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Late autumn winds sighed fitfully round the open gatehouse door, rustling brown gold leaves in the fading afternoon.

Bella of Brockhall snuggled deeper into her old armchair by the fire. Through half-closed eyes she watched the small mouse peering around the doorway at her.

‘Come in, little one, and close the door.’

The small mouse did as he was bidden. Encouraged by the badger’s friendly smile, he clambered up onto the arm of the chair and settled himself against a cushion.

‘You said that you would tell me a story, Miz Bella.’

The badger nodded slowly.

‘Everything you see about you, the harvest that has been gathered, from the russet apples to the golden honey is yours to enjoy in freedom. Listen now, as the breeze sweeps the last autumn leaves off into the world of winter. I will tell you of the time long ago before Redwall Abbey was built in Mossflower. In those days there was no freedom for woodlanders; we were oppressed cruelly under the harsh rule of Verdauga Greeneyes and his daughter Tsarmina. It was a mouse like yourself who saved Mossflower. His name is known to all: Martin the Warrior.

‘Ah, my little friend, I am grown old. So are my comrades; their sons and daughters are fathers and mothers now. But that is life. The seasons still look new to young eyes, the food tastes fresher in the mouths of the young ones than it does in my own. As I sit here in the warmth and peace it all lives again in my memory, a strange tale of love and war, friend and foe, great happenings and mighty deeds.

‘Gaze into the fire, young one. Listen to me and I will tell you the story.’
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Book One



Kotir
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MOSSFLOWER LAY DEEP in the grip of midwinter beneath a sky of leaden grey that showed tinges of scarlet and orange on the horizon. A cold mantle of snow draped the landscape, covering the flatlands to the west. Snow was everywhere, filling ditches, drifting high against hedgerows, making paths invisible, smoothing the contours of earth in its white embrace. The gaunt, leafless ceiling of Mossflower Wood was penetrated by constant snowfall, which carpeted the sprawling woodland floor, building canopies on evergreen shrubs and bushes. Winter had muted the earth; the muffled stillness was broken only by a traveller’s paws.

A sturdily built young mouse with quick dark eyes was moving confidently across the snowbound country. Looking back, he could see his tracks disappearing northward into the distance. Further south the flatlands rolled off endlessly, flanked to the west by the faint shape of distant hills, while to the east stood the long ragged fringe marking the marches of Mossflower. His nose twitched at the elusive smell of burning wood and turf from some hearthfire. Cold wind soughed from the treetops, causing whorls of snow to dance in icy spirals. The traveller gathered his ragged cloak tighter, adjusted an old rusting sword that was slung across his back and trudged steadily forward, away from the wilderness, to where other creatures lived.

It was a forbidding place made mean by poverty. Here and there he saw signs of habitation. The dwellings, ravaged and demolished, made pitiful shapes under snowdrifts. Rearing high against the forest, a curious building dominated the ruined settlement. A fortress, crumbling, dark and brooding, it was a symbol of fear to the woodland creatures of Mossflower.

This was how Martin the Warrior first came to Kotir, place of the wildcats.

[image: ]
In a mean hovel on the south side of Kotir, the Stickle family crouched around a low turf fire. It gusted fitfully as the night winds pierced the slatted timbers where mud chinking had not been replaced. A timid scratch at the door caused them to jump nervously. Ben Stickle picked up a billet of firewood, motioning his wife Goody to keep their four little ones well back in the shadows.

As the Goodwife Stickle covered her brood with coarse burlap blankets, Ben took a firmer grip on the wood and called out harshly in his gruffest voice, ‘Be off with you and leave us alone. There’s not enough food in here to go around a decent hedgehog family. You’ve already taken half of all we have to swell the larders in Kotir.’

‘Ben, Ben, ’tis oi, Urthclaw! Open up, burr. ’Tis freezen out yurr.’

As Ben Stickle opened the door, a homely faced mole trundled by him and hurried across to the fire, where he stood rubbing his digging claws together in front of the flames.

The little ones peeped out from the blankets. Ben and Goody turned anxious faces toward their visitor.

Urthclaw rubbed warmth into his cold nose as he talked in the curious rustic molespeech.

‘Vurmin patrols be out, burr, weasels ’n’ stoats an’ the loik. They’m a lukken fer more vittles.’

Goody shook her head as she wiped a little one’s snout on her apron. ‘I knew it! We should have run off and left this place, like the others. Where in the name of spikes’ll we find food to pay their tolls?’

Ben Stickle threw down the piece of firewood despairingly. ‘Where can we run in midwinter with four little uns? They’d perish long afore spring.’

Urthclaw produced a narrow strip of silver birch bark and held a paw to his mouth, indicating silence. Scratched on the bark in charcoal was a single word: Corim. Beneath it was a simple picture map showing a route into Mossflower Woods, far from Kotir.

Ben studied the map, torn between the chance of escape and his family’s predicament. The frustration was clear on his face.

Bang! Bang!

‘Open up in there! Come on, get this door open. This is an official Kotir patrol.’

Soldiers!

Ben took one last hasty glance at the strip of bark and threw it on the fire. As Goody lifted the latch the door was thrust forcefully inward. She was swept to one side as the soldiers packed into the room, out of the winter night chill. They pushed and shoved at each other roughly. A ferret named Blacktooth and a stoat called Splitnose seemed to be in charge of the patrol. Ben Stickle sighed with relief as they turned away from the burning strip of bark and stood with their backs to the fire.

‘Well now, dozyspikes, where are you hiding all the bread and cheese and October ale?’

Ben could scarce keep the hatred from his voice as he answered the sneering Blacktooth. ‘It’s many a long season since I tasted cheese or October ale. There’s bread on the shelf, but only enough for my family.’

Splitnose spat into the fire and reached for the bread. Ben Stickle was blocked from stopping the stoat by a barrier of spear hafts as he tried to push forward.

Goody placed a restraining paw on her husband’s spikes. ‘Please, Ben, don’t fight ’em, the great bullies.’

Urthclaw chimed in, ‘Yurr, baint much ’ee c’n do agin spears, Ben.’

Blacktooth turned to the mole as if seeing him for the first time. ‘Huh, what’re you doing here, blinkeye?’

One of the little hedgehogs threw the sacking aside and faced the stoat boldly. ‘He came in for a warm by our fire. You leave him alone!’ Splitnose burst out laughing, spraying crumbs from the bread he was eating. ‘Look out, Blackie. There’s more of ’em under that blanket. I’d watch ’em, if I were you.’

A nearby weasel threw back the covering, exposing the other three young ones.

Blacktooth sized them up. ‘Hmm, they look big enough to do a day’s work.’

Goodwife Stickle sprang fiercely in front of them. ‘You let my liddle ones be. They ain’t harmed nobody.’

Blacktooth seemed to ignore her. He knocked the loaves from Splitnose’s paws, then turning to a weasel he issued orders. ‘Pick that bread up, and no sly munching. Deliver it to the stores when we get back to the garrison.’

