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High noontide sun beat down on Orlando the Axe.

The mighty badger strode the far reaches of the western plains, blind to the beauty of the flower-carpeted grassland which had turned green to gold.

Orlando the Axe was following the fox.

The badger wiped a huge dusty paw across his eyes. Sun glinted off the massive double-headed battle-axe slung over his shoulder. His home lay plundered behind him; there was nothing left there except desolation and loneliness.

Orlando the Axe was following the fox.

Two sunrises ago he had passed the strange fox and his band. They had given him a wide berth as he trudged to the foothills of the mountains, seeking food and the small rock plants which his little daughter Auma loved so much. Orlando feared no living creature. He had passed by the fox, not thinking that he had left a clear trail back to his den. The following morning he had returned home, laden with food and rock flowers. Auma was gone, his home was smashed and broken.

Orlando the Axe was following the fox.

Three winters ago his wife Brockrose had died, leaving him to rear their little badger cub. Auma was the most precious thing in Orlando’s life. He taught her of the seasons, the plains and the mountains. Now he had turned his back on those same mountains and plains with only one thing in his mind: to find his daughter and the creature who had taken her.

Orlando the Axe was following the fox.

Striding the wide spaces, the badger let a fearsome rumble start to build deep within his cavernous chest, a terrible sound that grew into a howling roar of pent-up rage and anger. It rebounded to the mountains across the sunlit plain as he shook the battle-axe aloft with one paw, his eyes narrowed to red bloodshot slits which changed the whole world crimson in front of him.

Orlando the Axe was following the fox!
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SLAGAR THE CRUEL
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FROM THE DIARY of John Churchmouse, historian and recorder of Redwall Abbey in Mossflower country.


We are close to the longest day of this season, the Summer of the Golden Plain. Today I took up my ledger and quill to write. It was cool and dim in the quiet of my little study indoors. With a restless spirit I sat, quill in paw, listening to the merry din outside in the sunlit cloisters of our Abbey. I could no longer stand the solitude, that happy sound of revelry drew me outside, yet there was still my recorder’s duties to catch up with. Taking ledger and quill, I went out, up the stairs to the top of the outer wall, directly over the Warrior’s Cottage, which is the gatehouse at the threshold of Redwall Abbey.

What a glorious day! The sky, painted special blue for the summer, had not a cloud or shadow anywhere, the hot eye of the sun caused bees to drone lazily, while grasshoppers chirruped and sawed endlessly. Out to the west, the great plains stretched away, shimmering and dancing with heat waves to the distant horizon, a breathtaking carpet of kingcup and dandelion mingled with cowslip; never had we ever seen so many yellow blossoms. Abbot Mordalfus named it the Summer of the Golden Plain. What a wise choice. I could see him ambling round the corner by the bell tower, his habit sleeves rolled well up, panting as he helped young woodlanders to carry out forms for seating at the great feast, our eighth season of peace and plenty since the wars.

Otters swam lazily in the Abbey pond, culling edible water plants (but mostly gambolling and playing. You know what otters are like). Small hedgehogs and moles were around the back at the east side orchard. I could hear them singing as they gathered ripening berries or collected early damsons, pears, plums and apples, which the squirrels threw down to them from the high branches. Pretty little mousemaids and baby voles tittered and giggled whilst choosing table flowers, some making bright posies which they wore as hats. Frequently a sparrow would thrum past my head, carrying some morsel it had found or caught (though I cannot imagine any creature but a bird eating some of the questionable items a sparrow might find). The Foremole and his crew would arrive shortly to dig a baking pit. Meanwhile, the bustle and life of Redwall carried on below me, framed at the back by our beloved old Mossflower Woods. High, green and serene, with hardly a breeze to stir the mighty fastness of leafy boughs, oak, ash, elm, beech, yew, sycamore, hornbeam, fir and willow, mingled pale, dusty, dark and light green hues, the varied leaf shapes blending to shelter and frame the north and east sides of our walls.

Only two days to the annual festivities. I begin to feel like a giddy young woodlander again! However, being historian and recorder, I cannot in all dignity tuck up the folds of my habit and leap down among the merrymakers. I will finish my writings as quickly as possible then, who knows, maybe I’ll stroll down to join some of the elders in the cellar. I know they will be sampling the October ale and blackcurrant wine set by from other seasons, just to make sure it has kept its taste and temperature correctly, especially the elderberry wine of last autumn’s pressing. You understand, of course, that I am doing this merely to help out old friends.

John Churchmouse (Recorder of Redwall Abbey, formerly of Saint Ninian’s)
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AFTERNOON SUNLIGHT SLANTED through the gaps in the ruined walls and roof of Saint Ninian’s old church, highlighting the desolation of weed and thistle growing around broken, rotted pews. A small cloud of midges dispersed from dizzy circling as Slagar brushed by them. The fox peered through a broken door timber at the winding path of dusty brown which meandered aimlessly southward to meet the woodland fringe on the eastern edge.

Slagar watched silently, his ragged breath sucking in and out at the purple-red diamond-patterned skull mask which covered his entire head. When he spoke, it was a hoarse, rasping sound, as if he had received a terrible throat injury at some time.

‘Here they come. Get that side door open, quick!’

A long coloured cart with rainbow-hued covering was pulled into the church by a dozen or so wretched creatures chained to the wagon shaft. A stoat sat on the driver’s platform. He slashed at the haulers savagely with a long thin willow withe.

‘Gee up, put yer backs into it, me beauties!’

The cart was followed by a rabble of ill-assorted vermin: stoats, ferrets and weasels, garbed the same as their comrades who were already waiting with Slagar. They wore broad cloth sashes stuffed with a motley assortment of rusty daggers, spikes or knives. Some carried spears and curious-looking single-bladed axes. Slagar the Cruel hurried them along.

‘Come on, shift your hides, get that door back in place quick!’

The driver jumped down from the cart.

‘They’re all here, Slagar,’ he reported, ‘’cept fer that otter. He wasn’t strong enough to carry on, so we finished ’im off an’ chucked his carcass in the ditch, then covered it with ferns. The ants an’ insects’ll do the rest.’

The hooded fox gave a bad-tempered snort. ‘So long as you weren’t spotted by any creature. News travels fast in Mossflower. We’ve got to stay hidden now until Vitch gets back.’

The twelve captives chained to the wagon shaft, mice, squirrels, voles, a couple of small hedgehogs and a young female badger, were in an emaciated condition.

One of them, a squirrel only a few seasons old, moaned piteously. ‘Water, please give me water.’

The stoat who had been acting as driver swung his willow cane viciously at the unfortunate squirrel.

‘Water? I’ll give you water, you little toad. How about a taste of cane, eh? Take that!’

Slagar stepped on the end of the cane, preventing the stoat swinging it further. ‘Halftail, you idiot, what d’you want, slaves to sell or a load of dead flesh? Use your brain, stoat. Give the beast a drink. Here, Scringe, give ’em all a drink and some roots or leaves to eat, otherwise they’ll be fit for nothing.’

The ferret called Scringe leapt to do Slagar’s bidding.

Halftail tugged at the willow cane to free it from Slagar’s paw. The hooded fox held down harder so the stoat could not budge it.

‘Now then, Halftail, me bucko, I think you’re getting a bit deaf lately. I thought I told you to keep inside the woods with that cart?’

Halftail let go of the cane. ‘Aye, and so I did, wherever possible,’ he said indignantly. ‘But have you tried hauling a cart and twelve slaves through that forest out there?’

