was low in the sky as the five cats picked their way down the sl oping plains.

Squeaker bane, with help from Furscuff, was describing the terrain that they could expect to find
ahead. "Actually," he was saying, "you need to proceed north, rather than in the direction we're
going now, if you want to get across the Hararscrape. That way lies the ford. But | think you
should cone with us a bit farther, just to see Gunbleroar. It is worth the extra hal f-day, and
not really very far out of your path."

As they wal ked, ever-curious Pouncequi ck questioned the Thane about the story he had told the
previous night, and the First-wal kers' attitude toward the Court of Harar.
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"After all," he asked, "don't lots of the Folk live with Man, in Man-dwellings? Wy is that

wr ong?"

The crusty old Thane took the querying in good grace. It seened that no one ever felt offended by
Pouncequi ck, Fritti noted wyly, except badgers and Vi sl

"The wrong, youngest hunter," explained Squeaker-bane, "is that we are the Folk, not G ow ers who
need to be led to live; who hunt in packs and fawn on any that give themfood. The Fol k have
al ways survived on their wits and skill, performing the earth-dance w thout help. Now hal f our

nunber live in bloated indol ence, enmascul ated and i npri soned—but uncaring—+ising only to eat the
food provided them by the children of N nebirds.”

Though he strove to nmaintain calm the scarred visage of the Thane reveal ed the depth of his
feeling. "And now," he continued, "even in the Court where our Lord Firefoot once lived, this

poi son has crept in. Dewtreader and his wearying nysticismand fatalism It is wong! Anyone can
see that a cat nust run, nmust hunt. And the Queen! Tangal oor forgive
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me, she eats froma bow —as if she bel onged to one of those hulking, unintelligible brutes that we
cast out untold generations ago. The Queen of the Fol k does not even hunt!" Squeakerbane was

trembling with suppressed' rage, and after a nonment shook his head. "I should not allow nyself to
become angry," he said, chagrined, "but in our tinme of great danger, to see those new ng
sycophants lolling about while our kin are being destroyed . . . forgive ne." The Thane | apsed

into silence, and for a long time the others imtated him

The travel ers approached G unbl eroar near the end of Stretching Sun. Here, on the rimof the Harar-
scrape, the cold air was thick with swirling msts. A nuted runbling was all around.

Squeaker bane, who had not spoken for sone time, suddenly showed a brightened aspect. "This is
sonet hing you may pass along in story to litters yet unborn," he said to Roof shadow.

At the canyon edge the sound grew | ouder, until it was a deafening clanmor. Fritti winced. It was
obvi ous that the name G unbl eroar was well chosen

The msts were so thick at this spot that Sqgueaker-bane decided to | ead them across the

Purrwhi sper near its descent over the edge of the Hararscape. As they traversed the slippery,

wat er - sl i ned rocks, and the Purrwhisper—Ao |onger the gentle streamthat flowed past
Firsthome—frothed bel ow them Fritti felt a nonment of regret for all the times he had all owed
hinself to be led since he had |left hone.

A fitting end to this whole ridiculous trip, he thought: pounded and splashed to death by the
safest river in all of Meerclar's fields.

But they made it across, even Pouncequi ck avoi ding disaster. Back at the cliffs rimthey could see
t he Purrwhi sper poundi ng over the precipice, plunmet-

TAI LCHASER S SONG

179

ing down the canyon's edge in a foam ng white surge to churn and plunge off the rocks into the

m ghty Caterwaul far, far below. The water rose up fromthe swiftly flowing river at the bottom of
the Harar-scrape, and fromwhere they crouched the setting sun, shining through this curtain of
mst, tore the sky into glittering gold, red and purple. Gunbleroar falls bellowed |like a furious
beast, and the cats stared out at its awesone power.

When Unfolding Dark finally mantled the sun, Squeakerbane |ed them back up the banks of the

Pur rwhi sper—away fromcliff's edge. As the roar of the falls faded to a faint boom ng, they

st opped.

Stunned as they were by the nmagnificence of Gunbleroar, it was sone tine before Tail chaser and
his friends realized that Furscuff and the Thane were preparing to | eave them

"I amsorry we cannot guide you farther," said Squeakerbane, "but as it is we shall be several sun-
turns late for the Thane-neet. My suggestion is that you continue along the canyon wall, as |
menti oned before, and cross over at the Slenderleap. It would be well to wait for sun-high before
you cross, even if you reach it tonight: it is a treacherous path.”

They said their farewells, then, for the First-wal kers were in a hurry to continue onward.
"Remenber," said Squeakerbane as they parted, "the |ands you are wal king into bear an evil nane
these days. Tread warily. | wish there was nore that we could do, but you have set your paws onto
strange roads—and who knows what nmay conme of that?" So saying, the Thane and his conpani on took
their | eave

For the better part of two nore Hours the three conpani ons headed west, follow ng the edge of the
Har arscrape. Al were full of their own thoughts.
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When they reached the nassive tree that stood solitarily on the canyon's rim marking the near
side of Slenderleap Ford, they curled up quietly and went to sleep. Fritti did not dream

17

CHAPTER

Who wakes in the wilderness when night is done Fancying hinmself lord of all the |and

May see what was not there at the set of sun And trenblingly will come to understand

The peril that has passed himin the dark—Tracks ... in the sand.

—Archi bal d Rutl edge

The |ight of day showed the Slenderleap Ford—a narrow, arching natural rock bridge flung over the
Har ar scrape. The opposite wall of the canyon was so far away that Slenderleap seened to dw ndle

i nto not hi ngness i n mdspan

Pouncequi ck | ooked out across the formation apprehensively.

"Well, | suppose we shall have to cross it, won't we, Tailchaser?"

Fritti nodded. "It's either that or try to go down into the Hararscrape and cross the Caterwaul at
the bottom | don't fancy that much.”

"It's the only way open to us now," Roof shadow said quietly. "Squeakerbane said it's |eagues and
| eagues to the end of the canyon. | doubt this will be the worst thing we see, anyway. Shall we
go?"

Tai | chaser sized the fela up carefully.

/ don't think she's as calmas she wants to put about, he thought. My whiskers tell nme she's
scared, too. Maybe nore than we are. But there are all kinds of bravery, | suppose.

"Roof shadow s right, Pounce,"” he said aloud. "Let's get to it."
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Once past the giant oak, whose root clusters seened to anchor one side of the curving bridge,
Fritti took the |ead. Pouncequick followed hi mand Roof shadow brought up the rear, keeping a
careful eye

Sl enderl eap Ford was wi der than it appeared from a di stance—w de enough that three cats coul d have

wal ked abreast—and at first the going was fairly easy. The wet weather and chill tenperatures had
| eft patches of ice on the stone, though. Tailchaser and his friends wal ked slowmy and very
careful ly.

When they had noved a distance out onto the span, the canyon walls fell away bel ow them and the
grow i ng and pounding of the Caterwaul rose up to fill the air. The footing becane treacherous,
and the noise of the river drowned out nost sounds. They journeyed over the canyon single-file and
unspeaking, like caterpillars on a slender branch

Near the m dpoint of the stone ford Fritti felt the wind that blew down the canyon swirl roughly
about him tugging at his fur. Sudden gusts forced himto take a few shaky steps.

He stopped, pivoting slowy back around to face his conpani ons. Pouncequick was a junmp or two

behi nd, and Roof shadow trailed the kitten at a slight distance, a | ook of grimconcentration on
her solemm gray face. As Tail chaser waited, Pouncequick al so stopped, peering down fromthe ford
into the Hararscrape.

"Tai |l chaser, Roofshadow " he keened above the wind. "I can see a flock of birds bel ow us! Bel ow
us! We're higher than the fla-fa' az thenselves!" In his excitenment Pouncequi ck | eaned even farther
out to savor the sensation. Fritti's heart raced with fear, and felt as though it had grown to

bl ock off his air.

"Pounce! Get away fromthere!" he snarled. Pounce-quick, startled, junmped back fromthe edge and
sl i pped, skidding on the slick stone. Roofshadow, right behind the kitten now, swiftly seized him
by the
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scruff of the neck. Her bite, sure and hard, drew a squeal of pain from Pouncequi ck, but she held
her grip until his questing paws found a solid hold once nore. She then gave Tail chaser a | ook
that caused himto turn around without saying a word and conti nue on across the span

On t he downwar d- sl opi ng secti on Roof shadow hersel f |ost her footing for a nonent in a heavy gust
of wind, but managed to crouch and hold until the danger was past.

At all tines the Caterwaul bellowed and shouted up at them three tiny little creatures on a thin
strand above the mighty waters. Wien they at | ast reached the opposite side the trio collapsed to
the ground with trenbling legs and lay for sone tine before they could go forward.

The | andscape on the far side of Slenderleap was undi stingui shed and |onely. Fromthe canyon's rim
a junbl e of rocks and hummocks of earth spotted with brush and clinging shrubbery stretched before
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them As they noved away fromthe tapering span and the rushing of the Caterwaul subsided behind,

the cold silence of the land rose around themlike a fog.

Except for birds, which fromtime to tinme passed silently overhead, there were no signs of aninal

life. The breeze that whispered past Tailchaser's face and whi skers brought nothing but chill air
and faint mist-traces of the river.

Pouncequi ck al so sniffed the wind curiously, then turned to Fritti for confirnmation of his senses.

"I don't snmell any other Folk, Tailchaser. | don't sense nuch of anything."

"I know, Pounce." Tail chaser |ooked around. "It's not the nost hospitable place |'ve ever seen.”
Roof shadow gave Fritti a significant stare and said: "I amsure we will find life in Ratl eaf
Forest, if only in the deeper places." Fritti pondered the | ook
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/ suppose she doesn't want me to frighten Pounce, he guessed.

As they wal ked, Fritti became aware of a slight feeling of irritation, something unsettling at the
very rimof his consciousness. He felt a faint buzzing, or humm ng—but it was as thin and

i nsubstantial as the noise of a brzz-hive a hundred | eagues away. But it was there—and very
subtly, it was getting stronger

When they stopped to rest in the wi nd-danmping shelter of a standing stone, he asked his conpani ons
if they had sensed it, too.

"Not yet," said Roofshadow, "but | expected you would first. It's a good thing you can."

"What do you nean?" asked Fritti, nystified.

"You heard Squeakerbane. You heard Fencewal ker. There's sonethi ng happening in these wlds, and
that's why we're here. Better that we sense it before it senses us."

"What ki nd of sonething?" Pouncequick's eyes were bright and curious.

"I don't know," said Roofshadow, "but it is bad. It is 05 in a way that | have not sensed before

| knew that when | found the home of nmy Folk. If we are going to walk into its territory—and here
we are—then we should at |east not deceive ourselves on that account."

As Roof shadow spoke, eyes clear and spine straight, Fritti could not hel p wonderi ng what she had
been |i ke before the death of her tribe. She was a hunter, no doubt of that, but the hard-edged

| ook that she wore seemed to be nore from sorrow than other causes. Wuld she ever dance or |augh?
It seened odd to try to picture it, but he had seen her play with little Pouncequi ck. Maybe
sonmeday she woul d be happier. He hoped so.

They wal ked for a while into the evening, and when Meerclar's Eye was hi gh above them stopped to
rest.
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The hunming that was not quite a sound seemed cl oser, nore pervasive now, and even Pouncequi ck and
Roof shadow felt sonething—a current, just below the surface. After hunting for sonme tinme wthout
success the three cats conceded victory to the desolate wil derness and curled thensel ves up
together in a furry pile to sleep.

Tai | chaser wiggled his nose free from Pouncequick's hind leg and sniffed the air groggily. The Eye
had slipped bel ow the horizon, and the dew of Final Dancing was wet on his nuzzle. Sonething had
awakened him but what?

Trying not to arouse his sleeping conrades, he craned his head up fromthe knot of warm bodies
like a hlizza rising up on its coils.

The hunm ng, the strange pulsing that he felt bone-deep, had changed pitch. It was nore vibrant
sonmehow-not cl oser, but shar per

He felt a strong, piercing sensation. In the darkness outside the circle of warnth something was
wat chi ng them Tail chaser froze, holding his head notionless, aware even in his fear that it was
an unconfortabl e position

Suddenly, as if he had fallen into cold water, a great wash of loneliness flowed over and through
hi m#t was not his own. Sonething, sone being, was wearing this hideous isolation |ike a skin—he
could sense it as strongly as if the tortured creature were right beside him He renenbered the
cat of his dream spinning forever through the darkness, radiating cold despair. Was this the sane
feeling?

Even as he thought of the catmint nightnare the feeling was gone. The hum had becone a [ ow throb
again, and the wilderness around themwas enpty. Fritti could feel, although he could not say how,
that the watcher was gone. Wien he woke the others they listened blearily to his excited story,

but after sone
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time had passed it becane obvious that whatever it had been would not return that night. They
returned to uneasy sl eep

After marching for a short tinme in the sunlight of the follow ng norning, they sighted the nmound
They were descending down a rocky plain into a wide, shallow valley. It stretched away before them
to the foothills of a range of tall nountains, so far away they seened only di mshapes agai nst the
sky. The snow had begun to fall again, and as it fluttered dowm to land and cling on their coats
they | ooked across the cracked, gray valley floor to the nmushrooning bulge in its center. The
mound, | ow and massive, thrust up fromthe cold ground Iike the shell of an enornmous dun-col ored
beet | e.

Coming over the lowrimof the valley the travelers felt the pulling sensation suddenly increase
Fritti shied back, hackles raised, and Pouncequi ck and Roof shadow shook their heads as if beset by
an unpl easant noi se.

"That's it!" hissed Tai khaser, feeling panicky and short of breath.

"I't is," Roofshadow agreed. "W have found the source of nany problens."

Pouncequi ck had retreated several steps, and now crouched, eyes w de and snall body shivering.
"It's a nest,"” he said quietly. "lIt's a nest, and the things init will sting us and sting us!" He
began sniffling quietly. Roofshadow, walking a little unsteadily herself, went to his side and
nuzzl ed himconfortingly behind the ear. She | ooked up fromthe kitten inquiringly.

"What do we do now, Taikhaser?" she asked.

Fritti shook his head in bew ldernent. "I don't have the slightest idea. | hadn't ever expected
this. I'm. . . I'mfrightened." He | ooked down at the huge, silent mound and shuddered
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"So am |, Taikhaser," said Roofshadow, and the tone of her voice drew his gaze. She net his eyes,
and the shadow of a smile passed across her face, the nerest twitch of her whiskers. Somnething

el se passed between them Fritti, feeling awkward, padded over to Pouncequi ck

"It's all right, little friend," he said, sniffing Pouncequick's nose. The snall cat snelled of
terror, his body trenbling, his bushy tail curled up between his legs. "It's all right, Pounce, we
won't | et anything happen to you." Fritti was not even listening to his own words—he was staring
of f again, across the valley.

"Well, whatever we will do, now we nust nove," Roof shadow pointed out. "The winds are rising
again, and we are conpletely exposed. And not only to the weather."

Fritti realized that she was right. They were as naked and unprotected in this spot as a bug on a
flat rock. He nodded in agreenent, and they coaxed their young conrade to his paws.

"Come on, now, Pounce, let's find a better place to lie up for a while, and then we'll have a bit
of a think."

Roof shadow, too, noved to reassure the youngling. "W will not go any closer, Pouncequick .

not now. | don't want to spend the Hours of Darkness very close to that os-nmound in any case." The
youngl i ng, persuaded into noverent, wal ked quietly between them as they began a | ong march around
the outside rimof the valley.

Along the valley edge, circling the nound |ike snall planets orbiting a gray, dead sun, the
conpani ons paced quietly and kept close together. As the sun rose into the sky, bringing a sickly
light to the valley, stands of trees became visible over the far rimof the great bow . A vast sea
of woodl ands reached into the distance.
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"That nust be Ratleaf," Roof shadow said. Tailchaser was startled at how | oud her voice sounded
after their long silence. "It |ooks to be quite a long wal k," she continued, "but it wll
certainly provide shelter."

"Certainly," agreed Fritti. "Do you see it, Pounce? Think of it! Trees to scratch, Squeakers to
hunt —ever yt hi ng! "

Pouncequi ck gave hima weak grin, and nurrmured: "Thank you, Tailchaser. | will be all right." They

continued on.

Toward the end of Smaller Shadows a clutch of |arge, dark birds flew overhead. One of their nunber
peel ed off fromthe others and swooped down to circle over the cats. He had a bright eye, and
feathers of glossy black. He hovered lazily for a few nonents quite cl ose above their heads; then
uttering a shrill cry of derision, he soared up to neet his fellows. Croaking, they disappeared
from sight.

By the dwi ndling away of Stretching Sun they had cone near enough to Ratleaf Forest to distinguish
the spires of individual trees protrudi ng above the edge of the valley. Wth the night fast
approachi ng, the sensation of nal evol ence conming fromthe shadow hunp on the valley floor seened
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to increase.

Tai |l chaser felt the throbbing deep inside hinmself, and only by repeating the First-wal kers' prayer
over and over mindlessly was he able to stifle his urge to bolt and run until he would fall down
exhausted. "Tangal oor, fire-bright," he nuttered to hinself, "flane-foot, farthest wal ker ..."
Pouncequi ck and Roof shadow did not seemto be feeling it quite as strongly as he, but they | ooked
strained and worn. The forest was now conpletely visible, stretching for | eagues beyond the bow -
shaped valley. It |ooked very warm and inviting.

When the sun finally began to set, liming the tips of the trees with golden |ight, they quickened
their pace, pressing their bodies to still greater efforts. As
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the sun di pped bel ow the farthest horizon of the forest, only its red corona | eft pressed agai nst
the sky, a bitterly cold wind sprang up; it bit at their noses and flattened their fur.

Tai | chaser, with Pouncequi ck and Roof shadow struggling ganely behind him increased his speed. The
buzzi ng sensation was nmounting; he felt quite ill. A vast, form ess panic seened to snap at their
heel s. One after another, the trio broke into a run

Up the steep outer slope of the valley wall they galloped, topping it at last to | ook down on the
edge of Ratleaf. Heedl ess now of anything but the gathering oppressiveness behind themthey
tunbl ed down the short rise and dashed across the rocky flat, to vanish at |ast under the eaves of
the forest.

Rat | eaf Forest slunbered ... or seenmed to. A murky, stagnant calmhung in the air. As Tail chaser
and his conpani ons slunk wearily through the trees the forest's silence weighed as heavily on them
as their own fatigue.

Once into the woods, Fritti and Pouncequick were quite ready to coll apse where they stood, but

Roof - shadow poi nted out the inportance of finding a site that was better protected against cold
and di scovery. Although the mound was now out of sight, it had not disappeared fromtheir

menories: with groans of weariness they acceded to the fela's suggestion and conti nued deeper into
the forest.

Pi cking their way across the danp | oam past npbss and nushroons, the cats found thensel ves
imtating the silence of their surroundi ngs. Heads down, noving slowy, they stopped frequently to
winkle their noses at the unfam liar scents of Ratleaf. Misture pervaded everything, earth and

bark sodden and dri ppi ng—the whole forest snelled of tree roots in still water deep underground.
The air was steam ng-breath col d.
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It took the travelers until the end of Unfolding Dark to find shelter: a w ndbreak provided by a
standi ng granite boul der and the roots of a toppled tree. They pronptly fell down to sleep
Not hi ng di sturbed them but when they woke near the middl e of Deepest Quiet—sore and hungry—they
did not feel particularly rested.

There were still no signs of any creatures bigger than insects. After a period of fruitless search
the cats were forced to settle for a supper of grubs and beetl es.

Al t hough they were all feeling poorly, Tailchaser felt especially on edge and upset. The throbbing
of the nound, despite its having decreased noticeably when they passed into Ratleaf, still dug at
him Also, unlike his two friends, he had not shared Fence-wal ker's squirrel and had now gone two
full days w thout any type of meal he would call satisfactory.

As he swal |l owed his | ast grub, he snapped: "Well, here we are, and no m stake about it. | have
brought us right to the brink, no question. | hope you are both pleased about following ne while |
made a conplete Man of nyself! Perhaps you'd like to follow ne into the nound so we can all be

hi deously sl aughtered." He swatted an oak boll with his paw and watched it carom away.

"Don't say such things, Tailchaser," said Pounce-quick. "That's not true, any of it."

"It is true, Pounce," said Fritti bitterly. "The great hunter Tailchaser has cone to the linmt of
his quest."”

"The only thing you have said that is true, Tail-chaser," said Roofshadow wi th surprising
vehenmence, "is that we have found what we were | ooking for. That is sonething that Fencewal ker,
Squeaker bane and the others cannot say. W have found the source of the terror."

"Apparently Thane Brushstal ker found it, too—and
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you heard what happened to him Meerclar protect us!" Tailchaser was a little nollified, though
He | ooked up fromhis sulk to face his conrades. "All right. The question still remins. Wat do
we do?"
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Pouncequi ck | ooked at the two elder cats, then said quietly, as if ashamed: "I think we should go
back to the Prince and tell him He'll know what to do."

Fritti was about to object when Roofshadow cut in: "Pouncequick's right. W felt the os in that
place. W three are too few and too small. To think that it is our place alone to deal with this
is an arrogance surpassing Ninebirds'." The fela shook her head, green eyes thoughtful. "If we
bring others here they cannot fail to discover what we have. Perhaps then the weight of the Court
of Harar will be put to sonme use." She stood, another shadow in the dark forest. "Cone, let's

return to the tree roots until the sun is out. | amcertainly not going anywhere tonight."
Tail chaser stared at the gray fela, admring her. "As usual, you speak with quite a bit nore
reason than 7 have been using. You too, Pounce." He sniled at his young friend. "Harar! |I'mgl ad

that you two didn't let ne go off by ny stupid self."

In the Hour before dawn Fritti was unable to sleep. Roof shadow and Pouncequick tossed fitfully and
muttered, but Tail chaser |ay between themand stared up into the dark treetops, nerves as taut as
a bent branch. Fromtinme to time he would drift off into a brief, dreany near-sleep, only to find
hi msel f suddenly wi de awake again, feeling trapped and exposed, his heart poundi ng.

The night wore on. The forest renmmined as still as stone.

Tai | chaser was wandering al ong the dreamthreshold when he heard a noise. He lay |istening
distractedly for a nonent as it grew | ouder; suddenly
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he realized that sonething was charging rapidly toward them through the underbrush. He | eaped onto
his paws, jarring his friends into groggy wakeful ness.

"Somet hing's comng!" he hissed, fur bristling. The din increased. Tinme seened to slow, each
nmonent expanding into a snmothering eternity. A shape burst out of the undergrowh only a few junps
awnay.

Spi ky and tattered, eyes starting fromits head, the apparition crashed out into the open

H ghli ghted by the Eye beam ng down through the trees, it seened to take forever to reach the
conpani ons. Tailchaser, rigid with panic, felt as though he were under deep water.

The bizarre figure skidded to a halt. The Eye-light was full inits face for a monent—full in the
face of Eatbugs.

Before Fritti, shocked and startled, could nove or say a word, Eatbugs threw back his head and
how ed like the bitterest winter storm

"Run! Run!" cried the mad cat. "They're com ng! RUN"

Pouncequi ck and Roof shadow were bolt upright now As if to enphasize Eatbugs' cry, a terrible
choking screamwel l ed up fromthe darkness of the woods beyond. Wth a bound, Eatbugs was past
Tai | chaser and hi s conpani ons and gone. Another horrible moan split the air. Wth unconscious

noi ses of terror, the trio was after him running headlong into the forest, away fromthe hideous
sound.

Tail chaser felt as if he were in an awful dream—the flickering of Eye-light and darkness nearly
blinding him Eatbugs barely visible before him rocks and roots rising up around him The forest
seermed to rush past. He coul d hear Pouncequick and the fela | aboring along beside him On and on
they ran, no thought of stealth or hiding, only escape, escape!

Now Pouncequi ck al one was at his side—gasping, driving hinmself along on his short kitten-legs in
an
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ecstasy of terror. Fritti was pulling away fromhim Wthout thinking, Tailchaser slowed down,
turned to urge himon. There was a cracking sound from overhead, and sonething sprang down from
the trees. Tailchaser felt sharp claws gouging him raking his back; then he was crushed to the
ground and his ka fled into conpl ete darkness.
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CHAPTER

1 saw ny evii day at hand. The sun rose dimon us in the norning, and at night it sank in a dark
cloud, and | ooked like a bail of fire.

—Bl ack Hawk

Another jarring inpact returned Fritti to the waking world. Bruised and exhausted, he lay with his
eyes closed. He could feel the bitter cold rain splashing dowmn on him matting his fur. The sudden
j ol t—had he been dropped? pushed?—had knocked the breath out of his chest. As he sucked the air
back into his lungs a scent cane with it that prickled his skin: cold earth and salty bl ood—and a
deep, penetrating ani mal nmusk. His muscles clenched involuntarily, and a bright pain shot across
hi s back and shoul ders. He restrained a noise of protest.
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Slow y and cautiously he opened an eye. He shut it again imediately as cold rai nwater splashed
in. After a noment he tried once nore. Just beyond the blurry tip of his own nmuzzle he could see
the m serabl e, bedraggled face of Eatbugs, who was cringing on the ground nearby. Over the arch of
Eat bugs' back he could also see a little of Pouncequick's fluffy tail.

"There. | told you the little grub would wake up. Now he can carry his own sun-cursed wei ght."

Tai |l chaser started involuntarily at this speech so near to his head. The voice used the Higher
Singing in awkward, halting style, full of dissonant notes and slurs The harsh sounds resonated

wi th viol ence.
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Ears flattened agai nst his head, Tailchaser turned very slowy to | ook over his shoul der

Sonething | arge and terrible | ooned there.

Three cats stared down at Fritti and his compani ons where they lay on the wet ground. They were
big, fully as large as Dayhunter and Ni ghtcatcher, Fencewal ker's conrades—but they | ooked very
different: wong, not the way the Folk were neant to be. Their faces were snakelike, flat brows
and wi de cheekbones, and their ears lay well back on their skulls. Three pairs of eyes stared from
these faces, huge and deep-set, burning with an unsettling fire. The nuscul ar bodi es were knotted,
| owslung and powerful, termnating in wide, spatulate paws with . . . red talons, hooked nails
the col or of bl ood.

Tai |l chaser felt his heart quicken with fear. One of the beasts approached him strange eyes
glinting. Like the other two he was nostly a sooty black, with a few sickly, pale spots on his
under si de.

"Cet up, nme'nre," he snarled. "You've been carried | ong enough. Fromnow on you'll hop al ong
properly, or feel ny teeth." He bared the spiky contents of his nmouth. "Do you understand?" Wth
this the creature | eaned down toward Tail chaser. H s breath snelled of carrion. Fritti felt
terror's constriction fromhis throat to his stomach, and could only nove his head weakly.

"Good. Well, you and your mserable friends can get up, then." Tailchaser, unable to neet those
terrible eyes any | onger, snuck a glance over to his conmpanions. He could see Pouncequick's face
now. The kitten was awake, but wearing a | ook of shock and nunbness. He did not neet Fritti's

gaze.
"You there!" Tail chaser turned back. "Listen, when | say 'up,' up is where you'd better be. This
is Scratchnail speaking, a chief of the Cawguard. You' ve not still got your niserable guts
because | like you little bugs. Up! Now "
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Fritti clinmbed painfully to his feet. He could feel something thicker and warmer than rai nwater
matting the fur on his back. He wanted desperately to groom to clean the wound, but his fear was
too strong.

Scratchnail hissed at the other two beasts: "Long-tooth! Bitefast! Sun sizzle you, don't stand
there—kick these slugs onto their paws! If you have to bite an ear off, go ahead. The Fat One
won't nmuch care if they're not so pretty." Scratchnail |aughed, a grating, coughing sound that
hurt Tailchaser's ears. The other O awguard noved forward and pulled the silent Pouncequi ck and
Eat bugs to their feet.

For the first tine since regaining the waking world, Fritti took a | ook at his surroundi ngs. They

were still in Ratleaf, apparently—ines of trees extended out on all sides into the night. A
drizzling rain spattered down through the branches, and the ground was spongy and sodden
As the three conpanions were forced into a slow march, all Tailchaser could think was: |'m going

todie. | didn't find Hushpad, and now |'ve died trying. Died. Going to die.

Then, as the O awguard inpelled themalong with savage paw bl ows to the head and fl anks, he
wonder ed: Were i s Roof shadow?

Al though it seened to Fritti that they had been wal king forever, the feel of the air told himthat

it was still only mdway through Final Dancing. Had it really been only a short tine ago that he,
Roof shadow and Pounce had been curl ed up together warm y? He | ooked at his young friend |inping
al ong before him Poor Pounce—f only he hadn't cone. Looking at the small, bedraggled form he

felt the first warmh of an unfamiliar enption: hatred. The huge, deformed beasts that harried
themon with cuffs and snarls were all too tangible, but since they were real they could be hated.
Where were they goi ng? Were
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were these creatures taking then? Fritti knew—the nound-So there was sonething to know, at |east;
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sone face to the evil. It seened to help a little, althqugh Fritti could not say why. It was

poi ntl ess to wonder too nuch, though, because he knew that he was—that thought agai n—going to

di e.

Eat bugs, | eading the procession, had begun to munble to hinself. Tailchaser could not distinguish
any words in the angry nurnur, and apparently the O awguard could not either. After the first
nmonent s they ceased paying attention, but Fritti could sense sonething building in the nad old
cat, a gradually swelling tension. It nmade hi m apprehensive.

Eat bugs, with a yow of rage, turned on Longtooth, the nearest Guard. "Crawler!!" screaned the
ragged old cat. "Your song is sour! | know your dirt and darkness!" Longtooth, lips curling in
surprise, started back al nost inperceptibly, and Eatbugs | eaped past himinto the trees.

Tai |l chaser's heart was racing.

The beast of the d awguard was off balance for only a heartbeat; with a growl he bounded after
Eat bugs. He caught himwithin a matter of nonents, knocking the tattered cat skidding in the mud,
then | eaped onto his back. There canme a frenzied yow —from which of the two Fritti could not say—
and then, amazingly, Eatbugs rose up and raked his claws agai nst Longtooth's snout. Eatbugs' nud-
matted fur stood out spikily as he pressed forward; for a nonent he seened to grow, to becone
strong. Then, as Longtooth recovered his wits and charged again, Tailchaser saw that Eatbugs was
just what he had been: an old cat, puffed by madness, up against a nonster twi ce his size.
Longtooth dealt a crashing kick to Eatbugs' face as they grappled, and the old one dropped linply
to the muddy earth, blood running fromhis nose, and lay silent. The C awguard, hissing like a
hlizza, junped forward to tear out his throat, but Scratchnail's voice rasped out.
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"Stop, or I'll have your eyes!" Longtooth, his glittering stare now opaque wi th bl oodl ust,
hesitated for a noment. He bared his teeth, then turned to stare at his chief. Scratchnai

chuckl ed, a dry, scaly sound.

"Well," he said, "the old drooler nade a pretty fool out of you, didn't he?" Longtooth |ooked over
to his |l eader with undi sgui sed hatred, but noved no closer to Eatbugs. "Al nost got away, too,
didn't he?" Scratchnail taunted. "It was your fault, and now you can carry himfor a while. You'd
better hope that pathetic old skin-rat is still breathing, because the Fat One wanted this bunch

alive—at least until he sees them Wat do you think he'd do to you if you interfered, ny friend?"
Scratchnail grinned. Long-tooth, shaken, backed away fromthe crunpled form of Eatbugs.

"Maybe he'd give you to the Toot hguard, eh? Wuldn't that be unpleasant!" Longtooth shivered and
| ooked away fromhis chief. Gngerly, he approached the old cat and sniffed him then picked him
up with his nouth.

"Very good," said Scratchnail, notioning to Bitefast, who had watched the events wi thout noving.
"Let's go. The Fire-eye will be open soon. W'Il have to nake double-tine to the Wstern Muth."
Fritti and his young friend were harried forward, always in. a straight line, with no slackening
of pace allowed. The steady rain had thickened, soaking their fur and turning the forest paths
into slippery bog.

When it seened as though things could be no worse for the prisoners, the rain began to turn to
hail. Tail chaser, feeling the stinging pelt of the ice-stones, remenbered the Ri kchikchik and
their attack fromthe treetops. This attack was unceasing, though, and his bodv was already cold
and battered. Wien he and Pouncequick tried to change their route slightly, to gain nore
protection fromthe trees overhead, Scratchnail and his bullies pushed them back onto
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the path. The beast-cats thensel ves were not bothered by the hail stones—er did not seemto be—and
seermed to be hurrying toward sone inportant rendezvous. Fritti and Pounce, silent and beaten, kept
their heads | ow and kept noving. The first traces of dawn were beginning to blue the edges of the
Vez' an sky, and the C awguard had grown agitat ed.

Abruptly, at an unintelligible cormand from Scratchnail, Longtooth bounded forward and vani shed
into a clunp of bracken. Everyone else waited for a nonent in the eerie silence of Ratleaf. Then
Bitefast's reptilian head reappeared and bobbed once. Scratchnaii gave a | ow grow of approval
"Now, you miserable Squeakers, into the bushes you go!"

Longtooth, still carrying the silent form of Eatbugs, followed Bitefast into the tangle of brush.
After a moment's hesitati on—+n which he wei ghed the chances of making a break for freedom and
realized that he woul d never outrun Scratchnail —Fail chaser followed the O awguard. Pouncequi ck
eyes still inwardly fixed, padded after

/ suppose they're going to kill us here, Fritti thought.

Tai |l chaser felt suddenly resigned to death—al nost grateful to be able to give up the struggle.
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Wth the Cawguard chief bringing up the rear, they ducked and tw sted their way through the
clinging tendrils. Eyes half closed to protect themfrom |l oom ng thorns, Tailchaser al nmost tunbl ed
headl ong into the hole that appeared before him

The hole was w de and dark, the tunnel quickly bending out of sight into the earth. Pouncequick
peered around Tail chaser's shoul der at the tunnel nouth, eyes wide with silent terror. His nouth
wor ked for a nmonent, but only a weak new emerged.

Scrat chnai | pushed through the |ast of the branches. "Well," he said, "clinb in, you surface-
creepers, or | shall have to help you." H's distorted form bul ked cl oser, eyes glowing. Fritt

felt torn. Perhaps it would
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be better to die in the open than to be killed |ike a gopher down a short hole. But as he | ooked
at Scratchnail, some of his hatred cane back, and he wanted to live a little I onger. Wy should

the huge C awguard have to get theminto a tunnel to kill then? Maybe the things that the chief
had said to Longtooth were true. There was al ways sone hope of escape if they were kept alive.
Wel |, he decided, / suppose | have no other choice.

As he was stepping gingerly down into the dark hole, he | ooked back at Pouncequi ck. The kitten was
so full of fear that he was pushing back fromthe tunnel entrance, preparing to bolt. Tail chaser
was al armed. Scratchnail, inpatience traced across his brutish face, was about to do something. As
Fritti hesitated, unsure of what to do, the chieftain shot his blood-red claws. Shocked into
action, Fritti |eaped forward, ducking a startled swipe from Scratchnail's talons, and pushed the
bal ki ng Pouncequi ck toward the hole. The terrified kitten began to whi nper and splayed his legs in
resi stance, digging his claws into the wet ground.

"I't's all right, Pounce, you'll be all right," Tailchaser heard hinself saying. "Trust ne—+ won't

I et them hurt you. Cone on, we've got to go." He hated hinself for forcing the frightened
youngling into that dark, awful burrow Butting and tugging with his teeth, he managed to pry
Pouncequi ck's grip | oose, and they descended into darkness.
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CHAPTER

While, like a ghastly rapid river Through the pal e door

A hi deous throng rush out forever And | augh—but snile no nore.

—Edgar Al l an Poe

The walls and floor of the tunnel were danp. Sickly-white roots, and bits of other things about
which Fritti did not care to guess, hung down fromthe earthen ceiling. As they noved away from
the entrance the light gradually dimed, and it woul d have di sappeared conpletely but for a faint
phosphorescence of the soil that lined the burrow. They journeyed downward in faint, ghostly
light, like the spirits of cats traveling in the void between stars.

Pouncequi ck, once underground, resumed his plodding and nearly lifel ess node. The clay beneath
their paws stuck and crunbl ed between their pads. The silence was conpl ete.

