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In the Hour before time began, Meerclar Allmother
came out of the darkness to the cold earth. She
was black, and as furry as all the world come
together to be fur. Meerclar banished the eternal

night, and brought forth the Two.
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Harar Goldeneye had eyes as hot and bright as the

sun at the Hour of Smaller Shadows; he was the

color of daytime, and courage, and dancing.
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Fela Skydancer, his mate, was beautiful, like
freedom, and clouds, and the song of travelers

returned.
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Skydancer - gANasLNENsulaTafazAINi 67-68

Goldeneye and Skydancer bore many children and
raised them in the forest that covered the world at

the beginnings of the Elder Days. Climbfast, Wolf-

friend, Treesinger, and Brightnail, their young, were

strong of tooth, sharp of eye, light of foot and

straight and brave to their tail-ends.
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But most strange and beautiful of all the countless

children of Harar and Fela were the three Firstborn.
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The eldest of the Firstborn was Viror Whitewind; he
was the color of sunlight on snow, and full of

swiftness....
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The middle child was Grizraz Hearteater, as gray

as shadows and full of strangeness....
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Hearteater - gAN9BUNENTUATRAIT AT 60-61

Third-born was Tangaloor Firefoot. He was as
black as Meerclar Allmother, but his paws were red

like flame. He walked alone, and sang to himself.
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There was rivalry among the Firstborn brothers.
Whitewind was as fast and strong as a cat could
dream of being—none could overmatch him at
jumping and running. Firefoot was as clever as
time; he solved all puzzles and riddles, and made

songs that the Folk sang for generations.
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Hearteater could not match his brothers' exploits.
He grew jealous, and began to plot the downfall of

Whitewind and the humiliation of the Folk.
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So it came to pass that Hearteater raised up a great

beast against the Folk. Ptomalkum was its name,
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and it was the last spawn of the demon-hound
Venris, whom Meerclar had destroyed in the Days of
Fire. Ptomalkum, raised and nurtured with
Hearteater's hatred, slew many Folk before it was
itself slain by the gallant Whitewind. But Viror
Whitewind received such wounds that he soon
wasted and died. Seeing the downfall of his
schemes, Hearteater was afraid, and crept down a

hole and disappeared into the secretive earth.
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There was great lamentation in the Court of Harar at

the death of Whitewind, the best-beloved.
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Firefoot his brother fled the Court in heartache,
renouncing his claim to the Mantle of Kingship, and

wandered the world.
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Fela Skydancer, Whitewind's mother, was ever after

silent, all her long life.
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But Harar Goldeneye was so full of rage that he
wept, and swore great oaths. He went howling into
the wilderness, destroying all before him in his
search for the traitorous Hearteater. Finally, unable
to bear such great pain, he fled to the bosom of the
Allmother in the sky. There he still lives, chasing the
bright mouse of the sun across the heavens. Often
he looks down to earth below, hoping to see Viror
running once more beneath the trees of the World-

Forest.
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Countless seasons turned and the world grew older
before Firefoot again met his treacherous brother

Hearteater.

wanthulivanasieanananggnia Taneguinduney
winmasaglinounauniwuieuan Ranagnsadan

AT

In the days of Prince Cleanwhisker, in the reign of
Queen Morningstripe, Lord Tangaloor came to the
assistance of the Ruhue, the owl-folk. A mysterious

creature had been pillaging their nests, and had

killed all the Ruhu hunters who had come against it.
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Firefoot laid a trap, clawing away at a mighty tree
until it was near cut through, then lay in wait for the

marauder.

v a o v o A Yy Ny = o o
INILNANIANITAINNLAN anmﬂmmmummwmmu

Neavuwa andufihsadanisisinmaungn

When the creature came that night, and Firefoot
felled the tree, he was astonished to discover that

beneath it he had trapped Grizraz Hearteater.
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Hearteater begged Firefoot to free him, promising
that he would share the ancient lore that he had
discovered beneath the ground. Lord Tangaloor

only laughed.
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When the sun came up, Hearteater began to
scream. He writhed and screeched so that Firefoot,
although fearing a trick, liberated his suffering

brother from beneath the pinioning tree.
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Hearteater had been so long beneath the earth that
the sun was blinding him. He clawed and rubbed

at his steaming eyes, howling so piteously that
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Firefoot looked about for a way to protect him from
the burning of the day-star. But when he turned
away, the blinded Hearteater dug himself a tunnel,
more swiftly than any badger or mole. By the time
the startled Firefoot bounded over, Hearteater had

disappeared back into the belly of the world.
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Itis told that he still lives there, hidden from the
eyes of the Folk; that he works foul deeds
underground, and aches to return to the World

Above....
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Fritti Tailchaser had been born the second youngest

of a litter of five. When his mother, Indez Grassnestle

had first sniffed him, and licked the moisture from his
newborn pelt, she sensed in him a difference—

a subtle shading that she could not name. His blind
infant eyes and questing mouth were somehow more
insistent than those of his brothers and sisters. As
she cleaned him she felt a tickle in her whiskers, an

intimation of things unseen.
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Tailchaser - AT UNEN1TuLlaTafazATNTN 61-64

Grassnestle - AA1BTLNENNTUUATBAAAAINTN 53

Perhaps he will be a great hunter, she thought.
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His father, Brindleside, was certainly a handsome,
healthy cat—there had even been a whiff of the Elder
Days about him, especially when he had sung the

Ritual with her on that winter night.
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Brindleside — gAasLNaNTsulaTasaazaIutin 45

