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Prologue
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Have you been travelling, my young friend? Come in out of the darkness and rain. Sit by the fire, eat, drink and rest yourself. Life is one long journey from beginning to end, you know. We all walk different roads, both with our bodies and our minds. Some of us lose heart and fall by the wayside, whilst others go on to realise their dreams and desires.
Let me tell you a story of travellers, and the paths they followed. Of young ones, like yourself, sometimes uncertain of their direction, and often reluctant to listen to the voices of sense and wisdom. Of a mighty warrior, set on a course of destiny and vengeance, unstoppable in his resolve. Of an evil one and his crew, cruel and ruthless, bound on a march of destruction and conquest. Of a simple maid and her friends, homebodies whose only aims were peace and well-being for all. Of wicked, foolish wanderers, chasing fantasies and fables, consumed by their own greed. Of small babes who dreamed small dreams, not knowing what the future held in store for them. And, finally, of two friends, faithful and true, who had roamed many highways and together chose their own way.
The lives I will tell you of are intertwined by fate—good and evil bringing their just rewards to each, as they merited them. Listen whilst I relate this story. For am I not the Teller of Tales, the Weaver of Dreams!

BOOK ONE
“They’re not as big
as I thought they’d be”
[image: ./img/Loamhedge_0012_1.jpg]
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Lashing rain, driven by harsh biting winds from the sea, scoured the land from the bleak salt marshes to the stunted scrub forest. Abruc the sea otter bent against the strain of a loaded rush basket. It was tied to his shoulders and belted across his brow to stop it from spilling backward.
Holding on to his father’s paw, young Stugg trotted alongside, plying his parent with interminable questions, which Abruc did his best to answer.
“H’are you veddy veddy strong?”
Scrunching his eyes against the wind, Abruc could not help smiling at his inquisitive little son. “I have t’be strong. I’ve got to feed you, your mamma an’ the whole family. That’s my job, I’m a father.”
Stugg sucked his free paw, digesting this information whilst he thought up another question. “Den why can’t Stugg sit atop of your basket no more?”
Abruc adjusted the belt to ease the strain on his neck. “Because you’ve growed since last season. Yore gettin’ to be a big feller now, a fine lump of an otter. Soon you’ll be carryin’ yore ole dad an’ the basket. Let’s put a move on, Stugg, so we can make it into the woods by dark. It’ll be good to take a rest out o’ this weather.”
With the sound of the grey northeast sea pounding in their ears, both the sea otters squelched through the desolate salt marshes toward the weather-bent scrub forest.
 
Daylight ebbed into early evening as they entered the shelter of the trees. With a grunt of relief, Abruc swung his basket to the ground. It was brimfull of edible seaweed, scallops, mussels and shrimp—a full two days’ work, gleaned from the coast of the barren northeast waters. Abruc sat on a fallen pine. Sensing his father’s weariness, Stugg climbed up behind him and began gently rubbing his brow.
Abruc relaxed, sighing gratefully. “Hmmmm, that’s nice. I was beginnin’ to think that strap’d cut the top off me skull. Huh, where’d I be then?”
Stugg giggled. “Wiv a half offa head, silly ole farder!”
The sea otter cautioned his son. “Hush now, not so loud. There might be Coast Raiders about. Huh, they’d cut the tops off’n our skulls, just to watch us die.”
Wide-eyed, Stugg crouched down against his father, speaking in a hushed whisper. “Mamma says Coaster Raiders be’s naughty vermints!”
His father pushed dry pine needles into a small heap, shaking his head grimly. “Naughty ain’t the word for that scum. They’re evil, cold-blooded murderers. Cruelty is just fun to the likes o’ them. Right, young ’un, I suppose yore hungry now?”
Nodding eagerly, Stugg whispered, “I’m starfished!”
Abruc chuckled. Starfished was a word all the young ones used, a cross twixt starving and famished.
He patted Stugg’s head fondly. “Nothin’ worse’n a starfished otter. You stay here, keep yore eyes’n’ears open, an’ lay low. I’ll go an’ find us a snug berth for the night.”
He pulled a sack from under his cloak, tossing it to his son. “Sort through the rest of those rations an’ see wot you want for supper. I’ll be back soon.”
 
Abruc knew the woods well, he recalled a spot not too far off. It was a good dry place, sheltered by a rock ledge. Silent as a night breeze, he weaved his way through the dark, twisted trees, straight to the exact location. He had camped there before. Halting slightly short of his destination, he paused. Something did not feel quite right about the area. Abruc sniffed the air and listened carefully, his animal instinct aroused. He caught the faint sound of ragged breathing. Drawing his long dagger, he crept forward, peering keenly into the shadows, his neck hairs bristling.
 
For supper Stugg had selected two flat loaves, some of his mamma’s apple and blackberry preserve and their last flask of plum cordial. If his father lit a fire, they could make toasted preserve sandwiches and warm cordial. The young otter was a pretty fair cook, often having helped his mamma to prepare meals. There was not much else to do but wait in silence for his father’s return. Stugg set out the food and sat next to the basket of supplies.
 