After sone tinme they caught up with the other two O awguard, Longtooth still carrying his soiled
burden. So they continued: Fritti and Pouncequi ck, hemmed fore and hind by red cl aws, above and
bel ow by danp, solid earth

It was inpossible for Fritti to gauge the passing of tine. The group, captors and captives, wal ked
and wal ked, but the featureless soil never changed; the dim nauseating glow of the tunnel earth
neit her waxed nor waned. On and on into the depths they
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passed, with no sound but their own breathing and an occasi onal inconprehensi bl e exchange between
the O awguard. Tai khaser felt as if he had been in this dark hole forever. He began to slide in
and out of a kind of dream He thought of the Od Wods, the | ook of sunbeans slanting down to
illumnate the forest floor ... of running through the wonderfully fragrant, ticklish grasses with
Hushpad—ehasi ng and bei ng chased, collapsing at last to nap in the sumrer warnth

The cold, unexpected wiggling of an escaping worm beneath his paw jolted himback to darkness,
and the tunnel. He could hear the harsh rasp of Scratchnail's breath. He wondered if he would ever
see sunlight again.

At length Fritti's hunger overcame his reverie conpletely, and he began to pay nore attention to
the wornms that squirned through the noist earth of the burrow After several attenpts he caught
one, and, with some difficulty managed to down it as he walked. It felt dreadful not to be able to
stop pacing while he ate, but he feared the consequences of slow ng down. Although it was a tricky
busi ness, he felt a little better for having had the norsel, and he caught another as soon as he
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could and ate that, too. He tried to pass the next one to Pounce, but the kitten paid no
attention. After several fruitless attenpts to force the wiggling nouthful on him Fritti gave up
and ate it hinself.

The tunnel began to sl ope upward. After a short while the procession cane to a small underground
cavern, no nore than a couple of junps across, but high-roofed. Inside this cavern the air fl owed
a bit nore freely, and when Scratchnail brought themto a halt Fritti was nore than happy just to
sit and breathe for a nonent, and to rest his sore |l egs and paws. Wearily, he began to groomthe
wor st of the nud and stones from between his pads, then turned his tongue to the wound on his
shoul der. The bl ood
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had dried and the fur was matted stiff. It hurt when he cleaned it. Pouncequick sat notionlessly
beside him as if paralyzed; when Fritti turned and began to groom him he subnmitted without a
sound.

Scratchnail and the other two had been conversing in |low tones at the far end of the cavern

Longt oot h approached the two conpani ons and dropped the unconsci ous form of Eatbugs beside them
Then, at a nod from Scratchnail, he turned and slipped away up the tunnel at the far entrance to
the cave. Bitefast and the chief stretched their long, corded bodies on the floor of the earthen
chanber and stared at their prisoners. Fritti—deciding that the best procedure was to ignore them
as much as possi bl e—ontinued to clean the dirt from Pouncequick's fur and tend to the young cat's
many cuts and abrasi ons. Eatbugs groaned once and stirred, but did not awaken.

Finally, a muffled yowl canme fromthe direction in which Longtooth had di sappeared. At the urging
of Scratchnail—+n the formof a low snarl and a jerk of the head-Bitefast vani shed up the tunnel
al nrost before the echoes had stopped echoing fromthe |inmestone walls. There was a commotion up
the corridor. Fritti could hear the voices of Longtooth and Bitefast arguing. After a tinme they
energed into the cave dragging a linp, bulky burden. Scratchnail rose and anbl ed over on splayed
paws to exam ne what they had brought.

"Found hi m where the branch tunnel opens up-ground into the valley wall, chief,” said Longtooth
with a tongue-lolling grin. "Just |ike you snelled. Caught 'im/looking other way, then had to drag
"imdown quick, before | got burned by the Fire-eye, By the Master, he's a big one, isn't he?"
After all this speech Longtooth turned and sel f-consciously cleaned a wound on his flank
Interested despite hinmsel f, Tai khaser |eaned forward, staring in the dimcavern light. The bundl e
that the two O awguard had dragged in was sone
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kind of animal. A |low sound of pain issued fromthe crunpled figure.

Scratchnail |ooked over at Fritti. "Cone have a gape, little mud-Squeaker," he said. "Don't be

afraid. This one won't hurt you!" The chiefs |laugh scraped through the rock chanber. Tail chaser
moved hesitantly forward.

Lying on the wet stone floor was a large G ow er, bleeding fromseveral wounds on his stomach and
face. As Tail chaser peered past Scratchnail, the dog's eyes opened and stared blearily. He was as
| arge as the O awguard thensel ves; Fritti was inpressed and frightened to know that one of the
monster cats could take a fik'az this size by himself. The Gowl er blinked—vainly trying to keep
the bl ood out of his eyes—and wheezed painfully. Something inside was broken and the ani mal was
dyi ng. Saddened and disturbed, Fritti turned back toward his corner

Longt oot h | ooked up from his wound-1licking and said to Scratchnail: "W don't have to give any to
these"—ndicating Fritti and Pouncequi ck—do we?"
Scratchnail | ooked at the pair—ritti, wary and nervous; Pouncequick, paralyzed and silent.

"W just have to get themto Vastnir alive. W don't have to share our little treats with them"
So saying, Scratchnail shot his scarlet claws and made a swift di semboweling stroke across the
belly of the fik'az. Then, although the horrible agonized cries had not stopped, the C awguard
began to feed. Fritti curled up around Pouncequick and tried to ignore the sounds.

When the Caws had finished their neal, covering the cavern floor with grisly debris, they slept.
At Scratchnail's canny direction, Bitefast and Longtooth had dragged their bl oated bodies over to
the entrances. Wen they rolled over onto their backs to sleep, legs in the air, they effectively
bl ocked off any route of escape. Tailchaser could only lie next to
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Pounce and Eat bugs hel pl essly while the beasts digested their prey.
Fritti had no idea how | ong he |l ay beside his two silent conpanions, listening to the gurgling

slumbers of their captors. He drifted into fitful sleep, and was awakened by a strange sound. At
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first, in his groggy state, he inagined he was dying, and that the carrion birds had come down
fromthe sky to strip his bones. He thought he heard themall around him bargaining solemly over
the choicest bits. Their voices were harsh, |ow and cold.

Coming fully awake, he listened to the eerie sounds filling the cavern. These were no great old
carrion birds.

Still stretched on their backs, spraw ed agai nst cavern walls of npist stone, the Cawguard were
si ng-

i ng.

"A day will come Above the nound No light will shine Upon the ground—And fromthe deep Wiere A d
Ones sleep Qur Folk will creep Wthout a sound..

No nore to hide And wait for night No nore to shun The hot daylight The sun will die And you and
WIIl upward fly To hunt and bite.

The Sun, the Sun The Sun will die And dying slip Fromout the sky And in the bl ack

206 Tad WIIiamns

We will take back

Al that we |ack

The Sun will die. ..."

On and on it went, the hideous chanting voices groaning out the song of darkness and hatred and
revenge—ni ght creeping over the world, blood on the stones and earth, and the Fol k of the nound
rising up, holding sway over all

Next to Fritti, Eatbugs' eyes snapped open. He began to rise, then lay back and |istened, unnoving
and unspeaki ng, as the song droned on. Tail chaser saw hi m shake his soiled head, wearily,

pai nfully, and then close his eyes again. The chant of the O awguard seened to have no end. After
sone tine, Tailchaser fell back into oppressive, stone-heavy sleep

20

CHAPTER

Lo! Death has reared himself a throne In a strange city, lying al one Far down anong the di m W\est

—Edgar Al l an Poe

Beyond the cavern the tunnels seened to grow warner. Fritti knew that aboveground it was w nter
snow and freezing rain were falling. Here, deep in the earth—-how deep Tail chaser had no way of
knowi ng—the air was becom ng thick with heat and noisture.

Eat bugs was up and noving now. He munbled quietly to hinself as he wal ked, but otherw se showed no
signs of resistance to their captors. Longtooth, his nuzzle not yet conpletely healed fromthe
swi pe that Eatbugs had given him was taking great delight in harassing the old cat, who ganely
resisted all attenpts by the Guard to enrage him

Tai | chaser, trudging on | eaden paws, once again began to feel the throb of the nound. Here,
beneat h the ground, the sensation was different, the vibration digging deeper into his bones and
nerves. The pul se of the nmound seened | ower and nore basic—all-pervadi ng, but, strangely, nore
natural . Tail chaser knew that they were approaching their destination

"You can feel it, can you?"

The harsh croak made Fritti junp. Scratchnail was follow ng cl ose behind, watching him the

unpl easant yel |l ow eyes observing his every novenent.
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"I see that you've started to hear the song of Vastnir. You're a sharp-sensing little bug, aren't
you, star-face?" The chief noved up to Tailchaser's side. The massive, thick-nuscled form]loom ng
over himintinmdated Fritti, and made it difficult to speak

"I ... | feel sonething," he stammered. "I felt it before . . . above ground."

"Well," Scratchnail leered, "aren't you the clever-quick one?! Don't you worry . . . there'll be
some Folk who'll pay plenty of attention to a smart young torn |i ke you where we're goi ng—ore
attention than you'll like, perhaps.”" Wth a cold, bleak grin that exposed few teeth, the

Cl awguard chi ef dropped back to pace behind Fritti once nore. The skin around the young cat's

whi skers itched and crawl ed. He didn't want anyone or anything nore interested in himthan was
already the case. He hurried forward to catch up with Eatbugs and Pouncequi ck. The earth throbbed.
Soon the tunnel began to broaden. Every hundred or so junps now, the conpany passed branching
tunnel s or caves—+t was difficult to tell which, since they were just dark holes in the wall of
the main shaft. The air continued to warm a danp heat that nade Fritti and his conpanions fee

sl uggi sh. Eatbugs twitched his head fromside to side as if to throw of f sonething binding.

"Here now, back to the hol es—never do, never do . . ." The nad old torn | ooked inploringly, first
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at the unresponsive Pouncequick, then at Fritti, who could only shake his head. "All this bimbam
bashi ng and gnashing . . . can't . . . can't. . . ?" Eatbugs rolled his eyes and subsided into
muttering. Tail chaser pushed at Pouncequick gently with his head.

"Did you hear him Pounce? What do you think of all this, hmm? Got your whiskers up, does it?"
Fritti waited vainly for a response, then tried again. "Wat a storv this will make when we get
back to
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Meeting Vll, won't it? D you think the Folk will believe us?" After a nonent, Pouncequick raised
his head and | ooked at Fritti plaintively.

"Where's ny friend Roof shadow?" he asked. His voice was so quiet that Tailchaser had to cock his
ears forward to nmake out the words.

"We'll find her, Pounce, | promise. | swear on ny tail name—we'|ll get away from here and find
her!"

The kitten | ooked at himfor a nmoment with a puzzl ed expression, then |lowered his gaze to the
ground once nore.

Sky/ dancer's Ears and Tears! Fritti cursed hinself. When am| going to stop naking pronises | have
not the slightest chance of keeping? Still, he thought. / had to say sonething to Pounce. He has
the | ook of soneone who's going to lie down and float to the Fields Beyond any nmonment. At |east |
got a word or two out of him

Now Tai | chaser noticed that the sound of the tunnel had changed. Bel ow the near-silent paddi ng of
their paws, he thought he could discern a thin wash of voi ces—at voices, but very distant.
Bitefast, the nearest Guard, turned and hissed: "W'I|Il be home, soon. Your honme, too—for a short
whi |l e, anyway."

Final Iy the underground path w dened agai n and turned downward. The pul sing had become const ant
and al most familiar, and the voices Fritti had noticed earlier sounded | ouder and | ouder. Then
when it seened as if any nonment they nust conme upon the source, Scratchnail stopped the
processi on.

"Now, " he said, fixing Fritti and his conrades with a hard stare, "we are about to enter Vastnir
by one of the Lesser Gates. |If you nake any novenent to escape | will tear you to ribbons, and be
pl eased to do it. And just in case you decide to try your |uck" —here he narrowed his gaze on

Eat bugs, who turned his eyes away unconfortably—even if you're fast and tricky enough to get by
me—whi ch | doubt—you'll cone to wish you'd died at nmy claws, | promse
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you. The C awguard are not the worst who home in the Vastnir Mund."

Scratchnail turned to his fellows. "And you two. Renenber, no one is to interfere—especially not
the Toothguard. The prisoners stay with us until | say otherw se, understood? It had better be."
They all followed Scratchnail downward, and shortly rounded a bend in the tunnel to find
thensel ves in a wide entranceway before the gate. Sil houetted at the end of the tunnel by a fitfu
bl ue-green light stood two nassive Cawguard, silent and terrible, bigger even than Fritti's
captors. On either side of the entrance they guarded, on snall piles of raised earth, were skulls.
One was of an enornobus G ow er, the eyesockets dark as sorrow. The other was the skull of a large
horned beast. Al four of these sentries |ooked down pitilessly on Tailchaser and his conpani ons
as they were | ed through.

As he passed beneath the arched tunnel nouth into the depths of Vastnir, Fritti felt a strange
sensation. As he had in his catmnt nightnmare, he began to experience a burning feeling on his
forehead. Whatever it might be, though, neither his friends nor the C awguard took any notice of
hi m

Beyond the threshold was a vision that would stay with Tail chaser as |ong as he |ived.

Bef ore them sprawl ed a vast cavern, the roof as high above as the treetops of Rootwood. It was lit
by the lum nescent earth they had seen in the tunnel, and also by the faint blue gl ow of stones
that protruded down through the ceiling rock. The phantomlight rendered all in the cavern into
spirits and vaul ti ng shadows.

Bel ow, on the cavern floor, countless cats noved back and forth like ternmites in rotten wood. Mst
of them appeared to be normal Fol k, although their faces were so full of despair and pain that
they seemed al nost a different race. Anong them noved
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the C awguard, |unpish and huge, directing the streaning, insectlike hordes as they crept to and
fro.
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It's Iike some horrible dream of Firsthone, Fritti thought.

The stench of fear and bl ood and unburied ne'nre rose up on the hot air currents and filled his
nostrils, choking him Wth a snarl, Scratchnail herded them down to the cave floor, across the
jutting rocks and warm noist soil. They maneuvered anong the lines of cats, brushing past Folk
who did not even | ook up, but only plodded on toward whatever grimdestination the ubiquitous

Cl awguard were | eading themto.

As they passed one group Fritti saw a snallish cat, eyes and ribs bul gi ng, who appeared to be

si ck. He coughed and staggered, then collapsed to the stones. Before Fritti could nove to help
him a Cd awguard shoul dered his way past and bent over the sick one. Then the brute picked himup
by the neck and shook himviolently. Tailchaser could hear the sound of bones snapping; the C aw
flung the broken body to the side with an inpatient head-flip, and the line of cats noved on

Tai |l chaser stared after them then over at the crunpled body |ying unnoticed and unnmourned in the
dirt. His hatred flared, then settled into a |low flame, banked deep inside hinself. He, also,
turned away.

As Scratchnail's procession reached the far side of the great cavern and was approachi ng the
gapi ng naw of another tunnel, a thin, piercing voice called out: "Ssscratchnail!" The sound seened
to come fromone of the innunerable caves in the rock wall before them The chief halted the group
as a di m shape appeared in the darkness of a cave nouth.

"What do you want of ne?" Scratchnail snapped angrily. H's voice held an odd intonation

"Hi ssbl ood wants to sssee you, Sscratchnail,” the thin voice said, sibilant and nocking. As the
shape in the grotto spoke, Fritti could see the gleamof its teeth, but no reflected shine of its
eyes.
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"That's a laugh!" the chief snarled. "Wiy should | care anyway?"

In the dark grotto the teeth were bared again. "Hi ssbl ood wantss to know who your prissonerss are.
There wasss to be no nmore taking of captivesss. That was the understandi ng, no?"

"My business is between the Fat One and nyself, and there's no roomfor you crawmers to go
sticking your hairless snouts into it. If Hi ssblood wants to have any dealings with ne 1'll be in
the | ower Cataconbs |ater on." Scratchnail pivoted and wal ked away.

"He will neet you there," said the thin voice, and the sound of deathly nerriment cane fromthe
shadowed cave

Entering the huge tunnel in the cave wall, Long-tooth hissed at Scratchnail: "Wat do the

Toot hguard want with these, anyway?"

The chief turned on himwith a growl. "You keep your nuzzle shut!”

Longt oot h asked no nore questions, and they went sone distance down the tunnel in silence.
Scratchnail finally halted the group at a w dening of the way. The chi ef pushed Eatbugs and
Pouncequi ck roughly to one side, then turned to Bitefast.

"You and this dribbling me'nre,” he barked, indicating Longtooth, "take these two down to the

M ddl e Cataconbs. They're not to go anywhere else until | say so. Mg, no one else!" Bitefast
nodded. "Good. I'mgoing to take the clever one here for a special audience. | think you-know who
will be interested in him Now nove!" Wth this he propelled Tailchaser up the tunnel, and the
other C awguard herded Fritti's conpani ons off toward a side tunnel

Tai | chaser turned as he was pushed forward and call ed back over his shoulder: "I'Il be back for
you, Pounce, don't worry! Take care of him Eatbugs!"

Scratchnail dealt hima stinging pawblow to the side of the head that brought noisture to his
eyes.

"Fool!" rasped the beast.
TAI LCHASER S SONG
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The winding way led farther down into the earth. The tunnel they traveled was strewn with rocks
and bits of bone, and wet things that made Fritti wi nce when he stepped on them He had to scrape
against the dirt walls to avoid contact with the terrifying C aw chief.

Now t he shaft pitched down steeply. The faint glow of the walls was interrupted by splashes of

bl ue-and-purple light that seened to be reflected fromfarther down the tunnel. Stepping along the
sl opi ng pat hway, Tail chaser also noticed a change in the air—+t was becom ng rmuch colder. Wthin
twenty steps the chill had sharpened, and the ground underneath his pads seened hard, perhaps
frozen. Wth Scratchnail beside him he ducked to pass beneath the | ow roof. Wen he raised his
head again he found that they had passed into a great chanber—the Seat of Vastnir. They had cone
to the Cavern of the Pit ... the heart of the nound.

The cavern was hi gh-doned, the ceiling dark and distant. Around a central pit fissures in the
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ground spewed forth indigo light, stark beanms glaring up through the mist of the cavern floor. The
wal | s above were honeyconbed with grottoes and tunnels, and everywhere dark shapes streanmed in and
out, bustling around the wide rimof the pit and clinbing up the jagged stones to disappear into
t he hol es above.

Fritti could see the plume of his breath in the icy air. Cold like this so far underground was
terribly wong—but what was not in this nightmare pl ace?

Movi ng forward at Scratchnail's harsh insistence, he | ooked nowto the pit, and the massive shape
that rose fromit, domi nating the subterranean chanber. As he neared, wonder turned to horror

Up fromthe dark m st-shrouded center of the pit rose a squirm ng nass, a heaving pile of smal
bodi es that protruded above the edge of the huge hole in the cavern floor like a volcano rising in
a deep can-
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yon. The squirm ng mountain was a nass of aninmal s—tortured, dying, many already dead. Cats and
fla-fa'az, Squeakers, Praere, Gow ers and R kchi kchi k, the heap of withing beasts gave forth a
mllion ghost-faint sounds. Many of the creatures were nai med or di smenbered; closer to the
bottom nobst were not even noving. The stench penetrated Tai khaser's nose, and he gagged. He
slunmped to the cold ground, the nist billowing up around him hiding for a nonent the terrible
sight. Scratchnail |eaned down and butted himwith his wi de, flat head.

"Step up, now, you sinpering beetle. You' re about to nmeet Hi s Lordship."

Weak in the knees and stomach, Fritti was prodded and dragged forward to the edge of the pit. He
wanted to cl ose his eyes. Instead, repul sed yet fascinated, he stared out at the squirmng
mount ai n, at the thousands of blank eyes and m ndl essly saggi ng nouths puffing little jets of
vapor.

The C awguard stepped up beside him "Your M ghtiness! Your hunble servant has brought you

sonmet hing!" Scratchnail's voice grated and echoed fromthe towering walls.

"Ch. You have, have you. . . ?" bubbled a grotesque, suety voice. "Throwit in with the rest.

"Il eat it later." A gigantic, dark shape—heretofore invisible at the top of the pile of

bodi es—+turned its head and opened vast, eggshell-white eyes. Blind eyes.

Tai khaser gave a bleat of fright and | eaped backward agai nst the stone-hard body of Scratchnail
Cowering between the Cawguard's legs, Fritti forgot for a nmonent even his fear and hatred of the
chieftain—+the thing atop the pit blewall else fromhis mnd |like a screeching w nd.

It Has a cat. Twenty, fifty, a hundred tines bigger than hinmsell. Tailchaser could not tell; its
swol | en body was so massive that its tiny |legs could not reach
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past to lift it. It lay, bloated and suprenely powerful, on the peak of the wiggling flesh-nmound
"No, Great One, it is not to eat ... yet." Fritti heard Scratchnail's voice, distant, uninportant.

"This is one of the ones you sensed, G eat One. Do you renenber?"

The hi deous creature pivoted its neckless head until the blank, dead eyes were facing the

shi vering Tai khaser. The nostrils fl ared.

"Ch, yes .. ." said the voice slowy, a sound like nud splattering on stone. "W renenber now. Did
it have conpani ons? Wiere are they?" The voice took a sharper tone.

"He had two, O Lord." Scratchnail sounded nervous. "A kitten, Lord, a little newing kitten, and a
crazed old torn, filthy as sun and flowers. But this one, this is the one you want. There's
sonething to this one. I'm. . . I'msure of it."

"Ahhh," burbled the giant, and rolled back slightly onto its side, as if to think. It poked its
round head down toward the pile on which it lay, but could not overcone its own bul k. A | ook of
annoyance creased the vast brow, and suddenly three O awguard, who had been watching wth di smay
fromthe opposite edge of the pit, |eaped down into the hole. They quickly plucked the struggling
formof a cat out of the midst of the heap and scranbled up to the nonster. As they clanbered over
his belly he opened his nouth conplacently. The wiggling, yowing cat was dropped in. Crunching
sounds were heard as the great cat began to chew, and a | ook of contentnent crossed the blind
face.

As Tai khaser | ooked on hel pl essly, the beast swallowed, then turned its attention back toward him
once nore.

"Now, " it dripped, "let us see what kind of Folk threaten our designs." There was a shocking jolt.
Tai khaser felt for a monent as if a huge mouth had picked hi mup and shaken him Then came a fiery
216
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pain, and sonething bored into his mnd. Digging, burrowing, it tore through his thoughts,
knocki ng them asunder—t waded through hopes and dreans and ideas; it carelessly crushed notions
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as it passed. An invisible force held Tailchaser to the spot. He contorted and howl ed as the mind
of the beast invaded him

When it was over he lay stunned and quivering on the icy earth beside the pit. A stabbing pain
ebbed and surged behind his forehead. Finally Scratchnail spoke. Hi s voi ce sounded subdued.

"Well, Geat Master?"

The shape above the pit yawned, show ng bl ackened teeth. A brief flare of light enpurpled the
scabby gray fur.

"This little bug is nothing. There are suggestions, yes—hints—but no power to speak of. It can do
not hi ng. You say its conpani ons are harm ess?”

"This was the only one with even a trace of anything different, Lord, |I swear it."
"Well . . ." There was a bored finality nowin the |iquid heaviness of the creature's speech
"Take it away. Kill it, or put it to work digging tunnel s—we do not care."

The O aw chieftain dragged Fritti to a standing position, then forced himtoward a doorway out of
the cavern.

"Clawguard!" called the bloated thing. Scratchnail whirled and bobbed subserviently.

"Yes, Master of All?"

"Next tinme, do not so lightly disturb the neditations of Lord Hearteater." The nilky eyes glinted.
Bobbi ng and choki ng, Scratchnail hurried Tail-chaser out of the Cavern of the Pit.

Stunbling and stupefied, Tailchaser was driven through the |abyrinthine corridors of Vastnir. H's
capt or dogged his footsteps and did not speak. Although he felt spirit-broken, still Fritti's mnd
was awhirl with the thought of what he had seen
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Hearteater! Lord Hearteater of the Firstborn! Fritti had seen Gizraz Hearteater, the ancient
eneny of the Fol k. He had heard himspeak! A fit of shivering wacked his weakened body as he

t hought of the huge, blind thing lolling in the cavern behind t hem

He had to get word to Fencewal ker and the others . . . somehow. The Court of Harar nust know of
the danger . . . whatever good it m ght do. How could they defend thensel ves agai nst such power,
such terrible mnions? Hundreds of the fierce Cawguard were in the main caverns al one—there was
no way of knowi ng how many nore lurked in this insect nest of tunnels and caves.

How can | do anything anyway? he thought bitterly. |I'munder sentence of death.

His mind turned finally to Scratchnail, whose hot breath even now feathered his tail. Tail chaser
dimy recalled that Scratchnail had been sonehow enbarrassed before the terrifying Hearteater
Surely the O awguard | eader woul d not suffer Fritti to live after that?

Li npi ng, pondering, Tailchaser felt a gust of dry air ruffle his face-fur. He | ooked up. Here the
tunnel was dark, alnmost lightless. Fritti could faintly see forms nmoving toward themin the shaft
ahead.

Wth startling swiftness, Scratchnail reached his hook-tal oned paw forward and sl ammed Tai |l chaser
agai nst the side of the passageway. For a noment he had to strain to catch his breath. As he
wheezed hel pl essly he heard a strange rustling, a creaking as of old tree |inbs, and suddenly the
tunnel was full of whispering shadows.

Several dark shapes passed by. Tailchaser could faintly see tails and ears, but all seened shadowy

and indistinct. The air was full of choking dust and a cloying, sweet snell. Beside him
Scratchnail |owered his head respectfully and averted his gaze. A faint sibilance, as of dry,
powdery speech, fluttered in the
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air; then the strange shapes had passed up the corridor

As Fritti regained his breath Scratchnail stared up the passageway w th burning eyes.

"The Boneguard," whispered the dark beast. "The Master's cl osest servants."”

At the mouth of a cross-tunnel —ndistinguishable by Fritti fromthe countless others they had
passed—Scrat chnai |l hal t ed.

"I don't know what your secret is,

he grow ed, heavy brows shadowi ng his eyes, "but | know

there's sonething there. I will not nmake the m stake of taking you before the Fat One again
wi t hout knowing what it is, but I will find out. The Master can make ni stakes, and | believe you
are one of them" The chief snorted angrily. "Watever your little secret is, | will force it out

of you. In the neantine, you can keep your niserable self occupied. Get in there." Scratchnai
extended a nal forned paw, indicating the hole near Tail chaser

Screwi ng up his courage—apparently he was to live a little while longer! —Fritti asked: "Were are
my friends?"

"Filling the bellies of the Toothguard, if | don't return soon. Keep your nose out. You'll have
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enough to worry about just saving your own wetched pelt. Now, nove!" The chief gave Fritti a
fierce shove that sent himstunbling into the opening behind him He lost his footing on the

i nclined gravel surface and found hinsel f skidding and tunbling down into deeper darkness. As he
rolled to a halt he heard Scratchnail's voice scrape down to him "I'Il be back to see you soon
enough, never fear." A coughing chuckl e bounded down the shaft.

It took some noments for Tailchaser to accustom hinself to the al nost total absence of light. He
was in a chanmber of rock: he could see the dark forms of other cats huddled at the extrenities of
t he cham

TAI LCHASER S SONG

219

ber. The stone cavern walls sweated noisture, and the air was hot and danp.

Scores of emaci ated, dead-eyed Fol k | ay about him Mst, sunk deep in misery, did not even | ook up
at the new arrival. As Tail chaser slunk along the wall—hunting for another exit, or a place to
lie dowmm—sonme of the cats snarled weakly up at him as if he were intruding on their territory,
but it was a perfunctory sort of resistance. The thought of the Folk crammed into this tiny space,
forced to live next to and on top of each other in sweltering heat, brought anger to Tail chaser's
spirit once nore.

As he stepped across the sprawl ed bodies, Fritti was halted by the tones of a famliar voice. He
scanned the faces and shapes of those around him but saw no one he recogni zed. Neither could he
sunmon a name to match the menory. He was about to continue across the cavern when his gaze
touched on the cat who lay at his feet.

Thi s one was shrunken, thin as a ferret. H s sunken, bleary eyes stared hopelessly up at Fritti.
It was this nmunbling apparition whose voi ce had stopped him and now Tail chaser sucked in a deep

breath of surprise as recognition swept him it was young Junptall, one of the delegates fromthe
Meeting Wall Cdan to the Court. He | ooked on the verge of death!

“Junmptal I!'" said Fritti. "It's me, Tailchaser! Do you renenber nme?" For a nmonent Junptall | ooked
on unconprehendingly; then his eyes slowy focused.

"Tail chaser?" he nmunbl ed. "Tailchaser from.. . honme?" Fritti bobbed his head encouragingly. "Ch."

Junptal |l closed his eyes, weakened, and was silent for a nonent. When he opened them a spark of
conpr ehensi on was there.

"I don't understand," he said. "But . . . luckier if you'd died ..."
Junptall's eyes closed again; he refused to say any nore.
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Roof shadow crouched in the shelter of an overhanging rock, watching the flurrying snow The chill
air nade her feel dizzy. She wanted desperately to get up; to run and keep running until she was
out of this horrible forest—far away fromthe terrible, throbbing nmound that was the source of al
di stress.

When they had been attacked by night, given only scant warning by the appearance of the crazed
wool |y cat, she had run with her friends—-had run wildly. For all her seasons of hunting, she had
been pani cked, frenzied. At one point she had al nost knocked down little Pouncequick in her
overwhel mi ng desire to escape. The shame of that still hurt her nore than her wounds.

As they ran, sonething had seized her, knocking her from her paws—she had grappled with sonething
| arge, but by scratching and tw sting had nanaged to pull free. Bolting into the deep brush, she
had | ain hidden for some tine, hearing the sound of flight and pursuit carrying on into the night.
Not until the first rays of Spreading Light had she forced herself to crawm forth and | ook for a
hi di ng pl ace out of the cold.

She had been hurt by the thing that had grabbed her: her hind |l eg was very pai nful —she coul d not
put her full weight on it, and had |inped a | ong way over frosty ground before |ocating the

wi ndbreak. She had lain for two full nights and days, sick, feverish, too weak to go hunting.

Her conpani ons were gone—eaptured, probably, or killed—and at this nmonent all she wanted to do was
go far away: to disappear into the southern forests and never think of this terrible place ever
again. But at the nonment she could go nowhere. Her instincts told her to stay put. She needed to
heal .

The thought of Tail chaser and Pouncequi ck had stirred her for a nonent, and she lifted her head
and scented the air. Then a shooting pain contorted
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her face, and she laid her chin back down on the cold earth and pulled her tail over her nose and
eyes.

Deep underground, in the nazes of Vastnir, Fritti Tailchaser was learning a few of the secrets of
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the mound. Junptall, his acquaintance from nesting days, was too weak to talk nuch, but with the
hel p of a young cat named Pawgrip he had been able to explain some puzzling things to Fritti.

" You see, the Cawguard are nostly just the bullyboys. They're fierce enough, Harar knows,"
said Pawgrip with a grinmace, "but they don't nake any decisions. Even their chiefs don't nake
many, | don't suppose."

"What do you nean?" asked Tail chaser

"They can't even hunt unl ess soneoae tells themto. Wiskers! No one even nmakes me'nre in this
ghastly ant heap unl ess sonebody gi ves hi m perm ssion."

"And you say that there are others? Qther creatures?" Fritti thought of the shadowy Boneguard and
shook hi nsel f nervously.

"Hi ssbl ood and his Toothguard,"” whispered Junp-tall in a quavering voice. He coughed.

"They' re bad, sure enough," assented Pawgrip. "They're even uglier—and nore wong, if you know
what | mean—than the C aws. They just seemto skul k around and keep everybody behavi ng. Even nost
of the C awguard seem scared of them"

Tai |l chaser was puzzled. "But where do they all conme fron? |'ve never seen or heard of any Fol k
like them"

Junptal |l shook his head, and Pawgri p answered. "No one has. No one knows. But you-knowwho . . ."
Here the little cat lowered his voice and | ooked around. "You-know who can do all Kkinds of thing

Mat e Fol k and Growl ers? Wrse things than that have happened down here. ..." Pawgrip trailed off
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significantly. Unnerved by the reference to Hearteater, whose presence still |oomed huge and

frightening in his menory, Fritti got up and stretched. He wal ked to the entrance of their cel
and | ooked up the shaft.

"But why the digging?" he wondered al oud. Behind himJunptall raised himself up on his forepaws
and swayed weakly.

"Cats weren't neant to dig," he said with surprising strength. "Killed Earpoint. Killed

St reanmhopper.” Junptall shook his head sadly.

He | ooks nore ancient than old Snfflick, thought Fritti. How did it happen? He is scarcely ol der
than | am

"Always digging they are ... or rather, we are," said Pawgrip. "Should think they'd have enough
nasty tunnels by now "

"Then why?" persisted Tail chaser

"l don't know," admitted Pawgrip, "but if they keep digging |like they have been, soon all the
tunnels will come together. The whole world will fall into their holes."

"Kill ed Streamhopper " muttered Junptall sadly, "killing ne .
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CHAPTER

Here sighs and cries and wails coiled and recoiled on the starless air, spilling nmy soul to tears.
A confusion of tongues and nonstrous accents toiled in pain and anger. Voi ces hoarse and shril

and sounds of blows . . .tumult and pandenoniumthat still whirl on the air.

—Pante Alighieri

After a |long passage of sleepless tine for Fritti, several C awguard cane to the mouth of the
prison cave and summoned the captives out to work. Wining and huffing, they scranbled one after
anot her up the steep shaft. Fritti was surprised to see nany of the Folk noving at all, let alone
meki ng the strenuous clinb, but Pawgrip expl ained that no one was fed unless he could cl anber out.
Those who could no | onger nmanage the ascent would remain in the small cavern until they died.
Junptall, with help from Tail chaser and Pawgrip, nmanaged to struggle up the sloping entranceway.
At the top they all made a hurried nmeal of insects and grubs, then the waiting daws bullied them
into a straggling line and led themthrough a seem ngly endl ess succession of tunnels.

They were delivered over to Snoutscar, a heavy O aw whose fur clung patchy and sparse over his
muscul ar body. Snoutscar sent the prisoners, in bands of three and four, down a tangle of short
tunnels that led out fromthe central underground chanber. Tailchaser found hinself paired with
two ol der cats, both of them so weary and bedraggl ed that they could not nuster energy for
conversati on.
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As they reached the nouth of their designated tunnel, Fritti turned and asked, of no one in
particular: "But what do we do?" Snoutscar wheel ed around, snacking Tailchaser with a flailing
paw. Fritti crashed to the ground, and Snoutscar's knobby face, crisscrossed with the whitened
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mar ks of many battles, |oomed over him

"Il have no sun-worns questioning ne! Is that clear?" he raged. H s body stank

"Yes!" quailed Tailchaser, "I just didn't understand!"

"You'll dig is what you'll do, and you'll dig hard, sun burn you! And you'll be finished when I
say that you are. Do you see?" Fritti nodded his head niserably. "Good," continued Snhoutscar
"because I'Il have my eye on you fromnow on, and if | catch you shirking I'll have your tongue
out. Now dig!"

Fritti ran to rejoin his tunnel mates, who were cringing at the attention that had been turned in
their direction. They gave Tail chaser reproachful |ooks as they all clinbed down into the tunnel
The rest of the day passed in danp, steany misery. Tailchaser and his two conpani ons scraped away
at the end of a small tunnel, using the claws and feet that Meerclar had never intended for this
kind of activity to scratch the hard, claylike soil. It was nobnotonous, spine-bending work. In
such a confined place Fritti could find no confortable position for extended digging, and before
the day was hal f over he began to ache.

They paused briefly at midday. Fritti tried unsuccessfully to clean the packed earth fromhis sore
paws and bl eedi ng, | acerated pads. After what seened |like nmere nonents of rest they were ordered
back into their tunnel

As tinme wore on Fritti found himself wanting only to lie down and sleep: if they killed him what
difference would it nake? It woul d happen sooner or |ater anyway. But when he had al nost convi nced
hi nsel f
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the snarling head of Snoutscar woul d appear, blocking the entrance to the burrow, eyes glittering
and nmouth twi sted. Tailchaser would redouble his efforts, digging rapidly and painfully long after
t he head had di sappeared agai n.

