Greypaw

Greypaw was just resting in her tent. It had been a long walk and this was not the pleasant forest or grasslands she preferred. This was a desert that reminded her too much of her arrival in this land. Had it not been the promise that there would be no boats, she would gladly remain at her new home of Redwall. 

She wished the Recorder had not ordered her on this trip. His promise that she would learn more of the goodbeast she saw about the Abbey on this trip did not encourage her. Only the promise of being the first to view historical scrolls from a lost era drove her onward. 

Her musings brought her to the present as she oiled her weapon. The others could see nothing amusing about wearing a long chain on a shackle, but it was a comforting thing to her. Though the chain had been shortened from what it had been, it was for her, a tangible connection to another time. 

There was an ominous rumbling in her belly that started to shake her. "Amazing," she mused aloud, "I just ate about two, three hours ago and I'm hungry?" 

The next shake brought the squirrel to her knees. "If that's my stomach, we're in big trouble." 

She had nothing she could grasp but her backpack. In a heartbeat, the tent collapsed on her. Then she was tossed about like a cork in the rain barrel. Darkness came and she panicked. Something was crushing her. About her head, she could feel the canvas tent become a shroud. 

In desperation, she tore the fabric with her teeth. Sand covered her and she clawed her way through it. There was no up or down, just forward. As she fought the desert, she found herself unable to move her right arm. 

Panic drove her onward. As the sound of her own heartbeat grew louder, she pushed her left arm forward. With a deep gasp, Greypaw broke through the sandy dune and crawled into the bright sunlight. Her light giggles as she realized she was alive made her check her useless right arm. 

Looking down, she saw why her arm was useless. The long chain attached to the shackle she wore was still buried in the sand. Turning around, she gave the chain a two pawed yank. When it broke free of the sandy tomb, she found what had weighed her arm down. 

It was the backpack she had been assigned. "Well at least I'll not starve." 

Greypaw had been assigned the duty of lugging one of the food backpacks. That was good as it also held five full water canteens. Only problem was she had no idea how to prepare the food she now had. 

She laughed. "What I wouldn't give for a cook right now."

Ysira

“Make the best of it, little worm.” Seaniver tossed the vixen a rock roughly three times the size of her paw, and chuckled darkly as she stumbled back in her attempt to catch it. What was his sister doing to these little orphan idiots back in Gwyddon, to make them such weaklings? Not worth the time… 

As the weasel turned his back on Ysira, she tried to keep herself from pulling a face or remarking. She’d suffered the consequences before, and had no wish to do so again. 

What she wouldn’t give to be back in Gwyddon House, instead of here in the midst of a desert, standing over some camp of goodbeasts and waiting for death… by some ill-fated chance, she had been in the Headmistress’ office, serving, not a month ago- and so had Sir Seaniver, looking for a servant to attend to him on his journey. He’d stared at her with his frighteningly yellow eyes, reached out a paw, and scratched her under the chin. She had stood there, trembling, and he had turned to the Headmistress… “What about this one, now…?” 

And here she was, slowly rotting away in this great expanse of sand. She turned the rock over in her paws, trying to ignore the sickly feeling bubbling up in her stomach. She caught Seaniver’s eyes for a split second- they were bright and sprightly at the thought of blood to be spilled. That sickening beast… 

Ysira began to tremble slightly. So did the earth. 

The rocky outcropping they had been standing on gave a great heave, and collapsed. Screams were drowned out by the roar of stone being ripped from where it had been for centuries and the sound of a wave of falling sand. 

Ysira felt herself sinking, falling through the sand- it filled her mouth, her nose, her ears, her lungs, and she flailed wildly. Her weak, stick-like arms struggled to lift her up through the great “sea”. 

Her gingery-brown head broke the surface, gasping and heaving, ridding her lungs of the desert. It was strangely silent, the only sound being the soft hiss of sand as it swirled and fell, found new nooks and crannies to sink into… 

She blinked rapidly, and tried to raise an arm to rub her eyes- it didn’t move. She was buried up to her chest in the stuff. Struggling, she found she only sank a little deeper. 

Taking a great breath, she let out a squeal. “Help, please, someone!”

Ultima

Ultima’s head was the first thing belonging to her that appeared out of the sand. Her gray fur was thick with grit. She sucked in the warm air thankfully, relaxing slightly now she could breath. 

After a moment of breathing she continued her work of wiggling out of the ground. She grunted with the exertion but managed to free her left paw. Now she could actually use some leverage to get out. She took another moment to rest then began pulling herself out of the sand. 

Finally she flopped onto the surface covered in the gritty substance. Her once neat robe now completely filthy and held most of the sand. She began gently as possible brushing the sand from her eyes. After she could see all right she started to take stock of her surroundings. Her heart sunk when she found very little. 

“Oh my,” she uttered realizing how massive the destruction had been. She could make out the odd tent pole, and other camp debris. She began looking for those whom she had traveled with. She began at the closest tent pole. Although her joints ached as usual she dug with all haste she could muster, which was a lot when she put her mind to it. 
She touched something cloth. Her heart leapt. She grabbed it and pulled. She was somewhat disappointed to see it was nothing more than a pack of food. She set the pack aside and continued searching under the sand. In the process she came across some tent cloth and a few canteens of water. Then she found the paw. She doubled her pace in her excavation to uncover the trapped beast. Finally she was able to pull the body free. She immediately recognized who it was. It was a young mouse maid by the name of Sonsia. She wasn’t breathing. 

Ultima felt a lump grow in her throat upon staring at the unmoving mouse maid she held. She set the mouse maid down and started to attempt to revive her. She cleared the mouse’s airway, tried to get her heart to start beating, tried to get her to start breathing. But the mouse didn’t revive. 

Ultima, with a more heavy heart than she had ever had in her long life, set the mouse back in the shallow grave. She pushed the sand back on the mouse and gently smoothed the gravesite over. She could only find a small flat piece of wood to mark the gravesite. She took out her dagger and etched the mouse’s name on the wood then placed it so it stood above the gravesite. 

She felt horrible thinking about the countless others buried beneath her. She mournfully picked up the pack and canteens and started towards the shadow of the fallen cliff. Seeing her friend dead was more than enough than she could handle. She didn’t wish to dig up another.

Rygaero

The sun was at its zenith as it baked the sand to a blazing inferno. Rygaero, as was his custom during the daytime, was sleeping against one of the scarce rocks in this desert. There was a slight aroma of rotting flesh. A mere twenty feet away was an old dead buzzard, surrounded by three other of the big birds. Aside from the rock and the birds, there was no other landmark to be seen, only a veritable ocean of sand. 

Rygaero leaned against the rock in a slouched sitting position with his arms crossed over his stomach and his nose toching his chest. He had learned after the first day he crossed into this forsaken desert that it was best to travel at night. The temperatures wavered throughout the times of day. It seemed that dawn and dusk were the best times to travel, since it was cooler then, but not as icy cold as it was in the dead of night. 

Rygaero also learned that it was best to travel light. Most of his belongings were tied to his belt. He had a half-empty canteen of warm, dirty water, a sack with some bread, fruit, and roots, and his numchucks. His numchucks were small and light, but strong, as they were made of a dark piece of driftwood he had found on the beach, where he had lived in his childhood. They were attached with a simple metal chain. Clearly, he had not quite mastered them yet, as shown by the purplish bruises on his paws. 

His headfur was covering his eyes, and he was snoring lightly. One of the buzzards hopped over to him, examining the fox with large black eyes. It took an experimental peck at him, but Rygaero was a deep sleeper, and did not stir. Gladdened, the buzzard took another peck, this time harder, and on the leg. Then, the bird opened his curved beak and tore off a small piece of flesh. This time, Rygaero did wake, and he yelled at the bird, who squawked in terror and flapped away, disappearing in the sun's glare. 

Rygaero looked down at his leg. The buzzard had torn his pants, exposing his red fur. There was a trickle of dark blood oozing from the wound. He touched it with two fingers, and the hot, sticky blood dripped off of them slowly into the sand. He cursed and looked about his person for something he could bind the wound with. It didn't hurt much, but the gash was bleeding quickly and getting all over his blue pants. He stood up slowly and stretched, not wanting to get any sand in the wound. The blood dribbled down his thigh, when suddenly, something dreadful happened. 

The ground shook. 

At first it was just a little rumble, shifting the sand, but within seconds the ground was roaring. The buzzards flew away in fright, and if Rygaero could, he would have done the same. He was very startled by the sudden shake, and fell on his back. The fox scrambled to his feet, blowing the fur out of his eyes. He assumed a solid position, with his left knee bent and in front, and his back knee locked out behind him, with both legs at shoulder width. Unfortunately, the sand was shifting and moving too much for this position to be very sturdy, and he stumbled, barely catching himself with his hands on the ground. He made his way for the rock. His water sloshed inside the canteen and his numchucks clattered against each other. After stumbling once more, he made it to the rock and hugged it, as there were no handholds. The ocean of sand became stormy. Waves of sand covered Rygaero up to his waist, at which point he had to let go of the rock, since only the tip was poking out. He could hear the earth screaming, tearing itself apart, and destroying itself. 

Maybe it’ll take this infernal heat with it, Rygaero thought hopefully, though that type of thing would be prepostrous. 

Soon, the quaking and shaking ended. It had seemed like ages to Rygaero, who let out a soft sigh of relief and tried to sink to his knees. Unfortunately, this was impossible, as he was currently up to his waist in sand. 
“Was that what they call…an earthquake?” he asked himself as he tried pulling himself out of the sand. He couldn’t help but think that if he was still sleeping, he may be dead by now, buried under the sand. In his head, he thanked the buzzard that had woken him. If it were not for that buzzard, he could be dead… 

Rygaero grunted as he pulled his legs out of the earth. The sand rushed into the hole he had formed, creating naught but a depression. He would never be able to fall back asleep now, so he took a look at his leg. The gash was stinging, with sand filled up in it, but at least the bleeding had stopped. He grumbled, made sure all his possessions were still on his belt, and set forth for a long black band on the horizon. The wind kicked up sand in his eyes, so he constantly had to keep one paw protecting them while he spat out grains of sand that had gotten into his mouth. He sneezed too, there must have been sand up his nose, but he trekked on. 

Rygaero had often wondered about his choices on this journey. He was sweaty, had no sandals to protect his feet from the baking ocean of sand, and his black shirt absorbed the heat and turned it to fire on his back. Several times he had considered ripping it off his shirt and going around topless. He was tired, hot, miserable, and all for what? Some lost treasure? Well... he was sure it was worth it.

Leifdey

“The world’s a big place Leify, and you’d be wise to stop your wondering and stay at home and help your ma.” 

Leifdey sighed as she glanced at her dusty and blistered foot paws. How foolish she was for not listening to that advice. The base of her lute hit the back of her neck each time she took a step. She’d have to tie it down a bit better. Her instrument had caught a few curious glances but she needed it as a reminder of home. There had always been music in her tribe’s village. It would be just starting to snow in her home up north. Her tribe would be starting to stock their winter stores of nuts and her mother and aunts would be working hard at making as many jams and cheeses as possible. The marten sighed dreamily. When was the last time she’d tasted cheese other than the dry and probably diseased lumps of brownish-yellow in the store packs. 

Another beast had come out of her tent for a bit of fresh air. Leifdey heard her wistful words. 

"Harrumph! Fine job of a desert trek if yeh ask me sah, with our only bloomin' cook laid up with a lame paw!" 

Leifdey looked over at the Harenurse with a slight smile. "My marm made sure I knew a bit about cooking before she sent me of in the world. If you need a cook, I'd be happy to help out." She shuddered slightly. “I should have stayed up north, I can’t stand the warmth here!" The little pine marten unbuckled the large pack and examined its contents. She had been worried that these older beasts would consider her completely useless on the expedition. Leif had only been given a small pack containing a meager amount of food; even that was all she could manage with her meager strength. Cooking was something she could do, reasonably well. Leifdey wrinkled her nose at the things she had to work with. Some basic herbs and spices, some sort of course flour, fried and salted fish, water, a few vegetables. Enough to make a fish stew and some oatcakes. The marten flicked her tail back and forth. "I don't suppose you know how to start a fire? If there's a pot or somethan big that I could use to boil water in I could get a stew started." 

The female hare started to respond when the pile of packages tumbled down. Leif barely maintained her balance. The ground is moving? she thought to herself. The heat must truly be driving me mad. Else I must be dreaming... 

The ground seemed to lurch again, completely throwing Leifdey to the ground. Her head smashed against a rock and she could feel a thin trickle of blood entering her mouth. The scenery around her started to swim and fade in and out of focus. Half consciously she covered her head with her paws. Dust and sand circled in the air from the desert floor. The marten wheezed and coughed as her asthma started to act up. She closed her eyes. In her mind she could feel the cool wind of her home in the North playing across her cheeks, the smell of pine trees filled her lungs and the chill of snow ran a shiver down her fur. If this is death, it's not so bad, she thought to herself. 

Suddenly the shaking started again. Leif could feel the thrice blasted desert sun playing across her cheeks. Somebeast had pulled her out from under the sand and slooshed a good amount of water down her throat. Leave me alone! she thought to herself. Can't you see I'm about to die? A paw whacked her on her back. Leifdey fell over on her back choking and wheezing out the dust. She looked up to see the black squirrel Greypaw in front of her, looking concerned. 

Leifdey touched the cut across her head with a dusty and dirty paw before throwing a weak salute with the wrong paw. "I owe you my life, friend.” 

The squirrel turned away in embarrassment, although Leifdey caught a faint murmur. "What I wouldn't give for a cook right now." The marten perked up at once. A chance to be useful. 

"Now that my dear tree rat, I just might be able to help you with."

Rassin

Sun, sand, sand, sun and more sand. Rassin was sick of it. The brown-furred stoat pulled at her shirt collar, trying to get some cooler air onto her hot fur. With a sigh, Rassin closed her eyes against the wind as it blew more sand at her face. She had been marching for several days now, and her paws were weary- not to mention her back. Pulling her water-bottle off her shoulder, Rassin took a few spare mouthfuls, then checked her reflection through the limited apce the bottle-top provided. Still as ugly as ever. The dye on her ear was holding out well, though. Good. Corking the bottle back up, Rassin slung it over her arm and began to move onwards once more. 
It was then that she felt it. A faint, a very faint shiver under her paws. In fact, so faint she wondered if anybeast else had felt it. She checked, frowning, and glanced down at the ground. 
"Gerron, stoaty!" A small, skinny ferret behind her cursed as he banged into Rassin. The stoat turned and eyed him warningly. He back off hurriedly and dodged away to a less dangerous place. 
Rassin shrugged and moved on again, her black eyes wary. Earth-tremors. Dangerous things. 
She trudged on, her dark brown fur growing lighter as sand blew into it. Something was not right. Rassin was certain something was about to happen. And it wouldn't be good. 
However, the stoat's foreboding feelings were forgotten as she caught sight of Jonder, just ahead of her near the top of the ridge. Rassin had only a few paces to reach him. Jonder was looking down the other side, and as Rassin watched, he gave the signal to charge. With a sly grin, Rassin pulled out her twin daggers and began to run lightly up the slope. The woodlanders they were following must be just on the other side of the ridge. 
Her paws pounded on the sandridge, slipping backwards a little at each pace, as Rassin twirled her daggers expertly, ready for action. 
She stopped abruptly, fear shooting through her like a warning beacon. 
Get off the ridge. She had to get off the ridge. She couldn't turn back, so many vermin were behind her she wouldn't be able to. Rassin's ears flciked backwards and forwards, alert and anxious. She began to sprint forwards, her steps urgent and desperate. 
Topping the ridge, the stoat began to bound down the other side, taking in the woodlander's camp at a glance. Around her vermin were charging the camp, all seeming to be unaware of anything wrong. Perhaps Rassin was just imagining it. 
Then, without any warning, the sand collapsed from beneath her paws. Desperatly she heaved herself upright, stumbling and tripping on the shaking ground. Quickly, Rass threw herself into a ball, rolling down the slope as it rumbled and shuddered. 
Rassin stopped rolling sharply. Sand slid down into her face and she coughed, trying to keep her muzzle clear of sand so she couldn't suffocate. The stoat cautiously unfurled herself. The rumbling had stopped, the earthquake had gone. With a sigh of relief Rassin attempted to get up. She couldn't. Panic shot through her, then she looked down to find that her legs were trapped in the sand. Carefully, the stoat pulled her legs free and stood upright. Around her she could see creatures trapped in the sand, many dead, several still alive. 
Rassin had landed close to the woodlanders camp- well, where the woodlanders camp once was. There was not much to call a camp now. 
Shaking slightly from shock, Rassin pulled her water bottle around and opened it to drink. There was nothing in it. The base was crushed and broken. Furiously she hurled it away from her, alarm creeping in. Without water and without the army around her in the middle of a desert, how would she survive? Rassin swept a glance across the carnage. The ridge had gone, where it had once been was now nothing but a pile of sand. Rassin's gaze dropped down to a few paces away from her and landed on a dead rat. Clutched in his paw was a water bottle. Rassin moved to his side and snatched it up. It was half-full. Taking a few sips and washing the sand away from her eyes and nose, the stoat felt better. 
Now what should she do? 
Rass took a deep breath and began to edge through the pile of sand, her sharp black eyes keeping an eye out for any sign of life.

Vaxx

Deserts; cursed things. Why did they even have to exist? Vaxx trudged through the sand, annoyed at his current position: in the desert. One of the few places that he would never want to be, and yet, he was there. Deserts, he thought, are not important things. Nothing can grow there, there is usually no water, few creatures could survive in a desert, and then there was the searing heat! Vaxx was sick of it. At least his cloak protected his pale body from the sun. He was very careful not to expose any part of himself, for if the wretchedly hot rays touched any part of his skin… 

Vaxx shuddered, his white fur standing up on his back beneath his black cloak. Sometimes being a pure ferret had its plusses, but in this scenario, there were none. His pink eyes scanned the horizon, from beneath an oversized hood. He saw exactly what he expected: sand and the sky. Vaxx sighed. How could he possibly tell where he was: there were no landmarks, save for the cliffs, but even then how could you tell them apart? How much farther to Loamhedge? Was it really worth it, this treasure? 

Vaxx grinned. Ahh, the treasure. What he could do if he had all that wealth. He could become…a leader among leaders! The wealthiest horde master of them all! Vaxx’s grin slowly faded, though, as he still had no idea how far it was to Loamhedge Abbey. 

Vaxx stood there, hopelessly trying to get a sense of his whereabouts, when suddenly the ground jolted. Vaxx was thrown 4 inches into the air, and landed face-first in the sand. “What in the world?” he exclaimed. Quickly, he reached back with a gloved hand to make sure his bow and arrows were still there. They were, and he picked himself up off the ground. As soon as he did, however, the ground began to shake. The ferret struggled to keep his balance in the midst of this relentless shaking, as, unknown to Vaxx, a wave of sand started flowing down the slope behind him. It hit, and the ferret was swept off his feet. “GAAAAAHHHHHHH!” Vaxx shouted, as he tumbled through the sand cloud. He tumbled and tumbled for several minutes, screaming and trying to protect his face from the sand and the sun. He hit the ground with a whomp, and was instantly covered in sand. 

After a few more minutes of burial, the shaking stopped. Vaxx tried breathing, and found that his hood had created a pocket of air around his head, and he could breathe. The ferret knew that he wouldn’t have too much air, but he didn’t know which way was up to the surface. Vaxx spat, to figure out what direction gravity was, and his saliva went in the direct opposite direction of his face. “Oh great,” Vaxx thought, “I’m face down under the sand.” Vaxx began kicking and pushing himself upwards, and within four minutes he was back in the blazing sunlight of the desert. But, oh, how good it felt. 

Vaxx let out a whoop, excited to be back in the fresh air. Taking in his surroundings, he found that the sand had carried him a far distance from where he was, near some cliffs. Vaxx checked his back again, and discovered that he still had his quiver of arrows, but his bow was missing. Vaxx cursed, and looked up the hill that he was standing on, to find another creature standing up at the top. Surprised to see someone else in this awful desert, he rushed towards the creature, shouting, “Hey, over here!” The creature looked at him, revealing the features of a fox. “Yeah you, over here!” Rygaero started walking towards Vaxx. They met right at the top of the hill. “I didn’t think there were anymore creatures in this blinkin’ desert,” Vaxx commented. “I’m Vaxx Moonclaw, and you are?”

Greypaw

Greypaw reached over to the backpack and untangled the chain that had caught in the frame. She examined the backpack and began grumbling. She forgot that just before the earthquake struck, she had unrolled her sleeping blankets. All of her personal material had been lost to the desert sand. She had intended changing into a white dress, hoping it would relieve the heat her black fur held. 

The thought of her lost clothing made her jam her paws into the pockets of her skirt. Each paw fell onto something and she eagerly examined what treasure had been saved. From her right pocket, there was a small tin of grease for her weapon. From her right, she pulled out her small fur stripper. 

Knowing the rest of her grooming kit should be in the pocket, she again thrust her paw into the fabric. Ill fortune was indeed with her. Everything else had fallen through a hole ripped into the cloth by the shifting sands. She mourned the loss of her brush, comb and sewing gear. 

For just a moment, she contemplated the possibility she could recover these items. That was when the reality of her situation hit her. She was in a desert with some water and food, but no place to go. This just did not seem the moment for vanity. 

Then she noticed the young pine martin lying across the sand. Greypaw raced over hoping she was fine. She was just a child, but she had delighted them with her music and just before the quake had asked for the duty of cook. For just a moment, she saw one of her former charges and then the old memory faded. 

A quick thump to the child's back and the sand was gone, but still she did not move. Pouring just a bit of her water down the girl's throat was all it took. Coughing and sputtering, the girl began expressing her gratitude. 

"It's good seeing you back with us child. Now do me a favor and play a tune." 

Leifdey could not believe what she heard. "Are you insane?" 

"Your music will attract others and will alert those trapped that somebody is near. If you hear anyone call for help, let me know." 

Out in the desert, another voice responded to the short notes Leifdey struck. The first time Greypaw didn't locate the sound. When it repeated, her ears swiveled about, focusing onto the noise. The third cry registered with the black squirrel and she reacted. 

"Remain here girl. No need all of us getting lost too." Greypaw didn't even check on the girl. Her instincts as a nanny told her the child was trustworthy. For now, that was enough. 

Racing off in the direction of the cry, she passed her backpack. Reaching down with her left paw, she hefted the backpack fearing she would lose the supplies. With the fingers of her right paw, she began gathering the chain as there could be an enemy out there. Her rapid pace reflected the tension she felt. Somewhere out in that sandy wasteland, a creature was in need. It took another dozen steps before she saw the source of the cries. 

Had Greypaw not been as alert, she would have either missed the hapless creature or she would have stepped onto her. The creature's gingery-brown head broke the surface of the sandy dune appearing as a slight bump between two higher mounds of sand. So well did sand and fur mix that the squirrel wondered if her eyes had deceived her. 

As to the trapped beast, ill fortune must have been her companion. True, her head was exposed, but the ground held her face like a vice towards the sun. Without something for shade, she would either cook in the oven like heat or she would be blinded by the glare of the harsh sunlight. Even her voice was giving out as her latest call was just audible. 

"Don't move my lady. The ground has become like a python. The more you move, the tighter it squeezes you." 

"Stop . . . with . . . the advice. . . and dig me . . . out." As Greypaw watched, the beast tried wrenching her head towards her voice. She sank just a bit deeper and the sands began trickling into her mouth. Several times she spat the gritty substance out only to find more shifting in. 

Moving before the creature's head, Greypaw positioned her backpack a short distance from her muzzle. Now at least there was shade for the trapped beast's head. Kneeling next to the backpack, she reached over and began scooping the sand mounded near her face to the side. Satisfied that the sand would not drown her just yet, the black squirrel stepped back. 

Ysira was pleased that her unknown benefactor had stopped the sand from entering her mouth. She was even happier that the creature had given her shade. Now if only this beast would dig her out as breathing was becoming much more difficult with each breath. 

Thanks to the shade, Ysira could look upon the creature that answered her call. Such an odd sight indeed greeted her. The creature was a female squirrel with a black fur coat that appeared thin instead of the thick pelts other squirrels had. At first, Ysira thought the beast had grey gloves that ran up to her elbows, but then she noticed that it was a natural change in her fur coloring. 

What worried Ysira was the thing hanging from the right arm. Any creature shackled was either a slave or an escaped prisoner. If it were a slave, perhaps she would take pity. If not, she only hoped her fate came fast. That was when the unknown beast did something to her arm and the long chain fell to the ground with a loud chink. 

"Think the first thing you need is some breathing room." 

Falling onto her knees, Greypaw lunged towards a spot between the backpack and the immobile head. With each lunge, her hot breath would wash over Ysira's face. As the squirrel pulled back, she would fling two paws full of sand twixt her legs. This lunge and retreat routine continued while Ysira began hearing a buzzing sound in her head grow louder with every passing moment. 

Perhaps the squirrel had completed more than a dozen such lunges when the sound faded. The pressure on her chest eased for the first time since the quake ended and breathing became a bit easier. Though her first thought should have been thanks, she said something else. 

"Hey tree rat, mind watching where your paws are going?" 

"Not to worry my lady, I will shift to your back now that you can breath. The way you were gasping, I thought you a fish out of water." 

There was a delay and Ysira was about to ask where she had gone when a loud grunt exploded in her left ear. She flicked her ear as if that simple act would eliminate the annoying sound. Instead, the sound repeated itself even louder a few seconds later. Though it hurt turning her head, Ysira could just make out the black squirrle repeating her digging routine close behind her. 

Now the sand was giving way and she could wiggle her one arm. The sound of digging stopped and then resumed from the other side. Once more the heavy grunting sound bombarded her with a rhythm that matched the digging actions of the squirrel. 

At last Ysira freed one arm. While the black squirrel dug behind her, she scooped the sand off her breasts. She was finding it easier with each scoop to breath. That was when the sound stopped. Looking up, she saw the black squirrel sitting near the backpack, panting. Her black fur had turned as brown from the sand as the dress she wore. Sweet glistened off the squirrel's head and fell like a salty rain from above her. 

Wiggling her body back and forth broke the ground's hold on the vixen. After a few more thrashing motions of her torso, her other arm came free. It came with the sound of much grunting and groaning, but with a perceptible popping sound, the fox freed herself from the sandy tomb. 

Leaning back against the sandy depression, Ysira gasped. She remained seated in the shade of the hole, exhausted after such a struggle. The vixen glazed eyes then focused on the still panting squirrel leaning against her backpack. 

"No insult was meant when I called you 'tree rat.' My name is Ysira and it would please me to know the name of she who saved me." 

The black squirrel retrieved the shackle and with a loud click, secured it to her wrist. For a moment, the head swung from side to side in a slow motion while she looked at something the vixen couldn't detect from the bottom of the pit. Satisfied with whatever she saw, the black squirrel resting against the backpack and closed her eyes. The words spoken to Ysira carried the same note of exhaustion that the fox felt. 

"Your comment was one of panic and I heard no insult." The sand covered squirrel wiped froth from her muzzle before she spoke again. "Call me Greypaw."

Rygaero

Rygaero's thoughts were interrupted when he heard somebeast shout at him. 

"Hey, over here!" 

The ferret was standing right next to Rygaero as the fox looked over, startled, with his blue eyes glinting in the hot sun. The new creature revealed himself as Vaxx Moonclaw, and it was then that Rygaero noticed the ferret's odd coloring. 

"A pure ferret, eh?" he muttered under his breath as he stroked his chin thoughtfully with his right paw. Vaxx cocked his ear, not hearing what Rygaero had muttered. Seeing this, the fox raised his voice, though he was looking down at his leg. 

"Hello..." he paused a moment before continuing, "You may call me Rygaero. Rygaero Dyke." 

His eyes flashed upward, staring towards the pure ferret, lingering for a moment. One may think he was angry, though truth be told, he was just unused to socializing with others. He preferred to be only with himself, a loner as one may put it. As a sudden thought struck his mind, he raised his head up, flashing a half-hearted, weary grin. 

"And where might you be off to? It's not every day you see a white ferret walkin' about in the desert? What is your purpose here?" 

The ferret didn't answer, probably wanting to keep his reasons secret, but Rygaero already knew. The only reason why anyone would enter this forsaken desert would be to find the treasure of Loamhedge. Either that or you were stark raving mad. Just in case, Rygaero shuffled backwards, keeping his eyes in contact with the Vaxx's pink eyes. The ferret didn't look insane, though looks can be deceiving. 

There was an awkward silence for a moment, before Vaxx changed the subject. 

"I don't suppose you'd happen to have a bow with you, would you?" Rygaero shook his head slowly and faced another awkward stretch of silence. 

"So," he began, "...perhaps we could travel together." as much as he disliked company, this ferret could turn out useful. A bowman could shoot those confounded buzzards from the sky, if only he had a bow to shoot with. He squinted as a gust of wind blew sand up in torrents, and a moment later was rubbing his eyes. 

"This is not exactly my idea of a good adventure. This blasted sand'll burn my eyes raw and red as yours." Rygaero chuckled at his little joke, but Vaxx did not, he merely looked to be glad to have found somebody. Rygaero sighed and changed the subject. 

"Shall we be off? I'm headed for that long black band in the distance. Seems to be the only landmark around here." 

And so they resumed the long tiresome walk towards the black band on the horizon. Every step brought them closer, yet it appeared no larger than before. 

"Someday," he muttered, "I'll be out of this blasted desert."

Rassin

The brown-furred stoat, Rassin, began to move around the dead beasts,searching for any little trinkets or food that wasn't lost in the sand. She still held the water-bottle as her sharp black eyes roved over the still scene. Suddenly movement caught her eye. With a swiftness born of caution, Rassin dropped down flat against the sand and raised her head just enough to watch Greypaw moving around. Quietly Rassin began to talk to herself, a habit she had acquired during three long seasons of solitude. 
"Brushtail...a black brushtail. What's she doing? Looks like she's pulling someone out. Stupid creature, saving other creatures lives at the risk of her own! Who is that she's helping? Some silly little woodlander, no doubt - no . . . It can't be. . ." 
A tremor ran through the stoat's body and she tensed, her heart beating painfully. Her stare became urgent, intense, as Greypaw helped Leifdey up. Rassin took a sharp breath inwards as Leifdey moved, then the tension went out of her body and she relaxed into the sand, her breath coming and going in quick sobbing gasps. Her hopes were dashed as quickly as they had been raised. Unconciously the stoat's paw touched her throat, feeling for her old leather necklace with the silver ring on it. It had gone. 
Rassin forgot to be cautious, and sat upright, looking down at her neck, feeling her shoulders, throat, chest. The ring had gone. Urgently, the stoat began to search the ground, desperation driving away every other emotion, thought or instinct. 
Suddenly her paw touched something cool and round. Rassin gasped and picked it up. It was the leather necklace, and the ring was on it. 
The stoat stood upright, shivering with relief. She held the ring to her eyes to make sure it really was hers, then shakingly retied the necklace back around her neck. 
Looking back up, Rassin glanced back at Leifdey and Greypaw. The squirrel was moving again, and as Rassin watched, began to help another creature safely out of the sand. 
Rassin was intrigued. This squirrel didn't seem to care for her own life. Were other creatures so important to the brushtail? Dropping flat down once more, Rassin began to snake closer, acting like a dead body whenever Greypaw or Leifdey happened to look her way.

Leifdey
"It's good seeing you back with us child. Now do me a favor and play a tune." 

Leifdey could not believe what she heard. "Are you insane?" 

"Your music will attract others and will alert those trapped that somebody is near. If you hear anyone call for help, let me know." 

The little marten considered this. It didn’t seem to make sense to her but it was probably best to listen to one’s savior. She upended her lute, emptying a small pile of dart sand onto the ground. She’d have to sandpaper the inside down again, it was probably scratched as was the rounded back of the lute. The instrument had been her first of any real quality. It had taken her over a month to properly make. She twisted the first two pegs and plucked the strings. She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “The turning is at least a semitone sharp and -.” 

Greypaw waved her paw cutting her complaints of. A cry sounded, faint but clear. Someone else must have survived the earthquake. The squirrel’s eyes swiveled as she focused on the noise. Another cry rang out. 

"Remain here girl. No need all of us getting lost too." The squirrel snatched up her pack and raced of without a backward glance. Leifdey mumbled to herself as she began the irksome task of tuning all of the six strings starting with the five double strings. “Treble A, Small Meanie D, Greate Meane G, Countenor B, Tenor E and Base A” she hummed, adjusting the peg board. 

“She’s just trying to keep me busy. By making noise she’ll know that I haven’t run of. They all think I’m useless. All of them.” A single tear trickled down her right cheek, washing away some of the dirt. She flicked out her right paw sounding out a chord and sniffled. It was at least somewhat in tune now. Now, what to play? 

The marteness thought for a minute before selecting a cheery folkdance from her homeland. The notes rolled together in the ascending and descending scales to uneven rhythms. The melody had been inscribed into her memory through seasons of repetition. She started on a second dance, this one with a complex polyphony. Leifdey sighed as a screech from the instrument signaled a misplaced fret. She adjusted her middle digits and was about to try again when the wind whipped something brown and gold into her face. Leify blinked as the thing separated itself from her face. It was a butterfly. She carefully placed her lute on the ground and hopped up and down, trying to catch the tiny insect. The insect fluttered its wings and flew of as Leif chased it. 

… 

“Gotya.” Leifdey clasped her paws around the insect and ripped the right wing off. After wiping of a thin layer of dust she stuck it into her mouth. In her palm the crippled insect continued to squirm. Leifdey chewed thoughtfully. “Needs salt,” she mumbled as she glanced behind her. Leif glanced down from the hill as she looked for Greypaw. Suddenly the ground gave way. The marten thudded down the hill and smashed into the limp form of a beast. Dead? she thought instantly as she backed away from the body of the stoat. 

“Hello?” she asked the figure tentatively, with her paws clasped firmly over her face. "Be you dead sir?

Greypaw

Greypaw finally caught her breath and stood. With a loud grunt, she slung the backpack onto her shoulders. After cinching the straps, the black squirrel began growling to herself. It appeared much of the padding had been torn away from the metal frame and the desert heat was warming up to the temperature of a hot poker. She could endure the heat, though she didn't like it. That made her voice sound a bit harsh, even to her ears. 

"Well my lady, will you be resting there all day or will you be joining us on our journey?" 

Ysira rose with a groan. She watched as the black squirrel began walking down the dune that had but an hour ago threatened her very existence. This was one unusual woodlander. Such thoughts made her blurt out her comment. 

"Am surprised any woodlander would help vermin." 

Greypaw chuckled. "I was born a slave and served a wildcat master. When he realized how intelligent I was, he sold me to a wolf where I was nanny to his litter. Next I served as both nanny and teacher to a pine martin merchant. When his young became too old for my services, he sold me to a ferret. So I have spent my whole life around 'vermin' and I don't mind their company." 

"That explains your chain. You're a slave. Does your master still live?" 

"I be a freebeast my lady. While en route to my newest master, the ship was hit by a terrible storm. It sprung me from the brig and when I reached the deck, a broken yardarm and torn sail carried me overboard. This chain saved my life as it became wrapped around that piece of floating debris. Next thing I knew, I was at Redwall." 

Ysira hastened her pace, drawing close but staying behind her savior. "So Greypaw, how did you get here?" 

"None of those woodlanders wanted me as a nanny or a teacher. All I ever got from those creatures was pity. They all believe slaves are so downtrodden that they want such pity." There was no denying the anger in the squirrel's tone. "Redwall's Recorder ordered me onto this quest. He figured others would learn of me and I could use my scholastic knowledge when we found Loamhedge. However, after a week of nothing but constant pity, I ran off. Talk about ironic, I ran into Jonder. He was going to the same place and hired me as both porter and warrior." 

"He didn't make you a slave again?" 

"As you can see, my weapon is something few beast want to face. It is also a very versatile weapon. At full length, I can keep my opponent far enough away that even a spear would not touch me. Doubled up, I can match the reach of a broadsword. Doubled again, a short sword. 

Greypaw stood still and began looking about her. After a short wait, Ysira was about to say something when the black squirrel called out for some beast named Leafdey. She was about to call a second time when Ysira pointed towards a series of tracks leading to a ridge of sand. 

Moving slowly, the two followed the tracks. Using a voice that every child under Greypaw knew had better be answered, she bellowed. "Leafdey, where are you girl? Answer me!"

Ultima

Ultima wet her lips with some water from the canteen. Those cliffs seemed further off no matter how much she walked. The shifting sand under her paws didn’t help much either. She doggedly pressed on… not wishing to waste any time, although the sunlight constantly pounding on her head had become a tiresome annoyance. 

She had tried everything to try and hide from the sun’s punishing rays. She tried to take off her robe and hold it over her head… but that only succeeded in stiff joints. She, of course, contributed her stiff joints to the heat and dryness. She tried letting her robe just drape over her head but only succeeded in heating herself more. Finally she got fed up and threaded the sand riddled garment though the straps of the pack and just marched onward in her well-worn blue tunic dress. 

The next thing that kept her busy during her hike was trying to clean herself of the sand. Beating the sand from her dress was little trouble… but trying to get the grit from her ears and fur was another matter. The mixture of sand and sweat had matted into her fur and made it very uncomfortable for her. She continually tried to comb the mess out with her claws. She stopped when the mixture of sand and sweat had gotten into her eye. She quickly located the canteen and washed the irritant from her vision. 

“Next thing you know I’m going to go blind out here,” Ultima commented to no one in particular. She wiped her face with the corner of her sleeve, the sand a little looser now that it had been mixed with water. “Grit and sun in my eyes should do the trick. I’m always telling those youngins to not look I the sun but you can’t help it out here. The…” 

She stopped rambling to herself when she heard some music playing. Her eyes much clearer she squinted gazed out over the shimmering landscape trying to pinpoint the source. After a moment she concluded that the music must have been the wind or her mind playing a trick on her. 

“Humph,” she mumbled. “I’m going to have to get to some shade soon. Next thing you know I’ll be seeing…” 

Well she did see a clump of sand rise and fall. At first she thought it was a trick with the sun, a mirage or something similar. But she caught sight of it again. By the third time she knew her eyes weren’t failing her. She started full speed towards the flying sand; her mood improved knowing that she wasn’t the only one left alive in this desert. 

Her enthusiastic run quickly slowed to a fast walk. It wasn’t long until some creatures came into her view. The music became louder and lifted her spirit slightly. She was able to spot the one that was playing the music and not noticing another coming up behind. She also spotted a group of others fast approaching the pair shouting something. Ultima slowed to a near stop for a moment not sure what was about to play out.

Rassin

Rassin watched Greypaw narrowly, a light in her eyes that did not promise well. Her hopes had been raised, although deep down she had known Leifdey was not who she hoped, and now they had been dashed. The stoat was in an ugly mood. If she had half a chance, she would happily kill Greypaw and anybeast with her. 
For now, however, Rassin was stuck with following Greypaw and the rest of the beasts. Common sense told her that these beasts who were slowly growing in number would no doubt have at least some food and water, and she wasn't fool enough to attack out of sheer, irrational anger on dangerous ground. 
Crawling closer to Greypaw, the stoat heard a faint noise, vaguely like music. As she moved, the noise came closer. Warily, Rassin paused, trying to find the source of the noise. Abruptly, it stopped. The stoat growled silently and was about to move on again when sand began to trickle down onto her from above. Cautiously, Rassin looked up, just in time to see Leifdey falling down the slope. 
Rassin half-jumped up, but she was too late. Leifdey knocked her flat once more, winding the stoat slightly. Rassin lay for a moment, trying desperately to get her breath without showing it. If she played dead, maybe the creature would leave and Rassin wouldn't have to kill it. 

"Hello? Be you dead, sir?" 

At the sound of the voice all of Rassin's remaining self-control snapped. Whipping out a long, sharp dagger, Rassin whirled upon Leifdey. She raised the dagger high then plunged it hard towards the marten's chest. Inches from Leifdey's fur, the dagger froze. Rassin's dark, tormented eyes stared at the little marten. The tip of the dagger trembled . . . then slowly lowered and moved away. Rassin gazed at Leifdey, immobile. Burning anger and hate was mixed in her black eyes, mingled with a terrible, aching pain. 
Rassin stared at Leifdey. 
Then suddenly the stoat blinked and raised the dagger again threateningly as she snarled softly, 

"You mention one word about me to that brushtail or anyone else and you'll be dead meat. Don't ever look over your shoulder for me, never think about me. You never saw me, you have no idea that I even exist. Understood? Now go! Get out of my sight before I kill you." 

Without waiting to see if Leifdey did go, Rassin turned, dropped flat and slid quickly away, dagger still in her paw. 
Once she was safely mixed in with the dead bodies, the stoat lay, hot tears forming. They didn't fall, but the stoat lay for a time, her face pressed into the gritty sand, sweat making the dagger handle slippery in her paw. Rassin took several deep, shuddering breaths before moving onwards once more, always keeping a certain distance from Greypaw, always watching.

Leifdey

”You mention one word about me to that brushtail or anyone else and you'll be dead meat. Don't ever look over your shoulder for me, never think about me. You never saw me, you have no idea that I even exist. Understood? Now go! Get out of my sight before I kill you," she snarled. 

That was all the hint that Leifdey needed. With a terrified squeak she raced back up the hill, tripping and sliding on the steep piles of sand. As soon as she was safely out of site she stopped to wipe the sandy tears from her face. That mad beast had certainly scared her. Perhaps the sun had addled her wits or being alone for so long in the desert had had her reclusive. She sniffed again, bringing up fresh tears. She had only wanted to help the creature. 

That creature was out in the desert, probably with little water and food. She couldn’t just leave her out to starve to death. A thought entered Leify’s mind. What if this beast was planning to follow them and steal their provisions? Or even worse, what if this stoat would kill them? The little marten whimpered. Greypaw would keep her safe. She stood completely still. Greypaw had instructed her to stay where she was and play her lute while she investigated the figure of a beast. How much time had passed? A few minutes? A few hours? Leifdey looked at the sun for help but it merely blazed down at her as it had since she had woken up. 

The squirrel wouldn’t be too happy with her for running of. She had probably made it back to camp ages ago. The little marten moaned as she started to walk again. Better get this on with she thought. The most Greypaw would do would be to yell or assign her chores. Leafy wrinkled her nose. Though that would be considerably bad enough she was used to it. It wasn’t time to mention that there was a strange beast outside watching them. Perhaps she’d bring it up the following morning, or Greypaw would find the creature herself. 

Leifdey whipped her face on the front of her tunic. Her face was probably a bit red but the tears were gone. She’d just tell Greypaw that she’d gotten lost chasing butterflies. That was fairly plausible. 

In the camp was a gingery-brown vixen as well as Greypaw. Leify entered and shuffled her foot paws not wanting to look at the squirrel. “I got lost?” she blurted out.