The Ritual — fulatdiananaaiuuuadn “Lwadivg”

But Brindleside was gone now—following his nose

toward some obscure desire-and she, of course, was

left to raise his progeny alone.
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As Fritti grew, she lost touch with her early

perceptions. Familiarity and the hard day- to- day

business of raising a litter blunted many of

Grassnestle's subtler sensitivities.
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Although Fritti was a bright and friendly kitten, clever
and quick- learning, he never fulfilled in size the
promise of his hunter-father. By the time that the Eye
had opened above him three times he was still no
larger than his older sister Tirya, and considerably
smaller than either of his two brothers. His short fur had
darkened from the original cream to apricot-orange,
except for white bands on his legs and tail, and a

small, milky star shape on his forehead.
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Not large, but swift and agile—conceding some kitten
clumsiness—Fritti danced through his first season of
life. He frolicked with his siblings, chased bugs and
leaves and other small moving things, and mustered
his green patience to learn the exacting lore of hunting

that Indez Grassnestle taught to her children.
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Although the family's nest was in a heap of wood and
rubble behind one of the massive dwellings of the Big

Ones, many days Fritti's mother would take the kittens
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out past the outskirts of the M'an-nests and into the
open countryside—wood lore was quite as important
as city lore to the children of the Folk. Their survival
depended on their being smarter, faster and quieter,

wherever they found themselves.
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Forth from the nest Grassnestle would go, her young
forming a straggling, cavorting scout party about her.
With the patience passed down through countless
generations, she the

taught her ragged crew

fundamentals of survival: the sudden freeze, the
startling leap, true- smelling, clear- seeing, quick-
killing—all the hunting lore she knew. She taught, and

showed, and tested; then patiently re-taught time and

again until the lesson stuck.
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Certainly her patience was often stretched thin, and
occasionally a botched lesson would be punished by
a brisk pawsmack to the offender's nose. Even a

mother of the Folk had limits to her restraint.
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Of all Grassnestle's kittens, Fritti loved learning most.

Inattention, however, sometimes gained him a
smarting nose—especially when the family went out
into the fields and woods. The tempting whistles and
chirps of the fla-fa'az and the swarming, evocative
scents of the countryside could set him daydreaming
in a moment, singing to himself of treetops, and wind
in his fur. These reveries were frequently interrupted
by his mother's brisk paw on his snout. She had

learned to recognize that faraway look.
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The dividing line between waking and dreaming was a
fine one among the Folk. Although they knew that
dream-Squeakers did not satisfy waking hunger, and
that- dream-fights left no wounds, still there was
nourishment and release in dreams unavailable in the
waking world. The Folk depended so much on the
near-intangible—senses, hunches, feelings and
impulses-and these contrasted so strongly with the
rock-solid basics of survival needs that one supported

the other in an inseparable whole.
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All the Folk had exceedingly keen senses—they lived
and died by them. Only a few, though, grew to become

Oel-var'iz—Far-sensers—who developed their

acuteness and sensitivity far beyond even the high

median of the Folk.
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Fritti was a great dreamer, and for a while his mother
harbored the idea that perhaps he had this gift of Far-
sensing. He showed occasional flashes of surprising
depth: once he hissed his eldest brother down from a
tall tree, and a moment later the branch on which his
brother had stood broke loose and fell to the ground.
There were other hints of this deeper_Var, but as time
went on, and he began to grow out of kittenhood, the
incidents became fewer. He became more prone to
distraction—more of a day-dreamer and less of a
dream-reader. His mother decided that she had been
mistaken, and as the time of Fritti's Naming grew
closer she forgot it entirely. The life of the hunting

mother did not permit brooding over abstractions.
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At the first Meeting after their third Eye, young cats
were brought to be Named. The Naming was a

ceremony of great importance.
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It was sung among the Folk that all cats had three
names: the heart name, the face name, and the tail

name.
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The heart name was given by the mother at the kitten's

birth. It was a name of the ancient tongue of the cats,

the Higher Singing. It was only to be shared with
siblings, heart-friends and those who joined in the

Ritual. Fritti was such a name.

4 v A A S g = A o
‘H'ﬂLLV]Lﬂu‘H@V]LLNLLNQWQIﬁQﬂLLNQm@uLﬂﬁ Wuganuian

= o 1

C I~ o 4 Sy o
MEUNLATesLNaNEENAWdN n1ETuas Tatldiule

]
1 = o

gy < vy A 4 2 = =
ZENANRN waula RAZHNIINNDPNTBLNIUY WenmLuTe

la

The heart name — JutlatinenanmNuNIesn “Taudi”
& od e , 4 dvg e

MNLHBETRIUAY “heart name” aziiluTaniiuwA Ui

1e9uay “heart-friends” Nl guilaudanndn “heart

: A4 e 4 wse

41 14" WasaniuAdn “ae” 1iAn9n “gela”

The Higher Singing - wanafisn s Tusudugenuug

Mnariu guiladnananaduunig “Singing” 91 “A117”

A o o o . Ay ¥ o o

WathunsaniuAldn “Higher” NEudaldAndn “duge”

azlfiAdn “nunduge”