Waving his spear he signalled the patrol out of the hut. As Blacktooth left he called back to Ben and Goody, ‘I want to see those four hogs out in the fields tomorrow. Either that, or you can all spend the rest of the winter safe and warm in Kotir dungeons.’
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Urthclaw kept an eye to a crack in the door, watching the patrol make its way toward Kotir. Ben wasted no time; he began wrapping the young ones in all the blankets they possessed. ‘Right, that’s it! Enough is enough. We go tonight. You’re right, old girl, we should have left to live in the woods with the rest long ago. What d’you say, Urthclaw?’

The mole stood with his eye pressed against the crack in the door. ‘Yurr, cumm ’ere, lookit thiz!’

While Ben shared the crack with his friend, Goody carried on swathing her young ones with blankets. ‘What is it, Ben? They’re not comin’ back, are they?’

‘No, wife. Hohoho, lookit that, by hokey! See the punch he landed on that weasel’s nose? Go on, give it to ’em, laddo!’

Ferdy, the little one who had spoken up, scuttled over and tugged at Ben’s paw. ‘Punch? Who punched a weasel? What’s happening?’

Ben described the scene as he watched it. ‘It’s a mouse – big strong feller too, he is. They’re tryin’ to capture him …. That’s it! Now kick him again, mouse. Go on! Hahaha, you’d think a full patrol of soldiers could handle a mouse, but not this one. He must be a real trained warrior. Phew! Lookit that, he’s knocked Blacktooth flat on his back. Pity they’re hangin’ onto his sword like that. By the spikes, he’d cause some damage if he had that blade between his paws, rusty as it is.’

Ferdy jumped up and down. ‘Let me see, I want a look!’

Urthclaw turned slowly away from the door. ‘Baint much use, liddle ’edgepig. They’m gorrim down now, aye, an’ roped up too. Hurr, worra pity, they be too many fer ’im to foight, ee’m a gurt brave wurrier tho’.’

Ben was momentarily crestfallen, then he clapped his paws together. ‘Now is the time, while the patrol’s busy with the fighter. They’ve got a job on their paws, draggin’ him back to the cats’ castle. Come on, let’s get a-goin’ while the goin’s good.’

[image: ]
A short while later the fire was burning to embers in an empty hut as the little band trudged into the vast woodland sprawl of Mossflower, blinking water from their eyes as they kept their heads down against the keen wind. Urthclaw followed up the rear, obliterating the pawtracks from the snowy ground.
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GONFF THE MOUSETHIEF padded silently along the passage from the larder and storeroom of Kotir. He was a plump little creature, clad in a green jerkin with a broad buckled belt. He was a ducker and a weaver of life, a marvellous mimic, ballad writer, singer and lockpick, and very jovial with it all. The woodlanders were immensely fond of the little thief. Gonff shrugged it all off, calling every creature his matey in imitation of the otters, whom he greatly admired. Chuckling quietly to himself, he drew the small dagger from his belt and cut off a wedge from the cheese he was carrying. Slung around his shoulder was a large flask of elderberry wine which he had also stolen from the larder. Gonff ate and drank, singing quietly to himself in a deep bass voice between mouthfuls of cheese and wine.


‘The Prince of Mousethieves honours you,

To visit here this day.

So keep your larder door shut tight,

Lock all your food away.

O foolish ones, go check your store

Of food so rich and fine.

Be sure that I’ll be back for more,

Especially this wine.’



At the sound of heavy paws Gonff fell silent. Melting back into the shadows, he huddled down and held his breath. Two weasels dressed in armour and carrying spears trudged past. They were arguing heatedly.

‘Listen, I’m not taking the blame for your stealing from the larder.’

‘Who, me? Be careful what you say, mate. I’m no thief.’

‘Well, you’re looking very fat lately, that’s all I say.’

‘Huh, not half as podgy as you, lard barrel.’

‘Lard barrel yourself. You’ll be accusing me next.’

‘Ha, you’re in charge of the key, so who else could it be?’

‘It could be you. You’re always down there when I am.’

‘I only go to keep an eye on you, mate.’

‘And I only go to keep an eye on you, so there.’

‘Right, we’ll keep an eye on each other then.’

Gonff stuffed a paw in his mouth to stifle a giggle. The weasels stopped and looked at each other.

‘What was that?’

‘Oho, I know what it was – you’re laughing at me.’

‘Arr, don’t talk stupid.’

‘Talking stupid, am I?’ Indignantly the weasel turned away from his companion.

Gonff quickly called out in a passable weasel-voice imitation, ‘Big fat robber!’

The two weasels turned furiously upon each other.

‘Big fat robber, eh. Take that!’

‘Ouch! You sneaky toad, you take this!’

The weasels thwacked away madly at each other with their spearhandles.

Gonff sneaked out of hiding and crept off in the opposite direction, leaving the two guards rolling upon the passage floor, their spears forgotten as they bit and scratched at each other.

‘Owow, leggo. Grr, take that!’

‘I’ll give you robber! Have some of this. Ooh, you bit my ear!’

Sheathing his dagger and shaking with mirth, Gonff unlatched a window shutter, and slipped away through the snow toward the woodlands.


‘Oh fight lads fight,

Scratch lads bite,

Gonff will dine on cheese and wine,

When he gets home tonight.’



Martin dug his heels into the snow, skidding as he was dragged bodily through the outer wallgates of the forbidding heap he had sighted earlier that day. Armoured soldiers clanked and clattered together as they were dragged inward by the ropes that restrained the prisoner, none of them wanting to get too close to the fighting mouse.

Blacktooth and Splitnose closed the main gates with much bad-tempered slamming. Powdery snow blew down on them from the top of the perimeter walls. The parade ground snow was hammered flat and slippery by soldiers dashing hither and thither, some carrying lighted torches – ferrets, weasels and stoats. One of them called out to Splitnose, ‘Hoi, Splittie, any sign of the fox out there?’

The stoat shook his head. ‘What, you mean the healer? No, not a whisker. We caught a mouse, though. Look at this thing he was carrying.’

Splitnose waved Martin’s rusted sword aloft. Blacktooth ducked. ‘Stop playing with that thing, you’ll slash somebody twirling it round like that. So, they’re waiting on the fox again, eh. Old Greeneyes doesn’t seem to be getting any better lately. Hey, you there, keep those ropes tight! Hold him still, you blockheads.’

The entrance hall door proved doubly difficult as the warrior mouse managed to cling to one of the timber doorposts. The soldiers had practically to pry him loose with their spears. The weasel who had been given charge of the bread kept well out of it, heading directly for the storeroom and larder. As he passed through the entrance hall, he was challenged by others who cast covetous eyes upon the brown home-baked loaves. It had been a hard winter, since many creatures had deserted the settlement around Kotir after the early autumn harvest, taking with them as much produce as they could carry to the woodlands. There was not a great deal of toll or levy coming in. The weasel clutched the bread close as he padded along.