Abruc came speeding out of the darkness to his son’s side. Crouching beside Stugg, he gripped his paws tightly. The sea otter’s voice was urgent and breathless from running.
“Listen carefully, little mate. Could you find yore way back home to our holt on yore own?”
Stugg was taken aback by the unusual request. “Er, I fink so, what’s a matter, farder?”
Abruc gripped his son’s paws tighter. His voice sounded harsh. “Answer me—yes or no! Could you find yore way back home?”
Stugg had never seen his father like this. He nodded, his own voice sounding small and scared. “Yes, Stugg know d’way!”
Abruc released the young otter’s paws. “Good, now here’s wot y’must do, son. Find Shoredog. Tell him to bring the crew to the spot by the rock ledge, he’ll know where I mean. Say that they best bring rope, canvas an’ poles. Enough t’make a stretcher to carry a wounded, giant stripedog. That’s if’n he’s still alive when they reach here.”
Words poured from Stugg’s mouth like running water. “A giant, a stripedog, a wounded one? I never see’d a giant stripedog afore! What happened? Will he get deaded . . .”
Abruc grabbed Stugg and shook him, something he had never done before. He hissed at him through clenched teeth. “Shut yore mouth, son! Don’t stand here askin’ questions! Go now, run, don’t stop for anythin’. The life of another creature depends on you. Go!”
Young Stugg took off like a madbeast, pine needles scattering from under his paws as he tore homeward through the nighttime forest. Abruc watched until his son was out of sight, then gathered up their belongings and dashed back to the camp beneath the ledge.
Swiftly he heaped dry pine needles and cones with a few twigs. Using the steel of his knife blade against a chunk of flint, he soon had a small fire burning. It was sheltered by the overhanging rock and could not be seen from a reasonable distance. Abruc viewed the scene around him. Two badgers, one very old, the other about two seasons into his adult growth, lay stretched out, side by side. Small and grizzled, the oldest of the pair was obviously dead, slain by various weapon thrusts. As he turned to the younger badger, a brief glance at the churned-up ground and the blood-flecked rock confirmed the sea otter’s suspicions. His jaw clenched angrily. “Dirty murderin’ Raiders!”
The younger badger was still alive. Abruc had seen one or two badgers in his lifetime, but not as big as this fellow. He was truly a giant—tall, deep of chest and broadbacked with massive paws and powerfully muscled limbs.
The sea otter winced as he inspected the fearsome wound to the badger’s head. A long jagged slash, from eartip to neck, had ripped across the badger’s face. Narrowly missing the eye, it had ploughed across the brow, through the wide-striped muzzle, across the jaw line to the side of the creature’s throat.
Abruc, with only a limited knowledge of healing, staunched the blood with his cloak. Lifting the badger’s head, he cradled it in his lap, dabbing away at the dreadful rift and murmuring to the unconscious beast.
“Seasons o’ salt, matey, ’tis a miracle yore still alive! Y’must have a skull made o’ rock. I know you can’t hear me, but don’t worry, big feller, our crew will do the best we can for ye. There’s one or two good healers at our holt.”
Abruc sat rambling away to the senseless badger, knowing he could do little else until help arrived.
 
It was close to midnight. Rainladen wind hissed through the scrub forest, carrying with it salt spray from the thundering seas. Beside the guttering embers of his little fire, Abruc had dozed off, still holding the badger’s head.
At the front of the otter crew, Shoredog pointed with his lantern, hurrying forward. “There they are, mates!”
Little Stugg reached his father first. “I bringed them, farder!”
Abruc patted the youngster’s paw. “Yore a good ole scout. Unnh, somebeast get me out from under this giant’s head. Me limbs have gone asleep on me from holdin’ his weight.”
Willing paws assisted him upright. Shoredog shook his head as he viewed the injured badger. “Great seasons, lookit the mess the pore creature’s in. I fears there ain’t much hope for ’im. I never set eyes on a wound bad as that ’un!”
Stugg caught sight of his mother and tugged at her paw. “Issa giant stripedog goin’ to die, mamma?”
Abruc’s wife Marinu nodded at Shoredog’s grandma, Sork. “Not if’n we can help it, Stugg. Come on, crew, get some warm blankets around that badger an’ strap him to a stretcher. Easy now, don’t jolt the pore beast too much.”
Everybeast knew that Marinu and Sork were the best healers in all the southeast.
Stugg grinned broadly. Now that he had succeeded in his mission, he proceeded to take charge of the situation, striding about and issuing orders. “You all hear my mamma, pick dat stripedog up careful!”
Marinu was about to pull her son to one side when Abruc murmured to her, “Let the young ’un be, he did well tonight.”
As the otter crew manoeuvred the huge badger onto the huge stretcher, Shoredog gave a surprised bark. “Blood’n’thunder, lookit that!”
Beneath the injured creature a mighty bow and a quiver of long arrows lay half covered in the loose sand and pine needles. The badger had fallen backward upon the bow, his hefty bulk breaking the weapon in two pieces. One jagged half was stuck into his hip. Marinu halted the bearers until she and Sork had extracted the splintered yew wood. The big fellow grunted faintly as they padded and dressed the wound.
Stugg jumped up and down triumphantly. “He be’s alive, d’stripedog maked noise!”
Old Sork looped the birchbark quiver over Stugg’s head. It scraped the ground, the arrows were taller than he. Sork shooed the young one aside. “Aye, mayhap he is. Now you carry those an’ stay out the way.”
 