The face name was given by the Elders at the young
one's first Meeting, a name in the mutual language of

all warmblooded creatures, the Common Singing. It

could be used anywhere a name was useful.
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As for the tail name, most of the Folk maintained that
all cats were born with one; it was merely a matter of
discovering it. Discovery was a very personal thing—
once effected it was never discussed or shared with

anyone.
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It was certain, at least, that some Folk never
discovered their tail name, and died knowing only the
other two. Many said that a cat who had lived with the
Big Ones—with M'an—Ilost all desire to find it, and
grew fat in ignorance. So important, secret and rare
were the Folk's tail names, and so hesitantly
discussed, that nothing much about them was actually
agreed upon. One either discovered this name or did
not, said the Elders, and there was no way to force the

matter.
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Fritti and his siblings, as well as the litter of another
fela, were herded into a circle. They lay hunched
against each other as the Elders walked slowly around
them-sniffing the air and sounding a deep rumble that
had the cadence of an unknown language. Snifflick
leaned down and put his paw against Tirya, Fritti's

sister, and brought her to her paws. He stared at her a
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moment, then said: "l name you Clearsong. Join the

Meeting."

She rushed away to share her new name, and the
Elders continued. One by one they pulled the other
young out of the pile where they lay breathing

shallowly with expectation and Named them.
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Finally there was only Fritti left. The Elders stopped
their circling and sniffed him carefully. Bristlejaw

turned to the others.
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"Do you smell it, too?"
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Snifflick nodded. "Yes. The wide water. The places

underground. A strange sign."
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Another Elder, a battered blue named Earpoint,
scuffed the earth impatiently. "Not important. We're

here for a Naming."
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"True," Bristlejaw agreed. "Well...? | smell searching."
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"I smell a struggle with dreams." This from Snifflick.
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"l think he desires his tail name before he has even
received his face name!" said another Elder, and they

all sneezed quietly with humor.
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"Very welll" said Snifflick, and all eyes turned to Fritti. "l

name you... Tailchaser. Join the Meeting."
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Bewildered, Fritti leaped up and trotted rapidly away
from the Nose-meet, away from the chuckling Elders
who seemed to share a joke at his expense. Bristlejaw

called sharply after him.
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"Fritti Tailchaser!"
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He turned and met the Master Old-singer's gaze.

Despite the merriment wrinkling his nose, his eyes

were warm and kind.
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"Tailchaser. All things in earth's season—only given

time. Remember that, won't you?"
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Fritti flattened his ears and turned and ran to the

Meeting.
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"Nre'fa-o, Stretchslow," said Fritti. "Are you... mmm...
are you enjoying the sun today?" He ended with an
awkward gesture, and since the day was quite gray
and overcast he suddenly wished he had said nothing

at all-perhaps even stayed underneath the privet bush.
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Stretchslow - gANaELNENsulaTafazAINt 57

Seeing the younger cat so discomfited, Stretchslow
sneezed a laugh and sank to the ground. He reclined
there lazily, head held high and his body appearing

misleadingly relaxed.
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"Good dancing to you, little one," he responded, then
paused for a magnificent yawn. "l see you're still

hunting about for what's-her-name... Squash-pod, was

it?"
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"Huh-Hushpad. Yes, I'm still looking."
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Hushpad - gAesLNEnIsuLlaTasaazaInin 47

"Well..." The older male looked about for a bit, as if
searching for a tiny, insignificant thing he might have
dropped. Finally he said: "Oh yes... that was it. Of

course. You'll want to come to the Nose-meet tonight."
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"What?" Fritti was flabbergasted. Nose-meets were for
elders and hunters, and were reserved for important
business. "Why should | go to the Nose-meet?" he

gasped.
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"Well..." Stretchslow yawned again. "From what |
understand—though Harar knows | have better things
to do than keep track of all the comings and goings of
you youngsters—from what | gather, it seems there
have been many disappearances since the last

Meeting. Six or seven, including your little friend
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Peachpit."
£
"Hushpad," Fritti corrected him  quietly—but | “Wintunaiu” Wenaufliignicaundasun uwsidadmu

Stretchslow was gone.

luludn

Above the Wall, Meerclar's Eye hung and gleamed,
framing a sovereign wink against the black of the night.
"We have had this problem also, and some of the

mothers are getting very worried. They aren't pleasant
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to be around at all, lately. Suspicious, you know." AARALINT"
The speaker was Mudtracker, who lived with another | §waReunzsaslpaufisenAuatiiuimaiuungnivan ase | Mudtracker - gANasLNaNsULaTasazAIUTN 65
colony of the Folk on the other side of Edge Copse. | anW1naavtiailiaziiny uomatiudannisilszgu | Edge Copse - WudiaGananiuiiiaaswiafedea)

They had their own meetings, and seldom had more

than passing contact with Fritti's clan.
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Learner's Dictionary: online) {iauliiuaA19n “Unaziung”

96




kg ar
AURULU

unuida

A1asUNE

= TR @ 8 = Ao , Y =
Feutladn “wylfauman eaulunlaadunden o G5
o 1 @ ! [ o a

ansidul Agandn thaziungs (atuAnaanu
Tlug, welnwaidu) dauandn “Edge” ufjutlautlasd

“qgie)” LAtNIdaIA N1TaNAuaLIAA9 T anailn

[TLNNY”