The two ol der Folk at his side had mastered a relentless but unhurried pace; toward the end of the
digging time Fritti finally began to imtate them At |ast Snoutscar ordered themup fromthe
tunnels. The paw and bone-weary group shanbl ed back to their prison hole, escorted by harrying

Cl awguar d.

Hal f-tunbl i ng down the incline, Tailchaser fell alnost immediately into a deep, overwhel ning

sl eep.

Deeper in the Cataconbs, with hundreds of junps of earth and rock between thensel ves and the sun
Pouncequi ck and Eat bugs had fared no better than Fritti.

As Tail chaser had been led unwillingly away, Longtooth and Bitefast had shoved and threatened the
two renmai ni ng conpani ons down into a cave several |evels below There they had been instructed to
stay until Scratchnail should return and decide what to do with them Unlike Fritti in the cave to
whi ch he was eventual |y | ed, Pouncequick and the old cat found thenselves the sole inhabitants of
their prison—but cracked and split bones strewn across the dark floor suggested that they were not
the first inhabitants.

After what had seened |i ke Hours of solitude a soft snuffling sound broke the cavern's silence.
Certain that it was the dawguard returning to kill them Pouncequick stiffened hinself against
the far wall of the hole, ready to resist that final departure.

A strange, pal e shape appeared in the entrance of their prison cave. Pouncequi ck's inmediate
relief—this was obviously not the O aws—was quickly replaced by a disturbing chill—a strange

feeling, like
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putting one's nose into a nest of scurrying white ternmites. Eatbugs, in fitful sleep at the other
end of the tiny grotto, pitched and quivered as the shape advanced into the chanmber. Pouncequi ck
strained to focus on the intruder

What was wrong with its fur?

The creature had none. Cat-shaped, it was as hairless as a newborn kitten. At first, wldly,
Pouncequi ck thought it nust be sone kind of nobnstrous infant—its eyes were seal ed shut, as were
the eyes of the Fol k when they energed fromthe wonb. The thing turned toward Pouncequi ck, huge
nostrils dilating. Then, in a high, whispering voice, it spoke.

" Ahhhhhhh. The little newconmer . . . how nicccce of you to join usssssss."” Its speech was
sibilant, like the voice of a hlizza. As it drew nearer Pouncequick could see that it had no eyes
at all, just folds of skin below the brow He pushed hinself farther away, arching his back.
"Wh-what do y-you want with us?" quavered the kitten

"Chhh ... it knowsss the Higher Sssinging . . .?" The thing gave a sinister giggle which turned to
a yawn showing a mouthful of long, thin teeth, like ivory pine needles. "WlIl, little sssurface-
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Sssqueaker"—it grinned—if you nusst know, | have cone to take you to Massster Hi ssssblood, who
earnessstly des-siress to neet a fassscinating young torn like your-ssself."

"H H H Hi ssbl ood?" sai d Pouncequi ck, hiccoughing with fright.

"One of the great |ordsss of the Toothguard, yesss. A very great power in the nound. Hi sssbl ood
yearnss to know what nmakess you and your conpani onsss ssso awmfully interesting to Chief
Ssscratchnail. You sssee, little wormfriend, Master Hi sssbhlood and your O awguard friend are,
shall we ssay, friendly rivalsss." Again the eyel ess Toot hguard reveal ed that thicket
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of gleanming teeth, and noved toward the terrified kitten, his furless skin bagging and winkling
as he slouched cl oser.

"Nipslither!!" booned a voice. "I expected your nole-nuzzling master would send you!"

The Toot hguard | eaped back, startled, large nostrils flaring. "Ssscratchnail!" he hissed. The

Cl awguard captain had cone silently down the entranceway, and now bl ocked the only exit fromthe
smal | cavern

"Doesn't your master think I know better than to trust those witless mnions of mne? Ha!"
Scratchnai|l barked a hoarse | augh

"Don't try to hinder ne, you oaf!" whispered N pslither. "I ssshall nake you pay for it if you
do." His tone brought the fur up on Pouncequick's back, but Scratchnail only emitted a rasp of

di sgust and | owered his head as the Toot hguard began a slow, circling novenment. Wthout warning
Ni pslither |eaped forward, fangs bared, to be met by the rearing Cawguard. There was a great
outrush of breath as they cane together

Crouched against the cold stone, Pouncequick watched w de-eyed as the two figures withed and spat
on the floor of the tiny cavern. In the darkness he could only glinpse the conbat as it boil ed
fromwall to wall-here a gl eam of wi cked teeth, there the spotted underbelly of Scratchnail, bared
for a noment. The creatures' two tail s—ene bl ack, the other naked and coiling—tw ned about each
other |ike nmaddened serpents.

There was a brief flurry of thunmping noises, a yow of pain, and then Scratchnail was |ungi ng down
to catch Nipslither in his heavy jaws, to grasp the hairless beast's throat. The C awguard
chieftain's mghty neck muscle junped and pul sed—a short, cracki ng sound—and Scratchnail's eneny
sagged. The bl ack beast dropped the body of the Toothguard. It lay, kicking feebly for a nonent,
then was still.
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Scratchnail turned to the cowering Pouncequi ck. The C awguard's body was sleek with blood, but he
seermed to give it no nore notice than rainwater.

"You don't know how | ucky you are, little sun-rat!" he grated. "Hi ssblood would bring you to a
world of sorrow. Now, you and the old dirt-fur"—he indicated Eat bugs, who had sl ept through
everything—"you just do what you're told. 1'll be back to check on you." Scratchnail disappeared

up the entranceway w thout a backward gl ance at Pouncequi ck or Eatbugs or the broken, eyeless
thing on the cavern fl oor

Many Hours |ater, Bitefast cane to take Pouncequick out to dig. Bitefast's face was swoll en:
Scratchnail's punishment for laxity. Eatbugs could not be roused fromsleep, and the linping O aw,
in a foul tenper, bit the old cat on his matted ear hard enough to draw bl ood. Eatbugs still did
not wake, although the shallow rise and fall of his chest showed that he still lived. Irked by
this failure—and perhaps fearful of nore punishment-Bitefast treated little Pouncequick in bruta
fashion as he forced himout to |abor

Pounce was assigned to a slave work gang, and spent |ong periods of hot, breathless tine
scrabbling at dirt tunnel walls with his small paws.

What seened |ike days went by; Pouncequick's world narrowed to a repetitive nightmare of digging,
followed by solitude in the tiny cave at the end of the work period. Eatbugs remmined in a stupor,
not rising either to eat or pass ne'nre, and show ng only occasi onal novenent. Their C awguard
captors decided that he had given up his will to survive, and left himundisturbed in the smal
rock chanber when Pounce was harried forth to the excavati ons.

One day, while being I ed by Longtooth through the massive cavern that stood behind the G eater
Gate of Vastnir, Pouncequick thought he saw Tail chaser
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The cat who appeared to be his friend was with a large press gang of slave Fol k, and appeared
bound for one of the outer tunnels. Pouncequick called out excitedly, but if it was Tailchaser the
di stance was too great, for the cat with the white star on his forehead did not turn. Pouncequick
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received a stinging paw slap across the nuzzle from Longtooth. and was kept |onger at his digging
t han usual

When he was returned to his jail that night, Pounce-quick began to seriously consider the fact
that he m ght never see Tail chaser again. He had alreadv | ost Roofshadow. He saw no way that he
could ever escape fromthe nound

Up until that nonent he had hoped, deep in his nind, that the whol e experience was a bad dream a
phantom But finally, Pouncequick realized, his eyes were open. He knew now where he was. He knew
he woul d remain there until his death.

There was sonething curiously |iberating about this know edge. In a way, it was as if sonewhere,
deep inside, a part of himhad been set free to run beneath the sky—teaving only his body behind.
For the first tine since being taken by the C aw guard, he slept peacefully.

In the shadow of the trees at the edge of Ratleaf Forest, with the sun of Snaller Shadows di m and
renote in the winter sky, Roofshadow | ooked out across the dimvalley at the squat shape of the
nmound.

Al t hough she was now wel|l enough to travel +the twinge in her hind | eg al nost gone—she had felt
inmpelled to cone for one |last | ook down on the agent of her unhappi ness.

Vastnir crouched like a living thing, waiting for its proper nonment to rise up and strike. She
felt its pulse working in her stomach, nauseating her. Roof shadow wanted nothing nore than to
turn, now, and go. Somewhere, she knew, there were forests
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untainted by this blight—lean, deep forests. If the sickness spread, well, there were places it

woul d not reach in her lifetinme.

Al'l through the dark afternoon, Roofshadow | ooked down upon the hated mound. When darkness cane
she found a hiding place and sl ept.

At first light she was staring down at Vastnir again. Thinking.
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CHAPTER

I feel

The link of nature draw ne: flesh of flesh, Bone of nmy bone thou art, and fromthy state M ne
never shall be parted, bliss or woe.

—John Mlton

In his dream Tail chaser was standing at the very pinnacle of a tall needle of rock, hundreds of
junps above a mi sty forest. Looking down from his perch, he could hear the sounds of creatures
hunting for himin the msts bel ow—+thin noises of speech that drifted up into his ears. It was
cold on the rock; it seemed as if he had been on it forever. Below, the frozen green sea of forest
stretched infinitely into the distance.

Al t hough he knew he was in danger, Fritti felt no fear, but only a sense of the dull inevitable:
soon the searchers woul d exhaust the hiding places in the woods bel ow, inescapably their attention
would turn to the spire. The burning eyes would gather at the bottom then nove upward. .
Looking out into the swirling fogs that blurred the separation of earth and sky, Fritti saw an odd
pattern in the vapors: a strange, spiraling nexus. Wth the speed and conpl et eness natural to
dreanms it resolved itself into a white cat, spinning and spinning as it approached his eyrie. It
was not the white cat of his Firsthone hallucination, though. As the revolving shape neared it
became Eyeshimrer, Cel-var'iz of the First-walkers.
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Hovering before Fritti, Eyeshimer sang out in a high, keening voice: "Even the Garrin fears
sonething . . . even the Garrin fears ..."

Suddenly, a great wi nd blew up, setting the m sts dancing. Eyeshinmer whirled off into the

bl ackness. The wi nd swept through the trees, and around Tail chaser's rock. He could hear sounds of
fear and despair fromthe hunters below. Finally, there were only the rushing fogs, and the
roaring of wind and | ost voi ces.

Tai | chaser awoke on the hot, mpoist floor of his prison, mired in the sleeping bodies of his fellow
captives. He tried to hold on to the dream shards that were even now nelting away like frost in

t he sun.

Eyeshi mrer. What had the Cel-var'iz told himthat day, so |ong ago? They had been taking | eave
from Qui vercl aw and hi s wal kers.

" Everyone flees fromthe bear . . . but sonetinmes the bear has bad dreams. ..." In the dream
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Eyeshi nrer had nentioned the Garrin, the bear, also—but what did it mean? Surely nothing about a
real Garrin? "Everyone flees fromthe bear ..." Could it nean Hearteater? Bad dreans .. . was
there sonething that even Lord Hearteater feared? Wat?

Fritti's thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the Cawguard. In the ensuing confusion, the
reluctant rising and the scranble up the entranceway to a neager breakfast, Tailchaser's dream
faded back into his mind, dissolved by cruel reality.

Aboveground an Eye had opened, shut, and opened again since Fritti had cone to Vastnir Mund. The
brutal routine, harsh punishments, and hi deous surroundi ngs had pounded nost of the resistance
fromhim He rarely thought of his friends: his inability to help themor hinself was as terrible
as his inprisonnent; to dwell on it was nore galling than to sink into the nud with all the
others, to fight over grubs and squabbl e over a place to eat, and to keep an eye
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opened at all times for the Cawguard. Or the Toothguard. It was easier not to care; to live from
noment to nonent.

Once a nuted hiss had run through the ranks of <he tunnel slaves: "The Boneguard is comng!" The
rustling shadows had cone forward froma di sused tunnel, and the |light had seened to dim Al of
the other captive Fol k had thrown thensel ves to the ground, their eyes tightly shut—even the

Cl awguard had | ooked nervous, their fur bristling. Fritti had felt a nomentary urge to renain
standing, to face up to whatever awful truth scared even their hul king captors, but as the strange
voi ces and the cloying, spicy snell had wafted toward himhis | egs had becone weak, and he, too,
had sunk down—not | ooking up until Hearteater's chosen were gone. Thus, in the |arge things and
the small, little by little, Fritti's spirit was broken to the nound.

Smal | alliances were nade anong the captives, the cats' natural al oofness giving way slightly
under the strain of the situation, but these conradeships were transitory, gone with the first

di spute over food, or roomto stretch out for a noment. There were few diversions and very little
cheer.

One endl ess night, though, as the captives lay in their underground cave, soneone called for a
story. The audacity of this request nade several captives |ook around fearfully for the aws: it
seenmed as t hough soneone woul d nove to prevent such a straightforward pleasure as this. Wen no
one appeared, the call was repeated. Earnotch, a battered old tabby from Rootwood, agreed to try.
For a long time he stared intently at his paws, then with a last, quick ook to the entrance
shaft, began.

"Once, long ago—+ong, |ong ago—tord Firefoot found hinself on the shores of the Qu cef, the

Bi gwater. He desired to cross, for he had heard runors that those Fol k who dwelt on the other side-
di staff descendants of his cousin, Prince Skystone—
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lived in a land of great beauty and plentiful hunting. Well, there he sat on the banks of the

Bi gwat er, and wondered how to reach the other side.

"After a while, he called for Pfefirrit, a prince of the fla-fa'az who owed hima favor from days
gone by. Pfefirrit, a heron of great size, cane down and hovered overhead—but not too close to the
great hunter.

" "What may | do for you, O cleverest cat? he asked. Lord Firefoot told him and the bird-prince
flew away.

"When he returned, the sky at his tail was full of fla-fa' az of every description. At their
prince's command, they all flew down close to the Qu' cef and began to beat their w ngs, naking a
m ghty wind. The wind blew so cold that the water soon froze over

"Tangal oor Firefoot set out, the fla-fa' az noving before him turning the Bigwater to ice in his
path so that he could wal k across. Wen they reached the far side, Pfefirrit swooped down and
said: 'That pays for all, cat-lord,' and then flew away.

"Well, cu' nre-le, several days later Lord Firefoot had explored all the far country. It was indeed
| ovely, but he found the inhabitants to be strange and sonewhat sinplem nded Fol k, nuch given to
talking and little to doing. He had resolved to cross back over to his own | and, and so he made
his way to the water's edge.

"The Bigwater was still hard and frosted, and he noved out onto it to walk hone. It was a |ong
way, though—not for kittenplay is it naned the Bi gwater—and when he was in the mddle the ice
began to nelt. Firefoot ran, but it had been too long, and the Q' cef nelted beneath him dropping
himinto the icy water.

"He swamfor a long tinme in the terrible cold, but his great heart would not give up. He struggl ed
on toward | and. Then, suddenly, he | ooked up to find a
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$reat fish with a fin on its back—and nore fangs than the Toot hguard—sw mring in circles around
hi m

"*Well, well," said the fish, "what is this tender norsel that | find swi mrmng about in nmy home? |
won-ler if it tastes as good as it |ooks.'

Now, Firefoot had been in despair when he saw :he size of the fish, but when it spoke he was
suddenly filled with joy, for he saw a way out of all his troubles.

" 'l amcertainly good-tasting!' said Lord Tangaloor. 'All of the swinmring cats are tender in the
extrene. It would be a shane, though, if you ate ne.'

" "And why is that?' said the i mense fish, swi mmng closer

" 'Because if you devour nme, there will be no one to show you the sunlit cove where ny people live
and sport in the water all the tinme, and where a great fish such as yourself could eat and eat and
never have his fill.’

" "Hmmm ' nused the fish. "And if | spare you, will you show nme where the swimring cats |ive?

" '"COf course,' said Firefoot. '"Just let ne clinb onto your back that | may see the way better.' So
sayi ng, he clanmbered onto the fish's huge, finned back and they swam on

"As they approached the far side of the Q' cef, the fish demanded to know where the cove of the
SWi mm ng cats was.

" "Just alittle farther, I amsure,' Firefoot said; so on they went, until they were very close
to the shore. Again the fish denmanded to know the pl ace.
""Just a little closer in,' said Lord Tangal oor. They came closer still to the shore, until—-ef a

sudden—t he water becane so shallow that the giant fish found he was unable to nove farther
forward. Then he di scovered he was too far aground to nove backward, either, and could only roar
in anger as Fire-foot |eaped off his back and waded to the sand.
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" '"Thank you for the ride, Master Fish!' he said. '"As a matter of fact, I'"'mafraid we do very
little swimm ng where | cone from but we do like to eat! | amgoing to find a few other of ny

Fol k, and then we are going to return and dine on you the way you woul d have on us!'

"And they did. This is why, fromthat time forward, no cat has willingly entered the water

and we eat only those fish we can catch without getting wet."

The prisoners | aughed as Earnotch finished his story-song. For a nmonent it was as though all the
rocks and earth between those Fol k and the sky had nelted away, and they were singing together
beneat h Meer-clar's Eye.

The mound never slept. Like a hive of maddened insects, the labyrinth of tunnels and caves was
alive with strange forns and unheard cries. The pale light of the Ium nous earth made the nain
corridors and caverns a shadow play of teenming, flickering ghosts. Elsewhere there were unlit
pat hs as dark as the spaces between worl ds—but even in these black, desol ate places unseen shapes
nmoved, and sourcel ess w nds bl ew.

The nmound had not been long in the eye of the sun. Scarcely half a dozen seasons had swept by
above since the blistered earth of the valley floor had first begun to rise, swelling like a tree
limb seeded with wasp's eggs. Like the wound it resenbl ed, the mound covered on the surface the
deeper and nore profound disturbance bel ow. |eagues and | eagues of tunnels stretching out in
capillary profusioli; passing away through the soil, beneath hill and forest and streamin al
directions, like a stupendous, hollow spider's web.

At the center of the web, beneath the blunt dome
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of Vastnir, the cruel, inconprehensible spider tested the strands, his body gross and i nmovabl e,
his mnd questing out to the linmits of his spreading dom nion. Gizraz Hearteater—born of

ol deneye and Sky-dancer, corrupted beneath the earth since the world was young—felt his tine
approaching. He was a. force, and in a world scal ed down by the passing and | essening of the
Firstborn, he was a force to which no other could now conpare. In the heart of his nound he | ay,
and his creatures nultiplied around him spreading outward. The tunnels, too, were spreading,
riddling the surface world from bel ow. Soon there would be no place so renpte that it woul d exceed
his grasp. And the night was his: his creatures, created in the dark of the earth, ruled the

darkness above as well. When the |ast threads were conplete he would also rule the Hours of
brightness. Al he needed was tine, only a slimnonent in conparison to the eons he had waited and
schened . . . and burned. Wat could i npede hi mnow, so near to final sunset? His fam |y and peers

were gone fromthe earth without trace, except in nyth and reverence. He was a power, and where
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was the power that would cone agai nst hinf

H s i nexorable, cold intelligence weighed these argunents and found them solid—-but still he was
not free of a smallest, nost insignificant note of unease. Hearteater threw his mnd outward
agai n: searching, searching.

Si nce sunrise, Roofshadow had been pacing intently back and forth along the tree-sparse edge of
Rat | eaf Forest. To her west, across the broad expanse of valley, lay the slunbering presence of

t he nmound.

Back and forth, soft gray paws laid delicately down one after another, Roof shadow wal ked a carefu
circuit. Her head was hung low, as if her pacing indicated deep thought or nonentous decisions to
be
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made, but in actuality she had al ready nmade her choice.

The sun, sparking the cold air and striking dianond gl eans fromthe snow ground, had passed the
meri di an and was beginning its winter-rapid descent when the gray fela stopped her carefu
treading and tipped an ear toward the earth. She was notionless for |ong seconds—as if the w nd
fromthe nountains above had frozen her, fur and bone, where she stood. Then, shaki ng her head
gently, she lowered a snuffling nose, breathed for a nonent, then suddenly canted her ear again
As if satisfied, she extended her paw, tapped softly on the crusty snow and began to scrape away
the cold white skin of the sleeping earth.

Once through the powdery shell, she | owered her weight onto her back |egs and began to dig in
earnest. The soil was near-frozen and her paws stung, but she continued her rapid novenents,
sending flurries of nmud and rock up from beneath her tail.

The Hour passed, and Roof shadow began to fear she had sensed incorrectly. The ground was hard-
packed and firm nost of her small, slender formwas bel ow the hole's rimwhen, wthout warning, a
spadi ng paw thrust through the bottomof the pit into enptiness beyond.

Warm fetid air rushed up through the aperture, and she reared back in surprise. This was what she
had sought, though. She grimy resuned digging. A short span of scrabbling and she was able to
pass her head and whi skers through the openi ng. Wien she pulled her front paws through she felt a
surge of panic as. for a noment, she was suspended over nothi ngness, dangling hel pl essly. The
unknown dar kness bel ow her becanme a bottonl ess abyss. Her weight pulled her back |egs past the
crunbling rimof the hole. She fell onh a nonent, then touched lightly down on the | oamon a
tunnel fl oor.

She turned her eses briefly back to the hole above
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her. which glowed with the Iight of the setting sun. It seenmed a very snall hole now, although it
was not \ ery far away. It was not far away, but it was behind her

Head down, green eyes wide to gather what little light there was in this dark, unfriendly world,
Roof shadow padded silently down into the earth.

CHAPTER

Fear death?—to feel the fog in ny throat, The mist in ny face.

—Robert Browni ng

Li mpi ng through one of the inmense, stone-arched chanbers, the ragged group of cats shuffled
slowy toward the digging tunnels. Tail chaser searched the bobbing sea of hopel ess animals for
Pawgrip. He located the small, wiry cat at the rear of the marching party, and sl owed down his

al ready | eaden pace until Pawgrip caught up

"Hul 1 o, Tailchaser!" Pawgrip said, a faint echo of his forner sprightliness. "You look a little
stronger. How does that shoul der feel?"

"Better, | suppose,” said Fritti, "but | doubt it will ever truly heal." He raised and shook his
front paw experinmentally.
"Well," said Pawgrip in a conspiratorial tone, "I got a nmessage to that fellow in the upper

Cat aconbs. He sent back to say that he hadn't seen your friends, but he'd keep his eyes open."
Pawgri p gave a weak smile that was neant to be encouragi ng. They were passing beneath one of the
huge i nner gates now, and had to |ower their voices to a whisper. The tunnel walls had becone
closer, and their speech reverberated in a manner sure to attract unwanted attention

"Thank vou for trying, Pawgrip," said Fritti. "How
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*as Junptall feeling this norning?" The Meeting \Sall delegate had refused to rise for work the
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last rv»o tines, and as a consequence had al so not eaten. Badly, |I'mafraid. Just lies there, and
says if he
erinmes he'll lose his tail nane.”

They wal ked silently for a nonment in the mdst of the emaciated, staring-eyed cats. Hul king

Cl awguard nal ked the perinmeter of the disheartened procession, occasionally noving forward to
threaten or prod.

"eJunptall is going to die soon," said Tailchaser. In the world above he woul d have been anmazed to
hear soneone say such a thing in so cal ma voice.

"He is no longer strong enough to live," agreed Pawgrip. "His tail nane is all he has
In a cave on the rock wall above the Greater Gate, Roofshadow | ooked down upon the charnel |ife of
t he nmound.

Dull ed by the strain of counternmanding her instincts, tired and frightened, she had groped her way
steadily down into the throbbing center of the nound.

When the tunnel had ended precipitously, on the wall of the Greater Gate chanmber, she had suddenly
seen the entirety of the wong, the os. The m sshapen guards and sick and dying prisoners bel ow,
the weird lights and noxi ous heat of the air—all this had struck her |ike a pal pable blow as she
reel ed above the cavern

Unabl e to catch her breath for a nonment, she stunbled back fromthe lip of the cave and sl unped, a
shuddering mass, to the darkened fl oor

Far behind her, close to the surface, the pale, twitching nose of one of the blind Toot hguard had
detected a strange thing: an unauthorized tunnel opening to the world above; the soil was newy

di sturbed.
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Escape attenpts were frequent, of course, but invariably they failed. This seened different,

t hough. The keen nostrils of the hairless creature who had di scovered the hol e perceived a curious
fact: something had been digging in, not out. . . .

Sonmewhere deep in Vastnir, a shape appeared from one dark hole and entered a darker one. Heat and
air currents led the shape to what it sought.

"Master Hisssblood!" it called. There was a pause, then

"Sssskinwretch, | have |long sssince ceassed to be entertained by your annoyi ng presssence. | think
| ssshall finally make an end of you."

Even in darkness, the shape's disconfort was recognizabl e.

"Pl eassse, Lord, don't do anything foolissh. | bring you inportant newsss!" Another |ong silence,
and Ski nwetch could snell and feel Hissblood' s approach as clearly as the Fol k aboveground coul d
see in the broadest daylight. He resisted the inpulse to flee.

"What could you tell ne that | might possibly find of value,'you old sssl obberer?"

Hi ssbl ood' s tone suggested inminent, painful death, but Skinwetch recognized his opening and
plunged in: "Only thisss, nmost wonderful Lord, only thisss: sssonething hass tunneled in to
Vassstnir! Ssssone-thing fromthe sssun-world! | found the place where the thing entered, above
the Greater Gate!"

Hi ssbl ood approached, until the heat of his breath raked his cowering subordinate.

"And why ssshould / care?" the | eader of the Toothguard spat—but no\\ there was a subtly reserved

edge to his \oice. "I sssuppose you have told even thing that waJkss. craw sss or digsss between
here and the | ower Cataconbss?"

"No. great Massster!" uhined Skinwretch, pleased that he had guessed correcdy. "l canme ssstraight
to you!"
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Fetch me Nuzziedark. You are sssure it wass an entrance tunnel? If you have misssled me . . .!"
"Ch, no," hastened Skinwetch, choking with fright.

rn posssitive, Lord. Absolutely sssure.”

Then | shall call on Basssst-lnret," said H ssbl ood

a cold, satisfied voice.

"You will involve the Boneguard?" quailed Skin-* retch. Hissblood s teeth snapped, draw ng bl ood
tromthe furless skin.

"I mbecccil e! How dare you even draw breath in nmy presssence? Get out of ny ssnell, you Ilick-

sssl obberer. Get Nuzziedark, then go and crawl under a ssstone sssonewhere until | have forgotten

that you exissst!"
Gaspi ng, Skinwretch fled back into the | esser darkness. Hissblood |Iicked his naked chops.
Trudgi ng back fromthe excavations in the conpany of the other tunnel slaves, a bone-weary
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Tai | chaser | ooked up to see the dark figure of Scratchnail pacing beside him cruel snirk thinning
his black lips.

"Me' fa-o0, star-face," said the C awguard nockingly. "How are you getting along in your new home?"
Tai | chaser did not answer, but continued wal king. Scratchnail did not seem of f ended.

"Still have your pride, do you? Well, that, too, will be attended to—+ haven't forgotten you. Not
at all." Scratchnail stopped for a nonent to stretch, his nottled belly touching briefly on the
cavern floor. Finished, he caught up to Fritti again in an easy | ope.

"We' |l have plenty of time for a chat later,"” he grated. "I just thought |I would come by to make
sure you were still getting your daily constitutional. Wuldn't want you to get fat and

conpl acent, would we, ny little slug?" Scratchnail stared hard at Tail-chaser's stoic posture,
then continued, in a |lower tone: "Sonething is going on just now Al of H ssblood' s little blind
sal ananders are dashi ng about
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as if their nasty little tails were on fire. | just wanted you to know that |'m going to keep an
eye on you, no matter what's happening. | have a feeling this may involve you—+ don't know why.
Don't bother to | ook innocent, just renenber this: I'mgoing to find out about you. I'mgoing to

figure out your secret." Scratchnail turned. "Good dancing, sunworm" The O awguard trotted off.
Fritti stared at the ground as he heard Scratchnail's heavy feet padding away. He could only
wonder what he was going to be nade to suffer for next.

In his cave, only the notionless, unconscious formof Eatbug for company, Pouncequick was in the
throes of a waking dream Although his eyes were closed, he felt as though he were seeing as
clearly as ever he had in the world above.

He felt hinmself standing once nore upon the Slenderleap Ford, the Caterwaul roaring and thrashing
beneath him From his vantage point on the rock span he could see the mound in all its squat
oppressiveness. A hole appeared in its side, and a |ine of dark shapes emerged. They nmoved in a
strange dance, stiff with nalice and alien purpose.

Pouncequi ck heard a | oud, trunpeting sound, as if the sun had found a voice. The dark figures
broke apart; they scurried in disarray, then fell to the ground and passed into the earth. The
rushi ng of the Caterwaul becane | ouder now, and fromout of the waters stepped a great white form
whose outlines were shifting and unclear. It wal ked across the valley. Were the bl ack dancers had
fallen and been swal |l owed up, trees and flowers burst full-grown fromthe earth. The white figure
moved to the nound, and at its touch the vast cairn opened up, revealing itself as a great black
rose, petals shot through with the colors of sunset. In this glowing |light the white figure

dwi ndl ed—o. did not dwi ndle, but was transformed into a mst, and rose upward.
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Suffused with a sense of peace, feeling hinself lifted with the dream nist, Pouncequick did not
realize for some tine that he was being shaken. He unwillingly opened his eyes and saw the bony,

sul l en face of Longtooth, nouth asnarl

"Ch, no, not you too. Bad enough the other one," the Caw rasped, indicating Eatbugs. "Get up—tet
me have a | ook at you." He gave Pouncequick a cursory nose-to-tail inspection. Longtooth |ooked
over his shoulder, then turned to the youngling with a sour face.

"Scratchnail wants nme to keep a close eye on you. The whole nound's in an uproar because someone
got in who wasn't supposed to. | feel sorry for the stupid ne'nre when they get their claws on
him"

Wth a | ook of ignorant pleasure over the probable fate of the intruder, Longtooth settled down on
the cavern floor. Pouncequi ck, although he closed his eyes again, had lost his inspiring dream
DimMy, he heard many creatures passing in the tunnels outside his prison

Tai khaser | ooked unconprehendi ngly at Pawgrip.

"What ?" he asked groggiiy.

"One of the new Folk wants to talk to you. Don't ask ne" said Pawgrip, shaking his head. "Over by
the entrance shaft."

Pawgri p wandered back to his sleeping spot. Fritti, stretching, felt the ache in his shoul der and
the thin pain of hunger in his belly. Stepping as carefully as his tired | egs would pernit, he
made his way through the clutter of sleeping, groaning bodies. Near the front of the large prison-
cavern, squeezed against a wall near the tunnel entrance, a small, gray cat was huddl ed into
itself. As Fritti approached he could hear commotion drifting down fromthe upper |evels. The
smal | cat seened to be shivering.

"Me' fa-o0," he said to the newconer, with weak
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am ability. "I'm Tai khaser. | heard you ..." He broke off in midphrase, whiskers twitching. This
new cat | ooked very famliar, even in the near-darkness.

"Roof shadowl " he gasped. His nmnd whirled. Had she been here all along, working in the nound? Was
it really her?

"Quiet!" hissed the fela.

Still marveling, he |eaned forward and scented her nose, her flanks. Roofshadow! As he dreanily
sniffed, she flicked himon the nose with her paw Like an enbarrassed kitten he strai ghtened up,
|l ooking wildly fromside to side. None of the other prisoners were paying the slightest attention
Nevert hel ess, he hunkered down so close that his whiskers tangled with Roof shadow s, and began
ardently groonming her. Quietly, and with a tongue full of fur, he asked: "How did you get here?"
"I dug into one of the tunnels," she said. Though she spoke with conposure, her sides heaved.

It nust have been terrible for her he thought—4ost in this place; searching for one cat in the

m dst of countl ess others.

"How in the name of Meerclar did you find me?" he asked, still grooni ng
"How did | what? Find you? | don't really know, Taikhaser, | just knewthat | had to. | can't
explain right now... | can't even think . . . Wuld you stop that?" She bristled, and he ceased

cl eaning her coat. "W don't have tinme!" she continued. "W have to get out of here— think
they're |l ooking for me." She stood, and her legs trenbled a little. Taikhaser did not conment, but
rose al so.

"We can't |eave w thout Pouncequick," he said.

Suddenly, and unexpectedly, he thought of Hush-pad—the object of his quest, for whom he had |eft
the Meeting Wall so |ong ago. Could she be here sonewhere, al so? Was she still alive? He thought
of Hearteater's grisly throne, and felt suddenly snall and hel pl ess.
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"Do you know where he's being kept?" asked Roofshadow. He turned to | ook at her. She was
exhausted, and he was no better off.

"Pounce?" he said. "No, | haven't seen him since they separated us." He | ooked apprehensively up
the shaft.

"I"'mafraid we don't have the tine to look for him then
lucky to get out ourselves." She started toward the shaft.

Tai khaser was shocked. "But we can't just desert him | brought himhere!l He's just a kitten!"
Roof shadow | ooked back over her shoul der and snarled: "Taikhaser! Don't be stupid! It mght take
us days to find him W have to get out and warn the Folk at Firsthone—etherwise it will be too
late for all of us! W'Ill do himnore good if we bring back help than if we're caught and killed
ourselves. W have to tell Fencewal ker and the others. Come on now "

Fritti tried to object, but he knew he could never explain the truth to her: about Hearteater, or
the Toot hguard, or the | eagues and | eagues of tunnels crawing with hideous earthspawn.

Roof shadow was not waiting to hear, anyway. She was slinking up the inclined tunnel, toward the
flickering, sickly light and the sound of harsh voices. Fritti followed her

The mound was alive with activity. O awguard bunched in groups, conferring in dull snarls, then
broke apart to range down tunnels and storminto prison caves. As Tai khaser and Roof shadow reached
the main corridor outside the shaft, the Claws had noved in force into the hol ding cavern

adj oining the one they had so recently quit. Gows of rage and weak cries of pain could be heard
echoing up into the tunnel in which they stood. They broke into a run, staying in the deeper
shadows close to the corridor wall. Pass-
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ing several other prison caves, they found an apparently di sused tunnel, dark and nusty-snelling,
and darted in. The din behind themfaded a little, and they stopped for a few nonments while

Roof shadow tried to orient herself. Eyes closed, she let herself be conmanded by instinct,
reaching into her sense-nenory for the way to her entrance hole. After a nonent's deliberation
she |l ed them down the tunnel

They stayed away fromthe main thoroughfares, taking advantage of spur tunnels and niches and
unfini shed shafts. Qut and up they went, spiraling toward the surface, toward the place of escape.
Several tines they were al nost caught. Once, on hearing the pad of approaching footsteps, they had
to force thenselves into a shallow, unfinished tunnel, and then stand frozen in terror, hol ding
their breath, while two O awguard debated whet her their hiding place was worth searchi ng. Wen the
beasts finally decided against it and |oped off Fritti found he had trouble catching his breath
agai n.

the gray fela said calmy. "W'IlIl be
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Finally, they began a | ast, steep ascent toward Roof shadow s entrance. Peering around a corner
they found the I ast tunnel conmpletely dark. As they noved quietly forward they caught a glinpse of
starlight—+he way out, at the far end of the corridor. Fritti had not seen the sky in so |ong that
he felt silly with excitenment. Despite the oppressive wet heat of the nmound, a chill arched down
hi s backbone and curled his tail. He bounced forward joyfully; for a nonent he felt there was
grass beneath his feet again, and cool wind in his fur. He heard Roof-shadow call his nanme, softly
but urgently. He paid no heed.

Then, the starlight disappeared.

At once sonething struck him catching himconpl etely unaware. Roof shadow s adnonitory call becane
a yowl of fear. Sonething was on top of hi msone snapping, biting thing.
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"Nuzzl edark! Don't allow the other one to essscape!" slashed a voice in the dark, and he heard
Roof shadow cry out again. The thing atop himdrove for his throat with spiny teeth, and as he

twi sted desperately he felt furless skin squirmbeneath his claws. Tooth-guard! He struggled to
pul | | oose fromthe grasping creature, and managed to sink his own teeth into flesh for a
heartbeat. He was rewarded with a hissing squeal of pain fromhis attacker. He drove his back |egs
up and heard the gasp of lost air. In the noment's respite he pulled free, and then dashed back
toward where he had | ast heard Roof shadow s voice. H's eyes were finally adjusting to the profound
dar kness, and he saw another formrear up just in time to avoid the worst of the blow, which stil
sent himspinning. He came to rest against the cringing nmass of Roof shadow.