Slagar the Cruel picked up the willow cane, the hood coming tight about his jaws with a sharp intake of breath. ‘You forget yourself, stoat. I don’t have to try hauling carts, I’m the boss around here. When I looked up that path a short time ago, I saw you coming up the centre of the road as if you hadn’t a care in the world, bold as brass in broad daylight. Do you realize that a sentry could have seen your dust from the top of Redwall Abbey?’

Halftail failed to recognize the danger signals. ‘Yah, what’s the difference,’ he shrugged. ‘They never saw anything.’

Slagar swung the cane furiously and Halftail screamed in agony. He huddled down against the side of the cart, unable to avoid the rain of stinging cuts showering on his head, shoulders and back.

‘I’ll tell you the difference, slimebrain. The difference is that you don’t talk back to me. I’m the leader. You’ll learn that or I’ll flay your hide to dollrags!’ Slagar’s voice grated harshly with each slash of the whipping willow.

‘Whaaah mercy, ooh owow! Please stop! No more, Chief!’

Slagar snapped the cane and threw it scornfully at the stoat’s heavily welted head.

‘Ha, your hearing seems a little better now. Cut yourself another switch. That one’s worn out.’

The masked fox whirled upon his band of slavers. They sat in cowed silence. The silken hood stretched around his face as he leaned forward.

‘That goes for all of you. If anyone ruins my plan, that creature will wish he’d taken his life swiftly with his own paw, by the time I’m through with him. Understand?’

There was a murmured growl of assent.

Slagar climbed up into a ruined window frame. He sat gazing in the direction of Redwall Abbey.

‘Scringe, bring me some decent food and a flask of wine from the cart,’ he commanded.

The servile ferret ran to obey his master.

‘Threeclaws, station yourself outside at twilight. Keep an eye peeled for Vitch coming back.’

The weasel saluted. ‘Righto, Chief.’

The afternoon wore on, peaceful and golden. Now and then a small dust devil swirled on the path with the summer heat.

Slagar ran a paw tenderly over the silk harlequin-patterned hood, smiling beneath it as a plan of revenge against Redwall revolved slowly in his twisted mind.

Vengeance had kept him going for a long time now. Sometimes he actually savoured the burning lances of pain that coursed through his face, knowing the day was approaching when he would pay back those he considered responsible for his injuries.

A beetle trundled out of the pitted, rotten woodwork of the window frame. Slagar the Cruel pierced it neatly with a single daw, watching the insect writhe in its death throes. ‘Redwall, heeheeheehee!’ The fox’s laughter sent shudders through every creature present.
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‘MATTIMEO, MATTIMEO!’

Cornflower wrung her paws distractedly. She took one last look around Cavern Hole before climbing the stairs to Great Hall. It was quiet and cool in the Abbey’s largest room. Shafts of sunlight, multi-coloured from the stained-glass windows, lanced downwards, etching small pools of rainbow-hued light on the ancient stone floor.

The mouse wandered outside, murmuring beneath her breath as she bustled along, ‘Where has the little snip gone this time, I wonder? Oh, Matti, you’ll have me grey before my time.’

John Churchmouse was climbing rather stiffly down from the west wall stairs with his book and quill. He almost bumped into Cornflower as she crossed the grounds.

‘Afternoon, ma’am. My, my, you look busy.’

Cornflower sat upon the bottom step and heaved a huge sigh. She fanned her whiskers with her paw. ‘Busy isn’t the word for it, Mr Churchmouse. I’ve spent the last hour looking for that son of mine. You haven’t seen him, by any chance?’

The kindly recorder patted Cornflower’s paw. ‘There, there, don’t you worry your head, ma’am. If your little Matti is anywhere, he’ll be with my Tim and Tess. Young rips, they were supposed to be helping Brother Rufus to write out place names for the table. Ha, there he is now. Hi, Rufus, seen anything of Tim, Tess or young Matti lately?’

Brother Rufus strode across, shaking his head. He waggled a scroll of birchbark parchment at them both.

‘Ruined!’ he exclaimed. ‘Just look at this list they’re supposed to have written. I can’t possibly use any of this for place settings. Look, Abbot Mordalfus, spelt with one “b”. Basil Stag Hare, you’d think that was simple enough. Oh no, they’ve spelt Basil “Bazzerl” and put an “e” on the end of Stag!’

John Churchmouse pulled forth a kerchief. He blew his snout loudly to disguise the laughter that was shaking him. ‘Hmm, yes, ahaha. ’Scuse me, well, that wouldn’t have been my Tess, you know. She’s quite good at the spelling.’

Brother Rufus rolled the parchment tightly. ‘It’s that little Mattimeo, he’s the ringleader. I know you may not like that, Cornflower marm, but it’s the truth!’ His voice was shrill with frustration.

Cornflower nodded her head sadly. ‘Yes, I’m afraid I must agree with you, Brother Rufus. Matti is becoming a real problem. I daren’t tell his father half the things he gets up to.’

John Churchmouse peered sympathetically over the top of his square eyeglasses. ‘Maybe it’d be better to do so if you’ll excuse me for saying, but young Matti will have to start growing up sometime if he ever hopes to become the Warrior of Redwall like his father Matthias. Mattimeo will have to start behaving responsibly instead of going about like a spoilt brat, if you’ll pardon the expression, ma’am.’

Cornflower stood up. ‘I know exactly what you mean, Mr Churchmouse, but we may be judging Matti a little unfairly. After all, he does have quite a lot to live up to, being the son of Redwall’s Warrior. Besides, practically every woodlander within our walls has spoiled him since the day he was born.’

Both John and Rufus nodded their heads in agreement.

The awkward silence which followed was immediately broken by a band of small creatures headed by a young mole who waved his digging claws wildly.

‘Cumm yurr quickly, gennelmice, ’asten ee. Li’l Matti be a-slayin’ Vitch. Do ’urry!’

Even though the little creature was speaking in the quaint and complicated molespeech, they understood the urgency of his message.

‘Where, where?’ they cried. ‘Take us there quickly!’

The group dashed around the south Abbey gable, taking the shortcut to the east grounds.

Cornflower picked up her skirts, narrowly avoiding collision with a baby hedgehog. Brother Rufus was out in front.

[image: ]

Jess Squirrel was first on the scene. She had been up an apple tree in the orchard with her son Sam when they heard the screams. Travelling from bough to bough, swift as a bird in flight, Jess dropped to the ground and set about trying to separate the two creatures locked together on the grass. They rolled, kicked, spat and bit furiously. Sam dropped down to his mother’s aid. They grabbed one each and held them apart. As they did, the crowd arrived.
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Mattimeo was panting heavily. He tried to break free, but Jess shook him soundly by the scruff.

‘Be still you little ruffian, or I’ll tan your hide!’ she warned him.

Sam held tight to the other mouse, Vitch, who looked more like a rat, small though he was. Vitch was not struggling. He looked quite relieved that the fight had been stopped.

John Churchmouse strode firmly between them. ‘Now then, what’s all this about, eh?’

‘He called me a skinny little rat.’

‘He said I was not a warrior’s son.’

‘He pulled my tail and he jumped on me and bit me an—’

‘Silence!’

Every creature present froze at the booming growl of a huge grey female badger. Constance, the mother of all Redwall, stood high on her hind legs, towering above them. Folding her front paws judiciously, she glared down at the two small miscreants.