A score of otters bore the badger off on a litter of pine poles, sailcloth and rope, padded with dead grass and soft moss. Stugg stayed behind with his father and Shoredog to bury the dead badger. It was only a shallow grave, but they found slabs of rock to top it off with. Abruc wedged the two pieces of broken bow, with the string still joining them, into the foot of the grave. They would serve as a marker. All three sea otters gazed down at the sad resting place.
Abruc shook his head. “Pore old beast, we don’t even know wot name he went by. He looked weak, an’ small. A badger that age should’ve spent out his seasons restin’ in the sun. I wonder wot kin he was t’the big ’un. Mebbe his father?”
Stugg pressed his face against Abruc and wept. He could not imagine anybeast losing a father. He sobbed brokenly. “Who would kill someone’s farder like that?”
Shoredog looked up from smoothing the earth around the stones. “Only beast I knows who kills like that is Raga Bol.”
The name struck fear into Abruc. “Raga Bol! Has he been here?”
Shoredog stood upright, dusting off his paws. “While you an’ Stugg were gone, Rurff the grey seal visited our holt. He saw the Searats’ ship wrecked on the rocks, further north up the coast. Raga Bol an’ about fifty vermin crew came ashore. They headed down this way, but pickin’s are scarce on this northeast coast, so they’ve probably marched inland. They ain’t got a ship anymore. I was just rousin’ our crew to search for you an’ Stugg, when the young ’un comes runnin’ to tell me you need help.”
Shoredog took one of the straps on Abruc’s basket. “Let me help ye with this, mate, ’tis a good haul.”
They set off back to their holt, with Stugg stumbling over the quiver of long arrows.
Abruc shrugged philosophically. “It’s a bad spring, cold an’ stormy. Let’s hope summer’s a bit better when it comes. At least we won’t have Raga Bol an’ his villains to worry about. I suppose we should count ourselves lucky, really.”
Young Stugg hitched the arrows higher on his back. They still dragged along the ground as he muttered aloud. “More luckier than d’poor stripedogs, I appose.”
A brief smile crossed Shoredog’s weathered face. “That young ’un of yores is growin’ up quick, mate!”
 
Dawn glimmered chill and blustery over the heathlands some two leagues west of the northeast sea. Wet, hungry and dispirited, Raga Bol’s crew of Searats huddled round a smoking fire down a ravine. They stared miserably at a deep, rain-swollen stream running nearby. From further up the bank the vermin could hear their captain’s shrieks and curses rending the air.
Rinj, a sly-faced female, gnawed at a filthy clawnail, glancing from one to the other. “Ye t’ink Bol’s lost the paw? I t’ought Wirga cudda sewed it back on, she’s a good ’ealer.”
A lanky, gaunt rat named Ferron picked something from his teeth and spat it into the stream. “Sewed it back on! Have ye gone soft in the skull? Last I saw, Cap’n Bol’s paw was ’angin’ on by a string o’ skin. We should’ve stayed well clear o’ those two stripedogs!”
Rinj wiped firesmoke from her blearing eyes. “The little ole one wuz no trouble, he didn’t know wot ’it ’im, gone afore ye could wink.”
Ferron winced as Raga Bol’s screeches and curses redoubled. “Aye, but wot about the big ’un, eh? I thought Cap’n Bol killed him wid the first blow of his big sword!”
Glimbo, the captain’s first mate, pushed Rinj away from the fire and installed his fat, greasy bulk close to the flames. One of his eyes was a milky sightless orb; the other roved around the crew as he warmed his paws.
“Never in me days seen Bol ’ave to strike a beast twice wid that blade. But that big stripedog came back after the first whack an’ got his teeth in good. Just as well that Bol struck again, or he would’ve lost more’n one paw. Mark my words, stripedogs are powerful dangerous beasts!”
 
The heathland was a barren region, made drearier by the day’s unabated rain. Down in the ravine a huge bonfire blazed to dispel the harsh weather. Every Searat of the crew sat watching their captain. Tall and sinewy, with a restless energy that could be glimpsed in his fiery green eyes, Raga Bol was an impressive rat by any measure. He sat wrapped in a fur cloak, his left pawstump hidden from view. The Searat’s right paw rested on the carved bone hilt of a heavy, wide-bladed scimitar, protruding from his waistband. The crewbeasts could feel Raga Bol’s eyes on them. Rain sizzling on the fire and wind fanning the flames were the only sounds to be heard as they waited on their captain’s word.
Finally, Raga Bol rose and snarled bad-temperedly at them, firelight reflecting from his hooped brass earrings and gold-plated fangs. “We march west at dawn. Anybeast who don’ want to go, let ’im speak now, an’ I’ll bury ’im right ’ere!”
Not one of the Searat crew said a word. Raga Bol nodded. “West it is then. Blowfly, get me two runners.”
An enormously fat rat, with a whip curled about his shoulders, motioned two lean crew members forward.
Raga Bol sat looking at them in silence, until they squirmed under his unwinking gaze. His jaw clenched as he moved the stump where his left paw had been. “You two, go back to where I slew the stripedog. Find the carcasse, an’ bring me back his head.”
Each of the runners touched a paw to his ears. “Aye aye, Cap’n!”
 
Raga Bol stood watching them climbing the sides of the ravine, then turned his attention to an old female Searat crouching nearby. “Wirga, is that hook ready yet?”
“It’ll be ready by dawn, Cap’n.” The old one gave him a toothless grin. “So thee wants the big stripedog’s head, eh?”
Raga Bol drew his cloak tight and sat, staring into the fire. “Nobeast ever took a paw o’mine an’ stayed in one piece, dead or alive. Now get that hook ready if’n ye want to keep yore head, ye withered old torturer!”
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Far over to the west, a brighter spring day had dawned. Ascending meadowlarks heralded the sun beneath a soft, pastel blue sky. Drawn by the sudden warmth, mist rose from the greenswards, transforming dewdrops to small opalescent pearls amid the dainty blossoms of saxifrage, buttercup, capsella and anemones. Mossflower woodland trees were blessed with a crown of fresh green leaves. Life was renewed to the sounds of little birds, calling to their parents with ceaseless demands for food.
 