"Ssssslitbelly! Help Nuzzledark with the prisssoners.”™ Fritti could now make out the owner of the
voice, its elongated, hairless body crouched beneath what was to have been their escape hole. Its
eyel ess head nodded approvingly.

"Sssso," it said. "Asss expected, you return to your point of entrance. How niccce. Ssssince you
are ssso interested in traveling, now we shall take you to sssee our domain, yesss?"

The ot her two dark shapes now fl anked Roof - shadow and Tail chaser, and one of them said: "W> do we
not end their |ivesss here, Massster Hissshlood?”

The Toothguard lord et a | ong second of silence hang in the dark, danp air.

"You shoul d know better than to quesssstion nme, Sssslitbelly—esspecially since you yoursself have
proved ssso inefficient. These creaturesss have causssed uss all great problensss, and we shal

have to work hard with themto repay the bargain. They will live awhile | onger becaussse | w sssh
to learn certain thingsss. However, | can |learn nothing fromyou. Do you sssee mny meani ng?"
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Slitbelly was gaggi ng on his answer when a dark shape hurtled out of the tunnel from behind Tail -
chaser and Roof shadow, knocking the two Tooth-guard sprawiing like sticks. Not waiting to discover
the identity of their nysterious benefactor, Fritd and the fela sprang to their paws and raced
back up the corridor. Behind themthey could hear snarls and cries, and the sounds of vicious
conbat. Above it all, the mad voice of H ssblood was screeching: "Sssstop them Sssstop them!”
Ti re expanded into one dark and everlasting nonent as Fritti and Roofshadow fl ed through the
lightless outer halls. Away fromthe Toot hguard, away from Roof shadow s tunnel, away, away—they
could think of nothing else. Tailchaser was bl eeding fromnew wounds, and his shoul der throbbed
and flaned with each stride

They raced through nearly conpl ete darkness, relying on their whiskers and keen hearing: these
shafts were al nost devoid of the lum nous earth that [it npst of Vastnir. They stunbl ed agai nst
stones and over roots in the floor; several times in their panicked flight they ran into earthen
wal | s, rose, and ran on.

Eventual |y they had to sl ow down. They were conpletely lost, and had passed an uncount abl e nunber
of branch tunnels in the darkness.

"I think we will be trapped here forever!" gasped Roof shadow as they | oped al ong.

"If we keep our left sides to the wall, and keep turning outward. e\entually we rmust cone to one
of the exit tunnels—at |east | hope so," wheezed Tail-chaser. "Anvwa\. it's the only thing | can
t hi nk of."

Fai nt sounds whi spered up fromholes and cross tunnels. Sone were the distant noises of Vastnir
rising frr.n ,1-,* majn chanbers. Some, though, were
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uni denti fi abl e—apans and whi spers, and once the sound of sonething |large splashing in a deep pit.
They wal ked carefully around the pit, and by unvoi ced agreenent did not speak of the noise that
had wafted up fromits depths. They kept turning outward, and the noises of the nound becane
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fainter and fainter with each bend.

The air seened to be getting chill; when Fritti comrented on it, Roofshadow pointed out that they
wer e approachi ng the surface, |eaving the unnatural heat of Vastnir. It did not feel like the cold
of winter to Fritti, though. It was a deep cold, but danp and noist. It felt as though they were
runni ng through a thick fog. The air near the openi ng of Roofshadow s tunnel had not felt this
way. He saw no sense in arguing, however, and restrained his objections.

Movi ng down what seenmed to their ears and whiskers to be a broad, high-ceilinged corridor

Tai | chaser heard a different sound: sonething that—though faint—sounded |ike the paddi ng of soft
footfalls. He nentioned it quietly to Roofshadow, and they slowed to an al nost silent walk,
straining their ears. If they were footfalls, they nust be quite far back to be so nearly

i naudi bl e. The twosone increased their pace slightly.

The hal I way, such as it was, narrowed suddenly. They found thenselves in a |ow tunnel so suddenly
that Tail chaser cracked his forehead agai nst the roof. This tunnel wound and di pped, then rose
again, as if it had been dug anong | arge rocks or other massive obstacles. Fritti and Roof shadow
crouched low to the ground and reduced their pace to a near-crawl. Finally, the burrow opened out
i nto anot her wi de, well-planed chanber.

They had progressed several steps when Tail chaser noticed a difference.

"Roof shadow " he hissed excitedly. "There's light!"

There was, although it was noticeable only in con-
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trast to the dense bl ackness through which they had passed. The gl ow came from around a corner at
the far end of the massive hallway, faint and indirect. It did not seemto have the sane quality
as the luminous earth.

"I think we're near the way out!" said Roofshadow, and for a nonent Fritti thought he could see
the gleamin her eye. They broke into a fast walk, then a run—able now to see the obstacles,
massi ve tree roots and stones, which | oonmed bl ack against the faint gleamat the end of the great
hall. The air was still chilly, but drier; dust was everywhere, so nmuch dust.

He had bounded ahead of Roof shadow, who reared suddenly, crying: "Tailchaser! Sonething is fou
here!" Then one of the black shapes between themrose up, and with the novenent the air was
suddenly full of a sickly, spicy odor. Roof shadow squeaked—a strange, throttled noise—and Fritti
stunmbled to a halt.

Both cats stood as though paralyzed. A dry voice, |ike the sound of branches rubbing together

i ssued fromthe dark shape.

"You shall not pass,"” it said. The words were faint, as if spoken froma great distance away. "You
are the Boneguard's now. "

"No!" booned a new voice. Unbelieving, frozen with an odd, exalted terror, Tailchaser saw the
sunken eyes and nal fornmed face of Scratchnail suddenly appear out of the darkness behind

Roof shadow. The gray fela, overwhel med, sagged in place and | owered her head.

"l took them from Hi ssbl ood and his Toot hguard. These two are mnel" Scratchnail grow ed, but
nmoved no cl oser.

"You have no claim" whispered the odd, sighing voice. "No one may interfere with Bast-lnmret. | do
the bidding of the Lord of All" The Boneguard moved, swaying slightly with a leathery, folding
noi se, and
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the Clawguard chieftain quailed, reeling as if he had been struck

"Take the fela, if you wish," continued Bast-Inret. "Qur business is with the other. Go now. You
tread in deep places."

Scratchnail, whinpering with some unseen injury, |eaped forward and grabbed the unresisting Roof -
shadow by the nape of the neck, then turned and di sappeared down the dark, cluttered tunnel

Fritti tried to call out after Roofshadow, but could not. His joints tingled with the effort as he
tried to pull away and run

The dark form of Bast-Inret turned—at-shaped, but sunken in clinging darkness, even while facing
the glow at Tailchaser's back. Fritti could not look at its face, at the dark spots that should
have been eyes. Head averted, he struggled—and for a noment succeeded. His legs felt Iike water,
but he managed to turn around and crawl agoni zingly away from the Boneguard.

"There is no escape,"” whispered the w nd.

No, thought Fritti, it isn't the wind. Run, you fool

"No escape," breathed the wind, and he could feel hinself weakening.

Not the wi nd, nust escape, nust escape
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"Conme with ne now'—t was not the wind, he knew that. He continued craming. "/ will take you to
the House of the Boneguard," droned the unfeeling tones of Bast-Inret in the darkness behind him
"The pipes play always, in the darkness, and the facel ess, nanel ess ones sing in the deep pl aces.
There is no escape. My brothers await us. Cone."

Fritti could hardly breathe. The snell of dust, spices, and earth dizzied him... perneated him
"We dance in darkness," chanted Bast-Inret, and Fritti felt his nmuscles stiffening. "W dance in
darkness, and we listen to the nusic of silence. Qur house is deep and quiet. The earth is our bed
254
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The light seenmed brighter. Tailchaser had nearly nmanaged to reach the bend in the tunnel. He

bl i nked his eyes, dazed. Wthout warning, the dark figure of Bast-lnret was before him bl ocking
the end of the hallway. A dry, poisonous air seenmed to blow out fromthe Boneguard. Choking,

Tai |l chaser sagged to the floor, unable even to crawl. The creature stood over him faraway voice
crooni ng unfam |iar speech

Terror surged through him hot panic, and somewhere he found the strength to lunge forward. As he
struck, he felt the dusty fur give against his nomentum Bast-Inret crunpled with a sound I|ike
snapping twigs, clutching at Frkti as he tried, with what seenmed his | ast dying strength, to push
past. Beyond the tunnel's edge lay a pool of light. He strained toward it, and the freedomit

repr esent ed.

But the Boneguard clung, and in the darkness the choking dust and sweet snell enw apped the two of
them li ke another shadow. Fritti felt the paws of the Boneguard—brittle, but strong as tree roots
splitting rock—eurl about his neck. The flaking, dry snout quested for his throat. Wth a fina
squeal of revul sion, Tail chaser |ashed out.

There was a hideous tearing sound as he pulled away fromthe creature. Geat, flayed rags of
crunmbling fur and skin cane off in his claws and teeth—and as he tunbled toward the |ight he
could see the dull wink of old, brown bones, and the grinning skull of Bast-Inret.

As he scranbled up the short shaft he felt a searing pain. The space between his eyes throbbed and
burned. When he reached the hovering, gray-blue disk of sky, he turned for a nonent—and saw t he
terrible thing behind him It was standing in the shadows of the tunnel's base, its skeletal nouth
sl ow y openi ng and shutti ng.

"/ will remenber you until the stars die ..
Fritti's head flared again, then was gone.
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Tai |l chaser forced hinself over the edge of the hole. The Iight was so bright that spots fl oated
before his eyes. Hobbling, alnost falling forward, he struggled away fromthe hol e—away from

Vast nr.

The world was white. Everything was white.

Then, everything was bl ack.

24

CHAPTER

O magi ¢ sleep! O confortable bird

That broodest over the troubled sea of the mind

Till it is hushed and snoot h!

—John Keats

Pai n and weari ness battl ed beneath Tailchaser's fur. High in the sky hung the cold, burning stone
of the sun. The world was shrouded in snow, trees, stones and earth nmantled in an even, white
sheath. Little needles of chill pain pricked Fritti's feet as he stunbled through Ratleaf Forest.
Si nce recovering consci ousness, he had staggered near-blindly, putting distance between hinself
and the mound. He knew he had to find shelter before Unfol ding Dark, when the gruesome shapes
woul d corme up fromthe tunnels bel ow, hunting him

The snow behind himwas dotted with red.

Late afternoon found Fritti still in helpless, unthinking flight. He was weakening rapidly. He had
not had anything to eat since what nust have been the norning of the previous day; that had
been—as was usual for the tunnel slaves—barely sustaining.

Tai | chaser had now penetrated into deep forest. Columms of trees pillared the forest roof; the
ground everywhere was shrouded in ice. Fatigue and glare nade his eyes burn and tear, and from
tinme to tinme he inagi ned he saw novenent. He woul d stop, hunker down on the cold snow bl anket with
poundi ng

cursed the distant, toneless voice. The fire in
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heart . .. but there would be nothing, nothing: a static world.

The Iife of the old forest now driven out by the foul ness growing near it—er so it seened—Ratl eaf
made no sound, but silently heard the crisping of his pads; nade no novenent, but notionlessly
observed his struggle.

As the day wound forward and the biting soreness in his nose, ears and paws di sappeared, to be
repl aced by a puzzling bl ankness of sensation, the illusion of subtle novenent would not be laid
to rest. Fromthe corner of an eye Fritti glinpsed scuttling, shadowy presences; when he turned
his head, though, only snow | aden trees net his gaze.

He was beginning to wonder if he was not indeed nmad, as shadow haunted as ol d Eat bugs, when one of
hi s sudden gl ances caught the gl eamof an eye. It was gone inmmedi ately behind the tree branches
that had framed it, but it had been an eye: he was sure of it.

When anot her minute, peripheral novenent caught his attention he did not turn but staggered on
wat ching with a sort of half-deranged slyness. In the extremity of his weariness he did not even
consider the possibility that it mght be a stalking eneny. Like a kitten playing with a dangling
vine—first coy and uninterested, the next noment |leaping for the kill—-he could only think of the
nmovi ng object; catching it, putting an end to the gane.

Head down, the crinmson drops staining the snow nore irregularly now Fritti saw a brief flash of
sormet hing dark and swift in the trees to his right. Seemin, are. he pitched the uneven
progress of his n. ,nd\ to that side until he was a junp or so fromdi e edge of the copse.

Anot her flicker of activity just ahead—he had to restrain hirrxrif from springing.

Caret'-il!-- n<>v,. carefulh

He stoppec tor a nonent; he crouched down and
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licked one of his bleeding paws, all the tine tensing his muscles, ignoring the twi nges of pain
waiting . . . waiting for another novenent . . . there!

Leaping, half-tunmbling, Fritti crashed through the underbrush, paws flailing. Something had been
knocked fromthe | ow hangi ng branches and was scurrying before him Wth a surge of strength he
sprang.

As his paws nmade contact he cracked headfirst into a tree trunk and rolled stunned onto his side,
sonmet hing small and warm struggling beneath him Holding whatever it was down with a forepaw, he

rose and shook his head. He did not feel injured, he thought—-naot hurt, but tired ... so very tired
For the first time he |ooked blurrily down on his prey. It was a squirrel, its eyes bulging in
terror, lips drawn away fromlong, flat teeth.

Ri kchi kchi k, he thought to hinself. Sonething about the Ri kchikchik ... are they bad to eat?

Poi sonous? He felt as if his head were buried in snow. Wiy so cold? Wiy can't | think? Squirrels.
Sonething | should say to this one?

He thought hard. Every idea seened another difficult step to be taken. Looking down at the small
body and trenbling, brushy tail, he felt a glimrer of nenory. He lifted his paw fromthe

Ri kchi kchi k, who lay notionless, staring up at himw th panic-bright eyes.

"Mrik . . . Mikkarik . . ." Fritti tried to renenber the sounds. He knew he must say it. "Mar
Murrik . .." It was no use. He felt a great, soft burden settling on his back, buckling his

| egs.

"Help me," he choked in the Common Singing. "Help me . . . Lord Snap said to tell you

Mirrik ..."

Tai | chaser collapsed to the snow beside the startled squirrel

"Now, you-you cat: you speak brrrteek, why say brother nanme Lord Snap?"
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Above Tai khaser's head, clinging upside down to the trunk of a tree, was a chubby old squirre
with a bent tail and glittering eyes. Behind him show ng | ess courage, a phal anx of Rikchikchik
peered down the trunk and between | eaves at Fritti.

"Tal k now+tal k!" squeaked the squirrel -1 eader. "How know Lord Snap? Tell-tell!"

"You say Lord Snap is your brother?" asked Tail chaser, trying to clear the cobwebs fromhis mnd
"Most certain yes!" chittered the squirrel a trifle disgustedly. "Snap is brother of Pop. Lord Pop
is |—you see, so-silly cat?"

Feeling addled, Fritti reflected on this a nonent.
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"I was supposed to say sonething to you, Lord Pop—+ nean, Lord Snap, your brother, told nme to say
how did it go ..." Lord Pop made an inpatient clicking noise. "I'"lIl try to say it!" Fritti
muttered. "Mrarreowr . . . no, that's not it. Mririk . . . Meowrk . . . Harar! | can't
remenber it!"
Tai | chaser noticed that Lord Pop's retinue seened to have | ost nmuch of their fear of him and
were, in fact, squealing with anusenment. Tail chaser was sore and confused and tired, and for a
nmorment his mind wandered. Then, suddenly: "Dewclaws! |'ve got it!" Fritti |aughed, a painfu
sound. "M kkankareksnap! That's right, isn't it?" In his nmoment of exultation, he felt suddenly
|'i ght - headed, and sagged where he stood. Lord Pop learned forward and fixed himw th an agate eye.
"I's right. Sacred Cak pl edge of Snap. W honor. Strange-strange tines. You can wal k, so-strange
cat ?"
Li mpi ng, Tai khaser followed the Ri kchikchik party into the deep gro\ es of inner Ratleaf. Trudging
behi nd the chattering, hurrying squirrels, Fritti absently noticed the red glare of the setting
sun. Sonething rustled in the back of his mnd, tried to make himpa) heed to the gathering

darkness .. . but his head hurt: it was too hard to think. The rising steam of
TAI LCHASER S SONG
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his breath caught his attention. He crunched on through the snow behind the bustling Ri kchikchi k.
The group halted. Tailchaser stood dazedly bv until Lord Pop and two ot her Rikchikchik descended
fromthe trees to stand beside him Looking down on their arched tails and round backs, he sniled
benevol ently and said: "I've been in the nound, you know." The squirrel-lord' s conmpanions drew
back at this, chittering, but Lord Pop stood his ground, bright eyes thoughtful. He soundl essly
signal ed the others back; together they coaxed Tailchaser into a hollow, |Iightning-blasted stunp.
The inside was sheltered, free of snow. After nmaking three stunmbling, automatic turns for the
Firstborn, Fritti collapsed to the ground. A bevy of Ri kchikchik brought pine needl es and bark
covering himfromnose to tail-tip.

"We tal k-talk sun next, so-strange cat," said Pop. "Now, you nmeke sleep, yes?"

But Tail chaser had already slipped across the border into the dreamfi el ds.

That night a darkness alive with searching shapes swirled harm essly past, leaving Fritti's

sl eepi ng pl ace undi scovered and safe.

In the depths of dream Tailchaser stood on the edge of a vast plain of water, tenpest-stirred,
but silent. The broad shiny surface stretched as far as he could see, and the shapes of fla-fa'az
wheel ed and dove in the gray sky.

When he finally awoke, the short wi nter day was already half over. By the end of Shaller Shadows
he found hinself once nore facing Lord Pop, who, with his court, had returned to Tai khaser's
hollow tree. In his inperious stutter the squirrel-lord indicated that they had waited a | ong
while for their cat-guest to rise, and had eventually given up and gone out to forage.

Tai khaser, feeling infinitely better for the long sleep, was only now di scoveri ng how many

di fferent
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parts of his body ached and throbbed. He was al so ravenously hungry. The Ri kchi kchik may have
sensed this, for even Pop showed nore restraint than he had the previous day. For his part,
Tai | chaser fervently w shed that he could slip off and do some hunting, but in view of the
precarious alliance with the Ri kchikchik, his natural prey, he decided it would be better to wait
until he could creep off unobtrusively. So, stomach grunbling, he sat and listened patiently to
Lord Pop's long summtion of the norning's activities.

"So . . . nownowis the time for true-talk, yes?" chirped the portly squirrel-lord. "Wiy here, so-
sudden cat? Wy tal k bad place?"

Fritti tried his best to explain the occurrences that had brought himfinally to Ratleaf Forest.
It was necessarily a long tale, and took a good part of the fading afternoon. Wien he told of his
rescue of Mstress Wir and his subsequent audience with Lord Snap, the listeners responded with
shrill noi ses of approval. The Ri kchi kchik were then nervously fascinated as he described the
swarm ng cat nmetropolis of Firsthone. Wien he finally told of Vastnir, and his awful internment,
several of the young fenal es becane quite dizzy, and had to be fanned with the bushy tails of

t hei r comnpani ons.

Lord Pop listened in grimaquiet, interrupting only for clarification of certain points about the
mound and its deni zens.

"“. . . And then | found you ... or you found ne, rather," finished Tailchaser. Lord Pop nodded his
head. "What | don't really understand," added Fritti, "is why you are all still here. | thought
everyone had left Radeaf." He | ooked inquiringly at the squirrel |eader
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"Mam Ri kchi kchi k | eave. Many gone-gone," replied the lord. "But Pop no | eave. Can't-can't. Nest to
tribe since Root-in-Gound. Fewsmall stay, too. Live or die."
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Fritti nodded understandingly, and for a noment the unusual gathering was silent. A brief and
surprising foretaste of nortality, borne on the chill breeze, touched Fritti. He renmenbered his
need.

"I have a favor to ask of you, Lord Pop," he said.

"Ask. "

"I have a nessage to get to Firsthome—to the lords of ny Folk. It nust get there soon. | could not
travel quickly enough nyself. | amstill very weak."

"Ri kchi kchik will do," said Lord Pop without hesitation. "W take word-word. Send Master Plink
Plink so-fast, like nut-fall." A young Ri kchi kchik sat up on his haunches, visibly swelling with
i mport ance.

"He | ooks very capable," said Tail chaser approvingly. "But he should not go alone. The nessage is
inmportant, and it is a |long, dangerous journey to Rootwood. Also .. ." Tailchaser tried to speak
as delicately as he could. "Also, the cats of Firsthonme are not as acquainted as | amwth the
bravery and goodness of the Ri kchikchik. They are liable to ... have a nisunderstanding. To send a
| arge party would be preferable.”

As the inmport of Tailchaser's words sank in Master Plink was seen to deflate, and two or three of
the younger fenmales threatened to becone faint again. Lord Pop, however, took it in stride.
"Marvel ous Acorn! No worry, cat-friend. Many Ri kchi kchik go soon. Plink will be small lord!'" He
chittered briefly at the young nmal e, who | ooked sonewhat reassured.

Fritti gave themthe nessage to be carried, repeating it several times until Plink and the other
young bucks had nenorized it.

“. . . And renenber," he said seriously, "if Prince Fencewal ker isn't there, it must be given to
Queen Sunback herself!" The assenbl age made little whistling noises of awe, and Pop signal ed an
end to the concl ave.
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Frkti's hunting was not trenendously profitable. He caught enough bugs and grubs to take the edge
of f his hunger, and before beddi ng down was even persuaded by the now conradely Master Plink to
try a chestnut. Even with the Rikchikchik's help at removing the nut meat fromits confoundi ng
shell, he did not find it a very satisfying experience; though he thanked Plink effusively, he
secretly decided he would not nake a very good squirrel

Wnter vented its fury on Ratleaf Forest. Flurrying snowstorns and gal e wi nds drove Lord Pop's
smal | retinue back into their nests. The nessengers had left with a great deal of cerenony, and
with their departure Tail chaser sank into |lethargy. His one pressing need fulfilled, Firsthone now
to be alerted, he found hinmself succunbing finally to the effects of his harrowing tine
underground. Contact with the R kchi kchik becanme | ess frequent. Fritti spent nore and nore tine
hunkered down in his tree-stunp nest, sheltering and recuperating. Hunting was sparse so he
conserved his energy, spending |long stretches of tine in slunber, the waking hours brief and
barely distinguishable fromthe sleeping. Curled in his Iightning-blasted tree, tail curved
protectively over his nose, he let his nmind wander over the things he had done and seen. As if
they were present with him he sumoned up his friends from Meeting Wall: Thi nbohe, Fleetpaw, the
al oof Stretchslow and kind Bristlejaw. How t hey woul d marvel

Soneti nes he thought of Hushpad, the grace of

her wal k and the soft contours of her neck and head.

He woul d pretend that he had found her and taken

her back home: that she listened in awe and respect

as he described his adventures.

"For ne?" she would say. "All of that to find nme?"

Then the wi nd woul d whistle down the stunp and

ruffle his fur. and once nore he woul d be back in
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Ratl eaf. He would think of those he had | eft behind, left to awful destinies in the nound.

/ suppose that is why I was Naned Tail chaser, he thought sourly to hinmself. Al | have done is
follow the <l osest thing—+ted on, like a kitten chasing its tail, noving >n circles until it

exhausts itself.
One day, nearly half an Eye since he had been found by the Ri kchikchik, Fritti was wal ki ng back to
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his nest after a long afternoon of unsuccessful hunting. Not all the Iife of Ratleaf had been

driven out, but nost of the creatures that renmai ned were hidden for the long, cold wnter.

Tai |l chaser was feeling enpty and purposel ess. He stopped to drag his claws down the bark of a

standing pine tree, relieving a little frustration and sending a shower of powdery snow down from

t he branches above. He felt a sudden revel ation.

Hs time in Ratl eaf was over. The vast, enpty forest, snowbound and silent, was a way stati on—a

neutral area. Like the half-sleep between dreaming and waking, it was a place not to remain, but

to gather energy to nove one direction or the other.

That nmoment, as he stood with back arched and whi skers washed by the cold air, he renenbered the

words of one of the Elders at his Naming: "He desires his tail name before he has even received

his face nanme." They had | aughed, but now he realized there was truth there. He had set out, not

just to find Hushpad, but to gain sonmething. He had been | ed, true, but he had chosen to follow.

Now, he must turn one way or the other. He could return the way he had come, leaving it to

Fencewal ker and the others to succeed or fail ... or he could conplete his journey. Not that he,

with his own small paws, could make any large difference, but he could finish his journey. H's

friends were trapped, hel pl ess—he could not save them perhaps, but they had come with him and

they all bel onged together

For a monment, just a nmonent, he thought he
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coul d understand what it was like to finally hear one's inner voice; to find one's tail name. The

fur on his back bristled, and he had a fit of uncontrollable shivering. He dropped back down to

his paws and turned back to his nest.

It was not until he had curled hinself up for sleep that he realized he was really going back to

t he nmound.

CHAPTER

The lions pass a thornbush and nelt. Though the whol e day is unbroken the passage of the sun wll

represent heaven the bones will represent tinme.

—Josephi ne j acobsen

Dawn found Tail chaser noving toward the Va'an-ward border of Ratleaf. He had not gone to say

farewells to the R kchi kchik. Despite Lord Pop's honor-bound di scharge of Snap's debt, Fritti did

not feel he could confortably involve the squirrels any further. They were already struggling for

their own survival. Chance and strange times had nmade them allies, but Tailchaser knew that the

Ri kchi kchik and the Fol k were prey and hunter, and would be those things always. He only hoped

that the artificial alliance would hold until the nessage was safely delivered to the Folk of the

Queen' s Seat.

As he paced silently through the tree-crowded snowscape he thought of Firsthone and his tine

there—a hal fhearted attenpt to keep his mind occupi ed. The nobund woul d be before hi msoon enough

there was no reason to hasten his thoughts ahead.

Anmong the thinned tree rows and bracken near the outer edge of the great forest, Fritti heard a

sound from above: the rustling of wings. He nomentarily considered darting for shelter, but before

he could spring fromthe open white space in which he was franmed two bl ack shapes dropped fromthe

hei ght s above. Prepared—he hoped—for whatever
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ill fortune had descended on him he crouched, hackles raised.

The two dark creatures settled on a branch above with a flurry of ebony pinions. Fritti rel axed
somewhat. It was only a pair of ravens—Krauka—one | arge and one snmall. Not the nost harmnl ess

of fla-fa'az, but not strong enough to match talons with the Folk. Still, he regarded them

suspiciously as they in turn stared down at himw th glittering eyes.

"Th'art the Tail chaser?" asked the older bird in an unnusical voice.

""Course, Dad, there be the star on's head, now, see?" squeaked the smaller. Tail chaser took a

step backward in surprise.

"You can speak!" he breathed. "You know t he Conmon Singi ng?"

Wth a harsh cackl e of anmusenent the | arger Krauka flapped his wings, lifting slightly off the

branch. Settling down, he preened his chest feathers in a self-satisfied manner, keeping an eye on

Fritti.

"There be many who bear no fur, yet speak nigh better'n catsl" The |large bird chuckl ed again.

"Those what be long-lived like we, well, they do | earn. Aye, even ny el dest here"-he indicated the

smal | er raven—though's got no nore sense nor a tunbl ebug."
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"Well," said Fritti after a noment's consideration, "I suppose | should by rights be beyond
surprise by now. How do you know my nanme?"

"Those what gossip with squirrels should not wonder that the trees know all they secrets. There be
little adrift in this forest what doesn't blow past the ear of old Skoggi, which is ne."

"My old dad beest chief Krauka in these woods!" piped the small bird proudly.

“... An'" ny young Krelli here has not got the brains what the Big Black Bird give to a mushroom"
Skoggi | eaned o\ er and pecked the top of his son's head. Krelii cawed piteously and scuttled up
the branch, out of reach of the paternal beak
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"Next tinme, do you think afore opening your dinner-hole!" said Skoggi. "An' don't be sharing our
busi ness with every marnot what gives you the tine o' day."

Fritti was amused in spite of hinmself. "But you seemto know ny business," he pointed out.

"Like | said aforetines," chuckled the raven, "R kchikchik is a powerful talky [ot. Keep they
nuts, but no secrets. It be commobn know edge, like, that you cone fronf—-he indicated with his
shiny black head—fromthere. The nound, as 'twere. You be well known 'nobngst those what hasn't
fled the Rat-Ieaf though that be proper few, now. Were be you going now, Master Tail chaser?

Al t hough the Krauka seened harm ess, Fritti decided on caution. After a nonment he said: "Oh,
actually, I'mjust exploring the forest. As a matter of fact, | should probably be on ny way."
"Ah, belike, belike . . ." rasped Skoggi. He walked a little way down the branch, ruffling his
pitchy feathers, then stopped and peered shrewdly at Fritti fromthe corner of a glinting eye.
"Did it not be so obvious that you were a cat of great smartness, like, with a sharp eye toward
preservin' that fine, furrv skin you be wearin' . . . well, were it not for thi*. it wuld seem
Iike you were wanderin' toward th-r nound, yonder."

Fel a's Wi skers! Fritti cursed to hinmsel f—+the Krauka was a cl ever one.

"But," countered Tail chaser, "as you point out, why would | want to go near that terrible place
agai n?"

"True enough. Tis a turrible place, '"tis. Evil things what care not where they bite conme crawin’'
up. It looks a dark and turrible place, 'deed it do—the forest be fair enpty now, the things what
it harbors be so foul. Tis all a poor soul can do to protect his famly, and put norsel or two in
t hey sweet young
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beaks."” He | ooked over to Krelli with poorly m ned affection

"Then, why do you stay?" asked Fritti.

"Ah, well now," croaked Skoggi, with a sigh betokening great sorrow, "this be the only hone ever
we knowed. It be powerful hard to | eave behind the nesting spots of nigh on thousand generation
' Course" —and here he | aughed creakily—=it has been night easier keepin' the little darlings fed
of late. Those creaturs what |ives bel owground rmay be right bad, but |easts they | eave behind what
they don't eat."” Convulsed with |aughter, the raven nearly fell fromthe branch. Tail chaser
grimaced. "Yes, now," continued Skoggi, still bubbling with mrth, "no matter who eats, an' who
what's eaten, there's always sone o' the latter what's left behind. 'Tis the prinme advantage of
being born to th' Krauken."

"Be we goin' to eat Master Tail chaser, Dad?" asked Krelli with innocent curiosity. In a flash,
Skoggi had fluttered up the tree linb and, with his strong beak, adm nistered a swift and painfu
tattoo on his fledgling s skull.

"Thou interrupts thy betters again, an' I'll nip off thy pinfeathers and toss you outen yon tree
for the mound-cats to nunch, ye rock-head! You can't be eating everyone what passes by!" He turned
to Tailchaser. "Now, my fine cat, 'course we both know that you be'n't so addl e-pated as to go
cl anbering back into this affrightening mound. So. Be that as it may, were ye going to, p'raps |
could tender a leetle advice?"

Fritti pondered for a nonent, then snmiled tightly up at the Krauka. "Well, since we are speaking
of this silly thing, and supposing | was in need of advice, what %N\Quld \ou want in return?"

Now it was Skoggi's turn to show a | ook of cold anusenent.

"You cats be'n't quite so foolish as ye be sung of. Houeler. this one tinme, the hy-po-thitica
deed which
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I'd be helping you with'd be reward itself—+tho', Black Bird knows, not pufferin' |ikely of
success. Be you interested?" Fritti nodded in acceptance. "Good, then. Well, let ne tell this.

"I'n days not |ong passed, when first we saw yon dungheap rise up along our forest, were no tunnels

file:/l/F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20Tad%20-%20Tailchaser's%20Song.txt (99 of 137) [8/28/03 12:50:39 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20T ad%20-%20T ail chaser's%20Song.txt

that led out fromit. The first '"un was a small 'un, and when they dug out the biggers, this one
fell out o' use. Methinks it still be unguarded, it having been fair hidden”the nound-cats had not
then what sway they do now. Here be how you may find it ..."

When Skoggi had finished he turned to his son. "Now, you flipwing clodpoll, mark this well—+"' case
sonmeday you be called on to relate how you was the | ast what saw the brave Master Tail chaser
alive!"™ Wth anot her croaking |augh, the raven mounted into the air, Krelli wi ncing as he
fol | owed.

"Wait!" cried Fritti, and the two black fla-fa' az stopped and hovered. "If it doesn't matter to

you who eats who, why are you hel pi ng ne?"
"A fair question, Master Cat," Skoggi called raucously. "You see, as | figure it, at the rate they

be goi ng, those nound-cats'l| have cleared the whole o' Ratleaf by autumm-tine. 'Course, wherever
they go there'll be food for us Krauka ... but | be gettin' right old. | prefers to fall out o
the nest of a nornin' and find ny breakfast a-waitin'. So, if you find luck, you'll be doin' ne a

favor to brink your Folk back to the forest!"
Wth a harsh caw of nerrinment, the ravens were gone.
"Pouncequi ck! Pl ease, listen to ne!"
Roof shadow wal ked gingerly across the prison cave and gave the kitten a not-too-gentle prod with
one of her snoke-gray paws. Pouncequick let out a nurnmur of displeasure, but his eyes remained
cl osed; he did not nove.
274
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Roof shadow was worried. Pouncequi ck had been sleeping or lying silent alnpost all the tinme since
Scratchnail had brought her to the cave. The kitten had barely acknow edged her existence, raising
his head only once, sonme tine after she had arrived, to say, "Ch. Good danci ng, Roofshadow, "
before | apsing back into his somol ent state. A fewtines since then he had replied to her
i nsistent questions, but with [ittle interest. In the corner of the cavern, Eatbugs sprawl ed |ike
one dead.
"Pounce, please talk to ne. | don't know how much longer 1'Il be left here. They' Il cone back for
me anytinme." She thought of Scratchnail, and fear nade her fur crawl. The O awguard chieftain had
thrown her roughly into the prison pit with pronises to cone back and "deal with her" after he had
made his report to the Lord of Vastnir. That nust have been days ago, although the draggi ng Hours
of darkness made it seem an even longer interval. He might return for her at any nonent.
"Pouncequi ck!" She tried again. "Can't you understand ne? W're in terrible danger!" She prodded
hi m agai n. "Wake up!"”
Groani ng, Pouncequick rolled slightly to one side, away from her demandi ng paw.
" Chhhhh, Roof shadow, why don't you |l eave ne alone? It's lovely here, and | don't want to . . ." He
| apsed into silence for a nmonment, his beatific expression twisting into a fromn. "And . . . and

| don't want to be where | was before," he finished sadly.
Roof shadow was exasperated, and beconming a lit-«"- « "jckv.
it do vou nmean? You're dream ng, Pounce."
I he voungting shook his head, the placid | ook returning to his face. "No. Roofshadow, you don't

understand. I'mwith the white cat. Everything is verv pes"-"." | rr. learning things. Please
don't be . e | -7ish \ou could see, Roofshadow "
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he said fiercely, eyes still tight-shut. "The light . . . and the singing ..."

Pouncequick fell silent again, and all the fela's efforts could not make hi m speak nore.

The abandoned tunnel nmouth was just where the raven had said it would be, hidden beneath a snow
flocked gorse bush at the rimof the woods. Tail chaser pawed suspiciously at the old tailings that
ringed the entrance, but detected no recent presences. Ducking beneath the sheltering bush, he
scrabbl ed away at the dirt and debris that had partially blocked the hole. When he had cleared a
whi skers-w de openi ng, he poked his head through and sniffed again. The tunnel interior snelled
only of old dirt, and a few snall aninmals who had briefly sheltered there.

Wth only the faintest waver of his newfound resolution, he stepped inside. Above the white forest
the sun stood in the Hour of Smaller Shadows.

This tunnel was considerably drier than nost of the others that he had wal ked within the nound.
Its air of disuse reassured him and he nmade good tine padding boldly down into the depths. The
glowi ne earth shone only fitfully here, but it was enough

Soon he began to pass cross tunnels, and tron. sone of these wafted hot, noist air. He was
approachi ng the active byways of Vastnir. He knew he would have to be nore cauti ous.