‘Vitch, is it? Well, Vitch, you are a newcomer to our Abbey, but that is no excuse for fighting. We are peaceable creatures at Redwall. Violence is never the answer to a quarrel. What have you got to say for yourself?’

The ratlike mouse wiped a smear of blood from his snout.

‘It was Mattimeo,’ he whined piteously. ‘He hit me first, I wasn’t doing anything, I was just. . . .’

Vitch’s faltering excuses faded to a whimper under the badger’s stern gaze. She pointed a blunt paw at him.

‘Go to the kitchens. Tell Friar Hugo that I sent you. He will set you to sweeping floors and scrubbing pans. I will not have fighting in the Abbey, nor whimpering, whingeing and trying to put the blame upon others. Brother Rufus, take him along, see he delivers my message to Friar Hugo properly.’

Vitch looked as if he were about to dodge off, until Brother Rufus caught him firmly by the ear and marched him away.

‘Come on, young Vitch, greasy pots and floor scrubbing will do you the world of good.’

‘Owowooch, leggo, you big bully,’ Vitch protested. ‘You’re pulling my ear off!’

When Vitch had gone, Constance turned upon the other culprit. Jess had released Mattimeo. He stood shamefaced, kicking at a clump of turf, looking down at his paws. He did not see the nod which passed between his mother and Constance. Cornflower was giving her silent permission to the badger; Mattimeo was in for a dressing-down.

‘Son of Matthias the Warrior, look at me!’ Constance commanded.

Sheepishly the young mouse gazed upward until he was staring into Constance’s unblinking dark eyes. The onlookers stood silent as the matriarch gave the young mouse a piece of her mind.

‘Mattimeo, this is not the first time I have had cause to speak with you. I am not going to ask you for an explanation because in this case I do not think you could justify yourself. Vitch is a newcomer, hardly arrived here. You were born at Redwall, you know the rules of our Abbey: to live in peace with others, never to harm another creature needlessly, to comfort, assist, and be kind to all.’

Mattimeo’s lip quivered, he looked as if he were about to speak, but the badger’s stern gaze silenced him.

‘Today you took it upon yourself to attack another creature who is a guest in our home,’ Constance continued, her voice an accusing knell. ‘You, the son of my old friend Matthias the Warrior, who fought to bring peace to Mossflower. Mattimeo, I will not give you any tasks to do as a punishment. The sorrow and worry you cause your mother and the shame you bring down upon your father are the penalties that will rest on your own head. Go now and speak with your father.’

Mattimeo’s head drooped low as he stumbled off.

Tess, Tim and Sam Squirrel kept silent. They knew that every word Constance spoke was the truth. Mattimeo’s middle name should have been trouble.
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THE NEW MOON was up. It hung like a fresh-minted coin in a still, cloudless sky of midnight blue. Moths fluttered vainly upward, only to drift spiralling down to the grass-carpeted woodland floor. The trees stood like timeless sentinels. Somewhere a nightjar serenaded the soft darkness.

Threeclaws was alert at his sentry post. He spied the figure of Vitch approaching and gave a low whistle.

The undersized rat looked up. ‘Where’s Slagar and the others?’ he asked.

Threeclaws pointed with his dagger. ‘Inside the church. What’ve you been doing to yourself?’

‘Keep your snout out of my business, fatty,’ said Vitch, dodging nimbly past Threeclaws into the church.

Weasels and a few ferrets and stoats lay about sleeping on the floor. Slagar sat with his back against the painted cart. He scowled at Vitch.

‘You took your time getting here, what in the name of the fang kept you?’

Vitch flung himself wearily on a tattered hassock. ‘Washing dirty pots and greasy pans, scrubbing floors and generally getting meself knocked about.’

Slagar crouched forward. ‘Never mind all that. I put you in there to do a job. When is the feast to begin?’

‘Oh that. One more moonrise, then the early evening following.’

‘Right, did you fix the bolts on the small north wallgate?’ asked Slagar.

‘Of course. That was the first thing I attended to. They’re well greased and fit for a quick getaway. You can keep that Redwall place, Slagar, I’m not goin’ back there again.’

‘Oh, why’s that, Vitch?’ The fox’s voice was dangerously gentle.

‘Huh, it was hard enough tryin’ to pass meself off as a mouse. That young one, wotsisname? Matty something – he smelt a rat right away. I had a fight with the little nuisance. He’s strong as an otter. Then I was pulled up by a big badger. She gave me a right old tellin’ off. Peaceful creatures, my front teeth! I was lugged off and made to scrub dirty pots for some fat old cook. He had me up to my tail in greasy dishwater, standin’ over me and makin’ me scour and cl—’

‘Ah shut your trap and stop snivelling, rat. This little mouse, was he called Mattimeo, son of Matthias the Warrior?’

‘Aye, that’s him, but how do you know?’

Slagar touched the red silk skull cover, baring his fangs viciously. ‘Never mind how I know. He’s the one we’ll be taking away with us, him and any others we can lay our paws on.’

Vitch brightened up. ‘Maybe I’ll get a few minutes alone with Mattimeo after we make our getaway, when he’s chained up good and proper.’

Slagar watched the small rat’s face approvingly. ‘Ha, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

‘Heehee, like it, I’d love it!’ Vitch’s eyes shone malevolently.

The fox leaned closer. ‘Vengeance, that’s the word. I tell you, rat, there’s nothing in the world like the moment when you have your enemy helpless and you can take revenge.’

Vitch was puzzled. ‘I can’t imagine a little mouse like that being able to hurt you, sly one. What did he do that you seek revenge upon him?’

Slagar had a faraway look in his eyes and beneath the mask his breath hissed roughly.

‘It was his father, the Warrior, that big badger too – in fact, it was all the creatures at Redwall who hurt me. The little one was not even born then, but I know how they all dote on him. He is the son of their warrior, the hope of the future. I can kill a lot of birds with one stone by taking Mattimeo. You couldn’t imagine the agonies they’d go through if he went missing. You see, I know the woodlanders of that Abbey. They love their young and they’d rather be made captive themselves than have anything happen to their precious little ones. This is what will make my revenge all the sweeter.’

Suddenly Vitch stretched a paw towards Slagar’s masked face. ‘Did they do that to you, is that why you have to wear a mask over your head, why don’t you take it o— Aaaarrrggghh!’

Slagar seized Vitch’s paw and bent it savagely backwards. ‘Don’t you ever dare put your grubby paw near my face again, or I’ll snap it clean off and make you eat it, rat! Now get back to that Abbey and keep your eyes open. Make sure you know exactly where that young mouse is at all times, so that I can put my paw on him when the moment arrives.’

He released Vitch and the small rat huddled on the ground, sobbing. Slagar spat on him contemptuously. ‘Get up, misery guts. If you’re still lying there in a moment, you’ll feel my sword. That really will give you something to moan about.’

Vitch picked himself up slowly and painfully. Next moment he was sent hurtling by a kick on the behind from Slagar.

‘Garn! Get yourself out of my sight, you snivelling snotface.’

Vitch departed hastily, leaving Slagar to take his ease once more. The Cruel One lay back, all thoughts of sleep banished by one word which echoed around his twisted mind like an eerie melody.