The hall was hostile and damp, with wooden shutters across the low windows. The floor was made from a dark granite-like rock, very cold to the paws. Here and there the night-time guards had lit small fires in corners, which stained the walls black with smoke and ashes. Only captains were allowed to wear long cloaks as a mark of rank, but several soldiers had draped themselves in old sacks and blankets purloined from the settlement. The stairs down to the lower levels were a jumble of worn spirals and flights of straight stone steps in no particular sequence. Half the wall torches had burned away and not been replaced, leaving large areas of stairs dark and dangerous. Moss and fungus grew on most of the lower-level walls and stairs.

Hurrying along a narrow passage, the weasel banged on the storeroom door. A key turned in the lock.

‘What’ve you got there? Loaves, eh. Bring ’em in.’

The two guards who had been fighting were sitting on flour sacks. One of them eyed the bread hungrily. ‘Huh, is that all you got tonight? I tell you, mate, things are getting from bad to worse around here. Who sent you down with them?’

‘Blacktooth.’

‘Oh, him. Did he count them?’

‘Er, no, I don’t think so.’

‘Good. There’s five loaves. We’ll have half a loaf each – that’ll leave three and a half. Nobody’ll notice the difference.’

They tore hungrily at Goody Stickle’s brown oven loaves.

Above stairs, Martin had managed to wrap one of the ropes around a stone column. Soldiers were jeering at the efforts of the patrol to get him away and up the stairs. ‘Yah, what’s the matter lads, are you scared of him?’

Blacktooth turned on the mocking group. ‘Any of you lot fancy having a go at him? No, I thought not.’

The door opened behind them, and snow blew in with a cold, draughty gust. A fox wearing a ragged cloak trotted past them and up the broad flat stairs to their first floor. The soldiers found a new target for their remarks.

‘Hoho, just you wait, fox. You’re late.’

‘Aye, old Greeneyes doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

‘I’d keep out of Lady Tsarmina’s way, if I were you.’

Ignoring them, the fox swept quickly up the stairs.

Martin tried to make a dash for the half-open door to the parade ground but he was carried to the floor by weight of numbers. Still he fought gamely on.

The jeering soldiers started shouting and calling humorous advice again. Blacktooth tried freezing them into silence with a stern glance but they took no notice of him this time.

Splitnose sniffed in disgust. ‘Discipline has gone to the wall since Lord Verdauga’s been sick.’
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Fortunata the vixen waited nervously in the draughty antehall of Kotir. A low fire cast its guttering light round the damp sandstone walls. Slimy green algae and fungus grew between sodden banners as they slowly disintegrated into threadbare tatters suspended from rusty iron holders. The vixen could not suppress a shudder. Presently she was joined by two ferrets dressed in cumbersome chain mail. Both bore shields emblazoned with the device of their masters, a myriad of evil green eyes watching in all directions. The guards pointed with their spears, indicating that the fox should follow them, and Fortunata fell in step, marching off down the long dank hall. They halted in front of two huge oaken doors, which swung open as the ferrets banged their spearbutts against the floor. The vixen was confronted by a scene of ruined grandeur.

Candles and torches scarcely illuminated the room; the crossbeams above were practically lost in darkness. At one end there were three ornate chairs occupied by two wildcats and a pine marten. Behind these stood a four-poster bed, complete with tight-drawn curtains of musty green velvet, its footboard carved with the same device as the shields of the guards.

The marten hobbled across and searched the satchel Fortunata carried. The vixen shrank from contact with the badly disfigured creature. Ashleg the marten had a wooden leg and his entire body was twisted on one side as if it had been badly maimed. To disguise this, he wore an overlong red cloak trimmed with woodpigeon feathers. With an expert flick he turned the contents of the satchel out on to the floor. It was the usual jumble of herbs, roots, leaves and mosses carried by a healer fox.

Approaching the bed, Ashleg called out in an eerie singsong dirge, ‘O mighty Verdauga, Lord of Mossflower, Master of the Thousand Eyes, Slayer of Enemies, Ruler of Kotir—’

‘Ah, give your whining tongue a rest, Ashleg. Is the fox here? Get these suffocating curtains out of my way.’ The imperious voice from behind the curtains sounded hoarse but full of snarling menace.

Tsarmina, the larger of the two seated wildcats, sprang forward, sweeping back the dusty bedcurtains in a single move. ‘Fortunata’s here. Don’t exert yourself, father.’

The vixen slid to the bedside with practised ease and examined her savage patient. Verdauga of the Thousand Eyes had once been the mightiest warlord in all the land … once. Now his muscle and sinew lay wasted under the tawny fur that covered his big tired body. The face was that of a wildcat who had survived many battles: the pointed ears stood above a tracery of old scars which ran from crown to whiskers. Fortunata looked at the fearsome yellowed teeth, and the green barbarian eyes still alight with strange fires.

‘My Lord looks better today, yes?’

‘None the better for your worthless mumbo jumbo, fox.’

The smaller of the two seated wildcats rose from his chair with an expression of concern upon his gentle face. ‘Father, stay calm. Fortunata is trying hard to get you well again.’

Tsarmina pushed him aside scornfully. ‘Oh shut up, Gingivere, you mealy-mouthed—’

‘Tsarmina!’ Verdauga pulled himself into a sitting position and pointed a claw at his headstrong daughter. ‘Don’t talk to your brother in that way, do you hear me?’

The Lord of a Thousand Eyes turned wearily to his only son. ‘Gingivere, don’t let her bully you. Stand up to her, son.’

Gingivere shrugged and stood by silently as Fortunata ground herbs with a pestle, mixing them with dark liquid in a horn beaker.

Verdauga eyed the vixen suspiciously. ‘No more leeches, fox. I won’t have those filthy slugs sucking my blood. I’d sooner have an enemy’s sword cut me than those foul things. What’s that rubbish you’re concocting?’

Fortunata smiled winningly. ‘Sire, this is a harmless potion made from the herb motherwort. It will help you to sleep. Squire Gingivere, would you give this to your father, please?’

As Gingivere administered the medicine to Verdauga, neither of them noticed the look of slyness or the wink that passed between Fortunata and Tsarmina.

Verdauga settled back in bed and waited for the draught to take effect. Suddenly the peace was broken by a loud commotion from outside. The double doors burst open wide.
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BEN STICKLE NEARLY jumped out of his spikes as Gonff bounded out from behind a snow-laden bush in the night-time forest.

‘Boo! Guess who? Hahaha, Ben me old matey, you should have seen your face just then. What are you doing trekking round here in the snow?’

Ben recovered himself quickly. ‘Gonff, I might have known! Listen, young feller me mouse, I haven’t got time to stop and gossip with you. We’ve left the settlement at last and I’m lookin’ for the little hut that the Corim keep for the likes of us.’

The mousethief winked at Urthclaw and kissed Goody cheekily. ‘Ha, that place, follow me, matey. I’ll have you there in two shakes of a cat’s whisker.’

Goody shuddered. ‘I wish you wouldn’t say things like that, you little rogue.’

But Gonff was not listening, he was skipping ahead with the little ones, who thought it was all a huge adventure.

‘Is it a nice place, Mr Gonff?’

‘Oh, passable. Better than the last place you were in.’

‘What’s that under your jerkin, Mr Gonff?’

‘Never you mind now, young Spike. It’s a secret.’