Toran Widegirth loosed his apron strings, satisfied that he had completed his duties as Redwall Abbey’s Head Cook. Leaving his kitchens, the fat otter sought the beautiful spring morn outdoors. Heaving a sigh of relief, Toran sat down on an upturned wheelbarrow at the orchard entrance. He was joined by his friend Carrul, the Father Abbot of Redwall. The mouse sat down beside the otter, both relaxing in silence, blinking in the sunlight and savouring the first good weather that spring.
Carrul glanced sideways at his companion. “Not going with Skipper and otter crew this season?”
Toran watched an ant negotiating its way over his footpaw. “Much too early, it ain’t summer yet. But you know Skipper an’ the crew, first sign o’ sun an’ a skylark an’ they’re off like march hares to the west seashores for the season.”
Abbot Carrul chuckled. “Fully provisioned I trust?”
Toran nodded wearily. “Aye, I saw them off myself at dawn. Pushin’ a cartload o’ victuals I’d made special for ’em. Singin’ their rudders off, dancin’ like madbeasts!”
Carrul’s smile widened. “I know, they woke me up, I saw them from my window. Good luck and fair weather to them. So why didn’t you go? I gave you permission to take as long as you wanted to go on leave.”
Toran shrugged. “Oh, I’m gettin’ too old for that sort o’ thing. Leave it to the younger ones.”
Carrul snorted. “Too old? Too big in the tummy, you mean! If you’re too old, then what about me, eh? I was your teacher when you were only a tiny Dibbun at Abbey School!”
The ottercook tweaked his friend’s bony paw. “Aye, an’ ye haven’t gained a hair’s weight since then. How d’ye do it, you skinny, ancient mouse?”
The Abbot looked over his small square spectacles good-humouredly. “I don’t spend my whole life down in those kitchens like you do, my friend. Oh, Toran, isn’t it just a glorious day? I hope the summer is a really golden one.”
Toran snuggled more comfortably into the wheelbarrow. “Makes ye feel good t’be alive, don’t it, Carrul?”
They both lapsed into silence again, gazing around and taking in the beauties of their Abbey.
 
Behind them, Redwall reared—a legend in pink, dusty sandstone with its high walls and turrets, stained-glass windows and buttressed arches, belltower, attics and steeple, all complemented by a background of verdant woodland and cloudless blue sky. Toran took in the stout battlements and picturesque gatehouse of the outer wall, whilst the Abbot contented himself by viewing the lawns and orchards, peacefully shimmering in the sunlight.
Carrul’s gaze took in the Abbey pond, down near the south ramparts. “What creature could not count himself lucky to be dwelling in such a paradise. Ah, look Toran, there’s our young friend Martha, taking a little nap in her chair, just by the rhododendron bushes on the far side of the pond.”
Toran saw the young haremaid, her head nodding down to a heavy volume, which lay open on her lap.
The ottercook eased himself from the barrow. “I’ll just take a stroll over there and check she’s alright.”
The Abbot stretched luxuriously into the position Toran had vacated. “Dearie me, you’re like an old mother hen with that young ’un. Why don’t you tell her that lunch will be served late, out in the orchard? In fact, tell everybeast, ’twill cheer them up after being kept indoors by the rain for so long. We’ll all lend a paw to help.”
Toran smiled happily. “What a good idea!”
 
The ottercook approached Martha carefully, not wanting to disturb her. She was very special to him. Toran could recall the winter’s day, twelve seasons ago, when Martha Braebuck had arrived at Redwall. She had been nought but a tiny babe, strapped to the back of her ancient grandmother. Her brother Hortwill, two seasons older, had stumbled along, clutching the old hare’s cloak. Toran’s heart had immediately gone out to the pitiful trio. They had walked from the far Northlands, the only survivors of a vermin attack which had wiped out an entire colony of mountain hares. No sooner were they through the Abbey gates than the poor grandmother had collapsed and died from exhaustion. A sad occurrence, made sadder by the fact that Martha had never learned to walk from that day forth. Her brother grew up as sprightly as any young hare, but despite the most tender care, the babe Martha was immobile from her knee joints to her footpaws. There were no signs of any apparent wound or injury, no scarring or broken bones. No reason, in fact, why the little one should not learn to walk. Some of the wiser heads, like old Phredd the Gatekeeper, Great Father Abbot Carrul and Sister Setiva, the healer shrew who took care of the Abbey infirmary, said it was due to shock. That perhaps Martha’s long trek from the Northlands, strapped to her grandmother’s back, coupled with witnessing the murder of her family and kin, had caused the problem. Still, the Redwallers were completely puzzled.
Toran did everything possible to help her. He believed firmly that one day she would stand and walk. Meanwhile, the kind ottercook provided Martha with the means to get about. Taking a light comfortable chair, he fixed it to the base of a kitchen trolley, adding two large wheels to the back. The young haremaid learned to propel herself about quite easily. Toran also fashioned a crutch for her, but Martha used it only to get at things which were beyond her reach.
Martha Braebuck grew up an extremely bright young creature with a thirst for knowledge. She was a formidable reader and scholar, the equal even of the venerated mouse, Sister Portula, Redwall’s Abbey Recorder. Martha could solve riddles and equations, write poems, ballads and even sing. According to popular opinion, she had the sweetest singing voice ever heard within the Abbey walls. She never complained about being chairbound, and was invariably cheerful and willing to help others. The maid was a welcome and useful member of the Redwall Abbey community.
 
Toran watched silently as her head drooped lower. The volume slid from her lap rug onto the grass. Toran grunted as he bent to retrieve it.
Martha came awake, stifling a yawn and rubbing her eyes. “Dearie me, I must have nodded off!”
Returning the hefty volume to Martha’s lap, the ottercook winked at her. “Who’d blame ye, with all this sun about. I could lie down right here an’ take a nap myself!”
Martha saw a group of Dibbuns approaching from around the orchard hedge. “You wouldn’t sleep for long, my friend. Look, here comes trouble!”
The Abbeybabes descended upon the haremaid’s chair. Muggum, a tiny mole who was their ringleader, climbed up onto Martha’s lap, rumbling away in his quaint molespeech. “Yur, Miz Marth’, do ee singen us’n’s ee song?”
The haremaid eyed him good-naturedly. “Which one would you like me to sing?”
Toran interrupted with his suggestion. “A pretty day deserves a pretty song, miss. Sing a spring song!”
The squirrelbabe Shilly added her request. “Da one where uz clappa paws!”
Buffle the shrewbabe, who was the smallest of all, nodded solemnly. “Gurbbadurrguddun!”
Shilly translated. “Him says that be a good ’un.”
Martha sat up straight, exchanging a smile with Toran. “Well, Buffle’s word is good enough for me. Here goes.”
The Dibbuns raised their paws, ready to clap, as Martha’s melodious voice soared out.
 