Revenge!
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MATTHIAS THE WARRIOR of Redwall stood with his back to the empty fireplace. Cornflower had gone out early to help with the baking. Golden morning sunlight streamed through the windows of the small gatehouse cottage, glinting off the dewy fruit piled upon the table. There was a pitcher of cold cider, some cheeses and a fresh-baked loaf set out for breakfast but Matthias lacked the appetite to do it justice and stared miserably about the room. It was neat and cheerful, which did not reflect the Warrior’s mood.

There was a knock on the door.

‘Come in please,’ he called, straightening up.

The Foremole entered, tipping the top of his black velvet furred head with a huge digging claw. He wrinkled his button nose in a wide smile that almost made his bright little eyes vanish.

‘Gudd morn to you’m, Mattwise, yurr. Uz moles be diggen a cooker pit t’day. May’aps you’ud loik to ’elp?’

Matthias smiled fondly. He patted his old friend’s back, knowing the mole had come to cheer him up.

‘Thank you for the offer, Foremole. Unfortunately I have other more serious business to attend this morning. Hmm, that sounds like it in the next room, just getting out of bed. Will you excuse me, my friend?’

‘Hurr hurr, ee be a roight laddo, yurr young Mattee. Doant wack ’im too ’ard naow,’ Foremole chuckled, and left to join his crew.

Matthias had been far too angry to deal with his son on the previous afternoon, so he sent him straight off to bed without tea or supper. Now the Warrior stood facing the bedroom door, watching the tousled head of his son peer furtively round the door jamb.

Seeing his father, he hesitated.

‘Come in, son.’ The Warrior curled a paw at him.

The young mouse entered, gazing hungrily at the laden breakfast table before turning to face his father. Sternness had replaced the previous day’s anger on the Warrior’s face.

‘Well, what have you got to say for yourself, Mattimeo?’

‘’m sorry,’ Mattimeo mumbled.

‘I should hope you are.’

‘’m very sorry,’ Mattimeo mumbled again.

‘Foremole said I should whack you. What do you think?’

‘’m very very sorry. ‘t won’t happen again, Dad.’

Matthias shook his head, and placed a paw on his son’s shoulder.

‘Matti, why do you do these things? You hurt your mother, you hurt me, you hurt all our friends. You even get your own little pals into trouble. Why?’

Mattimeo stood tongue-tied. What did they all want? He had apologized, said he was very sorry, in fact, he would never do it again. Jess Squirrel, his mother, Constance, they had all given him a stern telling-off. Now it was his father’s turn. Mattimeo knew that the moment he set paw out of doors he would be spotted, probably by Abbot Mordalfus, and that would mean another stern lecture.

Matthias watched his son carefully. Beneath the sorrowful face and drooping whiskers he could sense a smouldering rebellion, resentment against his elders.

Turning to the wall over the fireplace, Matthias lifted down the great sword from its hangers. This was the symbol of his rank, Warrior of Redwall. It was also the only thing that could command his son’s total attention. Matthias held the weapon out.

‘Here, Matti, see if you can wield it yet.’

The young mouse took the great sword in both paws. Eyes shining, he gazed at the hard black bound handle with its red pommel stone, the stout crosstree hilt and the magnificent blade. It shone like snowfire, edges sharp and keen as a midwinter blizzard, the tip pointed like a thistle spike.

Once, twice, he tried to swing it above his head. Both times he faltered, failing because of the sword’s weight.

‘Nearly, Father, I can nearly swing it.’

Matthias took the weapon from his son. With one paw he hefted it then swung it aloft. Twirling it, whirling it, until the air sang with the thrum of the deadly, wonderful blade. Up, down and around it swung, coming within a hair’s-breadth of Mattimeo’s head. Turning, Matthias snicked a stalk from an apple, sliced the loaf without touching the table and almost carelessly flicked the rind from the cheese. Finally Matthias gave the sword a powerful twist into the warrior’s salute, bringing the blade to rest with its point quivering in the floor.

Admiration for the Warrior of Redwall danced in his son’s eyes. Matthias could not help smiling briefly.

‘One day you will be the one who takes my place, son. You will grow big and strong enough to wield the sword, and I will train you to use it like a real warrior. But it is only a sword, Mattimeo. It does not make you a warrior merely because you carry it. Weapons may be carried by creatures who are evil, dishonest, violent or lazy. The true Warrior is good, gentle and honest. His bravery comes from within himself, he learns to conquer his own fears and misdeeds. Do you understand me?’

Mattimeo nodded. Matthias grew stern once more.

‘Good, I am glad you do. I will not whack you. I have never laid a paw on you yet and I do not intend starting now. However, you attacked little Vitch and you must pay for that, one way or another. At first I thought I should refuse you permission to attend the celebrations. . . .’

Matthias watched the shock and disbelief on his son’s face before continuing.

‘But I have decided that you may go, providing you run straightaway to the kitchens. There you will ask Friar Hugo to allot you double the tasks he gave to Vitch yesterday. When you have finished working for the Friar you will offer to help your mother with the gathering of flowers until such time as she decides to free you of your task. Is that clear?’

Mattimeo’s face was a picture of disbelief. He, the son of the Redwall Warrior, working! Never before had he been asked, much less ordered, to carry out Abbey tasks. The young mouse considered himself the inheritor of his father’s sword and duties. As such, he was firmly convinced that he was above any type of pan-scrubbing or daisy-gathering. Even Constance knew that. She had sentenced Vitch to hard labour, but even she did not dare tell the future Champion to dirty his paws with menial chores. Besides, Vitch would be finished his tasks by now. He could stand about and gloat at the sight of his enemy ordered to perform double the work and more.

Matthias watched his son’s face. Now was the testing time. Would he behave like the spoilt little creature who had been indulged all his life by the Abbey dwellers, or would he show a bit of character?

The young mouse swallowed hard, nodding his head. ‘I’ll do as you have asked, Dad.’

Matthias clapped him heartily on the back. ‘Good mouse. That’s the mark of a Warrior in training, obedience. Off you go now!’

[image: ]

Morning sunlight stencilled the high window shapes in soft pink relief on the sandstone floor of Great Hall as Mattimeo passed through on his way to the kitchens. He felt the fur on his shoulders prickle slightly, as if some beast were watching him from behind. Turning slowly, he faced the west wall. No creature was there. The hall was empty, save for the picture of Martin the Warrior upon the Redwall tapestry. Mattimeo often had this same experience when he was alone and near the large woven cloth. He drew closer, standing in front of the magnificent armoured mouse’s likeness. Martin the Warrior looked big and strong. He held the famous sword easily in his right paw, a smile upon his broad honest face, and behind him the images of bygone enemies fled in fear as if trying to escape from the tapestry. The young mouse’s eyes glowed in admiration of his hero. He spoke to Martin, not knowing that his father Matthias had done the same thing when he was young.

‘I could feel you watching me, Martin. I’m just on my way to do penance in the kitchens, but you probably know that. I didn’t mean to disobey my parents or cause them unhappiness. You can understand that, can’t you? I had to fight Vitch because he said things about my father. He thought I was scared of him, but I am the son of a warrior and I could not let him insult my family. If my father knew the truth of it all he would not have punished me, but, well, he’s my father, you see. I can’t explain things properly to him. You’re different, Martin, you understand how I feel.’

Mattimeo shuffled his paws on the stones beneath Martin’s never changing expression.

‘You know, sometimes you’re just like my father. Look, I’m sorry, I’ll try to be a better mouse. I promise not to fight or get into any more trouble or worry my parents again.’