Vaxx

Vaxx and Rygaero walked through the shifting sands of the desert, careful to keep their footing. The wind had picked up; Vaxx had to shield his face from the constant onslaught of sand. “This place is a nightmare,” he commented aloud. His companion only glanced his way for a moment, and said nothing. 

What a strange sort of fellow, thought Vaxx. The novelty of having found another creature to travel with had worn off very quickly. The young fox didn’t reveal anything about himself at all. Vaxx smirked. Neither did he, but that was because there was no proper time to do so. Rygaero didn’t talk much, and didn’t seem to know how to respond on the rare occasion that Vaxx would speak. But that was okay with Vaxx. He didn’t really want to carry on in a conversation either; it left him more time to think. 

Although, it would be nice to know what the fox was doing in this desert. Vaxx couldn’t imagine one just being in this horrid desert for no purpose, no gain. There could only be one thing: the treasure. The glorious, spellbinding treasure that awaited him in the old, broken-down abbey of Loamhedge. But if this fox knew about it, how many others did? Vaxx had thought that he was the only one looking for it, and had preferred it that way. If, in fact there were others looking for it, what if one of them reached the treasure first? He needed this gold, and if anyone else tried getting it before him… The ferret glanced sideways at his companion, who was walking with large strides, intent on going wherever he was planning to go. If this fox was looking for the treasure as well, he just might have to plan a way to dispose of him. “I’d better watch my back too,” thought the ferret. 

Vaxx didn’t think too highly of his companions. 

He was drawn away from his thoughts by Rygaero’s voice. “Well, we’re sure getting closer to that black band, but there’s just one thing I just can’t figure out.” 
“What’s that?” asked Vaxx, not actually interested in what he had to say. He had to get back to his thoughts. 
“Well, it looks like we’re walkin’ in th’ right direction, but the band seems to be in a downwar…” Rygaero’s sentence was cut off as a big gust of wind knocked him and Vaxx over. It seemed to Vaxx that Rygaero was struggling to stay in place, and saw why when, with a yelp, Rygaero was carried downward by the sand. Vaxx didn’t understand until the sand that he was laying on started moving in that direction, and he saw Rygaero shooting down the steep hill that they were unknowingly standing upon. 

Vaxx struggled to get away from the hill, but all the sand was moving him towards the drop. With a final yell, he plummeted down the steep slant, completely powerless against the sand that was continuously pushing him down. After a few seconds, he hit something. Something furry. He heard a deep female voice cry out, and then he was crushed into the sand by that large furry creature. “GET OFF!” he yelled, and the creature did so. Vaxx sprung up, which was not an easy thing to do with his cloak, and sized up his possible opponent. A large, female badger loomed in front of him. Vaxx’s hand instinctively shot to his bow, which, of course, wasn’t there. Vaxx silently cursed, and prepared to run, in case Rygaero’s skill with his nun-chucks couldn’t hold off this living mountain. 

Greypaw

Greypaw once more called out to Leifdey and was startled when the girl popped up like some windup toy. Whatever she had seen must have put quite a fright in the pine martin youth. 

The pine martin youth reminded her of a child caught where she wasn't supposed to be. Her downward look and the scuffing foot told Greypaw far more than the words she spoke. 

"I got lost." Greypaw could tell by the questioning tone of the comment that there was more behind the comment and decided to probe. 

"Lost? Did you hear somebody calling for help or did you just wander about like some windblown leaf?" 

There was a slight hesitation before the girl answered. "No mam, I was . . . I was chasing a butterfly and I landed on another creature. He was dead." 

Greypaw placed her arm on the shoulder of the girl and gave her a slight hug. For some reason, the sight of another dead creature seemed to upset her. Perhaps she hadn't seen death before. Greypaw remembered when she had seen her first death, an ancient one that had seen too many seasons. It scared her and so she wasn't upset with Leifdey. 

Distracting the girl was easy. With a gentle push, she directed the girl towards the fox. "This is the lady Ysira. See if she can use your help while I check the dead body for anything useful." 

She walked over to the sand ridge where the girl had popped up just a few seconds earlier. Looking down into the shallow ravine, Greypaw saw no other creature. There was a feeling of confusion as she tried understanding what she saw. Or should she say, what she didn't see. 

Using the chain as a broom, Greypaw began sweeping the sand before her. She worked her way along the girl's deep paw prints and a pace further left and right of the girl's path. All the chain uncovered was even more sand. Wherever that body was, the desert had once more claimed it. 

Satisfied that the body had shifted too deep for recovery, Greypaw made her way back to the top of the sandy ridge. For just a moment, her hackles tingled. Last time that happened was when the she-wolf mate to her master stalked her. Greypaw had to be vigilant then to avoid earning the lady's wrath and a session that would end with a sore back. 

But there was no master that could be angered. There was no duty she had left undone that could earn her trouble. Yet there was a strong sense of danger. During a lifetime as a slave, she had always trusted that feeling and so far, it had kept her hide unblemished by any whip. She wondered if those who called themselves free had such feelings and how they handled them. 

Giving a shake of her head, the black squirrel gathered her chain weapon. Until that feeling of danger dissipated, she would keep the shackle secured to her wrist. It would be best if she stayed alert. 

Since there was no corpse to rob or creature to save, Greypaw trudged back to the others. Her mind was a bit disoriented as she tried reconciling her feelings. She dismissed her unease to the aftereffects of the quake and tried putting a confident expression onto her face. 

Problem was, she didn't feel confident as she had no idea where they had to go or what they had to do. This had started out as a treasure hunt. Now it was that and a battle of survival. 

She called out to the vixen. "My lady Ysira, have you any idea what we should do now?"

Rygaero

Rygaero's skill with his num-chucks were laughable. He practiced whenever he could, but all this gave him were large purple bruises on his paws, and various other parts of his body. He instinctively pulled them from his belt and started swinging them this way and that. They hummed and whizzed through the air, a blur of hard brown wood. It was quite an impressive display, until he began injuring himself. First he hit his elbow, then his stomach, causing him to grunt, then lastly, his left paw. Pretty soon he'd have bruises on top of his bruises. He yelped when the wooden rod hit his paw, seeing as it hit right in the middle of one of the bigger bruises. The fox winced as the num-chucks went flying off and half buried itself in the sand, next to the badgers footpaws. 

Vaxx ran a few paces before being cut off by the big badger, who only had to sidestep twice to become stuck in his escape path. She seemed to be pretty ticked off, and she lifted the pure ferret by his cloak with one paw. Rygaero thought he heard her mutter something about vermin, but he couldn't hear well enough. Vaxx struggled and ended up slipping out of his cloak, onto the ground. Rygaero had to stifle an amused chuckle before turning to look away from the iminent ensuing chaos. He brought a paw up above his eyes to shade them from the sun, now beginning to sink from the sky. He saw some dark figures, and when he cocked an ear to listen, he heard melodious music. 

"Shh-shh-shh...y'hear that?" the badger forgot about Vaxx and turned her attention to Rygaero. 

"Of course...where do you think I was trying to go before I was so rudely interrupted by you two bumbling halfwits?" 

Rygaero hastily tried to change the subject, not wanting to get in a fight. "Uhh, what's an old badger like you doing way out here anyway? Shouldn't you be back home, enjoying the rest of your life?" 

Apparently, this was the worst thing Rygaero could have said. The badger growled and didn't say anything. What she did do, however, was grab Rygaero and Vaxx by the scruff of the neck and started dragging them towards the other beasts. As Rygaero was pulled along, he grabbed his num-chucks and held them tightly. There were some woodlanders more violent than this badger. 

"So uhh...what's your name, anyway? Or should I just call you 'Old Bat'?" 

That was when Ultima stopped, kicked him in the stomach, and continued on her merry way, towards what Vaxx and Rygaero thought to be their iminent doom. 

"Merf," grunted Rygaero. 

Some of the other beasts were beginning to notice the badger...and the two vermin in tow. Rygaero wrenched his head backwards, trying to see if they were goodbeasts or not. He blinked in surprise. They were not wooodlanders, nor vermin, but both. He blinked again, then realized that they were all vermin, save for one squirrel. The sun was glaring in the fox's eyes, but he thought he saw the squirrel shackled. A slave to the others. Rygaero chuckled. Perhaps they could do in with this badger, too. Or maybe not... 

The little pine marten playing the music stopped and was the first to notice them. 
"Look," she said, pointing to the badger. 
The squirrel stepped forward and Rygaero noticed that she was no slave at all. The chains looked to be some sort of weapon. 
"Who are you, my lady? My lords?" Rygaero blinked, surprised once again, this time at being called a lord. He didn't even notice that the badger had dropped him and Vaxx until a second later. The badger was the first to reply, sounding glad to be respected. 
"My name is Ultima, what might yours be?" 
The squirrel bowed her head. "Greypaw, my lady." she looked up again to see who the fox and the ferret were. 
Rygaero was thoroughly confused. The squirrel, Greyapaw, she looked a slave, wasn't a slave, but acted like a slave. "Uhh..." he said stupidly, before shaking his head and answering, "M'name's Rygaero. Rygaero Dyke." 
"And I'm Vaxx Moonclaw." 

The rest of the group started introducing themselves in their own fashion. Rygaero slunk away, not wanting to be surrounded by so many people. He wandered off, not far, and stopped as he looked down at a dead body. Well, the only parts sticking out from the sand were the corpse's two arms and the top of the head, but it was a dead body all the same. Rygaero had no idea that the earthquake had caused so much harm. Apparently he had gotten off lucky. The only things worth stealing from this creature, or it's arms, were a pair of black metal gauntlets. The fox slipped them off, not bothered by the fact that they just came off of a corpse, which was probably crawling with maggots already. The gauntlets fit near perfectly, and still gave him enough movement in the fingers to grip the num-chucks. These would surely stop all the bruises from multiplying on his paws. 

As he wandered back towards the group, he was met by Vaxx. The ferret threw a bit of food to him. 
"Courtesy of Greypaw. Looks like we'll be travellin' with them now. The little pine marten is Leifdey and the vixen is Ysira." 

Rygaero was miffed at having to travel with all these people, but at least they had food and water. There were some perks of travelling with a group. 

"Get some sleep," said Vaxx, "We're heading towards the cliffs before sunup."

Ultima

Ultima watched the fox beat himself with the peculiar weapon. It was amusing to watch but her mood didn’t improve much. The ferret attempted to escape but she sidestepped and easily blocked him. These two deserved to give her an explanation. 

“Come on you vermin. What do you have to say for yourself?” 

She picked up the ferret to question him but he slid out of his cloak. This really did not improve her mood. 

“Come here you pale faced excuse for a worm,” she said trying to get a hold of the ferret but he was much too slippery for her and really didn’t improve her humors. 

Of course when she heard the fox make a comment about the group that she had been trying to contact. She gave her miffed remark. 

“Of course...where do you think I was trying to go before I was so rudely interrupted by you two bumbling halfwits?” 

The fox’s remark just about did it for her. She growled and grabbed them both and dragged them towards the group. 

I’ll be bantering with these two until nightfall, she thought to herself. The few steps of silence allowed her to gain some composure but the fox’s next comment really irritated her. 

“Should I just call you ‘Old Bat’?” 

She stopped. I’ll show him Old Bat, she thought and kicked the fox. She then continued feeling somewhat better she had knocked some sense into these impudent youngins. 

She reached the group and was approached by Greypaw and they made their introductions. Ultima actually preferred Greypaw. She seemed much nicer than the pair she was dragging with her. The way Greypaw addressed everyone as ladies or lord seemed a little much to Ultima. It was definitely overstating the mental capacity of the two who had unkindly barged into her. 

She looked over the rest of the group. The small marten she noticed was looking up at her. Ultima had always been a sap for the small ones. 

“Hello,” Ultima smiled to the small one. “Where you the one making that pretty music?” 

The young marten bobbed her head like a cork in water. 

“What’s your name?” Ultima asked the marten. 

“Leifdey.” 

“That’s nice,” Ultima smiled. 

The company seemed to be getting better and better with each moment… of course her starting point could have been better. She glanced around the group. Only the vixen remained to be introduced. Ultima gave her introduction. 

“Ysira,” the vixen replied. 

Ultima did a double take to make sure she hadn’t missed anyone. She caught the fox she had dragged earlier stalking away. She figured it was better he’d stay out of her fur for a while and didn’t say anything. 

“Have any of you an idea what we should do now?” Greypaw said. 

“I was heading to the cliffs,” Ultima answered in better humor. “It’s the only landmark around here and there’s at least going to be some shade.” 

“But it’s going to be night soon,” Ultima hear the vixen Ysira say. Ultima looked to the sky and confirmed Ysira’s report. They had an hour of sunlight left. 

“Yes,” Ultima said. “Well, it has been a long day. We could use a rest. Why don’t we make camp? Maybe take stock of our resources?” 

The idea seemed generally accepted and after a while Ultima’s robe was made into a lean to and the supplies were being tallied.

Greypaw
Greypaw released the catch on her weapon and allowed the chain to fall with a clatter. She then opened the pack and began laying out the items within. Greypaw knew her pack contained supplies, but had no idea just how much dried and preserved food there was in the pack. 

However, it was the discovery at the bottom of the backpack that had the black squirrel squealing with joy. Even the others gave her a strange look as she was so passive around them earlier that day. None could see what she carried, but they watched as she again stuffed the backpack. 

Once finished, Greypaw grabbed the backpack and sauntered over to the lady badger. Though she carried her bushy tail high and proud, her eyes remained downcast. As she stood before the badger, she made her report with a voice that sounded like a foot soldier reporting to an officer. 

"My lady badger, I am . . ." was as far as the black squirrel got before the badger interrupted her. 

"Listen girl, we seem to be stuck with each other as traveling companions. Best you get use to our names and us, yours. You can address me as Ultima." 

Those who had been watching the black squirrel thought about the many contradictions they had seen. One moment she was a bold and domineering female that took charge. The next, she was a subservient beast. Everyone wondered which would respond. 

The black squirrel lifted her muzzle and after licking her lips, again addressed the badger. This time her voice held a note of deference to the badger, but as an underling to her superior. There was no longer any hint of a slave reporting to her master. 

"My pack contains dry provisions sufficient for one beast to feed well for the next twenty days. If we accept half rations, it will last the six of us perhaps seven days. However, I saved the best news for last. There are seven full water canteens in the pack. Every one of them still sealed." 

The badger nodded. "And what about you Greypaw, do you carry anything useful?" 

"Other then the canteen on my belt Lady Ultima, I have nothing but the garments I wear." 

In the silence that followed, there was the sound of a bowstring snapping. Everyone looked in different directions hoping to spot the arrow that must be inbound. Then they heard the badger laugh. 

There on the ground by the black squirrel's feet, laid the rope belt that had been about Greypaw's waist. It was now nothing but a shredded mass of cords. The canteen that was on her waist now sat on the sand next to one of the squirrel's black paw. 

"Best you take that water Greypaw; you're going to need it before we reach those cliffs."

Rassin

More and more creatures were gathering together as Rassin watched. Her burning tears had faded, leaving her with a dull, gnawing pain in her gut. For the moment, however, Rassin knew she couldn't afford to let her feelings get the better of her. If she wanted to survive in this wilderness of sand, she had better follow this group as closely as she could. 
The stoat pushed her feelings deep down and forced herself to think calmly and coolly. What should she do? Approaching them was out of the question. With a black squirrel and a badger, both of whome no doubt would mistrust a fully-grown, ugly stoat with twin daggers in evidence, Rassin didn't dare approach them. She didn't want to anway. The stoat knew that with Leifdey there, she woudn't be able to cope. 
Rassin decided to draw away a little and give herself time to think, without these creature's presence pressing on her. 
Slipping away, Rassin faded into the background and sat down, hidden from the sight of the group by a small sandhill. 
Rassin knew she had to beg or steal food and water from these creatures. Without water she wouldn't survive. And yet the very presence of Leifdey blocked her from going too near the camp. 
The stoat snarled in fury and smashed her paw against the hard sand. What could she do? Kill Leifdey? No, she could never do that. Never. Finally she decided to simply shadow the beasts. No doubt one of them would be careless enoguh to drop a water-bottle, even if it only had af ew drops left. 
Resolved on something at long last, Rassin suddenly felt that she couldn't stay still any longer. She jumped up and crept out of the sand dune's shadow, flat on her stomach again. 
Snaking back towards the group. she saw that, due to the coming evening, they now had a single creature on watch. The rest of the group were out of Rassin's eye-line. From her vantage point, the stoat couldn't tell what creature it was on watch, but she dropped flat and lay still, watching it carefully. 
A light wind blew up as she lay still, rustling the sand and sending little whirlwinds here and there. Rassin closed her eyes as sand blew at her face and dropped her face flat against the sand. 
Images began to rise up to her tired mind, and Rassin was now too weary to push them away. . . 
A little stoat dibbun ran and laughed as she tried to catch autumn leaves thrown up for her by her mother. Her mother was happy, pouncing on her dibbun and tickling it until the dibbun squirmed away and ran off. Her mother chased it, laughing . . . 

A dead little dibbun lay in the moonlight, held by her weeping mother, her blank eyes staring up at the unfriendly trees above . . . 

Rassin shut her eyes tighter, shaking in grief. Her paw clutched at a pawful of sand, gripping the trickling substance tightly, as if it would help her block her memories . . . 

The stoat began to move again, closer to the camp, hoping weakly that watching the group of creatures could help her forget. 
A faint flapping noise from behind her made Rassin freeze. Inch by inch, she turned around, to see a tattered piece of cloth lying, half-embedded in the sand. After watching it carefully for any sign of a trick or trap, Rass crept down to it and pulled the material out, sniffing it dubiously. It appeared to be fine - probably some cloak belonging to a victim of the earthquake. Rassin wrapped it around her to guard from the cool breezes, then settled down to her watch of the camp. She gazed fixedly at the sentry, forcing herself to think only of the pitiful group of survivors from the earthquake. No more thoughts were allowed.

Rygaero

Rygaero had only dozed a short time before somebody woke him. He couldn't see who, and didn't recognize the voice. He felt like his eyes were glued shut. The unknown voice said few words, shortly and simply. 

"You've got watch tonight. Wake us before the sun's up." 

Rygaero grumbled as he stumbled to his feet. He rubbed at his eyes; he thought he had sand in them. The remaining water in his canteen sloshed about as he took a quick swig. It tasted disgusting, but at least it helped wash the dry feeling in his mouth away. He looked through watery eyes toward the camp. As far as he could tell, they were all dozing soundly, but one can not be too sure, especially if that one is still half asleep. 

Guard duty can be very boring, and when one has the responsibility of making sure everyone is alive in the morning, one has the tendency to think a lot. Some tend to think about miniscule unimportant things, and others relive either their worst or their best memories. In Rygaero's case, it was the latter, and as far as he was concerned, he had no good memories. His eyes grew fiery with hate as he drifted off into memories. 

"Papa...you hurt me..." 
"Quit your moanin', boy. 
"But papa..." 
A lone tear mingled with a stream of blood as they trickled down the face of the young fox. 

Silence. 

"You're no son of mine. If your brother wasn't dead..." The tall fox turned away, trying to hide his grief. "Go. Just go..." 

The young Rygaero stood dumbly, looking up to his father. 
"Papa..." 
"I said GO!" 
"W-Why?" 

A pause. 

"Everything has gone wrong because of you. Your mother is dead because of you. Your brother is dead because of you. Do you remember that day? The day we broke into that red building. Redwall..." 

Rygaero only looked up to his father, tears in his eyes. His father continued on, as though Rygaero didn't know well enough already. That day haunted him like a plague. 

"Your brother insisted we take you along, but before our moment of triumph, you cried. They killed your brother. I should have let them kill you." 
His voice sounded icy cold and laden with hate. Blood-stained hate. 
Rygaero's mother had died in childbirth. His father had never forgiven him for that. 
Rygaero finally worked up the courage to speak. Not in defense, he knew it was his fault, but he spoke. 

"You always wanted me to be evil. To show no mercy, but to take the easy way out. Don't just steal...poison them, don't fight honorably, stab them in the back. Yes, it's my fault Ryger is dead. I practically killed him, but I took the easy way out. Is that too evil for you?" 

His father lashed out, and in moments, Rygaero was moaning in pain, clutching a broken arm. 
"Don't you ever say such blasphemy again. Leave now, or I swear I'll kill you in the slowest way possible." 

Tears streamed down Rygaero's face as he stumbled away, wincing from the pain. All the while, through choked tears, yelling, "I hate you! I hate you!" 

He never saw his father again after that. He supposed it was for the best. 

Reminiscing these moments of years past made Rygaero cry. He was glad it was dark, that no one was awake. 
"I hate you..." he muttered, as he drifted off into the next worst part of his life. 

"It's a baby boy, Rygaero! A boy!" 
"He even looks like me, Nylena, but he has your beauty." 
The mother fox beamed up at Rygaero, the proud father, nearly 16 seasons old at the time. 
"What shall we name him?" 
Rygaero's eyes grew misty, he was thinking of the past. "Ryger." 

A year later, Rygaero had come home to a hideous sight. Nylena, his beloved, dead on the floor with a knife in her back. Dark blood oozed from the wound. Dried cracked blood littered her dress. And off to the side was the little baby Ryger. 
"Lookit daddy, I'm jus' like you!" 
Rygaero choked and stepped back, shaking his head. He mouthed words of denial, but in his heart he knew it was true. Finally, he spoke to no one in particular. 

"Like father, like son..." 
He knelt down and cradled Nylena's head in his lap. She was dead. Her, his brother, his mother, all dead. All because of him...in the long run. If he had never met her, she'd still be alive. Oh how he cried. He cried until no tears would come out, then he cried some more. All the while, Ryger was beaming as though he had just done the best thing in the world. 

A day later, Rygaero and Ryger stood over the mound of earth that marked her grave. A tear fell from Rygaero's cheek to the grave. It wasn't her death that made him cry this time, it was what he must do. 

"I can not let such a monster live to plague this world." With that, Rygaero looked down at his son. 

The young Ryger didn't even suspect that he'd find poison in his dinner that night, but after that last meal, he never suspect another thing again. 

It wasn't long after that that Rygaero left for the desert, and the treasure of Loamhedge. The wounds of grief were still fresh, but he tried to shun them. His tears dried on his cheeks as he dozed off into sleep. Nobody would notice his slumber anyway. 

What Rygaero didn't know was that unseen eyes were watching...

Ultima

Ultima nudged the fox told him it was his turn to take watch. She lay down in the sand ready to sleep but she couldn’t stop thinking about the day’s events. So much had happened. This was most likely one of the most interesting days of her life. But by far it wasn’t the worst. 

She tried not to dwell on it and focused on getting to sleep. She closed her eyes and drifted off with little trouble. 

She dreamed of a happy life. There was Raie and Zale. She loved them. Raie took Zale for a walk along the seashore like on most clear days. They’d always come back with whatever bounty the sea could offer. Zale would sometimes bring home pieces of driftwood. Raie would use them to make something new for their home. Raie was a good father. Zale was a wonderful son. 

Zale loved to pretend he had a ship of his own. He had always seen the passing ships and told Ultima of his ambitions. Ultima figured they were nothing more than childish fancies. She always wanted to go on adventures when she was small. She never got around to them. She had no intention of leaving Raie and Zale. 

Of course Zale’s ambitions proved to be damaging to Ultima, deadly to Raie, and his own downfall. 

Ultima remembered all too well finding Raie and not being able to find Zale. But while she dreamed of what it was like being with them. She didn’t want to remember life without them. But that was only a dream. It wasn’t real any more. 

She then remembered life in Redwall. She didn’t tell anyone there about Raie or Zale but they didn’t need to know. Besides… she was happy there as well. She got to care for the young ones. She forgot about Raie and Zale when she was helping her friends at Redwall. 

“Ultima.” 

Ultima whirled around and saw Sonsia, the mouse she had recovered from the sand when the earthquake struck. Ultima’s heart wrenched. She found herself standing in the middle of the desert. The sun beat down on her. A wind blew up and sand flew past her. She covered her face to try and prevent the sand from getting in her eyes or up her nose. 

The wind blew past relentless and she felt like her legs were made of lead. She glanced down and saw that the wind was churning up the sand and burying her. She panicked and tried to pull herself free. The sand didn’t seem to give and it seemed for every inch she got free another foot of sand built up. 

She awoke with a start. She was in the desert but she was on top of the sand. The night was still. She closed her eyes and went back to sleep.

Greypaw
It never failed to amaze the black squirrel. How could a place as hot as this desert become so cold during the night? During their trek into the desert, such extremes didn't concern the black squirrel since there were tents and blankets for the cold nights and light airy garments for the day. 

Of course, that was before the quake struck. Now Greypaw found herself resting on the sandy ground. From all outward appearances, she was a black furry rock. Her shape resembling the fetal position as she involuntarily tried maintaining warmth to her extremities. 

During the frigid night, she had shivered. Her body responded to the cold though the mind was sound asleep. With the dawn yet to break, both the sun and the temperatures began rising. The sky had turned from its midnight darkness to the yellow hue of the false dawn. In perhaps another five minutes, the golden orb would start its climb above the distant horizon. 

Greypaw awoke. She chided herself for sleeping so late. Already the camp was beginning to bustle with activity. Only the child Leifdey still slept, her chest rising and falling in a slow rhythm. The black squirrel decided the pine martin youth could sleep until dawn. 

It gave Greypaw enough time for what she needed. Moving closer to the backpack, the black squirrel gave herself a mighty shake. She flipped her bushy tail before her and grasped it in her left paw and gave it a series of gentle slaps. With the debris of her sleep removed from her garments and her fur, she reached into her pocket for her grooming kit. 

That was when she started muttering to herself. It had become such a normal morning routine that she had forgotten the quake claimed everything in her pockets. Even the tin of grease for her weapon had slipped through the small hole that was now bigger than her fist. 

Moving around to the side facing her traveling companions, Greypaw first snapped her shackle closed. The black squirrel shortened the length of the chain by first doubling it into two lengths and doubling it again into four shortened chains. This she fastened to her shackle with a length of cord from her ruined belt. She then gave the chain a few swings as a form of morning exercise. Feeling confident that the others had seen her workout and would not attempt anything directly, Greypaw sauntered over to the pine martin. 

"Wake girl. It's time you be up and about." 

Leifdey awoke and looked about her. The black squirrel squatted there, a smile on her face. The pine martin had no time for planning things as Greypaw had her own ideas of what should be done first. 

"Remember Leifdey, we all receive half rations. Now get the food from my pack and distribute it. Give Lady Ultima the first portion since she is our leader. After that, as you can." 

Trudging through the desert proved to be an agonizing ordeal. The backpack was properly balanced, so it wasn't the weight that made it a burden. With much of the cloth padding torn off, the metal braces were holding the heat. Every so often, the black squirrel would scrunch her shoulders so the heat would affect a different portion of her anatomy. 

The heat also made her strange weapon a tad uncomfortable on her wrist. She began wondering if the shackle would begin literally roasting her arm. For a moment, the thought came to her mind of the basted sea birds her last master loved eating. It made Greypaw giggle at the image of some creature nibbling on her sweat basted arm. 

She hadn't realized her mental image had escaped into the real world. Leifdey gave the black squirrel an odd look. Seeing that the others were too far ahead to have heard, the girl pressed her opportunity for some conversation. 

"Mind sharing what amuses you Miss Greypaw?" 

The black squirrel ruffled the fur on the girl's head before replying. "You need not address me with any titles Leifdey. Greypaw will do quite nicely for now." 

"You haven't answered my question." 

Such audacity amused the black squirrel and for a moment, she enjoyed the humor the girl presented. Once she stopped her light giggles, she cleared her throat before continuing. 

"My mind wandered to memories of a former life. Comparing that time with now caused me to laugh." 

"Do you miss your past Greypaw?" 

"In a way, I do miss my life as a slave. There was purpose to my existence and I held an honorable post of nanny and teacher. Every master I ever had considered me a valuable addition and only when the young outgrew me, was I sold." 

Greypaw paused for a moment, but the desert silence and a willing ear proved irresistible. 

"We all need a purpose to our lives child. Mine was caring for the young of others. Strange, in freedom, I am denied that purpose, so I go looking for another." 

The pine martin was enjoying this talkative lady. If nothing else, she distracted the girl from the endless sand and the searing heat of this accursed place. The girl hadn't intended blurting out her next comment, but a willing ear was something hard to resist. Had the Fates allowed it, she would recall those words as it opened a deadly trap before her. 

"Would you offer me such protection? I mean, if you were my nanny, would you protect me from any danger?" 

Greypaw noticed the change in the girl's posture. She had an expression that her past charges held when they wanted to reveal something, but were too frightened to do so. It was just the kind of thing Greypaw excelled at when she had dibbuns about her. 

She wrapped her arm around the girl's shoulder and brought her muzzle close to Leifdey's ear. Greypaw kept her voice soft, but there was no condescending tone to it. Since the girl thought there was danger, Greypaw would not contradict her. There was a better way. 

"Do you remember how Lady Ultima smiled at you? As powerful a beast as any badger is, she can be gentle. You trust her?" Greypaw was pleased at the nodding head. "That male fox with the metal gauntlets and the wooden sticks, does he frighten you?" This time there was a definite shake of the head. "I know; Lord Rygaero doesn't seem to handle that thing too well." This caused Leifdey to giggle. 

Perhaps it was the touch promising safety that made the pine martin talk. Then again, perhaps it was the proximity that promised a confidence. In either case, the girl whispered her comment. "We have another following us and she said she would kill me if I told anyone about her, especially you." 

At least now Greypaw knew what had her hackles tingling yesterday. There was another creature following them. Why that creature would single her out as a special threat didn't make sense. Her freedom was too recent for somebody to develop a grudge against her. When she was a slave, Greypaw couldn't do anything that would jeopardize somebody else. Not without incurring her master's wrath and a taste of leather across one's back. 

So what was she to do? She couldn't tell the others as they would start hunting this shadowy beast. If they did trap this unknown creature, somebody was bound to get hurt. If she did nothing, there would always be a threat that hadn't been anticipated by the badger. It would endanger all of them. 

Leaning over to the girl Greypaw whispered. "We shall walk, paw in paw. If you spot this other beast, give my paw a single squeeze if she is behind us. Give two if on our side. I shall try catching this desert phantom before she can harm you." 

With that, Greypaw stepped away from the girl. A few of the other travelers looked back at these two and found the sight amusing. Here they were, lost in a desert, and these two were acting like they were strolling in the park. Even the childish songs sounded more appropriate for a party than a sandy wasteland. They actually were skipping along! 

High noon came and went. The low cliffs that the Lady Ultima said was their destination drew no nearer. All were beginning to tire of the sandy desert and how the grit held paws down. Each of them voiced some complaint against the granular landscape. 

Nobody should have complained. The sandy hills gave way to a new type of desert. The wind had scoured the land of the gritty particles and replaced it with this long stretch of course pebble rocks and undulating hills. It made foot travel faster, but it also reflected the heat and glare of the sun, doubling its intensity. 

As the two laggards were climbing another in a series of low hills, Leifdey gave Greypaw a squeeze of the paw. The black squirrel gave a hearty laugh and lunged at the girl's ear. Her teeth snapping shut with an audible click that startled the pine martin youth. From the corner of her eye, Greypaw spotted the sly beast following their trail. 

Greypaw murmured her praise for the girl's vigilance and told her to continue watching for the other creature. Over the course of the next few hours, Leifdey gave the squirrel three single squeezes. Each time, Greypaw spotted the stoat slinking over or around a nearby hill. Each time the stoat either froze in place or flattened herself atop the hill. 

Judging by the angle of the sun, there was about two more hours of daylight left. Greypaw was certain Lady Ultima would call a halt to their march soon. The black squirrel hoped their unknown stalker would reveal her presence one more time. 

A single squeeze seemed a perfect response. Dropping the girl's paw, she hissed her desire that Leifdey keep moving. A casual turn and Greypaw spotted the beast two hills back. There was no doubt that she was watching as the stoat scurried around the side of the hill until only her ears gave away her location. 

It was time to see if this beast meant them any harm. With a slow motion, Greypaw unhooked her water bottle and took a long swig of the tepid water. Holding it out at arm's length, she bent her knees and lowered her body. Making sure the canteen was resealed and sitting upright, she left it in full view on the crown of the hill. 

Once she had risen to her full height, Greypaw turned towards the group. They were even now cresting the next hill and the black squirrel had to hustle along. She didn't want to be caught alone with a beast that professed some displeasure at her presence. Yet she didn't believe anyone was capable of such feelings towards her. 

If the unknown beast took the water and continued following them without revealing her presence tomorrow, she would have to tell the Lady Ultima. Greypaw hoped the beast would consider the canteen an invitation and would join their group before dark or shortly after sunrise. As Greypaw caught up with her fellow travelers, she mused on something her last master was fond of quoting whenever a visiting warlord called on him. 

"Always keep your enemies close at paw so you can see their knife."

Rassin

Early dawn saw the stoat Rassin awake and alert. She had slept badly, and in consequence was tired and couldn't think well. Dreams had haunted her sleep, terrible dreams of dying dibbuns crying and crying, always a step ahead as she searched desperately. 
Rassin shook thoughts of the night from her head. It was day now, she needed to stay awake and ready for anything this group of creatures might do. 
The stoat stretched cautiously and pulled the tattered cloak off her shoulders. The cooler air touched her fur and made her skin tingle. Rassin shuddered, tucked the cloak away, twisted and flattened herself against the sandy ground. She began to crawl up the side of the sand dune to check on the camp of survivors. 
It looked like they were breaking camp already. These beasts weren't fools. If they had waited until later in thte day the hat would start to overtake them and they wouldn't travel well. 
Rassin slid backwards a little and edged to a better viewpoint further along the side. She realized suddenly that she was hungry - thirsty too. And now that Rassin had realized it, her thirst became more urgent. 
She had drunk the remains of her water bottle yesterday - there had hardly been any left anyway. Rassin sighed quietly. Her eyes had become sharper and brighter as she watched. She knew that sooner or later she would have to do some thieving in the camp. And she had missed her chance for tonight - now that day was here it would be impossible for her to get away with thievery under the nose of that dangerous-looking badger. 
Rassin refused to admit to herself that more than half her unwillingness to thieve in the camp was caused by Leifdey's presence. 
The stoat breathed out hard, her jaw taut, as she caught sight of Leifdey near to the black squirrel. 
The black squirrel. 
Rassin tensed suddenly. Greypaw had turned towards her briefly. The stoat stared hard at Greypaw, then snarled. She ducked down hurriedly before her feelings got the better of her, and sat on the cool sand, safely out of view. Thoughts tumbled through her head as she bit a claw uncertainly, then, finally, Rassin climbed back up to check on the camp. 
"Hellsteeth!" In the short time Rassin hadn't been watching, they had packed up camp and set off. 
With a faint growl, the stoat began to shadow them, making sure she was always at least two hills away. Now Rassin paid almost no attention to Ultima or any other creature there. Her gaze was centered on two creature, paw in paw as they skipped along. The faint words of a song floated back to Rassin as she moved onwards. 
Thirst began to nag at Rassin more and more. The dry sand made her skin itch and her paws became sore from slipping and sliding on the treacherous sand. 
Gritting her teeth, Rassin swallowed on nothing and tried to forget her thirst. Hunger was gone - water was the only thing she needed. 
The stoat sighed and continued to shadow the group. Far in the distance, she could make out cliffs. They must be the group's destination. 
Once or twice, Rassin noted Greypaw pause, or turn around and look back. Each time Rassin ducked down and waited for a moment before checking that all was clear. She didn't think she had been seen, but the stoat couldn't be sure. 
Rassin froze as Greypaw stopped and drank deeply. The stoat ran her tongue over her dry lips, her eyes fixed on the water bottle. 
Then, Greypaw did something totally unexpected. Rassin watched, completely puzzled, as the black squirrel carefully put her waterbottle down on the sand, making sure it sat upright. 
Rassin looked on confusedly. What on earth was the squirrel doing? Was the bottle empty? No, if it was empty she would keep it, surely, to refill later. 
Then it must have at least some water in it. But . . . why? 
The answer came to Rassin in a flash. She snarled furiously and forced herself flatter against the ground. Rassin must have been seen. Or . . . or Leifdey had told the squirrel. Fear and anger mixed with confusion coursed through the stoat as she lay unmoving on the hill. Greypaw and the rest of the group had continued on, they were leaving her behind. 
Rassin made a snap decision. She didn't know why Greypaw had left water there, she didn't care if Leifdey had spoken up. Without water, she would die. If Greypaw had poisoned the water, she would die anyway. And what did Rassin have to live for? Everything had been taken away from her. 
Slinking down the hill, one eye on the group, Rassin picked up the water bottle and uncorked it carefully. Water swished around. Her paw shook as Rassin tipped the bottle up and took a sip. There was no taste of poison. Without waiting further, Rassin gulped down the water, and almost immediately felt better. The stoat stood for a moment, savouring the tepid taste in her mouth, before burying the bottle in the sand and continuing on. She couldn't take the bottle with her. As she was, she needed to travel as light as possible, and there would be no life-giving water nearby now. 
The stoat slid on, watching the group, puzzling over the gift of the water.

Leifdey

Leifdey fidgeted on the ground by the makeshift camp. She was itching to run or play or do anything other than walk. The days of being in the desert had transformed her from a pudgy infant marten into a scrawny and dirty adolescent. Her formally thick and shiny fur was now caked in dust. A few thin scars ran down her arms and a fur was missing from a part of her knee where she had taken a bad fall. Even Leifdey’s mother likely wouldn’t have taken the wild looking youngster as her own. However her eyes were as bright and curious as they always had been. And as always, she was incapable of sitting still. 

The marten pulled at Greypaw’s sleeve. “Can I go for a walk? Please?” 

The squirrel was somewhat distracted. “Yes, don’t get lost now.” A smile lit up Leifdey’s face. 

The marten threw down her pack and took of in the direction of a hill. 

“Keep in site of the camp.” Greypaw yelled after her. 

The little marten shook her head as she slowed down a bit. Greypaw worried too much. She dropped to the ground and rolled down a sandy hill giggling as the sand and gravel tickled her fur. Dusting herself of and coughing out a bit of sand Leifdey spotted trail markings. Something had been here before her. The trail was smooth. Perhaps a beast had been dragging a trunk along with them? However there were no footprints. Curiously Leifdey set out after the tracks. 

The tracks rounded the bend and twisted into what looked like a hole in the ground. Leifdey poked at it and sniffed the air. There was a smell almost like rotting meat. Perhaps some travelled had left their supplies here and forgotten them. The meat was clearly spoilt but perhaps there would be something useful inside the hole. Leif stuck her head down. The smell only got worse. There was two golden lights at the bottom of the tunnel that glowed in the darkness. What were they the marten wondered. 

“Come to meeee.” A voice echoed of the tunnel walls. Cold and mysterious. Leifdey didn’t like the sound of it. 

“Who are you?” she asked. Her voice quivered. What were those lights? 

“A friend. Come little one, don’t be afraid.” 

“It’s late, I should be getting back. Greypaw must be worried about me.” Leifdey tore her eyes away from the yellow orbs at the bottom of the hole. There was something not quite right about this friend. 

“I think you should stay a bit longer little one.” 

Something moved in the darkness. Leifdey shivered and pulled her head free shaking of dirt. However her curiosity, as always, got the better of her. “Can I see you?” 

“Of course little one. Just come inside.” 

The little marten stared down the hole. “Is it a long way down?” 

The voice laughed. “I’ll catch you little one.” The marten hesitated. There was something unnatural about that voice. Leifdey tilted her head from side to side. Should she go down? She shrugged. She was already late. Perhaps this stranger knew something that would help them get out of the desert. Then Greypaw would be less likely to get angry with her for straying so far from camp. 

“I’m coming.” 

She closed her eyes and jumped into the hole. Leifdey fell for a split second before something caught her. It wasn’t the paws of an older beast though. She was somewhere wet and slimy. The smell only got worse here. Up to her waist was buried in something. She rubbed the thing with her paw. It felt smooth and scaly. 

“What are you?” she asked. Her voice trembled. 

She felt herself being lowered as the thing let go of her legs. Leifdey ran a finger over her footpaws. They were covered in the thick slime. 

“I am an adder.” 

An adder? The word was strange to the little marten. 

“What’s that?” 

The adder laughed again. A cold hollow laugh that rang inside the hole. “I am your fate little one.” 

It lowered it’s head toward her. The golden orbs were on the sides of it’s dark and scaly head. Small but sharp teeth were inside it’s mouth. Thick slimy saliva dripped down it’s mouth. 

Leifdey was too frightened even to move. 

“Hold still little one. This won’t hurt.” 

It opened it’s mouth. Leifdey gasped at the stench as it picked her up again and slowly closed it’s mouth. 

Leifdey shrieked . A few insects buzzed around her but otherwise the camp site was quiet. She pulled the blanket over her shoulders and stood up. The dream had been so real. She stumbled forward and looked around. Everyone else was asleep. The marten sighed and hugged her blanket. What if there was a snake out in the hills? It could come out if it’s hole and attack them any minute. The snake had been large and fast. It could eat all of them in only a few minutes. And there was also that mad beast she had seen in the hills who had warned her to stay away. Why had Greypaw left her water? Leifdey scratched her head thoughtfully. 

There was something odd about that beast. Leifdey knew from experience that her elders didn’t like being woken up in the middle of the night, even to discuss dreams. However, that strange beast might be able to tell her something about adders, especially if she brought her a gift. 

Leifdey stuffed her pack under her blanket. If someone looker her way they would assume that the little marten had rolled herself into a ball to sleep. She opened a random pack lying by the far and pulled out a bag of dried nuts and half a canteen. This would do fine. Perhaps no one would even notice that the supplies were missing. Leifdey settled of toward across the desert toward where she had seen the stoat. Hopefully she would still be there and willing to talk.

Rassin

The night was slow to pass . . . so slow . . . the darkness enveloped the stoat as she sat wrapped in her tattered cloak . . . there was no escape from the past. 
Rassin began to shiver, her teeth chattering. Hunger had made her light-headed, deprived her of sleep and now all she could think of was Riss . . . 

Rassin stared at the sand blankly, staring but not seeing. The stoat stretched out a paw and picked up a pawful of sand, allowing it to trickle down back to the ground. Again and again she did it, staring, shivering, pain in her heart and etched onto her face. 
Suddenly Rassin couldn't bear it any more. The monotony, the loneliness, the misery, the memories. 
Jumping upright, the stoat dropped her cloak on the ground and began to walk quickly through the sand-dunes. Without realizing it, she started to run, slipping and sliding on the dry sand, her breath coming in quick, desperate gasps. 
Rassin ran, not knowing where she was going, not knowing why. 
Abruptly she slipped and fell flat on her face. Her necklace flew up and the ring strung on the leather hit her cheek. Rassin's paw edged up along the sand as she lay there, gasping, and touched the ring. 
The stoat's body began to shudder, pressed against the cold, unfriendly sand. 
"Riss . . . come back, Riss . . . " 
Riss wouldn't come back. Her body was buried under the cold, unfeeling earth, far, far away. Rassin would never touch her silky fur again, would never teach her how to use a sling, would never hold her when she hurt herself. Never . . . Riss was gone, leaving Rassin alone. 