"What | mean is," continued Mudtracker, "well, it isn't
natural. | mean, we lose a couple of kittens every
season, of course... and the occasional male who
decides to move on without telling anyone. Fela

troubles, usually, if you sniff my meaning. But we've

seen three disappear in the past pawful of days. It's not

natural."
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The visiting cat from the far side of the Copse sat
down, and there was a rustle of low hisses and

whispers among the gathered clan leaders.
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Fritti's excitement at being at Nose-meet with the
adults was beginning to fade. As he heard the stories
that the others told of mysterious absences, and saw
the way the sage, wise cats around him shook their

heads and scratched their masks in puzzlement, he
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suddenly began to wonder if they would be any help
at all in finding Hushpad. It had seemed to him that as
soon as the older cats had acknowledged his
problem, it could be solved—but look there! The
brows and noses of the clan's protectors-of-tradition
were wrinkled with worry. Tailchaser felt a sense of

emptiness.
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Jumptall, one of the youngest present—though older

than Fritti by several seasons—stood to speak.
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Jumptall - gANBBLNENMTULATRRIRTATITN 56-57

"My sister... my nest-sister Flickerswift had two of her
kittens vanish just Eye-last. She is a watchful mother.
They were playing at the base of that old sirzi tree at
Forest's Edge, and she had turned for a moment
because her youngest was having a difficult furball.
When she turned around again they were gone. And
no smell of owl or fox, either—she looked everywhere,

as you can imagine. She's very upset."

= 3 Y "
Wang ... Waaudi - 2eeum wantls gnusngessiaugly

a4y “ o . “
waunudaesaiu iundnidnseisgnuzaiu gn q e

~ ! 1 ¥ o= ! 1 = o
WNNL@H@%MT\?I?\HWHL%@?FHLLH | PGt WNN'MLLVL‘]J

o 1 a =

AFRENIzgnAgaTiasifiauaulufias Wuunaniign

q al
' ]

welluda ldfinauunanvidanunasaaniay Auugnny

Ww&n nvinuAsiineaniuurAFLsARNNAIaNIN”

Flickerswift - ANaFL e suLaTefaazAIUiin 57-58

Here Jumptall paused awkwardly, then sat down.

Earpoint rose and looked around the gathering.
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"Yes, well, if no one has any more of these... stories...?"
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Stretchslow raised a grudging paw. "Pardon, Ear-point,
| do believe... where is he... ah, yes, there he is. Young
Tailchaser there has something to report. If it's not too
much bother, | mean." Stretchslow yawned, showing

his sharp canines.
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"Tailchewer?" said Earpoint irritably. "What kind of

name is that?"
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Tailchewer - gANaBLNENTLLaTRAATATNTN 64-65

Bristlejaw smiled at Fritti. "It's Tailchaser, isn't it? Speak

up, youngling, there you go."
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All eyes turned to Tailchaser as he rose.
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"Um... well... um..." A sickly expression made his
whiskers droop. "Well, you see... Hushpad, she's my
friend, she's a... she, Hushpad is... well, she's

disappeared.”
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Old Snifflick leaned over and stared at him keenly. "Did

you see anything of what happened to her?"
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"No... no, sir, but | think..."
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"Right!" Earpoint leaned over and gave Fritti a brusque
pawpat on the top of the head, nearly upsetting him.
"Right," continued Earpoint, "very good, yes, thank you,

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

hot.
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Wavetail, another elder, cleared his throat—puncturing
several moments of uncomfortable stillness— and

asked: "But what are we going to do?"
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Wavetail - gA185LN8NTulaTafaaz AT 52

Another moment's pause, and then the
gathered Folk all broke out at once.

"Alert the clans!"

"Post sentries!"

"Move away!"

"No more having kittens!"

This last was from Jumptall, who—seeing the
others all staring at him—was suddenly plagued by

Tailchaser's flea.
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Old Snifflick climbed ponderously up onto his paws.
He looked severely at Jumptall, then gazed around at

the waiting Folk.
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"First," he growled, "we had better begin by agreeing
not to go yelling and leaping about in this manner. A

chipmunk with a bumblebee in its tail would make less
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noise—and to more effect. Now, let's review the
situation." He stared impressively at the ground, as if
mustering deep thought. "First: an unusually large
number of the Folk have gone missing. Second: we
have no idea what or who may be causing this. Third:
the best and the wisest cats from around our woods are
here tonight at Nose-meet, and cannot solve the
puzzle. Therefore..." Snifflick paused to savor the
effect. "Therefore, although | agree that guards and
such need to be discussed, | think it important that
wiser minds than—yes, even ours-should be let to
know of this situation. Baffling and affrighting as it is,

we have no choice but to inform Certain Others about

these events.
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"l suggest we should send a delegation to the Court
of Harar. It is our duty to inform the Queen of Cats!"
Entirely pleased with himself, Snifflick sat down as

consternation and surprise whirled about him.
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"To the Court of Harar?" breathed Mudtracker. "None of

the Folk of Behind-Edge-Copse have been to the seat
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of the First for twenty generations!" There was more

excited rumbling.

"Neither have the Folk from this side of the Woods," said
Bristlejaw, "but | think Snifflick is right. We have heard
these stories all night long, and no one has the slightest
idea of what to do. This may be beyond us. | agree to

a delegation."
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The crowd quieted for a moment; then two of the
assembly blurted out at the same instant: "Who will

go?u
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This started another uproar, and Earpoint had to shoot
his claws and wave them around purposefully before

things were quiet again. Snifflick spoke.
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"Well, it will be quite a long and dangerous journey. |
suppose that as | am Senior Elder my knowledge and

wisdom will be needed. | will go."
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Before anyone could react to this, there was a sudden
snarl from the back of the gathering, and Twitchnose
was striding forward. She was Snifflick's mate, had