He turned and shuffled sulkily toward the kitchens, muttering as he went, ‘I wish there was another Great War, then I’d show ’em. Huh! They’d be glad of young mice that could fight then. I wouldn’t be sent off to scour pans. They’d probably have to give me a medal or something like that.’

The smile upon the face of the tapestry warrior seemed to be gentler as the immobile eyes watched the small habit-clad figure descend the steps of Cavern Hole.
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Friar Hugo was absolute ruler in the vast kitchens of Redwall. He was the fattest mouse in the Abbey and wore a white apron over his habit. Hugo always carried a dockleaf in his tail, which he waved about busily, fanning himself, rubbing it upon a scorched paw, or holding it like a visor across his forehead as he peered down into steaming, bubbly pots. Mattimeo stood by, awaiting orders, whilst Hugo checked his lists, issuing instructions to his staff of helpers.

‘Mmmm, let me see, that’s six large raspberry seed-cakes. We need four more. Brother Sedge, quickly, take that pan of cream from the flames before it boils over. You can add the powdered nutmeg and whisk it in well. Sister Agnes, chop those young onions and add the herbs to the woodland stew. Er, what’s this? Ten flagons of cold strawberry cordial. That’ll never do, we need twice that many. Here, young Matti, nip down to the cellars and fill more flagons from the barrels. Ambrose Spike’s down there, so you won’t need the keys.’

Though the cooking smells were extra delicious, Mattimeo was glad to be out of the steamy heat and bustle of the kitchen for a while. He saluted the Friar smartly and ran off, dodging mice, hedgehogs, voles and squirrels, all carrying trays, pots, platters and bowls.
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The Abbey cellars were peacefully dim and cool. Unwittingly Mattimeo surprised old Ambrose Spike. The cellar keeper was pouring a bowl of October ale, blowing the froth from the top before he drank. As he dipped his snout, Mattimeo said ‘’scuse me please, Friar Hugo said I was t—’

The ancient hedgehog choked and sneezed, spraying Mattimeo with ale as he whirled around.

‘Pahcoochawww! Don’t sneak up on me like that, young Matti. Hold still a moment, will you.’

Ambrose drained the bowl. Regaining his composure, he stared at the froth lying in the bottom of his sampling bowl.

‘Harr, wunnerful! Though I do say it meself, no creature brews October ale like the Spike family. Now, what can I do for you, mousey?’

‘Friar says I’ve got to fill more flagons of strawberry cordial, sir.’

‘Oh, right, barrels are through in the next section,’ Ambrose told him, ‘the ones marked pink, flagons against the wall as y’go in. Careful now, don’t disturb the little casks of elderberry and blackcurrant wine or they’ll go cloudy.’

As Mattimeo wandered into the next section, he was hailed.

‘Psst, Matt, ssshhhh, over here!’

It was Tim and Tess and Sam Squirrel. Mattimeo tip-pawed over.

‘What are you three doing down here?’

Tess Churchmouse stifled a giggle. ‘We slipped past Ambrose while he was dozing. Come and have some cold strawberry cordial, it’s scrummy.’

The trio had prised the bung from a barrel that lay on its side. They used long hollow reeds as drinking straws, dipping them down into the liquid and sucking up the sparkling ice-cold strawberry juice.

Tess gave Mattimeo a straw, and he could not resist joining them.
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Cold strawberry cordial becomes sickly when drunk too freely. Matt, Tess, Tim and Sam soon found this out, and they lay back awhile and rested. Later, the two churchmice and the young squirrel helped Mattimeo to fill the flagons. Together they bore them up to the kitchens.

Ambrose Spike raised his snout from a bowl of nutbrown beer as they passed through his cellar. ‘Mmmm, ’s funny, there was only one of ’em here before,’ he muttered.
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Friar Hugo was working flat out now. There was still more than enough to be done before the feast.

‘You there, Billum Mole, can you dig me a nice neat tunnel through the middle of that big marrow?’

‘Hurr, gaffer, oi serpintly can. Pervidin’ oi can eat it as oi goes along.’

‘Righto, carry on. Oh, there you are, young Matti. Now take your friends along to the larder. I want two small white cheeses flavoured with sage, two large red cheeses with beechnut and rosemary and one of the extra large yellow cheeses with acorn and apple bits. Be very careful how you roll the extra large yellow, don’t go knocking any creature down or breaking furniture.’

The four chums dashed off whooping, ‘Hurray, we’re going to roll the cheeses!’
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Abbot Mordalfus cut a comical sight for so dignified a figure. He was up to his whiskers in fresh cream, candied peel, nuts and wild plums.

Friar Hugo dusted off the Abbot’s face with his dockleaf as he passed. ‘Ha, there you are, Alf. Well, how’s the special Redwall Abbot’s cake coming along?’

Old Mordalfus chewed thoughtfully on some candied peel. ‘Very well, thank you, Hugo. Though I still suspect it lacks something. What d’you think?’

Hugo dipped his dockleaf into the mix and tasted it. ‘Hmmm, see what you mean, Alf. If I were you, I’d put some redcurrant jelly in to make it look more like an Abbot’s cake. Doesn’t hurt to cheat a little. After all, you’re only going by Abbot Saxus’s recipe, and that’s a matter of taste. Yes, put more redcurrant in and we’ll name it Redcurrantwall Abbot Alf cake.’

The Abbot dusted flour from his paws, smiling proudly. ‘What a good idea. Hi there, Matthias, where are you off to?’

The Warrior of Redwall was carrying two fishing lines and bait. Dodging a pair of moles who scurried past with a trolleyful of steaming bilberry muffins, he called across, ‘Don’t you remember, Abbot, we were supposed to be going fishing in the Abbey pool for our annual centrepiece?’

Mordalfus clapped a floury paw to his brow. ‘Goodness me, so we were. I’ll be right with you, my son.’

Matthias peered about in the activity and bustle. ‘Friar Hugo, have you seen Mattimeo?’

‘Indeed I have, Matthias. The young feller’s a great help to me. Haha, I’ve sent him and his pals to roll cheeses out. That’ll keep them busy. Constance Badger is the only one large and strong enough to deal with a big yellow cheese, and I’ve told them to roll one out, hahaha. I’d love to see how they do that.’

Matthias winked at the Friar ‘Don’t laugh too soon, Hugo. I’ve got news that’ll wipe the smile from your whiskers. Basil Stag Hare has just arrived. I let him in the main gate not a minute ago. He says that he’s been on a long patrol over the west plain and hasn’t had decent food in three sunrises. Oh, he also said to tell you he’s appointed himself official sampler.’

Matthias and Abbot Mordalfus left the kitchens with all speed. Friar Hugo was speechless at the news, but only momentarily. His fat little body puffed and swelled with indignation almost to bursting point. As they hurried across Great Hall, Hugo’s outraged squeaks followed them.

‘What? Never! I’m not having any retired regimental glutton feeding his face in my kitchens. Oh no! Why, the skinny great windbag, he’ll eat us out of storeroom and larder before sunset, then, fur forbid, he’ll meet up with that Ambrose Spike and start sampling the barrels. We’ll have to tell the young ones to cover their ears when those two get to singing their barrack-room ballads and wild woodland ditties. Oh my nerves, I don’t think I’ll be able to stand it.’

Cornflower and Mrs Churchmouse were carrying a bundle of roses across the Abbey grounds. The blooms ranged from white, right through the shades of yellow, intermixed with lilacs, pinks, carmines and crimsons, to the rich dark purples. Suddenly they were confronted and relieved of their burdens by a lanky old hare whose patchwork-hued fur defied description. His swaying lop ears twitched and bent at the most ridiculous angles as he bowed, making a deep elegant leg to the two mice.