Rassin struggled upright and began to walk again, down the side of the sand-dune. 
She froze. 
A small, shadowy figure was walking towards her, carrying something in her paw. 
Rassin stared at the figure. It was walking directly towards her, but didn't appear to have seen her yet. 
Rassin edged closer, holding her breath. Could it be? Hope shot through her, warming her, lightening her face until she looked like the young, happy, carefree stoat she had once been. 
As the creature came closer, a patch of moonlight fell onto it's face. No. It was the little pine-marten from the earthquake. 
All the tension, all the tears, the pain, the hopes, the hate, the love, all surged up at once. 
Rassin fell to her knees and began weep silently, softly at first, but harder, until the tears fell so thickly she couldn't see, didn't want to see. Forgetting Leifdey, Rassin wept, a single word escaping her. 
"Riss . . . Riss . . . Riss . . . "

Leifdey

There was a figure up ahead of her. The creature looked sick or frenzied. The figure fell forward and struggled to its feet again. The little marten stared at the figure. Should she keep going? Was the beast safe? This was probably the stoat that had been angry after seeing her. 

"Riss . . . Riss . . . Riss . . . " There was something frightening about the way the stoat spoke those words. The words were full pain and suffering. As though there was no hope left in her. 

The groaning and painful call the stoat was making decided her. She took a few more steps forward, gaining confidence. The beast needed help. 

"Riss . . . Riss . . . Riss . . . " 

Leifdey stared down at the stoat, forgetting that this was the beast that had threatened her. 

“Are you alright?” she whispered. 

The beast wept, repeating that word. Leifdey frowned. Was Riss a place or a thing? Perhaps he or she was a beast. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll help you find your Riss,” Leifdey said with a child’s simplistic mind. “Greypaw and the others back at the camp will know what to do. Come back with me.” 

The beast didn’t look up at here. Leif fumbled for her canteen and the bag of nuts. “Here. I brought you something.”

Ysira

"Riss...Riss...Riss!" The anguished cry came drifting across the dessert. Ysira woke up with a start, her heart beating fast. 
"That noise, it sounded like a ghost out there." Shuddering at the thought, she pulled her cloak tighter around her small body. "Even at Gleoddyn it was more comfortable than this! At least there I had Collyn..." 
"Riss...Riss...oh Riss" Hearing the voice calling out again, with such grief was too much for the timid fox. Jumping up she ran over to the one person she new could comfort her - Greypaw. 

Kneeling over the black squirrel, she gently began to rub her back. Woken up from her sleep, Greypaw spun around quickly to see who was there. This sudden move frightened Ysira even more, and she jumped back, tripping over a sand-hill. 
"Ohh, come here Ysira. I am sorry I frightened you." 
Shaking visibly with fright, Ysira edged closer to Greypaw, who sat still, holding out her paw to the fox. 

"Now there" she said as Ysira sat down on the sand, "What is the matter?" 
"I, I heard, a voice, out... THERE." She whispered, gesturing out into the night with a trembling paw. "It was so sad, so lonely. It frightened me. It reminded me of a ghost." 

Greypaw looked around at the camp. Nothing seemed to be out of place. Ultima was sleeping gently, her large body curled up. Vaxx and Rygaero were also fast asleep. Turning the other way, she looked down towards the form of her young friend, Leifdey. Looking, she could make out a lump underneath the blanket, and assumed that the little marten had curled up into a ball. 

"Well" she thought, "I can see the others, but I should just check on Leifdey." 
Smiling gently, the squirrel stood up slowly and walked towards the blanket. Gently lifting a corner, she saw the backpack, but no marten! Jumping up, Greypaw saw tracks, leading back the way that they had come, leading towards the creature that was following them. Taking off at a run, she followed them.

Vaxx

Oh, the agony. Vaxx was still seething at Rygaero for getting them in the compromising situation with the badger the previous day, but he was raging at what the fox’s actions had done to his body. When he had fallen out of his cloak and Ultima had thrown it to the side, Vaxx ran as quickly as he could to pick it up and put it on again, but not in time for his sensitive skin to resist the sun’s constant rays. The previous day had been exceptionally hot, and all he had been wearing under his cloak were his long leather gloves and a short sleeved tunic that went down to his knees. Then Ultima had picked him up by the scruff of the neck, leaving his head exposed. And now he hurt. Oh, did he hurt. His legs would burn every time they even touched each other. His arms perpetually rubbed against his cloak. And his head, oh his head, it hurt so bad that unwanted tears soaked his fur. 

It had been like that the entire day. Walking was a nightmare, and a few times he felt like giving up, but the thought of the treasure kept him going. But now that he was lying down, it was just as bad. There was nothing he could do to get comfortable, and his tossing and turning only made things worse. He was the only one on the ground who wasn’t asleep, not that there were many sleeping. The little marten wasn’t nearby, and the squirrel and vixen were talking. And then there was Vaxx, sleepless, his only ambition: trying to sleep. The noises around him weren’t helping either. He could hear Greypaw and Ysira talking, and a strange noise that reminded him of when he would take a nap in his childhood tree house back home, and the wind blew through the rafters. 

Vaxx turned over once again, bringing more pain to his sun-abused body. This wasn’t the time to think of home, but the thoughts kept coming to him. Where he had come from, people respected pure ferrets, not because they were royalty or anything, but because that’s the way things were. There were many pure ferrets and everywhere Vaxx went, he was honored. Vaxx shook his tearstained head disgustedly. That’s not how things were here. It had been, what now, one, one and a half seasons since the argument with his family had drove him away? And during that time, not once had he found a paradise like his home. It seemed ironic to Vaxx that when he had left his home he was looking for a better life, and had found a boring lifestyle, and this horrid desert. But if he could only get his paws on that treasure, things would be different. 

Suddenly, he heard someone running. Sitting up, Vaxx saw Greypaw taking off away from the camp at a breakneck speed. What in tarnation? he thought, and jumped painfully out of his blanket. Greypaw and Leifday had been acting very strangely throughout the day, and what if… 

He didn’t finish that thought, but he knew there was probably trouble. Even though it caused him a lot of pain, he ran after her, knowing that he could help.

Greypaw

Sleep was something Greypaw could do regardless of the time or place. It was a necessary talent for a nanny that might be up much of the night with a sick child. Worse, she could be up with several sick dibbuns. So when her master had custody of her charges, the black squirrel would settle down on some comfortable bed or chair for a rest. 

Her former duties also required her alertness at an instant. When she was awakened out of a sound sleep, it was due to some strange or distressing sound and her startled reaction affected no other beast. This time, Greypaw had been awakened by the touch of the vixen fox Ysira. 

No doubt the young lady had misinterpreted her reaction. Greypaw had to call her back. It pleased her that Ysira seemed confident enough that she would confide in the black squirrel. Her thought as she patted the fox's paw was that her talent with those younger than her were still working. 

When the fox mentioned the others, Greypaw made a mental checkoff of her fellow travelers. She could see four other lumps in the darkness, which was reassuring. It seemed they had forgotted about posting a guard. Greypaw chided herself for not telling the badger about the stalker. She half expected the stoat to approach their camp when they settled for the night. However, that creature remained hidden. She planned on telling the Lady Ultima with the dawn and now hoped that her actions were not those of a fool. 

Greypaw reached over to the mound that was Leifdey. The pine martin child was a delight to have around. It reminded her of happier times with the young pine martins of her first master. The eldest was around the same age as Leifdey when she was sold. Greypaw wondered if those children cried as much as she did when she left them. 

All she wanted to do was tuck in the child that slept next to her. What she discovered was a blanket covered backpack and a missing dibbun. Greypaw's first thought was anger; first at herself for not watching the girl closer and then at the girl for her foolishness. 

Thank goodness the sandy ground afforded a visible trail even in the wanning light of the moon. She wasn't a good tracker, which was something the wolf cubs of her second master exploited at every opportunity. Greypaw remembered switching one particular wayward pup that laid down a false trail to a weed chocked pond. She had been so frightened for the child's safety that when she did catch the dibbun, Greypaw had to decide between switching or strangling the brat. 

Reaching down, the black squirrel retrieved her weapon. The shackle made a satisfying click as she attached it. With hurried steps, she made after the girl. Fear made her sweat in the chill of the night air as she saw the direction of the paw prints. They were going back the way they had come. Her only thought was that the girl was looking for that killer. 

Since the stoat focused her attention on her, Greypaw hoped the girl would be safe. If the fiend decided to seek vengence against her, she had the perfect target. Now it was a race as to which of them would find the girl. A chain made a poor switch, but that girl would receive the sharp end of her tongue for her foolishness. 

Crossing the top of a nearby dune, the black squirrel saw the two of them before her. Her first thought was that without the moon, her black fur would make her like a ghost. She would be atop the stoat and catch her unawares. Her second thought was that in such a condition, she too would be as blind. 

Anger and fear warred within Greypaw as she shouted out her warning. 

"If that child is harmed in any way stoat, you're going to feel my chain." 

An unfamiliar voice, no doubt that of the stoat came back. It sounded like somebody that warned anyone listening that she held power. Such delusion would make her dangerous if challenged. 

"I would never harm her. You woodlanders, you're all the same. You think we don't care, we don't love our young. You squirrels, you killed my daughter. What would you do if I killed her?" 

Greypaw had heard enough. She began unlimbering her chain. This beast was too dangerous for them to ignore now. The squirrel's lips pulled back in a snarl as she advanced on the two beasts before her. 

"Don't move if you wish her to live." 

Even in the dim lighting of the stars and moon, Greypaw could see the stoat reach for something on her belt. A swift motion and a dagger materialized at the throat of Leifdey. Greypaw froze where she stood. Her only alternative was talking this mad beast into surrendering both her weapon and her hostage. 

The stoat's voice tried conveying dominance, but there was a chink in her words. 

"I won't kill her. I couldn't. I will never kill Riss!" Greypaw watched as the stoat shook her head, trying to clear it of painful memories. "No . . .Riss is dead" She hesitated before speaking again. "I won't kill this young one." 

Greypaw needed this creature as far away from the pine martin as possible. She hoped this beast would obey her. If she knew she was out here alone, there was a good possibility both of them would be dead by morning. Using a voice her young charges knew meant trouble if they didn't obey, Greypaw addressed the stoat. 

"Then put her down, very gently, and back off." 

Relief flooded the squirrel's heart as the stoat did as she commanded. The blade was on the ground by the pine martin's feet. As Greypaw advanced, the stoat retreated. She showed some reluctance at leaving her hostage, but did back up far enough that Greypaw felt safe. 

"She lives, and for now, so do you. She tells me that you wish me dead. Why?" 

The laugh the stoat gave had no humor to it. Instead, there was the sound of a promise made that remained undone. Greypaw shivered at the cold delivery the stoat made. 

"I wish you dead? Oh yes, I wish you dead with all my stony heart. You are Greypaw. I heard you, the night you and your crowd of otter and squirrel friends attacked my kin. You killed Riss! Why should I not kill you? Tell me that. You tore away from me everything that I lived for. And now, if you harm this young marten, I will kill you. Look after her, Greypaw. She's all I live for now. She is Riss to me. I won't kill you now, you're the only one who can save her." 

Greypaw snorted as she wrapped her arms about Leifdey. As she started backing away, she tried reasoning with this distraught creature. She hoped the sound of truth would save both of them from this mad beast. 

"My name is a common one among my kind. If a squirrel did those deeds, it was not me. I am no savage warrior or avenging woodlander willing to kill even the young. Until two moons ago, I was content in my life as a slave. So believe what you will of me. I am not your enemy."

Rassin

“Are you alright?” 

Rassin tensed as she heard a small voice speak in front of her. The stoat looked up slowly, one paw grasping the ring that hung at her throat. She stared at Leifdey, transfixed, as the young marten spoke again. 
Slowly words formed themselves as Rassin gazed at the young pine marten who held out food to her. 
"Riss? No . . . you're not Riss. Who are you? Why have you come to me?" 

As Leifdey fumbled in her bag and pulled out the canteen and the nuts, Rassin jumped upright and retreated a pace, then stood quivering. She glanced at the surrounding sand-dunes, unsure if this was a trap or not. There was no sign of any other beast except this you one. Silently, the stoat reached out a shaking paw towards the nuts. 

"Thankyou . . . whoever you are . . ." 

Slowly, the stoat took a step forwards and knelt to look closer at Leifdey, holding her breath as if afraid the marten would blow away. Unaware of what she did, Rassin reached out a paw and touched the young pine marten's face gently. 

"If that child is harmed in any way stoat, you're going to feel my chain." 

Rasin leaped upright, a dagger instantly in her paw. She raked the horizons with her sharp gaze quickly, then snarled. 
Greypaw. The same blasted squirrel had come again. Wherever Rassin went, the squirrel haunted her pawsteps. 

Rassin stumbled backwards in the sand, her black eyes wild. The stoat breathed in and out hard, fury and despair coursing through her. 
Once again a squirrel had come between Rassin and the one she lived for. 
Snarling, Rassin stood for a moment as Greypaw hurried down and reached for Leifdey. The moonlight shone on the dagger in Rassin's paw as she pointed the blade at Greypaw. 
The stoat took a step forwards, still watching Greypaw, danger kindling a flame in her splintered heart. As words rushed from between her clenched fangs, Rassin stood in the moonlight, half-aware of what she was saying to Greypaw, the other half still centered on Leifdey. 

"You're a squirrel, Greypaw, no matter if you're the one who killed my daughter or not, you're my enemy. Riss is dead. If you harm this young one, I'll take my revenge on squirrels and leave you dead here. 
You say you are a slave. Oh yes, you may be a slave in your body, but I doubt that you know what it is like to be a slave to your heart. To be shackled to chains of memories, forever listening to voices as they ring in your ears like the crack of whips you'd far rather forget. To see your child die, and you, restrained by the iron collar around your neck, not able to do anything about it - " 
Rassin broke off sharply. She looked down, at the ring strung around her neck, quiet for a moment. Her voice was soft, bitter and as cold as ice as she added, 
"You woodlanders think that vermin, corsairs and searats cannot love, that we don't know the meaning of the word. You think that all we care about is gold and killing. You never listen to us, never try to understand us. Why am I trying to make you understand? What forces me to follow you, unable to take my eyes off her? What else could drive me mad with longing for my dead daughter? It's not hate. Tell me, what do you think it is I feel for my dead Riss?" 
The stoat's gaze flicked up at Leifdey, then back down at her ring. The silver glinted in the moonlight as she turned it over and over in her paw, breathing on it and polishing it with her sleeve. 
At last Rassin looked up and stared at Leifdey and Greypaw for a long moment, still as a rock. Finally the stoat moved, towards them. Circling around them, well out of range of any sword or missile, she spat at Greypaw, 
"I hate you. I hate all woodlanders. You will never understand me, nor will you every try. Now, I tell you, look after this young one. If you do not, I will come back and kill you." 
Rassin turned and began to walk away in the opposite direction to the camp, one paw still holding her dagger, the other still turning her ring over and over.

Rygaero

Rygaero awoke, slowly, rubbing his eyes. The camp was nearly deserted. That squirrel...Greypaw was gone, Leifdey, Vaxx too. Not wanting to be left out of anything important, or any trouble at that, the fox climbed to his feet and suppressed a yawn. He remembered that he was supposed to be on watch last night and cursed himself, but he couldn't help but smile at the thought that he might have involuntarily caused the deaths of some of his camp members. 

It wasn't difficult to locate the tracks leading to Greypaw and the others, and he found a most interesting sight. 

"You woodlanders think that vermin, corsairs and searats cannot love, that we don't know the meaning of the word. You think that all we care about is gold and killing. You never listen to us, never try to understand us. Why am I trying to make you understand? What forces me to follow you, unable to take my eyes off her? What else could drive me mad with longing for my dead daughter? It's not hate. Tell me, what do you think it is I feel for my dead Riss?" 

Rygaero froze as soon as he heard this. He wasn't in sight of whoever was speaking, but it was obviously someone apart from his group. She had lost a daughter. 

"No..." Rygaero stumbled backwards. Some things could trigger thoughts. Her daughter...his son. Ryger. Ryger II. Tears welled up in the fox's eyes, but he wiped them away, as though it was a reflex. 

I shouldn't have...he could have changed... he thought in his head, but his heart said otherwise. Rygaero couldn't stand the thought of bringing another fox like himself into this world. 

"Father was right. I deserve to die," he muttered to himself, his voice barely audible. 

Rygaero shook himself and walked forward, determined to find what was happening. Perhaps he could distract himself enough to stop thinking about...about Ryger. 

He saw a stoat, walking away. She had said something, but it went through one ear and out the other. He cursed again, this time for not knowing anything that had just gone on. He hated not knowing important information, and something important had evidently just happened.

Vaxx

Vaxx couldn’t have been more wrong. Helping seemed to be the last thing he could do. As he reached the crest of the hill he saw the one thing he was completely frightened of seeing, a possible fight. Greypaw had the marten in her arms and was facing a raging female stoat. The stoat had a dagger in her paw, prepared to strike out at any moment. If a fight ensued, Vaxx could do nothing to help. If he had his bow, he could shoot that dagger right out of her paw, but he was useless in a hand-to-hand fight. 

“…believe what you will of me,” said Greypaw, apparently trying to sooth this crazy stoat. “I am not your enemy.” 

The stoat pointed her dagger at Greypaw, and from his vantage point, Vaxx got a clear view of her. Her body looked normal, but her eyes had a fire burning deep within her. The expression on her face terrified Vaxx. Stories were told to Vaxx about bloodwrath, but never had he come so close to seeing something like it. 

But then she began to talk. She told a tale of woe, of what happened to her daughter. She spoke about how she was killed, and about the love that she had for her. And, in the midst of his fear, Vaxx felt pity for this stoat. Suddenly, her tale was done, and she said in closing, “Look after this young one. If you do not, I will come back and kill you.” 

As the stoat walked away, Vaxx slowly made his way to his two companions. He reached Leifdey first. Greypaw had set her down and was staring off in the direction of the strange stoat. “Leifdey?” he said quietly. The marten spun around quickly, and Vaxx realized that in his cloak, he would look somewhat frightening to the young one. “Leifdey, it’s me, Vaxx. Come here.” Leifdey appeared to calm down, and walked over to the ferret, who put his arm around her. He then walked to Greypaw and said to her back, “Greypaw? We should probably get back to camp. The others might be worrying about us.” The squirrel didn’t respond. “Greypaw?” 

Without even looking back to acknowledge the ferret, she walked toward where the stoat had gone. “Greypaw!” In fear of what he knew she was doing, Vaxx let go of Leifdey, and ran in front of the squirrel. He grabbed her shoulders and commanded “Greypaw, look at me!” The squirrel obliged. “That stoat nearly tried to kill you, and you’re going after her? If she sees you again, she might not be so hesitant!” 
Greypaw sighed, “I know, you’re right, but I just wish there was something I could do for that poor creature.” 
“Well, there isn’t, so let’s go,” Vaxx said, taking his hands off the squirrel’s shoulders. He then turned and led the way back to camp. 

During all the commotion, Vaxx had forgotten about his sunburn, but on the walk back to camp, he sure felt it. When they arrived, the others had woken up. Ultima was stretching, and she asked, “What in the world was all that commotion? I heard shouting!” 

Vaxx looked at her, and replied in all seriousness, “We have company.”

Leifdey

The little marten was surprised that the stranger didn’t hurt her. The stoat didn’t scare her anymore. She didn’t seem mean either. She seemed so sad and lonely. Leifdey stared into her eyes. They were so full of sadness and loneliness. The stoat hesitantly touched her face. Leifdey closed her eyes as the pawtips brushed her eyelids and forehead and sniffed the palm. Blood, sweat and dirt. 

There was a voicein the distance. 

"If that child is harmed in any way stoat, you're going to feel my chain." 

“Greypaw?” she whispered. How had the squirrel found out that she was missing so quickly? She had been careful to make no sounds and to leave something under her blanket. This wasn’t good. Greypaw was bound to be upset with her for sneaking of into the night. 

The little marten’s eyes flickered from the two beasts as they exchanged words. Trouble. Her nose twitched. Instinctively she knew she wasn’t safe. Leifdey spun around. She couldn’t run off without the stoat catching her. But the stoat wouldn’t harm her, or would she? The creature had seemed so much angrier since the squirrel had come. Perhaps in her rage she might ... The little marten pushed the thought from her mind. Greypaw was close. Greypaw would keep her safe. 

The marten tilted her head from side to side. Why did the strange stoat want Greypaw dead? Greypaw wouldn’t have killed anyone. Leifdey whimpered in the dark as Greypaw wrapped her arms around her. A stranger with a dark cloak approached. He was one of the beasts that had joined their group traveling but Leifdey couldn’t remember his name. However by this point it didn’t matter. As soon as the ferret called Leifdey buried her head in his cloak. 

Together they walked back to camp. Leifdey pulled on Greypaw’s arm. “Can’t we help her? She shouldn’t be out there all alone.” The squirrel didn’t reply. Leifdey pulled harder on her hand. “Aunty I want to help her!”

Ysira

Ysira was gone. Just gone. Gone in body, and spirit, never to return. She staggered along through the desert. Her last conscious thoughts had told her that the end was near, and there was no need to involve the others. Her feebly twitching mind finally snapped as she stumbled across the sand. Gleoddon House? What am I doing here? Solla? The weaselmaid stood before her, blocking the doorway. “Well, well, if it isn’t liddle Ysira Clangwen. Ain’t ye the pretty one now, all covered with sand?” Ysira’s limbs felt sluggardly as she tried to shove her way through. “Le..lemme go in. I…I need to rest.” Suddenly the weasel turned into smoke and disappeared. Ysira tumbled through the doorway. 
The vixen stumbled over a rock. She regained her footing, mumbling away, still lost in her fevered dreams. She stared at the familiar worn wooden paneling. It looked distinctly blacker than she remembered…Why is everything so dark? The stairs, I need to go upstairs to my room, or Seaniver will punish me… 
Ysira made her shambling way up a steep dune, clutching at the air. Ysira got a about halfway up the staircase and looked up. The ghastly wooden steps stretched on for eternity. A scream was heard from the attic and the entire building shook. She grasped for the pawrail to keep herself upright. Her paw went right through! Ysira screamed as she plunged through the newly broken stairs into the basement. The haunted basement, where not even the counselors dare go… 
The brownish fox tripped tumbled backwards down the slope, coming to rest on a flat slab of rock the bottom of the dune. It shifted as something beneath stirred. Faces, familiar faces. Her mother and father, drowned long ago.. Her uncle, casting her out to this orphanage. The villainous Seaniver’s eyes, twinkling at the thought of bloodshed. And… Collyn. Only he was more than a face. He seemed to stride out of the mists that swirled around the eerie stone walls. “Ysira.” Collyn ran to her side, and gave her a hug. “Oh, Collyn. I was so scared. I knew you’d come, to protect me.” Collyn smiled that roguish smile of his. “Come, little Clangwen. We have to take a walk.” “But why? Something’s wrong, Collyn, this place is different, changed in… some way…” Collyn grasped Ysira’s paw and pulled her upright. “Come with me, Ysira. You’ll understand everything soon enough. They walked across the cold stone floor of the basement. A creaking, rustling sound. It came from the floor. It increased in volume, until it was nearly defeaning. Suddenly, the foxes slid into a large pile of sand against the wall as the stone shifted beneath them. A hideous demon, a materialization out of her nightmares… Ysira clutched Collyn’s tunic, smelled the sweat on his fur. “Collyn…what happened to Gleoddyn?” Collyn looked down at the ruined floor. “Oh, Ysira. It burned down… two nights after you left…it was night…nobody survived, just you…and Seaniver, but of course he’s dead too…don’t worry, Ysira. Death’s nothing to fear, and we’ll be together…forever… 
The monster scorpion climbed fully out from under the rock, somewhat perturbed at having been disturbed from his rest. Black plates clacked against each other as it cautiously rustled over to where intruder lay. He heard it speaking softly in a language it did not comprehend. “Ok, Collyn. I love you.” Collyn smiled as he began to fade away. “I know. I’ll see you…soon…” And he was gone. 
Something occurred to the scorpion. This thing was trespassing, and refused to back down. To a scorpion, this signals a challenge for territory. The scorpion raised his tail and shook his claws aggressively, daring the intruder to make a move. The thing just stood there, not responding, staring right through him with its glassy eyes. The scorpion decided to end the standoff. This ‘thing’ was begging to die. Pinioning the thing’s arms, the scorpion plunged his deadly stinger into face of his enemy. The intruder jerked once, then was still. The arthropod crawled back into his home under the rock slab, leaving the broken body of the trespasser where it fell. And the night was still. Ysira Clangwen was really, finally and truly free.

Ultima

Ultima listened to Vaxx related what had happened. As the gray striped badger took note she secretly chided herself for sleeping though all of this. 

Living in a dream world you should know better, Ultima reproved to herself. 

She then heard the part about the stoat’s daughter. Ultima sighed. Well at least she wasn’t alone in this world. You don’t know Zale is dead, Ultima argued to herself. Well your never going to see him again so what’s the point of thinking it? Oh bloody, I’m getting into a fight with myself. There’s more pressing matters at hand. 

“Did you get her name?” Ultima asked Vaxx. 

Vaxx shook his white furred and sunburned head. 

“Where’s everyone now?” Ultima questioned. 

Vaxx indicated the direction of the paw prints. Ultima followed them to the top of the nearest dune and looked around in the moonlight. She spotted the figure of Greypaw, Leifday, and the stoat. 

“Tell Greypaw and everyone to get back in camp and start packing,” Ultima said. “I’ll try and talk to this girl. Maybe she’d listen to me.” 

Without another word Ultima started towards the stoat. 

What makes you think she’ll listen to you? Ultima questioned herself. I’m older, wiser, have identical experience and I can handle a single dagger-wielding stoat. I mean… I’ve been practicing most likely when she was barely old enough to say her name… whatever it may be. Seeming satisfied with answering herself she climbed the next dune and glanced around in the moonlight. She could just make out a set of tracks in the dim light. Paw on her dagger she followed the trail. 

After a while she picked up the sent of the stoat. She was sure she would be facing the creature she had heard about any moment. 

Then she noticed something strange. The tracks in the sand abruptly stopped. 

“Interesting,” Ultima voiced to no one in particular. But she turned around to see the stoat standing behind her dagger drawn. Ultima kept hers sheathed. “To bad I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Greypaw

"Auntie? Girl, what you need is either more shade or more water." 

Greypaw had returned to the camp and saw the pine marten sitting by her bed site. The stoat following them seemed intent on harming Greypaw, and for the actions of another squirrel. Now she was using the safety of Leifdey as a threat to her own well being. Last time something like this happened was as close to a flogging as she ever came in her time as an adult slave. Then this girl calls her "Auntie." 

"Be grateful Leifdey that I am not your 'Auntie.' Otherwise your furry bottom would be very sore. You're too old for such nonsense by half your seasons. As it is, in another two or three seasons I will be calling you 'My Lady' and wondering if you would be putting me across your knees for doing such a stupid thing." 

Leifdey appeared a bit crestfallen from her sharp rebuke. Greypaw thought about the girl's actions and realized she had acted because of her. She remembered how she had given their stalker a near empty canteen. She had tried convincing the stoat that the group would welcome her and it backfired. Then the girl made a more direct approach. 

Giving a deep sigh, Greypaw tapped her forehead to the pine marten's forehead. The black squirrel kept her voice soft and there was no longer the sharp bite it had earlier. "You were very brave going out there and you did something quite noble. I'm proud of you Leifdey. Just do me the favor of thinking before you act next time." 

Standing up, Greypaw looked about the camp. Over to the side she spotted Vaxx and the badger talking. The black squirrel had a feeling that she was in big trouble for not telling their leader about the killer stoat. In times like this, it was best she stay out of sight. As her own mother often said, "An angry master lashes the first back spotted." 

Moving at a casual pace, Greypaw made for the far slope of their camp. When Leifdey rose too, the black squirrel told the girl she had to take care of "necessities" and would return when finished. It amused the squirrel how the girl could blush and that brought back happier memories. 

Once out of sight, she began circling the mound. She didn't want Lady Ultima finding her too fast. Better she be angry Greypaw wandered away from camp than the more serious offense she committed. No doubt Lady Ultima would first yell about her disappearance. Once her anger was done on that matter, she would not be as harsh on the more serious offense. 

That made her smile. Sometimes such tactics had worked for her young charges. There were many a child that got the sharp end of her tongue for a minor misdeed and escaped the receiving end of a switch for the greater wrong. 

Such musings clouded her mind. Fortunately, she came alert before it was too late. She spotted the Lady Ysira face down in the sand. That wasn't natural and Greypaw rushed forward, intent on finding out what had happened to the fox. Her pounding paws matched the beating of her heart as she scurried towards her. 

Deep within the bowels of the sandy dune, the black form stirred again. Its sleep had been disturbed by the vibrations of another. First the creature had lost its mate and the clutch of eggs with the violent shaking of the ground. For more than a day, he had dug his way out of the cave only to find every familiar landmark changed. Then he had faced down an intruder. Now another approached. 

Ears twitching, the black squirrel came to a stop short of the unmoving Ysira. It was a most fortunate thing that Greypaw had been further away from the hidden burrow. To the squirrel, the monster materialized out of the very base of the shadowy dune. Its body reflected the light from the night sky but did little to distinguish many details. Whatever it was, its size rivaled hers. 

When the monster came out, Greypaw was struck speechless. Never had she seen such a creature. It had a body that was level with her waist. On either side of its head, if the thing facing her had one, were two strange appendages that made her think of a two fingered paw. Hanging towards the rear was a long "tail" that had to be twice the length of the creature. 

Before she could get her voice, the creature attacked her with its tail. The thing came at her like a spear, thrusting for her abdomen. Without thinking, Greypaw threw herself to the left. Unlike some otters that she heard would spin around so they could hit you with their "rudders," this beast jabbed with his tail over his head. 

She had no sooner recovered from her roll than the monster made another lunge with his tail. The squirrel had no viable escape route. Her first roll had backed her up against the dune so her only opening was rolling towards the creature. Her reaction was instinctive and Greypaw could see the sharp end of that creature bury itself deep into the sand. 

That was when she found out those strange finger things could move too. With the additional room, the squirrel tried dodging backwards. One of the claws clamped down on her tail and she gave herself a vicious yank out of that armored pincer. There was pain like she never experienced running up her spine like a hot poker shoved up one's back. 

It was fortunate that the pincer had grabbed the tip of her bushy tail. When Greypaw leaped backwards, she yanked her bushy tail free of the claw. Had that claw maintained its grip, that tail spear would have struck her rump and not the sand. Still, the armor plating the creature wore rubbed against her hip and she could feel the dress rip. 

Now she was angered. Judging by the agitated clicking of the claws, her adversary was enraged too. That was when the beast scuttled sideways from its burrow. That tactic effectively cut her off from the group. 

Greypaw muttered. "This is just great. I yell at that girl for wandering off into the desert and what do I do? The same blasted thing!" 

Having gained a bit of room, Greypaw reached over to her right wrist. A short sword would put her too close to that thing. When she removed the one string, the chain lengthened to that of a broadsword. Giving the chain a flick of her wrist, she snapped it against the armored claw. The monster hissed. 

"Same to you beastie. Let's see what you do when somebody fights back." 

Like two gladiators, they circled. A few flicks of the chain against the creature's head showed it was capable of feeling pain. It also showed how resilient this monster was against an attack that would have left any other beast with a terrible headache. 

Greypaw's attacks would have been more effective if she didn't have three opponents to dodge. Each claw and the tail seemed to have a mind of its own. One claw would reach out low while the other tried sweeping her off her feet. Then there was that terrible stinger on its tail lunging at her. 

Then she got an unexpected opening. The last thrust had driven the tail deep into the soft sand. At the same time, both claws were on the side opposite from where Greypaw stood. One of those claws had just bumped into its wedged-in tail. 

Giving the beast a powerful overhead swing, she connected with the near claw. Her aim was true. With a mighty whack, she severed the "finger" to the claw. Now the device was useless for grabbing. Another dodge and the black squirrel lashed the injured claw's joint. The creature hissed as the claw fell to the sand. 

"One down, two to go you refugee from a nightmare. Time I finish you off once and for all." 

The creature must have had the same idea because its attacks were now even more furious. The one difference was the reluctance of the beast to expose the side with the missing claw, which made anticipating its moves easier. 

Greypaw leaped aside as the tail whipped forward for her belly. At that moment, the black squirrel lashed out with her chain. The tide of battle changed. The chain did not crack the armor plating nor did it sever the joint. What did happen is that the links became caught in the space between two tail segments. 

When the tail recoiled, Greypaw became a flying squirrel. With a hiss, the creature tried spinning around, determined to remove the parasite affixed to its tail. A flick of the tail and the squirrel found herself dashed against the sandy dune just above the unmoving body of Ysira. 

"My lady, now would be a good time to do some . . ." The tail shot forward and Greypaw went along for the ride. There was a hard thud as the black squirrel landed on her back. Only the softness of the sand kept it from being a fatal blow. ". . . thing." 

All this thrashing about had loosened the last restraint on the chain and it expanded to almost its full length. This time, when the monster's tail recoiled, she flew even further back and with even greater speed. Once more the fortunes of battle changed and this time they favored the squirrel. Between the momentum and her weight, the chain severed the stinger sending the squirrel hurtling over the dune. 

She landed on the slope and rolled down to the base of the hill. Greypaw no sooner regained her footing when the armored creature came around the side. Her tail shot forward striking the squirrel solid in the chest. Without the stinger, the blow drove the wind out of her and once again wedged several links into the segmented tail. 

Now the monster worked to defeat itself. It lunged for the prostrate squirrel with its one remaining claw just as the tail recoiled. Jerked off the ground, Greypaw went on another flying trip behind the beast just as the claw snapped onto the tuffs at the end of her tail. She yelped as her shoulder was wrenched and her tail tweaked. 

Landing on the ground, she rolled away from the creature. There was a loud hiss issued from the beast. Even in her groggy condition, Greypaw noticed that two-thirds of the creature's armor plated tail had been severed. The black squirrel gathered her chain in her right paw and reduced its length to that of a short sword as the monster once again charged her. 

"I have had it! This time I'm going to play rough." 

She dodged the one claw and with all her might, struck what she hoped was the creature's head. There was a sickening thud and the beast collapsed. Its bleeding head lay in the lap of the squirrel as she sat there. Had the creature been alive, a snap of its jaws would have sliced Greypaw in two. 

Gingerly she moved her right wrist, arm and shoulder. Though battered and bruised, nothing appeared broken. She extricated herself from the beast and crawled over to Ysira. When Greypaw flipped the fox over, she saw what the stinger could have done to her. It was the first time she had ever killed another creature and the first time she ever saw a friend die. Leaning away from the dead fox, the black squirrel began heaving.

Rassin

Rassin walked swiftly through the sand-dunes, her black eyes blazing as she thought of the squirrel. The squirrel and so many other creatures who made Rassin's life hell. That cloaked beast who had been so familiar with Leifdey . . . Rassin ground her teeth together as she remembered how willingly the young pine marten had run to Vaxx. Oh, how Rassin longed for that young one to come to her so happily, unafraid, wanting to come to Rassin not because of pity, but simply because they wanted to. 
The stoat stumbled and slowed, aware suddenly of the exhaustion in her limbs and the weak grip she held upon her dagger. Automatically Rassin glanced around and tightened her hold on the dagger, alert again. 
Suddenly she sighed and relaxed, the tiredness in her not letting her stay wary and ready. The stoat slipped to the ground, physical and mental weariness leadening her paws. She didn't move, didn't want to move. All Rassin desired was sleep, sleep free from her nightmares of Riss, nightmares of squirrels laughing at the chaos they had wrought. The stoat flinched from memories of her nightmares. She raised a paw slowly to her neck - then froze. Her ears locked onto a faint sound behind her. What was it? Cursing the lethargy that gripped her, the stoat rolled over and stood upright, forcing herself to make the energy she needed. 
The sounds came closer. It appeared to be a heavy creature, and it was coming straight towards her. Rassin ducked away and slid across to hide behind the edge of the sand-dune. Her dagger shone in the moonlight as she waited. It wasn't long before Ultima appeared. As soon as the badger was off the top of the sand-dune, Rassin slid up and stood at the top, new energy born of fear coursing through her. 
The badger turned and spoke, but Rassin didn't hear the words. Her black eyes glittered as she stared at the badger, a strange roaring in her ears. One corner of her mind was calculating Ultima's weight, reach, strength and experiance, the rest was busy hating the badger. The stoat spoke slowly, softly, her voice venomous and cold . . . but with a slight break in it. If a creature listened hard enough, they might be able to detect the pain and loneliness that echoed in Rassin's voice. 
"Are you here to kill me, badger? After all, I am, no doubt, a threat to the young one at your camp. Or at least, that is how you see me, am I not right? Very well then, kill me. Here I am. You have a dagger, I have a dagger. I have nothing to live for. You feel it your duty to protect your comrades. What are you waiting for?" 

Rassin stood, every bone and muscle in her body screaming. She waited for the badger to reply, or to attack.

Rygaero

Rygaero chuckled dryly when Vaxx came by with orders to tell everyone to pack up. What use was packing when all your belongings are attached to your body? With nothing else to do, and not one for idle chit-chat, Rygaero wandered back to the general direction of the stoat. She had lost a daughter, he had lost a son. As much as he tried to suppress his emotions, they always came bubbling back. He rubbed at his moist eyes and inadvertently got sand lodged in them, bringing forth a stinging sensation, but he ignored it. After all, pain was for mortals, and he was no mere mortal. He had beaten death, or so he liked to think. After all, he had endured through such grief that death couldn’t even begin to compete with. 

Rygaero padded across the sands as silently as he could, but try as he might, it was simply too difficult to make no sound in such a place. His canteen sloshed, his weapon clacked against itself, and sand shifted under his feet with every step. 

After a minute, he noticed that there was another set of pawtracks in the sand. They were larger than anyone else’s in the group, save for the badger. But what would she be doing, following the stoat, when she had told Vaxx to get everyone to ready theirselves for breaking camp? 

As Rygaero neared the top of a sand dune, he was met with a most interesting sight. Ultima and the stoat, facing each other, at a stand off. Perhaps they would fight, and the old badger would die. Rygaero relished the thought, though looking down upon the situation, it seemed rather unlikely. For one, Ultima towered over the stoat, giving herself an advantage, unless the stoat was fast, but she seemed to be lethargic. Must have been the heat getting to her, or something. No, the stoat would need help if she was to take down this giant. And if it wasn’t yet time for Ultima to die, Rygaero could at least get some revenge for the humiliation she had inflicted upon him. Stupid badger… 

On a sudden decision, Rygaero fell to the ground and started crawling with his belly on the sand. It burned, but if he could get behind Ultima and show her that he was not one to be trifled with, it would be well worth it.

Leifdey

"Auntie? Girl, what you need is either more shade or more water." 

"Be grateful Leifdey that I am not your 'Auntie.' Otherwise your furry bottom would be very sore. You're too old for such nonsense by half your seasons. As it is, in another two or three seasons I will be calling you 'My Lady' and wondering if you would be putting me across your knees for doing such a stupid thing." 

Leifdey glanced at the floor and shuffled her foot paws. He mother and real aunts were far, far away from here. As much as she thought she could do without them she knew she needed someone to take care of her. 

Greypaw had become close to her ad she had spent more time in the last few days with her then she had been spending with her own mother in her last few days before leaving home. And the squirrel didn’t want her to consider her family? 

A tear slowly slid down her cheek dampening the dry earth. Leifdey wiped her eyes quickly with her sleeve. 

"You were very brave going out there and you did something quite noble. I'm proud of you Leifdey. Just do me the favor of thinking before you act next time" the squirrel added in a kinder tone. 

Leifdey nodded sullenly as Greypaw walked. Greypaw would change her mind soon. She wasn’t a slave anymore after all and most certainly didn’t need to address her as ‘my lady’. 

And as for putting her across her knee, she’d been taught never to even think of trying such a thing on her elders and betters. The marten snorted. Graypaw was free to do as she pleased. But why wouldn’t she? 

Perhaps she didn’t like the idea of a pine marten addressing her as such. That was understandable. Her tribe had never been friendly with the squirrels and mice that lived closely to their settlement. 

The little marten sighed and squirmed. Greypaw was taking far too long. Leifdey squeaked indignantly. The squirrel probably had just made that up as an excuse to keep her out of the way. The marten flicked her tail thoughtfully. What to do? If Greypaw wanted her to stay away from her that was fine. Leifdey walked of dejectedly toward the sand dunes. There were several sets of paw tracks. It would be easy to trace her way back.

Greypaw

“I use to admonish my young charges by saying the night was full of monsters. How was I to know how true those words were?” 

Her voice sounded so loud in her ears, even when she knew it was a whisper. She stood on wobbly legs more befitting a toddler than any adult. It took her a moment more before she believed herself well enough to move. A deep sigh escaped her lips. 

First she needed new clothing. That nightmarish creature had torn her blue dress in several places. If that wasn’t bad enough, whatever the monster called blood had soaked her bodice right through to her skin. Even in the cold night desert air, the slime had an unpleasant stench. With the heat of the day, anyone smelling her would be repulsed. 

Reaching over to the dead fox, Greypaw began removing the garments. Good fortune smiled on the squirrel as the blood soaked into the ground and didn’t stain the brown dress. It took some effort removing the garment without getting it blood soaked, but the black squirrel thought it well worth the effort. 

She dropped the ruined remnants of the blue dress. Filling her paws with sand, she scrubbed the muck from her body. Satisfied that she was as clean as it was possible to get, the black squirrel slipped the garment over her head. She gave the brown dress a tug along the hem as she tried it on. 

“It’s a little shorter than I would like, but it fits my body well enough. Anyway, beggars shouldn’t be so choosy.” 

Before Greypaw moved the nude body of the fox down to the bottom of the hill, she removed the canteen slung over Ysira's shoulder. While she dragged the body, Greypaw found the entrance to a cave. Turning the body around, she slipped the feet into the opening. Once the head was under the protruding rocks, Greypaw moved above the cave. Using both paws, she scooped the sand down the hill until the entrance was covered. 

The black squirrel spoke in a soft voice. She thought it only right that she honor the lady and see that she be buried beyond the reach of any scavenger. “Seems all I ever did for you Lady Ysira is dig. I dug you out when the ground shook and now I dig you a tomb. May the Eternals grant you peace My Lady.” 

Then she sighted the beast. As much as she feared the creature, curiosity drew her towards the body. The monster’s head had been crushed and the surrounding sand was saturated with a putrid slime. As she circled the thing in the night enshrouded darkness, she counted the eight legs and noted the armor plating covering the body. It was a huge creature and she was glad there was only that one. 