borne innumerabile litters by him, and she was a taker
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Twitchnose — AANBBLNENNTULATEFIAZATUTN 51-52
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of no nonsense. She marched straight to Snifflick, and
stared him in the eye: "You aren't going anywhere, you
old mouse-gummer. You think you're going to sail out
into the wilderness and sing your horrible hunting
songs all night while | sit here like a hedgehog?" she
hissed. "Think you're going to find some slender young
fela at the Court, do you? By the time you mount her
with those tired old bones she'll be as old as | am, so

what's the difference? You old villain!"
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Trying to save Snifflick, Bristlejaw quickly said: "That's
right, Snifflickl—l mean, you shouldn't go. The Folk
here need your wisdom. No, a long journey of this kind
calls for young cats, cats who can travel in the
wintertime." He looked around, and as his eye passed
over Fritti the young cat felt a moment of impossible
excitement. Bristlejaw's gaze moved on, though, and
settled on Earpoint. The weathered old torn rose under

the eye of the Master Old-singer, and stood, waiting.
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"Earpoint, you have seen many summers," said
Bristlejaw, "but you are still strong, and wise in the ways
of the Outer Forest. Will you lead the delegation?"

Earpoint inclined his head in assent. Bristlejaw then
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turned to Jumptall, who leaped to his feet and stood,

seeming to hold his breath.
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"You go also, young hunter," spoke the lore-singer. "Be
aware of what an honor there is in your choice, and
behave accordingly." Jumptall nodded weakly and sat

down.
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Bristlejaw turned to Snifflick, who had been carrying on
a near-silent thumping match with Twitchnose. "Old

friend, will you pick one more emissary?" he asked.
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Snifflick returned his attention to the Nose-meet once
more, and looked cannily around the circle. The
assembled Folk held their breath as one while he
deliberated. Finally he beckoned to Streamhopper, a

youthful hunter of three summers.
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Streamhopper - AA1BBUNENNTLLaTaRATATNTN 65-66

Tailchaser felt a pang of disappointment, although he
knew he was too young to have had a chance. As
Snifflick and Bristlejaw instructed Streamhopper on his
great responsibility, Fritti felt a curious frustration gnaw

at his heart.
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When the three delegates were assembled, Earpoint
stood forward to receive the message that they would

carry to the ancient Court of Harar. Snifflick rose again.
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"None here has traveled where you must go," he began.
"We have no sure knowledge to guide you, but the

songs that tell of the Court are known to all.
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"If you are able to discharge this duty, and reach the
Queen of the Folk, tell her that the elders of the Meeting
Wall—this side of Edge Copse, under the eaves of the
Old Wood, on the fringe of her domain— pledge their
fealty, and ask for her help and guidance in this matter.
Tell her that this plague of disappearance has visited
not just the kittenry and questing males, but—Harar
curse it—the entire tribe. Tell her we are bewildered,
and can find no wisdom in this matter. If she will send
a message, you are charged to bring it back with you."

He paused.
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"Oh, yes. You are also hereby bound to help and aid
your companions—up to, but not including, the failure

of your charge..."
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Here Snifflick halted again, and in a moment was once

more the oldest cat of the Meeting Wall Folk.
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He looked at the ground for a moment, and scrabbled

his paw in the dirt.
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"We all hope that Meerclar will watch over you, and
keep you safe," he added. He did not look up. "You
may tell your families, but we wish you to leave as

soon as possible."
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"May you find luck, dancing," Bristlejaw said, then,

after a moment: "This Nose-meet is ended."
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Almost all the Folk who were present rose and pushed
forward—some to talk excitedly among themselves,
others to get a last sniff or offer a last word to the three

delegates.
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Fritti Tailchaser was the only cat who did not stay for
at least a moment with the brave delegation. He
climbed away from the Wall buzzing with unfamiliar

feelings.
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At the lip of the hollow he stood scratching his claws
through the rough bark of an elm tree, listening to the

murmur of the crowding cats below.
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Nobody at the Nose-meet cared about Hushpad, he
thought. Nobody would remember her name when the
delegates reached the Court. Stretchslow couldn't
even remember it now! Hushpad didn't mean a jot
more to any of them than the scruffiest old tom-yet he
was supposed to wait patiently while Jumptall and the
rest went parading off to the Court of the Queen, in
the hope that she would solve the problem! Heavenly

Viror, what nonsense!
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Fritti growled, a noise that he had never made before,
and ripped off another skein of bark. He turned and
stared into the sky. Somewhere, he felt sure, Hushpad
was staring up at the same Eye, and no one cared but

him whether she was in danger or not. Well then!
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Tailchaser felt hot determination as he stood on the

hillside, head and tail arched. The orb of Meerclar
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hung above him like a shaming parent as he made an

impassioned pledge:
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By the Tails of the Firstborn, | will find Hushpad, or my

spirit will fly my dying body! One or the other!"
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After a moment—when he realized what he had

promised—Fritti began to shiver.
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Sunrise brought a temporary end to the rains. After a
morning meal, the party made its way to the edge of
the forest and paused for a while to sift the breeze. The
downs stretched out into the distance, shrouded in

mist. Tailchaser wondered how far away home was.
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As Quiverclaw and Hangbelly argued over routes,

Pouncequick hopped and danced on the dewy grass.
The catling's pleasure at being out from under the
brooding weight of the forest was understandable;

Fritti wished that his heart, too, could be so light.
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Quiverclaw — gAtagLNaNTsuLaTaf A AIUTN 53
Hangbelly - gA195UNANNTulaTaFaTATNTIN 46-47
Pouncequick - gA1aBLNENNTuLaTaAaTATUTN 58-

59

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

speak well for dense woods.
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The Thane of the First-walkers approached him, the

rest of his party gathered behind in a semicircle.
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"I take it you still mean to head for the Court,"
Quiverclaw rasped. Again it seemed that disdain was
in his voice, but Fritti's mind was too full to give it much

thought.
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"Yes, Thane, | think it best."
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"Well," said Quiverclaw, "we must turn east here, along
the rim of the Old Woods. | think that some directions

would help you, would they not?"
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"Certainly," said Fritti. "We've come this far on some
very slight information given to us by Stretchslow, but
he said we would need help once we were through the

forest"
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The black cat leaned forward with an inquiring look.