‘Is it very far, Mr Gonff? I’m tired.’

‘Not far now, Posy me little dear. I’d carry you if it weren’t for your spikes.’

Goody Stickle shook her head and smiled. She had always had a special soft spot for Gonff.

The Corim hut was well hidden, deep enough into the forest to avoid immediate discovery. Urthclaw said his goodbyes and trundled off to find his own kind. Ben watched him go as Gonff lit the fire. He nodded fondly. ‘Good old Urthclaw, he only stayed at the settlement because of us, I’m sure of it.’

When the fire was burning red, Goody sat around it with Gonff and Ben. The four baby hedgehogs poked their snouts from under the blankets to one side of the hearth.

‘Have you been stealing from Kotir again, Gonff? What did you pinch this time?’

The mousethief laughed at Goody’s shocked expression. He threw a wedge of cheese over to the little ones. ‘It’s not pinching or stealing if it comes out of Kotir, mateys. It’s called liberating. Here, get your whiskers around that lot and get some sleep, the four of you.’

Ben Stickle sucked on an empty pipe and stirred the burning logs with a branch. ‘Gonff, I do wish you’d be careful. We can live on what we have until spring arrives, Goody and I would never forgive ourselves if you got caught taking cheese and wine inside that cat’s castle.’

Goodwife Stickle wiped her eyes on her flowery pinafore. ‘No more we wouldn’t, you young scallawag. Oh my spikes, I dread to think what’d ’appen if those varmin catchered you, Gonff.’

Gonff patted her very carefully. ‘There, there, Goody. What’s a bite of food and a warm drink between mateys? The young uns need their nourishment. Besides, how could I ever forget the way that you and Ben brought me up and cared for me when I was only a little woodland orphan?’

Ben took a sip of the wine and shook his head. ‘You be careful, all the same, and remember what the Corim rule is; bide your time and don’t let ’em catch you. One day we’ll win old Mossflower back.’

Goody sighed as she went about making porridge for the next morning’s breakfast. ‘Fine words, but we’re peaceable creatures. How we’re ever goin’ to win our land back against all those trained soldiers is beyond me.’

Gonff topped up Ben Stickle’s beaker with elderberry wine and gazed into the flickering flames, his normally cheerful face grim. ‘I’ll tell you this, mateys: the day will come when something will happen to change all this, you wait and see. Some creature who isn’t afraid of anything will arrive in Mossflower, and when that day arrives we’ll be ready. We’ll pay that filthy gang of vermin and their wildcat masters back so hard that they’ll think the sky has fallen on them.’

Ben rubbed his eyes tiredly. ‘A hero, eh. Funny you should say that. I thought I saw just such a one earlier tonight. Ah, but he’s probably dead or in the dungeons by now. Let’s get some sleep. I’m bone weary.’

The little hut was an island of warmth and safety in the night, as the howling north wind drove snowflakes before it, whining and keening around the gaunt trees of winter-stricken Mossflower.
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STRUGGLING WILDLY BETWEEN two stoats, the captive mouse was dragged in to the bedchamber. He was secured by a long rope, which the guards tried to keep taut as he dodged and jumped, scratched and bit, first letting the rope go slack, then dashing forward so the two guards were pulled together; as they collided he leapt upon them, biting and kicking despite the rope that pinned his paws to his sides. A ferret guard from the door came running in to help. Between the three of them they managed to pin the warlike mouse upon the floor. They lay on top of him, trying to avoid the butting head and nipping teeth. The mouse was breathing heavily, his eyes flashing reckless defiance at his captors.

Verdauga sat up straight, sleep forgotten as he questioned the two stoats. ‘Make your report. What have we got here?’

One of the stoats freed his paw and threw a quick salute. ‘Lord, this one was caught within the bounds of your lands. He is a stranger, and goes armed.’

A weasel marched in and placed the traveller’s ancient rusty sword at the foot of the bed.

Verdauga looked from under hooded lids at the sword and the sturdy young mouse upon the floor. ‘It is against my law to carry arms or to trespass upon my domain.’

The mouse struggled against his captors, shouting out in a loud angry voice, ‘I didn’t know it was your land, cat. Tell your guards to take their claws off and release me. You have no right to imprison a freeborn creature.’

Verdauga could not help but admire the obvious courage of the prisoner. He was about to speak, when Tsarmina grasped the battered sword and stood over the captive with the point at his throat. ‘You insolent scum! Quick now, what is your name? Where did you steal this rusty relic?’

As the guards pinned the struggling mouse down his voice shook with fury. ‘My name is Martin the Warrior. That sword was once my father’s, now it is mine. I come and go as I please, cat. Is this the welcome you show travellers?’

Tsarmina forced Martin’s head back with the sword-point. ‘For a mouse, you have far too much to say to your betters,’ she said contemptuously. ‘You are in Mossflower country now; all the land you can see on a clear day’s march belongs to us by right of conquest. My father’s law says that none are allowed to go armed save his soldiers. The penalty for those who break the law is death.’

She beckoned the guards with a sleek catlike movement. ‘Take him away and execute him.’

Lord Greeneyes’ voice halted the guards as he turned to his son. ‘Gingivere, have you nothing to say? What shall we do with this mouse?’

‘Some say that ignorance of the law is no excuse,’ Gingivere answered without raising his voice. ‘Even so, it would be unjust to punish Martin; he is a stranger and could not be expected to know of us or our laws. Also, it would be too easy for us to slay him. He seems an honest creature to me. If it were my decision I would have him escorted from our territory then given his weapon. He would know better than to come back again.’

Verdauga looked from son to daughter. ‘Now I will give you my decision. There are enough cowards in the world without killing a brave creature for so little reason. This Martin is a true warrior. On the other side of the scales, if we were to allow him to roam free as the wind on our land, this might be read as a sign of our weakness. It is my judgement that he be put in the cells to cool his paws awhile. After a time he can be set free, provided he is never again so rash as to trespass in my domain.’

Snap!

Everyone present heard the sharp report. Furious at being overruled, Tsarmina had set the sword between the jamb of the door and the stone doorway. With a huge burst of energy she threw her weight against the venerable weapon. Suddenly it broke; the old blade rang upon the floor, leaving her holding the shorn-off handle, which she tossed to a guard.

‘Here, throw him in the cells with this tied around his neck. If ever we do release him, then others will see him and realize how merciful we can be. Take the wretch away – the sight of him offends my eyes.’

As the guards tugged on the rope, Martin stood firm resisting them. For a moment his eyes met those of Tsarmina’s. His voice was clear and unafraid. ‘Your father made a just decision, but yours was the right one. You should have killed me when you had the chance, because I vow that I will slay you one day.’

The spell was broken. The guards hauled on the ropes, dragging Martin off to the cells. In the silence that followed, Tsarmina slumped in her chair and sniggered. ‘A mouse kill me, indeed! He’s not even worth worrying about.’

Verdauga coughed painfully. He lay back on the pillows. ‘If you think that, daughter, then you have made a grave mistake. I have seen courage before; it comes in all shapes and sizes. Just because he is a mouse does not make him less of a warrior than me. He has a fighter’s heart – I saw it in his eyes.’