“The rain has gone away . . . Clap Clap!
and larks do sing on high.
Sweet flowers open wide . . . Clap Clap!
their petals to the sky!
’Tis spring . . . Clap clap! ’Tis spring,
let us rejoice and sing,
the moon is queen the sun is king,
so clap your paws and sing . . . Clap Clap!
 
There’s not a cloud in sight . . . Clap Clap!
the leaves are bright and new.
This day was made for all . . . Clap Clap!
for me my friend and you!
So sing . . . Clap Clap! . . . So sing,
let summer follow spring,
from golden morn to evening,
we clap our paws and sing . . . Clap Clap!
. . . Clap Clap!”
 
Although the clapping missed its beat once or twice, it was with joyous vigour. The little ones danced around, whooping and squeaking wildly, “Sing us’n’s a more!”
Martha was coaxed into singing the lively air again. She finished quite out of breath, amid yells for a third performance.
Toran took charge, slapping his rudder loudly on the bankside. “Hold up there, ye rogues, pore Miz Martha’s tuckered out. Now lissen t’me. If ye promise t’be good, we’ll have lunch out in the orchard today, seein’ as ’tis sunny!”
His suggestion was greeted with roars of approval. “Lunch inna h’orchard, ’ooppee!”
Martha smiled happily. “Oh, what a splendid idea!”
Little Shilly sped off toward the Abbey, calling to the other Dibbuns. “Come on, we ’elp Granmum Gurvel wiv lunch!”
Toran watched them go. “I don’t think old Gurvel will thank me for lettin’ that lot invade the kitchens.”
Martha settled the big volume more comfortably on her lap. “Bless their little hearts, they mean well.”
Toran cast a glance at the haremaid’s book. “That’s a heavy ole thing t’be readin’, miss. Wot’s it all about?”
Martha opened the book at a page marked by a silken ribbon. “I borrowed it from Sister Portula’s library. It’s a rare and ancient account of Loamhedge mice.”
The ottercook looked thoughtful. “Loamhedge mice, eh? I’ve heard of them. Weren’t they the ones who helped t’build our Abbey? Aye, they were led by old Abbess, er, wotsername?”
“Germaine.” The haremaid corrected him. “It was she and Martin the Warrior who helped to build and design Redwall. Germaine and her followers once lived at the place they called Loamhedge. It was a peaceful and prosperous community, almost as large as our Abbey, some say. But they were forced to abandon it and flee for their lives. Loamhedge was left deserted to the four winds.”
Toran’s interest was roused. Although he was no great reader himself, he liked to hear his friend tell of what she had read. “Why did they have to leave? Does the book explain?”
Martha riffled back to a previously read page. “It says here that a great sickness fell upon Loamhedge. A plague, brought by vermin, possibly Searats. First there was sickness, then a few deaths. Abbess Germaine was wise enough to realise that it would grow into an epidemic, which would wipe them all out. So she took her mice and fled. They went wandering for many seasons, far from home. One day their journey took them into this part of Mossflower territory. It was here they met Martin the Warrior and his friends. Germaine joined forces with the Woodlanders, helping to rid the lands of powerful enemies. When peace was achieved, Martin and Germaine were free to realise their dream. They built a mighty stone fortress, an Abbey, where goodbeasts could live in safety and happiness together. That’s how, countless ages ago, Redwall came into being. . . .”
 