"Did you say Stretchslow?"
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Yes. He is a friend of ours from Meeting Wall. He gave
me my hunt-singing!" Fritti added proudly. The Thane

wrinkled his nose and smiled.
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"Is he a big, tawny fellow?" Quiverclaw asked. "Always
acting as though he'd just wakened up?" Fritti

nodded.
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"Stretchslow!" came the eruptive bellow from
Hangbelly. The stripy old torn wiggled his head in
delight. "Old Stretchslow! Why didn't you tell us, you

sly little lizard?"
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Fritti was amused."l didn't expect you'd know him."
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"Know him?" Hangbelly gurgled. "Every sniff, every
scent! We hunted together in the Southern Rootwood
for seasons and seasons and seasons. An excellent

cat! Hal What a whiskerbender!"
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Quiverclaw gave an affectionate look to his old friend,
who was bobbing like a nestling. "Hangbelly speaks
the truth," said the Thane. "You'll earn no enmity from

us with Stretchslow's name as a hunt-mark. Well, if
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you have the sponsorship of such a cat, | feel better
on many accounts. Stretchslow would not make a

hunt-brother of someone for a game."
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Fritti was again a little bemused. Everyone seemed to
find more importance in him than he did himself!
"Well, as | said, Stretchslow didn't sing a very clear
song for us about where to go beyond the forest," he

offered.
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"Ah," grated Quiverclaw with mock sorrow. "To be
reminded of my duty by a mere nestling. | think our
old comrade sent you from afar to chasten me. | did
say | would give you directions, did | not? Very well.
Listen closely, for | will give you more than just the

path to the Queen's Court."
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The Thane turned and faced out across the rolling
landscape. "Now then: before you stretch the
Gentlerun Downs. Follow your nose as it now points—
keep the sunset on your left near flank and you won't

go wrong. When you cross the Tailwend River you'll

be onto the plains, and about halfway to journey's

end.
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"Keep your nose pointed U'ea-ward, and eventually
you'll find the plains rising a bit. When you reach the
Purrwhisper, cross to the far bank and follow upstream
into the outskirts of Rootwood. You'll know when you've

reached it. Can you remember all that?"
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Fritti said that he could.
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"I'll'help him, sir," said Pouncequick. Everyone agreed

that he assuredly would, and the First-walkers

gathered around to bid farewell. Even Bobweave came

forward and touched noses with Fritti and

Pouncequick.
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Bobweave — gAnesLensuLlatasiaazasnutin 54-55

As his companion had a farewell wrestle with

Scuffledig, Tailchaser found Eyeshimmer beside him.
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Eyeshimmer — aANaBUNENsulaTafaar AUl 47-48

"I would like to do a seeing for you," said the white cat.

"| feel possibilities blowing. Do not be afraid."
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Fritti was not sure that he wanted whatever it was that

Eyeshimmer was offering, but it was too late to object.
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The Farsenser had already sniffed his nose, and was
scenting down the length of his spine to his tail-tip.
Then the white cat sat back on his haunches and

closed his eyes.
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When he opened them Tailchaser was startled to see
that their milky, azure color had changed to a deep
blue-black. Eyeshimmer's mouth gaped, and a

breathy voice whispered out.
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"... The great ones cry out in the night... there is
movement in the earth... the heart's desire is

found... in an unexpected place..."
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The Farsenser shook his head, as if bothered by a
loud noise; then the whispering voice continued: "...
everyone flees from the bear, but... sometimes the
bear himself... has bad dreams..." There was a brief
pause, then: "... when caught in dark places, choose

your friends well... or choose your enemies..."
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After another moment's silence, Eyeshimmer closed
his eyes again, and when he lifted his lids his gaze

was once more the cerulean shade of a summer sky.
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He bobbed his head once to the shaken Tailchaser.

"May you find luck, dancing, young hunter," he said,
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and turned away. Fritti sat puzzling over the weird
song that Eyeshimmer had sung for him as
Quiverclaw approached, Hangbelly stumping along

at his side,
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"Before we bid you good-journey, friend Tailchaser, |
will offer you a word or so of advice," said the Thane.
"The Court may not be all that you expect. | hope you

understand.
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"We First-walkers believe it is unnatural, and against
the will of our Lord Tangaloor Firefoot, for the Folk to
live always in such close proximity to one another.