Since the sound was so | ow pitched, so subtle, at first he did not notice that the silence of his
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abandoned spur tunnel had been breached. The sublim nal pulse of the nmound had been so familiar to
himduring his long inprisonment that he scarcely noted its resunption. Wen it finally inpinged
on his conscious thoughts, he realized that this tine it seemed subtly different. That bothered
him and he could not say why. Then he under st ood.

The noise was growi ng gradually | ouder, as if he were approaching the source. Every footfal

seened
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to be bringing himnearer to the agent of the dull, alnost inaudible throbbing. When he had been a
captive in the nound it had always sounded the sane: renbte, yet omipresent, as if all of Vastnir
had been producing a |ow, runbling drone.

Now, the sound had begun to take on distincti on—boonm ng and hissing, definitely |ouder; grow ng
more so with every step Fritti took. As he rounded a bend, the shaft sloped steeply down, and a

nm asma of hot, wet air rolled up out of the darkness at the end of the tunnel. Tailchaser reared
back, conmbing frantically at his face with a forepaw to clear his eyes of the clinging nmurk.

Still determ ned, despite a fluttery feeling in his nmiddle, Fritti slit his eyes agai nst the
billow ng vapors and noved forward. As he | egged cautiously down the incline he passed beneath a
door or opening of sone kind, for suddenly the throbbing becane an echoing roar, rattling and
reverberating fromthe walls of a huge cavern that he could not see for the mist-clouds that
surrounded him

Li ke Grunbl eroar Falls, he thought.

H s fur was rapidly becom ng sodden. He understood that he had stunbl ed upon sonme vast underground
cataract.

The strange subterranean breezes shifted direction and the vapors swirled away. In the half-Iight
of the glowing soil he could see the giant cavern above which he crouched, insectlike, on one of
the shallow | edges that ringed the walls. Below, red-lit and foaning, surged an i mense flood of
wat er. The cavern had no floor, onh the gigantic, steam ng river which passed endl essh through
fromone side to the other, filling the great doned cave with fogs and chaotic noise

1 felt the heat of the burning river beat up - fate as he peered cautiously over the |edge
The pounding force of the water as it crashed against the cavern walls and di sappeared into the
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rock beneath himmade Fritti feel suddenly dizzy, disoriented by the magnitude of the spectacle.
As the river booned its way down into the darkness beneath him flaring comets of spray jetted up
to hang finally notionless far above his head, then plumet back to their source. Fritti backed
away fromthe edge and huddl ed for a while near the tunnel nouth.

Finally, the tunmult began to sicken him He pushed forward. Around the cavern, near the opposite
side, he could see several tunnels, coal-black against the shadowed, crinson-brushed rock. Keeping
tightly to the cavern wall he headed toward these, wal king carefully along the high, clinging path
above the surging river.

It was slow going. Fromtine to tinme, the wind would nysteriously change and the swirling msts
woul d descend, forcing himto stop and cling in place until he could see his way again. |nching
his way around the perineter of the nonstrous chanber, he kept his eye firnmy fixed to the trai
before him Cccasionally he would see novenent in the corner of his vision, but upon I ooking up
find onh | eaping spray. Once he thought he saw two tiny figures scuttling along one of the

pat hways crisscrossing the far wall, but as he squinted into the gloomthe mists heaved up again.
When they had receded, all seened as it had been
After an eternity of tortuous progress, he gained the far wall. Picking his way up the steep path,

he reached the holes, farther above the roar and crash of the boiling river. The first tunnel that
he reached itself fumed and steaned and he hurried past, but the next opening carried a wel cone
hint of cooler air. Once he was inside the tenperature dropped rapidly. Pleased at this good sign,
Fritti put distance between hinself and the great cavern.

Wth several tunnel bends behind him the sound of the river had decreased to its earlier mnuted

t hr ob-

278

TACI WIliAiws

bing. He flopped to the floor of the shaft, glorying for a nonent in the relative stillness and
cool. After a few breaths he applied his tongue to his soggy, nmatted coat.

"You there!" The voice slashed through the shadowy tunnel. Fritti leaped to his feet, his heart
poundi ng louder in his own ears than the ragi ng water.

"Sssstay!" hissed the voice. "Sssstay and have wordsss with Sskinwetch of the Toothguard!"

26
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CHAPTER

Ah, yet would God this flesh of mine mght be Wiere air night wash and | ong | eaves cover ne; Were
tides of grass break into foamof flowers, O where the wind' s feet shine along the sea.

—Al gernon Swi nbur ne

Transfi xed, Tailchaser stood as slow steps crunched down the tunnel toward him He could hear the
whistling breath of the approaching creature. A nearly overwhel nming desire for flight struggled
with a dull, unreal feeling of resignation, and he swayed gently in place.

"My companion and | want to ssspeak with \ou. ssstranger." Again, the hissing words, closer now.
Compani on, Fritti thought. There are two of tkemH s |legs trenbled, and he drew his tail up

bet ween the hindnost pair and waited. From out o " ness |ooned the blind head of the
Too* . |l oose-skinned body tottered unsteadily. Fritti stared.

Where the huge nostrils had once flared in the Toothguard' s eyel ess face, there was only a scarred
ruin of tattered flesh.

Ski nwetch cane shakily to a halt not a junp and a half away from Tail chaser, and his danaged
snout poked questingly to and fro.

"Are you here?" queried the Toothguard. Tail-chaser's heart |eaped, and he gave an involuntary
squeak of relief. The thing had been wounded! It could not sense him or at |east not well.
"Ahhh," breathed Ski nwretch. "There you are.
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hear you now. Conme, don't desssert usss. My companion and | have | ossst our way." The blind thing
nmoved cl oser, leaning an ear in Fritti's direction. "Wat isss your nanme?"

Tai | chaser wei ghed again the possibility of making a dash for freedom He deci ded against it.
Here, perhaps, was a situation that could be turned to his advantage. It woul d be dangerous, of
course, but everything here bel ow the earth woul d be.

"Un. . . um. .. Tunnelwal ker!" he blurted after a nonent's hesitation

"Sssspl endi d. Your nane soundsss asss if you will be aptly sssuited to aid usss. Are you of the
Cl awsss? Your voice sssoundsss very high."

"I am but a youngling," said Tail chaser quickly.

"Ahhh," breathed Skinwretch, satisfied. "O courssse. Wth the final preparations, even the young
are presssed into ssservice. Come, you nmussst guide usss. Asss you sssee, | amsssuffering froma
tenmporary infirmty." Mnbling, the mained Toothguard turned and shuffled up the corridor. Fritti
foll owed a short distance behi nd.

Fi nal preparations? he wondered. Wat is happening?

"You nmussst have cone passst the Ssscal ding Flune," Skinwetch called over his shoul der. "I
ssshoul d never have conme ssso cl ossse. The russhing of the water disorients ne, | fear. It iss
quite incredible, is it not?"

"Yes, yes, it certainly is," assented Tail chaser. "Wat brought you out to this lonely part of the
mound?” He hurried forward to better hear the hairless creature's reply.

Ski nwretch was quiet, then answered: "I amafraid that | have had a bit of a ssetback, you sssee
A youngling like YOU nma\ not know it, but there is a great deal of unfairnesss—dnfairnesss to folk
Iike nysself. You sssee. | do not want to criticizzze, oh no, but | \vasss punished unfairly
because a prissoner escaped. Bui | wasss not even there—eh no, | nerely
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passsed al ong sone information to ny massster, Lord Hi sssbl ood. Wen the essscape occurred, he
wasss puni shed by the Lord of All. In turn, / wass nmade to sssuffer. Unfairnesss, sssuch
unfairnesss ..." The Toothguard broke off with a little whinpering gurgle. Fritti realized with a
thrill of fright—and pride—that it was his escape that Skinwetch spoke of.

After a nmoment, the Tooth broke off his keening and said: "My conpanion iss just ahead. | hope he
hasss not left. He too hasss sssuffered injusticeness. Ah, | believe | can hear him" Tail chaser
had forgotten the conpani on, but now he too could hear the |oud, sonorous breathing. As they
turned a corner he saw a |arge, dark shape lying flat in the shaft. Skinwetch inched forward,
testing before himwith a great winkle-skinned paw. He pushed at the big, dark body.

"CGet up, get up!" he shouted. "I've found young Tunnel wal ker to help usss find our way back. Get
up!" As the recunbent creature turned reluctantly over, Skinwetch said to Fritti: "Perhapsss you
two know each other. My friend wasss an inportant figure in the—=

An all-too-famliar face, blocky and nal fornmed, was reveal ed as the shape rolled over and cast

bal eful eyes on Fritti.

"Tail chaser!" howl ed Scratchnail, rising on his front paws. Before Fritti could nove his stiffened

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20Tad%20-%20Tailchaser's%20Song.txt (102 of 137) [8/28/03 12:50:39 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20T ad%20-%20T ail chaser's%20Song.txt

body, Skinwetch had | eaned over and flung a smacking paw at Scratchnail's face. The inpact
knocked the C awguard off bal ance. He rolled back down onto the ground again, nopaning.

"Sssilence, you fool!" snarled the Toothguard, and bobbed his blind head toward Tail chaser, who
stood by, shocked into rigidity.
"Don't mind thiss one," he assured Fritti. "He isss not right in the head, | fear. The Lord of A

dealt harshly with himover the matter of thisss sssane prissoner. Now, he sssees thiss fellowin
every ssshadow.
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It isss quite sssad, iss it not?" Indeed, Scratchnail was paying no attention to the actual Fritti
besi de him but was rubbing his chin in the dirt, npaning Tail chaser's nanme over and over. Finally
he stopped, and | ooked up at the Toothguard.

"Why were you gone ... so long?" Scratchnail asked Skin wetch. Coming fromthat powerful body,
the pl eading tone seemed dreadfully unnatural. Fritti let out his long-held breath. The world
under ground, which had contracted into a stone-cold, heavy skin around him expanded once nore.
Incredible! H's luck was holding. To be this close to a Scratchnail who did not recognize hinmnl
"Get up, you great lunp!" Skinwetch snapped. The dawguard's frightened new ng struck the

| i ght headed Tail chaser as al nost comical. "I have found sssoneone to hel p usss find our way back
to the main tunnel sss. W can find food there! Rissse." Scratchnail pulled his bulk erect.

"He iss not right in the head, asss | told you," Skinwetch apol ogi zed as the threesonme started up
the corridor. "He would have died, dessspite all hisss ssstrength, but for ne." There was strange
pride in the voice of the Toot hguard.

Tai | chaser now found hinself in the unenviable position of being guide and conpanion to two
creatures who wi shed himand his kind dead—+eadi ng them through tunnels with which he was
completely unfanmiliar, down to the secret center of the naze.

Scratchnail, although up and nmoving, still showed no signs of recognizing Fritti. H s behavior
veered from sinpl em nded to unexpectedly lunatic and vicious. At one point he turned suddenly on
Tai l chaser, howling, 'Black \\inds. black winds!" and tried to rend himwi th powerful claws. At a
sharp word from Ski nwetch. he \vas again cringing and crying.

"Not right, not nght," b'sped Skinwetch, shaking his scarred head. "He wasss once a nosst

i mportant chief, vou know. "
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After they had wal ked a bit farther—Fail chaser relying on mnute changes in the air tenperature
and pressure to guide themin what he hoped was the correct directi on—he worked up the courage to
try to draw t he so-far-aniable Skinwetch out.

"How are the 'final preparations' going, eh? I'mafraid |'ve been involved in some ... er, rather

i mportant things up ... up aboveground."

"Nobody tellsss poor old Ssskinwetch much," conpl ai ned the Toot hguard, "but | hear nany thingsss.
Great novenmentsss, a great uneasinesss ... | heard two of my brother guardss whi sspering not |ong

ago that sssoon the sssurface will be breached!"

The surface . . . breached? Fritti did not |like the sound of that. Sone terrible, inconprehensible

thing was about to happen, and apparently he and a scatter of stuttering R kchikchik were the only
creatures who coul d do anything about it.

No, thought Tail chaser, correcting hinmself, / can do nothing but find my friends, and probably die
with them

Wth the nobilization of Vastnir, escape would be unlikely for one, |let alone three or four. No.
funb hope—and a tenuous one, at that—rested on ir.t |eaping backs of squirrels, and a jaded,
unconcer ned Court.

"Star-face! Creeping, skulking star-face! I'lIl have his heart out!" Yow ing, Scratchnail had
stopped in his tracks, whipping his black nmuzzle fromside to side. Fritti realized with a start
that although Scratch-nail was mad and Ski nwetch blind, he did have a white star on his forehead,
he woul d be easily recogni zed by any of the nound's nore discerning occupants bel ow. As Ski nwetch
soot hed the raging Cawguard, Fritti dipped his head down and rubbed his brow in the dust.
Blinking the dirt fromaround his eyes, he straightened up

/ hope that will hide it, he thought—er at |east obscure it enough that it will pass unnoticed. |
will

284

Tad WIIiAMVs

never |l ook like a COawguard, but at least | can hope to look |like a nanel ess sl ave.

The hairl ess one had coaxed Scratchnail into a wal k again, and though the C aw nade strange,
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whi ni ng noi ses, he did not disrupt their course again for sone tine.

Tai |l chaser's directional sense seened to be working. He began to see signs of increasing traffic
in the shafts they were foll owi ng—stronger and nore recent scents canme fromthe side passages.
Fritti began to think about finding his captive friends. He knew that he could travel quickly and
safely only in these outer, nostly unused byways; once he was into the active heart of the nound
hi s deception would be of no use.

The sound of harsh voices cane suddenly from around the curve of their path. Scratchnail—-as if in
some ki nd of anticipation—hose this noment to |lie down, spreading his |arge, dapple-bellied body
across the tunnel floor. Tailchaser |ooked wildly about, and after a | ong nonment spotted a tiny
tunnel in the wall they had just passed. Gating, sneezing |aughter echoed up the shaft as he

| eaped back and squeezed hinself into the snall space, which turned out to be a crevice—and a
cranped one. He heard the |aughing voices stop, and the heavy pad of approaching paws. Then they
spoke, in the unnistakable snarling idiomof the Cawguard.

"What's this? What's this great | oad of unburied me'nre doing in the way?" There was a sharp bark
of amusenent, then another, equally unpl easant voice said: "It's obvious sonebody needs skinning
around here, by the Great One! Who's responsi bl e?"

Ski nwretch spoke up in an aggrieved tone. "Pleassse now, nassterss. Do no injury! Asss you can

sssee, | amin the conpany of two very inportant nmenbersss of your brotherhood! Tell them
Tunnel wal ker! "

"Two! " laughed the first daw. "I see but one—
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and a great, bonel ess weckage he | ooks to be, too! Wt do you see, Riptalon?"

"Exactly that. A useless hulk and a little, squirnmng blind nole. Unless | miss nmy count,
Shredfang, that nakes but two. The little Squeaker's lying to us!" Skinwetch gave a whi nper of
fear, and Fritti heard the two Cl awguard nove cl oser.

"Lying to Guards on the Lord's business. | think we'll make himjunmp for that, don't you?"
"Tunnel wal ker! Sssave nme! Sssave us!" The Toot h-guard's voice rose hysterically, and Fritti,
crouched in his shallow niche, held his breath.

A nmuffled groan rose up, and then Scratchnail's droning voice: "Tailchaser! Star-face did it! No,

Lord Huh . . . Lord Heart . . . Hearteater, not the burning! My ka . . . no! Ahhhhhhh!" Hi's voice
rose into a keening wail. The two C awguard nmade sounds of surprise.

"By the Blood-light!" grunted Shredfang. "It is a aw"

"It's Scratchnail!" Riptalon gasped nervously. "He is proscribed! The Lord of Al punished him W

shoul d not touch him™"

"Pfauggh! You're right. This place stinks of the unclean! The shane of it! And that newling blind
worm. . . cone, let's be off." The disgust in Shred-fang's voice did not disguise the fear that
whi npered beneath. Swift, padding footfalls passed by Tail chaser's crevice and faded down the
corridor.

Fritti waited for what seened like a very long tinme, then stepped gingerly back out into the
tunnel. Skinwretch's furless shape was huddl ed over the supine black formof Scratchnail . . . and
for a noment Fritti was oddly touched. Then the Toothguard sw vel ed his ruined nuzzle around, and
t he sensation vani shed in a cascade of revulsion

"Who' sss there?" Skinw etch called.

Tai | chaser made a hesitant noise in his throat, then said: "Wy, Tunnelwal ker, of course. | have
286
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been of f exploring sone spur tunnels. | just passed a couple of ny fellows. Did you neet thenf"
"They threatened usss!" panted Skinwretch. "They were going to kill usss! Wy did you | eave?"

"I told you!" said Fritti, feigning anger. "Now, get up—and get himup too. | have inportant
things to do, and I amonly hel ping you because you are so pathetic and incapable. Now, are we
going to get paddi ng or not?"

"Ch, yesss, Tunnel wal ker! Gome, Ssscratchnail, get up now. "

Wth Tail chaser |eading, and Scratchnail trailing reluctantly, the m snmatched threesone noved on
into the heart of gathering forces.

27

CHAPTER

Not with a Cub, the Heart is broken

Nor with a Stone—

A Wiip so small you could not see it

I've known
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To lash the Magic Creature

Till it fell

—En |y Di ckinson

Strange things were happening in the world above the labyrinth. Distant cries and |ights nade the
ni ght Hours mysterious and unsettling. Felas gave birth to kittens too unusual to survive, and
Prince Dewtreader of Firsthone made dire pronouncenents. Many Fol k were afraid. The ground
everywhere felt unsoiid—shifting and treacherous.

The Eye opened to its fullest a conplete sun-iurn earlier than expected, and hung red and swol | en
in the sky. Meeting N ghts were full of unanswerabl e questions and nanel ess fears. Blind Night,
the night of greatest darkness, was coming. Sone whispered that this tinme the darkness would bring
t he os.

The os was on the tongues of many, and in the minds of nore..

Bel ow t he ground, the Great One on his carrion throne of death and dying worked a web of curious
forces. Energies beat and pul sed through his seat of power so intensely that sometines the air
itself in the Cavern of the Pit becane as solid and resisting as water. Strange i nages waxed and
waned, flickering at the edge of vision like lightning on the eyelids of a
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sl eeper. At times, now, none but the Boneguard could attend the Lord of All, and the Caws would
stand muttering in the tunnels outside the Master's cavern

Even Tail chaser, on the periphery of Vastnir's main arteries, could sense the inmm nence of

sonet hing. Scratchnail had ceased tal king altogether—nmunbling and how i ng ali ke—and pl odded al ong
with a dull, lifeless sheen on his deep eyes. He stopped incessantly to scratch, gouging at his
dark fur with crimson claws until it seemed he nmust draw blood. Fritti understood. H's skin, too,
was craw i ng.

The trio had paused by one of the main passages, |ooking down a dark, sloping access tunnel to the
broad causeway bel ow. Teams of C awguard marched purposefully by, or harried fainting, stunbling
prisoners. At Tailchaser's side Skinwetch cocked an ear to the sounds of pads scuffling endlessly
past .

"Aaaahh." The Toot hguard beaned, his scarred face crinkling into a complexity of lines. "Hear
that? Lisssten. Great thingsss are afoot. . . great thingsss." The naked snout took on a dejected
cast. "The unfairness of it. That a faithful sservant, sssuch asss | ..." He made a sniveling
sound. Fritti, worriedly watching the C awguard | egi ons, nodded his head distractedl y—forgetting
monentarily that the other could not see him

"I was born to sserve the Lord of All," Skinwetch | amented. "How could | have been brought to

t hiss | ow essstate?"

The Toot hguard's reproachful words finally sank in. An idea began to formin Tailchaser's mnnd

"Ski nwetch. | have sonething inportant to tell \ou." Fritti said in a |ow voice. "Let's nove back
up the corridor a bit."
When the\ had wal ked back to stand by the stu-porous Scratchnail. Fritti said: "You say you are

loyal to the 'k- Lord of AI?"
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"Ch yessss!" Scratchnail eagerly affirmed. "It iss ny one purpose!"

"Then | can tell you ny secret. Do you promse to keep it?"

"Ch, certainly, Tunnelwal ker, npssst asssuredly!" Skinwetch bobbed up and down in a horrible

parody of trustworthiness. "I ssswear by the Foami ng Ssstone of the Toot hguard!"

"CGood." Tailchaser deliberated for a noment. "Lord He—the Master—has grave need of information
froma certain prisoner. He does not trust his chiefs, though. Some of them like . . . well, if |
nmust say it, |ike Hi ssblood, have shown thenselves to be unreliable—f you understand ne."

The Toothguard was jiggling excitedly. "OF course! | understand. Like Hi sssblood! Exactly!"
"Well," continued Fritti inportantly, now warnming to the deception, "he has chosen ne to find and
observe the prisoner. But no one may knowl You can see that it would be ... well, unwi se,

especially now" He was a little unclear hinself on the logic of this, but Skinwetch seened
enraptured by the idea. "Anyway," he added, "the Lord of Al has chosen nme, and | am choosi ng you
You nmust find the prisoner for me, and no one nust know why, or even suspect. Can you do that?"
"d ever Tunnel wal ker. Who will sssusspect old, crippled Ssskinwetch? Yesss, | ssshail do it!"
"Good. The prisoner you nust find for me is the fela who acconpani ed the escaping Tail .. . Tai

" He hemmed and hawed convincingly. "Tail-chooser. The one Scratchnail raves about. The fela
who was with himsurvived, did she not?"
"I do not know, Tunnelwal ker, but | ssshail find out," said the blind creature soberly.
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"Very well," said Fritti. "I will meet you on this spot when three work shifts have passed. Can
you find it again?"

Tad WIIli A ws

"Ch, yesss. Now that the Ssscal ding Flunme no | onger boilss ny earsss | can find nmy way anywhere."
"Move, then, and take Scratchnail with you—enly, keep himout of trouble that will draw
attention." Fritti especially did not want to be yoked hinself to the powerful, maddened beast—who

woul d be even nore of a danger if his nmenory returned. "And renenber," he added, "if you betray
me, you betray your Master. CGo!"

Fraught with newfound purpose, Skinwetch hurriedly roused Scratchnail, and the two went trudging
away.

Tai |l chaser stifled an inpul sive sneeze of pleased | aughter as he watched them di sappear. The

har dest was yet to cone.

Wth that matter settled, Tailchaser felt his fever-swi ft thoughts begin to slow down. He was very-
hungry. This presented a problem As he stood close to the tunnel wall and watched yet another
press gang of captives being herded out to the diggings, he considered his alternatives. He
supposed that he could try to stay inconspkuously on the edge of things—stealing a neal here or
there, trying to avoid the guards by stealth and speed. Sooner or |ater, though, he would be
caught. There were no free Fol k roam ng about the nmound—at | east, none that he had seen. It was
courting disaster, and he had a nouthful of trouble already.

Anot her clutch of prisoners, overseen by a pair of surly Caws, noved al ong the passage bel ow him
As they passed his hiding place, one of the slaves near the front coll apsed. There was a great
yow i ng and snarling as others tried to | eap over the fallen one, and collided with their fell ows.
The two Claws, red tal ons shot, waded into the flurry.

Fritti seized this chance, bounding out of the tunnel and noving rapidly toward the rear of the
I'ine.

It will be easier to escape fromone of these gangs than to live tike a phantomfor very long, he
de-
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cided. Also, who would hunt for an escaped prisoner in a prison cave?

"You little sun-rat!" rasped a voice. Tail chaser | ooked up into the heavy-jawed face of one of the
guards. "I saw that!" the daw snarled. "Try sneaking off again and I'll slit you fromgorge to

t omhoodi "

The crush of tunnel salves surged forward again, bearing Fritti along.

Life with the slave gang was not as difficult as it had been before. He was stronger after his
interval in Ratleaf; though the hunting had been sparse, still he had eaten better than the poor
beasts with whom he was inprisoned. It saddened himto see the nisery and suffering around hi mbut
this time things were different: he had joined this press of captives by choice; he was operating
in secret. Although his heart warned hi magai nst foolishness, he could not help feeling a quiet
pride. He had a purpose, and so far he was succeedi ng remarkably. H's |uck had been danci ng.

The prisoners, too, could feel the difference in the nound's atnosphere. The stirring, anxious
sense of inpending events had beaten them down. No prisoners told stories, or sang. Even the
arguments were |ackluster, dispirited. Collectively the slaves were cringing; they were waiting
for the blowto fall.

One of the other captives told Tail chaser laconically of the runors anong their warders: about the
lights and noises in the Cavern of the Pit, and of the assenbling of Caws and Teeth into
bridling, inpatient units who were then sent out to farther tunnels. Trying to appear unconcerned,
Fritti mlked the prisoner—a one-eyed tabby named Funbl ef oot—for nore information, but the weary
cat had no nore to offer

Fritti had been with the tunnel slaves for two work shifts and his inpatience was rising: he knew
that his time was running out. Al he could think of was
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the danger that his friends were in. Firsthone and the fate of the Folk had faded fromhis nenory
as usel ess abstractions. After he |eft Funbl efoot, Tail-chaser sat hunpbacked in the corner of the
cave until the guards canme to dnme themforth.

The dirtv. back-bending digging tinme oozed by as slowy as running sap. Akhough his paws were
cracked and bl eeding. Fntti dug as though consumed-striving to obliterate the draggi ng Hours bv
mai n force

When the smirking Claw at the mouth of the tunnel growl ed down the order to quit digging,

Tai |l chaser and the other wean prisoners began to nount upward. Carefully falling behind, he
stopped as the | ast cat before ' ned up over the tunnel rim then quickh dc .~k down the
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short passage and threw hinseii to the earth at the end of the hole they had been excavating. He
wi ggl ed as far beneath the piles of |oose soil as he could and lay quietly.

The sounds of the mlling prisoners drifted down from above. For a noment, a burning gol den eye

| ooked down into the tunnel, but dirt and darkness hid Tailchaser fromall but the closest

i nspection, and soon he heard the press gang crunching away. He renmained silent at the burrow s
end while his heart beat many tines, then finally crept cautiously toward the surface.

The smal |l cavern from which the tunnel network | ed was enpty. The dimearth-1ight reveal ed no nove-
oaent but his own. Nonchalantly but rapidly he grooned the worst of the dust fromhis face, legs 1
tail then noved silently out into the larger shaft which his fellow prisoners and their guards had
ai readv vani shed.

la the mciu where Pouncequick |lay dreaning of Ae while cat. Roof shadow herself was also finally
*.<-r:>'rf£ The strain of anticipation—waiting for the ret : r. : « r.t-'. engeful d awguard—-and

t he enforced
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hel pl essness of her situation had worn her down until she could no | onger nuster strength or worry
to resist. Chin on paws, she had lain for a long tinme staring at the peaceful, helpless forns of
Pouncequi ck and Eat bugs, and hopel essness had drifted over her like a warmmnist. Wen the guard
thrust his malignant head into the chanber he saw all three of the cats Iying in deathlike
stillness. Wth a yellowfanged grin of approval, he withdrew

Eat bugs' eyes blinked open. For a monent, while his body still lay slack and notionl ess, they
filled with an intense, cool fire. Then the light flickered in their depths, and seened to die.
The |Iids sagged back into place, and all was still as stone once nore.

Ski nwretch was waiting for Fritti when he arrived at the spur tunnel. The Toot hguard was doi ng a
little dance of anticipation, his furless tail kinking and wiggling Iike a drowning nightcraw er.
Tai | chaser, who had spent what seened |ike Eyes and Eyes working his way carefully across the
mound to this spot, approached as quietly as he could, only to be greeted by Skinwetch's shrill,
excited hiss.

"Tunnel wal ker! Have you cone? | have newsss, newsss!”

"Silence!" Fritti hinself hissed. "Wat news?"

"I have found your prisoner!" said the Toothguard gleefully. "Ssskinwetch hasss done it!"

Tai |l chaser felt the pressing of tine. "Were? Were is she?"

Ski nwretch grinned, the nouthful of teeth bel ow the scarred snout gleamng crazily. "Not far from
here, oh yesss, very clossse. Oh, clever Sskinwetch hass ssserved the Lord of AIl!"

Trying to keep his patience, Fritti waited with dry nmouth as Ski nwetch descri bed where Roof shadow
was being held. Wen the eyel ess Toot hguard had fini shed Tail chaser began to back away, pl anning
furiously, then suddenly stopped.
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I'd better keep up appearances, he thought. This creature is a terrible eneny, but he nakes a good
ally.

"You have done well," he told the Toothguard. "The Master will be pleased. Renenber, not a word to
anyone!"

"Of coursse not. Not clever Ssskinwetch!"

As he watched the creature's mad caperings, Fritti suddenly noticed sonething he had missed in his
excitement. "Were's Scratchnail?" he denanded. "You were to keep himw th you."

A sudden | ook of fear crossed Skinwretch's ruined features. "Ch, Tunnelwal ker, that one. He isss
full of ossss. He would not stay by ne, and | could not nake hi mhe iss very powerful, you know.
He ran off into the tunnelsss, crying and ssaying ssstrange thingsss. He wasss puni shed becaussse
of the pris-soner, and he iss sssick with the osss."

Not hing to be done, thought Fritti. "Never mind," he told Skinw etch, who brightened i mediately.
"Go on, now, and if | need you |l will find you."

Tai |l chaser darted out of the spur tunnel and across the main shaft, stopping in an alcove on the
far side, shielded by darkness from observing eyes. When he | ooked back he saw Ski nw etch, mained
face in a crooked smile, still leaping and jigging in the shadows.

H ding in pools of deeper shade, stealing quietly past squadrons of bristling, congregating nound-
dwel lers, Fritti nmoved like a spirit-cat through the awakeni ng underworld. The nound-beasts were
ever ywher e—ovi ng, whi spering, flexing sharp red cl awns.

Fritti reached the junction of three tunnels that Skinwetch had described. Looking cautiously
around, and seeing no one paving attention, he ducked down the passage that the Toothguard had
instructed himto take. Tail erect, whiskers tingling and every bit of fur puffed upright, he
crept downward.
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A shaft entrance in the tunnel wall ahead. That was the one! He felt an urge to | eap, but
controlled hinself. Carefully, carefully .

He reached the hole and peered cautiously down. In the dimlight at the bottom of the shaft he
could see . . . Pouncequick! H's heart |eaped. The young killing and Roof shadow were being kept in
the sane cave! His luck was hol ding.

Leaning farther forward, he could now see two nore shapes. Roofshadow And was the old one

Eat bugs? But why weren't any of them noving? Could they be ... but no. He could see Pouncequick's
sides rising and falling.

Sonet hi ng crashed down on himlike a toppling tree. Wth a yowm of pain he tunbled to the side of
the cavern entrance. Standing over himw th a nmassive paw cocked for another blow was a | arge

bl ack shape. The half-familiar face of the C awguard | eered down at him

"What are you up to, then?" the brute grow ed.

"N-not hing!" squeaked Fritti. "Mmny name is T-Tunnelwal ker, and |'ve lost ny way." He tried to
make hinself snmall against the earth. The C aw | eaned cl oser

"I's that right?" he snarled, and his hot breath nade Tail chaser blink. The beast's eyes narrowed.
"Just a monment. You look familiar. What's that mark on your head?"

H s head? Forehead? Skydancer's Tears! Fritti cursed hinself. He nust have w ped the maski ng dust
fromhis face when he had enmerged fromthe slave tunnel

Fritti made a sudden squirmnmi ng novenment toward escape, but the heavy paw descended on his neck
scarlet claws softly pricking his throat.

"By the Great One!" said the Claw. "If it isn't our little escaped sun-rat! Isn't that fine!"

In a rush of despair, Fritti recognized his captor. It was Bitefast, Scratchnail's former
compani on, who
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now bared his teeth at the trapped Tailchaser in a terrible smle. "Wll now, " chuckl ed the d aw,
"it's awfully good that | should be the one to find you. Because of you, they ruined the chief.
Al'l because of you!" The paw pushed cruelly down on Fritti's throat. He coughed hel pl essly.

"Wll, I"'mthe chieftain now " Bitefast smirked. "And |'m going to make sure you get what you
deserve." The bl ack beast squatted, and pushed his deep-set eves up next to the face of his
wheezing captile. The C's's \oice descended to a vindictive whispe

"I"'mgv?tiiig i" U.NC vou straight to the Fat One!"

28

CHAPTER

Wher esoever thou art our agony will find Thee Enthroned on the darkest altar of our heartbreak
Perfect. Beast, brute, bastard. O dog ny God!

—&eorge Barker

Tai | chaser was pushed, prodded, bitten and bullied down the now crowded corridors by Bitefast. As
t hey passed—the dark and nuscul ar Cl awguard driving the small orange cat-sone of the nound-

dwel lers turned to stare curiously after the m smatched pair. There was nothing unusual in the
sight of one of the captive Fol k being herded to punishnent or doom but the small cat was
snarling and bal ki ng—+esisting! It had been a long tinme since any had seen the sun-dwellers
showi ng any fight.

Fritti, in a haze of pain, frustration, and anger, did observe an unusual thing: there were no

sl aves; no work gangs to be seen sullenly treading the roads of Vastnir. Apparently their work was
done. No wonder he had been discovered.

Bitefast directed Fritti down through crowds of indifferent O awguard and hissing, winkle-skinned
Toot hguard. Down, fromlevel to | evel, passing beneath the Greater Gate, to arrive at last at the
vaul t ed antechanber to the Cavern of the Pit.

Before the entrance to the Seat of Hearteater stood a group of C awguard, arguing. The apparent

| eader, a squat, chunky beast with only a stunp where his
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tail had been, seemed to be trying to restore order. He snapped at one of his mnions, who
retreated growl i ng, but crept back a nonent later with head held | ow.

"Ho, Crushgrass!" Bitefast called to the tailless one. "What are you and your pack of nouse-
hugger s doi ng-down here?"

Crushgrass turned to peer at the new arrivals. "Ah, it's you, is it, Bitefast!? Very bad, very bad
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all thisis.”

"What are you whining about?" asked Bitefast with a tongue-lolling grin

"It's Snapjaw here," said Crushgrass worriedly. "He and sonme of ny other fellows have been hearing
strange things in the upper Cataconbs.”

"Scratching, like," said Snapjaw, |owbrowed and sullen. "It's not right."

Bi t efast barked a harsh laugh. "What these fellows need is sone sharp teeth put to 'em You need
to keep these shirkers under a firnmer paw, Crushgrass." He | aughed again. There was an unpl easant
mur mur i ng anmong Crushgrass' guards. "And what are you all doing here in any case?" Bitefast
continued. "The Master'1ll have your eyes!"

Crushgrass winced. "They were going to cone down here without nme, if | didn't cone. How woul d that
| ook?"

"Like a mutiny. Now, it's a nmutiny that you're leading, ny fine, stupid friend. Scratching!' Hah

St one-bl ood and fire! You'll soon find that the Master is worse than any scratching!"

"And what brings you here, anyway?" Snhapjaw hi ssed nastily.

Wt hout warning, Bitefast was on him knocking himto the ground and tearing his ear.

"You can talk to your chief like he's a newing kit, but don't try it with ne!" Bitefast rasped
into Snapjaw s bleeding ear in a | ow dangerous voice, then spoke up to the rest, who were watching
avidly. "As it hap-
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pens, |'ve brought an inportant prisoner to the Lord of All. If you re lucky, he'll be so pleased
with me he'll forget to tear your innards out.”

"Inmportant prisoner? This little thing?" asked Crushgrass.

"The only escape we've had, this one," growl ed Bitefast. "He nust have had help, right? Stands to
reason, doesn't it? And you know what that neans, don't you?" The C aw | eaned forward for
enphasi s. "Conspiracy! Think about that!" Bitefast bared his teeth, pleased.

"But if he escaped, what's he doi ng back?" queried one of Crushgrass' guards. Bitefast glared at
hi m

"I'"ve had just about enough questions fromyour |ike," he said nmenacingly. "I've got nore

i mportant things to do than stand about jabbering with you scabby lot. I'"'mgoing in to see the
Master. Go on, Crushgrass, take your whinperers and their 'scratching,' and get back to your
tunnel . You've got no business here."

"And you've got no place to order ne, Bitefast," said the other chieftain defiantly, but started
away, his munbling crew behind him Snapjaw, with a hateful |ook, foll owed shakily.

"No backbone," said Bitefast in a self-satisfied tone.