Martha was interrupted by her brother Hortwill. He came bounding and splashing through the shallows and threw himself upon her.
“Wot ho, wot ho, wot ho, me pretty young skin’n’blister!”
She ducked her head, laughing as he showered her face with kisses. “Stop that this instant, Horty! I’m not your skin’n’blister, I’m your sister. Oh, look now, you’ve splashed water all over Sister Portula’s precious book!”
Hortwill Braebuck, or Horty, as everybeast knew him, was Martha’s brother, older than her by two seasons. An overpowering character—ebullient, quaint of speech, always in trouble, he was roguishly gallant, sentimental to a fault, and possessed a gluttonous appetite. In short, a typical hare.
Throwing up both paws and ears in mock horror, Horty declaimed, “Well, flog me twice round the jolly old orchard an’ chop off me ears with a rusty blinkin’ axe, wot! Splashed a bally spot o’water on Sis Peculiar’s blessed book? Lack a day, fifty seasons in the cellar for me. What say you, Toran old scout? Either that or instant death. Wot wot?”
Toran played along with Horty’s dramatic mood. Squinting an eye, he growled fiercely, “Instant death’s the only thing!”
The young hare threw him a smart military salute. “As y’say, sah, sentence t’be carried out on the blinkin’ spot!”
Without further ado, Horty flung himself into the pond and vanished underwater, still saluting.
Martha sat bolt upright in her chair. “Oh the fool, save him Toran, quickly!”
Lumbering into the pond, the ottercook fished Horty out with one huge paw.
Grinning like a madbeast, and still saluting, Horty spouted a mouthful of water into the air. “Beloved blinkin’ friend, you’ve saved me life. I’ll never forget you, an’ I’ll always dine at your excellent kitchen!”
Keeping a straight face, Toran looked at Martha. “I’d better chuck him back in, miss, think of the food we’d save!”
Martha nearly fell out of her chair with laughter. “Hahahaha! Oh no, please sir, hahaha! I beg you, spare his gluttonous young life. Hahahahaha!”
Shooting a last jet of pondwater skyward, Horty said fondly, “A chap’s confounded lucky to have such a merciful sister, wot!”
Toran growled as he frog-marched Horty ashore. “Ye certainly are, matey. But if’n I hears ye callin’ Sister Portula, Sis Peculiar again, back in the pond ye’ll go. Aye, an’ those two ripscuttle pals o’ yores, Springald an’ Fenna. A lesson in manners wouldn’t harm them, either!”
Martha dabbed the book pages dry with her lap rug. She could never be angry with her boisterous brother. Horty had always been close by, ready to cheer her up when she was sad or depressed. Her inability to run free like other young ones sometimes put Martha in low spirits.
She held up the volume for Toran to see. “No harm done really, it’s perfectly dry now. Come on you two, let’s go back to the Abbey!”
On the way up, they met Muggum and several other Dibbuns who had been banished from the kitchens by Granmum Gurvel, the old assistant molecook.
Muggum tugged his snout respectfully to the haremaid. “Yur, mizzy, oi’ll push ee to ee h’orchard furr lunch.”
Reaching down, Martha lifted the molebabe onto her lap. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Muggum, but I’m sure Horty and Toran can manage the job quite well.”
Patting the young haremaid’s paw, the molebabe nodded sagely. “Oi thankee, Miz Marth’. Coom on, zurrs, you’m pushen us faster’n’that, us’n’s bee gurtly ’ungered furr lunch!”
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Redwall orchard was a riot of blossoming fruit trees and bushes. Pink and white flowers clustered thick on every branch, their petals carpeting the grass. Apple, pear, cherry, beech, hazelnut and almond trees flourished in rows, fronted by raspberry, strawberry, red currant and whortleberry. Summer promised an abundant yield.
Toran cast an eye over three trolleys laden with buffet lunch—spring vegetable soup, brown bread and cheese, dandelion and burdock cordial, followed by a dessert of damson preserve pie. “Who did all this?”
Abbot Carrul bowed apologetically, knowing how touchy the ottercook could be about trespassers in his kitchen domain. “I offered to help Granmum Gurvel. You looked so hot and weary when I met you in the orchard for a breath of fresh air. Gurvel and I decided to help you out. Is it to your liking, my friend?”
Toran bowed thankfully to them both. “My thanks to ye. I couldn’t have done it better!”
 
Redwallers sat in the tree shade, laughing and chatting amiably as lunch was served. Sister Portula spread a rug, and Toran lifted Martha onto it. All four sat beneath a wide chestnut tree at the orchard’s far end. Sunlight and shadow dappled them as they watched the inhabitants of Redwall enjoying lunch. Martha appreciated such moments because the elders always included her in their discussions. The young haremaid felt she had become an honorary member of the Elders Council.
Martha laughed at the antics of the Dibbuns, who were beginning to get a bit rowdy. “They do get excited after a rainy spring indoors. Look at baby Yooch, he’s eating flower petals!”
Sister Portula shook her head. “There’s Shilly and some others doing it. I’ll wager ’twas Muggum who started it all. Muggum, Shilly and Yooch are more trouble than any ten Dibbuns. I call them the Terrible Trio!”
Toran’s stomach shook as he chuckled. “Yore right, marm. Hi there, Springald, go an’ tell those little ’uns to stop eatin’ the petals, or Sister Setiva will have to dose ’em with physicks.”
The mousemaid Springald shrugged carelessly. “Flowers won’t do ’em any harm. I used to eat petals myself.”
Abbot Carrul glanced sternly over his glasses at her. “Do as you are bidden, miss, and don’t argue!”
Springald curtsied slightly, then flounced off to do as she was told.
Sister Portula pursed her lips and tutted. “Yonder goes more trouble. She’s one of the other three. Horty, Springald and Fenna, the young rebels. They aren’t babes anymore, they should know better.”
Martha put aside her cordial beaker. “Oh, they’ll grow out of it, Sister, they’re all good creatures at heart, I’m sure.”
Portula helped herself to bread and cheese. “Huh, let’s hope they do, before there’s really trouble. I’m sure we were never like that at their age, were we, Father?”
Abbot Carrul raised his eyebrows. “Weren’t we, Sister? I can recall two young ones sailing a dining room table on the pond. Aye, with an embroidered linen tablecloth for a sail. Hmm, let me see now, what were their names?”
Sister Portula fidgeted uncomfortably with her sleeve hem. “But that was only a bit of fun. You and I were well behaved as a rule.”
Martha could scarcely believe her ears. “You two? Well, you rascals! Did you get caught, Father?”
Behind his small glasses, the Abbot’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, we were caught sure enough, and both set to work in the kitchens as punishment. Remember that, Sister?”
Portula nodded ruefully. “How could I ever forget five days of scrubbing greasy pots and scouring pans? My little paws stayed wrinkled for half a season!”
Martha winked cheekily at the Recorder. “Horty and his two friends seem innocent compared to you and Abbot Carrul. What a pair of rogues you were!”
A light smile hovered on Portula’s kind face. “Listen, missy, if you think we were naughty, you should have seen two Dibbuns who were younger than us at the time. Bragoon and Saro, an otter and a squirrel. Now those two really were a twin pestilence!”
Martha turned to Toran. “I’ve heard you telling the young ones tales about Bragoon and Saro, but I always thought they were make-believe creatures. Were they actually real?”
The ottercook nodded vigorously. “Oho, missy, that they were! Bragoon was my big brother, five seasons older’n me. Sarobando, or Saro, as everybeast knew her, was a Dibbun squirrel, his best little pal. Sister Portula’s right, ye never saw two villains like ’em! Hah, ’twas just as well they ran off whilst they was still young ’uns. If’n Bragoon an’ Saro had stayed, we mightn’t have a roof over our heads. They would’ve demolished the Abbey between ’em!”
 