Also, in recent times the place has begun to stink of

M'an."
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"You mean that there are Big Ones living near?" asked

Fritti, surprised.
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"No, of course not, only that the taint of our once-
servants has spread even to the Seat of Harar. But |
suppose it is not fair to prejudice you. We First-
walkers are a solitary lot, and many at the Queen's
Seat find us extreme. You will have to be a hunter,
and make your own course." The black chieftain

looked down at the dirt.
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Hangbelly spoke up. "The young Prince Fencewalker
is not a bad sort, though. If you have need of a friend,
he's a good 'un to have. A bit boisterous, but an

honest enough cat."
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Fencewalker - gAa3LNENsulaTafaazAINTin 69-

70

Quiverclaw looked up and grinned, sharp teeth
atwinkle. "Come, we have burdened you with enough
words to keep a scatter of gray-muzzles pondering

for seasons. We must finish our leave-taking."
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"I am Tailchaser, and this is my companion
Pouncequick. We are of the Meeting Wall Clan, from
the far side of the Old Woods. We are seeking a friend

of ours named Hushpad." Fritti's voice was weak.
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The Queen finally seemed to notice the two small cats.
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"Do you think she is here in Firsthome?" she asked,
turning her gleaming eyes on them. Pouncequick,
keyed up to a fever pitch, gave a whimper of despair
and buried his head in Tailchaser's hip. Fritti swallowed

and spoke.
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"No, great Queen, we do not think so. We do think it is
possible that she has been taken by the creature or ...
creatures of which Squeakerbane spoke. Many of the
other Folk of the Meeting Wall Clan have also
disappeared mysteriously. The elder sent a

delegation to this Court for that very reason,” he

finished hurriedly.

e axya | Mys o o
“Lildaesu s@ngaun wane ldlEAnEuIL wanien

v &

Andndluldlddsegndnd

a

.. visewandndnvudanng

= = o o P ° &
WanAANATNAUAT L Waneuane AU ANIA LN
wieldetanduiduinaaiu anuuoeiqlalsids

Foununnganadsficawmanativaiu wisuyaliay

Squeakerbane — gANBBLNENTULATRFIAZAIUTN 70

Sunback yawned widely, showing sharp teeth as white

as her pelt, and an impossibly pink tongue. "Have we
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Sunback — gAaELNENTUATRFYAATUTN 73-74

Rumblepurr - gAesunenisuLlatesinazamiin 59
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received such a delegation?" she asked Rumblepurr.

The old Chamberlain pondered for a moment.
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"Can't say as we have, Your Softness," he said finally.
"Don't think I've heard of the Meeting Wall Clan before
this, and it's a dead-rat certainty that no embassy has

arrived from there."
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"There you are, then," said Dewtreader. "I'm afraid that
the doings of the big, wide world sometimes pass this
little Court right by. I'm truly sorry that we couldn't help
you. Feel free to stay in Firsthome as long as you need
to. Perhaps, if you're interested in all that, you could be
of help to Fencewalker. You are past your hunt-song,
aren't you? Well, no matter. Mri'fa-o0. The Queen's

audiences are at an end."
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Dewtreader — AR18BUNENsUulaTaRAzATUTN 68
Mri'fa-o — ilun s usg uiEes §aaulinonumunalion
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Howlsong, who had fallen asleep at the outer edge of
the canyon while he waited, led them silently back
through the forest. Fritti, full of vague resentment and
gloom, had no conversation to offer, either. After a long
stretch of unspeaking travel, Pouncequick finally broke

the stillness.
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Howlsong — gAneBUENsulaTiasaayAsii 51

"Just think, Tailchaser," he said, "we've actually been to

see the Queen of Cats!"
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Another jarring impact returned Fritti to the waking
world. Bruised and exhausted, he lay with his eyes
closed. He could feel the bitter cold rain splashing
down on him, matting his fur. The sudden jolt-had he
been dropped? pushed?—had knocked the breath out
of his chest. As he sucked the air back into his lungs a
scent came with it that prickled his skin: cold earth and
salty blood-and a deep, penetrating animal musk. His
muscles clenched involuntarily, and a bright pain shot
across his back and shoulders. He restrained a noise

of protest.
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Slowly and cautiously he opened an eye. He shut it
again immediately as cold rainwater splashed in. After
a moment he tried once more. Just beyond the blurry
tip of his own muzzle he could see the miserable,
bedraggled face of Eatbugs, who was cringing on the
ground nearby. Over the arch of Eatbugs' back he

could also see a little of Pouncequick’s fluffy tail.

\nAes | Auandneuiledn o uiuduananviufifiesns
dhfnaidugnaidinan dnaenassdunniugn daann
ﬂmﬂwﬂﬁwéﬂﬁwmﬁum wniuuiindanileu
anUsnuazinanunTamsinue NNAIUBUNRAIDE LI
ilng 7 ineudsmaiunly Winsueaiumaies

aastll/ldndias

Eatbugs - gAasLnaNIsulaTefaazaIuiin 51

"There. | told you the little grub would wake up. Now he

can carry his own sun-cursed weight."
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Tailchaser started involuntarily at this speech so near
to his head. The voice used the Higher Singing in
awkward, halting style, full of dissonant notes and

slurs. The harsh sounds resonated with violence.
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Ears flattened against his head, Tailchaser turned very
slowly to look over his shoulder. Something large and

terrible loomed there.
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Three cats stared down at Fritti and his companions
where they lay on the wet ground. They were big, fully

as large as Dayhunter and Nightcatcher,

M P o o = .
BHAVNATHNARIAINENIN ] WIRAUALINAUIINNINUAL

aguuiuLey wandusa lnnjulnismdeuiuaniuuas

o

FUAY AW8UBIENTANIUTY WAUTinaN TN

Fencewalker's comrades—but they looked very
different: wrong, not the way the Folk were meant to
be. Their faces were snakelike, flat brows and wide
cheekbones, and their ears lay well back on their
skulls. Three pairs of eyes stared from these faces,
huge and deep-set, burning with an unsettling fire. The
muscular bodies were knotted, low-slung and
powerful, terminating in wide, spatulate paws with ...