Greypaw staggered in the sand. The battle had taken more out of her than she thought. In this deep sand, she was finding it difficult lifting her legs. Something buried in the sand snagged her ankle and she toppled. A look towards her feel revealed the severed stinger of the beast. 

Using the discarded dress, Greypaw wrapped the stinger. She would take it back to the group as a warning. Perhaps showing them what dangers existed and telling them about the death of the fox would mitigate any harsh words the Lady Ultima might use. 

That was when she discovered she was lost. In the course of her battle, the sands had been churned about and whatever tracks existed before, were no more. No signs existed. Remembering which way Ysira faced, Greypaw walked in the opposite direction. 

“If that lady fox turned anywhere between here and camp, or fell facing in another direction. . .” She couldn’t finish that thought. It would mean carrying the slime soaked stinger was unnecessary. Come the dawn, her life could be measured by the water in the canteen she now carried. Judging by its weight, she might see the sun set, but not the following dawn. 

There was a short dune in her path. For a moment, Greypaw hesitated. She couldn’t see any paw prints in the sand. Then she chided herself. It was still night and she was no tracker. Who knows, perhaps a dozen tracks led back over this dune and towards the camp. She had no way of telling. 

At the top of the sandy ridge, Greypaw spied another creature moving about. There at the bottom of the hill was Leifdey. Her first thought was concern for the pine marten youth. Then she rejoiced at finding her. 

“Leifdey, do you know the way back to camp?” 

The girl looked up and sighted the creature behind the voice. The black squirrel couldn’t see her expression, but her voice was a bit wary. 

“Is that you Greypaw?” 

“Thank the Eternals I found you.” 

Greypaw rushed down to the girl. She dropped her bundle and fell to her knees. The pine marten experienced a sudden embrace from the squirrel. As to the squirrel, tears threatened to fall at any moment. When Greypaw ended her embrace, she tried projecting a commanding voice, but it sounded more like a worried one. 

“We must get back to the others. Please tell me you know the way as I’m lost.” 

As much as Greypaw tried hiding it, she was frightened. First she fought some otherworld demon. Then she buried a companion. Now she almost became a wandering soul in this endless place of shifting sands. Realizing how many times she cheated death in the last hour, she stood there shaking. 

“We can follow these tracks back.” Leifdey’s initial response was automatic. Then she reacted to the squirrel’s distress. “Greypaw, you’re shaking like a leaf in a wind storm. What’s wrong and what is that awful smell?” 

Greypaw retrieved the wrapped stinger and then leaned on Leifdey’s shoulder. Each had an arm around the other as they followed the sandy trail. While the two returned, the squirrel relayed everything that had happened. She even told the pine marten the real reason why she had left their camp. 

For the first time since her shipwreck, Greypaw believed she found somebody that would accept her for what she was and a confidant that she could trust. Those were things to value.

Ultima

Ultima sighed. She knew how it felt. She knew that this stoat was a threat. She knew she was most likely wasting her time. She knew that there was really no point in asking the stoat to join them because the stoat would maybe want to be alone and they’re supplies were already stretched to the limit. She also knew she had to try. 

“I’m Ultima,” the older badger said levelly. “You are?” 

The stoat stared at Ultima for a moment with what the badger could interpret as contempt. 

“I’m not going to kill you,” Ultima continued. “I want to know if you wish to join us. You can. We have food… water… there’s even types like you in the group.” 

Don’t be stupid, Ultima chided herself. A fox and a stoat aren’t the same thing. 

“I want to help you,” Ultima maintained hoping her last comment would be overlooked. “I heard about your… loss. You aren’t alone… I’ve lost someone too. But I don’t dwell on it day and night. There’s… there’s more in life.” 

Hypocrite. Well she might buy it. 

“I understand you if you blame us woodlanders. I looked for someone to blame.” 

It’s always the last person you expect isn’t it. You know who was really at fault. Shut up! 

“But you can’t blame everyone. I mean… then it will become one big mission to find who’s at fault. You’ll most likely just end up hurting others and hurting yourself more.” 

You know very well whose arrow was in Raie’s chest. You just don’t want to admit it do you. That ship never touched shore. You… 

“We’re friends here,” Ultima said to the stoat. “We can trust each other. Or I hope we can.” Ultima was about to extend her paw to the stoat when she noted the stoat was staring past her. Ultima turned around to see Rygareo.

Vaxx

Vaxx was now aware how odd these creatures he was traveling with were. He had returned to camp and tried to get to sleep again, but his sunburn was relentless. And now, after such a short period of time, Greypaw was gone, Ultima was gone, Rygaero was gone, and he had absolutely no clue where Ysira was. Leifdey had been sulking near him, but she had gone as well. Greypaw had disappeared near the time when he was talking to Ultima, and he hadn’t been paying attention when the badger and the fox left. 

Vaxx couldn’t get over what had happened with the strange stoat. Here she threatens Greypaw’s life, and Greypaw wants to go over and make friends. It didn’t make any sense to Vaxx. And the little marten, what was she doing there? Were they all going to get together for a little tea party? Vaxx shook his head. This lot was going crazy. 

He didn’t understand why, after that experience, everybody wanted to go and disappear. He would rather be safe at the camp than out where that wild-eyed stoat could rip his throat out. The pine grove would be nice. Separation would be nice too. They could all fill their canteens with water say some goodbyes, and head out on their own separate paths. 

Suddenly, Vaxx had a thought that shattered that dream. Why would a bunch of creatures come out into the desert at the same time, without a reason? Vaxx’s reason was the treasure, but he had no idea what their reasons were. What if they were all going to Loamhedge? Vaxx wanted the treasure as his own, but how could he get rid of them if they were coming to? Vaxx’s heart nearly stopped. What if she was going? That crazy stoat with the daggers could be going to the very same destination that this unarmed ferret was going to! And if she recognized him… 

Vaxx did not finish his thought, but instead focused on what the animals in his group were doing. He thought and thought, but the only possible answer for their journey that he could think of, was that they were all going after his treasure. The thought had never occurred to him before; that there were others sharing his dream. And there was nothing he could do about it either. 

Vaxx groaned. He rolled over onto his side to see if that would help him avoid pain from his sunburn. It didn’t. He wanted to get at least a little bit of sleep before daybreak, but that seemed impossible now. Vaxx gave up, standing and stretching. It took all his willpower to resist scratching. Vaxx looked ahead, and saw Greypaw and Leifdey walking towards the camp. Vaxx grimaced; he didn’t really want to be spending any time with them, after the stoat encounter. 

He walked away from the camp, not far, but far enough to be alone with his thoughts. Thoughts about the others traveling to Loamhedge once again entered his mind, but he found that for once he couldn’t think of a scheme to get what he wanted. Cursing his lack of sleep that resulted in his lack of brain power, Vaxx walked back to the camp. What Greypaw was wearing astounded him, however. Why is Greypaw wearing Ysira’s dress?” But the more astounding thing was what she had in her hand. 

“Where on earth did you get that?” he demanded, incredulously. Greypaw jumped at the loud interruption of her and Leifdey’s conversation. 

“What is it?” she asked him, holding out the stinger towards Vaxx. Vaxx had seen only two of them before: one was from a strange old fox who lived in his village, and the other was on the end of a nightmarish creature’s tail. 

“That is the stinger from the end of a giant scorpion’s tail,” He exclaimed. Then he repeated his earlier question, “Where on earth did you get it?” 

“I, uh,” she hesitated, trying to word her sentence. “I killed a monster, and this was the tip of its tail. What did you say it was called?” 

“You killed it?” Vaxx asked, eyes bulging. The only person he had met that had ever killed one was the old fox. He said it was the hardest thing he ever did in his lifetime, and that he was nearly killed. Besides that, all he had heard were horror stories, until he saw one and had his own to tell. “How on earth could you possibly kill a giant scorpion? You don’t even have a weapon!” 

“I whacked it over the head with my chain.” 

Vaxx shook his head. “If you really did that, you have my respect and admiration. Tell me how you did it!” 

And tell she did. By the end of the story, Vaxx’s jaw was hanging two inches lower than was physically possible for a ferret. Vaxx just shook his head. “Unbelievable!” Vaxx then recounted his own story, which contained a lot less attacking and a lot more running. 

Then, casting an odd look to Greypaw’s clothing, he asked, “Now, where’d you get the dress?” 

Greypaw’s eyes dropped. “Ysira… Ysira’s dead. The monster killed her. My clothes were too bloodstained, so I took hers.” Both the marten and the ferret hung their heads with the squirrel. “I dug her a grave,” Greypaw said, tears running down her face. “She was a good companion, even though none of us really knew her.” Leifdey began crying as well. Vaxx was just too shocked. The possibility of dying had not occurred to him, but now here it was, staring them in the face. A member of the party had died, and how many others would die before the end of their journey 

What if I die before the end of my journey?

Rassin

"I'm Ultima. You are?" Rassin stared at the badger scornfully. The stripedog wasn't going to get her so easily. 

“I’m not going to kill you,” Ultima continued. “I want to know if you wish to join us. You can. We have food… water… there’s even types like you in the group.” 

"Types like me? What - a fox, a ferret and a pine marten? You need to work on your species, stripedog. Why do you want me to join you? You want to chain me up so I won't be any danger, no doubt. I know about your kind, badger." 

Rassin fell silent as Ultima spoke again, hastily, as if she were trying to cover up some slip. The remaining, twisted shards of Rassin's grief-filled heart writhed and screamed within her. Words burst out of Rassin's mouth to Ultima. The badger stood there so calmly. She didn't feel anything for her lost one. How could she? Look at her, able to talk so carelessly about it. 

"More to life? More to life? There is no more to life than my daughter. And she's gone, killed by you oh-so-brave woodlanders." 

“I understand you if you blame us woodlanders. I looked for someone to blame.But you can’t blame everyone. I mean… then it will become one big mission to find who’s at fault. You’ll most likely just end up hurting others and hurting yourself more.” Ultima's reply left Rassin silent. The stoat tried to avoid the truth in the badger's words, but she could not. Ultima spoke again. Rassin didn't look at her, her paw gripping and relaxing on her dagger handle, her body taut, her mind working hard. 
Rassin glanced up at the badger, about to speak, when she saw a third creture, lying flat on the sand, watching her. In an instant Rassin's uncertainty vanished. She snarled dangerously at the badger, grating out, 

"Woodlander! How many others are there hidden around to trap me? I should never have let you talk to me." 

Rassin crouched in a defensive pose, her dagger raised in front of her, her black eyes glancing around swiftly, trying to find any others that were hidden to ambush her. 
Then, without any warning, she collapsed. Lack of water and food had weakened her too much, and she had had almost no sleep. The stoat lay on the sand, her dagger slipping out of her paw. The expression on her face softened from her customary bitter anger, and she looked younger, prettier, almost innocent. Rassin sighed gently in her coma, her paw resting near her head on the cool sand.

Greypaw

The three watched as the badger Ultima and the fox Rygaero carried the limp form of a female stoat into the camp. Once there, they lowered her to the ground where she made a low groan. It was the pure ferret Vaxx that wandered over to the prostrate form of the lady stoat. He stood there a moment staring at the now slumbering form. 

"So this is the creature that has been following us?" 

The badger nodded. "She has much fire, but a furnace needs maintenance." 

The fox laughed. His whole body shook as the humorous analogy made it past his sleep deprived mind. "If you mean she needs food, water and rest, I'll agree. Then again, don't we all?" Rygaero handed the knife the stoat had dropped during the confrontation to the badger. "Tell me, what do we do with our sleeping beauty?" 

Leifdey jumped to the wrong conclusion. Her wide eyes and her high pitched voice displayed her concern for the stoat. "We're not leaving her here?" 

Greypaw chuckled. She might be tired, but she knew nobody here could kill in cold blood. Instead of addressing her apprehensions, the squirrel changed the topic. Guessing from the reaction of the other four beasts about her, they accepted the diversion. 

"We have lost half the night. Since I didn't stand watch last time, I'll do so now. My Lady Ultima, could I have her knife?" 

For just a moment, the lady badger hesitated. This stoat had expressed a strong dislike for creatures that called themselves "good beasts." With Rassin now part of their group, the vermin outnumbered the two woodlanders. However, Greypaw had sided with these vermin earlier. Best she remind the black squirrel about this dangerous beast. 

"Take it Greypaw, but I wouldn't give it back. Rassin seems determined to kill you." 

The black squirrel repeated the name a few times to herself as the badger passed the blade. Once everyone had drawn a short distance off, Ultima suggested everyone get some rest before sunrise. As each beast bedded down, the badger's eyes fixated on the squirrel and then flickered to the stoat. 

"Rest easy Lady Ultima. No harm will come to Rassin." 

Now that the desert night belonged to her, Greypaw examined the giant scorpion tail. She removed the ruined dress and notice that the tail was as round as her belly. The spear-like stinger was needle-sharp and longer than her forearm. Greypaw sawed at the base of the stinger. After a few deft strokes, it broke. Using the sand, Greypaw filled the inside surfaces and scoured the long hollow dart. Satisfied that the cleaned shell would not cause a stench, Greypaw placed the thing by her backpack. 

Upon her return, she carved a long strip of the armor shell from the tail. Again, she used the desert sands as a cleansing agent. Locating a large flat rock, Greypaw rubbed the edges. When she had completed a dozen strokes, she would place the shell over her face. Eventually the shell was worn down to the appropriate size. Using her finger, she checked that the edges were smooth. 

Turning the piece so that she could work on the inside surface, Greypaw carved a long slit down the middle of the shell. Returning to her backpack, she removed several strands of cord. Greypaw gave the hard shell another scouring before leaning back. She was pleased at her efforts. 

A look to the east showed her that dawn was breaking. She checked the stoat Rassin and was satisfied knowing she slept. Standing up, the squirrel gave a long stretch and a shake. It was time she woke the others. 

Vaxx felt a gentle shake. At first, he resisted since his sleep was so deep. Then he came awake with a start, his pink eyes taking in the sun as it broke the horizon. The pure ferret slipped his hood even higher over his head. 

The squirrel noted his displeasure. "My first master, a pine marten, lived in the northern wastelands. In those lands, the glare from the snow could be as blinding as it is here in this desert." 

The ferret interrupted the squirrel. His sunburns still hurt and his stomach rumbled with hunger. The last thing he desired was another day in the hot sun. "If there is some point to this lovely family history, would you make it?" 

Greypaw never reacted to the tone. Instead, she handed the slotted shell to the ferret. He held the armor like carapace, turning it over and over as he studied it. The black squirrel's voice came to him even as she moved towards the sleeping pine marten. 

"Wear those goggles over your eyes Lord Vaxx. You can see through the slit and your eyes will be protected from the glare. It should make travel easier." 

There was one creature that made this a bearable experience for the black squirrel. Greypaw gave the pine martin a gentle shake. Giving a light snort just before opening her eyes, Leifdey became alert. While Leifdey did her morning stretch, the black squirrel rummaged through the backpack. 

"Leifdey, distribute the food while I awaken the others if you please." 

The pine marten response had a note of concern. No doubt she remembered last night and worried that the others meant some harm to the stoat. 

"Can I give some food and water to the stoat?" 

Greypaw chuckled. She felt pride in the girl's concern. It showed the child had good parents, despite the label of vermin. Then again, she had spent her whole life around vermin and they had always treated her in a civilized manner. 

"The stoat has a name girl. When you speak with her, you should call her by the name 'Rassin.' She seems to trust you girl, so try making friends with her." 

That idea never entered her mind judging by the wide-eyed look she gave Greypaw. Leifdey's whole expression showed her confusion at the idea of befriending the stoat. She wanted to respond, but then noticed the others stirring. 

"Friends? Don't you remember how she held a blade to my throat?" 

"Rassin reacted to me, not you. She sees me as an enemy; you she sees as a comrade. I believe she would protect you at all costs, even from me." 

As Leifdey broke out the rations, Greypaw called out her final comments to the girl. "Do me a favor. Tell Rassin I have her knife. She need only ask and it will be given back to her, hilt first."

Ultima

Ultima knelt down to the fallen stoat’s side and checked for vitals. Well… at least she was still alive. Ultima sighed, half in relief half in frustration. 

“The poor dear,” Ultima murmured. Ultima picked up the dagger that the stoat had dropped and tucked it into her belt beside her own. She then looked up at Rygaero somewhat annoyed. 

“Look,” Ultima said. “I don’t know how much you heard me say to the stoat but repeat a word of it to anyone and you’ll have some real trouble on your hands.” After a brief pause she added. “Now what are you doing here?” 

Rygaero seemed hesitant to answer her. “Nothing,” he said finally. 

Ultima clearly wasn’t convinced at Rygaero’s answer. She turned her attention back to the stoat. 

“Wake up,” Ultima said as soothingly as possible. She wished she knew the stoat’s name. She glanced at the passed out stoat for a moment. “Missy? What’s your name?” 

Ultima waited a few tense moments and she heard the stoat mumble something that sounded like, “Rassin…” 

“Okay Rassin,” Ultima said. She glanced up at Rygaero. “If your doing nothing then you wouldn’t mind helping carry her. I got her shoulders you get her legs. We’re not about to leave her for the birds to pick at.” 

Rygaero grumbled but followed her command. It took a little longer to get back to camp with trying to negotiate the dunes and the passed out stoat between them. 

When they did make it back to camp Ultima conversed with Greypaw and handed the stoat’s weapon to her. Finally Ultima told everyone to get some rest. She had hoped that since everyone was awake they could make some distance before the sun came up to make their journey a bit easier but Rassin’s fainting had complicated things. 

Finally with Greypaw’s prompting Ultima lay her head down and went to sleep. 

For a moment Ultima thought she heard the ocean. But the feeling of sand under her reminded her she was still in the desert. She could feel the warm sun on her fur. She opened her eyes and was surprised to find a tuft of dune grass before her eyes. 

She sat up and found she was on the beach… near her home. Her stripes weren’t gray. Her bones did not ache. Her clothes were new. Her dress was blue and embroidered with white flowers and green vines. Her belt was woven and her dagger was as it always was, sheathed on her hip. She remembered Raie had gotten the dress as a gift for her after the birth of her son. 

She stood up and looked around. There was her home. The hut was nestled among the dunes. It was like she had left it. 

“Ultima.” 

She was yanked from her pleasant dream. Leifdey was standing over her holding some food. Ultima was somewhat disappointed to find herself back in the desert. She sat up and thankfully took the rations from Leifdey. She then fixed her gaze on Rassin. 

“How’s the new member?” Ultima asked Rassin. “You gave me quiet a scare passing out like that.”

Leifdey

“Ysira… Ysira’s dead. The monster killed her. My clothes were too bloodstained, so I took hers.” Both the marten and the ferret hung their heads with the squirrel. “I dug her a grave. She was a good companion, even though none of us really knew her.” 

Leifdey startled awake wrapped in her blanket a few hours later as Greypaw’s words echoed in her head. Ysira couldn’t be dead. She just couldn’t be. Healthy beasts just didn’t die … or did they? 

A distant memory played in the back of her mind and her nose twitched. Burning. The trees and the cooking fires back home had a burning smell. But there was something haunting about this one. 

She glanced over at Rassin, who was still asleep a bit away from her. A stoat. By far she was the closest of the animals around her to Leifdey’s own kind. She had threatened her with a knife though. Greypaw though had killed a monster out in the sand. Aunty would keep her safe. The little marten rolled over on her back as she drifted into an uneasy sleep. 

The morning sun beat down heavily on the large group of beasts collected around the funeral pyre. A mother marten held on to the paw of her small offspring, a two season old female at the front of the group. 

“Mommy? Where Dada gone?” the little marten whispered, tugging at the sleeve of the weary looking older beast. 

“Shh. Daddy’s gone to a better place.” 

Leifdey contemplated this with the mind of a small child. “Why’s Dada gone? Can I go wif him?” 

A different female smacked Leifdey on her bottom. “It was an adder that did it you little nuisance. Be a good girl and it won’t come back and get you to.” 

The female that Leifdey had called mother started to wail loudly. 

Leifdey’s aunt glared at the small marten. “See what you’ve done child? Upset your mother again. Id you were my child I’d -” 

“Whaf’s an adda?” Leifey said curiously. 

She yelped as her aunt whacked her again. “It’s a big snake child. Hush.” 

A pair of her uncles approached carrying a stretched barring a still form. Leifdey stood on her tiptoes to see, but could barely make anything out. What was going on? Her uncles stepped closer and lowered the stretcher on to the pile of collected wood. The paw of the form fell forward and Leifdey hesitantly touched it. It was colder than she’d ever felt that paw before. But she’d have recognized it anywhere. 

“Dada? Dada? Dada wake up.” 

An older cousin grabbed her pulling her back. Leifdey shrieked. “Dada!” 

“Cover the child’s eyes. Just cover them. Don’t know what she was thinking by bringing her here.” 

A scarf was yanked around her eyes. Leifdey bit into the hand holding her and squirmed. The smell of burning filled her nose. Burning flesh. 

Something jostled her. Leifdey moaned and opened her eyes blearily as Greypaw gave her her instructions for the day. Rassin. The little marten concentrated on the name. Remember it. She has a name. 

Wondering what to expect the marten approached Rassin, grabbed her paw and sniffed it. The stoat gave her a shocked look but didn’t push her away. That was a good sign. “I don’t think you know my name. I’m Leifdey.”

Rygaero

Rygaero sat a bit away from the rest of the group as he gulped down his rations. They didn't taste too great, but at least it gave him a little energy to get through the day. Out of boredom, he made up a little song about his occupation. 

-- 
An assassin has no pride to speak of, 
A poisoner, a stabber of backs, 
Off the cliffs with a quick shove, 
And stuffing mice into sacks. 

And after the deed is done, 
I'll loot yer house for money, 
Before there is a sun, 
And before their family's unhappy. 
-- 

It was then that he remembered that assassins were supposed to be silent as a shadow, and he quickly shoved the song into the back of his mind, never to be uttered again. Besides, his song really wasn't too great. 

The sun burned low in the sky, . It wasn't even midday, and already the fox was panting from the heat. 

A guttural growl grew in his throat as he fumed, thinking about what happened the night before. Had he acted irrationally, he would have lashed out at the badger. 

No, if he was to whack her off, he would have to hide his intentions; play it casually. Then, when she'd least expect it, he'd sneak into her tent and stab her repeatedly in the eye. Unfortunately, he did not have any stabbing utensils on him. 

The map...before he left on this forsaken journey, he had looked at a map. Delving into his memory, Rygaero tried to picture the old map in his mind. He hadn't inspected it very well, but he did remember some sort of forest or something. Of course, he hadn't gotten to the forest yet, or even seen it, but it must be somewhere on the trip. Then he could grab a pointy stick. 

"Ah yessss...the stick...hehehe." 

Disregarding his plans, the fox pulled off his gauntlets; they were a trap for the sun, baking his paws. He rubbed his wrist against his forehead as he turned so his back was facing the sun. His eyes fell upon the stoat and the creatures around her. Rygaero smirked. They'd get what was coming to them. 

After a time, Rygaero didn't have anything to plot about anymore. He dusted off his paws and padded off towards the group. Nobody seemed to notice his arrival, but the fox didn't care. 

"Hey," he said, an air of annoyance in his tone, "We going to get going soon? I might as well get some more sleep if not." 

Rygaero pulled out his nunchaku and started whirling it menacingly. 

"Y'know, I can always arrange for you to sleep for another few hours. All I need is Mr. Nunchaku to say hello to Mr. Beat The Stuffing Out o' Yer Head if We Don't Get Going Soon." 

It's a well known fact that when one does not get as much sleep as one needs, one is rather cranky, and Rygaero was rather tired.

Greypaw

"Lord Rygaero has the right of it. Best we get started now." 

Greypaw still felt as if she had been beaten within an inch of her life. Her battered and bruised body was sore from the thrashing that demon had given her. That thought made her laugh. According to Vaxx, what she ran into was no otherworld monster. It was just a mindless creature of extraordinary size and power. 

She had been lucky. The chain and her anger gave her the strength. Luck aimed the weapon. Once again, Greypaw thanked whatever spirits watched over her for the chain. Yet she worried about the weapon. Yesterday the sun heated the chain and it became very uncomfortable. Between the bruises, the sore joints and the burning wrist, she wondered if the trip was worth it. 

Reaching over, she flicked the clasp that kept her weapon secured to her wrist. Much as she liked the idea of keeping such a versatile weapon available, in this desert, it became a liability. Discarding the chain was unthinkable as it felt like part of her. So she asked herself the question what she should do. 

A check of the backpack provided an answer. There was a place on the right side where the chain could be tied. If she locked the clasp around the support post, it couldn't come off without her knowing it. That made her smile. Under her breath, she muttered. 

"One problem solved and another still pending." 

Greypaw was learning fast that as a free beast, there were far more dangers than any slave comprehended. She trusted the pine marten Leifdey. Vaxx seemed more concerned with avoiding the sun, so no danger there. As for the rest, she sensed the uneasiness. Tensions were building and sooner or later, an altercation between any two of the remaining companions seemed inevitable. 

Rygaero began swinging his weapon. "Y'know, I can always arrange for you to sleep for another few hours. All I need is Mr. Nunchaku to say hello to Mr. Beat The Stuffing Out o' Yer Head if We Don't Get Going Soon." 

She needed a weapon. Looking down, the black squirrel saw the hollowed out stinger. Once again she chuckled. That thing was a perfect weapon. Longer than a short sword and smaller than a broadsword, it seemed ideal for close quarter fighting. The point was sharp and there were several serrated edges running down the sides. 

The black squirrel made a fist and shoved her arm into the stinger. It covered half her lower arm. Now she needed a grip. Using the knife taken from Rassin, Greypaw drilled two holes into the shell. Knotting a cord, she strung it through the carapace and secured the other end. The stinger might not look dangerous on her arm, but she bet no other beast wanted to be on the receiving end of the thing. 

Shouldering her pack, she turned around and faced the group. She held the stinger up and with a showman's flourish, pointed in a northerly direction. Seeing that the others were still in various stages of disarray, Greypaw couldn't resist teasing everyone. 

"Come on slowpokes, there's not a cloud in the sky and we have a lovely breeze. It's a perfect day for a stroll at the beach. If we're lucky, who knows what treasures await?"

Rassin
Sleep . . . dreams did not come to the stoat as she lay unconscious on the cool sand. Shadowy creatures moved about her, voices mumbling quiet words above her . . . Rassin lay unmoving as time passed her by. 

Slowly Rassin's eyelids cracked open. Warm sunlight touched her face as she sat up slowly. Her eyes snapped open fully as she realized where she was. She was in the camp! Glancing down at her paws she wasn't surprised to see her dagger gone, but she was surprised to see herself unshackled. Cautiously Rassin struggled up further and glanced around again. The camp was well set up, everybeast seemed to be happy and well fed. Ultima was nearby, and Greypaw too. The stoat glared at the squirrel, then dropped her eyes in confusion. Greypaw hadn't killed Riss. Riss . . . 
Suddenly a thought flashed into Rassin's mind. Her paw jumped to her throat, feeling for her ring. It was still there, dangling on the end of her leather necklace. Wordlessly Rassin held it to her lips, shutting her eys briefly. As long as her ring was there, the stoat did not care what happened to her. 
Turning back to the camp, she glanced at each creature in turn, taking them in quickly. At each beast she grew more and more puzzled. There were vermin here, creatures like herself. Ultima had spoken truly when she had said that. A fox, a ferret, both were reknown species for killing and plundering. And yet they were still living side-by-side with this badger and squirrel. Why? Rassin knew they were short on food and water, why didn't the fox and ferret kill the woodlanders and keep the supplies? Shrugging slightly, she continued to look around until something struck her. Why was she unguarded? Did the badger think her no threat? She felt slightly nettled at that. 

A voice next to her ear made the stoat jump and turn swiftly. She found herself staring straight into Leifdey's eyes. Rassin drew in breath sharply and struggled back a little, then stopped and stared at the young pine marten. Without warning Leifdey picked up Rassin's paw. The stoat flinched but allowed Leifdey to hold it, feeling the youth in Leifdey's paw as she sniffed. 
Finally Leifdey dropped her paw and spoke. 
“I don’t think you know my name. I’m Leifdey.” 
"Leifdey . . . I thought you were Riss . . . but how could you be? " Rassin spoke softly, her mind still numb with sleep. She fell silent for a moment, then shook herself and glanced back at Leifdey. Shyly she was about to speak when another voice cut in. 
“How’s the new member? You gave me quiet a scare passing out like that.” 
Rassin flicked around, her eyes narrowing. The badger. She had brought Rassin here. But . . . why hadn't she chained Rassin up? The stoat answered carefully, unsure as to where she stood. Was she prisoner? Yet the badger had called her the "new member". Did they . . . trust her?! 
Rassin spoke softly, her black eyes sharpening and her old expression slipped back across her face. And yet there was something different in her, the hate and malice had faded a little, leaving her looking younger, almost friendly. 
"Aye, I'd feel better if I had some food or water, otherwise I may faint again."

Leifdey
"Leifdey . . . I thought you were Riss . . . but how could you be? " Rassin said softly. 

Leifdey tilted her head curiously at the stoat. Who was this Riss that Rassin kept speaking of? She must have been a relative or a close friend. And it seemed that Riss creature, whomever it was was far away. The little marten wondered about this. She didn’t miss her family all that much. They weren’t that terribly interesting and her life back home in her tribe had been monotonous. 

Of course, it would be nice to have another marten to talk to in this loathsome desert but she didn’t spend all day thinking of her kind. In fact, the longer she was away from home the less she was finding herself wanting to go home. Puzzled she let her thoughts wonder until Rassin responded to Ultima. 

"Aye, I'd feel better if I had some food or water, otherwise I may faint again.” 

The little marten’s cheeks flushed a bright red as she glanced at Greypaw. Had Greypaw noticed her mistake? The squirrel seemed occupied on other things. 

“I was supposed to be seeing to that Rassin. Err ..” She shuffled her foot paws wondering if a slap or a lecture was coming. “Sorry. I’ll see to it now then.” 

She skipped of toward a pack muttering to herself in frustration. “Ergh .. finally I’m given something to do and I forget about it. Silly, silly me.” 

Leifdey unfastened a food pack and dug through it. Most of it was dried food. A stew or at least a soup would have been possible, but with an inevitable shortage of water to come she couldn’t very well use a potfull just for that. The stoat didn’t look well enough to be eating anything too solid or meat. Since she likely hadn’t eaten anything for most of her time alone in the desert she probably couldn’t hold too much food. Best to give her something light, it would go down easier. A few slightly hard oatcakes were at the bottom of the pack. Leifdey bit into one and nearly gagged. It was hard, not hard enough to break her teeth on but most of the flavor was gone. Picking up the remaining and half a water skin she thrust them at Rassin. 

“Here you are ma’am and sorry about the lateness.” Her mouth twitched a bit. “You’ll need that water to get those oatcakes down."

Rygaero
Rygaero stood a some distance away, pacing back and forth, with his paws behind his back, staring down at his feet. The sand was a trap for heat, and it baked the fox’s unshod feet. It was much easier on his feet if he was moving. He yearned to be on the move again, if only to keep his footpaws moving. Perhaps soon he could be out of this blasted desert. His face was set in deep thought; he was plotting deaths. Perhaps the heat had gone to his head, for it seemed that all he ever thought about was killing these creatures, though he’d probably need their help in getting out of the desert. 

"I must say Lord Rygaero, these creatures do dawdle. What say we give these beasts an incentive to move faster?" 

Greypaw’s voice startled Rygaero, who wasn’t paying attention. “Huh? Err, oh. It’s you. I’d love to get these lazy creatures off their feet. The sooner we leave, the sooner we get out of this desert. But how do you propose we ehh, ‘give them incentive to move faster’, as you put it?” 

"We all know our destination is north, so let's just go north." 

Rygaero grinned and replied, “Do you suggest we leave them here to starve in the blazing sun? I like your thinking.” The fox’s face fell when the squirrel started laughing. 

“Watch and learn, Lord,” she said as she turned her head and called to the others, “You do know all our food and our extra water is in my backpack. Unless you have water and food, you better hustle!” 

Everyone started readying theirselves and started heading towards the two, save for Leifdey and Rassin. They seemed to be dawdling around with food or something unimportant like that. 

"What this rabble needs is a leader." 

Rygaero had already forgotten about Greypaw, sinking into his plots of death, but he was jerked out of them by this statement. 

“And where would you find a leader among rabble?” 

She gestured towards the group with her paw. “Any one of them could be a leader. Lady Ultima has strength and wisdom, Lord Vaxx is intelligent and can protect us with his bow, I know little of Lady Rassin, but I’m sure she could make a fine leader, and you, Lord, have many leadership qualities. You could easily overtake Lady Ultima’s unofficial leadership.” 

“Ha! Me, leader? I’m no leader.” Images of ruling over the motley group with an iron claw, using them as slaves, and killing them one by one flashed in the fox’s mind. He rubbed his temples. “The heats getting’ t’me. Must be getting to you too, if you think I’d make a good leader, though I’m sure it’d have its…upsides.” Rygaero looked down at his feet to hide an insane grin. If he was leader…but no, he was more of a loner, a follower, one who mooches off the group and does no work. 

He shades his eyes with a paw, looking up towards the sun, rising steadily. “We better get going soon.” He looked back over his shoulder to see Leifdey and Rassin still dawdling behind. “They don’t seem to be hustling. Shall we leave them behind?” at a glare from Greypaw, Rygaero chuckled and looked away. “What? It’s only a joke. I wouldn’t let a young one die. Not an innocent one…not out here.” He looked away a moment, thinking of the past, before changing the subject back to leadership. 

“I noticed you didn’t mention yourself. Or the young one for that matter, but that’s understandable. Do you not think of yourself as a likely candidate for leadership?”

Greypaw
"I noticed you didn't mention yourself. Or the young one for that matter, but that's understandable. Do you not think of yourself as a likely candidate for leadership?"

Greypaw hadn't thought that a possibility.  To buy her more time, she shifted her backpack to a more comfortable spot.  Seeing Rygaero stare at her was a bit unnerving.  She wondered just what was in the fox's mind.  The silence was oppressive and she had never been one to hold back her feelings.

"You have the right of that Lord.  I haven't considered that a possibility.  In the distant past, my 'leadership' was restricted to the young I cared for, nobody else.  Children expect an elder will lead, and so we do.  Once a nanny is no longer needed, such youngsters have already determined among themselves which one is leader."

Rygaero hesitated as the black squirrel trudged a pace before him.  They continued their slow walk as the sun baked the ground.  They both had gone this way for maybe a dozen more paces before the squirrel turned around.  There was a slight smile on her lips.

"The others come.  Once everyone joins us, we can allow whichever beast wants it the role of leader.  We accomplished our task just getting them to move."

The fox laughed, but it sounded hollow.  "If anyone doubted your past as a slave, they should have heard you speak just now.  You show nothing but deference to everyone and then you try hiding in the background.  So, if the only way you will ever talk is by command, consider this mine.  Tell me who should lead."

Greypaw would have given an immediate answer, but the others were even now drawing within range.  For the next hour, the group continued its march northward.  At first, the group bunched up behind them.  As they walked, the rank changed.  Near the front were two creatures.  One was the lady badger; her frequent, but low grunts were audible from their position.  Next to her was the ferret Vaxx.  His sunshades had him always moving his head.  Just behind these two, walking side by side was the pine marten and the stoat.

"Now do you see the dynamics of our group Lord Rygaero?  As a slave, I learned how best to read others.  Sure, I was assertive with the young, even warming their bottoms if needed.  However, with the elders, I watched and learned.  A slave has a boundary they can never cross and I was never beaten for stepping over my boundary."

Rygaero had been watching the group before him.  Sometimes he slowed down just enough that the black squirrel was a full three or four steps before him.  Other times he paced his dark furred companion.  They watched the others as each vied for a spot along their course.  Up at the front, they could hear Ultima announce they were out of the sand.  Her hooded shadow groused that there had been no improvement.

"You asked for my assessment of our group, just look.  They tell you much if you watch."

Rygaero snorted.  "You have got to stop being so cryptic.  Tell me what you see."

"Lady Ultima leads.  Not by her choice, but because she feels it is required.  From birth she has been taught badgers lead.  Now she must, yet she feels her years.  If another creature were to assert leadership, she would first make a great display of indignation that would be full of bluster and noise.  Then, if the beast stands up to her, she will fall like a grass hut in a hurricane.  She is in front because nobody else wants the role."

"If that were true, why does Vaxx stroll before her?  I thought you said the leader leads."

Greypaw chuckled.  "Lord Vaxx is too vulnerable to a physical attack.  Remove his cloak and he becomes a fish out of water.  He steps in front because he doesn't notice his position.  Those glasses help him see more, but he keeps swiveling his head, unsure of what he sees.  He too believes the myth that badgers lead, so he stays close to the power he craves."

Rygaero raised an eyebrow and cocked his head.  Like Greypaw, he kept his voice modulated low enough that they could converse without being overheard.  Seeing the look on the fox, the black squirrel explained.  The longer she talked, the more her voice sounded as if she were a teacher in a classroom.

"I have never known many males that would subjugate themselves to a female, regardless of species.  They might with their mate; never would they do so with a stranger.  Conflict between those two will escalate that much is inevitable.  Lord Vaxx might profess no desire at leadership, but his very posture craves the opportunity."

Their travels continued, though now the land no longer hindered their progress.  The hard packed ground sped their travels but it also held more of the desert heat.  A glance at their companions showed many sipping from canteens.  Judging by the steep angle of the water bottles, they were approaching the empty mark.  

Rygaero allowed Rassin and Leifdey a chance to draw a short distance away.  Leaning over, he repeated his whispered question, this time regarding the two before them.

"Lady Rassin is the joker within this deck of cards Lord Rygaero.  She is strong and determined.  None enter the desert alone unless they know where they are going and are tough enough to get there.  However, her isolation makes everyone else wary of her.  She would need the help of another if she wanted leadership."

"Leifdey" hissed Rygaero.

"Correct, she could become king maker for Rassin.  Right now the stoat is confused as she expected us to be treated harshly.  The stoat is also friendless as her first act when confronted by any of us was aggression.  Now throw in an attentive girl, a reminder of a past love, an enemy nearby, and you have somebody that is pliable."

"It seems like you have dismissed the girl as a viable leader."

"There are two reasons why I dismiss her as a leader.  It is true that one must listen to children as they often speak words of wisdom every elder must heed.  Yet no elder will follow a child into danger.  Such things happen only in the bedtime stories I read to the young."

"So what's the second reason?"

"Her loyalties are divided three ways.  She is becoming an elder and that means accepting responsibilities.  That devotion to self scares her, so she seeks solace from two sources.  She can either accept the loyalty of Rassin or she can accept it from me.  With Rassin, there is responsibility while with me, there is security.  She will take security."

"That brings us back to you Greypaw.  What keeps you from leading our ragtag band of merry misfits?"

"Leifdey is correct in seeing me as somebody that offers security.  As long as she comes to me for help, I will help her."  Here the black squirrel laughed as she gave the fox a cunning look.  "Perhaps she will become king maker for me rather than Rassin."

Greypaw continued following the group on its northern route.  Her head was down, watching the ground, fearing a misstep.  She uncorked the bottle hanging about her neck and took a mouthful of the water.  The two continued in silence, Rygaero relaxed but the squirrel had her faced puckered.  She looked ahead and seeing how close they were slowed her steps.  When they were about four paces back, she expounded on her comment.

"My services to the original group were as a porter and a backup warrior.  I know where we are going and the general direction, but I couldn't find Loamhedge if they gave me eternity to search.  Payment was first call to the intellectual property while everyone else was promised some portion of the treasure.  Lack of knowledge makes me a poor leader and I doubt anyone will share the critical information I would need if I were to lead.  Anyway, it's safer being the servant than the served."

Rygaero smiled as Greypaw finished her analysis.  The two of them increased the pace, closing the distance as they both felt safer with the group than as individuals.  Just before they reached the others, the fox asked the black squirrel what she thought of him.  For several steps, Greypaw stroked the side of her muzzle with her left paw deep in thought.

"I smell danger around you Lord Rygaero.  Perhaps you will cause it or it will befall you.  In either case, best thing for me is distance.  I debated with myself about telling you that, but figured my honesty might protect me, for a while at least." 

Greypaw picked-up her pace until she was standing on the right side of the pine marten.  She patted the girl on her shoulder and passed a few pleasant words with her.  Increasing her pace a bit more, she stood just behind Vaxx.

"What say we take a short break?  We've been walking since sunrise and it has to be into the afternoon if these shadows are any indication."

Rousas
As the group was resting, another beast was drawing closer. 

The wildcat had shed his throwing axe, and his chest showed deep cuts, with crusted blood on his shirt. His daggers dangled loosely, he no longer held them closely strapped to his chest. His pace was hobbled, but for a reason unknown to the casual watcher. He had been following them for a long time. He would catch them. The wildcat did not want to show himself, but the need for water had made him abandon his previous plans. The little he had was now gone, and had been for a day or two. The days were blending together, he no longer knew what day it was, and sometimes not even where he was. Rousas knew he needed some beasts with him, and it was not a feeling he was accustomed to. He gritted his teeth as he chanced a glance at his leg. 

He was closer. 
I will make it. 
With this one thought continually running through his mind, he went on. Pain was searing, coursing through his body, making him cry out, though quietly. A head turned his way. He dropped to the ground, a feeble squeak making it through his lips. He picked himself up and continued. 

They saw him. Rousas Slye willed himself to live, willed himself to continue. Finally, he collapsed about fifty paces from them. One of the beasts came running over as Rousas felt a tearing in his knee. Whomever it was, he couldn't tell, rolled the large wildcat over with quite abit of strength. What the creature saw was not pretty. Besides the other wounds, the wildcat's leg had been shorn off about two inches below the knee. Some sort of charred piece of wood had been hastily sewn to a bandage. The piece of cloth that had once been a piece of a tent was soaked with blood, but old blood. It was tied around his thigh, keeping it and the interim peg-leg on. 

His eyes grew cloudy and a bit moist. He sighed contentedly, and finally, slept. 

Like the unblinking eye of a celestial being, the sun glared down on them all.

Vaxx

“If we’re lucky, who knows what treasures await?” 

Vaxx was glad that he had the covering for his eyes. For one thing, they were protected from the sun, but they also shielded his eyes from the others, which was nice because he was making a lot of strange eye movements. There were several eye rolls, some grimaces, widening of the eyes, and narrowing his eyes as well. If someone else saw him making all those faces, they’d think he was nuts. But it was something he did when he was thinking hard. He had given up thinking about his teammates’ destinations, until Greypaw said that sentence, which now was running through his mind. Over and over the sentence replayed in the ferret’s head, taunting him and scaring him. 

The squirrel is going to Loamhedge! 

Vaxx thought of a million different ways to disprove his way of thinking about the statement, but they all seemed to collapse under the evidence. Maybe she didn’t mean it that way, but nonetheless, it looked like she was going. She may have just said it in teasing, but in observing her, he realized that she had to be going to the ancient abbey. In fact, it looked like every single one of them had nothing better to do in this miserable desert then go get that treasure. Save for the badger, that is. 