Whilst Toran had been talking, some of the Dibbuns and a few of the young ’uns had gathered around.
Muggum scrambled up onto Toran’s lap. “Yurr zurr, you’m tell us’n’s ee story ’bowt Zuro an’ Burgoon!”
Toran chuckled. “I can’t bring one to mind right now, but I can recite a poem I wrote about ’em for the Harvest Feast many seasons back.”
Taking a swig of cordial, he tried to recall the words.
Shilly waggled her tail impatiently. “Well, ’urry up an gerron wiv it, Cooky!”
The ottercook twitched his nose at her. “Silence, ye liddle rip!”
Draining his beaker, Toran launched into the recitation.
 
“I’ll tell ye a tale of two Dibbuns,
who lived here long ago,
an otter who was named Bragoon,
an’ a squirrel known as Saro.
Aye, little Bragoon an’ Saro,
what a pair o’ scamps they were,
their names rang through the land oh,
there was nought they didn’t dare!
 
Good Granmum Gurvel molecook,
made puddens, cakes an’ pies,
they vanished off the kitchen shelf,
before her dear ole eyes.
‘Bragoon an’ Saro, I’ll be bound,’
the poor ole beast would say,
‘they’ll eat me out of house an’ home,
they’ll turn my fur to grey!’
Bragoon an’ Saro, gracious me,
I dread to hear those names,
come hearken whilst I tell ye,
of those two scoundrels’ games.
 
Who filled the Abbot’s bed with ants,
who nailed up all the doors,
who was it glued the bellrope,
and stuck the ringer’s paws,
who filled the pond with beetroots,
and turned the waters red,
who baked poor Foremole’s sandals,
inside a loaf of bread?
 
The dreaded Bragoon an’ Saro,
I’m here to tell ye all,
there’s never been two like ’em,
at the Abbey of Redwall!”
 
The Dibbuns jumped up and down in delight, roaring with laughter at the escapades of the infamous pair. Horty and his friends, Springald and Fenna, laughed, too.
Toran put on a stern face, wagging a cautionary paw at his listeners. “I tell ye, ’twasn’t so funny for the poor creatures who were the butt o’ those tricks!”
Horty scoffed. “Oh I say, sah, you don’t actually believe all that dreadful twaddle about Bragoon an’ Saro, wot?”
Abbot Carrul answered him. “Toran’s right, ’tis all true. I was a young ’un here myself at the time, I saw it!”
Fenna fluttered her long eyelashes prettily. “Oh really, Father Abbot, you don’t expect us to believe all that about Bragoon and Saro. We’re not Dibbuns anymore. Toran makes up the stories to amuse the little ones—they’ll believe anything, but we know better.”
Martha spoke out sharply. “If the Abbot and Toran say it is true, then I’m certain it is. What reason would we have to doubt them?”
Her words, however, went unheeded by the three young ’uns, as they strolled off together, still unwilling to credit the existence of the fabled duo.
Horty scoffed again. “Bragoon an’ Saro, wot? Load of jolly old codswallop, if y’ask me. Tchah!”
Springald giggled. “If I swallowed that lot, I’d be looking out for fishes nesting in trees and flying!”
Martha was so angry that she almost rose from the rug, but then she fell back again.
Abbot Carrul helped her to sit up. “Don’t upset yourself, Martha. One day our young friends will wake up and find themselves somewhat older and a little wiser, just wait and see. I was a bit like them at that age, but one lives and learns.”
The young haremaid sighed. “I hope it happens to my brother soon. I don’t like to say this, Father, but Horty seems to behave more outrageously each day.”
Toran helped Martha into her chair. “Don’t ye worry. Horty’s a hare, they’re always a bit wild when they’re young.”
Martha retrieved her volume and straightened her rug. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, Toran, but I’m a hare, too!”
Sister Portula dusted a stray flower petal from Martha’s head. “Ah, but you’re a very rare and special kind of hare, my dear. Anybeast can see that!”
 