red talons, hooked nails the color of blood.
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Dayhunter — gAaBUNENNsuLlaTafaaz ATl 68-69

Nightcatcher — gAneBLNEN U aTBFIaZATUTN 69

Tailchaser felt his heart quicken with fear. One of the

beasts approached him, strange eyes glinting. Like the
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other two he was mostly a sooty black, with a few

sickly, pale spots on his underside.
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"Get up, me'mre," he snarled. "You've been carried
long enough. From now on you'll hop along properly,
or feel my teeth." He bared the spiky contents of his
mouth. "Do you understand?" With this the creature
leaned down toward Tailchaser. His breath smelled of
carrion. Fritti felt terror's constriction from his throat to

his stomach, and could only move his head weakly.
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"Good. Well, you and your miserable friends can get
up, then." Tailchaser, unable to meet those terrible
eyes any longer, snuck a glance over to his
companions. He could see Pouncequick's face now.
The kitten was awake, but wearing a look of shock and

numbness. He did not meet Fritti's gaze.
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"You there!" Tailchaser turned back. "Listen, when | say
'up,' up is where you'd better be. This is Scratchnail
speaking, a chief of the Clawguard. You've not still got
your miserable guts because | like you little bugs. Up!

Now!"
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Scratchnail — gAasUNENTULaTRAMAT AT 52-53
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Fritti climbed painfully to his feet. He could feel
something thicker and warmer than rainwater matting
the fur on his back. He wanted desperately to groom,

to clean the wound, but his fear was too strong.
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Scratchnail hissed at the other two beasts: "Longtooth!

Bitefast! Sun sizzle you, don't stand there- kick these

slugs onto their paws! If you have to bite an ear off, go
ahead. The Fat One won't much care if they're not so
pretty." Scratchnail laughed, a grating, coughing
sound that hurt Tailchaser's ears. The other Clawguard
moved forward and pulled the silent Pouncequick and

Eatbugs to their feet.
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For the first time since regaining the waking world, Fritti

took a look at his surroundings. They were still in
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Ratleaf, apparently—lines of trees extended out on all
sides into the night. A drizzling rain spattered down
through the branches, and the ground was spongy

and sodden.
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As the three companions were forced into a slow
march, all Tailchaser could think was: I'm going to die.
| didn't find Hushpad, and now ['ve died trying. Died.
Going to die.
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Then, as the Clawguard impelled them along with
savage paw-blows to the head and flanks, he

wondered: Where is Roofshadow?
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Hiding in pools of deeper shade, stealing quietly past
squadrons of bristling, congregating mound-dwellers,
Fritti moved like a spirit-cat through the awakening

underworld. The mound-beasts were everywhere—

moving, whispering, flexing sharp red claws.
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Fritti reached the junction of three tunnels that
Skinwretch had described. Looking cautiously around,
and seeing no one paying attention, he ducked down
the passage that the Toothguard had instructed him to
take. Tail erect, whiskers tingling and every bit of fur

puffed upright, he crept downward.
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A shaft entrance in the tunnel wall ahead. That was the
one! He felt an urge to leap, but controlled himself.

Carefully, carefully ...
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He reached the hole and peered cautiously down. In
the dim light at the bottom of the shaft he could see ...
Pouncequick! His heart leaped. The young kitling and
Roofshadow were being kept in the same cave! His

luck was holding.
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Leaning farther forward, he could now see two more
shapes. Roofshadow! And was the old one Eatbugs?
But why weren't any of them moving? Could they be ...
but no. He could see Pouncequick's sides rising and

falling.
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Something crashed down on him like a toppling tree.
With a yowl of pain he tumbled to the side of the cavern
entrance. Standing over him with a massive paw
cocked for another blow was a large black shape. The

half-familiar face of the Clawguard leered down at him.
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"What are you up to, then?" the brute growled.
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"N-nothing!" squeaked Fritti. "M-m-my name is

T-Tunnelwalker, and I've lost my way." He tried to make
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himself small against the earth. The Claw leaned

closer.

"Is that right?" he snarled, and his hot breath made
Tailchaser blink. The beast's eyes narrowed. "Just a
moment. You look familiar. What's that mark on your

head?"
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His head? Forehead? Skydancer's Tears! Fritti cursed

himself. He must have wiped the masking dust from his

face when he had emerged from the slave tunnel.
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Fritti made a sudden squirming toward escape, but the
heavy paw descended on his neck, scarlet claws softly

pricking his throat.
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"By the Great One!" said the Claw. "If it isn't our little

escaped sun-rat! Isn't that fine!"
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In a rush of despair, Fritti recognized his captor. It was
Bitefast, Scratchnail's former companion, who now

bared his teeth at the trapped Tailchaser in a terrible
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smile. "Well now," chuckled the Claw, "it's awfully good
that | should be the one to find you. Because of you,
they ruined the chief. All because of you!" The paw
pushed cruelly down on Fritti's throat. He coughed

helplessly.
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Well, I'm the chieftain now." Bitefast smirked. "And I'm
going to make sure you get what you deserve." The
black beast squatted, and pushed his deep-set eyes
up next to the face of his wheezing captive. The Claw's

voice descended to a vindictive whisper.
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"I'm giving over you straight to the Fat One!"
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