Tsarmina ignored her father and called to Fortunata. ‘Vixen, mix Lord Greeneyes a stronger potion. He needs sleep after all the excitement. Gingivere, give father his medicine. You are the only one he will take it from.’

Fortunata gave Gingivere the beaker containing the prepared draught. Tsarmina nodded to her, and they left the room together. Outside in the corridor the wildcat gripped the fox’s paw in her powerful claws. ‘Well, did you fix the medicine?’

Fortunata winced in pain as the claws sank in. ‘Twice. Once before the mouse came in, and just now before we left. He’s taken enough poison to lay half the garrison low.’

Tsarmina pulled the vixen close, her cruel eyes burning. ‘Good, but if he’s still alive in the morning you had better prepare some for yourself. It would be a lot easier than facing me if you fail.’
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The cells were deep beneath Kotir. They were ancient, smelly, dark and dank. Martin the Warrior was hurled into his prison by the two guards who had dragged him down passage and stairway. He had fought every inch of the way and they were glad to be rid of him. Martin lay with his cheek resting on the cold stone floor where he had been flung. As the door clanged shut behind him, one of the stoats peered through the door grating, turning the key in the lock. ‘Thank your lucky stars, mouse. If Lady Tsarmina had had her way, you’d be in the darkest wettest cells further down the passage. It was Lord Greeneyes’ wish that you should be put in a good cell, aye, and given bread and water to eat and some dry straw to lie on. Huh, he must have taken a shine to you. He’s a strange one, old Verdauga is.’

Martin lay still, listening until the sounds of the guards’ heavy paws receded and he was alone. Standing up, he took stock of his new surroundings. At least there was light coming in from a torch that burned on the far corridor wall. Feeling a slight draught, he looked up. There was a high narrow grille slitted into the wall near the ceiling. Martin changed position, still looking upwards, until he could see a star shining outside in the night sky. It was his only link with freedom and the outside world. He sat, resting his back against the wall, huddling down in his ragged cloak to gain a little warmth. The rest of his cell was just the same as any prison: four bare walls and precious little else, no comfort or cheer to be gained from anything here. He was a prisoner, alone in a strange place.
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The warrior mouse slept, overcome by weariness. Sometime before dawn he was wakened by paws thrusting something over his head and around his neck. Still half-asleep, Martin tried to grab hold of his assailants. He was roughly kicked to one side, then the door clanged shut as the key turned in the lock again. Leaping up, Martin ran to the door. The stoat guard peered through the grating, chuckling and wagging a paw at him. ‘You nearly had me that time, mouse.’

The warrior mouse gave an angry snarl and leapt at the grating, but the stoat backed off, grinning at his futile attempt. ‘Listen, mouse, if I were you I’d keep pretty quiet down here, otherwise you might attract Lady Tsarmina’s attention – and I don’t think you’d like that. You just sit tight and behave yourself, then maybe in time somebody like Gingivere will remember you’re here and have you released.’

As the guards trooped off, Martin saw they had left a load of clean straw in one corner, also some bread and water. Instinctively he moved towards it, and felt something clunk against his chest. It was the sword handle dangling from a piece of rope around his neck. Martin held it in front of his eyes, staring at it hard and long. He would wear it, not because he had been sentenced to as a mark of shame, but to remind himself that one day he would slay the evil cat who had broken his father’s blade.

Settling down in the dry straw, he drank water and gnawed upon the stale bread hungrily. He was about to fall asleep again when shouts and commotion broke out above stairs. Pulling himself level with the door grille, Martin listened to the sounds that echoed in the silence of the cells.

‘My Lord Greeneyes is dead!’

‘Lady Tsarmina, come quick, it’s your father.’

There was loud stamping of spearbutts and the sounds of mailed paws dashing hither and thither, coupled with the slamming of doors.

Tsarmina’s voice could be heard in an anguished wail. ‘Murder, murder. My father is slain!’

Ashleg and Fortunata took up the cry. ‘Murder, Gingivere has poisoned Verdauga!’

A tremendous hubbub had broken out. Martin could not hear clearly what was going on. A moment later there was a sound of heavy pawsteps on the stairs; it sounded like a great number of creatures. Martin pulled to one side of the grille and saw it all. Led by Tsarmina, a mob of soldiers carrying torches marched down the corridor, Ashleg and Fortunata visible among them. As they passed the cell door, Martin glimpsed the stunned face of the gentle wildcat Gingivere. He was bound in chains. Blood trickled from a wound on his head. Their eyes met for a second, then he was swept by in the surge of angry soldiers, their faces distorted by the flickering torchlight as they chanted, ‘Murderer, murderer! Kill the murderer!’

Martin could no longer see them, owing to the limited range of his vision through the grille, but he could still hear all that went on. Some distance down the corridor a cell door slammed and a key turned. Tsarmina’s voice rose above the noise. ‘Silence! I will say what is to be done here. Even though my brother is a murderer, I cannot harm him. He will stay locked up here until he lives out his days. He is now dead to me; I never want to hear his name spoken again within the walls of Kotir.’

Martin heard Gingivere’s voice trying to say something, but it was immediately drowned out by Ashleg and Fortunata starting a chant that the soldiers took up at full pitch. ‘Long live Queen Tsarmina. Long live Queen Tsarmina!’

As the mob passed by Martin’s cell again, he drew back. Above the roars he heard Tsarmina, close by the door, speaking to Ashleg. ‘Bring October ale and elderberry wine from the storerooms. See that there is plenty for everyone.’

Shutting his ears against the sounds of the revellers, Martin lay upon the straw with the sword handle pressing against his chest. Now that his last hopes were gone it looked like being a long hard winter.
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‘Across the lea, beneath the leaves,

When countrylands wake up to spring,

Hurrah here comes the Prince of Thieves,

Hear every small bird sing.

So daring and so handsome too,

He makes a wondrous sight,

But if he comes to visit you,

Lock up your treasures tight.’



Sunlight sparkled on the chuckling stream that had lain iced over and silent all winter. Snowdrops nodded agreeably to crocus on the warm southerly breeze. Spring was everywhere. Golden daffodils and their paler narcissus relatives stood guard between the budding trees of Mossflower Woods; evergreens that had endured the dark winter took on a new fresh life.

Gonff was returning from another successful visit to Kotir. The wine flasks bumped and banged against his broad belt as he skipped nimbly through the flowering woodlands, singing aloud with the heady intoxication of springtime.


‘Cuckoo, cuckoo, good day, my friend, to you.

O sly one you know best.

To lay in others’ nest,

Is a trick you often do.

But I am smarter, sir, than you,

Cuckoo, my friend cuckoo.’



The blood coursed madly through Gonff’s young veins like the waters of a brook, gurgling happily and generally making him so light-headed that he turned somersaults. Every so often he would pull a reed flute from his tunic and twiddle away with the sheer joy of being alive on such a morning as this. With a great whoop Gonff threw himself into a thick tussock of grass and lay with the perspiration rising from him in a small column of steam. Overhead the sky was a delicate blue with small white clouds scudding on the breeze. Gonff imagined what it would be like to lie upon a small fluffy white cloud and allow himself to be buffeted about in the sunny sky.