Fritti had been notionl ess throughout the exchange, sensing the emanati ons that beat out fromthe
chamber beyond—the grindi ng, reaching power of Heart-eater. He barely felt Bitefast poking him
forward toward the entrance. A mist swam before his eyes, and a blunt throb of pain started up at
the front of his skull

The two guards of the portal, one Caw, one Tooth, bobbed their heads m nutely as they recognized
Bitefast, but did not turn to watch as he led Fritti by. As they passed bel ow the arch, cold m st
swam up to neet them Tailchaser was al ready shivering.

In the nmiddl e of the cavern the throne of the |npossible One rose up fromthe pit, the withing,
JOO
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dyi ng bodies naking rippling patterns in the blue-and-violet light. Atop this nonolith of pain
lolled Lord Hearteater, blind and immbile |ike an i nmense, new y-hatched | arva. Bel ow hi m dozens
of fevered servitors scurried around the rimof the pit.

Bi tefast, his bravado gone now, pulled Tailchaser slowy toward the great beast. As they stood on
the great circular precipice—the O aw chief working up courage to speak—there was a conmotion at
the far end of the cavern, near the main entrance. Fritti could see O awguard running rapidly
through the portal, but the ground-hugging msts nmade it inpossible to tell what was happeni ng.
The creature above the pit turned his head slowy in the direction of the disturbance. Bitefast
coughed once, loudly, but the Master only stared away, across the great rock-rinmed cave.

"G Geatest Lord ... Mghty One, hear thy slave!"

Bitefast's voice carried out across the pit. The nassive head pivoted slowy, turning back at |ast
to fix mlk-white eyes in their direction. Both the O awguard chief and his captive took an
involuntary step back fromthe rim The Firstborn regarded them expres-sionlessly.

"Greatest Lord, your servant Bitefast has brought you the escaped prisoner—the star-faced one
See!" The nottl ed beast stepped back, |eaving Tailchaser cowering on the edge of the great pit
beneat h t he unfat homabl e i nspection of Hearteater
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Bi t ef ast, unconsciously shooting and sheathing his claws as he waited, at last could bear the

silence no longer. "Have | done well, G eatest One? Are you pleased with your servant?"
Hearteater turned his head slightly toward the Cawguard. "You will live," he said. Hi s voice
sounded |i ke centuries of decay. Bitefast nmade a spluttering noise, but before he could speak the
dead, muddy voice added: "You have done well. Now go."

Eyes goggling, Bitefast backed toward the entrance,
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turned and di sappeared. Tail chaser sagged to the cold ground; the vapors swrled between himand
the pit. Wien they receded, the Fat One's ancient, blind eyes were focused upward, seeing nothing.
The tortured heap on which the thing reclined heaved slightly, as in sonme strange collective
shrug. The Lord of Vastnir appeared not to notice. Suddenly, like a cold, clammy intruder
Hearteater's voi ce spoke inside Tailchaser's mnd

"I know you." The thick presence forced its way effortlessly into his thoughts. Tailchaser, in a
sick frenzy, rubbed his head against the frost-hard ground of the cavern, but the voice could not
be driven out.

"You are no threat. Free or prisoned, quick or dead, you are less than a pebble in ny path." The
agel ess thing, snothering Fritti's pani cked thoughts in flabby despair, droned on: "But | stil
need my mnions ... for a while yet. Al rmust know futility. Al nust know resistance is futility.
| should render you to particles and set you afl oat between the stars. "

A terrifying enptiness swept into Fritti's mind, as if he had been suddenly cast into the endl ess
abyss. Sonewhere he could hear his body squealing in terror . . . somewhere—renote, unreachable.
"But," the awful hanmmering drone began again, "you are already prom sed. Bast-Inret and Knet-
Mukri —al | the Boneguard—have cl ained you. You will be taken to the House of Despair, to be
entertained there until your ka struggles to fly to the great void. "

As if silendy summoned, gray mi st-shrouded shapes issued forth fromthe caves high up on the wall
beyond Hearteater's pit. A stately, awful progression started down fromthe honey-conbed cavern

wall, as slow and relentless as black ice forming on a winter pond. In the dimindigo |ight that
flickered fromfissures in the rock they were indistinct. .. fornless. Bright sparks that night
have been eyes tw nkl ed.
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A thin breeze sighed down fromthe heights of the chanber and the darkness settled a little
closer. The other creatures drew back silently to let the Boneguard pass. A powerful force held
Tai |l chaser pinioned to the earth, and he could only watch as the shadow conpany approached.

A sudden di sturbance at the cavern's far entrance, loud alaruns fromthe C awguard there, turned
all the eyes but those of the blind beast in the pit. The line of Boneguard stopped, their
indistinct forms rippling. Beneath Hearteater the dying bodi es heaved again; then for a nmonent al
was still.

A lone figure tottered through the entranceway, into the Cavern of the Pit. It was a Toot hguard,

| eat hery hi de sl ashed and bl eedi ng.

"W are attacked!" the creature shrieked. "There isss great sslaughter at the Vez'an Gate! O her
pl acesss, too!" A great cry arose fromthe gathered beasts, and now sounds could be heard fromthe
tunnel s beyond t he great cavern

"What is it? What is it?" cried one of the C awguard, naddened.

"The treacherous Firssst-wal kersss! They have cone with the sssun-wornmss of the Firssthone!
Treachery! Attack!" Screeching and whistling, the Toothguard coll apsed. The cavern was instantly a
pl ace of pandenoni um—Footh and C aw alike | eaping, snarling, and screamng, spilling and surging
out of the tunnels. Fromoutside the cavern the noi ses of the struggle were |ouder, closer. Above
the chaos Hearteater lay notionless as a gl acier

Tai |l chaser, sprawl ed on the earth at the edge of the pit, watched it all as if he were in a dream
The cries and furor had not touched him had not penetrated the paralyzing frost that Hearteater
had laid on his heart and ka. Wien a nassive wave of struggling beasts poured through the entrance
to the cavern, locked talon and fang in nortal conbat, he watched the swelling nmadness with the
sane curious
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i ndi fference he had once shown to ripples on a sunmer pond. Only when several of the figures near
the front of the fighting began to look faintly, distantly famliar did he feel a thaw ng of

i nterest.

A great black cat—ike a slender, supple Caw—was |aying about in spitting fury in the mdst of
gnashi ng Toot hguard. Who was that? Wiy should it matter to hin? He felt it inportant that he
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remenber. Nearby a second torn, crisscrossed with thin scars, westled and tore at a C awguard far
bi gger than he was. Another one. Should he know him too?

A huge striped cat thundered through the entranceway, scattering guards before him As he | ooked
across the cavern fromthe sunmt of his detachnent, Fritti felt an urge to smle—despite the fact
that the swag-bellied torn was fighting for his life,

Wiy? he wondered. Wiy am | sniling?

Because it's Hangbelly, and Hangbelly is funny.

Hangbel | y. Hangbelly, and Squeakerbane, and . . . and . . . Quiverclawl H's friends. His friends
had comne!

The frost nelted fromhis soul. The Fol k had cone at last! They had cone!

Fritti clinmbed to his paws with a weak cry of happi ness. The fighting was spreading, noving cl oser
to where he stood—and gradually surrounding the pit where the Master lay in inscrutable power.
Tai | chaser staggered back toward the wall of the cavern, taking the slight refuge of a recess in
the stone. The guards had already sprung past himtoward the fray.

Slowy, as if by unspoken command, the nound-creatures were edgi ng backward until at |ast they
formed a ring around the misty, violet-lit hole in the cavern's center. The attackers nmassed and
charged, but broke against the line of the pit guards. Struggling shapes plunged how i ng over the
rim to vanish into the fogs that floated about the Master's throne. The attackers w t hdrew,

poi sed to throw t hensel ves
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forward once nore. There was a heartbeat of stillness, in which fur could al nost be heard to
bristle . . . then the nud-and-thunder voice of Hearteater booned through the cavern

"STOP! "

Shocked sil ence, and for a nonent nothing but the echoes of that terrible sound reverberated in
the air. Quiverclaw, who had scranbled partway up the base of the chanmber wall, stared into the

di mess of the pit. Hi s raspy whisper, charged with superstitious fear, fractured the still ness.
"Dugs of the Allnmother!" Hi sses of fear boiled up fromthe other Folk, and hundreds of backs and
tails arched as one.

The voice of Hearteater welled up once nore. "I wondered if the |ackeys who worship the nenory of
my departed brothers would eventually gain the courage to try to take me in ny den. Hear ne, then
you Firefoot-sniffers and Witew nd-chasers: the last of the Firstborn is not to be dealt with by
a mewi ng rabble |ike yourselves. You are beyond your depth, surface-crawers.”

The pressure of his words wei ghed the attackers down |ike a tangible thing, but the nound-
creatures did not nove either, so great was the force of Hearteater

Fi nal | y Squeakerbane stood, his battered old face firm whiskers straight and proud. "Wrds!"
cried the Thane of the Rootwood First-wal kers. "W have brought nmore true Folk than there are
stars in the sky, Lord of the Ant Heap—even now they swarm down your Praere-hole. Your day is
over!" All around the attackers shook their heads, and purred with wonder and pride, so that a
great hummng filled the rocky vastness. "You may sit like a toad on your initation Vaka' az' ne
until the end of time," cried Squeakerbane, "but \ve shall never rub our chins on the ground for
you! Your power is broken!"

The laughter of Gizraz Hearteater rolled down

TAI LCHASER S SONG

Iike the grinding of an aval anche. "FOOLS!" he boomed. "You speak to me of power, with your tiny
lives like the tunbling of |eaves! Wiat a nockery!™ Hs |aughter swelled again. There was a
runbl i ng beneath, and Hearteater's throne-nound pitched sharply. "You speak of the Vaka' az'nme," he
bel | oned, and the runbling grew | ouder. "You think you see the throne of Hearteater, but you see
not hi ngU' The Master of the mound shouted with mirth, a noise as chilling as freezing rain. The
Fol k quail ed, and woul d have run, but Squeakerbane stepped forward, and the |ine held.

Bef ore the Thane could say a word, Hearteater's dark, swollen body began rocking and pitching atop
the carrion nound. "Do you think | perch here to frighten the pitiful, scurrying things that serve
me?" the Fat One denanded. "To put otherworldly fears into the nminds of such as you? HA HA HA HA
HAI'" Hearteater's voice rose to a deafening pitch. "Like Fela Skydancer who bore me, | am bringing
warnmh to this pile of squirnming flesh. | amgiving it POANER "

The runbling noise fromthe pit becane a tearing, sucking sound. The lights beaming up fromthe
earth flickered crazily. The assenbled creatures, Free Folk and C awguard ali ke, began to yow in
fear and scranble away fromthe pit.

A huge shape energed from beneath Hearteater, as if hatched, or as if formng itself fromthe
vapors of the pit. It made a sound like the crying of uncountable dying things—ayriad voices in
one soulless cry. Howling and screeching, all who surrounded the pit scattered to the walls of the
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cavern as the vast thing clanbered ponderously forth.

The sickly purple light touched on sonethi ng nonstrous and deforned, dark and unrecogni zabl e.
There was a vague, lunatic suggestion of some denon-hound in its slavering nmuzzle and red eyes. It
was formed of the nmelting, twi sted bodies of the pit—dying, pite-
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ously suffering beasts nelded into the shape of a single great one.

Sone of the Fol k, courageous to the point of madness, tried to stand and fight. It was on themin
a nmonent, shanbling and deadly.

"1 have brought it forth!! The Fikosl | have brought it forth!" The cavern was full of cries, dead
and dyi ng, shouting chaos. As the dog-thing flailed and slew, the voice of Hearteater rose above
all: "Fikos! Your bane! The bane of all that wal k on the surface of the world!!"

Tai |l chaser turned fromthe awful sight and fled the Cavern of the Pit.

29

CHAPTER

The fox has a bag of tricks,

t he hedgehog one very good one.

—Ar chi | ochos

Vastnir was in pandemonium As Fritti ran through the near-darkness he saw cat-shapes careening
by, shrieking and bounding |ike so nany nmaddened bats.

Tai |l chaser could think only of his friends; the horror and death behind himwere too great. It
seened to be the end of all things—all life, all reason, all hope. He wanted to face it with his
conpani ons.

No one heeded himin his flight. Cawguard and Toot hguard fought with one another, as well as with
t he advanci ng host of Free Folk. Prisoners lured up fromtheir caves by the sounds of chaos
swarned in confusion, scuffling, crying, searching desperately for exits. The thundering, nindless
voi ce of .the Fikos rolled through the nound, singing devastation and nadness.

Fritti tried to remenber the ill-attended directions given himby Skinwetch. Several tines in the
confusion of sounds and bodies he feared he had lost his way. Finally, he recognized the downward
turn. Ears flat, he sprinted down the sloping tunnel

Roof shadow and Pouncequi ck were crouchi ng, hackles raised, at the back wall of their cave. At
their feet |lay Eatbugs—but now his eyes were open. He
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stared with odd, quiet interest at Tail chaser as he appeared at the doorway. Roofshadow did not
appear to recognize Fritti for a nonment, then, with a headshake of anmazenent, she bounded forward,
calling his nane.

"Tail chaser! You're here! What is happeni ng?" She drew near him sniffing, but he noved past her
t o Pouncequi ck.

"Pounce!" he cried. "It's nme, Pounce! Are you all right? Can you wal k?"

Pouncequi ck stared up at himfor a nmonent as if he did not understand, then a soft snile spread
over the kitten's features. "Nre' fa-o, Tailchaser," he said. "I knew you would cone back."

Fritti turned around to see Roofshadow staring apprehensively up the shaft. "Terrible things are
happeni ng, Roof shadow, " he said. "The Fol k have conme, but they have been net by great danger. W
can do no good here. Qur only chance is to get out—now, in the confusion. Hel p Pouncequick up
I"I'l get Eatbugs."

W thout questioning, the gray fela |l eaped forward to hel p the youngling, but Pouncequick raised
hi msel f on shaky legs. "I can nanage." he said. "I was just waiting for Tailchaser to arrive," he
added nysteriously, then stretched, his body a small, arching bow shape.

Eat bugs proved nore difficult. Though awake, and not actively resisting, he appeared confused. He
did not seemto understand the need for haste; he tottered about the cavern, sniffing corners and
walls as if he had just recently arrived.

"He has been in the dreamfields since we were captured," offered Pouncequick. "This is the first
time |'ve seen himafoot for | don't know how | ong."

"I hope he remenbers how to use his paws," grunted Tail chaser, "because our tine is getting

short—f it isn't already too late. Cone. |I'll |ead. Roofshadow, bring up the tail-end and help
Eat bugs. "
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"But where are we goi ng?" asked the fela. "If the Folk have cone to the nound, won't there be

guards at all the ways in and out?"
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"I think I know a way that will be unguarded," Fritti replied, "but it will be chancy. W nust go
now | will tell you what | can as we run."

The procession noved to the exit, Tailchaser sticking a nose out first to nake sure the way was
clear. The tunnel outside was enpty, but sounds of great tunult filtered down from above.

As he reached the exit fromthe cave, Eatbugs bal ked for a nonent, staring around the chanber in
whi ch he had lain inprisoned for such a long tine. For the first tine since passing the gates of
Vastnir, he spoke.

"A poxy, boxy place ..." he said softly, then suffered hinself to be prodded forth by Roof shadow.
As the foursone coursed through the haunted corridors, Fritti tried to explain all the things he
had seen. Al about-themthe dead and dying lay internmngled with the confusion of the living. The
| um nous soil that |ined the chanbers and tunnels glowed only fitfully now, and danger seened
everywhere in the darkening nound.

Several tinmes their path was bl ocked by nmound-creatures and they were forced to struggle for
passage. Fritti and Roofshadow fought for freedom as though naddened, throwi ng the Teeth and d aws
into confusion: why wouldn't these small Fol k be cowed into quick surrender? Everywhere the world
of the nobund seened to be fraying apart, and to the terrified nound-dwellers these desperate,
ungover nabl e sl aves were only nore frightening evidence of normality's eclipse. Tine after tine
the startled Guard fled in dismay to seek nore easily subdued creatures.

Eat bugs did not help to resist attackers, but only cringed, munbling painfully. Pouncequick stood
strangely al oof, and would not raise his small paw to
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defend hinsel f, even when direcdy nenaced. Instead, he stared blandly at his attackers until they
shi ed away, awed by what they could not understand. Tail chaser and Roof shadow, fighting constantly
in defense of their small convoy, were wounded in many places. Pouncequi ck, unhurt and untouched,
followed themlike a youngling on a day's ronp.

"I don't know how we can go on like this much | onger," gasped Roof shadow as they fled the scene of
anot her skirm sh. "Soneone wi |l assume control of these creatures soon, and then we may as well
commend our kas to Meerclar.”

"I know," Fritti panted. He had no hope to extend—indeed, the byways they travel ed were becom ng
nmor e dangerous by the nmonent. He saved his breath, putting it to the better use of haste.

Finally, though, as they followed the outreaching tunnels, they entered the |less frequently
trafficked areas. The attack by the Folk of the Firsthonme had drawn nost of the sentries in from
the fringes of the mound; as the foursone turned and tracked ever downward, the din of battle
began to fade behind them The |light of the mound-earth was fading, too, but Fritti had covered

t hese paths before—npre inportant, he was now followi ng the slowy increasing thunder of the
Scal di ng Fl une.

The hi ssing, roaring noise of the underground river becane |ouder and |louder in their ears as they
essayed a succession of narrow, |owroofed tunnels. The air was filling with moisture. They
energed froma tight passage into what Fritti renenbered as the |ast high chanber before the
cavern of the Flune. Escape seened possible now, although Tail chaser was sure that behind himthe
Free Fol k were fighting—and | osing—a deadly inportant battle.

He halted the group to explain the dangerous footing ahead, but his warnings remi ned unspoken
When he turned, Eatbugs was gone.
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"Roof shadow! " he called. "Where's Eatbugs? | thought you were following him"

The gray fela, licking her wounds, |ooked bad into the enpty darkness. A iook of shane crossec her
green eyes. "l'msorry, Tailchaser," she said softh . "Pouncequi ck stepped on sonething sharp and
was linping. | cane forward to help him Eatbugs was right behind us . "

Fritti shook his head briskly in frustration and sorrow. "It's not your fault, Roofshadow You
couldn't have expected it. Here, let ne describe the cavern ahead, and the way around the river." -
Roof shadow nodded her head in understanding as he finished. Pouncequick just sat |ooking quietly
at Tailchaser in the growing gl oom

"I hope that | will be able to catch up to you before you |l eave the Flunme," said Fritti, "but if
not, stay to your right shoul der and bear toward the surface."

"What do you nean, catch up with us?" asked Roof shadow in confusion

Seeing the distress on her features, Tailchaser was saddened and coul d not speak. Pouncequi ck
unexpectedly, spoke for him

"He is going back to find Eatbugs," said the youngling.

Roof shadow was ast oni shed. "Goi ng back? Tail-chaser, you can't. Tine is growi ng shorter and
shorter. Don't sacrifice yourself for nothing!'"
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"I't's not for nothing," Fritti said. "I nust doit. | want you to go. If you can get Pounce and
yourself out | will feel better about everything. Now go, please." He made as if to turn back, but
Roof shadow ran and pl aced hersel f between Fritti and the tunnel. In her grief she | ooked nore wild

than Tail chaser had ever seen her—wilder by far than when she had fought for her ow life. She

| ooked as though she had fallen out of step in the earth-dance, and could not find her part.
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"Pouncequi ck!" she cried. "Tell himnot to go. Don't let himjust go off chasing death's tail this

way!"
But Pouncequick only | ooked at her with his old affection, and said: "He has to go. Don't neke it
harder for us, please, 'Shadow." He turned back to Fritti. "May you find |luck dancing, Tailchaser

Cone back to us if you can."

Tai |l chaser had only a nonent to nmarvel at the change in his young friend. The noi ses of hatred and
conflict winding down the tunnels brought himto his purpose once nore.

"Mi'fa-o0, good, good friends," he said, and woul d have paused to sniff them both, but he could
not neet Roofshadow s eye. He | eaped past her and ran up the tunnel, back the way they had cone.
The outer passages through which they had just passed in relative safety were again filling with
the dark shapes of Claw and Tooth. The mlling beasts seened to be regai ning cohesion, and in
Fritti's mnd, this boded badly for Quiverclaw, Fencewal ker and the rest. From above his head—how
far above he could not tell—anme the scraping, draggi ng sound of some huge thing nmoving in the
upper Cataconbs. This boded far worse. He could easily guess what malign presence had escaped from
the Cavern of the Pit, and was even now shanbling through the upper tunnels. Tailchaser did not
suppose that Eatbugs coul d have di sappeared very far back along the route, but if he had

well, even Fritti's newy found resol ve was not strong enough to take himwllingly within reach
or sight of the thing above.

Creepi ng down a cranped passageway—treadi ng softly because of a group of O awguard he had spotted,
who stood at the forking of the tunnel not a score of junps ahead—ke was suddenly brought up short
by an unexpected sound: a soft |laugh from sonmewhere cl ose bv. Looking down, he saw a crevice
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bet ween stone floor and wall. It was fromthis that the noi se cane.

He squatted, keeping an eye on the Cawguard up by the corridor's splitting point. They were
engaged—from what he could discern at this distance, and in the dimlight—n an argunment of sone
sort. Putting his keen ear down to the crack, Fritti listened cl osely.

It was not |aughter that he had heard, but a strange whi npering. He pushed his head through into
the fissure—his whiskers just fit—and peered around. A dark shape was huddl ed down in a snall cave
formed in the tunnel wall

- "Eatbugs?" Fritti whispered quietly. If the creature heard him it gave no sign. Tail chaser
carefully levered hinself down into the cavelet. The darkness inside was nearly conmplete, and the
cave was so small that Fritti could find no roomto stand; he was forced to crush hinself up

agai nst the matted, bristly shape.

It nust be Eatbugs, thought Fritti. No one else has fur so dirty.

He gave the sobbing shape a sharp nudge. "Eatbugs. It's me, Tailchaser. Cone on now, |'Il get you
out of here."

Fritti prodded the nad cat again, and the whinpering sounds becane a disjointed stream of words.
"Trapped, trapped and twitted . . . twitted like the twinkling . . . twinkling . . . oh, there is
badness, os and f-f-further "

Fritti was disgusted. He night have expected that Eatbugs would have | apsed into this gibbering
state. "Cone now," he said. "There's no tinme for this." H s eyes had becone better adjusted to the
near - absol ut e bl ackness; he could just barely nake out the tufted, wld-haired form beside him

" Don't you see, don't you see," npaned the voice, "they have suited us with a pelt of stone .

t hey have taken the skulls of stones and made us altogether a cage out of it ... the fitting
is too tight. Nether depths, howit burnsl” On this |ast.
TAd WIIi,
the voice rose until it was nearly a howl. Tailchaser flinched. If this continued they would

surely be heard.

Hi s patience now beginning to snolder into fear, Tailchaser seized a mouthful of dirty fur in his
teeth and pulled, hard. A paw, with a force like a great stone, pushed himover and pinned him
down. His heart |eaped. Had he been m staken? WAs this not Eatbugs after all?

That would be the final irony, he thought. To go following ny tail nanme on a m ssion of

sel fl essness and then craw stupidly into a hole with a raveni ng beast.

Tai |l chaser tried to struggle out frombeneath the firmgrip, but he found he was clutched as
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securely as a newborn. His efforts caused the thing that held himto turn, and for a noment its
face was spotted with faint light fromthe crevice's opening.

It was Eatbugs. The dimlight showed his eyes, crazed as cracked ice.

"My bl ood has called the whirlw nd!" Eatbugs shrieked. "The sucking, spinning thing. . . O pity
me. | amits center, it will never leave ne . . . O even the void would be sweet. . . !"

As the | ast echoes of the cry rolled out into the corridor beyond, Fritti heard the sound of
runni ng paws and sharp, questioning voices. They were discovered. He gave one | ast heave, but

Eat bugs—wi t h deranged strengt h—-had caught himfast. He might as well have been pinioned beneath a
fallen oak. Hel pless. He closed his eyes, and waited for death.

Tinme seenmed to slow, as it had before when the O awguard cane out of the night . . . such a long
time ago. Drifting, he found sonething at the edge of his nenory, and drew it in to exanne. It
was the prayer that Quiverclaw had taught him-er, rather, the start of it. As his nmind lazily

exam ned the fragment of song, part of himstill heard the scuffling
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sounds outside the fissure, and the nmuffled | amentati ons of Eatbugs.

The bit of lore floated before his mnd' s eye. . . . Tangaloor, fire-bright . . . yes, that was

how it began. How curious, that he should renmenber it now.

"Tangal oor, fire-bright " He said it aloud now, and listened to the sweet contrast it nmade: to
the harsh breathing of the beast beside him and the harsh cries of the beasts wi thout. Mre of
the prayer canme unbidden to his voice, nore song. "Flame-foot, farthest walker . . . your hunter
calls ..." What was the last? Ch yes: In need, but never in fear." That was it.

He sang it again, straight through, oblivious to the gasping of Eatbugs beside him The C awguard
in the tunnel above were curiously still.

Tangal oor, fire-bright

Fl ame-foot, farthest wal ker,

Your hunter speaks

In need he wal ks

In need, but never in fear

Even with his eyes closed, Fritti was aware of a change. Light was streanming in, shining crinson

on the inside of his eyelids. The |um nous earth nmust be agl ow again. He opened his eyes . . . but
the crevice-glow was as dimas before. Instead, a red brilliance was springing up within the cave
itself.

In the darkness, Eatbugs' |egs and paws had begun to glow as if they were afire.

Eat bugs began to roll and pitch strangely. The light spread, and the red-lit air itself began to
shimer as if fromgreat heat, but the tenperature did not change.

There was a great flash, and a voice like the singing of all the Folk beneath Meerclar's Eye cried
out, triunmphantly:
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"I AM . I

The sheer force of it flung Fritti back; he struck his head against the crevice wall. As he rolled
grog-gily back over he saw that the great |ight had faded. Eatbugs crouched before him his body
bl ack, nearly invisible—his legs red as fire, red as sunset. The narks of nadness and di sarray
were gone, the fur thick and fine; Eatbugs' eyes stared back at Tailchaser with a wi sdom and | ove
and pride such as he had never seen before. There was a sadness, too, that hovered as close as a
second pelt. Fritti knew that he was in the presence of all that was great in his race.

"Nre'fa-o, little brother,"” Eatbugs said to himbut Fritti knew now that it was Eatbugs no | onger
the true ka had conme back. The voice was the nelody of night, of things that know the old,
delicate pattern that earth and her things know Fritti dropped to his stomach, hiding his eyes
behi nd his paws. He curled hinself into a ball

"No, little brother," said the wonderful voice, "you nust not do that. You have no need for shane
before ne—quite the opposite. You have helped ne find ny way back after a long, dark journey, and
inatinm of great need. It is | who should bowto you and your efforts.” So saying, Lord
Firefoot—for it was he—took up Fritti's paw and touched it to his brow. The white star on Fritti's
own forehead flared up in the gloomof the small cavern

"Ah, little one, | followed your special light as Irao Skystone followed the dawn-star into the
trackl ess East," sang Lord Tangaloor. "I only hope | have conme in tinme."

The air in the small place shimered again, and Lord Firefoot seemed to growto fill every crevice
in the room "l must needs settle some old accounts,” he said. "I have wandered many years,

trapped in the prison of ny own nmadness, while ny brother
TAI LCHASER S SONG
517

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20Tad%20-%20Tailchaser's%20Song.txt (115 of 137) [8/28/03 12:50:39 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20T ad%20-%20T ail chaser's%20Song.txt

nursed his corruption. He has called up powers that the earth was not nmeant to hold—as | did
mysel f, upon a time. My reasons were better, but still it left ne with a wacked shell, and ny ka
flowm far away. Many perversions have been | oosed by nmy brother Hearteater. | nust try to put an
end to his ways." The presence seened to shrink slightly. "Aahh, and nmy brother Whitew nd nust be
avenged, too, or never again will his ka rest. Al as, that innocents such as you should be caught
up in the doings of the Firstborn. Conme now, young Tail chaser, what may | do for you—though naught
I try will go far toward equaling my debt? Speak, for soon | nust be gone."

Stunned, Fritti sat for a moment in silence. Wien he spoke at last, he found hinself unable to

| ook up at the one before him

"I wish nmy friends to escape safely—all the brave Fol k who cane here."

The Firstborn was silent, as if staring out over a great distance. Wen he spoke, his voice was

gentle.

"Little brother, many of those brave ones are gone; their kas have fled to the bosom of the

Al'l not her. Even | cannot quicken them else | would have saved mine own brother, who | |oved. As
for the fela and the youngling, well, | shall try to help, but at this nmonment they need your
presence nore than nmne. | cannot explain, but it is so."

Fritti junped up and scranbled toward the way out, but Firefoot called himback with a |augh

"I't can wait but a nonent nore, | prom se you. | did see sonething else, another desire that

courses strongly in you. You seek soneone, although you have |ost your search. This search hel ped

lead you to me, so it seenms only right that | should aid you."

Fritti felt as if he were falling into the sky-deep
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eyes ... a nonent later he was staring wildly fromwall to wall: the tiny underground chanber was

enpty. Then a voice canme to him treading his nind as effortlessly as Hearteater had, but ninbly .
and with respect.

"/ have given you the know edge to finish your quest. Wuld that | could give you nore, but I

shall have sore need of ny resources very shortly. You will be in our thoughts, little brother.™

The presence was gone, and Fritti was conpletely al one.

Wondering, he renmenbered the C awguard who had been massi ng outside. When he cautiously lifted his

head t hrough the fissure, he discovered the tunnel to be as enpty as if it had been undi st urbed

since the days of Harar. Only several piles of dust, gently sifting in an unexpected cool breeze,

spoi |l ed the absolute still ness.

Unabl e to renenber how he had covered the distance or what paths he had foll owed, Tailchaser found

hi nsel f nounting the curving path that circunscribed the cavern of the Scal ding Flunme. The great,

boiling river roared as vigorously as ever, and seened to be striking even higher on the stone

wal I's that penned it. The path before himwas masked in nmist. Fritti started upward.

The river did in fact seemto be |eaping to greater heights: the tendrils of water splashed up

agai nst the cavern's massive ceiling, then fell back as hissing rain. Despite the poor visibility,

Tai | chaser noved quickly and surely along the pitted, eroded trail. He had been touched by

sonet hing far beyond hinself, and still felt the buoyant aftereffects.

The breeze changed direction, com ng about into his whiskers, and in that instant he heard Pounce-
quick's shrill squeal of fright and pain.

"Pouncequi ck. Roof shadow, I'"'m conming!" Fritti
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how ed. Suddenly he was | eaping along the narrow path, trusting to instincts that he knew he did
not possess in his frenzied hurry to reach his friends. As he skidded around a bend in the narrow
trail, scrabbling for footing above the boonmi ng, steaning waters, he saw his two conpani ons ahead.
Roof shadow was standi ng over a bl eedi ng Pouncequi ck, struggling fiercely with a great dark
creature twi ce her size—Scratchnail

The bl ack beast, striped and spotted with bl ood, turned his mad eyes toward Tail chaser's approach.
A snarling grin curled his w de face.

"Star-face. Star-face the Tailchaser! 1'Il kill himsoneday! | will!" Scratchnail gave out a | oud
bark of | aughter, and Roofshadow fell back, wounded and panting. Tail chaser bounded grimy forward
as Scratchnail fell into a crouch, thick tail thrashing the air behind him A runble fromthe

ceiling stones seened to pass through the cavern

Fritti pulled up short in the wide part of the path, dropping to a bow backed hunch several junps
away fromthe O awguard. The om nous runbl e mounted once nore above the clanor of the Flune.
"Come for nme if you want ne, Scratchnail," Tailchaser said, putting as nmuch scorn into his voice
as he could nuster. The C aw beast grinned again, and his tail whipped. "Conme for me—f you're
through fighting kittens, you stone-headed Garrin." Scratchnail growl ed and stood, the short fur
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on his back rising up like black grass.

"Roof shadow! " Tai |l chaser cried, above the increasing tumult from above and bel ow. "Take
Pouncequi ck and keep novi ng!"

"He's badly hurt, Tailchaser," the fela called back. The C awguard was novi ng sinuously down the
path toward Fritti, death in each scarlet claw.

"Al'l the nore reason to get himto the surface!" Fritti called. "This is ny fight. You' ve done
what you can. Go on!"

J
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Fritti saw Roof shadow and Pouncequi ck turn and nove up the trail, the kitten stunbling badly. He
turned his attention back to the creature before him

They faced each other—the snall orange cat with the white star; the dark, blood-nailed beast from
the earth. Hips and tails wiggling, they stared for a long nonent. The O awguard sprang, and
there was another great noise fromabove. In the instant before contact, Fritti saw showers of
smal | stones cone pattering down—then Scratchnail was on him

Biting and kicking, they rolled over on the narrow causeway, the dark beast's | ow snarls matched
in intensity by Tailchaser's own naddened yow i ng. They gouged and snapped, then broke apart,
wal ki ng a constrained circle on their tiny |edge, death-instincts drawing themslowy nearer each
other until, |eaping, they closed again.

The ritual was repeated over and over. The superior size of Scratchnail was wearing away Fritti's
failing strength, but the smaller cat would not |let up. They struggled and bit, fell apart, then
fell together once nore. Both cats noved with the angui shed sl owness of dark, blind creatures on
the bottom of the Bigwater, blind things thrashing in the nud.

Finally, Fritti was overborne, pushed down on the edge of the pathway. His head hung linply, a

di zzyi ng drop above the rolling waters. The cavern now reverberated to a ceasel ess poundi ng from
the very stones of the roof, as if giant shapes danced above their heads.

Fritti lay notionless. An arching jet of burning-hot liquid shot up past his face. Scratchnai
buried his teeth in Tailchaser's nape, gripping tight on the spine. Fritti could feel the mghty

jaws closing . . . closing . . . and ' ' e pressure stopped.
1 he _:rd bhad rel eased his hold. He was
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staring down at Fritti, squat paws on the smaller cat's chest. Sonmething in Scratchnail's eyes
changed, and they |ost focus.

"Star-face?" he said questioningly. H's |ook of nad hatred seened to change, to shift into
sonmething like fear. "It really is you, star-face?" He seened to be recognizing Fritti for the
first time, as if he had been fighting spirits, shadows that suddenly had becone real
Scratchnail's expression began a slow tw sting back into hatred.

"You have destroyed nme, you little sun-rat,"” he snarled. The C awguard sw vel ed his head from side
to side in confusion, looking up into the farthest reaches of the cavern

"What has happened?" he screaned. "Wat has happened to nmy ..."

A hideous, grinding roar, and then a great wave of gray rock passed before Fritti's eyes,
obliterating Scratchnail fromhis sight. Then this too was gone; suddenly, Tailchaser was al one on
the I edge. Painfully turning his head, he saw the |l ast of the sliding rocks careen down the

sl opi ng stone wall below himand, with a great splash, disappear into the swollen river. O
Scratchnail there was not a trace.

Fritti pulled hinmself upright and cl anbered | aboriously over the broken renmains of the aval anche,
then went |inping up the winding path. The cavern was shaking in earnest now, the water bel ow

| eaped and danced in mghty spouts that clinbed toward the cavern's roof. The heat was oppressive:
Tai |l chaser had to exercise all his resolve not to |ie down where he was and not nobve again.

He reached a tunnel |eading out. Behind him the cavern of the Flune was threatening to shake
itself to pieces. He nunbly put one foot in front of the other and trudged on until he could wal k
no farther, then fell prone to the tunnel floor. He could dimMy see what seened by happy fancy to
be a patch of sky. The tunnel walls, too, were quivering.
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How funny, he thought distractedly. Everyone knows there is no sky below the ground. . . !

The | ast noise he heard w as a rending crash fromthe cavern below. It sounded as if every tree in
Ratl eaf had fallen at the sane tine. Then the tunnel-coll apsed behind hi m

JO

file:/lIF|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20Tad%20-%20Tailchaser's%20Song.txt (117 of 137) [8/28/03 12:50:39 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Tad%20Williams/Williams,%20T ad%20-%20T ail chaser's%20Song.txt

CHAPTER

Poorintricated soul! Riddling, perplexed |abyrinthica! soul!