‘Allow me, laydeez, wot wot? Two handsome young fillies totin’ all this shrubbery, doesn’t bear thinkin’ about, eh,’ he said gallantly. ‘Basil Stag Hare at y’ service, gels. Hmmm, my my, is that cookin’ I smell? Ha, old Hugo burnin’ somethin’ tasty, I’ll be bound. I say, d’you mind awfully if I leave you two ravin’ beauties to carry all these lovely roses, charmin’ picture. Must go now, investigatin’, doncha know. See you later, after tiffin, p’raps. Toodle pip now!’

Cornflower and Mrs Churchmouse collapsed in tucks of laughter as the odd hare shot off in the direction of Friar Hugo’s kitchen.

‘Oh hahaheeehee! Good old Basil, ohoohoohoo! There’ll be fur flying in the kitchens soon. Hahahahohoho!’ Cornflower gasped.

‘Heeheehee! Oh my ribs, did you see the way he dropped the roses when he smelt food. Haha, he’s a stomach on four legs, that feller,’ Mrs Churchmouse chortled.
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Foremole and his crew looked up from the roasting pit they were digging. Wiping paws on fur and blowing soil from their snouts, they chuckled and slapped each other’s backs.

‘Hohurr hurr, ee be a champeen scoffer that un, oi never seed narthin so ’ungered atop or below soil. Ee Froiyer’ll wack ’im proper wi’ ladlespoon on m’ead, you’m see if ee doant, hurrhurr.’

Resounding with the noise of busy creatures and laughter, mixing with the smell of woodsmoke and cooking aromas, the sunlit afternoon stretched into warm windless eventide, turning the red sandstone Abbey walls a rosy hue with the speckle of golden dust motes drifting lazily on the rays of the setting sun.




[image: ]
6

SLAGAR SORTED THE odd jumble of performers’ clothing from the bed of the painted cart, throwing appropriate outfits to the chosen actors of his travelling troupe.

‘Fleaback, Bageye, Skinpaw, you’ll be the tumblers, share that lot out between you.’

‘But Chief. . . .’ Fleaback protested.

‘And no complaints, d’you hear!’

‘Here, give me those yellow pawsocks, you.’

‘Huh, you can have ’em, they look daft.’

‘They’re supposed to look daft, thickhead,’ Slagar explained. ‘I said no complaints. Come over here, Hairbelly. You’ll be the balancer. Try this on. Oh, and don’t forget to put the ball sticky side down on your nose, otherwise it’ll fall off. Let’s see how you look.’

‘Arr Chief, I was the balancer last time. Can I do the rope tricks this time?’

‘No you can’t. Leave that to Wartclaw, he’s best at it.’

‘Oh, I’m fed up with this already,’ Hairbelly grumbled. ‘Look, this tunic doesn’t fit me. Besides I can’t sing.’

Slagar was upon the unlucky weasel, dagger drawn. ‘You’ll sing a pretty tune if I tickle your eyeballs with this blade, bucko. Listen, all of you, one more moan from anyone and I’ll dump the lot of you back out upon the road, where you came from. You can go back to being the starving tramps and beggars you were before I took the trouble to form you into a proper slaving band. Now is that understood?’

There was a subdued mutter. Slagar dropped the knife and grabbed a sword. ‘I said, is that understood?’

There was a loud chorus of ayes this time, as the silken hood was beginning to suck in and out rapidly, denoting Slagar’s mounting temper.

Hairbelly was a little slower than the rest, still unhappy with his role as the balancer.

‘It’s still not fair though, Chief,’ he piped up. ‘You’ll probably only be standing about, watching, tomorrow night while we do all the work.’

Slagar seemed to ignore him for a moment. Turning to the cart, he whipped out a swirling silk cloak. It was decorated with the same design as his headcover, and the lining was black silk, embellished with gold and silver moon and star symbols. Twirling it expertly, he threw it around his body, leaping nimbly on to a row of pews. Then Slagar spread his paws wide in a theatrical gesture.

‘I will be Lunar Stellaris, light and shadow, hither and thither like the night breeze, presiding over all. Lord of Mountebanks, now you see me. . . .’ He dropped out of sight behind the pews, calling, ‘And now you don’t!’

The audience strained forward to see where he had hidden himself. Slagar was gone from behind the pews.

Suddenly, as if by magic, he reappeared in the midst of his band. Right alongside Hairbelly.

‘Haha, Lunar Stellaris, Lord of light and dark. But to those who disobey my word I am Slagar the Cruel, Master of life and death.’

Before Hairbelly could blink an eye, Slagar had run him through with his sword. The stricken weasel stared at Slagar in surprise and disbelief, then he looked down at the sword protruding from his middle and staggered as his eyes misted over.

Slagar laughed, an evil, brutal snigger. ‘Take this fool outside and let him die there. We don’t want his blood in here. Now, any one of you scum that wants to join him, just let me know!’
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The morning of Redwall’s feasting dawned misty at first light. Abbot Mordalfus and Matthias had fished since the previous afternoon. Having had little luck in daylight, they elected to continue until such time as they made a catch. Tradition dictated that a fish from the Abbey pool must grace the centre of the festive board. In bygone years they had been lucky enough to land a grayling, but this year there were few. Out of respect for the graylings, they had let two fine big specimens slip the lines, fishing doggedly throughout the night. In the hour before daybreak they struck a medium-sized carp. It was a fine battle. The small coracle-shaped boat was towed round and round the waters, ploughing through rushes and skidding across shallows. Mordalfus was an experienced fishermouse, and he plied all his skill and guile, remembering the time when he was plain Brother Alf, keeper of the pond. Helped along by Matthias’s strong paws, the carp was fought and tackled, diving and tugging, leaping and backing, until it was finally driven into the shallows, blocked off by the boat, and beached on the grassy sward.
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Warbeak the Sparra Queen was up early that day. She roused the sparrow tribe who lived in the roof of the Abbey when she spied the activity at the pond.

‘Warbeak say Sparras help Matthias and old Abbot-mouse.’ Matthias and Mordalfus were glad of the assistance. Tired, wet and hungry, they sat breathing heavily on the bank.

‘Warbeak, whew! Thank goodness you’ve arrived,’ Matthias saluted his winged friend and her tribe. ‘The Abbot and I are completely tuckered out. What d’you think of our fish?’

The fierce little bird spread her wings wide. ‘Plenty big fishworm, friend Matthias. My warriors take urn to fatmouse Friar, he burn urn fish good. Sparra like fishworm, we eat plenty at big wormtime.’

As the Sparra folk towed the carp off in the direction of the kitchens, Abbot Mordalfus turned, smiling, to Matthias.

‘Good friends, our sparrow allies, though why everything is worm this or worm that I’ll never know. Can you imagine Hugo’s face when Warbeak tells him to burn fishworm good?’

Matthias shook pond droplets from his paws. ‘It’s just their way of talking, Abbot. Sometimes I wonder who is the harder to understand, a sparrow or a mole.’

Mordalfus glanced up. The sun was piercing the mists, casting a rosy glow over the world of Mossflower with the promise of a hot midsummer day. From the bell tower the sounds of the Abbey bells pealed merrily away, calling the inhabitants of Redwall to rise and enjoy the day.