‘Whooooaaa, look out, zoom, bump, whoof! Out of the way you big clouds.’ The little mousethief held tight to the grass, swaying from side to side as he played out his game of make believe.

He did not notice the two weasels dressed in Kotir armour until too late. They stood over him looking grim and officious.

Gonff smiled impudently, aware of his clunking wine flasks. ‘Er, aha ha. Hello, mateys, I was flying my cloud, you see ….’

The larger of the two prodded him with a spearbutt. ‘Come on you, on your paws. You’re wanted at Kotir.’

Gonff winked at him cheerily. ‘Kotir? You don’t say! Well, how nice! Listen, you two good chaps, nip along and tell them I’m busy today but I’ll pop in early tomorrow.’

The spearpoint at Gonff’s throat discouraged further light banter. The smaller of the two weasels kicked Gonff. ‘Up you come, thief. Now we know where the best cheeses and elderberry wine have been going all winter, you’ll pay for stealing from Kotir.’

Gonff stood slowly. Placing a paw on his plump little stomach he looked from one guard to the other with an air of innocence. ‘Me, steal? I beg your pardon, sirs, did you know the head cook has given me permission to borrow what I please from his larder? Actually, I was going to return the favour by sending him some good recipes. I understand his cooking leaves something to be desired.’

The large weasel laughed mirthlessly. ‘Shall I tell you something, thief? The head cook has personally vowed to skin you with a rusty knife and roast what’s left of you for supper.’

Gonff nodded appreciatively. ‘Oh good, I do hope he saves some for me … ouch!’

Prodded between two spears, he marched off with the guards in the direction of Kotir.
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A pale shaft of sunlight penetrated between the iron bars of the high window slit. The walls of the cell dripped moisture, and sometimes the faint trill of a skylark on the flatlands reached the prisoner. Martin knew that this was the onset of full, burgeoning springtime. His face was haggard, his body much thinner, but his eyes still shone with the warrior’s angry brightness.

Martin rose and paced the cell with the sword handle about his neck; it seemed to grow heavier with time. Fifteen paces, whichever way he went – from door to wall or from wall to wall, it was always fifteen paces. He had paced it many times as the days and weeks grew into months. Gingivere was too far away to converse with, besides, it only made the guards angry. They stopped his bread and water for attempting to speak to the one whose name it was forbidden to mention. Now Martin believed that he really had been forgotten and left here to die under the new regime of Tsarmina. He stood in the shaft of weak sunlight, trying not to think of the world of blue skies and flowers outside.

‘Get the little devil in there quick. It’ll be less trouble to feed two at once. Ouch, my shin!’

Lost in thought, Martin had failed to hear the approach of guards bringing a prisoner to his cell door.

‘Aargh, leggo my ear, you fiend. Hurry up with that door before he bites my lug clean off.’

‘Ouch. Ow. He nipped me! Keep him still while I find my key.’

There was more shouting and scuffling as the key turned in the lock. Martin ran to the door but was immediately bowled over by another figure, which shot through the doorway straight in on top of him. Together they fell over backward, as the cell door slammed shut again. The two prisoners lay still until the pawsteps of the guards retreated down the corridor.

Martin moved gingerly, easing aside the body that had fallen on top of him. It giggled. He pulled his cellmate into the shaft of sunlight where he could view him more clearly.

Gonff winked broadly at him, played a short jig on his reed flute, then began singing,


‘I knew a mouse in prison here,

More than a hundred years.

His whiskers grew along the ground,

And right back to his ears.

His eyes grew dim, his teeth fell out,

His fur went silver grey.

“If my grandad were here,” he said,

“I wonder what he’d say?”’



Martin leaned against the wall. He could not help smiling at his odd little cellmate.

‘Silly, how could the grandfather of a hundred-year-old mouse say anything? Sorry, my name’s Martin the Warrior. What’s yours?’

Gonff extended a paw. ‘Martin the Warrior, eh. By gum, Martin, you’re a fine, strong-looking fellow, even though you could do with a bit of fattening up. My name’s Gonff the Thief, or Prince of Mousethieves to you, matey.’

Martin shook Gonff warmly by the paw. ‘Prince of Mousethieves, by the fur. You could be the King of the Sky, as long as I’ve got a cellmate to speak to. What did they throw you in here for?’

Gonff winced. ‘Stop squeezing my paw to bits and I’ll tell you.’

They sat down on the straw together, Gonff massaging his paw. ‘They caught me running down the larder stocks of wine and cheese, you see. But don’t you worry, matey, I can open any lock in Kotir. We won’t be here for too long, you’ll see. Leave it to Gonff.’

‘You mean you can – we can – escape from here? How, when, where to?’ Martin’s voice tumbled out, shaky with excitement.

Gonff fell back against the wall, laughing. ‘Whoa, matey, not so fast! Don’t worry, as soon as I get things organized we’ll say bye bye to this dump. But first, let’s get you fed. They should be ashamed of themselves, keeping a great lump like you on bread and water.’

Martin shrugged and rubbed his hollow stomach. ‘Huh, what else is there? I was lucky to get bread and water sometimes. What do you suggest, fresh milk and oatcakes?’

‘Sorry, matey. I haven’t got milk or oatcakes. Would cheese and elderberry wine do you?’ he asked seriously.

Martin was lost for words as Gonff opened his tunic and spilled out a wedge of cheese and a flat canteen of wine.

‘Always keep this for emergencies or trading. Here, you may as well have it. I’ve had enough of cheese and wine for a bit.’

Martin needed no second bidding. He wolfed away at the cheese, slopping wine as he gulped it into a full mouth. Gonff shook his head in wonder as the wine and cheese vanished rapidly. ‘Go easy, matey. You’ll make yourself ill. Take your time.’

Martin tried hard to take the good advice, but it was difficult after so long on starvation rations. As he ate he questioned Gonff. ‘Tell me, what have I walked into around here, Gonff? I’m only a lone warrior passing through; I know nothing of Mossflower and wildcats.’

The mousethief scratched his whiskers reflectively. ‘Now, let me see, where to begin. Since long before I was born the old tyrant Verdauga Greeneyes, Lord of the Thousand thingummies and so on, has ruled over Mossflower. One day long ago, he swept in here at the head of his army. They came down from the north, of course. The fortress must have been what attracted him. To woodlanders it was nothing but an old ruin that had always been there; Verdauga saw it differently, though. This was a place of plenty where he could settle, so he moved straight in, repaired it as best as he could, called the place Kotir and set himself up as a tyrant. There were none to oppose him; the woodlanders are peaceable creatures – they had never seen a full army of trained soldiers, nor wildcats. Verdauga could do just as he pleased, but he was clever: he allowed our creatures to live within his shadow and farm the land. Half of everything they produced was taken as a tax to feed him and his vermin.’

‘Didn’t anyone fight back?’ Martin interrupted.