Hostile weather still reigned on the plains and heathlands of the far east. Raga Bol and his Searats had not made much headway in three days of trekking westward—the Searat captain’s pawstump pained abominably. They camped on high ground, in the lee of a rocky projection. Apart from a few chosen cronies, the crew avoided the captain, making their own fire sufficiently far away to evade his sudden wrath.
Raga Bol sat by his own fire, with Glimbo and Blowfly in attendance. The two runners had been sent out to retrieve the badger’s head but had returned empty-pawed. They crouched at the far side of the blaze, panting from their long journey. Raga Bol watched reflecting flames glinting from the polished silver hook where his paw had once been. His luminous eyes shifted to the runners.
“Are ye certain ’twas the spot where I slew the giant stripedog?”
Both heads nodded. “Certain shore, Cap’n!”
“I’d swear me oath on it, Cap’n Bol. The stripedog was gone, there was no sign of ’im anywhere’s about!”
The Searat captain’s terrifying stare never left either of the two quivering vermin. “But the old one, he was buried there?”
“Aye, Cap’n, right on the spot where ye slew the big ’un.”
“He’s right, Cap’n, the very spot. All the tracks were wiped out, too. Wasn’t nothin’ we could do but come back ’ere, fast as we could, to tell ye!”
Raga Bol dropped his gaze to the steaming ground at the fire’s edge. “Speak to none about this, or yore both deadrats. Now get out o’ my sight!”
Glimbo and Blowfly scuttled off, relieved to be still among the living, after having brought their murderous captain such bad news. Hunching against the bleak cold at his back, Raga Bol sat silent. His eyes roved between the silver hook and the roaring, wind-driven fire.
Blowfly whispered to Glimbo, “I reckon dat giant stripedog must still be alive, mate!”
The fat Searat’s hushed whisper was barely audible, but Raga Bol heard it. He stood slowly and faced them both. With lightning swiftness his hook shot out, latching on to Blowfly’s broad belt. The Searat was dragged forward to find himself facing Bol’s upraised blade and threatening snarl.
“Did ye ever see a beast alive after I’d struck ’im wid me blade? Well, did ye?”
Blowfly watched the heavy scimitar poised, one stroke away from his quivering double chins. The rat’s voice went squeaky with panic. “N . . . no, Cap’n!”
Raga Bol bared his gold-plated teeth in a wolfish grin. “Shall I prove it to ye, Blowfly?”
The rat sobbed brokenly. “Aw, don’t do it, Cap’n Bol, please. Nobeast ever lived after yew ’it ’em wid yore sword!”
The captain’s pale eyes lighted on Glimbo. “You should know, mate, tell ’im!”
Glimbo loved life too much to remain silent. Words poured from his mouth like running water. “Dat stripedog’s kinbeasts must’ve carried ’im off, fer a fancy buryin’. I bet they buried the old ’un where he fell, ’cos they couldn’t haul two carcasses. Mark me words, Blowfly, it don’t matter ’ow big the stripedog was, he’s deader’n any doornail now. Once Cap’n Bol’s sword swipes ’em, they’re well slayed. I’d take me affydavy on it!”
Blowfly fell to the ground as the hook pulled loose from his belt. Bol ground the scimitar and leaned on it.
“There’s yore answer, mate, the stripedog’s dead. I don’t want to ’ear no more talk of such beasts from my crew. Now set four guards around me, so I can sleep.”
The sentries crouched miserably in the darkness, waiting for the dawn. Wrapped in his cloak, Raga Bol lay alongside a roaring fire. But sleep did not come easily, and, when it did, his dreams were troubled by visions of the giant stripedog coming slowly but surely after him with the light of vengeance burning in his eyes.
 
Abruc the sea otter, his wife Marinu and their son Stugg sat on the streamside, beneath an overhanging bank canopy. They enjoyed their evening meal outside, away from the bustling noise of the holt. Stugg sucked noisily at the contents of his bowl.
Abruc patted his stomach and winked at the young creature. “Now that’s wot I calls a sea otter chowder. Nobeast can make it like yore mamma does, ain’t that right, me ’eart?”
Marinu refilled her husband’s bowl. “I wager you used to say that about yore own mamma’s chowder. All it takes is clams, mussels an’ shrimps, with some beans, chestnut flour, seaweed, carrots an’ a few pawfuls of sea salt an’ hotroot pepper. ’Tis simple to cook up.”
Young Stugg held out his bowl for a refill. “But you make it da best, ’cos yore our mamma!”
Marinu dipped her ladle into the pot they had brought out. “You’ll soon be as big a flatterer as yore dad! Wipe that chin, you’ve got chowder all over it.”
Abruc looked over the rim of his bowl at Marinu. “So, how are you an’ old Sork gettin’ along with our big badger? D’ye reckon he’ll live?”
Marinu wiped Stugg’s chin with her apron hem as she spoke. “It looks like he will, though whether or not he’ll waken fully we don’t know. He might just fade away, after one of those death sleeps that last a few seasons. I never thought anybeast could be so deeply wounded an’ live. Sork used fish glue to mend his skull bone. When that was all clean and set, I used long hairs from his own back as thread to stitch the skin back over. We set lots of spider web over it all. Give it a few days, then we’ll wash it gently with valerian and sanicle to deaden any pain. Shoredog says he’ll have to be moved to the old cave where it’ll be quieter. We’ll make him a big bed of silver sand and moss.”
Abruc nodded. “That should help. I’ll keep a warm fire of pine an’ sweet herbs burnin’ there, night an’ day.”
Marinu rose. “I’m going back inside. Sork wants to borrow some of the broth off’n my chowder to feed him. A hard task with such a big beast who’s still senseless.”
When she had gone inside, Abruc and Stugg finished off the remaining food. The young otter sat watching his father attach a slim line, from the end of his rudder, to a thick root growing from the bankside. Abruc took a chunk of beeswax and began rubbing it into several more loose lines of tough flaxen fibre.
The sea otter eyed his young son. “Shouldn’t you be off to yore bed, ’tis getting’ late.”
Stugg rubbed some of the beeswax on his paw curiously. “Wot are you doin’ wiv dat stuff, farder?”
Abruc explained as he worked. “I’m makin’ a bowstring, a good stout one that won’t rot or break under strain.”
Young Stugg pursued his enquiries. “Wotta you be wantin’ a bowstring for, farder?”
Abruc answered patiently. “T’aint for me, it’s for our big badger. I’ve got a feelin’ he’ll be well again some day. When the time comes, he’ll be leavin’ us to go westward.”
Stugg persisted. “Is a bowstring good to go westward wiv?”
His father began deftly plying the waxed fibres together. “Aye, son, that big feller’s an archer. He’ll have t’find ’imself the right wood t’make a new bow, but the least I can do is to plait him a proper bowstring. Then he’ll be well armed to settle up with the vermin who tried to slay him an’ murdered his ole friend.”
Stugg nodded. “I bet they be sorry then!”
Abruc stopped working momentarily. “Sorry ain’t the word, young ’un. When a badger goes after his enemies, there ain’t noplace they can run or hide from him. I’ll wager our big beast will come down on ’em with the Bloodwrath!”
Unfamiliar with this strange word, Stugg posed a new question. “Wot’s a Bloodraff, farder?”
Abruc shook his head decisively. “Bloodwrath is terrible, somethin’ you don’t ever want t’see or know about. Go on now, off to bed with ye, me son!”
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