The ferret looked up through his makeshift sunglasses to the large, striped beast in front of him. She didn’t make any sense to him whatsoever. Why would a badger, a noble, powerful beast, need a treasure like that? Age had befallen her, obviously, but in goodbeast circles age was respected. Or so he thought. Perhaps Ultima was someone like him, who didn’t have enough respect from the people she associated with. He brushed aside that thought. It didn’t seem like that was her problem, judging by her actions. 

He reached out to scratch his arm, but then stopped himself. His sunburn still hurt, but it was getting to the itchy stage. If only he had some of his soothing cream… 

“What say we take a short break? We've been walking since sunrise and it has to be into the afternoon if these shadows are any indication.” Vaxx whirled around, startled by the voice behind him, the same voice that had been playing inside his head for hours. Greypaw nearly bumped into him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

“Eh,” Vaxx scratched his back, only half aware that he was doing it, since he was trying to think of a reply, “You didn’t really startle me. And I’d like to thank you for these goggles, they’ve been a real help.” 

The squirrel smiled. “So, do you think we could take a break?” 

“Oh, probably. My feet are starting to ache. Hey, Ultima!” 

The badger, with her long strides, had gotten quite ahead of the ferret and the squirrel. Turning around, she replied, “I don’t see why not. We have been walking since dawn, after all.” 

Relieved, the squirrel fell back into a sitting position, and Vaxx followed suit. Their break was abruptly cut off, however, when Leifdey suddenly cried out, “There’s somebody over there!” 

Ultima was the first to respond; the others were still in shock. As the badger ran over the creature, he or she collapsed. “What madness!” Vaxx said, alarmed. “We had more than one creature following us?” He looked over at the stoat, who seemed just as oblivious as the rest. She didn’t know either? Vaxx thought. 

They all ran over to the figure on the ground. There lay a large wildcat, who had obviously seen his share of troubles. His leg was severed, replaced by charred wood. His fur was tattered and bloodstained. Open wounds poured forth blood on his chest. Vaxx was the first to speak up. “Unbelievable,” he remarked. 

Silence continued after Vaxx said the thing that they were all thinking. Leifdey looked up, utterly bewildered. “What do we do with him?” she asked.

Rassin
Rassin marched quietly, her sharp black eyes searching the horizon, then flicking back to Leifdey, then sideways to the creatures nearby. She said nothing to Leifdey, only touching the ring on her necklace occasionally, barely aware that she did so. 
To her right Greypaw and the other one, Rygaero, seemed to be in some kind of deep conversation. The stoat eyed Greypaw, snarling faintly as raw memories were stirred up again. More than once Rassin's paw strayed to her belt, only to remember that her daggers were gone. Her daggers, in the hold of that squirrel. Her daggers, the very symbol of all that Rassin lived for, held by woodlanders . . . woodlanders who had saved her life. Rassin knew that if Ultima hadn't brought her back to the camp, she could have died from lack of food and water. 
The stoat rubbed a paw across her eyes confusedly. Why? Why hadn't they killed her? They'd obviously that she was a threat, why hadn't they killed her while she was unconscious? Rassin didn't understand. In her confusion, she turned back to the thing that had driven her for the past three seasons. Revenge had killed her daughter, now revenge would kill Rassin herself if she let it. The stoat didn't care. Let her get her paws on her daggers, and any squirrels or otters around had better watch their backs. 
Rassin glanced down at the young pine marten marching just a few paces ahead. Leifdey seemed quite happy in her presence. And yet Leidey also seemed to tolerate, even welcome, Greypaw's care. Rassin could not understand. Leifdey was a vermin, no matter how young, and she should not consort with woodlanders. 
Rassin rubbed her eyes again, confusion running rife through her. She paid no attention to It was almost a relief when Vaxx nearby called a halt. Slowly the stoat slid down to the ground, making sure she was close to Leifdey and could see Greypaw easily. Rassin stared at the sand dully, acting as though she was exhausted and cared little for what happened to her. A careful observer, however, would have seen the sharp glances she shot to each creature in turn. Suddenly Leifdey shouted out something. Rassin was standing in a second, her paw leaping to her dagger hadle again. Cursing, she shot a final hate-laden glance at Greypaw and turned to look. Ultima began to hurry over towards towards the creature, but before she reached it, it had toppled over. Rassin approached cautiously, her face blank. It appeared to be a wildcat, one leg missing. Rassin circled him, her black eyes wary. Quickly she noted his weapons, his height, approximate strength and wounds. Finally she relaxed. He was no threat just now. 
“What madness! We had more than one creature following us?” Rassin glanced sharply at Vaxx and half-smiled coldly. Obviously he suspected her and this creature of being in it together. Well, he was wrong. Rassin had never seen him before. 
“What do we do with him?” Leifdey asked quietly. She was staring at the wildcat. Rassin brushed past her, circled once more, then said softly, 
"You should leave him here. He'll die soon. You don't want a sick creature to slow you down. You'll die too if you don't get out of the desert anyway. He'll slow you down too much. Leave him here."

Greypaw

Five of the companions rushed towards the form. It had come from the desert and now it lay prostrate before them. None could discern the creature's face as he landed facing down. There was some reluctance about touching the creature and everyone kept a short distance back. The duty of learning about their newest arrival fell to Ultima. With everyone watching, the badger turned the form over. 

Now everyone could see this loner for what he was. The male wildcat could never be defined as the best representative of his species. His fur appeared mangy and what fur he had apparently never become familiar with soap and water. His body had numerous cuts that left crusted blood matting his fur. That blood had the same coloration as his rust red jerkin and shorts. 

The head had undergone much tattooing, but that was not the end drawing every eye. It was the missing portion of his leg. Just below one knee, there was a wrapping about the stub. This had been coated in blood that appeared to be many days old. Attached to this canvas bandage was a charred piece of wood. None spoke as they each studied their newest member. It was Ultima that broke the prevailing silence. 

"Just beginning to wonder how many other flea-bitten beasties are wandering about." 

"What madness! We had more than one creature following us?" Rassin glanced sharply at Vaxx and half-smiled coldly. In a huff, the ferret continued his march up the nearby hill. 

"What do we do with him?" Leifdey asked quietly. 

Leifdey was staring at the wildcat. Rassin brushed past her, circled once more, before his soft reply tickled her ears. 

"You should leave him here. He'll die soon. You don't want a sick creature to slow you down. You'll die too if you don't get out of the desert anyway. He'll slow you down too much. Leave him here." 

Rygaero peaked at the creature from behind the immense female badger. He kept his paws on his knees as he continued squatting in the badger's shade. His fingers drummed a beat on his knees as he chewed his lower lip. When he saw the black squirrel enter his peripheral view, he muttered his thoughts loud enough that the entire group could hear. 

"Greypaw, you seem to have a talent for sizing up your fellow travelers. How about giving us your insight into our newest arrival?" When this comment didn't solicit an immediate response, he looked into the face of the black squirrel. "That be no request girl, but an order." 

Coming over to the prostrate form, the lady squirrel knelt close enough that she could lean over the body. All could hear her sniffing the unmoving wildcat. She remained in this position for some time, her nose making the only noise. Leifdey couldn't suppress a soft giggle when Greypaw made a disgusting face while sniffing around the wildcat's legs. That same look of disgust continued as she completed her visual and olfactory observations. 

"Well Lord Rygaero, some things are obvious. This one is a male wildcat and is in fit condition despite his apparent injuries. It isn't the desert that keeps him trim, I have a feeling this creature has done a lot of physical exercise. Bet there's not a hint of fat on him." 

"He's an old warrior. Note the heavy arsenal he carries. A two-pawed sword on the hip is a bit awkward as he would need time acquiring a proper stance. So I doubt that is his main weapon." 

It was Rassin that interrupted. "Thought you said you were a slave. How would you know if a weapon is 'awkward' or not?" 

"My last master was a wolf warlord. There were many a time I collected my young charges on the training grounds. Unless you are blind and deaf, you do learn a few things from watching. May I continue?" 

Greypaw watched the stoat step back a pace. Seeing her standing protectively around Leifdey made the black squirrel feel a twang to her heartstrings. This she suppressed. As a nanny, she knew her time was limited to all of four or five seasons. That the wolf had kept her for six made the separation all the harder. She hefted the axe and returned it to the belt. Lifting one of the blades from the bandolier, Greypaw bounced it in her palm. 

"I would bet his primary weapon is this axe. It is handy and it is very light for quick use and in tight quarters. These blades are for throwing, though I could be wrong. Their light weight allows him the luxury of carrying several." 

Ultima snorted as she looked on the prone figure. Her wordless comment reflected the thoughts of those within the group. 

"Perhaps we should relieve this kitty of his playthings. We could then rest easy." 

"I think not Lady Ultima." 

The black squirrel reached down to the nearest paw. Holding it so all could see what she was doing, Greypaw squeezed between two of the fingers. There was a glint of metal sliding out a short distance. Greypaw worked between each finger revealing a similar blade between every finger. She lowered the paw and placed it over his chest. 

"Remove his weapons and he will become even more dangerous. I overheard wildcats dedicated to battle have themselves declawed and these metal blades inserted in their place. The one working for my last master spoke with pride saying the Healer did it while he watched. Best we leave him with his 'toys' least he becomes angry when he awakens." 

Leifdey's kind heart asked the question everyone was thinking. "So now what?" 

Greypaw pondered that statement. This male wildcat had undergone some harsh treatment. That his wounds proved superficial did not detract from his strength. He had done what few would ever risk, crossing a desert without assistance. Being a warrior, Greypaw figured he acted on the orders of another. Perhaps keeping him alive would benefit everyone. 

Then Vaxx made a timely interruption. Greypaw never noted the exchange between Rassin and Vaxx, nor did she see that the ferret had continued with his travels as a contingent of one. At the top of the ridge, the ferret spotted a wondrous sight. He looked at it for some time before noticing nobody else commenting. When he turned around, he spotted everyone clustered some distance away at the base of the hill. 

He sprinted down; no longer did the sunburn injuries bother him as much as they did when this misadventure began. His mind wondered what everyone found so interesting on the ground. He was certain his news would be far better than anything they could ever discover. Once he joined the group, his eyes missed the wildcat as he revealed the vision he had upon the crest of the hill. 

"Good news everyone. I just spotted trees up ahead. If we keep moving, we can reach the forest edge before nightfall." 

 After the space of a few breaths, Greypaw gave a deep sigh. Her voice broke the mesmerized stares everyone was experiencing. Those in her group turned from Vaxx and fixed their gaze on her. For his part, Vaxx found the black squirrel's voice diverted his attention from the injured beast. With everyone now giving their undivided attention to Greypaw, she barked out her words like a commander before his troops and not like one use to a life of subservience. 

"Lady Ultima, you carry the wildcat. Leifdey, remove this fellow's backpack and put it on. If Lord Vaxx has a good sense of distance, we can find shade. I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm looking forward to something cool." 

Rassin's voice growled an ominous note. She stepped forward, blocking the pine marten from any approach. Even the other travelers backed down a bit at the ferocity of her tone. 

"The slave is telling us what to do? Well, well. " 

"Then consider it a 'suggestion' Lady Rassin. I am already burdened with this backpack. Lady Ultima is the strongest of us, so why shouldn't she carry him? As to this creature's backpack, Leifdey is strong and I trust her not to steal anything. Had you not interrupted me, I was going to ask if you would carry his cloak and weapons." 

"Oh, how kind. Would you mind returning my own daggers as well? Or are they too dangerous? Maybe you like the feel of a weapon in your paw - does it remind you of something in your younger, darker days?" 

Greypaw didn't respond verbally. Instead, she reached over to a pocket on her backpack. She lifted the knife out and showed it to the stoat. With a casual flip of the wrist, the black squirrel sent the blade in a graceful arc towards the stoat. It bounced on the hard ground and rolled just short of her feet. In one swift motion, Rassin scooped up her blade and sheathed it on her waist. There was a hesitation in her voice before responding to Greypaw's gesture. 

"Hope you're not waiting for any thanks from me squirrel. Winter's winds will grace this land before that ever happens." 

The black squirrel ignored Rassin. She watched the pine marten as the girl struggled with her heavy burden. Vaxx helped Ultima with the wildcat by stripping him of his many weapons. Between the two of them, they lifted the wildcat over the badger's shoulders. Giving an audible groan, the badger prepared for another long walk. 

"Show us the way Vaxx." She stifled another moan and placed her paw on the ferret's shoulder. "Take pity on your elders and find a route that is both fast and easy." 

As Vaxx started back up the steep hill, he called back to the entire group. Since all had heard what the badger said, he saw no reason to lower his voice. If the bounce in his step was any indication regarding the proximity of the trees, his jovial retort proved itself to be far more convincing. 

"If there is such a route, then it remains hidden. Best I can offer is this path." 

The other travelers began chuckling at the remark. Judging by the wide grins and smiles, each of them was looking forward to the change in scenery. With a destination within easy reach, everyone moved a bit faster. Rassin was gathering the assortment of weapons while Leifdey struggled with the weight of the backpack. The pine marten felt it shift just as her ear was tickled by a pair of whiskers. 

"I want these other beasts seeing you as a mature lady. Carry this weight without complaint and the others will know you're accepting your share of the responsibilities." 

"Thanks Greypaw, I'll make you proud." 

As the squirrel passed the pine marten, she flashed a smile back to the girl. She then hastened her pace as she didn't want to lag too far behind the badger. A quick glance behind her showed Leifdey trudging along, her back bent over as she balanced her load. Next to her and watching her struggle along was the stoat. Even from this distance, Greypaw heard the rattle of the weapons in the makeshift satchel Rassin constructed from the wildcat's cloak. 

Rygaero was the only one unencumbered by any load. A word from Vaxx about aiding the badger up the steep hill and the fox hastened to her side. Greypaw couldn't catch the words, but was certain the badger resented the fox's help. She smiled thinking how much Rygaero probably resented offering such help. 

Surmounting this hill took a lot more effort than anyone expected. Yet the view from the hilltop made it all worthwhile. They saw the band of green stretched out before them. At this distance, the shimmering heat made it look like there was a lake between them and the green line. As real as it looked, they all knew there was no water between this spot and the trees, but there had to be water somewhere within that forest. 

They all stood there for a moment, each of them alone with their thoughts. Issuing a loud cough, Vaxx set out towards the green line. Whatever spirits guided Fate must have taken a liking to these foot sore travelers. The landscape between the hill and the distant forest was downhill. 

For the moment, Greypaw found herself isolated from everyone else. Vaxx was several paces in front, his jovial voice urging everyone to a faster pace. The fox and badger were halfway between the black squirrel and the prancing ferret. Though she tried eavesdropping on their conversation, the two of them guarded their speech. If angry words or terms of endearment were exchanged, Greypaw didn't know. 

Behind her were two beasts that seemed to be building something of a trust. Greypaw hoped that budding friendship might extend to her. She felt certain that without some proof regarding her innocence, the stoat would await the perfect opportunity. When it came, she would settle an erroneous score between squirrel and stoat. 

Much as she hated admitting it, she must give Leifdey more time with the stoat. She knew the pine marten looked upon her as a friend. Now she had to believe that friendship could lead to a temporary truce between her and the stoat. 

Her musings on the girl Leifdey made her realize something horrible had happen since the quake. As a nanny, she knew her time was temporary, so she remained friendly to all her charges, but she erected a barrier about her heart. Without that barrier, she would feel such longing for her former charges that she might be found remiss with her current ones. As a free beast, that barrier was crumbling and she was learning that there was a price for friendship. She did not know if she could handle the emotional commitment. 

Such thoughts distracted her from the drudgery of their march. Only the smell of pine tar and the blossoms of nearby fruit trees brought her back to the present. Even as her mind tried assimilating the many smells of the forest, she could hear Vaxx calling out to everyone. 

He had found a clearing near the desert side of the glade that was a perfect campground. The land was level and unlike the desert, there was a carpet of clover. The feel of real plants beneath her feet made the black squirrel giddy. Without any hesitation, Greypaw flipped her backpack off, speared the ground with her stinger and plopped onto the ground. 

A call from Rygaero and Ultima forced the squirrel over to their side of the clearing. With as much care as possible, they lowered the wildcat to the soft ground. Before anything else could be done, they had to see about their uninvited guest. Greypaw expressed her feelings and wondered how many others shared her opinion. 

"Best we try fixing this one before he awakens. That way, he might feel gratitude for our kindness and not a killing frenzy for touching his weapons."

Rousas
Ultima placed her living burden down at the far end of the clearing.  She gave a mighty stretch, relief evident on her face.  The badger turned around and with practiced ease, began stripping the wildcat.

Nearby, Leifdey placed the backpack on the ground just behind the prone figure's head.  A loud clank of metal sounded from within the pack.  Leifdey dismissed the sound as her stoat companion had dropped the wildcat's cape and weapons at the same time.  The two of them watched in fascination as the canvas bandage was removed.

As the badger worked on unwrapping the leg, she issued her instructions.  

"We have about one or two hours of daylight remaining.  Greypaw, we're going to need water.  Distribute whatever water we have and collect the empty canteens."

Greypaw opened her backpack and after rummaging through it, pulled out the full water bottles.  Then she removed her empty one.  It took a few moments, but now each traveler, including their newest one, had a full bottle of water.  There was a moment when Rassin hesitated, but even she accepted the heavy canteen.  Once back by her backpack, Greypaw placed the empties inside.  

Seeing the pine marten standing by the badger, Greypaw called out to her.  Her voice again had that note of command.  "Leifdey, see what our wildcat has in his pack that we can use.  I'm going to use this remaining daylight gathering whatever food I can find."

 Rassin snarled, her dagger leaping into her paw once more. "Oh, you love ordering her around, don't you. She's no relation to you, nor is she your servant. If you want something done, do it yourself, slave." 

Leifdey's soft voice admonished the stoat better than any harsh words ever could.  "She's right, we might find something useful.  Anyway, I can fix our dinner after checking this out."

 Rassin glared black daggers at the young pine marten, then without a word stood upright her ears standing straight up. Scorn dripped from her voice as she stared at Leifdey.

"You, a pine marten, taking orders from a squirrel, and a slave! You're a vermin, Leifdey, get used to it. No matter how hard you try to avoid it and live with woodlanders, no matter how hard you try to be like them you'll end up killing one of them. And then you'll hate yourself, and they'll hate you."

Suddenly the stoat's expression changed, and she stared at Leifdey, then at Greypaw, fear and shock on her face. Without a word she turned and walked off.

The badger ignored the outburst as she had just removed the bandage and was looking at the injured leg.  Dry blood covered the bottom portion and a piece of bone protruded about two fingers out.  The badger gave a sharp whistle.

"This leg has been treated by a Healer; otherwise the bone would not have been covered in plaster.  I wonder why the Healer didn't finish."

Another voice answered.  Though pitched at a normal conversational level, there was an intimidating tone to it.  Ultima glanced up and her gaze beheld the wildcat sitting up on his elbows.  The metal claws flexing in and out acted as accents to his words.

"The vixen that worked on the leg may have been a Healer, but her greed won out.  She tried killing me thinking there was a bounty on my head while I was drugged.  Fortunately, those trailing me earlier were so incompetent that even with the one leg, I lost them."

The badger showed no fear.  "Your leg hasn't been cauterized.  Without treatment, it will become infected.  Unfortunately, we have nothing for fire."

"My backpack, left front, top pocket, you'll find a piece of flint and a striker.  Sorry, I didn't carry any tinder."

A quick command from the badger sent Vaxx and Rygaero for firewood.  Leifdey tossed the requested items to Ultima before returning to a search of the backpack.  It took only a moment for the badger to start a small fire.

"So mind telling us how a one-legged wildcat gets himself lost in the desert?"

"If you're going to address me stripedog, use my name, Rousas Slye.  As to why I am here in the desert, I would imagine it's the same reason you're here.  I want my share of the treasure at Loamhedge."

It was Leifdey that interrupted them with her discovery.  "The wildcat has a map."

Though the wildcat was lying on the ground, his movement was swift as he snatched the backpack from the pine marten.  However, his awkward position resulted in the contents spilling onto the ground.  Some of the things appeared practical, such as the five empty canteens, the grappling hook and the small coil of rope.  Seeing the three white capes packed away showed he had figured on desert travel.  What caught the attention of Rassin and Leifdey was the pair of binding cuffs he had packed.

Rousas shoveled everything back into his backpack as the fox and ferret returned with more wood.  The badger tried distracting the wildcat from his anger at the girl.

"We will have to finish what the Healer started Rousas.  Will we need to hold you down or will you let me do what must be done?"

The wildcat glared at each creature in turn.  He saw the fear in the pine marten's eyes and the protective stance of the stoat.  He noted the casual pose of the fox and wondered where the ferret had gotten the shield for his eyes.  When Rousas stared at the badger, he could see the firm resolve in her eyes.

"Do what you have to do."

Using the wildcat's axe, Ultima scrapped the bark off a piece of wood.  When the stick began burning white hot, the badger removed it from the fire.  With a hard flick of the wrist, she extinguished the flame.  Ultima placed the hot wood onto the stub of the leg.  As she rolled it over the scabbed leg, smoke began rising from the burning flesh.  The wildcat's howl ended when he fainted.

At that moment, Greypaw entered the camp carrying a heavy load of food.   She stood there looking at the unmoving wildcat.  Ultima broke the tension of their long silence.

"It looks like we're going to have a hot meal tonight.  Hope your cooking skills are as good as you say Leifdey."

Greypaw pointed with her muzzle to the prone wildcat.  "What about him Lady Ultima?"

"We can awaken our sleeping beauty when dinner is ready."

Leifdey
The backpack was a bit heavy but Leifdey didn’t complain. Most of the others were weighted down with heavy gear and the marten was happy to be treated like the others. The days of exercise and little food had changed the marten. Her baby fat was almost all gone and she would have been delighted to have known that she had grown almost an inch. Her youthful enthusiasm and energy allowed her to keep up with the others in the long hours of marching. Rassin, a stoat was the closest she had to her own kind and she felt comfortable talking to her. It was comforting for her to be near a beast that smelt and looked almost like her. The stoat seldom replied but Leifdey was content to babble ceaselessly. 

The tension in the air bothered her a bit. With the exception of Greypaw she still barely knew the other beasts she traveled with and was afraid to talk to a few of them, especially the newcomer wildcat. Rassin seemed to harbor an intense animosity toward the squirrel. Greypaw had been a slave, but Leifdey was content to take orders from her. After all, she was an elder and she seemed to know what to do and in which direction to travel in. and of course back home direct disobeyed of an order would earn her a smack. 

"Leifdey, see what our wildcat has in his pack that we can use. I'm going to use this remaining daylight gathering whatever food I can find." 

Rassin snarled, her dagger leaping into her paw once more. "Oh, you love ordering her around, don't you. She's no relation to you, nor is she your servant. If you want something done, do it yourself, slave." 

"She's right, we might find something useful. Anyway, I can fix our dinner after checking this out” Leifdey replied softly. She didn’t want to be a part of any argument between the two beasts. If Rassin insisted on being rude to Greypaw she should keep her out of it. 

For the first time Rassin looked at her with scorn. Leifdey couldn’t meet Rassin’s eyes and looked away. What was going on? 

"You, a pine marten, taking orders from a squirrel, and a slave! You're a vermin, Leifdey, get used to it. No matter how hard you try to avoid it and live with woodlanders, no matter how hard you try to be like them you'll end up killing one of them. And then you'll hate yourself, and they'll hate you." 

Leifdey’s lip trembled. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, not now not ever. No one in her tribe hurt the woodland beasts, or did they? There had been woodland beasts where her tribe once lived. Mice and hares, maybe a few squirrels. Her mother had told her that the tribe had needed to expand. They needed more land for scavenging and it wouldn’t have been safe having their enemies living near. There had been no choice but to drive them away. She scratched her head and thought, straining to remember faint childhood memories. There had been screaming in the distance, rising clods of smoke as the old woodland settlements were burnt and a smell of fire in the air. 

Leifdey picked through the backpack distractedly and tossed the flint and striker to the lady badger. Fire, that’ll be useful for cooking. She dug through the rest of the pack. There were some strange items in the large pouch. There was a large hook. Her cousin had used one once to help him reach a beehive on the side of a cliff. She shook the canteens. Empty. The wildcat must have been wondering a while in the desert. She fished through the pockets. Bits of string, some basic food supplies and torn cloth, bloodstained rags. In one pocket she found a small bottle containing a bright liquid. Leifdey uncorked the bottle and sniffed it. Some sort of berry wine. A piece of carefully kept paper was stiffed in a side pocket. She opened it. 

"The wildcat has a map." 

The wildcat dove for his bag and shoveled the contents back in it. Leifdey stayed where she was despite the crazed look in the cat’s eyes. He dropped the bag and let the badger lady tend to his leg. Leifdey felt a paw over her eyes and brushed it aside. She was old enough to see whatever the badger was about to do. The cat’s howl continued to ring in her ears as Greypaw approached with a load of food. 

Leifdey dug through the packs, finally finding a large saucepan, dented but useable. She shredded a few rags and scraps of cloth and started a small fire. The fish that she had noticed in one of the packs on the first day after the earthquake was by now old but it had been salted and after a long time over the fire it would probably be edible. The fire was hot enough for to add wood too and Leifdey tossed the stick Lady Ultima had used into it with some other twigs. Now, how to go about actually cooking the food? 

The marten looked at the saucepan. It was a heavy durable thing and she wasn’t about to hold it over the fire for half an hour. It would get too hot and Leifdey knew full well that she couldn’t stay still that long. Picking up a few branches she constructed a bed of sticks for the pan and proudly set the pan on it. The sticks cracked under its weight. The pan hit the ground with a resounding clang. Someone laughed. Leifdey looked up at Rassin. “You want to try? S’not as easy at it looks” the marten asked indignantly. She picked up the pan, now with a few additional dents and passed it to Rassin. 

A few minutes later Leifdey flipped a slab of fish where it was sizzling on a bed of onions and greens. The pan had been wedged up by two stacks of rocks on each side. “Well, I would have tried rocks next you know,” the marten said pleasantly to the silent stoat.

Rassin

Rassin walked swiftly away from the small group, her eyes wide and frightened. How had she let out her secret so easily? Why? Why ahd she told Leifdey? Did she want to protect the pine marten from suffering as much as Rassin had? 
Rassin rubbed a paw across her eyes as she walked stiffly, not feeling the rough sand beneath her paws, not knowing where she was going and not caring. Memories rang through her head, echoing in her ears. 

"Mummy, why's she so silent?" 

"I don't know, dear - best leave her alone. She'll soon settle in . . . " 

Another voice, harder and older cut over the softer, motherly voice. 
"Hah, a stoat babe in my drey? All it will lead to will be trouble and danger, mark my words. You should have let me kill her along with her parents." 

"But she's such a little thing, she'll be friends for our little one when she grows up. We can teach her to be good, I know it. . . " 


Rassin stopped abruptly, the memory fading. Her paws clenched and unclenched, her breath coming hard and fast. Oh, if he had killed her, if only he had! So much heartache, so much hate, so much pain would never have been felt. But she couldn't change the past. 
Another voice, another memory . . . 

"Rassin, Rassin, help! I can't swim! Help!" 

Run . . . run, Rassin, run along the bank. Jump in, you'll be able to get to him, quick! 

I can't. 

Yes, you can, go, hurry! He'll drown, he can't swim! 

I won't. 

"Help me, Rassin . . . " 

The older, bitter stoat stood in the desert, still seeing the drowning squirrel, his paw reaching for her as she stood on the bank, watching him drown. He had died . . . and they had thrown her out, had accused her of murdering him. The tears her foster-mother had shed had not been enough . . . he had told Rassin never to come back. If she did, they would kill her. 

But she had killed them first. 

Rassin stared at the sky, hate still rushing through her, still raw and strong after so many seasons had passed. Her thoughts turned back to the small group tending the wildcat, just over the other side of this sand-dune. Why was she still with them? Why hadn't she left them? What was there to keep her with them? Was it Greypaw, the desire for revenge on all oters and squirrels that had driven her for so long? Yes, partly, but there was something else . . . something bigger. 
Leifdey . . . the likeness between Leifdey and Riss. 

Rassin didn't want to think about Riss anymore. She was gone, she past, Rassin would never see her again. Slowly her paw reached up and touched the silver ring, still around her neck. This was the last link she had, the last reminder of all that Riss had been. 
With a swift jerk, Rassin snapped the leather necklace, turned, and walked slowly back to the camp, holding the ring in her paw. 

The wildcat they had found was lying unconcious as Greypaw and Ultima tended to his wounds. Rassin ignored them and made straight for Leifdey. The pine marten was busy trying to cook dinner. As Rassin came nearer, the sticks Leifdey had set up snapped and the pan fell with a loud thunk. Rassin laughed suddenly, and stopped just as suddenly. Laughter . . when was the last time she had laughed? 
Leifdey looked up indignantly at her. 
“You want to try? S’not as easy at it looks.” 
"Right." 
Getting down on her knees, Rassin pushed the ring into her pocket and set about the pan. Soon she had it sitting up on a few rocks, the fire blazing happily under it. Leifdey looked a little put out. 
“Well, I would have tried rocks next you know,” she said. Rassin just nodded quietly, then slipped around the fire until she was sitting next to Leifdey. 
She stared at the crackling fire for a moment, then pulled out of her pocket Riss' silver pawring. She held it out to Leifdey slowly, saying softly, 
"Here . . . it belonged to my daughter. Take it, it's yours now. Look after it, my mate made it for her. Wear it."

Ultima
After dinner had been served Ultima felt in a lot better humor. Maybe it was the good she felt by helping to heal the wildcat. Maybe it was the fact that she wasn’t being bothered. But for sure was that the mood had started to lighten with the introduction of dinner. She had noticed Rassin give something to Leifdey. Ultima smiled. 

At least these children are getting along finally, Ultima thought. 

She recalled the day’s events. The finding of the wildcat, Rousas if she recalled right, was most likely the highlight. He had been a bit of a baby if they had asked her. He’d either have the leg healed or cut off. Either was painful but one was better in the long run… especially when traveling great distances. 

If it were up to her she’d have given him a good home remedy that would have fixed him up in no time… if not put him out for a few hours so he wouldn’t whine. But Ultima doubted if anyone had the roots, time or even the cellar to make the concoction in. Besides, her back had started to act up again from carrying the Rousas. 

She attempted to roll her shoulders to loosen her back. No dice. She lay back and looked up at the sky. Having treetops was never a more welcome sight. The support for her back was nice as well. 

“Unless any one wants to sing us a lullaby I suggest we get some shut eye before dawn hits,” Ultima suggested. 

There was some shuffling as everyone settled down to bed. Ultima paid little heed to everyone going to sleep and attempted to nod off. 

She found herself thinking about Raie and Zale again. They had always helped her rest easy. She could recall how handsome Raie was. She chuckled slightly. He had always been so bashful when she complimented him on his looks. 

Zale had taken after his father in the looks department. That just might have been her biased motherly view but she loved her son nonetheless. 

She remembered what it was like. Raie would tend to the garden. She would tend to the house. Zale would follow his father learning how to fish, how weed and sow a garden, and how to fire an arrow. 

“Tools to living a prosperous life here,” Raie had said. “Growing food, gathering food and defending yourself.” 

She remembered when Zale was young he would have nodded and saluted his father saying, “Yes sir.” But as he get older, the enthusiastic smile faded and the salute ceased to be. Soon Zale seemed to ignore his father all together when he would try to teach him something new. 

“Zale,” Ultima would chide. “Mind your father.” 

So Zale would listen for about five minutes then stare off someplace else. One day Zale asked his mother a question that would change her life. 

“Mom,” he started… seeming unsure of him self. “What would you say if I didn’t want to say here with you and dad all my life?” 

“If you want to do some traveling for a few seasons I’m sure your father wouldn’t mind,” Ultima said offhandedly. “Just be sure to bring back someone so I’m not the only girl in the house.” She joked. 

“I mean… what would say if I… I wasn’t to come back,” Zale murmured. “If I got on one of those ships we see each day to have my own adventures.” 

“Why couldn’t you come back to see us?” Ultima asked. “I would like to know if my son is safe at least once every ten seasons.” 

“But… I don’t want to come back,” Zale said. 

Ultima stopped for a moment as the weight of the words hit her. She looked away from her son for a moment trying to find some reason in what he had just said. Zale had seen his words had struck her. 

“It’s nothing against you or father,” Zale insisted. “I just wanted to experience life on my own. I wanted to see what it is I can do…” 

“I heard you,” Ultima said sighing. “I heard you all too well.” 

Raie had heard to. He didn’t take it as well as Ultima. 

“What do you think we’ve been doing all these years?” Raie asked outraged. “Why do you think we built this home? Why do you think we settled here? It was for you! We made all of this for you!” 

“You never asked what I wanted,” Zale said. “I didn’t want to live here all my life. I wanted to go off to other places. I wanted to see other things than the backbone from the biggest fish you’ve ever caught. I wanted to be proud for my achievements.” 

“You can achieve things here!” 

“Not the things I want to achieve. I don’t call growing food or building something that big of an achievement! I want to do things I’m going to be proud of.” 

“There’s more to life than what you want Zale!” 

“Stop being a hypocrite! You only care about what you want.” 

“How dare you! I wanted this for you, you ungrateful brat!” 

“You wanted it for yourself! You couldn’t care less about me!” 

The argument ended with Zale storming out of the cottage. There was a silence that lasted many hours between Raie and Ultima. Ultima didn’t try to break it until supper was ready when she asked Raie to tell Zale to come in. Maybe it was wishful thinking that the boys would work things out between them. 

The boys never did come back inside. Ultima started to get worried. She called for them. They didn’t come inside. She left the cottage and looked around. She could spot them. She called for them again. She went down to the beach to search for them. She called for them again and again getting more and more worried with each nonexistent answer. 

She then spotted a very still form lying on the shore. Her heart sunk. She feared the worst. Was it Raie? Was it Zale? She approached the still form. She could see clearly it was a badger now. Then she recognized it was Raie’s blue tunic on the body of the badger. 

Within the moment she was at the side of her husband. She quickly and gently turned him over to find, to her horror, a red fletched arrow in his chest. 

Zale’s arrows were fletched with red feathers. Ultima knew it had been her son who had shot her husband. But she couldn’t bring herself to believe Zale would do something like this. Yet there was the proof staring her in the face. Zale’s arrow was in her husband’s chest. 

Maybe it was an accident. Maybe he didn’t mean to shoot him. Maybe he didn’t see him. Maybe, what if, it might have been… she could have excused every possible doubt in her mind… but one thing remained certain, Raie’s life had been cut short by one of Zale’s arrows and Zale was no where to be seen. 

She did cry that night. She cried the next day when she buried her husband. She sat mournfully in her empty home not eating for the next two days. She gave in to her hunger on the third day. On the fourth, she left her home, never to return. 

She walked though the woods each day hoping somewhat to see Zale. This day was no different. At each snapping twig she’d call Zale’s name. At each flitting shadow she’d stop to see if it was her son. 

She was in the forest once more. But it was years later. Greypaw, Leifdey, Rousas and the others were all asleep. She heard twig snap. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Her heart stopped for a moment. 

She quickly stood up and looked around. No one was awake but her. She heard a twig snap from the tree cover. 

“Who’s there?” she shouted. 

No answer. 

“Answer me!” she demanded. 

She heard some rustling. She drew her dagger and made ready to use it. 

“I’m going to give you three seconds to show yourself,” she warned. “I’m not going to be played with. One…” 

She heard a noise like something wooden creaking. 

“Two,” she continued. 

She heard the sound of something cutting the air. She looked up and saw a red fletched arrow arching through the night sky. It was flying straight for her heart. 

She woke up with a start. She saw the glazed over and fiery eyes. It took a moment for her to register what was going on… and what was hanging over her. 

“You…” 

She was cut off as Greypaw’s scorpion tail jabbed into her throat. She gurgled when the tail was pulled out and clutched her paws to her throat to stop the flow of blood. The tail jabbed down once more into her heart. 

Ultima stared up at her murderer as she died. She didn’t try to figure out why this was happening… she was dead either way.

Greypaw

A hot meal and a full stomach will always induce a good night's sleep. Greypaw had her fill and was content. Everyone tried being civil to each other, but that proved difficult. There was a constant sense of tension. The fox and badger hadn't said a kind word to each other during the whole meal. If that hadn't made for problems, Rassin kept the tension high by egging on both sides. 

Leifdey and Vaxx tried intermediating with limited success. Rassin would listen to the pine marten girl and then growl at some perceived slight by Greypaw or the badger. Rygaero wanted a compliment out of Ultima, but she saw no reason for stroking the fox's ego. Vaxx tried acting as a voice of reason, even offering a compromise, only to be shouted down by both combatants. No doubt he would have been more effective if he backed one or the other instead of vacillating between the two bellicose beasts. 

During this whole escapade, the male wildcat remained silent. Ultima had reattached the canvas covering allowing the cat whatever mobility the peg leg offered him. Yet the only movement he made during the meal was with his paws as he moved the food from the serving rock to his mouth. If any of the others asked what Rousas thought, he just glared back until they moved the conversation to another speaker. 

The wildcat stirred just as the dinner was being served. Until now, Greypaw had not met the newest member of their group. Her attempts at initiating conversation were no more successful than the others at gaining a new cohort. The black squirrel sat opposite the wildcat as she watched her fellow travelers bicker. 

Greypaw tried focusing the group on their immediate needs for food and water. She pointed out the rich bounty that had produced their dinner. She also noted that a forest such as this couldn't exist without a constant and reliable source of water. Filling the empty canteens had to be their top priority as the desert beckoned beyond the glade. 

That much Rousas confirmed. He told them the map he had was not to scale but would give them a general idea of their objective. Learning about their inevitable destination did stop the infighting for a short time. Emphasis on "short time" as the war of personalities continued. 

Throughout the entire meal and the time up to bedtime, Rousas continued staring at the black squirrel. This unnerved Greypaw as she had never seen this creature before tonight. His golden eyes were fixated on her at all times and Greypaw had no idea why. Even when he deemed another member of their group worthy of a comment, his piercing gaze never wavered too far. 

It came as a relief when Rassin told her the dishes needed washing. Without thinking about her actions, Greypaw gathered the utensils. Knowing that there had to be a large source of fresh water nearby, she didn't mind wasting her water cleaning everyone's gear. While she worked and while she returned the mess kits to each person, the wildcat continued his wordless staring. 

The stares Rousas gave Greypaw made her feel so nervous that she felt good sleeping apart from the rest. There was something feral in the way the wildcat examined her. It was as if her very hide was being flayed by his gaze. Escaping to the land of dreams was far more preferable than undergoing Rousas continual and silent visual inspection. 

Dreams are an unusual thing. They are filled with images that in many cases have nothing to do with the real world. She recalled the warrior wildcat that served her last master, a wolf king for an overseas realm. Other than the fact both were wildcats and warriors, there was nothing physically similar. Since that male was the only wildcat she ever knew, that one from her past haunted her sleep. The beast she knew lunged at her and hissed. As it drew near, it changed into the wildcat sleeping on the opposite side of the clearing. 

Greypaw came awake, the terror of that dream still fresh in her mind. Her breathing came a little faster than she thought appropriate. She tried calming her mind by concentrating on the crackling fire. As her heart calmed, she took the time to look about their camp. 

The first thing she noticed was her missing weapon. The stinger sword was no longer sticking upright in the ground. It wasn't lying on the ground, which was a distinct possibility if she had a restless night. A quick scan of her immediate area showed that nothing else had been touched. 

Then she saw something that scared her to the core. Across the fire, she saw a form with her weapon. The unknown creature raised the weapon and rammed it down into the ground. Greypaw tried calling out, but fear silenced her voice. It did not keep her from moving. Jumping up, she took the shortest course to the unidentified creature, which meant she had to jump through the fire. 

For a moment, the heat of the campfire threatened to singe more than her fur. The brilliance of the flames destroyed whatever night vision she had as she landed on the other side. She couldn't make out what beast stood above the form of the badger, but did see the creature's tall stature and powerful build. She saw nothing distinctive about the unknown beast as it turned towards the woods. Greypaw was torn between giving chase and rendering assistance. 

Her nature was to help others so she drew closer to where her stinger weapon now stood. As her eyes once more acclimated to the dark, she saw the badger lying beneath the point of her chitin spear. She might not be a Healer, but there was no doubt about the condition of Ultima. The stranger had impaled her with the stinger right through the heart. There was no doubt in Greypaw's mind that the lady badger was dead. 

If she were going to give pursuit, she needed a weapon. Much as she hated approaching the dead beast, she had no other option. She needed the weapon. Placing her paw into the fashioned grip, she gave the stinger a strong heave. It took considerable effort as a third of the weapon had been driven through the sow badger. Now that she was armed, she had to give pursuit to whatever creature had done this foul deed. Her fear made her hesitate as she gazed into the night enshrouded woods. 

When Greypaw jumped over the fire, she didn't realize how close to Rassin she had landed. The stoat lying near the fire twitched and snarled in her dreams. Even in her sleep, her paw reached for her dagger. The scent of her enemy jerked Rassin upright, her black eyes filled with a wild look. 

Rassin began to relax and allowed the tension to ease out of her. That was when the stoat saw the badger. Standing there over Ultima was Greypaw, and she was holding that scorpion stinger. Then it registered on Rassin that the badger sow was dead. 

The stoat rose silently and charged the black squirrel from behind. In her efforts at both speed and stealth, the stoat knocked Leifdey's paw near the fire and the girl yelped. That noise caused the squirrel to whirl around, but it was too late. With her momentum, the stoat crashed her shoulder into the squirrel. The stinger was knocked from Greypaw's grasp and landed near a tree. Rassin yelled, hoping Leifdey would do as she told her and not listen to the murderous squirrel. 

"Get the wildcat's binding cuffs." 

Rassin was an experienced fighter and it took no effort overpowering the squirrel. She did not hold back on her punches and there was a sense of joy whenever she connected with knee or fist. She held the black squirrel tight while lying atop her. Rassin took pleasure in finally getting a chance at fighting the one creature she recognized as an enemy. 

She hissed into Greypaw's ear. "Killed the stripedog, did you, slave? Was that why you kept my dagger so long; you wanted to get rid of the badger? Well, you've killed her like a true vermin, but you won't get away with it like a true vermin would." 

Rassin raised her head and called out. "Where are the cuffs? Be quick Leifdey! And wake up all the rest." 

Through the pain, Greypaw tried reasoning with the madden stoat. "Let me go. You're letting the real killer get away. I saw him going through those trees. You have got to believe me."