Gonff nodded sadly. ‘Oh yes, even now there are old ones who are still too frightened to tell of how Verdauga and his cruel daughter put down the poorly organized rebellion. Those who were not massacred were thrown into this very prison and left to rot. I’m told my own parents were among them, but I don’t know the truth of it. When the rebellion was broken, Verdauga proved what a clever general he was. He actually made a kind of peace with the woodlanders. They were allowed to live within Kotir’s shadow and farm the land. He said he would protect us from further attacks by bands wandering down from the north. We were partly enslaved then and very much disorganized. Not having any proper fighting strength and with all the rebellious fighters out of the way, most creatures seemed just to accept their lot. Then last summer Verdauga became ill. Since he has been sick, he has left the running of the settlement to his daughter, Tsarmina. Unlike her father, she is cruel and evil. Woodlanders have been driven too hard out on the fields and not allowed enough to live on. Hedgehogs like Ben Stickle and his family dare not run away; where could they go, with young ones to care for? However, things became so bad that a lot of them took the chance and escaped from the settlement. As the numbers grew less, Tsarmina demanded more and more from the few. I tell you, matey, it’s a sad tale.’

They sat side by side, watching the shaft of sunlight striking the cell floor. Martin passed the wine to Gonff. ‘What do you know about the wildcat called Gingivere?’

Gonff took a sip of the wine and passed it back. ‘I know he never took part in any killing. Woodlanders always hoped that Verdauga would pass the reins to him. He’s supposed to be a good sort, for a wildcat, that is. Now you take the sister, Tsarmina. She is pure evil – they say that she is far more savage than Verdauga. I’ve heard the gossip around Kotir when I’ve been visiting here, matey – do you know, they say old Greeneyes is dead and his son in prison here, so that means Tsarmina must be the new ruler now.’

Martin nodded. ‘It’s true. I saw and heard it myself. Gingivere is in a cell far down the corridor. I tried to speak to him but it’s too far.’ The warrior mouse banged his paw against the wall in frustration. ‘Why doesn’t somebody do something, Gonff?’

The mousethief tapped the side of his nose and lowered his voice. ‘Sit still and listen, matey. Now the last families have left the settlement, we’re making plans. All the scattered families and woodlanders have banded together out there in Mossflower Woods. They’re learning to become strong once more, and the old spirit of defeat is gone now. We have real fighters training, otters and squirrels, besides hedgehogs and moles and the likes of me. We’ve even got a badger, Bella of Brockhall; her family used to rule Mossflower in the good old days. You’ll like her. Together we form the Council of Resistance in Mossflower – Corim, see, take the first letter of each word. Ha, we’re getting stronger every day.’

Martin felt the excitement rising within him again. ‘Do you think that the Corim know we’re locked up here. Will they help us to escape?’

Gonff winked broadly, a sly grin on his face. ‘Sssshhhhh, not so loud, matey. Wait and see.’

He passed the wine flask across to Martin. ‘Tell me something, matey. Why do they call you warrior? Where are you from? Did you live in a place like Mossflower? Was it nice?’

Martin put the wine to one side and lay back, staring at the ceiling. ‘Where I come from, Gonff, there are no forests, only rocks, grass and hills. Aye, that’s the northland. I never knew a mother. I was brought up by my father, Luke the Warrior – my family have always been warriors. We lived in caves, constantly under attack by roaming bands of sea rats who came inland. You were forced to defend your cave, your piece of land, or be overrun. There were other families like us. I had lots of friends – there was Thrugg the Strong, Arrowtail, Felldoh the Wrestler, Timballisto.’

Martin smiled at the memory of his companions. ‘Ah, it wasn’t so bad, I suppose. All we seemed to do was eat, sleep and fight in those days. As soon as I was tall enough I learned to lift my father’s sword and practise with it.’

He touched the broken weapon strung about his neck. ‘Many’s the enemy learned his lesson at the point of this sword – sea rats, mercenary foxes too. One time my father was wounded and had to stay in our cave. Ha, I remember all that summer, fighting off foes while he lay at the cave entrance preparing our food and calling advice to me. Then one day he took off with a band of older warriors to meet the sea rats on the shores of the waters far away. They were supposed to make an end to all invading rats forever. It was a brave idea. Before he went he gave me his trusty old sword, then he left carrying spear and shield. My father said that I should stay behind and defend our cave and land, but if he did not return by late autumn then I was to do as I felt fit.’

Gonff nodded. ‘And he never returned?’

Martin closed his eyes. ‘No, he never came back. I defended our land alone, against all corners. That was when they started calling me Martin the Warrior instead of Son of Luke the Warrior. I left it as late as I could that autumn, then there seemed no point in defending a cave and land just for myself. I started to march south alone. Who knows how far I would have got if I hadn’t been stopped at Kotir.’

Gonff stood up and stretched. ‘I’m glad you did stop here, matey. I’d hate to be sitting in this cell talking to myself. I’d sooner talk to a warrior like you.’

Martin passed the wine back. ‘Aye, and I’d sooner be locked up with a thief like yourself than wandering about alone, matey.’
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IT WAS STRANGE that at the very moment Gonff and Martin were discussing Corim, the council of that name was talking of them. Ben Stickle’s humble home was crammed with woodland creatures, the largest of whom was a badger, Bella of Brockhall. She presided over the meeting. Also present were the Skipper of otters, Lady Amber the squirrel Chief, Ben Stickle and Billum, a dependable mole who was deputizing for his leader. Seated by the fire, Beech the squirrel answered council questions.

‘Where did you see Gonff captured?’

‘Westerly, over near the fringe by Kotir.’

‘Whatever was Gonff doing to let himself get captured?’

‘Oh the usual, skylarkin’ and foolin’ about.’

‘You say it was two of Verdauga’s soldiers.’

‘Aye, no doubt o’ that. In uniform and carryin’ spears.’

‘Where were you when all this took place, Beech?’

‘Sittin’ up an old oak not far off.’

‘Did you hear what they said?’

‘Heard ’em say they was takin’ him off to Kotir. Of course, you know Gonff. Treated it like a big joke, he did. No doubt they’ll have wiped the silly grin off his whiskers by now down in old Greeneyes’ cells.’

Lady Amber nodded at Beech. ‘Well done. Anything else to report?’

‘No, marm. I followed them as far as I could, then I spotted Argulor perched in a spruce. Couldn’t say if he was awake, so I decided to come back here, knowin’ there was a gatherin’ of Corim.’

Ben Stickle winked at Beech. ‘Aye, it’s late noon, too. There’s a pot of spring vegetable soup, cheese and nutbread. D’you think you could manage some, Beech?’

The squirrel winked back at Ben, bobbed his head respectfully to the Corim leaders and was gone before further questions could be thought up.

Bella rubbed huge paws across her eyes and sat back with a grunt of despair. ‘Well, here’s another pretty pickle our mousethief has got himself into. Any suggestions?’

Amber clucked disapprovingly. ‘If I had my way, I’d leave the silly creature to stew his paws in Kotir awhile. That’d teach him a lesson.’

There were murmurs of agreement.