Constance the badger ambled down to the pond and beached the coracle with one mighty heave.

‘Whoof! It’s going to be a real scorcher,’ she remarked. ‘My word, little Tim and Tess are certainly energetic. Listen to them ringing the Methusaleh and the Matthias bells. Still, we mustn’t waste the day, there’s so much to do before we can sit down to feast this evening.’

Matthias yawned and stretched. ‘Well, I’m for a swift forty winks and a bath after all that night fishing. D’you realize, the Abbot and I have been stuck in that boat since yesterday noon? Right, Mordalfus?’

Constance held a paw to her muzzle. ‘Ssshhh, he’s fallen fast asleep. Good old Alf.’

The Abbot was curled up on the grassy bank, snuffling faintly, still tackling the carp in his dreams.

Matthias smiled, patting his friend gently. ‘Aye, good old Alf. I remember him taking me on the pond for my first fish. It was a grayling, as I recall. Hmm, I was even younger than my own son then. Ah well, none of us is getting any younger as the seasons pass.’

‘Huh, I’m certainly not,’ the badger snuffled. ‘Neither is Alf. But I’m not sure about you, Matthias. Sometimes I wonder if you’ve aged at all. You go off and get your rest now, and I’ll see to our angling Abbot here.’

Constance quietly scooped the slumbering Mordalfus up on to her broad back and trundled slowly off in the direction of the Abbey dormitories.
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On his way over to the gatehouse cottage, Matthias spied Cornflower and Mattimeo carrying flower baskets and pruning knives. He waved to them.

‘We landed a beautiful carp. I’ve got to have a nap and a bath.’

Cornflower tied her bonnet strings in a bow. ‘Oh I’m glad you caught a good fish, dear. I’ve left your breakfast on the table, we’ll see you later. Mattimeo is so kind, guess what? He’s promised to help me all day with the flowers.’

Matthias winked cheerily at his scowling son. ‘What a splendid fellow he is, Cornflower. I’ll bet it was all his own idea too.’
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As the morning sun rose higher, Redwall came to life. A team of young hedgehogs and squirrels sang lustily as they carried firewood, damp grass and flat rocks to the baking pit, which the moles were busy putting the final touches to.

‘Dig’m sides noice’n square, Jarge. Gaffer, pat yon floor gudd an flattish loik.’

‘Yurr, you’m ‘old your counsel, Loamdog. Oi knows wot oi’m a-doin’.’

‘Ho urr, be you serpint it’n deepwoise enuff?’

‘Gurr, goo an arsk Friar to boil your ’ead awhoil, Rooter. May’ap ee’ll cook summ sense into you’m.’
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Friar Hugo paced several times around the fish and dabbed at with his dockleaf.

‘Hmm, long time since I baked a carp. Brother Trugg, bring me bay leaves, dill, parsley and flaked chestnuts. Oh, and don’t forget the hotroot pepper and cream, lots of cream.’

An otter lingered near the carp, licking her lips at the mention of the sauce ingredients.

‘How’s about some fresh little water shrimp for a garnish, Friar,’ she suggested. ‘That’d make prime vittles.’

The fat mouse shooed her off with his dockleaf. ‘Be off with you, Winifred. I’ve counted every scale on that fish. Er, if you’re going for water shrimp, I’ll need at least two nets full for a decent garnish.’
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The bee folk had been extra productive and kind in this Summer of the Golden Plain, and honey was plentiful. It dripped off the symmetrical combs in shining sticky globules. Jess Squirrel and her son Sam were storing it in three flat butts, the clear, the set, and the open-comb type much favoured by squirrels. From the cellars came the slightly off-key sound of singing, a quavering treble from Basil Stag Hare, backed by the gruff bass harmony of Ambrose Spike.


‘O if I feel sick or pale,

What makes my old eyes shine?

Some good October ale

And sweet blackcurrant wine.

I’d kill a dragon for half a flagon,

I’d wrestle a stoat to wet my throat,

I’d strangle a snake, all for the sake

Of lovely nutbrown beer. . . .

Nuhuhuhut broooowwwwwnnnnn beeeeheeeyer!’



Upstairs in the vegetable store, Mrs Lettie Bankvole was remonstrating with her young offspring Baby Rollo. He had learned the words after his own fashion and was singing uproariously in a deep rough gurgle,


‘I strangle a snake an’ wet his throat,

I wrestle a dragon an’ steal his coat—’



‘Baby Rollo! Stop that this instant. Cover your ears and help me with this salad.’


‘I wallop a snake wiv a old rock cake—’



‘Rollo! Go and play outside and stop listening to those dreadful songs. Strangling dragons and swigging beer – where will it all end?’
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Mattimeo was finding out that roses had sharp thorns. For the second time that day he sucked at his paw, nipping out the pointed rose thorn with his teeth. Tim Churchmouse had gone off shrimping with the otters, Tess stayed behind out of pity for the warrior’s son.

‘Here Matti, you stack those baskets on the cart for your mum. I’ll arrange the roses for you. You’ve got them in a right old mess.’

Mattimeo winked gratefully at her. ‘Thanks, Tess. I’m about as much use as a mole at flying, with all these flowers. I never thought it would be such hard work.’

‘Then why did you volunteer for it?’

‘I never volunteered,’ he explained. ‘Dad said I have to do it as part of my punishment for fighting with Vitch.’

Tess stamped her paw. ‘Oh, that little rat. It’s so unfair, it was he who provoked you into that fight. Look, there he is now, over by the tables, having a sly snigger at you.’

Mattimeo saw Vitch, leaning idly on a table. He sneered and pulled tongues in the young mouse’s direction.

Mattimeo felt his temper rising. ‘I’ll give him something to stick his tongue out at in a moment,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘I’ll throttle him so hard it’ll stick out permanently!’

Tess felt sorry for her friend. ‘Pay no attention to him, Matti. He’s only trying to get you into more trouble.’

It was difficult for Mattimeo to ignore Vitch. Now the rat was wiggling a paw to his snout end at his enemy.

The young mouse straightened his back from the pile of baskets. ‘Right, that’s it! I’ve taken all I can stand of his insults.’

Quickly Tess dodged past Mattimeo and ran towards Vitch, who was still grimacing impudently. Angrily the young churchmouse picked up the first thing that came to her paw. It was a pliant rose stem. She ran toward Vitch, calling out urgently, ‘Look out, Vitch, there’s a great big wasp on your tail. Stay still, I’ll get it!’

Startled by Tess’s warning cry, Vitch obeyed instantly, turning and bending slightly so she could deal with the offending insect. There was no sign of a wasp behind Vitch.

Tess swung the rose stem, surprised at her own temper but unable to stop the swishing descent of the whippy branch. It thwacked down hard across Vitch’s bottom with stinging speed.

Swish, crack!

‘Yeeehoooooowowow!’ The rat straightened like a ramrod. Leaping high in the air, he rubbed furiously with both paws at the agonizing sting.

Cornflower came hurrying over. ‘Oh dear, the poor creature. What happened, Tess?’

The young churchmouse looked the picture of innocence, though she felt far from it. Blushing deeply she stammered an excuse.

‘Oh golly. Vitch had a wasp on his bottom, but I couldn’t brush it off in time. I think he’s been stung.’

Vitch was thrashing about on the grass, tears squeezing out on to his cheeks as he rubbed furiously at his tender rump.