—John Donne

Spring was bursting and crawling, pushing forth irreverent scents and snells—the very ground
beneat h Tail chaser's back was warmwi th activity and renewed |ife. Soon he would get up and strol
back to his nest, to his box on the porch of the Man-dwelling . . . but for now he was content to
sprawl on the grass. A breeze ruffled up his fur. He waved his legs carelessly in the air,
enjoying the cooling effect. Eyes closed, a |ong day of Squeaker-dandling and tree-scuffing behind
him he felt as though he could lie this way forever

The feathering wind brought a tiny squeak, faint as the gleeful cry of a vole finding vole-
treasure deep within the earth. Deep, deep within the earth. Again the cry came—+ouder, now-and
Fritti thought he heard his nane. Wiy woul d anyone want to disturb hin? He tried to recapture his
pl easant reverie, but the inploring voice becane nore insistent. The breeze increased, singing
past his whiskers and ears. Wiy should his perfect day be spoiled? It sounded |ike Hushpad, or
Roof shadow. felas were all alike, treating you like an old stoat until they needed you, then
followi ng you around and yowing as if they'd hurt thensel ves. Ever since he had brought Hush-52?
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pad back from. .. from. .. where had he found her? It hadn't been nore than an Eye ago, since

"Tail chaser!" That cry again. H's brow furrowed, but he would not condescend to open his eyes.
Well . . . maybe just to take one quick | ook .

Why coul dn't he see anything? Wiy was it all black?

The voice cried out again, sounding as though it were di sappearing down a |ong, dark tunnel ... or
as if he were falling away hinself... into the darkness ...

The light! Where was the |ight?

Sonebody—er somet hi ng—was |icking his face. A harsh, insistent tongue rasped across the sorest
parts of his mask, but when he tried to pull his head away, that pain was worse. He | ay back
resigned, and after a while little spots of |ight began to appear before his eyes. He could make
no sense of these swirling, |eaping points, but his nose finally distinguished a scent that was
famliar. The floating specks began to coal esce; like tali grass pushed aside by a paw, the

bl ackness slid away.

Roof shadow, with a | ook of fierce concentration, was washing his nmuzzle with her rough pink
tongue. Fritti could not focus his eyes well—she was very close, and the effort was pai nful —but
her snell confirned it. He spoke her name, and was surprised when she did not react. He tried
again, and this time she drew back and stared, then called out to soneone he could not yet see:
"He's awake!!"

Fritti tried to greet her, to tell her how glad he was to see her in the fields of the l|iving—f
that was where he was—but before he could do nore than make a sound, he slipped back into darkness
agai n.

When he awoke | ater, Roofshadow had been joined bv a |arge. shagg\ red cat. It took hima | ong
time to recogni ze Prince Fencewal ker

"\What what ." H's voke was very weak. He
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swal | owed. "What happened? Are we ... on top of the ground?"

Roof shadow | eaned forward, green eyes warm "Don't try to talk," she said soothingly. "You're
saf e. Fencewal ker brought you out." Fritti felt a weak, irrational stab of jeal ousy.
"Where's Pouncequi ck?" he asked.

"You'll see himsoon," she said, and | ooked up at the Prince. Fencewal ker beanmed down with bl uff
good spirits
"Worried about you. Didn't think . . . just worried, we were. Wiat a row, what a row. Fabul ous

tussle.” The Prince seened about to give Fritti a good-natured thunp. Roofshadow noved between
Fencewal ker and his intended victim who was already tiring.

"Just sleep, and let Meerclar mend," she said. Tailchaser reluctantly let go his grip on
wakef ul ness. So many questions .

Fritti found healing in the dreamfields. He soon found that he could sit up, although it dizzied
him A determined self-inventory found no serious wounds. Hi s numerous cuts had stopped bl eedi ng,
and Roof -shadow s patient mnistrations had cl eaned the worst of the matted bl ood fromhis short
fur. His eyes were swol | en—he had troubl e opening them nore than hal fway—but generally he was in
good condition. Roofshadow did not want to answer his questions yet, and would sit patiently
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silent as he pressed her for information. Fencewal ker dropped by frequently to see Tail chaser as
he recuperated, but his roving tenperanent made it difficult for himto sit and talk long. Hs
visits were hearty, but brief.

Fritti's dreans had not been entirely wong. The ground was warm The di stant reaches of Ratl eaf
Forest were capped in snow, a white nantle extending into the nmisty horizon, but the fringe of the
forest in which Tail chaser had awakened was green
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and wet—+the thin carpet of grass hum d and danp, as though the snow had been suddenly nelted away
by a hot sun. Roofshadow said that all the area around the nmound was that way, but that she

t hought the snow would return eventually. It was, after all, still the ragtag end of w nter

Days went by, and before long Fritti was up and wal ki ng. He and Roof shadow expl ored the
prematurely green forest, padding together through the sodden false spring. Here and there a
solitary fla-fa'az could be heard singing bravely in the treetops.

Fritti still had not seen Pouncequi ck, but Roof-shadow pronised to take hi msoon. Pounce, too, was
recovering, she said, and should not be excited.

Here and there in the unseasonal greenery the startled faces of other Fol k woul d appear, gaunt and
staring-eyed. Mst of those who had nade their way to freedom during the dying Hours of the nound
had Iingered only a short while, leaving to search for better hunting or to return to hone
grounds. No spirit of fellowship seemed to tie these survivors: they drifted off one by one as
they becane strong enough to travel. Only the sick—and the dyi ng—remai ned with Fencewal ker's band
of hunters, and soon even the Prince would | ead nost of his party back to the wooded bowers of
Firsthome. A snall guard would be nmounted to stay and keep watch on the site.

Seei ng these survivors, Fritti wondered al oud about the fate of the uncounted nultitudes, nmasters
and sl aves, who had not escaped. Hearing this, Roofshadow told Fritti as best she could of the
final Hour in Vastnir

"When we left you with that. . . beast," she said, "I ne\er expected to see you again. It seemned
as if the world was coming to pieces."” She wal ked silently for a while. Fritti tried to say
sonet hi ng reassuring, but she stopped himwith a curiously stern | ook
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"Pounce was half dead, bleeding. | pulled himup the last tunnel by the neck. Things were falling,
crashing ... it sounded like giant creatures fighting. Finally, we made it out of that place, out

into the valley; it was covered with snow. There were others there, too, mlling and crying. W
were like lost kas, stunbling, falling in the snow. The ground was shaking."

Their wal k had taken themout to the rimof Ratleaf. Before themstretched the rising plain, slick
with nelted snow, droplets gleaning on the | eaves of stunted vegetati on. Roofshadow | ed on,
continui ng her story.

"l saw soneone dashi ng about, meking | oud noises and leading Folk to and fro ... it was

Fencewal ker, of course. | caught up with himand told himwhat had happened. I'mafraid | was

rat her ears-back at that point, but the Prince understood. He said, 'Tailchaser? Young

Tai | chaser ?' —Fencewal ker's not so very old, but he acts as if he'd like to be. Anyway, he said:
‘Can't have that, not young Tail chaser, nust do sonething, by all neans!' You know how he talks.

Vel 1, he gathered up a few of the healthier Folk and | led themall back to the tunnel. | stayed
wi t h Pouncequi ck, whose . . . who was very weak and sick."

"They found you half buried, under dirt and rocks, and carried you out just before the rest of the
pl ace shook itself down. | didn't know you were alive for a very long tine. | hadn't been able to

bear waiting to find out.
Fritti was stepping over a tw sted root, and missed the expression on the gray fela' s face.
Stopping for a moment to shake dry a sopping paw, he asked: "Wat do you nean when you say the

pl ace shook itself apart? I'mafraid | don't remenber the end very well."

"1"mgoing to show you," said Roof shadow.

They toiled awhile | onger up the sloping plain,
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wrapped in thought. At last they reached the edge of the valley in which the nmound had stood.
Where Vastnir had once pushed its brooding head up through the vallev floor there was now a wi de,
shal | ow basi n—+the ground sunken as if beneath the tread of a | eague-wi de paw. The soil was as

bl ack as the wi ng of a Krauka.

On the way back to Ratleaf, Fritti asked again to see Pouncequick. "He has been with me | onger

t han anyone, "Shadow. " he pointed out.
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She seened di sturbed by his use of the shortened nane.

"I never tried to prevent you, Tailchaser," she said unhappily. "I just suggested what | thought
best. . . . He's gotten very strange,"” she added after a nonent.

"Who could blane him after what he's been through?" countered Fritti. "Wo could blame any of
us?"

"I know, Tail chaser. Poor Pouncequick. And Eat-bugs, too." Fritti |ooked at her, wondering, but
Roof shadow was shaki ng her head sadly. "I haven't asked yet, but | suppose | know," she said. "He
was . . . well, you were too late to help him weren't you?"

Fritti balanced his secret and decided to keep it. "By the tinme I found him. . . Eatbugs was
gone."

And that is nostly true, he thought.

"Such sad tines," said Roofshadow. "I suppose | should take you to Pouncequi ck. Tonorrow, al
right?" Fritti bobbed approval. "I didn't know him" she continued. "Eatbugs, | mean. Understand,
I intend no disrespect, Tailchaser, but you have the oddest friends and acquai ntances!"

Fritti laughed. "I'll race you back," he said, and the\ ran like- v,ildfire.

The n.u:cc ac\ent of Spreading Light brought Fence* aiker and other guests in its train.

TAI LCHASER S SONG

J29

Fritti, pulled taut in a wal king stretch, spotted the Prince swaggering through the underbrush,

nmoi sture gl eami ng on his shaggy form At his side stalked the graceful biack form of Quiverclaw. A
cry of pleasure from Tail chaser was followed by warmgreetings all around, and the three cats, two
|l arge, one small, sprawl ed contentedly and conversed.

"I hear that Stretchslow s confidence in you was anply filled, Tailchaser."

Qui verclaw s grave words nmade Fritti want to wiggle with pleasure, but the denmands of maturity

won out over indul gence. "I am honored that great hunters like the Prince and yourself think so,
Thane. | nust admit that nost of the tine | was in that place | would have settled for a quick,
pai nl ess death. | truly would have."

"Ah, but you didn't, did you?" crowed Fencewal ker. "That's the nose-biter!"
"And fromwhat | hear, sent for help by squirrel,” smled Quiverclaw. "Unusual, but effective."

This time, Tailchaser's wiggle escaped suppression. "I thank you both," he said. "The nmain thing,
though, is that you cane. | sawit; it was wonderful." Fritti sobered. "I also saw. .. that thing
that Heart-eater called up. Horrible ... it was horrible."

Qui vercl aw nodded. "Things like that were not neant to be. Already | have troubl e renenbering what
it looked like, so wong it was. The os given flesh—+ suppose that soon | will be thankful I

cannot recall its aspect. But it caused grave | oss. Squeak-erbane, Harar bless his mighty heart,
fell before it—he and others beyond ny reckoning."

"Did ... is Hangbelly . . . dead?" asked Fritti quietly. Quiverclaw pondered silently for a
nmoment, then lifted his head with a crooked grin.

"Hangbel | y? He was grievously injured . . . but he will live." The Thane chuckled. "It will take
nmore than even that terror to kill old Bounce-Cut."

Fritti was pleased to hear of the fat First-wal ker's
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survival . Fencewal ker smiled, but |ooked uncharacteristically norose.

"Many, nmany brave Folk fell," said the Prince. "The world will not see a gathering of the Folk
like that for many seasons—nore seasons than the forest has tree trunks. Many good fell ows never
came up fromthe ground again. . . . Bah!" Fencewal ker's pink nose twitched in sorrow and di sgust
"Snar emouse, and young Furscuff . . . Pokesnout . . . the Thanes, scrawny old Sourweed and
Squeakerbane . . . Day-hunter and Ni ghtcatcher, ny fine |lads—they died protecting ne. you
know-they are all down in the cold earth, and we sit in the sun." Visibly upset, the Prince turned
away and curried his tail. Fritti and Quiverclaw stared at the ground between their paws.

Tail chaser's nose felt hot and itchy.

"But . . . but what did Hearteater nmean to do?" Fritti finally blurted out. "Wiy did it al
happen? Meerclar," he breathed, the thought occurring to himfor the first time, "Lord Hearteater
is. . . gone, isn't he? Dead?" He | ooked anxiously at the Thane.

"We think so," Quiverclaw said seriously. "W have tal ked about it, the Prince and |. If nothing

el se, we nust be able to tell the Queen of the outconme. Yes, we think Hearteater is gone. Nothing
coul d have survived that final Hour."

Fencewal ker, who had strai ghtened up, said, "Oh, aye, that was a real whisker-bender!"

"What happened?" asked Fritti.

"Well," intoned Quiverclaw, "when the Fikos-thing canme up fromthe pit we tried to fight. It was
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| ayi ng about fiercely, though; we were forced to retreat fromthe cavern.”

"Retreat ?" shouted Fencewal ker. "Ran! Tail over whiskers |ike spooked Squeakers! And who coul d
bl ame \ ou?"

"Sonme stayed to fight, ny Prince . . . like Squeaker-bane
the Thane to conti nue.
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"Anyway, we fell back into the outer chanbers. There we net the Prince and his Fol k, who had
breached the m nor gate. The Fikos forced its way out of the cavern, but did not seemto have
purpose —+t was destroying anything in its path, friend or foe. It seenmed nindless. Follow ng sone
urge, it shanbled up one of the main corridors—that was all that saved us from conplete rout, |

t hi nk. Everything was chaos, Folk fighting and dyi ng—

Chast ened, Fencewal ker waved a paw for

Fencewal ker interrupted, "It began to get dark, don't forget that."

Qui vercl aw nodded gravely. "Indeed. It was as though that huge nonstrous thing—er maybe Heart -
eater himself—was drawing in all the light. . . taking a deep breath of light ... | can't explain.
We were fighting in the deepest bl ackness, then sonething . . . sonmething like sky-fire, but
underground . . . shot through the chanber, burning and crackling as it went by. Straight through
and into Hearteater's cavern, as if it had a will. | have never seen the |ike."

Fritti felt a strong joy deep inside hinmself. "I wish I could have seen it."

"From where we nade our stand we could see the light bursting fromHearteater's chanber as if the
sun had rolled down into a hole in the ground. The earth around us began to shake. There were
great hissings and boomings, like . . . like the sky was tunbling down, or the forest was dancing
above our heads. Fencewal ker shouted out to run, to get all the Folk out—

"That's true," the Prince inserted.

"—and everyone went racing for the tunnels |eading out. Hearteater's creatures were running in

circles like berry-drunk fla-fa'az, screeching and clawing at one another ... it was a sight that
will live before ny dreameyes forever."

"It was all falling down, then," said Fencewal ker. "Falling down, and scalding m st and waters
com ng up through the floors . . . what a tunble that was for
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the Firstborn, eh? Wo would have dared think of it?"

Tai |l chaser reflected on all he had heard. So nmuch to think about. Should he try to explain what
had happened to hin? WAs he even sure what had happened?

"Why?" he asked, finally. "Wat did Hearteater want?"

"W nmay never know, really," said the Thane, furrowing his pitchy brow "Lord Hearteater, we can
suppose, wanted revenge on the descendants of Harar. He had been | ong beneath the earth, and had
been brooding since time beyond tail-tips on bringing the Folk under his sway. He nust have been
wearyi ng of his poor copies of Meerclar's children, and their bobbing and scuttling . . . but he
was of the Firstborn, and | do not think his purposes—er madnesses —w || be wholly knowable to us.
He called on things outside the earth-dance; it seens that a bal ance was disturbed. The dance is
conplicated, and a di sturbance on the one side creates counterdi sturbance.” The Thane | aughed. "I
can see Fencewal ker staring at me as if | had the foam ng-nouth sickness. He's right, you know,
Tai | chaser—there's not nuch point in singing the song if you have to guess at the words."

Qui verclaw was interrupted again, this tine by a high-pitched chattering fromthe treetops.
Fencewal ker and t he Thane exchanged a gl ance.

"Teats on a torn!" groaned Fencewal ker ruefully. "I'd forgotten."

"It sounds as if they are aware of that," said Quiverclaw, as the angry noi ses resuned. "Pl ease,
Lord Pop!" he called. "Forgive us our discourtesy and come down. W have been carel ess of tine."
A procession of Rikchikchik—tord Pop in the |ead, a disdainful expression on his round, toothy
face—shi nned single-file down the trunk of a poplar. Although Pop hinmself wore a | ook of insulted
dignity,
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the rest of his train appeared goggl e-eyed and nervous in the presence of the three cats.

Lord Pop drew the crowd to a halt. Hi s own nose, however, remai ned pointing conspi cuously skyward
until Prince Fencewal ker made an enbarrassed coughi ng noi se.

"Terribly sorry, Pop. Really am Didn't nean any of fense agai nst Ri kchi kchi k. W just forgot, you
see." Fritti wondered if the Prince's disconfiture was due to his mstake, or having to apol ogi ze
to squirrels.

The Ri kchi kchi k chief eyed the unconfortable Prince for a nonent. "Only cane to tell so-brave Tail -
chase cat," he said, alittle huffily. The squirrel-lord then turned to Fritti. "Pledge kept, you
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see-see. Ri kchikchik do right. Now, nust bring nmore Ri kchi kchi k back-back. Badness nost gone." Pop
performed a jerky head-bob, and Fritti returned it.

"Your folk are very brave, Lord Pop," he said. "lIs that Master Plink? You did well, courageous
Plink." The young Ri kchi kchik buck fluffed his tail; the other Rikchikchik chittered adnmiringly.
Lord Pop al so clucked approval

"Squirrels ..." nmunbled Prince Fencewal ker. Pop fixed himwith a bright eye.

"Tel |l Tail chaser what we have decl ared, Fence-wal ker," pronpted Quivercl aw.

"Well..." said the Prince, enbarrassed again, "well . . . Dewdaws! You say it, Quiverclaws. It was
your idea," he finished peevishly.

"Wel | ," assented the Thane, "it has been declared by Prince Fencewal ker, son of Her Befurred

Maj esty, Queen Mrmrsor Sunback, that in recognition of their service the Rikchikchik may |ive
unhunted by the Folk within the confines of Ratleaf, and that the First-wal kers will enforce this
ban to the best of their powers." Tiny whistles of approval cane fromLord Pop's entourage. "O
course, outside the bounds of Ratleaf you had better |look to your tail-plunmes,” Quiverclaw added
in a not unfriendly way. Lord
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Pop | ooked at Quivercl aw appraisingly, and made a satisfied clucking sound.

"So," chirped the squirrel-lord. "Now all done-done." He turned back to Fritti. "Nut-gathering

I uck, so-strange cat." Lord Pop faced around and | ed his runp-bobbling procession back into the
branches. Wthin a nonent they were gone.

"I"'msorry, but it just doesn't seem proper,” grunped Fencewal ker. "Squirrels
When Snal | er Shadows arrived, Roof shadow cane to take Fritti to Pouncequick. She | ed himaway from
Fencewal ker's canp into a grove of cloud-tall trees. Wen he saw Pouncequi ck's pale, fluffy shape
in a patch of sunlight at the center of the stand, Fritti pulled away from her and dashed forward.
"Pounce!" he called. "Little cu' nre!" Pouncequi ck | ooked up at the sound of his voice, and
rose—w th a grace belying his kittenhood. Tailchaser was on himin a nmonent, sniffing and head-
butting, and Pounce-qui ck's al oof ness gave way briefly to pleased wiggling.

"I"'mso pleased to see you finally!" Tailchaser declared as he circled his friend, snelling the

fam i ar Pouncequi ck scents. "I never dreamed that we could all be together once—=

Fritti broke off, staring gape-jawed in shock

Pouncequi ck had no tail! \Were his furry plune had once waved there was now only a healing stunp,
curled tightly against the youngling s haunches.

"Ch, Pounce!" Fritti breathed. "Ch, Pounce, your poor tail! Harar!"

Roof shadow stepped forward. "lI'msorry | didn't tell you. Tailchaser. | wanted you to see that

Pounce-qui ck was alil\e and heakhv first, or you would have been sick with worr\ when vou vourself
were in need of healing."

Pouncequi ck pulled a quiet snile. "Please, don't be so upset. Tailchaser. W all |ost things and
gained things in that place. Wen vou attacked Scratchnai
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in the Flune cavern you saved ne fromworse than this."
Fritti did not feel conforted. "If only I'd arrived sooner " he groaned. Pouncequick net his

eye with a know ng | ook

"You couldn't have," said the tailless catling. "You know that you could not have. W all played
our part. Atail is a small thing to |lose so that one can find a tail nane." Pounce's face took on
a di stant expression, and Roof shadow gave Fritti a worried | ook

"What do you nean, Pounce?" Fritti asked.

"W freed the Wiite Cat," said Pouncequick dreanmily. "I saw him | saw himin his sorrow, and
saw himin his joy—when the nound fell. He has returned to the dark body of the Allnother." The
kitten shook his head as if to clear it. "W all |ost sonething, but gained sonething far

greater"—he | ooked pointedly at Roof shadow—even if we do not yet knowit."

Fritti stared at his snall friend, who was maki ng dreamspeech |ike a Far-senser. Pouncequi ck
caught his look, and his snmall mask crinkled with warnmth and affection.

"Ch, Tailchaser," he giggled, "you | ook so comcal! Cone, let us go find sonething to eat."

As they wal ked, Pouncequi ck spoke raptly of White-w nd.

" There is something, after all, in what Dewtreader said. Afela will sacrifice herself for
her kittens; you were willing to give yourself for us."

"I't wasn't that sinple, Pounce," said Tail chaser unconfortably.

"Viror wants us to be whole, | think," the kitten continued, "but Dewtreader ... well, Prince Dew
treader sees many things, but | think he is too gloony. Witewi nd always |l oved to run, to feel the
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wind in his fur—he doesn't want his children to brood and
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grow nystical, only to renmenber that if they are not willing to give back the gift he has given
them-at any tine—then the gift will do them nno good."

"I"'mafraid that all your dream ng and thinking has put you far bevond nv ideas. Pounce," said
Tai | chaser. Roof shadow was gri maci ng.

"But you yourself taught me the nost, Tailchaser!" said Pouncequi ck, anused. He stopped to turn
over a fallen branch, sending a startled bug scurrying away. Wth a |l eap and a bound the catling
had i nprisoned the scuttling insect; in another nonment he had crunched it up

"Anvwa\ . . ." Pouncequick spoke with a full nouth. "I have decided to go back to stay at
Firsthome. There are many w se ones there—ncluding the Prince Consort—and | have nmuch to learn.”
Li ke cautious parents, Roofshadow and Tail chaser paced silently behind the frisking Pouncequick
CHAPTER

The best is like water.

Water is good; it benefits all things and does not

conpete with them It dwells in places that all disdain. That is why it is so

near the Tao.

—+ao-tzu

Whil e his body slept, packed snugly between Pounce-quick and Roof shadow, Tail chaser met Lord Tanga-
| oor in the darkness of the dreamfields. The | egs of the Firstborn snoldered with rosy light, and
his voi ce was nusic.

"Greetings, little brother," said Firefoot. "I find you in better spirits than when we | ast
spoke. "

"You do, ny lord."

"Why have you not then set out to finish your quest? | have told you where you may find what you
seek. Your troubled ka tells ne that you need to discover this resolution.”

In the shadowy spaces of sleep, Fritti heard the truth in Firefoot's words. "I suppose it is only
because of ny friends," he said. "I fear that they will need ne."

A low, pleasant laugh welled up fromthe Firstborn. "My little brothers and sisters are strong,
Tai |l chaser. Qur Folk do not let love bind themthat way. The strong nmeet in strength." The
shadowed form of Tangal oor began to fade away, and Fritti cried out.

"Wait! Forgive ne, lord, but I would |like to ask you another thing."
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"By ny nother!" |aughed the Firstborn. "You have grown passing bold, young Tail chaser. Wat would
you know?"

"The nmound. What happened there? |s Hearteater gone?"

The presence of Firefoot was suddenly all around him conforting and tangible.

"His power is broken, little brother. There was nothing left of himbut hatred, anyway. He had
festered in darkness too |ong; he had no other purpose. Blind and i nmobile, he could never have
come up from bel ow the ground—the sun woul d have burned hi mawav."

"Do YOQU nean there was no danger, then—to our fields?" Fritti asked, confused.

Firefoot's singing voice grew serious. "Not that at all, litde cat. There was great danger. His
creations were all loo real. The Fikos itself was a creation of birthed to go where he could
not —-above CO stal k crookedly beneath the sun. . . . Oh \es. it was fell indeed, and woul d have

made the da\ light fields a horror that Hearteater's children alone could have trod with inpunity.
And even if they thenselves could not, what did ny brother care—so long as no other of Meerclar's
creatures could savor the sweet steps of the earthdance?"

The voice of Firefoot was growing faint now, Fritti had to prick forward his dreamears to nake it
out: "Like all ancient, unreasoning hatreds, the Fi kos was m ndless, all-destroying ... if | had
not been brought back fromthe outer reaches, it would have been beyond the power of the bravest
Folk to halt it."

"Lord Firefoot!" Fritti called after the vanishing dr- "luncequick said that your brother was frt
" und Viror suffered for eternities . . ," nmurnured the fast-dwi ndling spark of red. "Now,

t he bal ance has ken stt ngkt.... Look to the skies, little brother
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Fritti sat bolt upright. On either side his conpanions protested sleepily. Craning his neck, he
gazed up into the sable sky of the Final Dancing. "Look to the skies," Firefoot had said. Fritti's
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spirit sang with the wonder of it all

Above the U ea-ward horizon, couched Iike a dewdrop on the petal of a black rose, gleaned a star
that Tail chaser had never seen before. It burned and shone—a white fire against the belly of
Meercl ar.

Roof shadow was goi ng back to Firsthonme wth Pounce-quick

"I wish to see himsafely there, at least," she told Fritti as they took a final wal k together
"Also, if any of my clan escaped the destruction of Vastnir they will return to our lands in

Nort hern Rootwood. | wish to see if any of themyet live."

Fencewal ker's party was setting out for the Seat of Sunback at sun-next. The chill wi nds of w nter
had resuned; snow had begun to creep back over the cooling outskirts of the nound.

"I'f I did not know al ready of your desire to finish your quest," said Roof shadow, stopping to | ook
into Fritti's eyes, "well, then | would ask you to cone with me. But | know you cannot."

As she spoke, Tailchaser watched her proud, fine face. Her whiskers caught the norning brightness.
"I know that Pouncequick rmay be | ess needy of our attention than we suppose," said Fritti kindly.
"I wish |l could come with you. It seens strange that our adventures should end this way."

Roof shadow continued to hold Tailchaser's eye. He felt a deep love for this she-hunter who would
not spare her own feelings.

"My nanme is Firsa Roofshadow," she said quietly. Surprised, Tailchaser felt his heart beat severa
times in the silence. She had told himher heart nane!

"Mne . . . mneis Fritti Tailchaser," he said at |ast.
TAd WIIli A ws

"Al | rot her keep you, Fritti. I will think of you often.™
"I hope | can see you again one day . . . Firsa."

Her heart name! He did not even know Hushpad' s!

Al the long wal k back, Tailchaser's thoughts swirled in confusion

Prince Fencewal ker, inpatience treading close in his pawprints, wal ked back and forth calling out
directions and suggestions.

"Cone now Enough groom ng, lads! Finish that up and bend a | eg, Pawgentle. Tine to take to our
traveling pads!" Many Folk milled about the Prince. The | ong march back to Rootwood was about to
begi n.

Fritti had already said his farewells to Fencewal ker and the others. The Prince had given him an
af fecti onate head-butt, saying: "Traipsing off again, are vou? Traipsingest little whisker-washer
| ever knewi Well, be sure to conme see ne at the Court. We'll bend the ears of those sit-on-tails
t hen!"

Qui verclaw, who was setting out for the Thane-nmeet that woul d nane the successors of those fallen
in the nound, had al so stopped to say a fond good-j ourney.

Now Fritti sat with his two closest friends, and was suddenly tired of |eave-taking. Sniffing
Roof shadow s cheek, he rubbed his face against her warm soft fur and said nothing.

"I will not say | hope to see you, because | know | wll," said Pouncequick. Wth all his newf ound
insight, still the little cat |ooked forlorn. Tailchaser relented and nuzzled himfor a nonment.
"I'msure | will see you both," he said calmy. "Nre'fa-o. rmtwo friends."

Fencewal ker was bellowing final instructions to the assenbled Folk: there was a great murnmnuring.
Tai | chaser turned awav and wal ked back toward
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Rat | eaf Forest and the resunption of his own journey. The cold breeze rattled the branches.
Beyond the fringes of the nowdw ndling thaw, Ratleaf was still winter-deep in cold. A solitary

figure in the endl ess whiteness of the forest, Tailchaser wondered about the transfiguration of
his snmall friend Pounce-quick. H's thoughts were acconpani ed only by the soft plishing of his pads
denting the snow mantl e.

Pouncequi ck had changed. Although he could still caper and play as a youngling was expected to,
and al though he certainly hadn't lost his kittenish appetite, still there was a quality of

i nnocence no |onger present. Several tines while watching little Pounce-quick talk like a grizzled
el der, his tiny body foreshortened by the length of a tail, Fritti felt a wave of deep

i nexplicabl e sadness.

The lost tail did not seemto bother Pouncequick as nmuch as it did Fritti. The idea of his snal
friend being maul ed and torn by Scratchnail disturbed himagreatly, and he worried the thought |ike
a sl ow heal i ng wound.

"It's very strange, Tailchaser," Pounce had told him "but it feels as though it's still there. |
don't miss it. |I can feel it right this noment curling behind ne—+ can even feel the wind on it!"
Tai | chaser had not known what to say, and the youngling continued: "In sone ways, it's better now.
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What | nmean is . . . well, since |l can't see it, and nothing can happen to it, it's perfect: pure.
And it always will be, too. Can you sense what | mnean?"

Fritti had not been able to that day. But now, padding quietly through the great forest, he began
t o under st and.

Days passed with the sameness of one tree to another as Fritti noved Vez' an-ward through Ratl eaf.
The words of the Firstborn I ed himon

"Fol | ow your nose to your heart's desire," Firefoot had
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told himin their last nmonment in the nound, "through

the great forest with the sun-birth in your eyes. Your way will |ead you out, finally, and across
the Pawdab Marshes, to arrive at last on the shores of Qu' cef—the Bigwater. You will followthe
shore until you see a strange hill that shines at night . . . it rises fromthe waters thensel ves.

This is the place that the Man calls Villa-on-Mar, and there you will find what you seek."

Now t he cycles of day and night, traveling and sleeping, all the other hunt-marks of the world
above-ground cane back to Tailchaser. He had only hinmself to hunt for, and only hinself to be
responsi ble for. Like the silver pril fish that |eaped and spl ashed upstreamin the heights of the
Caterwaul, so the suns of Fritti's journey bounded across the sky, one follow ng closely upon the
other. In this way he journeyed through Ratl eaf.

The ol d forest was slowy coning back to life. The cave-sleeping Garrin cane grunbling up from
their rest. The graceful Tesri, bucks and does and a few stilting faws, ran delicately on the
drifts. Tailchaser felt his affinity for this world cone flow ng back; the horrors of the nmound
began to recede. He was one of the earth's children, and even the |ong season bel ow the ground
could not destroy his know edge of the dance. He reveled in every sign of fading winter, and of
the return of life to once-haunted Ratl eaf.

Twenty suns had risen and set since he had left his friends when Tail chaser at |ast found hinself
approaching the far edge of the forest. The last two days' journeying had brought himto a pl ace
where the | and began to slope gently downward, and the air beneath the great trees had a strange
tang. Every breath was filled with noi sture—ot hot, |ike the great Flume, but cool as stone,
salty as blood. He had
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never scented anything like it. Every inhalation quickened his heart.

Comi ng down the last highlands of Ratleaf one norning, Fritti becane aware of a great, slow sound.
Li ke the contented purring of the Allnother, it rose up through the vegetation below him vast and
dignified. As he paused for a nonent along the spare trees of the Ratleaf fence, he could see
sonet hi ng gl eam ng before him A second sun, a twin to the herald of Snaller Shadows which hung
low in the sky, seened to shine up at himthrough a gap in the uneven tooth of the forest fringe
Abandoni ng his grooming, Fritti clinbed to his feet and padded farther down, tail waving in the
slight breeze like a willow linmb. As he neared the gap he saw that it was not another sun, but a
refl ecti on—inpossi bly huge. He stood between two anci ent redwoods and gazed out across the
swiftly dropping slope, across the beginning of the marshes. He caught his breath.

The Bi gwat er, burnished |ike w nd-polished rock, stretched away to the horizon. Mghty Q' cef, as
red- gol den as Fencewal ker, held and returned the burning reflection of the sun like a gl owi ng note
in the eye of the Harar. Q' cef's sounding call—patient and hugely cal m¥loated up to the

promont ory where he stood transfixed.

He watched all norning as the eye of the sun rose into the sky, and the Bigwater becanme in turn
gol den, then green, and finally at Smaller Shadows took on the deep blue of a nighttinme sky. Then
with Qu'cef s unanswerable voice still filling his ears and thoughts, he resuned his descent down
into the marshes.

The Pawdab Marshes stretched fromthe shores of Qu' cef southward, flanking Ratleaf Forest on her
Vez' an edge until they ended at |ast on the banks of the Caterwaul. The marshes were flat and
chill, and the wet, spongy ground sank beneath Tail chaser's
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paws as he wal ked. Never, fromthe time that he entered Pawdab until he finally left it again,
were his paws dry.

For days on end the salt-scent of the Bigwater was in his nose, and its voice in his ears. Like
the sound of his nother's purr when he had been a nursling, the call of Qu cef was the first thing
he heard when he woke up; the roaring of the waves lulled himto sleep at night, comng to him
across the great marsh as he lay curled in a bed of reeds.

The marshes, too, had sensed the |oosening grip of winter. Fritti was able to nake nany a neal on
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mar sh- mouse and nudrat, and other, stranger creatures that proved nonethel ess good to eat. Oten
at his approach unfamliar birds would start up screaming fromtheir nests hidden in the weeds,
but Fritti —hunger sated—would only stand and watch themfly, marveling at their bright colors.
At the end of a fading afternoon, a successful hunt behind him Fritti found hinself walking

beside a large, still pond that lay in the mdst of the marshland, hemred all about by tal
grasses and reeds. The failing sun had turned the Qu' cef golden in the distance, and the pond
itself seenmed a pool of still fire.

Crouchi ng down, Tailchaser scented the water. It smelled of salt; he did not drink. Fresh water
was scarce on the Pawdab. Although he was well fed, he was often thirsty.

Now, | eaning over the pond, he saw a strange thing: a cat, dark-furred, but with a star-mark like
his own, |ooked up at himfromunderneath the water. Surprised, he | eaped back—as he did, the

wat er-cat took fright also, and di sappeared. When he noved slowy back, the other peered
cautiously up at himthrough the still waters. H s hackles standing, Tailchaser hissed at the
stranger—who did |ikewi se—but as he crouched, a rock, dislodged by his
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paw, fell into the pond. Were it struck, circular ripples marred the surface of the pondwater in
an ever-widening ring. Before his eyes the water-cat fell to pieces, floating shards, and was
gone. Only when the face of the stranger re-formed, wearing a | ook of astoni shnent matching his
own, did Fritti realize that it was no real beast, but a spirit or watershadow that m m cked his
every novemnent.

Is this what | look |ike, then? he wondered. This slender youngling is nme?

He sat for a long while staring silently at the pond-Fritti, until the sun's final disappearance
bl ackened the surface of the pool. Merclar's Eye appeared above, and the air was filled with the
busy chaos of flying insects.

As if he were dream ng, he heard a sound, a | ow sound, above the distant nmurmur of the Bigwater. A
voi ce was raised in droning song—an odd voice, deep yet small; charged with odd di ssonances.

" .Around it goes, then up and around around .. , Bugs bl ackly, bleakly bring the blinded, sing
the sound Hope, the heart's hearth, now harshly, hardly has heard How round it goes, goes round,
goes round the word ..."

Fritti stood wondering. Who could it be, singing such a song in the wilds of Pawdab? He wal ked
quietly through the reeds circling the edge of the pond, following the voice to its source on the
far side. As he crept through the waving stal ks the song rose again:
" Coggl e, they goggle, glaring at the gl eam ng goad,

As wondering a-wander, they wal k a-w ddershins the w nding road
Now t he namel ess notice how, not know ng, they had never heard:
How round it goes, goes round, goes round, goes round the word .
546
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As the chuggi ng voice failed again, Tailchaser approached the spot that seened to be its source.
He could smell no unusual scent, only the marsh salts and the reek of nud. He waved away a crowd
of hovering water-flies with his tail and pushed through the weeds.