Rassin
Rassin gripped Greypaw tightly, elation rushing through her as her enemy lay helpless beneath her. She kicked the squirrel hard, revelling in the freedom to attack and slay. How Rassin had longed for this moment, had dreamed of it, had watched Greypaw ordering Leifdey around, had imagined feeling and hearing the squirrel wince and scream . . . 
"Let me go. You're letting the real killer get away. I saw him going through those trees. You have got to believe me." 
Rassin expertly flipped Greypaw around onto her back and held her with one paw, her grip growing stronger and stronger with adrenalin and hate. The stoat bent down until her black eyes were only a short way from Greypaws. Her intense stare bored into the squirrel for a long moment. Then Rassin growled, knowing that the squirrel spoke the truth. 
But there was no sign of the killer, it was Greypaw's weapon lying in Ultima's throat, and here . . . here lay Rassin's enemy, helpless and defenceless at her mercy. Leaning back up a little way, Rassin slapped Greypaw hard across her mouth, snarling at her. 
"You don't fool me, squirrel, I know you killed her. Shut your mouth. You killed the badger. My daughter is dead, slain by your kind - and most probably by you yourself. My life is in ruins. Tell me, why shouldn't I kill you now?" 
Wrenching out her dagger, Rassin raised it high above her head, the silver blade glittering cruelly in the firelight. She stared down at the black squirrel, triumph mingled with hate and . . . something else . . . something like sadness. 
"NO!" 
The dagger, plunging down towards Gerypaw, froze. Rassin turned and stared at Leifdey, the young pine marten standing frozen, the binding cuffs in her paw. The stoat snarled at Leifdey and turned back to Greypaw, the dagger ready to fall.

Leifdey
Leifdey jumped in front of Greypaw. She had been right about Rassin since the first few minutes she had been in her company. Rassin was insane and dangerous. Gerypaw was already hurt and bleeding. The stoat looked about to kill her. Leifdey knew that she couldn’t keep Rassin from hurting the squirrel more but if she could make enough noise Vaxx or one of the others would wake up and help. 

“No. She didn’t .. she wouldn’t have done it.” 

Rassin was unmoving. 

“Stop it! You’re letting the real killer get away. Who ever really killed Ultima is out there right now. Greypaw’s good she wouldn’t have done it. Aunty wouldn’t have heart anyone.” 

The stoat’s temperature flared. “You’re calling a squirrel your aunty?” She grabbed Leifdey and threw her roughly aside. 

The marten fell hard and her head hit a rock. Slowly Leifdey pulled herself up. A long, think line scar ran from her forehead to the far side of her right cheek. Blood trickled down her chin and tears streaked down from her eyes not at the physical pain but at the emotional distress. 

“I hate you. Don’t you dare come near me again” she screamed at Rassin. She pulled at the pawring Rassin had given to her a few hours ago and threw it. “You can have that back. I don’t need you telling me what to think and who my friends can be.” She sniffled loudly. "I don't need you anymore."

Rassin
Slowly Rassin reached out and picked up the silver ring, not looking at Leifdey. Slipping it into a pocket, she turned back to Greypaw, her eyes raging, but her voice quiet. Quiet, and deadly. 

"This is once again your fault, squirrel. You took away Riss, now you have taken away Leifdey. I'm not going to kill you today. I want you to feel the pain I felt, that night so many seasons ago. I want you to suffer tenfold what I have suffered. You believe that we vermin cannot love. What would you know? But I will tell you one thing. We can hate far more than you could ever dream. And I want you to feel that hate." 

Once again Rassin raised her dagger. The madness that had begun to appear in her the night that Riss had died, the madness driven by seasons of grief, despair and loneliness, took hold of her. Gone was any semblance of the stoat that had once been, the young, clever, loving stoat, living peacefully with her mate and daughter. Rassin was no longer herself, but a dangerous, bloodthirsty slaughterer. Her sharp fangs bit off the words as her mad black eyes spat terrible fire at the squirrel. 

"Now tell me, do you feel that pain?" 

At the last word, Rassin slammed her dagger down into Greypaw's shoulder. The stoat snarled, her lip curling around her fangs as she stared down into Greypaw's eyes. All the pent-up hatred, the desire for revenge, the memories of her childhood, everything boiled over. The stoat ripped her dagger out of Greypaw's shoulder, stained red with blood. Staring at the squirrel all the while, Rassin drew the flat of the blade across Greypaw's nose, staining it red with blood that trickled down across the squirrel's face. The scent of it floated up onto the night air, driving the stoat further into her frenzy of revenge. She had forgotten Leifdey, Vaxx, all the rest. The only creature that lived to Rassin was the wounded squirrel, trapped beneath her. 

With one paw Rassin flipped the squirrel over onto her face. Stabbing the dagger down into the ground next to Greypaw's head, the stoat smashed her fist into the back of Greypaw's skull. Pulling her dagger out of the ground, Rassin leapt upright silently and kicked Greypaw's prone form in the ribs repeatedly. Finally she took a pace back as if waiting for Greypaw to rise. The squirrel didn't move. 

Rassin stood, her chest heaving, as she stared at the squirrel. Blankly she looked up, staring at the small fire as her breathing slowed. The stoat turned back Greypaw, lying on her face at Rassin's footpaws. Blood seeped out of the wound in Greypaw's shoulder, mirroring the same on Rassin's dagger. 

Sanity began to creep back into Rassin's mind as her eyes lost their feral, dangerous fire. A strange expression crossed her face. Fear, and loneliness, and terrible, awful pain. Once again she looked down at the still squirrel and raised her dagger almost wearily as if she was going to hurl it down into the squirrel's back. She didn't. Instead, her paw fell back and words formed themselves, words torn and ragged as Rassin's sanity returned. 

"Archill . . . Riss . . . what have you done to me?" 

Silently Rassin turned, still holding her blood-stained dagger, and stumblingly walked a short distance away. The stoat stared up at the sky high above her as she began to tremble. 

"Help, Rassin! Help me! I can’t swim! Help me!" 

No. 

"You filthy vermin! You killed my son! 

Yes. And you know why. You never treated me as your daughter as your mate did. You never loved me, as your mate did. You never helped me, tried to teach me, as your mate tried to teach me to be good. You loved your son, and you hated me. Now you’re reaping the consequences of your foolishness. Jealousy kills. Remember that. 

"You killed my son. Go. Before I kill you! 

The moon shone on Rassin as she stood trembling, gripping her blood-stained dagger. Archill and Riss, Archill and Riss. The words rolled over and over in her mind as she stared at the moon. The same silver orb that had shone down upon her as she watched her daughter die . . . 

“No, Rassin! You’ll be killed! She’s dead. They’ll kill you too if you run out there.” 

Her mate, his black fur blending into the shadows so that all she could see were his desperate eyes, held her down as she struggled to escape his grip and attack the squirrels and otters. He clamped his strong paw over her muzzle and twisted her paws behind her, pushing her down into the ground. She twisted and writhed in his grip, hidden behind the thick bushes, out of sight of the squirrels and otters as they attacked. 
Finally Rassin lay exhausted, her mate far too strong for her. Her anguished eyes stared at the mangled little body, lying in the patch of moonlight as the woodlanders finished their work and left, taking their dead with them but leaving the vermin in the clearing. . . 

Her mate was dead, his blank eyes staring up at the moon, Rassin’s own dagger in his heart as she knelt, weeping, by her daughter’s little body. 

He had come between Rassin and her daughter. 

She would not let him live. 


“Archill . . . Riss . . . what have you done to me?”

Greypaw
Rassin snatched the binding cuffs and snapped them onto the black squirrel's wrist.  With her paws held together and behind her back, she was helpless.  The stoat shoved the black squirrel against the nearest tree and slapped her hard across the muzzle despite the protest by Leifdey.

When the pine marten threw the ring at the stoat, Greypaw cringed.  She had heard of such madness in creatures consumed by guilt or sorrow.  Here she watched a creature that suffered from both.  The stoat had to know that she was innocent of the crime.  Judging by the ranting tirade, this creature had suffered some loss that was somehow related to her.  She watched as the stoat approached her.

 "This is once again your fault, squirrel.  You took away Riss, now you have taken away Leifdey."  There was a fire in the stoat's eyes that frightened Greypaw from the tuffs on her ears right down to the tips of her toes.  "I'm not going to kill you today.  I want you to feel the pain I felt, that night so many seasons ago. I want you to suffer tenfold what I have suffered."

The way the stoat stormed over to her, she knew there was going to be trouble.  Greypaw wanted a chance at defusing this hellion, but had no idea how.  If she had been one of her charges, she would have had the power.  This time, she found herself on the receiving end of the angry outburst.  "You believe that we vermin cannot love.  What would you know?  But I will tell you one thing.  We can hate far more than you could ever dream.  And I want you to feel that hate." 

Greypaw wondered what madness this beast would inflict.  The bite of the metal binding cuffs ceased when she stopped moving.  The slaps had stopped when the cuffs were on her.  What frightened Greypaw was what would happen next.  Such were her worries that she almost missed the stoat's next outburst.

"Now tell me, do you feel that pain?"

On the last word, Greypaw saw the blade descend.  She tried throwing her paws in front of her and felt the metal binding cuffs cut deep into her wrists.  That pain paled in comparison to what she suffered when the knife slid into her shoulder.  Greypaw felt a searing pain unlike anything she had experienced.  There was a sickening pressure first followed by the cut.  It doubled when the stoat removed her blade.  The black squirrel concentrated on not screaming.  From what other slaves had said, such a response made things worse; though she wondered how much worse things could get.

Both creatures stared into the other's eyes.  Greypaw looked into a maddened beast.  No doubt the stoat read the pain and fear in her eyes.  She watched as the stoat wiped her blade onto her muzzle.  A drop rolled over her nose and she could detect the coppery smell.  Her tongue flicked out on its own accord and a second later, she could taste her own blood.  She suppressed the gagging reflex and continued staring into the enraged stoat.

Rassin grabbed her shoulder just above the knife wound.  With a hard yank, the beast threw Greypaw onto her face.  Again the cuffs prevented her from doing anything.  Pain assailed her as she slammed into the ground for the second time.  Blinking her eyes allowed her to see the knife slam into the ground close enough that her whiskers were sliced off.

Whatever clarity came to her vision disappeared when something struck her in the head.  A low moan escaped her lips even as she saw the knife disappear from view.  Lights were still dancing within her head when there was a savage kick to her ribs.  Each subsequent kick that came caused pain not only at the point of contact, but jarred the shoulder.  She fought to remain conscience and succeeded because the stoat had finally stopped.

Greypaw rolled onto her side and drew her knees into her chest.  Her low moans did not draw the wrath of the stoat, nor did they draw any help from her companions.  She knew that against the enraged creature that attacked her, any assistance given would be repaid in pain several times over.  Now that she faced away from the fire that consumed both the wood and the heart of a stoat, she gave into her pain.  Silent tears fell while she listened to another creature bare her soul.

For a moment, Greypaw thought her troubles ended.  She heard the heavy steps of the stoat as she returned for another round of punishment.  Two paws reached down and grabbed her shoulders.  Then those paws lifted her and she cried out in her pain.  Next thing she knew, she was falling.  That awareness stopped when her back struck a tree.  All these different pain sensations competed for her attention and she didn't know which hurt more.

All those other slaves had been right.  Never show pain as it gives the masters reason for inflicting more.  From where she sat, Greypaw looked upon a stoat now in full control of her emotions.  That made her more dangerous.  Since the fire was behind Rassin, Greypaw had no idea what expression was on her face.  What she did know was the icy tone of her voice.

"Thought you could fool us didn't you?  You're no slave, and never had been.  I knew from the first time I saw you that you were the one that killed my child."

"I have never held a weapon or killed another before this trip.  Even then, the one I killed was a mindless creature of the desert, a giant scorpion."  Greypaw's voice trembled with fear.

"Liar!  I have never heard of a slave that didn't have some scars across their back.  Yours is unblemished.  I felt how smooth your back was when I awaited those cuffs."

Leifdey screeched her protest.  "That doesn't prove she killed the badger."

Now the stoat focused her rage on the young pine marten.  Her eyes blazed with a hatred that was a visible thing.  Though the girl wanted to protect her "Auntie," she was no match for the larger stoat.

"You want proof?  Did you or did you not see Greypaw standing over by the badger?  Did you see what she had in her paws?  Did you see how the badger died?  Did you see how she tried escaping into this forest after she did her foul deed?"  Spittle flew from the stoat as she hurled her questions at the pine marten.

As Greypaw cowered by the tree, Leifdey hesitated.  From where she sat, Greypaw could see doubt and loyalty war with each other.  Leifdey turned towards the squirrel, her expression now blank.  Her voice carried a tone conveying both an accusation and pleads for understanding.

"You heard what she said.  Can you explain what happened?  Was everything you said to me a lie?"

"I can only tell you what I saw.  Another creature stood over the badger.  I don't know why he killed her."

Rassin snarled.  "The killer wasn't a 'him,' it was a 'her.'  Get it right you filthy killer."

Greypaw wished she could snarl right back at the stoat.  "Him, her, does it matter?  Whatever the killer happens to be, they are getting away.  We have got to give chase."

Now Rassin laughed at the restrained squirrel.  "Oh yes, go merrily chasing after some phantom in the woods, at night.  If any of us were so foolish, no doubt that stinger would now taste our blood.  This makes me wonder."

The black squirrel tilted her head, confused by the sudden change of topics.  Dropping on one knee, Rassin appraised the squirrel.  Now that she had moved a bit to the side, the black squirrel could see the stoat's expression.  If she had no reason for fearing her before now, the expression on Rassin's face promised more suffering.

"Tell us again what happened to that lady fox Ysira."

Once more Greypaw told her story.  She had abbreviated the battle, saying only that she had been lucky.  Leifdey listened intently, her young eyes searching the squirrel for any hint of deception.  As she finished her account, the stoat slapped Greypaw.

"You're good Greypaw.  I must admit that you are one great liar.  Shall I tell everyone what I think really happened out there?"

Greypaw wanted to flee but the tree prevented movement.  She now realized this crazed creature intended her death.  Only the timely intervention of some stronger beast would save her.

"You killed Ysira with that chain weapon.  When you saw the giant scorpion, you placed her body where that creature would find her.  While the scorpion fed, you killed that monster and claimed you fought it.  None here saw her body.  We have only your word."

A heavy silence prevailed over the clearing.  When Rassin stood, her contemptuous look said she had come to some decision.  Greypaw feared the stoat had become her judge and jury.  The next statement showed she had also become her executioner.

"Come morning, we will dig a deep grave.  I will then take great delight as I shatter both your kneecaps and your elbows.  After you are placed in that grave, the badger will be placed on top.  Your last moments of life will be with your final victim."

Vaxx
Against his wishes, Vaxx woke up. Not that he could help it; the other members of the camp seemed to be having an argument. Groaning, he stood up and stretched his tired, taut muscles. The intensity of the argument seemed to be building, and punches were being thrown, so, startled, he ran to the noise. 

For the second time in this journey, Vaxx ran into a scenario that made his blood chill. Leifdey was standing with a huge cut on the side of her face, crying angrily as blood dripped down her face. Greypaw was cowering against a nearby tree. Blood streamed from a fresh dagger wound in her shoulder, and she shivered from fear of the deranged stoat in front of her. Down on one knee, Rassin was once again the crazy beast that she had been the first time he saw her. She was snarling at the powerless looking squirrel laying against the bark of the tree. 

The stoat stood up and sneered at the defenseless creature below. “Come morning,” she snarled, “we will dig a deep grave. I will then take great delight as I shatter both your kneecaps and your elbows. After you are placed in that grave, the badger will be placed on top. Your last moments of life will be with your final victim.” 

Vaxx twitched. What is she talking about? “What in the world is going on here?” He asked, utterly bewildered. I hope she doesn’t turn on me instead! 

Fortunately the stoat was not quite as bloodthirsty as the ferret thought. “We have a murderer in our midst,” Rassin hissed, pointing. “See for yourself!” 

Vaxx’s eyes followed Rassin’s finger to where Ultima’s body lay still. The color red stained the ground where she lay, and when Vaxx walked over, he saw why. Two holes were punched into her, one in her neck, and one in her chest. They were obviously caused by Greypaw’s stinger. The agony on her face was too much for him to bear, and, stomach churning, he turned away. Looking down to try to gather his thoughts, and spotted a black and red object lying on the ground. Sure enough, it was Greypaw’s stinger, covered in blood. 

Vaxx shook his head. “Greypaw,” he demanded, “why did… why would you do it?” 

The black squirrel looked up from the stoat slowly, obviously hesitant to take her eyes off her. “I didn’t do it!” Greypaw proclaimed. “You’re letting the real murderer get away!” 

“You’re a liar, slave!” snarled the stoat. 

“Honest! You have to believe me!” 

“Shut your sniveling trap!” 

Mentally, he blocked out the voices to process what he just heard. Greypaw said she didn’t do it, and the Rassin said that the squirrel did it. Rassin was known, at least to him, to be half crazy, while Greypaw usually had her head in reality. But who was right? What evidence did he have that Greypaw did it, or that she didn’t? 

The answer to that was this: he had no evidence at all. Drifting back into reality, Vaxx interrupted the two bickering creatures before Rassin did something rash. “Will you two please be quiet and tell me what happened here?” Vaxx yelled above the noise. They both looked up at him, and began telling him what happened…at the same time. “One at a time!” he shouted. “Greypaw, you go first.” 

“Don’t listen to her!” the stoat snarled furiously. “She’ll only lie again!” She hefted her dagger, aiming it expertly at the squirrel. “Killer!” 

“Can I please just hear what she has to say,” Vaxx pleaded, careful not to upset her. That dagger was looking sharper every moment… 

“Fine,” the stoat barked, reluctantly pausing in her dagger throw, “fill your mind with her lies.” 

“I woke up, and saw a figure standing over Ultima with my weapon,” Greypaw began, “and I rushed over here. The creature ran away, but I came over and pulled the stinger out of her. Then Rassin rushed over and thought I did it!” 

“Liar!” 

“Well then, let’s hear your side of the story!” Vaxx exclaimed. 

Rassin snarled, the full fury of her black eyes turned on Vaxx. “Greypaw woke me up when she ran past me. I heard someone moan, and I saw her drawing her weapon out of the badger’s body!” 

Vaxx thought about this. “So, then,” Vaxx began, “What makes you so quick to condemn the squirrel? There isn’t enough evidence to prove what she is saying isn’t true! For all I know, you could have stolen Greypaw’s weapon, killed the badger, and ran around to the camp to frame her.” 

“Are you calling me a liar?” Rassin growled dangerously. Holding her dagger threateningly, she took a step toward Vaxx. 

“Uh, no,” he stammered, “I’m just saying that the facts aren’t clear as to…” 

“You are calling me a liar, aren’t you?” the stoat snarled. She began advancing towards the flustered ferret, dagger constantly at the ready. 

“No, that’s not what I meant!” 

Not stopping to contradict Vaxx, Rassin leapt forwards at him, pulling her second dagger out of her belt. 

Leifdey screamed in terror, knowing full well what would happen if the stoat got her paws on Vaxx. Vaxx backed up. I can’t fight in hand-to-hand combat in the best of times, and she has a dagger! The terrified ferret stole a glance at the ground, and saw a rock at his feet. Speedily, he bent down and scooped up the rock. It was the perfect weight in his paw, and with a quick glance toward the stoat, he chucked at her head. The rock struck the stoat full in the jaw, and her jaw jerked at a weird angle. The stoat stood dazed for a moment, and then looking quizzically at the ferret, she fell flat on her face. 

Vaxx had always been good with ranged weapons. Whether it was a projectile or a bow, he could almost always hit his target. Just like that one time… No time for memories now, Moonclaw. Get a hold of yourself! 

He ran over to the stoat to make sure she was truly unconscious. He flipped her onto her back and examined where the stone had hit her. He had reason to be proud. Already a bump had formed where the rock made contact. Ouch. That’s going to leave a mark! 

The wheels started turning in the ferret’s mind. If that were to happen again, he might not be so lucky, but if he had a bow, he would be able to defend himself from any member of their traveling party. Eyeing Rassin’s daggers, he thought to himself that he might be able to carve a bow from a thick, curved tree branch. Grinning at the prospect of once again having a bow, he took the daggers. 

“What are you doing?” Greypaw asked. She had now stood up and was trying to stop the blood from her shoulder, which was considerably difficult with her paws cuffed. Vaxx wasn’t quite ready to take them off yet, though. 

“One of these daggers is for me, now,” he said, pawing a dagger, “and the other one is for Leifdey here.” 

He walked over to the shell-shocked marten, and handed her the other dagger. “Thank you,” she said shakily. 

“We now are your judge and jury,” Vaxx continued. “So far, I have no evidence that either of you did it, but this whole thing seems strange. I would say that neither of you are good suspects for the murder. You both have no apparent motives, especially you, Greypaw.” The squirrel cocked her head questioningly. “Why would you, an apparently sane squirrel, kill another goodbeast? And Rassin is sometimes crazy, but I don’t see why she would kill her either!” 

Vaxx shrugged. “Either way, I don’t think either of you should be armed at the moment. Leifdey, would you mind taking the stinger, please?” The marten obliged. “Thank you. Now, Greypaw, let me hear your story in full detail, and we’ll discuss how ‘innocent’ you actually are!”

Rygaero
Rygaero woke with a start. Something wasn’t right. He looked up at the sky through half-closed eyes to see darkness; the sun hadn’t risen yet. This was simply too strange. He heard the squirrel’s voice in the distance. He didn’t pay much attention to what she was saying, and only heard snippets. 

“I woke up to see…blood…killed…” 

This was not the type of conversation on usually wakes up to, and hearing this, the fox sat up and shivered. It wasn’t as cold during the night here, on the edge of the forest, as it was in the sands, but he could still see his breath. Or perhaps it wasn’t the cold that made him shiver. 

At a painstakingly slow pace, he stood up, rubbed at his eyes, and started a stumbling walk towards the group. The wildcat, Rousas, was awake and standing over Ultima, who appeared to still be sleeping. Vaxx, Rassin, Leifdey and Greypaw were some distance away, arguing about something or other. Rygaero’s vision was clouded and blurry, having just woken up. As Rygaero drew closer, he saw the truth: Ultima wasn’t sleeping. 

There were two great gaping holes in her body, each caked with dried blood, and still bleeding. Her face was grotesque, twisted with shock and anger. Her eyelids were still open, but the pupils were rolled into the back of her head. There was a wound in her throat, and in her chest. Rygaero averted his eyes. It was too gruesome for even himself. 

His eyes caught those of Rousas’. They locked together for a moment, before the wildcat smirked and looked back down at the mangled corpse. Rygaero’s eyebrows furrowed in thought for a moment as the connections were made. A low growl escaped his throat. He was cheated from his revenge by this…cat! 

“It was you,” he said in a low voice, his tone laden with icy cold hate. The fox advanced on the wildcat, who took one step backwards for every step Rygaero took forwards, and pelted him with accusations. “You killed her. You’re a filthy snake! Have you no honor?” at this last statement, Rygaero stopped, realizing that Rousas was just like him. A murderer. A backstabbing assassin who worked only for himself, killing without a second thought. 

Rygaero chanced a quick glance around, taking his eyes off the wildcat for only a moment. He had walked in the opposite direction of where the rest of the group resided, and their figures were considerably smaller. good, Rygaero thought. The fox’s attention once again turned to the wildcat. As he changed the subject, he pulled out his nunchaku with a gauntleted paw. 

“I suppose I should thank you for killing that badger. I hated her. I hated her with a passion. You killed her, but now I will never have the satisfaction of seeing her face as I end her life forever!” 

His weapon hung in his paw. The fox was tense with anger; his muscles ready to spring with speed and lash out at the cat. Only his fur concealed the veins popping out of his limbs, but before he striked, he had one question. 

“Why did you do it?” 

Rousas chuckled and spoke his first words to Rygaero. “You have no idea.” 

The fox’s eye twitched in anger as he growled and leapt at Rousas, his weapon twirling with alarming speed. Never before had Rygaero used his nunchaku as a weapon in serious combat, and he dearly hoped it would do. If not, he might just find himself buried in the ground. 

When Rousas unsheathed his sword in one fluid motion and held it straight in Rygaero’s path, the fox realized his foolish error. He also realized how difficult it was to avoid a sword in midair. 

With his weapon in his right paw, the fox thrust his free paw across his body and straight to the blade of the sword. Metal met metal, and the gauntlet won. The wildcat must not have expected his blade to be pushed out of the fox’s path. 

The momentum of Rygaero’s arm twisted him around before he fell to the ground on his stomach, his head facing away from the cat. He looked over his shoulder and kicked out his leg. The back of his ankle would be bruised, but the fox managed to sweep the cat off his feet by kicking his wooden leg. Taking his chance, Rygaero stumbled to his feet and ran for the forest. 

Rygaero stopped and rested inside the forest, leaning against a needled tree, oozing with sap. If the wildcat gave chase, which he most probably would, he’d take a while getting there. His multiple weapons would hinder his movement just as much as the wooden leg and his old wounds would. 

It was pitch black in the forest, the only light being that of the stars and the moon, for which Rygaero was thankful. The cover of darkness could be a useful tool. Unfortunately, it could also be a hindrance. 

There was no sound, save for a what sounded like a far off running river, but it could have just been the fox’s imagination getting the better of him. 

After a time, Rygaero sighed in relief. If Rousas had given chase, he would certainly have found him by now. The fox started heading back in the direction he thought was camp, when a sharp pain shot through his ear. He clapped a paw to the side of his head. Lowering his paw, he saw a dark substance on the metal of his gauntlets. Blood. He scanned the surrounding trees and saw the blade, twinkling from the light of the moon. 

A shudder travelled down his spine as he felt the icy metal on his neck. Rygaero grabbed the wildcat’s blade and whirled around to face Rousas, wielding his long blade. 

“Thought you got away from me, fox? I may not have your agility, but I intend on teaching you a lesson you won’t soon forget. Perhaps I should cut off one of your limbs…” the wildcat lifted his sword, and Rygaero almost panicked. In desperation he struck out with his weapon, and by some miracle, his weapon made contact with the wildcat’s paw. He dropped the sword in surprise, and with a snarl, lashed out at the fox with his metal claws. Three deep gashes appeared on Rygaero’s cheek, and without dwelling on the pain, he ran as fast as he could deeper into the forest. 
-- 
“Now Rassin, tell us your story.” 

“Well I--” the stoat was cut off by Leifdey, who was tugging on Vaxx’s cloak. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

Leifdey pointed behind her, and spoke in an innocent voice. “Uncle Rousas and Rygaero are gone.” 

An eruption of accusations exploded from Rassin’s mouth. 

“Bloody squirrel! What, did you kill them too? I see what’s going on here. You killed them and hid their bodies in the forest, but you didn’t figure on me seeing you do away with Ultima!” She lunged towards Greypaw with her mouth open wide, exposing her sharp teeth. She was stopped by Vaxx as Greypaw attempted to reply. 

“No! I--” 

Leifdey bristled with anger, surprising even herself. She had become fed up with the elders bickering like dibbuns. “They’re not dead! I saw them sleeping when I woke up!” 

Rassin opened her mouth to speak, but Leifdey put a stop to that, too. 
“Please, can you two stop arguing?” 
“She’s right y’know. We’ll settle this once we find the others,” Vaxx said. 

They packed everything away and started to head for the forest. Leifdey apparently liked putting a stop to things, and did so again. 
“Wait…” 

Shortly afterward, the group walked silently, leaving behind them a mound of sand, the last resting place of Ultima the badger. 
-- 
Rygaero stopped in a small moonlit clearing, the combined pain of his cheek and his ear getting to him. He found himself in a déjà vu. Once again, all was silent, save for the far off river, which was sounding more and more real. Once again, Rousas should have found him by now. 

Icy fear drenched his very soul. His heart pounded against his chest as he felt the knife point pressed into his neck, held by none other than Rousas. Rygaero, expecting to be killed, was surprised at what came next. 

“Take off your gauntlets, fox.” 

Rygaero felt queasy. Rousas was going to cut off his paws. The knife point pressed deeper into his neck. 

“Take them off.” 

Rygaero did as the wildcat commanded and dropped them on the ground. His paws, which were usually black, giving way to the red color of his fur past his wrist, were stained a deep blood red. The blood of the badger. 

“It was me?” he said, staring down at his paws in disbelief. “But-but I don’t even remember--” 

“One generally can’t remember what one does when he is sleepwalking.” 

“But--” 

“There are more important matters at paw.” Rousas kicked him forced the fox to the ground, his voice dripping with malevolence. “You are a foolish whelp.” 

Rygaero was on all fours with his fingers splayed against the ground. Rousas stepped on his right paw with his wooden leg. A grunt of pain escaped the fox’s lips as he instinctively tried to pull away, but the wood trapped him there. Rygaero only saw a flash of silvery metal as the knife descended upon his trapped paw. The fox howled in pain as Rousas stepped back, a smile forming on his lips. Rygaero sat on his knees, clenching his wrist with his left paw, staring at the bloody stump where his thumb had just been, moments ago. Like a geyser, blood had immediately squirted from the wound before lulling to a gurgling fountain. The hot sticky substance oozed from his paw onto the ground below, mingling with his tears of pain. 

Rousas spoke over the fox’s sobs. “Perhaps this will teach you to be less foolish. Be grateful of the mercy I’ve bestowed upon you. Many others have suffered worse fates.” The cat rustled through his pockets until he found a measure of cord. He dropped it on the ground next to Rygaero and pointed to his dismembered thumb, lying on the ground. “For the rest of you life, that thumb will be hung around your neck, as a reminder of your foolishness. Eventually the flesh will rot away, and you’ll be left with only the bone, but it will still be held around your neck. ” 

A moment of silence passed between them as Rygaero crept over to his other paw. With difficulty, he wrapped the cord around it. Rousas ended up tying it for him as the knot was loose enough to pull free at the slightest hint of movement, and placed it around the fox’s neck. 

“Should you seek medical attention from those others,” Rousas said, “you must first confess your murder of the badger. Your thumb is only punishment for your foolishness. Should they feel you must be further punished, you will accept it willingly. If you do not confess your crimes and receive the attention you need, that wound will become infected, which could lead to gangrene. Choose with wisdom, and remember: Only weaklings would rather die than live a cursed life.” The wildcat turned to walk away before adding an afterthought. “Normally I wouldn’t care whether the killer got away or not, but a foolish fox like you does not deserve to go free.” 

Rygaero swore at Rousas and tried to quell the pain in his paw. When he tried beating it against the ground, the wildcat chuckled and said, “We’ll wait here for the others. Surely they’ll have heard your yell and will be coming after us. In the meantime, I suppose you’ll want to know just how you killed the badger.” 

The handicapped fox only half listened as Rousas told the fox’s story. 

“As I said earlier, you were sleepwalking. After you stole the squirrel’s weapon, you made your way over to the badger. You stabbed her in the throat, then stuck your arms into the gaping hole, perhaps to receive the satisfaction you want. Then you stabbed her again in the heart, and ran towards the woods. What you don’t know is that the squirrel has been accused for your crime. You circled back to where you were previously sleeping in peace, pulled on your gauntlets, and layed down. Moments later you woke up and started this whole bloody mess.” 

They both heard the snapping twigs that signalled the arrival of the remainder of the group, only minutes after Rousas had finished the tale. Rygaero distinctly heard Rassin’s voice. It sounded like she was arguing with someone-probably Greypaw. 

There was a long awkward silence as the group came upon Rousas and Rygaero. Leifdey broke the oppressive silence. 

“Blech!” 

Rygaero stumbled to his feet and cleared his throat, staring at his paw rather than their eyes. 
“Ermm…I’ve somethin’ t’tell yeh,” he mumbled. The fox looked to Rousas, who only stood there with his arms crossed. Rygaero sighed and told his story as Rousas had, hoping the wildcat hadn’t lied. 

When his story was finished, he wandered over to sit on the fallen trunk of an old dead tree. He didn’t want to talk to anyone at the moment. Rygaero pulled off his shirt and tried to tear it into strips, but it was a bit difficult with only one thumb, and a bleeding stump that burned with fiery pain from the depths of the swirling darkness of the crevasse of doom. 

Naturally, he was rather surprised when Leifdey came over to him and cut the shirt into several neat strips with one of Rassin’s daggers. 

“Err…thanks,” he muttered in a low, gruff voice. 

Without a word, the pine marten grabbed a long strip of cloth and wrapped it around his hand, creating a tight bandage. The black cloth was already becoming darker with blood, but it would help to slow the flow of blood. Rygaero knew the wound had to be cleaned, and listened for the river. It sounded like it was off to the south, right in their path. Perhaps he’d find some herbs by the riverbank, too. 

Despite the pain in his hand, Rygaero grinned. The badger was dead.

Greypaw
The group stood around Rygaero, shocked by the revelation.  The pine marten youth was the first who reacted.  She went over to the injured fox and helped him fashion a bandage.  Everyone was quiet, too stunned by the story they had heard.  The heavy silence was broken by the wildcat.

"The fox will need the same treatment I received for my leg.  Best we return to our campfire.  Come dawn, we can make for that water."

Everyone could hear the water in the distance, but nobody thought it prudent gallivanting through the night enshrouded forest.  The group moved towards their former camp, each thinking their own thoughts.  Each glancing over to the others, wondering what dark thoughts swirled within their mind.

The black squirrel was no different.  As she walked, her shoulder pained her, but the blood had ceased flowing.  Yet it was not the pain that bothered her.  She looked at each of her fellow travelers and considered tonight's events.

Rassin was the first one that came to mind.  That lady stoat was a hot tempered creature.  She had suffered some terrible loss in the not too distant past and that memory drove her ever onward.  Greypaw likened her to some battle crazed soldier denied the opportunity at committing wanton destruction and bloody murder.  Such creatures drove themselves into peril, either hoping the danger would release them from their madness or their lives.  Problem was, sometimes their reckless actions killed friend and foe alike.

Vaxx proved to be an enigma to Greypaw.  If ever there was a creature unfit for survival in the desert, it was him.  Perhaps he could trade with the wildcat for a lighter colored cloak.  When they next entered the desert, that dark garment wouldn't become a fabric oven.  The pure ferret may not desire leadership, but he took command in the most difficult of circumstances and proved himself worthy.  She shuddered at the thought of her fate had he found her guilty.  No doubt she would be in a grave awaiting death.

Greypaw watched these two as they moved back to the old camp site.  They approached the fire from an angle that allowed them the illusion that there was no badger.  They moved their gear and bedding so that the dead sow was on the opposite side of the flames.  The black squirrel knew there was no way any of them could forget the past few moments.  

The confession of Rygaero confused Greypaw.  Had he remained quiet, there was an excellent chance that she would die for his crime.  Though she knew the others would later regret such a mistake, there would be no grief over the error.  Were his comments spoken in earnest, or were they forced?  Not that it mattered.  Many of her younger charges never confessed to wrongdoings until their furry bottoms became the target for her switch.  

So why didn't the others punish him?  Were they that willing to forgive an act he did not commit in a willful manner?  It seemed the answer to that second question dictated their actions on the other.  A strange sense of justice, yet it also seemed appropriate.  However, they needed some way to assure themselves there would be no repeat performance.  

She remembered the one wolf cub that had a bad case of nocturnal wanderlust.  Three times he had wandered beyond the parent's home and into the wilderness.  Each time Greypaw was fortunate that his sleepwalking woke her.  After that third time, she tied one paw to his bed with a loose knot.  If he started sleepwalking, the cord woke him.  If he awakened during the night, he could slip the cord off.  Perhaps she would suggest a similar arrangement for the fox.

Next to the injured fox was the pine marten youth Leifdey.  Greypaw was torn between pride and loss whenever she looked at the girl.  Had she been placed under her care as a youth, the pine marten's demonstration of her independence would signal the end of their relationship.  By acting on her own initiative, Greypaw's usefulness ended.

That the girl took the time to think before acting made Greypaw proud of the girl.  She had accepted the responsibilities many elders shirked.  Leifdey willingly carried a heavy weight not because it was given to her, but because she saw the rational behind such orders.  Even more important, she accepted a horrible task.  Leifdey examined the evidence regarding her companion's probable guilt and did so without prejudice.  What elder couldn't take pride in such actions?

Then there was the latest member of their merry menagerie of malcontented misfits.  The male wildcat Rousas had appeared out of the desert just as death visited them.  Were one to believe in the Eternals, perhaps they saw the wildcat as a replacement to the badger.  In a perverted way, they had just traded one misfit for another.  Ultima lacked the mental disposition but had the physical qualities.

Rousas apparently was the direct opposite.  There was no doubt he had the management potential.  Greypaw remembered how the sow badger held onto her position as leader with great resistance from the others and even more reluctance on the part of Ultima.  Without even trying, Rousas had asserted command and the others obeyed.

Greypaw had seen the dynamics of warriors that trained under her last master.  Holding onto a position of power took an exceptional female.  However, the chance of friction over issues regarding who controlled their group lessened under Rousas.  It was only natural since most groups preferred a strong male leader.  Such order was necessary if everyone expected reaching their destination alive. 

The black squirrel stood by the blanket that had just an hour earlier been her bed.  Though she was tired, the pain in her shoulder throbbed with an intensity that kept her from sleeping.  Her jaw was sore wherever Rassin struck her.  A flick of the tongue and she could still taste her own blood.  A scrunch of the nose and she detected the missing whiskers.

As the others prepared for bedding down for the remainder of the night, two creatures approached the fire.  Even from her distant vantage point, Greypaw heard the fox whine when the bandage was removed.  The black squirrel watched Leifdey pour water over the stub that once was a thumb.  Then she applied the burning stick without flinching.  While she applied a clean bandage, Leifdey spoke words she didn't hear, but the soothing tone came across to Greypaw.  

Thanks to the support of a nearby tree, Greypaw managed getting down to a kneeling position without jarring her sore shoulder.  She shuffled from the tree to her blanket by walking on her knees.  Not the most dignified manner of transportation, but she had no other option.  

During this whole time, it seemed everyone had forgotten one very important fact.  Now that everyone was gathered together, she gave a sharp cough.  She had to do it several times before the others stopped doing what they were and looked in her direction.  In a voice that conveyed as much annoyance as she thought possible without alienating her companions, she reminded them of her problem.

"I know this might not be the best of times to complain, but could somebody please remove these binding cuffs?  Not only are they painful, but they are quite inconvenient if I need to do anything."

Rousas
Rousas looked at each of the others and gave a contemptuous snort. That was when he heard that the black squirrel who was restrained with his binding cuffs. For the first time since meeting up with this rabble, he smiled. 

His smile must not have been a friendly one as Greypaw had a scent of fear about her. That pleased him as a frightened prisoner is easier to control. He sauntered over to the sitting squirrel and looked down on her. 

Without saying a word, he grabbed the fur about her shoulders and threw her face down into the dirt. With a quick and savage slash at her legs with his claws, the wildcat said; "You're left foot, if you please." 

Though she howled in pain, she complied. The young pine marten wanted to come to her aid, but Rousas still had his axe out. He knew he had an intimidating look and it was very hard to miss. He was in control, as he was used to being, except when around his master. He removed her sandle and laughed. 

Dragging Greypaw by her foot, Rousas approached the fire. Now everyone could see what was there. On her heel was a burn mark resembling a circle. There were two triangles on the line near the side. 

"This one is the missing slave Greypaw. Missy, you're worth a lot of coin to me. You're not the one I was looking for. But you'll most certainly do in a pinch." 

Rassin stuttered. "You mean she was telling the truth? She really was a slave?" 

"When she was born, her master branded her with the mark of the Double Spiked Circle Ranch. Since she always did as told, there was never a need to use that mark as identification. Everyone thought she drowned when she fell overboard." 

He looked down at Greypaw. "Give me your word that you will not attempt an escape and that you will not harm me." 

Greypaw didn't hesitate. "You have my word Lord Rousas." 

Reaching down, the wildcat pressed the lever that released the cuff's ratchet lock. He returned the cuffs to his backpack while Greypaw rubbed her wrists. Everyone watched as the wildcat stretched out on his blanket for a good night's rest. 

His dreams were bad...There were small creatures attacking, just like the ones he knew lived here. He rubbed at his ruined leg in his sleep, wondering if he could make it this time.

Leifdey
Rassin seemed agitated as she began demanding the wildcat speak with her. As for Rousas, he just turned his back and pulled the covers over himself. The stoat shook with anger and stomper towards the beast determined to have an answer. 

She had had enough excitement for one night. First it was sitting in judgment of her friend Greypaw. Next it was the attack by Rassin. Then to top it all off, Rygaero confessed to the murder. The final flair to the event filled day was when she found herself the group's healer. 

"Enough already! Half the night has passed and I don't know about any of you, but I'm tired. Anything you want to know can wait til morning." 

The others seemed surprised by Leifdey's outburst. There was some grumbled comments about the "wisdom of a child" from some, but all voiced agreement that sleep was more important. The last thing Leifdey remembered before she woke was a miffed stoat grumbling about guards and missing knives. 

** 

Wildflowers had always among Leifdey’s favorite things. In the woodlands she had grown up in there had been fields upon fields of them, and her mother had planted a small patch of them behind their home. Her favorites had always been the little blue and yellow violets that bloomed every spring. She’d gotten up early to look for other flowers though and she ignored the red, yellow and orange blooms in the forest. She didn’t have time to pick any for herself. Greypaw and the others could wake up at any time. Funerals and births were a time for white flowers as her grandma had told her. White for hope, white for new beginnings, white for healing, white for eternal sleep. 

The marten walked through the trees glad to be among tress. There weren’t anything close to the massive evergreens from her home but the smells of different flowers and fresh grass were reassuring. She could pretend that she was home again, and that everything was alright for a moment. For a moment she could pretend that her mother had sent her to pick berries. Leifdey paused to pick a large dandelion and chew on it before settling on a clump of white daisies. Perfect. Scooping up the flowers she started to head back. 

Crack. 

Leifdey stared around her. Something had broken a twig. The marten shivered. There was nothing around her. The leaves in a nearby tree rustled. She stared at them and pinched herself. Nothing was there. It was only the wind. Turning, she stared t head back toward the camp. 

Crack. 

That decided her. Dropping the flowers she ran for the forest’s edge, glad that she had only gone a short way into the forest, and ashamed of her cowardice. The flowers were gone now. She looked down at her paws and noticed a single daisy that had stuck to her front. She smiled at it and twirled it in her paws. The single flower wasn’t much, but it was something. Leifdey walked slowly to where the body had lain. There was nothing there. The ground looked a bit disturbed, had the others buried the body? She stared at the camp. No one was stirring from their resting places. 

Leifdey padded over to Greypaw and shook her paw until the beast blearily stared up at her. 

“Ultima’s missing Aunty.” It had been a long night. The little marten had gone from trusting Rassin for a few short days to fearing her again. 

The squirrel jumped to her feet. “Did someone dig the grave already?” she exclaimed. A few of the other beasts started to rise, alerted by the talking. 

“No, the body’s just gone. It looks like it was dragged toward the forest.” 

Greypaw stared at her accusingly. “You didn’t go into the forest did you?” 

“No Greypaw.” 