The Skipper of otters whacked his rudderlike tail against the hearth. ‘Belay that kind o’ talk, mates. You all know that the little uns would have gone hungry many a time, ’cept for the thief.’ Skipper gave a good-natured chuckle. ‘That Gonff is my kind of mouse, a true messmate. A bit light of paw, but good-hearted and an able-bodied shanty singer.’

Ben Stickle raised a paw. ‘I vote we rescue Gonff. We’d be ashamed to call ourselves true woodlanders, leaving one of our own in Kotir prison.’

Billum lifted a velvety paw. ‘Hurr, do moi vote count whoil gaffer Foremole’s not yurr?’

Bella thought for a moment while they all digested the meaning of the rustic molespeech. ‘Of course, Billum. After all, you are Foremole’s deputy and the Corim respect your judgement as a sensible mole.’

Billum squinted his round eyes with pleasure at the compliment.

By a show of paws the vote to rescue Gonff was unanimous. Then there was a temporary respite for refreshment, while the assembly helped themselves to bowls of Goodwife Stickle’s famed spring vegetable soup, farls of warm nutbread and ripe yellow cheese.

Lady Amber smiled fondly at two little hedgehogs who were trying to look very fierce and brave, knowing that she was always ready to recruit warriors into her band. She dealt with them as if they were two bold squirrels.

‘Show me your paws. Hmm, you’d probably make good climbers after some training. You certainly look tough enough. Goody, are these two young villains very strong?’

Goodwife put down her ladle and wiped her paws on her apron. ‘Ho my, yes. Ferdy and Coggs are two of the strongest. Why, you wouldn’t believe your eyes if you saw these two a-gatherin’ up all those great heavy dishes and washin’ pots. There’s no two hogs more powerful.’

Much smiling and winking was in evidence as Ferdy and Coggs gathered bowls, grunting with exertion as they proved their strength by scouring a large cauldron between them.

Buckling down to the business of Gonff, the Corim set about planning his escape.
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Argulor had returned to Mossflower. No creature could say why he had deserted his mountain stronghold in the far West; maybe it was that he enjoyed the comfort of woodlands where prey was far more plentiful. Argulor was a golden eagle of great age. He had grown too slow and short-sighted to pursue small creatures, so staying within handy range of Kotir and Verdauga’s troops suited him. But the frightening strength and savagery of an eagle had not deserted Argulor, and if the chance of a larger animal came his way he took it, with curving talons and fierce hooked beak. Ferrets, rats, weasels and stoats made good eating, and besides, there was a pine marten living in Kotir. Admittedly it was a bit battered and bent, but Argulor had never tasted pine marten before and was determined that one day he would do so. The eagle and the wildcats had crossed trails many times over the years. Each had a healthy respect for the other. With the exception of Tsarmina. Whenever Argulor was sighted circling the sky over Kotir, Verdauga’s daughter incited the soldiers to fire arrows and throw stones at the great bird, offering rewards to the creature that could bring him down. Argulor was not unduly worried by a mob of vermin loosing missiles at him, as he could outdistance anything they chose to throw. Sometimes he would hover on a thermal, slightly out of range, trying with his failing eyesight to catch a glimpse of the desired marten, or Tsarmina, whom he hated. Bright spring sunlight warmed his wings as he wheeled above the fortress.

Ashleg cringed behind his wildcat mistress as she stood glaring upward at the soaring eagle. ‘Shoot, you fools! Not over there, idiots! There, see, right above your thick heads.’

The soldiers continued firing without success. Tsarmina grabbed a particularly slow ferret and cuffed him soundly about the head. Hurling the smarting creature to one side, she picked up his bow and notched an arrow to the string. Taking careful aim, she paused a moment as the eagle swooped lower. Swiftly she loosed the barbed shaft with a powerful hiss of flighted feathers. To the surprise of the watchers, Argulor wheeled to one side then shot upward in pursuit of the arrow. Up he went until the shaft had reached its peak of flight, then wheeling quickly inward, the eagle caught the arrow in his talon and contemptuously snapped it. Zooming downward, he flew low enough to stare for a second at Tsarmina, then he beat the air with massive wingstrokes, flying away into the blue yonder.

Tsarmina would have vented her rage upon Ashleg, but he had vanished inside when he saw the eagle diving.

‘Get out of my sight, you useless lot of buffoons!’

The soldiers followed Ashleg with all speed, each trying not to be last. Tsarmina was in the mood for making examples.

The wildcat stood alone pondering a question: where had she seen that same look of vengeance and fearlessness before? The mouse, that was it! She could not even recall his name; anyhow, he probably hadn’t lasted the winter down in the cells.

Tsarmina watched a furtive figure coming across the parade ground, ducking and weaving, flattening itself in the shadows. She snorted scornfully; it was only Fortunata. ‘Frightened of a blind old eagle, vixen?’

‘Milady, I was ducking the arrows and stones of your soldiers as they came down, but that was a good shot of yours.’ Fortunata said in a fawning voice. ‘A pity that the eagle caught it in midair.’

The vixen jumped sharply to one side as Tsarmina fired an arrow from the ferret’s bow. It landed where her paw had been a moment before.

Tsarmina notched another arrow, her eyes glinting cruelly. ‘Right, let’s see what you’re best at, fox – catching arrows or getting inside with a civil tongue in your head.’

She bent the bow back and giggled wickedly at the sight of Fortunata beating a hopskip retreat.

Sooner or later the Queen of the Thousand Eyes had the final say in all things.

[image: ]
Something rattled through the slit window above Martin and Gonff. In the semigloom they groped about in the straw until Gonff found the object.

Martin could not conceal his disappointment. ‘Goodness me, a stick. How helpful. We could take this place single-pawed with a stick. What a useful thing to send us.’

It was not a stick. Gonff ignored his cellmate and set about undoing the thin wire which bound the bark parchment to the slim blade. He unfolded the parchment and moved into the light, where he read aloud the message it contained.


‘Gonff.

Here are your tools. Leave by the woodland side of Kotir at the first light of dawn. We will be waiting to cover for you.

Corim.’



Gonff laughed quietly as he destroyed the message. ‘This is what we’ve been waiting for, matey. Of course they don’t know about you. The plan is only supposed to cover my escape, but don’t worry, we’ll sort it out. The council will be glad to have a real trained warrior on their side. Now, d’you see this silly old bit of wire and this little knifeblade? Well, they’re going to get us out of here, matey. These are the tools of an honourable thief.’

Martin clasped Gonff’s paw warmly. ‘I’m sorry, Gonff. All I did was stand here making stupid remarks. You are the expert. From now on you have an assistant who is willing to learn from your experience. In fact, you’ve got a real mate, matey.’

Gonff laughed and winced at the same time. ‘Righto, matey, the first lesson is not to break the expert’s paw by crushing it ’cos you don’t know your own strength. Let’s settle down now. When is the next guard patrol due?’

‘In about an hour’s time, regular as clockwork since I’ve been here. After that, there’ll be nobody by until two hours after dawn when they bring the bread and water.’

‘Good, that gives us time for a little rest,’ Gonff said, stretching out comfortably on the straw.
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