Crouched at the edge of the pool was a great, green frog—throat swelling and shrinking, belly
mred in the nud. As Tail chaser approached slowy from behind, the frog did not turn, but only
said: "Wl come, Tailchaser. Cone to sit and talk."

Benused, Fritti wal ked around and sat on a mat of broken stenms on the muddy shoal. It seened
everybody knew his nanme and busi ness.

"I heard your song," he said. "How do you know me? Who are you?"

"Mt her Rebumam|. My people are old. | amthe oldest." As she spoke she blinked her great eyes.
"Here in the marsh we Jugurum know all. Blood and water, stone and bone. My grandnot her sat by
this pond eating flies when dogs flew and cats swam"

W t hout changi ng expression or noving fromher crouch, Mther Rebum-as if in intation of her
ancestor—spat out a long gray tongue and—snip! —pulled in a gnat. Swall ow ng, she conti nued.
"Paddi ng- paws, | have heard you in nmy marsh for five suns. The foolish seagulls have carried word
of you as you wal ked up and down through the nud-fields. Flea and fly will bring back mention of
you when you have passed. Nothing that treads the Burum gurgun escapes the attention of old Mdther
Rebum "

Fritti stared at the immense frog. Silver Eye-light dappl ed her rough back. "Wat song were you
si ngi ng?" he asked.
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Mot her Rebum croaked a | augh. Legs straining,

she lifted herself. After turning sideways to eye Fritti, she settled back down heavily.

"Ah," she said. "A song of power, that was. After the Days of Fire, the Jugurum used such strong
mel odi es to keep the ocean down in its depth and the sky hangi ng safely above. My song was but a
smal | one, though, and not so anbitious. 'Twas neant only to bring you traveler's luck."

"Me?" Fritti asked. "Why me? What have | ever done for you?"

"Wy, less than nothing, ny furry polliwog!" chugged the frog, anused. "I did it as a service to
anot her, to whom | owed a favor—ene ol der even than Mdther Rebum He who asked ne to aid you even
wal ked the earth when Jargumthe Great, father of ny folk, strode the marshes of the el der

worl d—er so | amtold. A powerful protector you have, little cat."”

Tai | chaser thought he could guess the neaning of her words. So, he was still beneath the guardian
shadow. The thought took the cold edge fromthe wind that blew across the salt nere.

"Do not think, though," Mther Rebum continued, "to escape entirely free fromobligation. Your
friend told ne that you have been part of the great doings to the northwest, yes?" Fritti
assented. "Good, then you shall tell nme your story, for the feckless gulls have brought nme only
snatches and shards. | cannot nmanage Burum gurgun, the Marsh at the Center of the Wrld, in a
proper fashion unless | amkept informed of current events in the outlands."”

The Marsh at the Center of the Wrld. Fritti smiled to hinmself, and began his long story.

It was al nost the Hour of Deepest Quiet when he had finished. Mther Rebum had sat stil

t hroughout the entire tale, her goggle eyes watching himclosely.

J
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As he ended she blinked several tinmes, then sat silent for a nonment, her throat puffing in and
out .

"Well," she said finally, "it sounds as though there have i ndeed been nany great splashings in the
ponds of the cat-folk." She paused to pluck a lowflying insect fromthe night air. "Hearteater
was a force, a great force, and his fall shall birth many ripples. | see now why your spirit is
troubled, little furback."

"Troubl ed? Wiy do you say that?"

"Why?" Mot her Rebum chugged. "Because | know it. | watched you when you saw t he wat er-shadow. |

have listened to you sing for half the night. Your heart is in confusion.”

"It is?" Fritti was not sure he liked the turn the conversation had taken

"Ch, yes, ny brave, questing tadpole . . . but fear not. If you but take my advice you will find
your way happily. Renenber this one thing, Tailchaser: all your troubles, all your searching, and
wandering, struggling—they are as one snall bubble in the world-pool."

Fritti felt chastened, and a little angry. "Wuat do you nmean? Many i nportant things have happened
since | left my home. | was not responsible for nost of them but | played a part. It is even
possi bl e that things would have gone worse had it not been for nme," he finished with sone pride.
"That I will grant you. Please, don't bristle so!" chuckled the old frog. "But answer ne this: has
t he snow covered Vastnir?"

"I suppose it has by now, yes. What of it? It will be spring soon."

"Exactly, nmy mnnow. Now, have the birds returned to Ratleaf?"

Tai | chaser was not sure he saw the point. "Many of the flafa az have made their way back

that is also true."

Mot her Rebum sniled a green, toothless snmle. "Very well, | shall ask you no nore questions. | can
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see for nyself, here in ny lily-pond hone, that the sun still crosses the sky each day. Do you

under stand yet ?"

"No," said Fritti stubbornly.

"It is this. By the time another wi nter cones, and passes into another spring, Vastnir Mund and
all the works of Hearteater will have di sappeared entirely—+ingering only in nmenory. Before too
many nore wi nters have cone and departed, you and | also will have disappeared, |eaving behind
only our bones to be the home of tiny creatures. And do you know what, brave Tail chaser? The worl d-
dance will falter not a step for any of these passings."

She brought herself up heavily to her front legs. "Now, friend cat, | must away and dunk these old
bones in a mud bath. | thank you for the pleasure of your conpany."

So sayi ng, she hopped to the edge of the pond, half into the stagnant water, then turned and

| ooked back. Her round eyes blinked sleepily.

"Never fear!" she said. "I have woven nmy song well. If you need help you shall receive it—at |east
once. Look especially to things that nove in water, for there lie nost of my powers. Luck to you,
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Tai | chaser!"

Wth a hop and a spl ash, Mther Rebum di sappeared into the pool

72

CHAPTER

Wnd over the |ake: the image of inner truth. —+ Ching (The Book of Changes)

During his last night on the Pawdab, Fritti had a |ong, strange journey in the dreamfields.

His spirit soared Iike a fla-fa'az over the hills and trees and waters, the night wi nds beating in
his face. Like the great Akor that nested in the high nountains, he sailed up, up, up. The night-
belly of Meerclar was his field, to travel in where he woul d.

As he sailed the wind spoke in his ear with the voices of many—& assnestle, his nother; Bristlejaw
and Stretchslow. They all called his nanme in the fierce how of the breeze . . . but he flew on
when Pouncequick's voice cried out to him too—ot in fear, but in a kind of wonder. As he heard
it he swooped down, hurtling into blackness. The roaring airs becane the mad yow s of Eatbugs and

Scratchnail; the soft tones of Roofshadow intertwined with their screanms, speaking his heart nane
over and over.
“. . . Fritti Tailchaser . . . Fritti . . . Fritti . . . Fritti Tailchaser ..."

Then the rushing sound of the wi nds changed, and becane a great, ceaseless roar. He was skimm ng
above the Bigwater, so near to it that it seemed he could reach down a paw and skimit in the
waves.
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Salt wind flattened his whiskers, and the night sky around himwas enpty but for the sounding of
Q' cef.

A bright flash, like Witewind s star, appeared above the horizon. Carried rapidly nearer on the
broad back of the wind, he could see the light gleam then fade, then gl eam again.

A great, gray tail stood up fromthe waters of Qu' cef. It towered above the waves, and at its
summit the light he had seen burned |iked sky-fire.

He was rushing toward it—hel pl essly, nowwhen he heard the voice of Eyeshi nmer the Far-senser echo
down the w nd:

"The heart's desire . . . is found in an unexpected place . . . unexpected ..."
And suddenly the air currents carried himup again, past the shining light . . . and the great,
wavi ng tail sank back down into the waters, extinguishing the glow. . . and now ... and now

anot her, softer light was kindling, spreading across the Sower edge of the night sky . .

It was dawn. Fritti sat up in his bower of cord-grass, and the early-niorning nmarsh wi nd cane
nmoani ng t hrough the stal ks and weeds. He sood up and stretched, listening to the night insects
singing a final chorus.

So Fritti came up out of the marshlands, crossing the tiny streama distant relative of the mighty
Cat erwaul —that flowed into the southernnost tip of the Bigwater, marking the boundaries of the
Pawdab.

Sl oping up fromthe shores of Q' cef, w ndswept meadows with green turf rose gradually on his
right flank. Far away across the grasslands he could see the dwellings of Man: small, and
isolated fromtheir neighbors. He was traveling U ea-ward now, green fields on his right side and
the gravelly sea-strand on his |eft.

Wool |y Erunor grazed all about the hummocky neadows. Their fleecy bodies dotted the downs |ike
J52
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fat, dirty clouds that had settled to the ground, too heavy to stay aloft. They regarded him

i ncuriously as he passed, this small orange cat, and when he called out to themthey grinaced
conpl acently with yellowed teeth, but did not answer.

When Tail chaser first saw the light he thought it was a star.

He had come down fromthe nmeadowtrack to wal k al ong the shore. The Eye of Meerclar, rapidly
approaching fullness, blued the sand and silvered the waves. By its spirit |ight he had caught a
crab, but had been unable to force the wet and slippery shell. In disgust he had watched it linp
away—si deways, as if unwilling to turn its back on him For some tine afterward he had paced
hungrily up and down the strand, in hopes of finding a nore unprotected norsel.

Despairing of his ill-luck, he had | ooked up and seen the bl ossom ng gl ow on the northern horizon.
After a nmoment's glare it was gone, but as he stared into the darkness it returned once nore. For
a nmonment it had illum nated the night sky. A heartbeat later, it had vani shed again

Wat ching rapdy, Fritti wal ked farther up the beach. The unusual star repeated its cycle of
brilliance and darkness. The words of the Firstborn cane back to Tailchaser: "... a strange hil
that shines at night. .."
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The spot on the horizon flared again, and he renenbered his dream the tail in the sea—the waving
tail with the gleanming tip. Wat was before hinf

Di nner on the shore forgotten, he | eaped up the rock-strewn slope. Tonight, he wanted to wal k.
That night and the next he followed the beckoning light; the norning after he canme finally into
sight of the strange hill.

As Firefoot had said, it rose up fromthe nidst of the Bigwater itself, far fromthe gravel beach
It was a
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Man-hill, Fritti could tell: it clinbed high, and unnaturally straight; it was as white as new
snow.

Tai |l chaser made his way out to a wooded peninsula of |and that reached out into the sea like an
outstretched paw. Fromits farthest tip he could make out the island on which the M an-nountain
grew.

The island sat in the lap of Qu' cef, rising up fromthe tunbling waves. Its back was green with
grass. Fritti could see tiny Erunor noving slowy on the sward. At the base of the hill-

t hi ng—whi ch | ooked nmore |ike sone great, white, branchl ess trunk—crouched a M an-dwelling of the
kind Fritti had I|ived near, back at the Meeting Wall, so long ago. This was his destination, so
close that the scent of the Erunor carried across to him tickling his whiskers. But between
Tai |l chaser and his heart's desire stood a thousand junps of the heaving blue Q' cef.

Unf ol di ng Dark canme, and the blinding light sprang forth once nore fromthe top of the Man-hill.
Tail chaser felt it as a burning in his heart.

Two nore days passed. He renmi ned on the peninsula, balked and frustrated, hunting up what little
game he could in the bracken and shrubbery. As he patrolled the shore, thinking and scheni ng
furiously, seabirds wheel ed and dove in the sky above him He thought he could hear their nocking
voices calling: "Fritti . . . Fritti . . . Fritti . . ."

You are a bug-wit, he chided hinmself. Wiy can't you solve this problenf

He renmenbered the story that Earnotch had told himin the nound about Lord Tangal oor.

Well, Harar's shining tail, he thought, what good does it do ne? The fla-fa'az owe ne no favors.
They hover and | augh at ne.

He | ooked across the deep waters.

/ am not too sure that | would be able to talk a great fish
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out of eating ne, either, he decided. Besides, they nmust all know of Firefoofs famous trick by
now. Depressed, he continued his vigil.

On the fourth day since conming to the little tongue of |Iand, he saw sonething coming toward him
over the waves.

Crouching low in the brush at land's end, he watched as the nysterious object bobbed its way
across the Qu' cef. It looked like half a wal nut shell that had been cast away after a

Ri kchi kchi k's neal —but it was bigger. Mich bigger

Sonet hi ng noved inside it. Wen the shell cane nearer to his peninsula, he could see that the
novi ng thing was one of the Big Ones—a M an. The Big One was noving two | ong branches back and
forth in the water.

The shell, colored as gray as old tree bark, slid past Fritti's vantage point and stopped at |ast
on the shores of a small inlet at the base of the peninsula. The Man clinbed out. After fussing
for a while with some sort of long vine, he stanped his feet and wal ked away across the

meadow ands toward the other M an-dwellings.

Fritti ran excitedly down the peninsula, bounding over roots and stones. \Wen he reached the
inlet, he | ooked cautiously about—+the Big One had di sappeared—then | oped down to exam ne this
strange thing.

He sniffed it. It was obviously no wal nut shell, but rather sonething Man-built. It was tw ce as
long as the Big One was tall. The gray color was flaking off on its side, showi ng wood beneath. It
snelled of the Qu' cef, and of Man, and of fish, and other things he could not identify. For a
long tine Fritti wal ked around it, scenting its strangeness, then | eaped up inside. He nosed and
probed, trying to discover what nmade it swmlike a great gray pril
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Perhaps it will swimfor nme, he thought, and take ne across the water.

But it only lay on the rocky beach—no matter where Fritti stood, or how hard he wi shed. He |ay
down on the bottom of the great shell-thing. He thought hard, trying to see a way to nake it bear
himover to the hill that shined. He thought . . . and thought . . . and all the pondering, and
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the warm afternoon sun, made himfeel drowsy. . . .

He awoke with a start. Disoriented, he | ooked wildly around, but could see nothing but the sides
of the swi mr ng wal nut shell. Footsteps crunched across the gravel toward him G oggy and
confused, frightened of |eaping up and revealing hinself to the Big One, he dove beneath a pile of
rough fabric. It scratched himas he squirnmed beneath its conforting heavi ness.

The footsteps of the Man stopped, and then the whole shell was sliding and scraping along the
beach. Surprised, Fritti gripped the wood beneath himw th his claws. The scrapi ng stopped
abruptly, to be replaced by a sensation of snmooth notion. Tailchaser heard the Big One clinb

wei ghtily over the edge, and then a regul ar sequence of creaking and spl ashi ng.

After some tine, Fritti worked up the courage to poke a pink nose out of the envel opi ng fol ds of
cloth. The nmssive back of the Man was turned to him the Big One was working the tree |inbs back
and forth. The shell was entirely surrounded with water.

Mot her Rebum did say "things that nmove on water," thought Tailchaser, so if | succeed—and am not
drowned in this strange nut husk—+ suppose | shall have her to thank

He curled up in his hiding spot, tail over nose, and went back to sleep
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Ti mre—he did not know how nuch—had passed. The shell thunped to a halt. Fritti heard the Man
rumagi ng about, but his haven was not discovered. Finally the Man got out and went thunping
away. Tailchaser lay silent for a while, then emerged to stretch and | ook about.

The island rose up before him The shell had cone to rest against a wooden wal kway that stretched
a short distance across the water, then ended at a dirt path which wound away up the grassy sl ope.
At the sunmit of this path Fritti could see the Man-dwelling, and—+oom ng above it like a white,
i mbl ess Vaka' az' ne—the towering Man-hill. The sun was still in the sky, and the white hill was
dar k.

Fritti made his way up the uneven path. The grass was springy beneath his feet. He stepped
lightly. The wind off the Bigwater that caressed his nose and whi skers nade him feel as though he
had reached the top of the world.

A dark shape detached itself fromthe bul k of the Man-nest, and w th plodding, unhurried steps,
came partway down the hillside. It was a | arge dog, deep of chest and heavy-| egged.

Feeling curiously light-headed and confident, Tailchaser continued his sedate wal k up the grassy
sl ope. Puzzled, the fik'az tilted his head to one shoul der and stared. After a nonent's curious
scrutiny, he spoke.

"You there!" the nmastiff barked. "Who be you? What be you doing?" Hi s voice was as deep and sl ow
as distant thunder.

"I am Tail chaser, Master Fik'az. Good dancing to you. And whom do / have the pl easure of

addr essi ng?"

The dog squinted down at him "Huff-so-Guff aml. You didna answer question. \What be you doi ng?"

"Ch, just looking about," said Fritti, waving his tail in a disarm ng manner. "I just flew over
fromthe
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ot her side of the water, and | thought 1'd | ook around. Quite a lovely place, isn't it?"

"Aye," grow ed Huff-so-Guff, "but you shoul dna be here. Be off, you." The dog gl owered for a
monent, nuzzle | owered, then once nore cocked his head to the side. "Said you . . . '"flew ?" he
asked slowy. "Cats dunna fly."

As they tal ked, Tailchaser had been drawi ng steadily closer. Now, barely five junmps away fromthe
fik'az, Fritti sat, and began to groom nonchal antly.

"Ch yes, sone do," he said. "As a matter of fact, ny whole tribe of flying cats is thinking of
maki ng this spot our new nesting grounds. W need a place to lay our eggs, you know "

Tai | chaser got up and began to walk in a wide circle around the dog. "Yes, think of it," he said,
|l ooking fromside to side. "Hundreds of flying cats . . . big ones, little ones . . . it's quite a
marvel ous idea, isn't it?"

He was al nost safely past when a deep, runbling snarl issued fromHuff-so-Guff. "Cats canna fly!
I willna have it!"

The mastiff | eaped forward, baying, and Fritti turned and bolted up the hill. Wthin a few junps
he realized there were no trees to clinb, no fences to dodge behind; it was open grass to the top
of the rise.

Wel |, he thought suddenly, why should | bother to run? | have faced worse dangers before, and
survi ved.

He whirled to face the great mastiff bearing down on him
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"Come on, dung-sniffer!" Tailchaser how ed. "Conme and neet a child of Firefoot!"

Huf f -so-Guff, in md-bark, ran unsuspectingly into a faceful of yowing, scratching cat. H s deep
baying turned to a yelp of surprise as sharp claws raked his jow s.

Like a small orange whirlwind, Fritti was suddenh all over the G ow er—laws and teeth and
screechir

voi ce. Shocked, Huff-so-Guff pulled back, shaking his large head. In that second, Tailchaser was
of f again, ears back and tail trailing.

As the dismayed Grow er gingerly ran his tongue over his |acerated nose, Fritti reached the M an-
dwelling. Wth a | eap and scrabble he was up the | ow stone wall and onto the thatched roof.
Standing at the edge, he let out a cry of triunph.

"Don't take the Folk so lightly again, you great clunsy beast!"

Down on the ground bel ow, Huff-so-Guff grunted. "Cone you down and you be eaten, cat," he said
di sgustedly.
"Hah!" sneezed Tailchaser. "I will bring you an arnmy of ny Folk to settle here, and we will tweak

your tail and smack your hangi ng chops until you die from shanme! Hah!"

Huf f-so-Guff turned and trudged away with heavy dignity.

Fritti wal ked softly back and forth across the thatch, his heart gradually slowing to its usua
pace. He felt wonderf ul

After some searchi ng—+eaning out over the edge, winkling his nose—he found an open w ndow
underneath the eaves of the roof. He | ooked carefully around for the Gow er, but Huff-so-G uff

was many junps down the slope, nursing his wounds. Fritti sprang down to the stone wall, then
qui ckly back up to the windowsill. He paused for a nonent to gauge the distance to the floor

i nside, wavered on the sill, then | eaped down.

In the mddle of the room curled in a deep-furred ball, |ay Hushpad.

JJ

CHAPTER

A certain recluse, 1 know not who, once said that no bonds attached himto this life, and the only
thing he would regret |eaving was the sky.

—Yoshi da Kenko

She did not appear to recognize him He stood before her, back arched and | egs trenbling, and
coul d not speak.

Hushpad rai sed her head languidly and stared at him "Yes? Wiat do you want?"

"Hushpad!" he choked. "It's ne! Tail chaser!™

The fela's eyes opened in surprise. For a |ong nonment both cats were still.

Hushpad shook her head wonderingly. "Tailchaser? My little friend Tailchaser? Is it really you?"
In a heartbeat she was on her paws, then they were together, sniffing, rubbing noses and nuzzl es.
Fritti felt a great warnth in his breast. Soon the roomwas filled with the drowsy sound of
purring.

Later they lay nose to nose while Fritti told Hushpad of his travels and adventures. At first she
was full of praise and wonder, but as the story wore on she asked fewer questions. Eventually she
fell entirely silent, groomng Fritti contentedly as he tal ked.

Wien he had conpleted his tale he rolled over to | ook at Hushpad.

"You must tell ne how you canme here!" he cried.
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"I went down into the depths to find you—yet here you are, safe. Wat happened?”

Hushpad arched her chin. "It was very brave of you, Taikhaser, really—going after me |ike that.
Al'l those terrible creatures, too. | amquite inpressed. My own story, |I'mafraid, is nowhere near

so exciting."
"Pl ease tell nme!"

"Well, it's very sinple, really. One day—+t seens so | ong ago, now—+the Man sinply put ne in a
box. You know, |ike a sleeping box, but with the top covered. Wll, he didn't really put ne in the
box—actually there was a little bit of pril fish in there. | amvery fond of pril fish, of

course, or | sinply never would have gotten in. | was in the box for ever so long, but | could see

out through some holes in it. We traveled and traveled, then cane at |last to the Bigwater. W got
into a shell-thing and swam across the water."

"/ rode in the shell-thing!" said Fritti excitedly. "That's how | got here."

"OF course," Hushpad said absently. "Well, that's how | canme to this place. | think it's very nice
here, don't you?"

"But how about the Grow er?" asked Tai khaser. "Don't you ever have trouble with hin? It seens as
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t hough he woul d make this a dangerous place to live."

"Huf f-so-G uff?" She laughed. "Ch, he's really just a big kitten. Besides, | don't go out nuch.
It's so nice and warmin here . . . and the Man gives me such nice food. So nice and warm ..
She trailed off.

Fritti was disconcerted. Apparently Hushpad had never been in any danger

"Did you think of ne often?" he asked, but there was no reply. She was fast asleep

When the Big One cane into the roomand found them|lying together, Taikhaser sat up, bristling.
The M an approached sl owy, naking | ow noi ses. Wen
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Fritti did not run, the Man | eaned down and stroked himgently. Tai khaser pulled away, but the
Big One did not follow-enly crouched with paw extended. Fritti noved hesitantly toward it. \Wen he
was cl ose enough he gave it a cautious sniff. The M an-paw snelled, interestingly enough, of fish
and Fritti closed his eyes, nose winkling with pleasure.

The M an pl aced sonething on the floor near him He recognized it instantly. It was a supper bow .
One scent of its contents and Tail chaser's caution evapor at ed.

The Big One scratched behind Fritti's ear as he ate. Fritti did not mnd

Hushpad seened different. The sl enderness and grace of her paws and tail were unchanged, but she
had becone a good deal plunper—+ound and soft beneath her glossy fur. Neither did she seem as
energetic as she had once been—she preferred sleeping in the sun to running and jumping; Fritt
could only entice her into ganes with great difficulty.

"You al ways were very bouncy, Tai khaser," she said one day. He felt hurt.

She was pleased to see him of course, and enjoyed having a conpanion to chat with, but Fritt

felt unsatisfied. Hushpad just did not seemto understand all that he had gone through to find
her. She did not pay nuch attention anynore when he told her of the wonders of Firsthone, or the
maj esty of the First-wal kers.

The food was very good, though. The Big Onfe-gave themlovely neals, and was always kind to

Tai khaser, stroking and scratching him and allowing himto roamat will. Fritti did not get along
so well with Huff-so-Guff, the dog, but they maintai ned an uneasy truce. Fritti was careful never
to get too far away fromshelter
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So the days wore on in the place Firefoot had called Villa-on-Mar. Each sun was a little warmer
than the one before. Flocks of mgrating fla-fa' az stopped briefly on the island as they passed
away to the north, and Fritti had great sport with them although he was sel dom hungry enough for
serious hunting. Tinme passed snoothly as a quiet stream Tail chaser grew plunp hinself, and
restless.

One night in high spring, as Meerclar's Eye approached another fullness, several Big Ones cane
across the Qu'cef in a large shell to visit the Man. The nest was full of Big Ones, and their
boom ng voi ces echoed everywhere. Several of themtried to play with Fritti.

Bi g, grasping paws jerked himup in the air and squeezed him and when they held himclose to
their faces their unpl easant breath nade hi m squirm Wen he pulled away the boom ng voi ces

r oar ed.

Fritti leaped to the window, but Huff-so-Guff was stalking sentry outside, in an evil tenper
Runni ng between the | egs of the bellow ng, grabbing Big Ones, Tailchaser retreated to the room
where Hushpad lay curled in sleep.

"Hushpad!" he cried, prodding her. "Wake up! W have to | eave this place!"

Yawni ng and stretching, the fela |l ooked at himcuriously. "Watever are you tal ki ng about,

Tai | chaser? Leave? Wy?"

"This place is not right for us," he said excitedly. "The Big Ones grab us and carry us, they feed
us and stroke us ... there is no place to run!"

"You are nmaking no sense at all," she told himcoldly. "W are treated very well."

"They treat us like kittens. This is no life for a hunter. |I might as well have never left ny

not her Grassnestle's nest!”

"You're right," said Hushpad. "You're right, because you're acting |ike a nervous newborn. What-
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ever do you nean, 'leave' ? Wiy should | go an>-where?"

"We can hide in the shell, as | did before. W can steal away and go back to the forest, the

mar shes anywhere,"” Fritti said desperately. "W can run where we want. W can raise a fanly."
"Cho, a fanmily, is that it?" she said. "Well, you just put it out of your mnd right now 1|'ve had
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enough of your pawi ng and sniffing, Skydancer knows. |'ve already told you I'mnot the l[east bit
interested in that sort of thing. |I'm shocked to see you acting so ridiculous. The forest indeed
Leaves and burrs in ny fur, and nothing to eat for days at a tine! Visl and Garrin and . . . Harar

knows what el se! No, thank you."
When she saw the hurt, startled expression on Fritti's face, her expression softened. "Listen

dear Tail chaser," she said. "You're ny friend, and | think you're very special. |I think you're
just upset. The Big Ones can be noisy and frightening someti nes. Just stay away fromthem and
tonmorrow everything will be as cal mand quiet as before." She rubbed his nmuzzle with her nose.

"Now, just go to sleep. You'll see later that this is all very silly." She laid her head down and
cl osed her eyes.

Fritti sat and stared.

Way doesn't she understand? he wondered. Sonething is wong here, | can feel it.

But what was it? Why should he feel as trapped as ever he di d bel owground?

Hushpad newed in her sleep and flexed her claws.

/ shoul d be happy, Fritti thought. Finding Hushpad was nmy heart's desire , . . wasn't it? Lord
Firefoot said | would find ny heart's desire here on Villa-on-Mar

Tai | chaser wal ked slowy to the open wi ndow and bounded up onto the sill. The great light fromthe
hill above the dwelling cast its bright beam out across the dark waters of Qu'cef. The air was
warm and full of the scents of grow ng things.

5 64 Tftd

When the shell-thing bunped against the shore, Fritti emerged fromhis hiding place. He bounded
past the startled Big Ones, out of the shell, and onto the gravelly beach. The Man fl ock nmade

noi ses of surprise. Wth a flirt of his orange tail he was up the slope and into the Eye-lit
meadows.

He stood on a grassy hill and thought of all the things he would do. Pouncequick waited for him at
Firsthome. He nust see himagain. And his friends at Meeting Wall, of course. Wat stories he had
to tell! So many places left to see!

And Roof shadow, of course. Firsa Roofshadow, dark and sl ender as shade.

A night bird trilled. The world was so big, and the night sky was so full of glimering |ight!
Like a fire, like a star that burned in his heart and head, it cane to himthen; he understood. He
| aughed and bounded, and then | aughed again. He | eaped and whirled on the hilltop, and his voice
rose in delight.

When his dance was finished he sprang down the slope and ran singing into the fields, his tai
wavi ng behind him Meerclar's Eye watched calmy as his bright formvanished into the tall grass.
AUTHOR S NOTES

Wth a very few exceptions, all the unfanmiliar words to be found in this story are in the Hi gher
Si ngi ng of the Fol k.

The Folk, like all their warm bl ooded brothers and sisters, and sonme others, possess two

| anguages. The everyday | anguage, the one they share with nmost other manmals, is the Common

Si ngi ng, made up nostly of gestures, scents and postures, with a few easily deci pherabl e sounds
and cries to round out the range of expression. The Conmobn Singi ng has been represented by a rough
translation into English in this story.

For special tines, or for specific descriptive chores where the Conmon Singing falls short, the

Hi gher Singing is enployed. Alnpst all ritual—and certainly all storytelling—falls into this

cat egory.

The Higher Singing is a predom nantly verbal |anguage, although neani ng can be shaped with posture
and enphasis. So the reader needn't be constantly |ooking up words, much of the Hi gher Singing in
use has been translated within the text; there is, however, a glossary at the back for the faint
of heart.

A few notes on pronunciation

J67

568 | *

"C' is always pronounced "S": thus, Meerclar is pronounced "Mere-slar."

In the instances where an "S" has been used, it is only to clarify the pronunciation. For exanple,
| felt that "Vicl," although the true spelling, was a little boggling; hence, "Visl."

"F' has a soft "fth" sound.

Vowel s tend to conformto Latinate "ah-eh-ih-oh-ooh."

CHARACTERS

APPENDI X

Al l mot her, Meerclar, Creator of the Folk

Bandyl eg, Firsthone cat
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Bast - I nret, Boneguard

Beet | eswat, young Meeting Wall torn
Bitefast, C awguard

Bi t e-t hen-Bark, Rauro, Dog-king of Eatbugs' story
Bl ueback, a prince of the Folk

Bobweave, a First-wal ker

Brightnail, a prince of the Folk

Brindl esides, Fritti Tailchaser's father
Bristlejaw, Meeting Wall WMaster-singer
Brushst al ker, First-wal ker Thane

Cl eanwhi sker, a prince of the Folk
Clearsong, Tirya, Tailchaser's ol dest sister
Click, Mster, a squirrel

Cinmbfast, a prince of the Folk

d oudl eaper, Cat-queen of Eatbugs' story
Crushgrass, O awguard chieftain

Dandl egrass, Firsthone cat

Dayhunt er, conpani on of Fencewal ker

Dewt reader, Prince Sresla, Prince Consort to Queen
Sunback

Earnotch, Vastnir prisoner, storyteller

Ear poi nt, Meeting Wall el der, delegate

?69

J
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Eat bugs, mad cat, Tailchaser's conpanion
Eyeshi nmer, Far-senser to the First-wal kers
Fencewal ker, Prince, son of Queen Sunback
Fi ref oot, Tangal oor, one of the Firstborn
Fizz, Master, a squirrel

Fl eet paw, young Meeting Wall torn
Fiickerswift, sister ofjunptall

Funbl ef oot, Vastnir prisoner

Furscuff, First-wal ker; Squeakerbane's conpani on
dideswal |l ow, Firsthone cat

Gitterfur, a queen of the Folk

Gol deneye, Harar, father of the Fol k
Grassnestl e, Indea, Tailchaser's nother
Hangbel Iy, a First-wal ker

Hearteater, Gizrsz, one of the Firstborn; lord of Vastnir
Hi ssbi ood; naster of Toot hguard

Howi song, apprentice Master d d-singer

Huf f -so- G uff, Villa-on-Mar dog

Hushpad, Tailchaser's friend

Jargum a nythol ogical frog

Junptal |, young Meeting Wall torn; del egate
Kart hwi ne, a fox

Knet - Makri, Boneguard

Krelli, a young raven

Leafrustle, a young Meeting Vall torn

Longt oot h, C awguard

Lungecl aw, ancestor of Quiverdaw

Mor ni ngstripe, a queen of the Folk

Mudt racker, cat from Beyond- Edge- Copse

Ni ght cat cher, conpani on of Fencewal ker

Ni nebi rds, nythical prince, progenitor of the Big Ones
Ni pslither, Toothguard

Nuzzl edar k, Toot hguard

Pawgent | e, Firsthone cat

Pawgri p, Vastnir prisoner
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Pfefirrit, a prince of birds

Plink, Master, squirrel messenger
Pokesnout, Firsthome cat

Pop, Lord, squirrel-ruler

TAI LCHASER S SONG
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Pouncequi ck, Tail chaser's conpani on

Qui verclaw, First-wal ker Thane

Rebum Mother, a frog

Redl egs, Cat-prince of Eatbugs' story
Renred, a nythol ogi cal fox

Ri ptal on, C awguard

Roof shadow, Firsa, Tailchaser's conpanion
Rumbl epui T, Chanberl ain of the Court of Harar
Satinear, a queen of the Fol k

Scratchnail, d awguard chieftain
Scuffledig, a First-wal ker

Shredf ang, C awguard

Ski nwr et ch, Toot hguard

Skoggi, raven father

Skydancer, Fela, nother of the Folk
Skystone, lrao, a prince of the Folk

Sl eekheart, a prince of the Folk

Sl i pwhi sker, Roof shadow s father
Slitbelly, Toothguard

Smackbush. Firsthone cat

Snagrat, cat in Hangbelly's song

Snap, Lord, squirrel-lord, brother of Lord Pop
Snapj aw, C awguard

Snar enmouse, Firsthonme cat; dancer
Snifflick, Meeting Wall el der

Snout scar, Cl awguard overseer

Snuf f | enose, Roof shadow s br ot her

Sof t whi sker, Tail chaser's youngest sister
Sourweed, First-wal ker Thane

Squeaker bane, Ranki ng First-wal ker Thane
St reanmhopper, Meeting Vall del egate
Stretchsl ow, Meeting Wall elder, Tailchaser's benefactor
Strongcl aw, a prince of the Folk

Sunback, Queen Mrmirsor, the Queen of the Folk
Tai |l chaser, Fritti, our hero

Thi nbone, Tail chaser's Meeting Wall friend
Treesinger, a princess of the Folk

Twi t chnose, Snifflick's mate

Voi eni bbl e, Firsthome Master d d-singer

i

572
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Wavetail, Meeting Wall elder Wiir, Mstress, nate of Master Fizz Wiitewind, Viror, one of the
Fi rstborn Wndfl ower, strange cat in Squeakerbane's story Wndruf fle, a queen of the Folk WlIf-
friend, a prince of the Fol k

GLOSSARY

APPENDI X

A to; at; toward

Akor, eagle

An, sun

Ar, yes

Az, cat; person

Az-iri'le, "we-cats:" the Folk

Az'me, "earth-cat:" tree

Cef, water
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Cefaz, "water-cat:"fish
CGr, sing; speak

Cu, sibling
Cu'nre, "heart-brother:"friend
E, hot

E' a, "toward-hot:" south

Erunor, sheep

Fa, junp

Fe, not her

Fela, fenale

Fi k, loud, frightening

Fik'a, "loud-cat:" dog

Fi kos, "terrifying badness"
Fla, run

Fla-fa'az, "run-junp-cat:" bird
Fri, smal

J73
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we

Garrin, bear

Hat, father

Hizza, snake

lri, /; me

Iri'le, "many-ne:

Ka, spirit; soul

Krauka, raven

La, birth

Le, many

Ma, away from out of

Me, earth

Mel a, "birth-ground:" nest
Mel a' an, "sun-nest:" sky

Me' nre, "food-soil:" droppings
Meskra, hawk

Me, eat; food

Me'az, "food-cat:" npuse

Mi, sleep

Mi'fa, "sleep-junmp:" dream
Mi'fa-o0, "good dream ng:" good night
Nre, heart
Nre'fa, "heart-junp:
Nre' fa-o, "good danci ng:
O, good

Cel, master; chief
Cel -cir'va, "Master O d-singer"

Cel -var'iz, "master seer:" Far-senser

GCs, bad, incorrect; wong

Praere, rabbit

Pril, sal nmon

Qu, big

Ri, head

Ri kchi kchik, squirre

Ruhu, ow

Tesri, deer

Tom (ptom), male

Ue, cold

Ue'a, "toward-cold:" north

Va'an, "old-sun:" west Vaka' az'ne, "old-spirit-tree"

dance
" hell o; goodbye
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Var, sight; sense

Vez, young
Vez' an, "young-sun:" east
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