Cornflower was genuinely concerned. ‘Oh, you poor thing. Don’t rub it, you’ll make it worse. Go to Sister May at the infirmary and she’ll put some herb ointment on it for you. Tess, show him where it is, please.’

Scrambling up, Vitch avoided Tess’s paw and dashed off, sobbing.

Tess turned to Mattimeo. ‘Aaahhh, poor Vitch. It must be very uncomfortable,’ she said, her voice dripping sympathy.

Mattimeo tried hard to keep a straight face. ‘Indeed it must. It’s a terrible thing to be stung on the bottom by a churchmouse, er, wasp, I mean.’

Cornflower put her paws about them both. ‘Yes of course. Now you two run off and play. There may be other wasps about and I don’t want either of you stung.’

‘Come on, Matti, let’s go water-shrimping with Tim and the otters,’ Tess suggested.

‘Great, I’ll race you over there. One, two, three. Go!’

Cornflower shaded her eyes with a paw as she watched them run.

‘What a lively young pair,’ she said aloud.

Mrs Churchmouse arrived, carrying a pansy and kingcup bouquet. ‘Yes, but you watch your Matti. He’ll let her win, he’s very fond of my little Tess.’

‘Bless them, that’s the way it should be,’ Cornflower nodded, smiling.
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IT WAS LATE afternoon on the common land at the back of Saint Ninian’s. Slagar had marshalled his band of slavers. Threeclaws the weasel and Bageye the stoat stayed inside the ruined church, together with the wretched little group of slaves, who had been manacled to a running chain. They were to await the return of Slagar and the others that night.

Now the sly one reviewed his force. They were dressed as a band of travelling performers. None looked evil, Slagar had seen to that. Every ferret, stoat or weasel had a silly grin painted on its face with berry stain and plant dyes, and all wore various types of baggy comical costume. The fox swept up and down the line, adjusting a ruffle here, affixing a false red nose there.

Dressed as the Lord of Mountebanks, Slagar the Cruel looked neither comical nor amusing. There was a mysterious air about him, hooded and caped in swirling patterned silk which showed the black lining of the moon and stars motif at every turn.

‘Right, listen carefully. Throw down any weapons you are carrying. Right now!’ His voice was a warning growl, flatly dangerous.

There was an uneasy shuffling. The slavers were apprehensive of entering the Abbey without weapons. Slagar paced the ranks once more.

‘Last chance. When I say throw down your weapons, I mean it. Next time I walk around I will search you, and anyone carrying a weapon – anyone, I don’t care who – I’ll kill that creature with his own armoury. I’ll gut him, right here in front of you all. Now, throw down your weapons!’

There was a clatter. Knives, hooks, swords, strangling nooses, daggers and axes fell to the ground like a sudden shower of April rain.

Slagar kicked at a saw-edged spike. ‘Wartclaw, gather ’em and sling ’em into the church until we get back. The rest of you, form up around the cart, ten in front pulling, the rest at the sides and back shoving. We’ll take the path nice and easy now, travel at a steady pace. That’ll bring us there in the early evening.’

[image: ]

As they trundled along the path, the Sly One said to his minions, ‘Leave all the talking to me. I know these creatures and I can handle them. Nobody talks, is that clear? I don’t want any loose-tongued addlebrain blowing the gaff by mistake. If anyone speaks to you then pull a silly face, smile and turn a cartwheel. Act the goat. You’re supposed to be a travelling entertainment, so look amusing. If they ask us to share their food, which they probably will, then mind your manners and don’t go piggin’ it down. Take a slice or a portion of whatever and pass the bowl to your neighbour. If there’s ladies present, then be polite and offer them the food first, before you start wolfin’ it down your famine-fed gobs. Be friendly with the little ones and keep your eyes out for any likely looking youngsters, straight-limbed, sturdy. Don’t for the claws’ sake recognize Vitch. You’ve never set eyes on him before. Right, any questions?’

Fleaback held up a paw. ‘Er, how’ll we know when the moment is right, Chief?’

‘I’ll tell you, dunderhead.’

Halftail was a little puzzled. ‘But how will you know, Slagar?’

The sly one looked at him pityingly. ‘Because they’ll be asleep, nitbrain.’

‘How will you know that they’re all going to go asleep together at the same time?’ Halftail persisted.

Slagar patted his belt pouch. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see to that. Oh, and after we’ve put on our performance, don’t drink anything, whatever you do. When you are sitting at the table you can drink what you like, but not once you’ve left the table to perform.’

‘Duh huh huh hu!’ Skinpaw laughed oafishly. ‘Yer goin’ to drug ’em, aren’t you, Chief?’

Slagar looked down from his perch on the cart. ‘I’ll drug you if you don’t shuttup, turniphead.’

Halftail piped up again. ‘But if we drug ’em all, what’s to stop us taking over this Redwall place ourselves?’

The sly one nodded. ‘I was wondering when somebody was going to ask me that one. Well, I’ll tell you. I think the place is bad luck. Others have tried and failed, and I mean real warriors, not like you dithering lot. No, all I want is slaves and revenge. A mere pawful of rabble could never hold a place like that. You’ll know what I mean when you see the big badger, or the otters. They really know how to fight. They’re not afraid of death if their precious Abbey is threatened.’

‘And we’re going in there unarmed?’ Halftail’s voice sounded shaky.

‘Of course we are, halfwit,’ the fox said sarcastically. ‘You can bet they’ll search us, and we wouldn’t last a second if they found arms on us. That Matthias the Warrior would go at us like a thunderbolt.’

‘Matthias the Warrior? Is that the badger?’ Halftail asked.

‘No, he’s a mouse.’

‘Haha, a mouse,’ Skinpaw sneered.

‘Yes, a mouse. But you won’t laugh when you see him. That one’s a born warrior. He has a sword too, and I think it’s magic.’

‘A magic sword! Hoho, I might just borrow that for meself,’ Halftail howled.

‘Stop the cart!’ Slagar commanded.

Immediately the cart ground to a halt. The silken mask puffed in and out furiously with savage temper.

‘Don’t dare touch that sword. Its magic is only for the Redwall mice, there’s probably a spell on it. It would be the death of us. Stick to the slaving, do you hear me? It’ll be bad enough stealing his son, but if you follow my plan we’ll get away with it.’

There was an ominous silence. Dust rose off the path where the cart had stopped. The slavers looked doubtfully at one another, the unspoken question hanging like a rock in their mouths.

Steal the son of such a warrior, so that was Slagar’s revenge. A fearsome warrior with a magic sword, strong enough to protect a whole abbey.

‘Who told you to stop? Come on, stir your stumps and get this cart moving,’ Slagar told them.

They pushed and pulled with mixed emotions.

‘Do as you’re told and I’ll make you rich,’ Slagar egged them on with his sly tongue. ‘You all know me, Slagar the Cruel, the sly one. Nowhere is there a cleverer slaver than me. I am the Lord of double-dealing, and my plan will easily confound an abbeyful of honest woodlanders. There’s not a stoat, weasel, rat, ferret or fox among them; they’re too noble for their own good. They’ll never find us. I will have my revenge on Redwall and you will all be rich, when we go to sell them where none can follow.’

Scringe the ferret asked the question, dreading the answer as the words tumbled out.

‘Where’ll we sell the slaves, Chief?’ He swallowed hard and wished he had not spoken.

‘In the Kingdom of Malkariss!!!’

A moan of despair arose from the slaving band.

Slagar was talking of the realm of nightmare.
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