** 

The others were roused in a few minutes. After the events of last night and the mysterious disappearance of the body feelings were mixed. Some were angry, some were still saddened by the loss of a companion and all seemed anxious and accusing. Tensions were running high. 
Leifdey stared at the limp flower in her paws, avoiding Rassin’s glance as the others argued over what to do next. Her eyes closed and she leaned against Vaxx before falling asleep. 

Someone jostled her. “Wake up.” Instinctively her mouth closed on the paw of the beast that had touched her. Vaxx glared at her and shook his paw. 

“Greypaw take better care of that child. Hasn’t anyone been making sure she gets enough sleep?” 

Leifdey scowled and was about to protest that she wasn’t a child when half a water canteen and hard bread were thrust at her. She devoured it and stood up. It seemed that they were going into the woods. Her nose twitched. The last thing she wanted to do was go back in that wood but she couldn’t very well explain why. It had only been the wind making those noises. There was no monster there. 

It was unlike Leifdey to stay quiet for more than a few minutes. However, what with the events of the previous night the others ignored her lack of chatter and concentrated on moving as far as possible before nightfall. She fingered Rassin’s dagger and stared up at the trees around her. There was nothing there, absolutely nothing there. 

An arrow whizzed through the trees, imbedding itself a foot away from Rygaero’s head. 

Someone pushed Leifdey away from the fire. The marten’s pack roughly hit the ground. There was a sound of something cracking muffled as more arrows and spears hailed down at them from above. The marten dropped her pack and pulled out her lute. A crack ran down the side. It was broken, useless. She plucked a string. The sound was a screech. A wave of tears trickled down her face. Her song was gone. 

Something grabbed down her arm and twisted. The marten turned and stared into it’s wild eyes. She hit it across the face with broken instrument and ran not looking where she was going. Was the beast following her? Leifdey was too afraid to look until she came to the riverbank. Bending, she reached down and cupped her hands. The daisy was still there, it’s petals wilted and crushed in her tight grip. She plucked the petals free from the stem and dropped them into the river, one by one, watching the current take them away. There was a rustle in the over bush. She ignored it. Looking down into the river she saw a figure behind her. He was smiling at her back and an arrow was notched at his bow.

Rygaero
Rygaero woke a moment before the arrow so kindly dropped by to say hello, but the fox didn’t like that. See, not many people like it when an arrow lands a foot away from their head, where they are sleeping. 

Rygaero stood up, but immediately dropped to the ground as an arrow whizzed through the air, where his head had been only seconds ago. As he stood up again, he chanced a look around. The bulk of what he saw was not important; the others being attacked. What was important, however, was the two painted ones running toward him with spears. 

Knowing he didn’t stand a chance against two spears, Rygaero ran for his very life, straight into the forest. He was breathing hard; his breath coming in short gasps. The fox stopped a moment to regain his breath. He took this chance to pull his left gauntlet from his belt and slip it on, with a bit of difficulty. He frowned at his other paw, wrapped in bandages. The other gauntlet wouldn’t fit on it yet. He grabbed his nunchaku and twirled it. It seemed so awkward in his left paw, but he had to get used to it. It wasn’t as though the thumb would grow back. 

A snapping twig signalled the arrival of one of the savage beasts. It brandished the spear at Rygaero, chattering death wishes. The other one was nowhere to be seen. The fox hoped that was because it was dead. If it wasn’t dead, it was probably hiding in the trees, ready to surprise him. The beast charged, but Rygaero easily dodged the spear. As the painted one ran past, the fox hit him in the back of the head with his gauntleted paw. The beast fell limp, either unconscious or dead. Rygaero didn’t care which it was, as long as it wasn’t moving. 

The fox jogged along, heading towards the sound of the river. The others would be heading that way, assuming they didn’t get theirselves killed. Then, something very odd happened. 

His first thoughts were something like, I’m bloody flying!, but that was only for a split second. Perhaps a part of him wished he really was flying, but no one could ever really know. He was being lifted into a tree by three of the beasts, who were attempting to capture him. On instinct, Rygaero struck out with his arm, hitting one in the nose. The fox was only a foot off the ground, but the savages were much higher, and barely hanging onto the branches. They all fell to the ground, two going limp, but both breathing. The last one, the one that Rygaero had struck, had landed on one of his cohorts. He too, fell limp, as Rygaero backhanded him in the face. The metal crushed his face, and the beast was killed. 

The fox set about looting the bodies. There wasn’t much to find, but he did find a pouch of smoked meat and crushed berries on each beast, which he scarfed down without a second thought. His hunger came as close to satiated as it had in a long while. 

When he came to the dead beast, he found something very interesting hidden under his clothing. It was like a knife, but not any sort of knife he’d seen before, to put it simply. It was over a foot long, with a wooden handle in the middle of the blunt edge. On the sharp edge, there was a jagged point in the middle for stabbing, which flourished into two wicked curved blades, used for either stabbing or slicing. There was no doubt that the savage beast had stolen it off of some other beast it killed. Probably a rich beast, too; the metal was strong, yet light, and still sharp. It was tainted with blood, but the fox didn’t care. These days, his whole body was tainted with blood. He wrapped one of the fresh bandages around the blade to protect it and put it in his belt. It was a good weapon. Luck was certainly with him today, or so he thought. 

It was only then that he noticed that his wound had opened up again. He took off the soiled cloth and rewrapped his paw. He was starting to get better at handling such things with only one thumb. Although he didn’t have a thumb on his right paw, it still felt like it. When he had woken up, he could have sworn he could feel it move, but he shrugged it off as his imagination playing tricks on him. Still, it felt now as though the nonexistent thumb could feel the hot blood oozing over it. Rygaero grasped the thumb around his neck, as though to make sure it was really gone. 

When he decide the bandage was tight enough, the fox wandered onward, his nunchaku ready in case another painted one came upon him. He walked with his right arm behind his back to keep his mind off of the throbbing pain. It was a fairly quiet trek through the woods. It seemed as though the painted ones had either lost him, or moved on. Or maybe they ate the others. The thought made him shiver with fear and glee at the same time; not a pleasant feeling. 

With a crash, Rygaero suddenly found himself face down on the forest floor, one of the annoying little tribe creatures running ahead of him. The painted one was standing in front of the river, egging him on, hopping about like a mad beast. Rygaero stood up, growling at the insolent creature as he swung his nunchaku, advancing at a sluggish speed. 

A fiery pain lanced through his right arm, causing Rygaero to gasp. The whirling sticks slipped from his gauntlet and flew towards the painted one on the shore. Lady Luck took a turn for the worse, and decided she didn’t like the fox, but somehow, the nunchaku hit the beast twixt the eyes, causing it to fall backwards into the river. The unlucky part was, the weapon ricocheted off the beast and splashed into the water, rushing downstream. 

His cacaphonous curses rent the air not at the loss of his weapon, but at the arrow imbedded in his forearm that had caused the nunchaku to slip. Perhaps luck was with the fox. If he hadn't held his arm behind his back, he'd be impaled right now. Rygaero whirled around, but saw nothing. The painted one that did this to him was gone. The fox jogged towards the riverbanks, intending on washing out his wounds. As he bent down to wash his arm, he stopped. His ear twitched. All was silent. 

Rygaero whirled around to face five of the savage beasts. He could see the hunger glowing in their eyes. He was surrounded on all sides; the river behind him, and the painted ones to the front and sides. Rygaero started fumbling with the weapon he had just found. 

“This is not how I intend to die.” 
Then again, perhaps it would be best if I was killed. At least…He spoke his last bitter thought out loud. 

“Father would be pleased.” 

The fox flashed a grin and rose the odd knife in the air, the black cloth waving in the wind like a flag. 

“I’ve lived my life as a coward. I do not intend on dying as one."

Greypaw
When everyone awoke the next morning, they all wondered what had happened to the body of the badger.  The idea that she walked away was something of horror stories.  Only in such tales did the dead walk.  Yet there was no denying that the badger’s body was missing.  It made breakfast a tense meal.

Greypaw’s first thought was that Leifdey had dragged the body into the woods.  No sooner had she voiced that idea than she dismissed it.  Maybe it was the lack of sleep from last night that befuddled her mind.  The girl was strong, but the badger weighed maybe a quarter more.  

The black squirrel felt some satisfaction that the pine marten called her “Auntie” again.  If it was her way of saying she was sorry for her actions, Greypaw needed a long talk with her.  Leifdey showed a lot of maturity when she accepted such responsibility.  It had to be hard sitting in judgment of another.  Maybe she realized her verdict almost killed a friend.

Judging by the actions of the others this morning, nobody was feeling amiable after what happened to the badger.  It made everyone tense and tense beasts do foolish things.  She saw evidence of that last night.

Both Rassin and Rousas almost traded blows over something she considered so inane, her past.  Leifdey and Vaxx kept exchanging glances as if their task as judge, jury and executioners remained incomplete.  Every time Rygaero noticed Greypaw looking his way; he became very interested in anything that made him look elsewhere.

At last the morning meal was finished and the group entered the glade.  This was a pleasant change from the harsh desert.  Instead of sand underfoot, there was grass and mulch from the trees.  There was no glare of the sun; it was replaced by the shadows that flickered with the wind.  Best of all, there was food aplenty on the bushes and on the branches.

Such an ideal situation had danger written all over it.  Too bad nobody knew how to read those warning signs.  Leifdey did seem a bit nervous, but Greypaw attributed that to how Ultima died.  The first indication of trouble came when some shadows moved in the opposite direction of the sun.  Another sign was the apparent silence within the woods.  Having been out in the open desert, everyone had become accustomed to such silence.

When the danger first struck, confusion reigned.  Arrows and spears rained down on them and the black squirrel jumped off the path.  The sounds of many yelling creatures added to everyone’s sense of panic.  Even though she felt terrified, she knew they all had a better chance staying together.  Seeing in which direction the others fled, Greypaw ran towards them.

The black squirrel needed a weapon other than her fist.  Given time, she could retrieve her chain from her backpack, but such time was a luxury she could ill afford.  When some creature snagged her backpack, Greypaw acted without conscience thought.  She swatted the thieving beast as if it were an annoying fly.

Greypaw avoided the first beast that flipped around the nearest tree trunk.  However, when she dodged that one, she tripped over something.  That misstep proved very lucky.  From the branch overhead, a crazed beast hanging upside down, had swung a two-pawed axe.  Had she still been standing, she would now be a head shorter.

The black squirrel blended in with the ground shadows and the attackers lost her in the shadows.  Again, good fortune smiled on Greypaw.  For there lying on the ground was the scorpion stinger.  Greypaw moved quickly and had just gotten her paw wrapped around the grip when she was attacked a second time.

Two of the creatures had each grabbed a leg and a third had latched onto her tail.  These three beasts then lifted her off the ground.  In her panic and her pain, Greypaw lashed out with the stinger as if it were a switch.  One creature lost his arm and the other had his neck slashed.  The third creature, unable to hold her, dropped the squirrel.  It wasn’t a graceful landing, but now she was armed for battle.

She heard a low succession of grunts and whistles followed by several high pitched squeals all around her.  A series of thumps and the rustling of leaves announced the presence of something coming towards her on the forest floor.  There before her were the strangest collection of creatures she had ever imagined.  The one on her left was colored a deep brown and carried an axe.  It had painted its face with a yellow dye that accentuated his feral expression.  

If it were not for the smooth thick pelt, Greypaw would have thought she faced a fat squirrel.  One look into a muzzle full of fangs and she knew this was no nut eater.  His weapon proclaimed him as the one that almost claimed her head.  To the front, there were two others.  Both of these were black in color.  Had it not been for the red and white paint stripes on their face and bodies, she would never have seen them.

The one in front carried a short sword and bled heavily from a wound in his neck.  He gazed at Greypaw and then looked at his companion.  When he noticed the missing arm, the creature attacked his injured companion.  Greypaw took advantage of the opportunity.  She ran away from the brawling animals.  Even as she fled the carnage, she saw four more creatures charging down the path.  

“Looks like the low road is becoming just a bit too crowded.”

Launching herself up the nearest tree, Greypaw climbed onto a high branch.  From her vantage point, she gave a look down below.  The sight sickened her.  There were five of the painted beasts feasting on their dead companion.  So shocked was the black squirrel that when they pointed in her direction, she didn’t react as fast as she should have.

Greypaw did feel the presence of another beast on her branch.  Once again the axe wielder came for her.  The black squirrel acted more on instinct than any fighting skill.  Using her weapon like a staff, she blocked the axe.  Since she was stepping into the creature, she followed through with a left cross that caught the apparition right on the bright yellow stripe that ran below his eye.

She watched the creature go over the side and thought herself rid of the foul beast.  A sharp yip was her only warning.  The beast had held onto the tree with its tail, used the momentum of the blow and landed back on the branch.  He held his axe at the ready.

“Nice move for a clown.  Tell me, do you do parties?”

Whatever the creature said, Greypaw didn’t understand.  Of course, the facial expression of her adversary reflected a murderous rage.  That needed no translation.

“I didn’t think so.”

Once more the brown furred beast swung its axe at Greypaw.  If he had connected, both her legs would have been severed at the knees.  The squirrel jumped at the fanged squirrel and just cleared his head.  As she landed behind the beast, she heard his axe blade bite deep into the tree.

There was no time for thinking.  With back exposed, Greypaw took advantage of the situation.  She lunged with the stinger at the brown furred creature.  Never had she expected such a gusher of blood.  There was an unearthly howl as her adversary slid off her blade and onto the forest floor.  Then she caught sight of the other carnivores moving towards her.

“I’ll not say this hasn’t been enjoyable, ‘cause it hasn’t, but I must be off.  Do try and write as we must do this again sometime soon.”

Greypaw began racing through the canopy of the trees.  All about her she could hear the screeching and strange clicking noises these unknown enemies made.  Two landed on a nearby branch and she swung the chitin stinger with all her might.  One managed to dodge her weapon but fell off the branch.  The other received a deep gash across his gut and retreated.

One creature tried blocking her way.  When she punched him in the shoulder, he toppled over the side.  This time Greypaw knew what to do.  Lunging forward, she planted her foot on the prehensile tail.  She made a downward thrust with the stinger that resulted in a high pitched scream.  A few seconds later, she heard the body bouncing through the branches towards the ground far below, its severed tail still wrapped around the branch under her foot.

“If you send any of your fang faced friends up here, I’ll do a proper job on their furry posteriors too.”

Racing across the trees was something Greypaw hadn’t done in many seasons.  It felt good knowing that even an out of practice squirrel could elude these tree bound killers.  Now she hunted for her fellow travelers by turning towards the sound of water.

That was when she came to a break in the tree canopy.  All about the treetop clearing were straw huts built like stork nests in the crook of the surrounding trees.  Greypaw looked upon the females and young of these painted terrors.  About the boundary of their village, she noticed the skeletons of many different species hung like scarecrows.

Over on one platform she saw a sight that appalled her.  There lying on a large wooden platform was the skinned carcass of the lady badger.  Her pelt was stretched on a frame and the females were tanning the hide.  Several other females were butchering the dead badger.  Next to that station, Greypaw saw a huge cook pot.

Anger claimed the squirrel.  Like a stooping hawk, she hurled her body down towards the platform.  Though the males were fierce warriors, these females ran when confronted by an armed and determined enemy.  At least most of them ran.

There was one female that rivaled Greypaw in color.  She barred her fangs and charged the squirrel armed with the skinning knife.  The two collided and Greypaw dropped the stinger.  While the two females fought, the stinger slid across the platform until its tip landed in the brick lined oven.  Without her weapon, Greypaw found herself at a disadvantage.  It was a short fight, but the fierce female gained the upper paw.

It should have ended right there.  Instead, the female looked to her left and shrieked in terror.  She left Greypaw lying on the platform somewhat dazed.  A chance breeze gave the black squirrel the reason for her opponent’s apparent panic.  Unlike a metal sword, a blade made of chital burns.  The stinger was ablaze and it had ignited the platform.

Grabbing the burning blade, Greypaw ran it along the length of the butchering platform.  Flames leaped up fanned by the growing breeze.  Jumping over to the hide, the black squirrel set that on fire too.  Then she torched four other huts before the fire claimed her weapon.

Seeing that she was again unarmed, the huge female returned.  Greypaw retreated into a nearby hut.  As she backed into the hut, she fumbled for her chain.  She felt its weight and heard the satisfying click as she fastened it to her wrist.  Just as she freed the chain, the huge female crossed the doorway threshold.  Behind her, some of the braver females had gathered.

Greypaw used her chain like a whip.  When the end struck the female’s head, it exploded like an egg dropped off a high wall.  The others ran away shrieking as the black squirrel exited the hut.  Looking about, she could see the fire had spread to several other huts, including hers.

Taking just a moment to listen, she noted the direction of the river.  Moving as fast as she could, the squirrel raced towards the water.  She had been separated from her companions for far too long and figured they would need her help.  And if they didn’t need hers, she sure could use theirs against these furry abominations.

The thick foliage prevented her from seeing anything at this upper level, so folding her chain to the length of a short sword, she started her descent.  Once past the green tops, the glade became a shadowy world.  Though her adversaries lived in these trees, they couldn’t match the agility Greypaw displayed.

Up ahead, she detected the sounds of combat.  For a moment, she thought she heard the ferret Vaxx yell something.  His voice alone competed with the strange bloodthirsty creatures that inhabited this glade.  Like iron to a lodestone, Greypaw raced towards his voices, a sour expression on her face.

“Not the one I would want to help, but the others are probably with him.”

In a tree at the edge of a clearing were six of the creatures squawking.  Using the speed she had gained traveling from branch to branch, the black squirrel dropped down behind her enemies.  Giving a flick of the wrist, the chain snapped out and wrapped itself about a branch situated behind the group.  The taunt chain hurled her feet first at the group.

Greypaw wanted to dislodge two of the beasts standing close together.  Instead, her body was moving towards a lone creature that must have been shouting either insults at her companions or instructions to the others.  Both her feet connected with his rump knocking the beast clear of the tree.  Having nothing to grab, the creature tumbled eighty meters to the ground below.  His voice first betrayed his surprise from the attack and then terror as he fell.

Her luck changed from good to bad.  She figured the chain would unwrap and she could land on the now vacated branch.  However, the chain remained secure and the black squirrel swung backwards.  As Greypaw reached her lowest point, her luck changed once again.

This time it went from bad to worse.  Now the chain unraveled.  Like a bouncing ball, the black squirrel ricocheted from one tree limb to another.  She had plummeted almost a third of the way down when her backpack became wedged in the fork of a tree.  The chain that had served her so well, dropped on her head.  For just a moment, the daylight sky became a star filled vista.

All was quiet.  With something less than a graceful motion, Greypaw extracted herself from the backpack’s cinching straps.  Standing there in the full light, she saw Leifdey and Vaxx on the riverbank.  There was no doubt that they saw her as well for Vaxx was yelling instructions to her.

“As long as you’re resting up there, be a dear and retrieve my arrows.”
Rassin
Rassin's sharp black eyes roved over each of her companions, then back to the empty ground where the body had been. The stoat stood in the middle of the camp, ignoring the warm touch of the early sun on her fur, oblivious to the soft sounds of the trees as they whispered gently in the breeze. Rassin stared at the ground, narrowing her eyes. She didn't like this. There was no reason why any of the group should move the body. So where had it gone? 

Rassin continued to puzzle over the problem as they packed up the camp and put out the fire.Her thoughts led to no conclusion, and Rassin didn't like that. Somehow that body had vanished during the night. Where to? Why? Who had taken it? 

Taking the problem with her, the stoat led the way into the pine grove, pinning her ears back as the cold shadows of the trees fell onto her, the tree limbs waving over her, seeming almost to bend down and try to touch Rassin as she moved through. Shivering, Rassin whispered over her shoulder, 
"If anything happens, stay together. We're safer as a group." 
The stoat moved through the glade, the pine needles slippery underpaw. She wished she had her daggers with her - last night there had been too much going on for her to get them back from Vaxx and Leifdey. Rassin was about to turn and get at least one of them back, when the danger struck. 

With an ear-splitting yell two small creatures jumped out of the treetops. They landed on Rassin as the same time, knocking her to the ground. The stoat lay inert for a single second, the sudden attack blowing her wits away. Then she snarled and went into action, adrenaline rushing through her. 
Gathering herself together she grabbed one of her attackers by the neck, dragging it off her. The creature squeaked and ran off, rubbing his bruised neck. Rearing upright, Rassin grabbed her second attacker's paw as he raised a dagger and aimed it at her chest. With a shock of recognition, Rassin realized he was holding one of her own daggers. 

The small creature struggled in her grip as she turned and ran with him into a tree. Without a sound the creature slid to the ground, his eyes closed in death. Rassin snatched up her dagger, glad for the familiar feel in her paw. Standing upright, the stoat glanced around swiftly. The scene she saw was chaos. Her companions were everywhere, beset by hordes of the little creatures. Desperately Rassin yelled, 
"Stick together! Stay together!" It was no use. Everyone was split up, each trying to deal with their own attackers. 

Another creature ran at Rassin, wielding a small sword. In an instant the stoat raised her dagger and hurled it expertly. With such a short range it was hard to miss. The beast fell to the ground as Rassin ran forwards and pulled her dagger free. In quick succession she dealt with three more before she managed to get her breath. What should she do? Go after one of the others? Or just try to get out of the grove? The answer came back to her almost immediately as she began to move swiftly through the trees, looking for either new combat or one of her companions. 

Rygaero was faced by five of the small creatures, their back to her. Rassin hesitated for a moment, then began to run silently towards Rygaero, her blood-stained dagger held tightly in her paw. 
The stoat's eyes lit up with a black fire as she made the closest one, shooting a quick, fiendish smile to Rygaero. Dispatching the stunned creature, Rassin dodged a small javelin that came flying towards her and attacked the creature who had just hurled it. She spoke to Rygaero almost conversationally as she fought, her fang showing, 
"It's been a while since I had a good fight. These ones don't take much to beat, though, do they? Oh, will you take the one over there, or will I?"

Vaxx
Leifdey had fallen asleep against Vaxx’s shoulder. Somehow it gave him a sense of comfort after the strange happening that morning. He couldn’t make heads or tails out of the fact that the badger’s body was gone. Bodies didn’t usually disappear like that, or so Vaxx thought, but he couldn’t recall any other incident like this. It was very odd. 

The group decided to move on into the forest, and Vaxx shook Leifdey’s shoulder. “Wake up.” Leifdey’s head whirled around, and her jaw clamped on Vaxx’s paw. Pain shot up from his hand, and he was tempted to cry out, but didn’t. Through the seasons he had learned not to show weakness. That didn’t stop it from hurting however; the young marten had a powerful bite. “Greypaw, take better care of that child. Hasn’t anyone been making sure she gets enough sleep?” 

“Here,” grunted the stoat, tossing some bread and a half empty water canteen at Vaxx, “have some nourishment before we head toward the forest.” 

Vaxx caught the two items and dug in to the makeshift breakfast. The bread wasn’t the most appetizing of dishes, having dried enough in the desert to crunch in his teeth, but at least he had some fuel for the trek through the forest. 

The group moved on not long after everyone had finished eating, and had reached the forest in a very short time. Vaxx instantly was more excited about their new surroundings. The cooler temperature and the protection from the sun allowed Vaxx to remove his hood and breathe in the cool, pine scented air. The color was also refreshing to his eyes; the green and brown of the forest reminded him of the forests of his childhood. 

Their leader did not appear to enjoy the cooler climate as much as Vaxx did. Rassin was shivering and had slowed the pace, and no one seemed to notice as the ferret slowed down, moving to the back of the group. No one noticed when he slipped away from the group completely, either. I have to find a branch to make my bow with! 

Pine trees surrounded him, and he saw many good curved branches, but none met the specifications he was looking for. Pine wood had many good features about it for bow making, but there was one main difficulty: sap. In his town, where the primary weapons were artillery, some of the finer bows had been made from pines, but a lengthy sap-draining process had to be used. Special equipment was used to drain the sap as well, and Vaxx could not even try to imitate the process. 

This is why, when, upon finding a yew tree, Vaxx whooped with delight. His previous bow had been made from yew wood, and it was the best bow he had ever owned. As luck would have it, there was also a thick, curved branch up on the tree. Vaxx searched for branches that would allow him to climb up to the branch and cut it off, but unfortunately there were none. Shimmying didn’t work either, but Vaxx wasn’t surprised. It had only worked once in his life, when he was a young rebellious rip who climbed the ‘forbidden tree.’ 

*--^--#--^--&/\&--^--#--^--* 

“Vaxx, it’s too dangerous! You could fall too easily! Get down, please!” 

“Don’t be such a blithering worrywart, Pärvell. I can make it up here like I made it up Old Ferret Tree, and that was much higher!” Vaxx Moonclaw, champion of tree climbers among him and his friends, was nearly to the top of the ‘forbidden tree.’ All trees were open to climbing, the elders of the village had said, except for the very one he was climbing up. 

Pärvell, his short, stout stoat companion, and July, a thin weasel, were watching him from the safety of the ground. “I think you’re nuts,” replied July. “You are definitely brave, but you’re nuts.” 

“Now, now,” Vaxx scolded mockingly, reaching up to another tough branch, “how can you say that when you were the one who dared me to do it?” 

“I didn’t think you would take it seriously, and I really didn’t think you’d have the guts to take on this tree.” 

“Well you were wrong on both counts,” replied the nimble ferret, swinging up to a higher branch and planting his feet firmly on it. “This will show them I really have courage,” he mumbled to himself, getting into a springing position. 

Pärvell’s eyes widened. “What are you doing, Vaxx?” he yelled, frightened. July’s eyes also opened considerably wider. 

Vaxx didn’t reply, but instead set his teeth and leaped from the branch. Pärvell screamed in terror. At the peak of his leap, Vaxx got his hands ready for impact, and as he began falling he grabbed at a branch just above his head. The momentum from his jump made him swing around the branch, landing on top of it. 

Adrenaline pumped through his young body, and he whooped at his accomplishment. “Did you see that, you guys?” He shouted, waving at them. His two friends were too shocked for words. The ferret gave another whoop, and began a little dance on the branch, laughing uproariously. 

Unbeknownst to him, the swing and landing on the thick branch had weakened it tremendously, and his dance wasn’t doing any good. The branch strained against Vaxx’s weight, but in a final act of defeat, it snapped. 

To Vaxx, time seemed to be going in slow motion. As his look of glee changed to a look of despair, he began falling. In reality, there was nothing he could do, but that didn’t stop him from flailing his arms in a futile attempt at slowing his descent. His descent was slowed, however, by a tree branch that got in the way of his fall. He hit it with an “Umph” and started falling again. It happened again, and that time he felt something crack. Probably a rib, he thought, but if this keeps up I might not die after all. He began falling headfirst, and the last thing he remembered was hitting another branch with the top of his head. 

The next thing he knew, he was in the medical centre, with a nurse explaining to him that he had a fractured a rib and his left leg. The young Vaxx was too exhausted to listen to all the technical details for once, and drifted back to sleep. He awoke again to a lecture from his father, then a visit from Pärvell and July. 

*--^--#--^--&/\&--^--#--^--* 

Vaxx shook his head, ridding himself of the memory, and began facing the problem of getting the branch. He reached inside his cloak to his belt, and pulled out Rassin’s dagger. Aiming carefully, he chucked it at the spot where the branch met the trunk. Bulls eye! 

The thick branch and the dagger fell down together, landing with a satisfactory ‘thunk’ on the forest floor in front of him. Vaxx grabbed the dagger, and began whittling away at the large branch, slowly shaping it into the bow it was going to be, just as he had been taught. He had done it so many times that he hardly had to think about it, so he let his mind drift to other things; mainly the treasure. With that kind of treasure, he could buy his respect. His father was right about one thing, there was… 

His father was right. The words reverberated through his mind. He hadn’t thought that for so long, ever since the fateful argument that changed his life forever. 

*--^--#--^--&/\&--^--#--^--* 

“Are you out of your mind?” Velarux Moonclaw exploded. “You want to become a what?” 

“A warrior, father,” Vaxx replied, a tad annoyed. Why couldn’t his father understand? 

“That’s absurd! Why would you want to resort to violence when you have a perfectly good life here?” 

“I’ve learned enough, father. I have been studying for many seasons, and I’ve come to find it…” 

“Go on,” the elder Moonclaw commanded. 

“Well… boring. I can’t imagine my whole life being devoted to learning. I mean, you want me to be a scholar? Now that is what is absurd!” 

“How dare you- you call being a respected, learned pure ferret absurd!” The older ferret’s tone of voice was a tone of anger, confusion, and frustration. 

“I’d rather be a respected horde master than an old boring ferret reading and writing all day. All the famous vermin in the past were horde leaders who died gloriously in battle, not ‘respectable’ lazy bums who sit on their backside all day reading books,” Vaxx snarled. His father was being unreasonable. 

“So you want to sacrifice your posh lifestyle,” Velarux growled, “for the sake of fame?” 

“You know I can’t sit still in class, and I can scarcely believe that you want me to do it for the many more seasons I live! I want, no, I crave living on the edge, preparing for battle!” 

“You aren’t even trained in battle! You’d die!” 

Vaxx grabbed the black bow off his back. “That’s what you think,” he shot back, drawing back the arrow on the bowstring. It shot forward and took the fedora off the elder ferret’s head. Velarux looked surprised. “I cannot just stay here and do whatever you and the elders tell me to do, all day, everyday.” 

“Well,” Velarux frowned, “If you cannot become a scholar, then I cannot let you make your home here.” He sighed. “It’s either becoming a learned man, or never coming back again.” 

Inwardly, Vaxx smirked. His father’s attempt at changing his mind wasn’t going to work this time. “Well then, I guess I’m off,” he replied smugly. 

Velarux’s charade did not last long, and he snarled at his son. “Get out of here! You are a disgrace to our family! You’ll never be treated with the same respect that you have been, whether or not you become a famous warlord! Leave this house!” With that, he took an apple from the bowl on the pedestal at his left hand, and threw it at his son’s head. It bounced off, and Vaxx ran out of his home for the last time. 

*--^--#--^--&/\&--^--#--^--* 

Vaxx sighed. The memory wasn’t exactly a happy one, but he had to admit that he had never, since then, been treated the same way. Pure ferrets in the real world were not respected, and were hardly even envied. They were just ridiculed, and quite often at that. 

Maybe that was one of the reasons he felt so comfortable with this group. He wasn’t constantly taunted by the creatures around him. Vaxx pondered that. Maybe it was that, in fact. 

The carving was done. Vaxx held up his new bow, looking it over. It truly was a fine bow, but it was missing a vital piece. Vaxx slapped his forehead. I completely forgot about string! What will I use? He considered taking a small piece off of his belt, but he could never slice it with a simple dagger. 

Usually, Vaxx carried some extra bowstring with him in case his was damaged, and remembering this, he took the quiver off his back and began rummaging through it. His paw closed around something very thin, and he lifted it out of the arrow filled quiver. Luck was on his side today, and he began stringing his bow. 

When it was done, he reached into his quiver, which was once again on his back, and fitted it to the string. A small mushroom was on the ground, three meters away. Taking careful aim, he drew back the string, and let loose. The mushroom was no more. The arrow support offered perfect aim. This is truly a good bow. 

Vaxx picked up the arrow, and placed it back in his quiver, when he heard a rustling behind him. Pivoting around slowly, he began looking around for the thing that had made the noise. Slowly, he walked forward, towards a large bush. “Who’s there?” he asked, now standing next to the bush. 

A small creature jumped up, holding a battle axe above his head. The creature was like nothing Vaxx had ever seen. It had the eyes of a crazybeast, had a thick pelt and had painted the fur on his face. It shouted something in a language that Vaxx could not understand and drew back the axe. 

Instinctively, Vaxx whacked the thing on his head with his new bow. The rat-like creature, he still wasn’t sure what it was, dropped to the ground, unconscious. Vaxx had heard about these strange beasts and grabbed Rassin’s dagger. Blood poured forth from the creature’s body as Vaxx plunged the dagger into his chest. 

Vaxx heard battle cries from his left and ran back towards the road. Many more of the strange creatures were running around screaming bloody murder. Vaxx cursed, but was actually exhilarated to be able to take part in the battle. Loading an arrow to his bow, Vaxx cursed again, then let the arrow fly. The beast let out a gurgle of a cry as the arrow sunk into his neck. He shot another one in the spine, and then heard a battle cry from behind him. 

Another one of the creatures was standing up on a hill, screaming at him. Vaxx hurled the dagger at him. He only had so many arrows. The distance was great enough that the small beast was able to move out of the way, and the dagger hit a tree. Vaxx swore again, and the creature stole the dagger and ran off. Rassin’s going to kill me for losing her dagger. 

Then, he heard a soft scream that did not sound like something the strange painted ones would make. Whirling around, he spotted Leifdey being pursued by one of the creatures. The thing grabbed the little marten’s arm, and she hit it with her now broken lute. Leifdey took off, and the other beast began chasing her. Vaxx started to pursue, but was interrupted by a spear that nearly took off his muzzle. 

He turned again, and saw a large brand of the creatures charging at him. The beast was obviously unprepared for a creature armed with a bow, however, for he left all the spots where a vital organ could be shot unprotected. Vaxx swore viciously at him, then fired an arrow through his heart. The creature died in mid-run, falling and rolling down the hill. Continuing pursuit of the marten, Vaxx loaded his bow to prepare for the creature following Leifdey. He saw the beast, and let loose an arrow. The arrow missed by a narrow margin, and Vaxx cursed again. However, the beast stopped and turned toward Vaxx. “Not a smart move, idiot.” Vaxx remarked, running forward and plunging an arrow into his chest. The creature slumped down to the ground, and Vaxx took out the arrow, firing at another creature coming down the hill. 

Reaching a paw back, Vaxx quickly counted his remaining projectiles. Only five arrows left, Moonclaw. Better make them count. He spotted Leifdey once again. She seemed to have given up, and was tossing flower petals into the river. He grinned because she was still alive and notched an arrow to his bow. She looked back at him and grinned as well. Then her eyes widened in a look of fear, and Vaxx spun around. Another large beast was charging at them, and hurled a spear their way. Vaxx swirled out of the way, letting loose his arrow. The arrow caught him in the face below the eye, and because of the angle Vaxx shot at, the creature dropped dead. 

Suddenly, things were calm. The only thing that wasn’t still was the river, and a black figure at the top of the hill Greypaw? Sure enough, the squirrel was lying there, breathing heavily. “As long as you’re resting there, be a dear and retrieve my arrows.” 

“Yo- your arrows?” She asked, somewhat bewildered. “Where’d you get that bow?” 

“I carved it,” he replied. “I found a yew tree; perfect for bows.” 

Greypaw crawled around, plucking arrows from the deceased. Vaxx walked up and also went down on his hands and knees, grabbing his arrows. “So,” the squirrel began, “what are these creatures we were battling?” 

“I don’t actually know,” Vaxx responded. At this point, Leifdey had joined them. “But I hope I never have to meet them again.” Greypaw nodded at that, and handed him the remainder of the arrows. Vaxx stood up, brushing the dirt and blood off of his cloak. “Well, shall we try to find the others?” 

“We probably should,” added Leifdey, waiting for Greypaw’s response. 

“Let’s do that,” Greypaw said, having now regained her breath. “They can’t be too far from here.”

Rygaero
Rygaero was not just surprised when Rassin showed up. He was stunned . The fox stood there for a moment, staring at the stoat as she attacked the nasty little creatures. There was something in his eyes that reflected something akin to admiring the stoat’s battle prowess. One couldn’t quite call it admiring her skill, but the fox held her in higher regards than he had when she had first shown up in their camp. 

She’s brave…why aren’t I? 

"It's been a while since I had a good fight. These ones don't take much to beat, though, do they? Oh, will you take the one over there, or will I?" 

Rygaero was broken from his daze, and with a quick nod towards Rassin, put the strange new knife to work. It was like a living monster in his paw. With a quick punch, the painted one met pointy metal. The creature was stumbling away, screaming in pain, its paws over its eye, with blood oozing through the spaces between his fingers. Rygaero wasn’t even aware of what he did. He was too caught up with thoughts to notice a little creature. With a swift downward slash, the same painted one’s life was ended, and a long, deep gash ran vertical down its back. He stared at the beast, bleeding on the ground. 
~~ 
“…and the mouse was dead, just like that, and I had naught a scratch upon me.” 

“Papa, why did you stab it in the back? It wouldn’t have even known it died.” 

“Because that’s what we do. Who cares what the mouse knew, it died in an instant!” 

“But that isn’t honor-honor-honorbubble.” 

“Honor? Feh! We are thieves, assassins. Honor means nothing to us.” 

The wails of one of the creatures Rassin had just maimed drowned out Rygaero’s mutterings. 

“You’re wrong father. Honor means nothing to you.” 
~~ 
The fox looked around him. All the creatures were dead, save for the moaning one. Rassin knelt by the river, washing the blood off her knife. A wave of pity washed over the fox as he stared at the dying creature. Something overcame him. He pulled out one of the strips of black cloth. They were proving quite useful. Bandages, weapon covers, and now, a garrotte. He twisted the cloth until it was a thick, strong cord. Rygaero knelt over the creature with the painted face. Their eyes met. The dark, once wild eyes of the painted one glistened with tears of pain, but in seconds, they turned a dull glazed white. It let out a sigh as its pupils rolled into the back of its head, never to see the light again. 

When he stood up, Rygaero found Rassin looking at him. He opened his mouth to say something along the lines of ‘simple courtesy to let a beast have a quick death,’ but instead, he cleared his throat. 

“Ah, I didn’t like its moaning” 

Rygaero’s new weapon lay on the ground next to the beast it had killed. It had fallen from his paws after the creature had died. As he bent to pick it up, he noticed Rassin looking at it in confusion. After all, just a little while ago he had a completely different weapon. 

“I stole it off one of these wretches. It probably took it from some rich beast. ‘ve never seen this type of knife.” 

A voice drifted into his head; the voice of his father. 

“We are thieves, assassins. Honor means nothing to us…” 

Rygaero growled. He didn’t want any voices in his head, least of which, his father’s. Realizing that Rassin would think him a mad beast for growling for no reason, he kicked the corpse. 

“Tried to kill me.” He spat on the carcass. Rassin would assume he spoke of the creature. Only Rygaero knew he spoke of his father. 

For a moment, an image wandered into Rygaero’s sight. Instead of the painted one lying facedown with a gaping wound in its back, it was his father. The fox stifled a giggle of glee and kicked the corpse again, before suddenly shuddering in disgust. No matter how much he hated his father, he didn’t need his brain corrupted with filthy images. After all, had he been in his father’s place at the time, he would’ve done the same. 

Rygaero grabbed a javelin off the ground after cleaning off the knife and sticking it in his belt. Long range weapons were always useful. Then he turned his back on the corpses; he didn’t want to look at them anymore. 

“Let’s find the others.” 

It was a quiet walk, for the most part. They followed the path of the wide river. It ran somewhat swiftly, and had a few rocks poking up from the bottom. Rygaero used the javelin as a walking stick. He was already weary from what had happened. As they passed a small eddy, Rygaero noticed several fish swimming in it. Rassin noticed, too. 

“Here, gimme that javelin. I can catch a couple. It’s easier if you have two thumbs.” 

Rygaero complied and sat down to watch the stoat stab the water. After a minute of watching Rassin stand in the shallows, waiting for the fish to come to her, Rygaero grew bored and stared down at his chest. His thumb was nestled in his white underfur. The fox stroked his little limb with his right paw; his thumbless paw. 

Two consecutive splashes directed his attention back to Rassin, who was walking back to him. The javelin had two fish speared upon it. One rather large fat fish, and one scrawnier fish. She was smiling. Rygaero couldn’t help but wonder if she was happy about the fish, or if she imagined Greypaw’s face on the ones she caught, impaled on the sharpened end. 

After complimenting her on her catch, the fox was offered the javelin again. 

“Keep it. With this paw, I only need one weapon, and I don’t think I need a walking stick anymore.” 

As the two were about to travel further, the others appeared as little dots in the distance, growing closer with every step. Soon, the group was reunited, save for one member. 

“Where’s the wildcat?”

Greypaw

She retrieved the arrows as requested by moving from one dead beast to another.  It amazed her just how many were killed.  Vaxx proved his skills with a bow as all but one arrow had proven to be a kill shot.  Every shaft he shot had struck the heart or had shattered a skull.

Even the missed shot had been well placed.  When Greypaw climbed the one tree, she found three arrows belonging to the ferret.  Two arrows needed nothing more than brute-force as they were lodged deep within the trunk of the tree.  So powerful was the bow that both blood covered shafts must have passed through their target.  Far below, she could see their shattered bodies.

Some of the dead carried their own versions of Vaxx's weapon, but far cruder.  These creatures, along with their playmates, were not the bravest against a determined and skillful foe as evidenced by their swift departure.  These furry treetop terrors just dropped their weapons and ran.  Among the spoils, she found a few quivers and decided the ferret might find them useful.

As Greypaw searched the nearby trees, she came across one forest sentinel that dated back to the beginning of time.  Such was its thickness that even near the leafy canopy; the branches were wider than many of the forest paths.  Along one such branch, she noticed a large pool of blood leading from the end of the branch towards the trunk.

What she did was follow that blood trail.  It led her around the trunk and upward.  Curious to know where it ended, she followed.  When she broke through the leafy barrier between the highest branches and the blue sky, she found an injured beast.  He was lying on his back, panting.  The squirrel-like face had four red lines painted on one side and three white ones on the other.  Blood marred the swirling white stripes he had painted on his body because Vaxx's missing arrow was sticking out of his chest.  

When Greypaw approached, she could see the pain-filled expression.  It didn't take a Healer to know his life would end before the sun set regardless of any treatment he might receive.  His efforts at stanching the blood flow had failed and he was getting weaker.  Seeing the squirrel, the Painted One only raised its head.  After looking at the squirrel, she reclined once more.  In a painful voice, he chattered and clicked while his eyes looked deep into those of the black squirrel.

Though she did not understand his words, she guessed the meaning.  She walked over to the small platform and balanced herself on the branch.  Giving a deep sigh, Greypaw lifted her arm and struck his head.  With the chain doubled over until it was the length of a short sword, the blow gave the Painted One a quick and merciful death.  Even with half his skull crushed, Greypaw noticed his expression was peaceful.  

Greypaw then yanked the last missing arrow shaft free.  She looked at the creature for another moment before she returned to the shadows of the glade.  After a quick descent, she returned the arrows to Vaxx and gave him the booty she acquired from the dead.

"Too bad those horrid beasties are so small; a few extra arrows would be nice.  Thankfully, I can salvage these arrowheads."

Moving with the gait of an arthritic elder, Greypaw moved towards the tree where she spotted her backpack.  She muttered her inner thoughts.  "Glad you're so happy with your new toy."

Vaxx called out to the black squirrel.  "Did you say something?"

"I just said I need to get my backpack."

The black squirrel climbed the tree.  Her slow motions were as much caution as pain induced.  Her ears kept scanning the surrounding forest as she didn't want another surprise from some unknown furry fiend.  Each motion of her paws drained her of energy as she climbed upward.  

Her backpack underwent its own form of abuse.  There were no less than six-shattered arrow shafts protruding from the backpack and at least half as many more holes.  Greypaw didn't need seeing such evidence of her recent battles.  In her frustration and her exhaustion, she took out her anger on the only thing available.  Giving the backpack another hard kick, she dislodged it from the fork in the branch.  

Holding the object of her quest, the black squirrel started her final descent.  She had cleared the lowest branch when her grip failed.  Without so much as a word, Greypaw fell the last meter to the hard dirt.  Such was her exhaustion that she had not the strength to grunt.  Her less than graceful appearance attracted the attention of Vaxx and Leifdey.  Both had a worried expression as they approached her.

Jogging over to the tree, the ferret reached her first.  When he spotted the broken shafts sticking out of her backpack, Vaxx whistled.  The sound conveyed a note of amazement.  He relieved the squirrel of her burden and checked it over.  For the next moment or two, he kept his muzzle within the confines of the canvas carryall.  When he removed his paw from within the satchel, he had extracted a dozen arrowheads and the shattered remains of the arrow shafts.

"Let me give you the good news first my dear tree rat."  His paw rested on her shoulder and his genuine look of concern belied any harshness or insult in his words.  "Those metal canteens you were carrying inside this thing saved your life as they acted like a shield.  Without it, you would be a tree climbing hedgehog somewhere in Dark Forest."

When she looked at the ferret, his super serious expression had her do the exact opposite.  Greypaw began laughing.  It had more of a nervous tone to it, but there was no doubt it relieved the tension she felt all the way to the core of her being.  "And what Lord Vaxx is the bad news?"

"It appears all our food has fallen out.  Though there is a silver lining to that dark cloud."  Now both Leifdey and Greypaw gave the ferret a puzzled look.  "This glade should allow us an opportunity to restock our supplies, both the water and the food." 

Greypaw's attempt at standing failed and had it not been for the quick actions of her two companions, she would have suffered an undignified spill.  Her companions now took notice of her disheveled appearance.  There were numerous minor cuts bleeding all over her body.  The knife wound had reopened and blood oozed out, ruining her garment.  Even the black squirrel's usual green eyes were no longer alert, but glazed over as if she saw something beyond them.

The ferret and pine marten propped her up against the tree and watched her.  Vaxx broke the silence, his voice once more reflecting his concern for the black squirrel as he spoke to the pine marten.  "Leifdey, can you take care of our adventurous tree rat?  I want to see if these canteens can still hold water."

In the past, Greypaw exercised some care when removing her weapon.  This time, she made no effort at catching the chain.  It had taken a lot of conscience effort on her part, before the shackle popped open.  The chain fell besides her and became nothing more than a tangled mass of metal links lying on the forest floor.  When the squirrel gazed at the reminder of her past, she noticed signs of her present condition.  Instead of a greasy sheen, the chain was coated in the gore of those she had killed.

There was an involuntary shake and the squirrel tried squeezing her eyes shut.  Now that the danger had passed, her mind betrayed her.  Where she needed peace and quiet, her mind insisted on replaying the battle.  Try as she might, each and every agonizing scene and every strike and counterstrike replayed in vivid details.  Her mind supplied the images and the sounds within the time it took her to breathe, and with every breath, it replayed the horror one more time.

"If this is what it means to be a free beast, having to kill everyone that you meet, let me have my chains back.  I don't want to be haunted by these visions of death and destruction anymore."

Seeing two of their companions approaching from a distance proved a temporary distraction from her mental horror and physical pain.  She spotted the stoat Rassin first.  Greypaw was certain that one reveled in the bloody mayhem.  Most likely wished it had continued judging by the confident strides she made in their direction.

Next to her was Rygaero, a beast that killed a helpless creature without a conscience thought.  Greypaw wondered if his active participation in the carnage today left him with a different feeling.  Did he kill while awake with the same zeal that he did when sleepwalking?  In truth, she didn't know if she wanted an honest answer to that one.

Then it hit her.  Once more her mind went through the list of every beast she had met since this adventure began.  She removed the dead and accounted for the living.  She was left with one name missing, the wildcat Rousas.  Of all the beasts here, Greypaw thought she should be happiest not seeing him.  But the truth was even stranger, she found herself worrying about their latest traveling companion.

"I wonder whatever happened to that wildcat.   Without him, I'll never find my way to a home that needs me."

Rassin
Wading out of the stream, Rassin pulled the fish off the javelin and offered it back to Rygaero. He refused it, indicating his thumbless paw. Rassin nodded and they began to walk away from the stream in search of the others. Rassin was feeling happy for the first time in over a season. The sudden action had given her an opportunity to vent her intense energy that had been building up inside her for so long. 

Carefully Rassin stretched her tired muscles, aware of a fresh pain on her left shoulder blade. It didn't feel too serious, however, and certainly didn't hamper her movements. She walked silently alongside Rygaero, reliving the violent, sharp battle in her mind. The sudden adrenaline that had rushed through her, the speed with which it had all happened, finding her dagger . . . ah yes . . . her dagger. Rassin would have to ask Vaxx about that. If he had deliberatly "lost" her dagger, he would be in for it. 
Carrying the fish in one paw and the javelin in the other, Rassin turned to Rygaero as they moved swiftly towards the now clearly-visible group ahead. 

"Where's the wildcat?" 

Her sharp black eyes roved over the small group again as she and the fox came closer. The wildcat was nowhere to be seen. Rygaero asked the same question, but judging by the expressions, no-one knew. Rassin sighed and stucked the javelin into the dirt, saying, 

"Well, never mind him, he'll turn up if he isn't dead. Leifdey, get a small fire going. Not too big, but it may help to keep the little rats away. I've caught a few fish, so we'll stay here and eat them tonight. Tomorrow morning while we're in here we should scavenge for any food around, then we'll get out when we can." 

Vaxx explained what had happened to Greypaw's backpack quickly. Rassin nodded, throwing a single glance at Greypaw. The squirrel didn't look too good. Hopefully she'd die of her injuries and Rassin would be bothered by her no more. Turning away from the squirrel, she looked around her carefully. It wasn't a bad place for a camp, and the stoat liked the look of it. Despite the hidden dangers that most likely still lurked in the tree tops, it was a good a place as any to stay the night. 

"We'll double the guard tonight, with all these treerats around. Rygaero, you and I will take first shift. Vaxx, you and Leifdey will take second. Squirrel won't be able to stay awake, and Rousas has disappeared." 

The stoat sat down carefully, aware of tired muscles, and pulled out her bloodstained dagger. She hadn't had time to clean it earlier. Rassin looked up at Leifdey, the young pine marten busy with the fire. 
Strange, she had obeyed Rassin's order silently, but still refused to look or acknowledge her. Rassin felt the silver pawring burn in her pocket. She wanted to give it back to Leifdey, to apologise, but her lips had forgotten the words. 
Reluctantly, the stoat pushed Leifdey from her mind and concentrated on her dagger, rubbing it with a rag and polishing it on her brown fur. Soon it was clean and shining once more. Thrusting it into her belt, Rassin stood upright and moved over to Vaxx, her eyes dangerous. 

"Vaxx? Did you lose my dagger, by any chance? It's your lucky day that I found it again. Unless you . . . deliberately . . . dropped it?" 

Vaxx opened his mouth, looking a little uncomfortable. The stoat pulled her dagger out once more, leveling it at his throat. Her black eyes bored into Vaxx's, anger kindling at the thought of her best dagger being lost. 

"You'd better explain, ferret."

Rousas
The lady stoat was such an arrogant creature. Who did she think she was that she could command the slavemaster? A creature must prove themselves worthy of his obedience. 

Even in such peaceful surroundings, he remained alert. Such training and instinct saved his life many times in the past and it proved its value once more. Rousas didn't know why he did it, but he threw himself onto the ground sideways. As he fell, the forest exploded into noise and confusion. 

Without a thought, he completed his somersault, and faced his opponent. The creature before him was small. It was painted. He had seen that kind before. "Painted Ones", they were called by the more foolish creatures where he lived. Those beasts would never live through the vicious attack that these feisty demons could whip up. More importantly than anything else Rousas currently saw was a blowpipe aimed at him. He dropped to the ground instinctively, hearing a whistle above him, and then a high-pitched grunt behind him, as another beast (he knew not who) died. 

"Your attack was without honor, so expect no mercy." The wildcat snarled out, around a pebble he had gotten into his mouth. Getting up with his peg leg was extremely difficult as the creature lunged with his sword. Rousas flipped up, nearly collapsing. He threw a hard punch at the furry chest, remembering to keep his claws out. There was a satisfying grunt and he detected the sweet scent of blood on his paws. The unknown beast dropped his sword and tried stemming the flow of blood. 

"Let me show you the way to Dark Forest." Rousas spoke again, his eyes glittering. He slowly brought his claws before the frightened beast's face. As he began to plunge the claws in again and again, more noises stopped his bloody ritual. 

With that Rousas drew his axe and spun on his forward foot. He did not have to look behind him, he knew his opponent would die, in pain of course, but not the agony the wildcat morbidly enjoyed. His keen eyes took in the battle and he sighted a large group of the beasts between him and the black squirrel. 

A grinning rat was quickly dispatched. 

"I came too far to lose that bounty." 

Running into the group, scattering a few like ninepins, the cat went into a deadly pirouette, arms extended, claws out as far as they could go. He reached the squirrel just in time to see her disappear into a tree. Rousas jumped, thinking he could climb it, forgetting his handicap. The wooden leg scrabbled for a hold, as he screamed with anger, and then pain. He whirled, removing the head of the creature behind him. He saw more of the little beasts ahead of him in the trees, and he went after them, his anger combined with the adrenaline making him unable to stop. His killing fury carried him through five of them, a kind of euphoria sweeping over them. Killing three more with a broad sweep of his axe, Rousas realized how many there were. Too many. He stopped to gather his bearings, and that instantaneous pause proved to be his downfall. 

"Killee big beast!" Came the gleeful cry above him, as a weighted net was dropped on him. He yowled, slashing at it with his claws. He dropped his axe, and it sliced his one good foot, causing him to stagger. A log from above carried him to his paws and knees, and another brought him down altogether, as his sight swirled into darkness. 

The Painted Ones happily jumped down from the tree, already forgetting that this beast had killed their friends and family. They rolled the logs off and tried to lift him. He was too heavy. Angrily kicking at the lead-like form, the Painted Ones enlarged their group. They still could not lift him. 

One of them remembered something odd about the cat's claws. Putting his eyes up to where they came out, he squeezed right behind that spot. Squeezing harder, he put his eye right up next to it. The metal shot out, piercing the eye, and reaching the brain. Death was not quick for the tree rat, as he writhed on the net, impaled on the metal. All of the rest of the group were frightened off, thinking the creature unstoppable. They put the logs back on his feet and arms, deciding to save him for later. One took his axe, looking slightly silly as it was nearly as large as the small rat's entire body. Bounding away, looking for more, the Painted Ones never looked back. 

He was awake. He did not open his eyes, all of his mind focused on the amazing pain that throbbed on his temples. He knew what it felt like to be one of his master's slaves, waking up with that pain nearly every morning. He did not like the feeling. When he felt that he was under control, he moved his foot. The axe was not there. He was not very worried about it, since he assumed it would be somewhere nearby. He could move is foot fine, but something rested on his lower leg, making it impossible for him to move it much more. He found the same was true for the rest of his limbs, though his left paw felt weighted on the end of the paw as well. He finally opened his eyes, ignoring the still throbbing pain. His face was peering between his arms, and he was slightly repulsed by the dead creature stuck on one of his claws. He pushed it away as best as he could, a bit of fluid (he dared not think what kind of fluid) pooling in the indentation where his face had been a moment ago. In pain, unable to move, with the net still over him, the wildcat didn't know what to do. Until he heard a noise. 

The largest one of the group that had taken down Rousas had returned, having waited an hour or two. He was intent on taking the wildcat's head to their leader. The net was too thick for his sword, so he climbed onto the wildcat's back, pushing the first log off, and then pushing off the other. 

Rousas was feeling a large bit of nausea, having put his face back down where it had been before, the liquid there not being pleasant. He felt blood rush to his legs and paws as the logs were pushed off. He still made no move, waiting for the net to be taken off. In his mind, he envisioned standing up. He did not have his axe, and his only good foot was gashed deeply. His paws were sore, but he decided that he would go after the beast the old-fashioned way. It was getting dark, so Rousas slowly rose as the other beast put the net behind another tree, chunnering happily to itself. As it came back around the tree, it took Rousas' punch directly in the face. It did not knock him out, or even bust any teeth, the energy level of the wildcat being especially low. 

The wildcat pounced on the rat before it had enough of a chance to remove it's sword from it's sheath. He felt all the anger for having the squirrel taken, and the anger from his own defeat welling up inside him. Sitting on the rat's chest, he smiled cruelly. The Painted One could hardly breath as Rousas growled in a monotone bass; 

"Welcome to your worst nightmare." 

The screams echoed through the dark forest, as the beast was slowly and painfully sent to the Dark Forest.

Rygaero

It was quite some time later. Little mysteries were solved, tales were told, dinner was served, and all had gone to bed. Rousas had finally reappeared, a relief to some. 

Rygaero and Rassin took first watch, at her command. The sun descended into the horizon and the stars shone through the darkening sky. Rygaero found some flint and tinder, and made a small fire. Not only would it bring warmth during the night, but there was a chance that the painted ones were afraid of the fire. The blaze crackled merrily, sending smoke and ash up into the air. Once or twice, the smoke blew straight in Rygaero’s face, causing him to wince and cough. 

Rassin stared into the fire, watching the flickering gold and red change and fade, sending waves of heat to her and casting deep shadows behind her. She took a deep breath and glanced around into the dark shadows, speaking softly to Rygaero. 

"I wonder if those little treerats will have another go at us. Blasted little things, they know how to fight." 

Rygaero nodded and both fell silent again, the only sounds the trees whispering overhead and the crackling of the flames. Greypaw, Rousas, Leifdey, and Vaxx all slept peacefully, tired out after the action earlier in the day. Finally Rygaero looked up and spoke. 

“Have you ever done something you regret? Not just a mistake…but take a life, because you thought it was the right thing to do?” 

The stoat was silent; Rygaero kept talking. Like water, a trickle escaped his mouth, but it did not want to stop until a whole wave had passed. 

“I once had a son,” he sighed and stared down at his feet. No matter how much he wanted to stop, he couldn’t go back now. He had to continue. “His name was Ryger…named after my brother. I’ve killed two too many Rygers.” 

Rassin looked up at him, suddenly interested in his story. 

“Every child needs a role model. I was not a good one. He was young when it happened…the night before, I was speaking to my wife about my past. About,” he paused, “my father. He hated me. I as good as killed my brother and he beat me. My son…he had just learned to walk. He must have heard me talking to her. The next day, I came home. I found--” the fox cleared his throat, masking the grief in his voice. “I found her dead, facedown on the floor, with one of my knives in her back. Little Ryger was just sitting there, happy as could be. ‘Look daddy, I’m jus’ like you!’ Feh!” Rygaero mimicked his son’s voice. Mocking; that was better than letting his grief show. 

Rassin opened her mouth to say something, but Rygaero cut her off, continuing his harrowing tale. 

“He was a monster. He was me. He was my father. I couldn’t let another one loose in the world. It was a peaceful death. Poison. Killed him in an instant.” Not wanting to talk anymore, he directed the conversation to Rassin. “What about you?” 

Rassin's black eyes were filled with pain as she stared at the ground, scratching patterns into the earth with a long claw. 

"I have tried so many times to forget the past . . . so many times. I am like you in a way . . . my daughter Riss was killed so cruelly by the woodlanders. She was only three seasons, how could she have done what they came to avenge? They killed her . . . and my mate stopped me from rushing out to protect her." 

The stoat looked up at Rygaero, burning anger and misery in her face. Her black eyes stared into his across the flames. 

"I killed him. I killed him, because he had never loved Riss as I did. He let her die because he didn't wish to lose his own life for her. I would gladly have died that day if Riss could have survived. But he wouldn't let me. And I killed him." 

The two fell silent, yet again, each mulling over the other stories on top of their own tragic pasts. 

“Rygaero?” 

“Yeh?” 

“Why did you kill her?” 

It took the fox a moment to realize that Rassin spoke of Ultima. He clenched his fist in anger at the thought of the badger, but forced himself to speak as he stared at his arms, stained red from paw to forearm from her blood. 

“I hated her…for all the wrong reasons. We never got along, but I don’t think that was what did it. She was the leader, and as such, always ordered me around. I guess that reminded me of my father or something, somehow. I wasn’t in control. The anger overcame me. I tried to suppress it, after all, you can’t just kill someone in broad daylight in front of your travelling companions, especially not the leader. I guess my hate delved into my subconscious brain and I killed her, without even knowing it.” 

“Would you kill the next one to become leader?” 

Rygaero sighed and thought a moment. “Not unless it were my father. I don’t want to be a murderer. Not anymore. I know now that I didn’t really want to kill Ultima…I shouldn’t have, just like I shouldn’t have killed my son. But, y’know, despite my hate for my father, I don’t know if I’d kill him if I had the chance. For years now, whenever I see my reflection, I see him staring back. Not that it matters, he’s probably dead by now, and if not, I doubt I’d ever see him again.”

Rassin
Rassin poked the fire dully with a stick, her leaden heart dragging her down as Rygaero told her his history. Slowly her own background came out, the death of her family, her life. 
The two fell silent again as the fire crackled and their companions slept. Rassin leant closer to the fire, nearly close enough to singe her whiskers. 
She stared intensely at Rygaero, her brown fur turning almost to gold in the firelight. 
Softly she spoke again and wondered what his answer would be. 

“Rygaero?” 

“Yeh?” 

“Why did you kill her?” 

Rygaero looked at her blankly for a moment, then comprehension swept over his face. 

“I hated her…for all the wrong reasons. We never got along, but I don’t think that was what did it. She was the leader, and as such, always ordered me around. I guess that reminded me of my father or something, somehow. I wasn’t in control. The anger overcame me. I tried to suppress it, after all, you can’t just kill someone in broad daylight in front of your travelling companions, especially not the leader. I guess my hate delved into my subconscious brain and I killed her, without even knowing it.” 

Rassin leant back, satisified at his answer. He could be dangerous, this fox, but she could handle him. She had handled many others, showed them the truth about themselves without making them turn on her. 

“Would you kill the next one to become leader?” 

Rassin waited patiently for his answer as he thought. Give him time, he would have to think that one through. 

“Not unless it were my father. I don’t want to be a murderer. Not anymore. I know now that I didn’t really want to kill Ultima…I shouldn’t have, just like I shouldn’t have killed my son. But, y’know, despite my hate for my father, I don’t know if I’d kill him if I had the chance. For years now, whenever I see my reflection, I see him staring back. Not that it matters, he’s probably dead by now, and if not, I doubt I’d ever see him again.” 

The stoat threw another piece of wood onto the fire, flinching back as a wave of heat swept over her. She glanced around at the sleeping creatures. All were asleep, breathing deeply and quietly. Rassin's eye landed on Rousas and she snarled faintly. She didn't like that wildcat. There was something about him that clashed with her and that she would not put up with. 
Turning back to Rygaero, Rassin spoke again, probing as her agile mind worked. If she was to keep control, she needed this fox on her side, needed to know his point of view. Rygaero could be a valuable ally and besides . . . besides, she liked this fox. Liked? Had she remembered how to be friendly, to talk to someone just because they were your friend? Who was the last friend she had had? Archill? He was dead long seasons. 
Shrugging her confused thoughts away, she continued her questioning. 

"And do you want leadership?" 

"Yes." The answer, soft and certain. Rassin sighed faintly and nodded once or twice. Just as she had suspected. 

"Why?" 


"I just - I need to prove to the others - to myself - that I'm not the same as . . ." 

"As who?" 

"Dear old Pappy," Rygaero said, his voice laden with hate and sarcasm. He took a deep breath and stared down at his feet for a moment, before staring into the stoat's eyes. "All my life, I've been exactly like him. I want to hate him, but how can I, when I would hate myself as well? I need to be different." 

She looked away from him and turned her gaze to the hot coals that glowed at the base of the fire. 

"And you need leadership to prove your difference? Why? Surely there are other ways?" Could she persuade him? Would he agree that he could be different without the leadership? 

"A leader needs many qualities, but what a leader isn't, is a thief, a coward, and a backstabbing murderer," Rygaero said, before spitting on the ground in contempt. "That's what I am...and that's what my father is, too." 

Suddenly Rassin laughed softly, approval in her eyes. 

"A back-stabbing murderer. Good. But I, I may have been a thief once or twice in my dark past, but I am no coward and a murderer? I don't think so. Is it murder when you are forced to kill to survive? Is murder killing those treerats today? They would have killed us." 

Rassin shook herself suddenly, trying to rid herself of her puzzled thoughts. This would not help. She continued in a stronger voice, confidence ringing through her tone. 

"But I too want the leadership. I need it just as much as you. And I can lead." 

How much should she tell him? Would it be dangerous to tell him all? Would he turn on her later and aid someone else to take over? 

"You see, I once spent a season leading a nomadic weasel tribe through fire, snow, sand and water. We lost only three creatures out of one hundred that time. They trusted me. They followed me unquestioningly, because I knew what I was doing. 
"Do you know what it means to be the leader, to have everyone look up to you, criticise you and praise you? Trust me, Rygaero, if you were the leader, in half a season somebeast would slip a knife through your ribs. Your determination is a good trait in a leader, but there is so much more needed. You need loyalty, strength, confidence, knowledge and a good weapon. And I, with this group, may not have loyalty, but the confidence and knowledge I have will bring them to me. I can save your life, Rygaero, and the lives of everybeast here, just because I have the confidence, strength and knowledge. You have strength, perhaps, but the confidence is so hard." 

Rygaero stared at the fire, his face bitter, but he seemed to accept that Rassin was right. Slowly the stoat began to work once more at him, truth weaving a thread through her voice. She could not lie to Rygaero, nor to any other creature, and she was not lying now. 

"But you have strength, Rygaero. And you have determination. I need your determination, loyalty strength. If I take the leadership, would you help me, or, because of what I have told you, would you try to stop me?" 

She left the crucial question hanging silently between them. Standing up, Rassin turned and looked up at the moonlight. She nodded once and turned back to Rygaero. 

"Time for Vaxx and Leifdey to take their watch. Will you wake Leifdey?" 

Rygaero nodded and they woke the two up. Rassin lay down on the ground strewn thick with pine needles. She dozed quietly with her back to the fire, on ear alert and one eye open as she wondered sleepily what Rygaero's answer would be.
Greypaw
It seemed like the world went dark and the very next instant, a bright light glowed all about her.  Greypaw shook her head trying to clear her muddled mind.  As she stood, every muscle protested the abuse they had suffered a few hours earlier.  

The black squirrel looked about her and noted the brilliant fire.  Beyond the range of the fire's light, the glade was nothing more than darkness.  That shadowy realm became a frightening place as she remembered what creatures inhabited this wooded realm.

A quick look about the clearing showed that not everyone had made it to the safety of the river.  She overheard Vaxx saying something about the canteens.  None had been damaged during the running battle and they were now full.  Rassin and Rygaero were taking stock of the food available in their satchels as they noted the bounty within the forest.  The wildcat was still missing and nobody seemed all that worried

From behind her, Greypaw heard Leifdey. There was a note of genuine concern when she spoke and it pleased the black squirrel knowing somebody cared.  

"Auntie, shouldn't you be resting?"

"A quick nap like that and I can go for hours. Call it a benefit from a lifetime of tending colic babies."  Greypaw chuckled at that pleasant memory.  "All part of being a nanny."  

The black squirrel reached down where her weapon had fallen earlier.  With a satisfying click, she again fastened the shackle to her right wrist.  Removing two cords from a pocket on her backpack, she placed both strands in her mouth.  After folding the chain in half, she made a quick slip knot securing the chain.  Folding the chain a second time and the weapon was now the size of a short sword.  Once the cord was threaded through the links, she made a second slip knot. 

During this whole process Leifdey remained silent.  Her concerned voice expressed her worries far better than the words spoken. She knew the fighting earlier had been unnerving for everyone; no doubt it must be worse for the pine marten youth.

"Are you expecting a fight?"

Greypaw removed the folded and secured chain from her wrist and draped it over her backpack.   She looked at the girl that had shown so much strength during the short time they had been together.  The black squirrel respected the pine marten too much to lie.

"I hope not. That wildcat hasn't returned yet and I'm going to find him. The full moon will give me enough light."

Leifdey made a snort that doubled her age.  Even her voice took on a defiant note.

"I thought you said you couldn't track. How do you expect to find him?"

"I'm betting that wooden leg will leave a distinctive mark. If I'm wrong, I'll return."

The pine marten youth had no intentions of letting Greypaw dismiss her concerns without making a fuss.  Leifdey addressed the black squirrel with a stern voice that reminded her of her mother.  She admonished Greypaw for what she perceived as a very foolhardy act.  Though her tone carried a note of command, she also gave some deference to her elder.

"You should wait until morning when we can all search for him Auntie."

Greypaw felt some pride in the girl's attempts at a commanding tone and a firm expression.  She knew the pine marten was going through that season when she balanced on the brink of her role as elder and her former status of dibbun.  The black squirrel approached Leifdey, a sad expression on her face.  She ruffled the girl's head fur as she remembered another pine marten girl.

The black squirrel searched her mind for the right words.  How do you tell somebody you respect that you were hunting for another that had no respect for you?  When she thought about what she had seen in the Painted One's tree village, she knew her actions were appropriate.

"I wouldn't want those things to capture anyone alive. Call it a duty I have to perform."

The black squirrel ignored the others as she stepped beyond the safety of the firelight.  She dug her paws into the bark of a nearby tree and climbed to the first firm branch.  From this short distance, she called out to the group in general and to Leifdey in particular.  She hoped her words would assure her and would let her know her intentions.

"I'm much faster than they are so no need for a heavy weapon. Keep the fire going until I return and wish me good hunting."  

With that, she disappeared into the night forest.  At least that was how she was sure they would perceive it.  Going through the dark woods was a luxury she often indulged in when her young charges and their parents were sleeping.  The thrill of swinging from tree to tree at a breakneck speed knowing you needed fast reactions enhanced her awareness.  This luxury was hers alone and in her not too distant past, such actions courted her master's wrath if something ever went wrong.  

Tonight, there was no baby that would cry for a change of nappies.  No small fry would awaken, stroll down a hallway demanding another drink of water.  There would be no pillow fight that could stir the household.  Tonight, it was just her and the forest.

Her paws reacted without her conscience thought.  She did not know where she was or where she was going.  For her, the travel was the reason.  Never had she felt so alive and there came a thought that if she just kept going; nobody would care.  That made her slow down because she cared about them.

Sniffing the air, the squirrel caught the smell of death and decay.  Reluctantly she changed her course and approached the killing zone.  In the night air under the weak light of the moon, the woods appeared peaceful.  Yet she remembered what had happened here but a few hours earlier.

The biggest pool of blood came from the creature with the missing arm.  Though it had happened a while back, she could not look down upon the forest floor without seeing that beast being torn apart by his companions.  Greypaw shuddered thinking about their fate had these creatures captured them.  It was too horrifying.

There were too many tracks and everywhere the black squirrel looked, there was another sign of a struggle.  She finally admitted to herself that the only way she could find the wildcat was to go to the forest floor.  On the ground, the horrors of that fight replayed behind her eyes and the squirrel shuddered.

"The books lied.  Battle is never like they say."

Every story she ever read to her young charges had some heroic battle in it.  She recalled how the great hero would stand tall and shout out encouragements to his beleaguered force while yelling insults upon the enemy.  It sounded so inspiring.  She even remembered trying the same tactics against these Painted Ones.  In the books, the hero won and when his work was done, had a good night's sleep.  Reality was feeling the part of a fool and having nightmares even while awake.

Such thoughts were counterproductive.  As she walked about the ground, she found the first sign of Rousas.  The indentation came from some stick that was too wide for a spear and too narrow for a club.  It had to be the wildcat's peg leg.  His other leg showed claw marks indicating the direction he took.

After that first sign, tracking was easy.  Not that the wildcat had tried being evasive.  All the squirrel needed was a strong stomach.  On both sides of his path, there were bodies; each one showing signs of a less than quick death.  Even from the height of a nearby tree, their expressions displayed how much pain each suffered before they entered Dark Forest.

Greypaw had been traveling parallel to the river and going east when she spotted the wildcat.  She circled the forest path and cut ahead of him.  As he approached the small clearing, the black squirrel called down to Rousas.

"Mind telling me if you know where you're going My Lord?"

If she startled him, he hid his reaction well.  Then again, in this darkness, how would she know?   Imagining that her sudden appearance startled him gave her a giddy feeling of superiority.  His tone implied a lack of any amusement.

"I will not talk to you if I cannot see you. Come down from there, now."

Muttering to herself that this guy should be grateful for her help, Greypaw scrambled down.  Once on the ground, she turned towards the wildcat.  She still felt that exhilaration racing through the darkened forest gave her.  In her haste, she didn't see the wildcat reach behind him, nor did she note his shucking his backpack.

"If you are searching for the others, you're . . ."

Greypaw got no further in her greeting.  Part of her mind marveled at the speed and agility the wildcat displayed despite his handicap.  The other part of her mind froze as the creature she came to help attacked her.  Her hesitation doomed her.

Rousas rammed Greypaw into the tree where she had first appeared.  With a practiced ease, his other paw flicked the binding cuff on the near wrist.  Rolling off of her, he snagged her other wrist and snapped the other cuff, pinning her arms behind the tree in an uncomfortable position.

Once he reached the other side of the tree, his paw shot out and grasped the black squirrel about the throat.  He used his considerable strength lifting his bound prisoner.  Had he known the rough bark was cutting into back and arms, no doubt he would have smiled.  However, his mind was focused on the squirrel's face.

The pain from the rough bark was nothing compared to the tightening paw about her throat.  She tried standing on tip paws, but he continued lifting her.  His voice was low, but she felt the icy anger of his tone.

"I knew full well where I was going. Now that I have you, I can ask you about the other."

The black squirrel was confused.  She did not think; she just blurted out her one word reply.  "Who?"  Even as she croaked out her response, tears welled up and trickled down her face.  There was no mercy in his eyes as his voice grew in volume and his grip tightened.

"You know who I came for! I came for you, but more than that I came for him! Where is he?"

Greypaw's feet lashed out, but all she struck was the air.  His body was shielded by the tree and since she was suspended off the ground, she couldn't turn towards Rousas.  His position gave him far better leverage and he used it to his advantage.  She hurried her answer, hoping it would appease his wrath.

"You have seen every . . . one that survived the quake. The only other creature . . . other creature was a vixen . . . and she died."

His growing anger became something she smelled and tasted.  Somehow, his lowered voice and his muzzle caressing her ear gave Greypaw no comfort.  If anything, it scared her even more.

"You were washed overboard but before that you met him.  He fled, and I need to find him. A king's bounty is on his head, and I am not the only one who wants him."

She had to convince the enraged wildcat that she spoke the truth.  With the one paw constricting her throat, breathing was difficult; talking near impossible.  Greypaw felt the bark cut her back and felt a tingling sensation in her paws as the binding cuffs bit into her wrist.

"I was kept . . . in the hold of . . . of the ship.  I met no . . . nobody.  I can  . . .  not help . . . you."

Rousas gave a snarl as he removed his paw.  So weak was the squirrel that she collapsed onto the ground.  If not for the cuffs, she would be lying on the forest floor sprawled out gasping like a fish out of water.  Her eyes watered as she listened to the angry wildcat pacing before her.

"Perhaps I should leave you here. I can always tell the others we missed each other in the night. You're worth some coins to me, but I can take the skin off your heal and still collect my bounty."

Greypaw didn't comprehend his words, but feared the tone his voice had taken.  Reaching down, Rousas grabbed her left foot and yanked it behind the tree.  Now one knee was almost behind the tree and her body leaned as far forward as the cuffs allowed.  The tree added its own uncomfortable touches as the bark irritated her skin and the tree made her strain against her restraints.

The wildcat grunted as he sat on the opposite side of the tree.  His steel tipped claws kept kneading her lower leg with sharp needles.  Then she felt a sharp blade touch her ankle and his intentions became quite clear.

"Scream all you want, it makes my job all the more enjoyable."

There was no stopping the tears now.  "If you know of me, then you know my word is good. Don't you realize I want to go with you?"

That stayed his blade.  He continued twisting his paw over her leg, not enough to break or sprain, but enough that she suffered.  Such was her fear that she lost all her dignity and started blubbering.  So heavy were her tears that she could not see even the tip of her own muzzle.

"Better an honored slave than a pitied free creature. I was happier a slave than free. You have nothing to fear from me."

Leifdey
Leifdey lay on her back watching Greypaw with her eyes half closed. The squirrel should be resting but of course she wasn’t. Leifdey was quite sure that if she was even slightly injured the squirrel would force her to stay still. She twitched her nose. For same reason rules that applied to her didn’t seem applicable to anyone else. This was all part of the general unfairness of life that no one else seemed concerned about. 

She sat up and looked around the camp. Rassin and Rygaero were talking about something. She could hear Vaxx’s voice though she couldn’t see him from her position. She hadn’t seen that wildcat for a while though. Leifdey turned back to Greypaw and watched her stand up rather shakily and start walking around. 

The pine marten padded after her with concern. 

"Auntie, shouldn't you be resting?" 

"A quick nap like that and I can go for hours. Call it a benefit from a lifetime of tending colic babies." Greypaw chuckled at that pleasant memory. "All part of being a nanny." 

Leifdey folded her arms and watched the squirrel with growing concern as she fastened on her weapons. The squirrel shouldn’t be going out, especially alone for a good time longer. Greypaw had been injured enough and now she was preparing for another fight? Staring at her would probably instill more guilt than trying to get her go back to sleep. 

She was looking for the wildcat? Leifdey’s nose twitched as Greypaw wondered of into the night. That beast looked as though he could fend by himself well enough without anyone to help him. A few wild vermin couldn’t bring him down. Greypaw and the others hadn’t seemed all that fond of the peculiar beast. Perhaps she wanted him back because of the map? 

Sulkily Leifdey walked up to the far and began poking at it with a stick. She should at least have asked to go with Greypaw. Her nose twitched. But the squirrel would have refused to take her along of course. But you could have followed her anyway a voice inside of her head told her. There wouldn’t be anything she could do to keep you from tagging along. 

Scowling she stared into the fire. There wasn’t much she could do with a weapon. She was fast enough to run from most larger beasts but these dratted tree fighters could keep pace with her and she couldn’t very well outrun an arrow storm. How to stop the little monsters from firing she wondered. Stoats weren’t all that fire from pine martens she mumbled. Tricky, fast little beasts, that were almost as quick-witted as her kind. In fact, they even looked a bit a like. Her eyes widened. An idea. And it just might work too. 

Picking up a large pawful of mud she rubbed it into her fur. She’d been a bit dirty before starting but nothing compared to the tribes beasts she had seen. Most of them probably hadn’t had a bath for a season. Smelling somewhat clean would be a giveaway. It was dark enough for no one to notice that her ears and face were the wrong shape. She eyed Rassin and Rygaero. They were still busy with their talk. Smiling she scuttled of into the night. 

How long had passed since Greypay had left Leifdey didn’t know. It had probably not more than an hour but the marten didn’t know a thing about tracking aside from knowing in which direction the beast had traveled. Sulkily she realized she didn’t know where Greypaw was headed for. She sniffed around. Squirrel was easy to distinguish amongst the different vermin smells around her. There was a strong smell of blood in the air. She shivered and poked at a body of a stoat. An arrow protruded from his head. Something sparkled around his neck. She bent down to look at it. 

Something stirred in the bushes. Leifdey whirled around grabbing the dead beast’s rapier. 

“Lootin’ is it?” A elderly stoat stepped from the brush and stared at her. 

“Now that ain’t something your father would be proud of is it?” 

Was her disguise working? she wondered. Did he know that she wasn’t a stoat? 

“Father wouldn’t have wanted me to leave behind a good blade. S’not easy to find metalwork.” 

The old beast cackled. “There’s a wildcat they say in these here parts a youngin’ like you should be out hunting. Of ye get.” 

“Which way?” 

The beast snorted in disgust. “Fool youngsters not knowing nothing. See these tracks?” He pointed out a circular mark on the ground. 

“The cat’s missin’ a leg.” 

Mumbling her thanks Leifdey walked down the path covering her nose at the stench. Rows of freshly dead bodies lay there, their cold eyes glazed in death. Flies and small insects picked at their wound and buzzed slightly ahead of them. There were voices up ahead. One of them sounded like Greypaw. Dropping low she crawled toward them.

Rousas
"Better an honored slave than a pitied free creature. I was happier a slave than free. You have nothing to fear from me." 

The last part of what Greypaw spoke hit Rousas like an icy dagger. How dare she insinuate he had anything to fear from her? He was the master. He was great and strong. None could stand in his way and live. 

"I have never, ever had anything to fear from you. You are a weakling. One big nothing. You will never matter, and if I killed you now, who would care? Your carcass is worth just as much as you are." 

Rousas stood, using one paw to help himself up, angered again by his missing leg. He realized he needed someone...a slave...and who did he happen to have with him except a life-long slave? 

"You will help me. You are now my servant. Do as I say and no harm shall ever come to you. Disobey me and you have seen what I can and will do." 

"I serve all that command me my Lord." Greypaw spoke, tentatively. Rousas released the binding cuffs, his mind a whirl of emotions. What she had just said, did it contain truth, or a mite of sarcasm, foreshadowing things to come? He shook his head. Thinking clearly was becoming difficult. His body and mind were both strained to their respective maximum capacities. Motioning to his backpack, the wildcat grunted out "Get it" and his new slave scurried to his bidding, her tears falling unimpeded. 

Between loud phlegmy sniffs, she spoke quietly; "May I ask a question My Lord?" Breathing hard, Rousas nodded. "No master has ever needed such a heavy paw for my loyalty, why such mistreatment? Am I not worth more alive to both you and my future master?" 

"I am your once and future master. You are worth as much to me as Ultima was worth to Rygaero. If I was desprately in need of money, I would turn you in. The fact is, money does not matter here. It is the sheer will and ability to live. You can help me with that. If you survive, maimed or otherwise, I get my coin. If you do not, at least you served some of the purpose I intended you for." 

Rousas slowly closed his mouth. He had not spoken so much to anyone since he had met up with this group. He looked at her, slightly uncomfortably. She seemed a little uncomprehending. He stood, and she began to lead him towards the others (he hoped). No command had been spoken. He grinned. His mind wandered... 

The other one he as hunting. He had not ever spoken his name aloud. It was bad luck, he was told. Rousas shuddered, remembering the awful death the dark one had delivered unthinkingly. Rousas knew he was able to kill in a painful way, but what he had found by his cabin door was unimaginable. That was when he had been told two slaves had escaped. One, a female squirrel named Greypaw, had a small bounty on her head, the amount nearly too small for him to even pursue her. But the dark one had been seen with her by a guard, and if Rousas found her, the wildcat could find him. 

The dark one was an otter at one point. 

But over years spent as a slave, dispersed with occasional escapes and subsequent torture, he had morphed into something else. Something...horrible. He was on noone's side, not vermin or woodlander. He was his own side, existing just to inflict the pain he had felt. Rousas shuddered, remembering the time he had looked the dark one full in the face. He had looked away. 

Rousas' mind was lost in his wanderings as a beast drew close to him. He did not notice as the beast stood, a bit timidly perhaps? But a flash of metal brought his mind directly out of his reverie. He snarled, and leapt towards the dark figure. Pulling out one of his small daggers, he prepared to kill the little fiend. His shock was apparent as he missed the little one by a good foot, and landed farther in the wood. Leaping back, Rousas kept his mind fixed on keeping Greypaw safe. He snuck around behind the small thing and leapt. The two bodies made contact, a startled yelp coming from one of them. Rolling over, sitting on the legs of the Painted One (or so he assumed it was), he pulled another dagger, scratching at the throat of the little beast. He realized with some sadness that it was merely a pine marten, a child at that. 

Pulling her up roughly, he showed her to Greypaw. "Recognize her?" he asked, wearily. Greypaw's face showed immediate recognition, followed by happiness, which was immediately shrouded by anger. 

"Why did you follow us, child?" The squirrel asked. "These woods are dangerous, definitely not a child's play place." Stumbling over to the squirrel, Leifdey murmured some words in her ear that Rousas could not hear. Greypaw returned a few words of her own. They continued walking, Greypaw in the middle and slightly ahead of Rousas. Leifdey stayed on the opposite side of Greypaw, close to the black squirrel. 

Soon, a fire came into view. Rousas ran ahead, glad to finally see warmth and a place to sleep. As he entered the clearing, he immediately sat, close to the flames. His gaze roved over the group, hoping they were all asleep. They seemed to be...Maybe one was faking, he could not be sure. Before falling asleep, he saw Greypaw lie down, none too close to him. 

His mind wandered for a few moments, and then he finally slept.

Rassin
The next morning was cool in the shadows of the pines. Rassin felt her skin prickle as she moved around the camp, nudging the sleepy creatures awake. The stoat wanted to get out of the trees as quickly as possible, and out into the open where she could see her enemies. Her enemies . . . 
Rassin's gaze slid to Rousas and she watched him for a long moment as he woke up and stretched. A patch of sunlight escaping through the thick branches of the trees landed on his face as she moved. Rassin snarled faintly, her lip twitching. She didn't like that wildcat, and he obviously didn't like her. But . . . perhaps he would be useful to her. 
She turned and stared at the remains of the fire, then glanced at Rygaero. When would he give her his answer? Would he agree to help her? 

"Come on, all of you, get up. Break camp, we're getting out of here as soon as possible. Rygaero, check the water. How much have we got?" 

Rassin edged around the dying fire and picked up a stick to push an escaped coal back. Her black eyes glanced up and rested on Rousas, the big wildcat watching Greypaw as she moved around, packing up. Rassin's eyes narrowed coldly. That cat seemed to have some power over Greypaw. 
Rassin pricked her ears up, her keen hearing in full play as she listened and watched them. 
Greypaw moved before the wildcat and bent her legs such that she sat on her ankles. The black squirrel's bushy tail laid flat on the ground and her head was bowed far forward. 

"Master Rousas, I cannot carry both backpacks. Mine has the canteens and we all need whatever food we can forage." 

Rousas looked down at the squirrel distastefully and said angrily, 

"I never said I could not carry mine. I will tell you what I want when I want it." 

"May this one use her weapon if those creatures return?" 

"That chain? Defend yourself if you must, but if you ever try that weapon against me . . ." 

Greypaw gave a deep bow to the wildcat before she stood. The squirrel continued to keep her muzzle pointed down as she retrieved her backpack. Once the straps were cinched, she stood next to the wildcat. Her eyes darted from one creature to another, but she never spoke. 
Rassin's black eyes began to blaze suddenly. So, the cat had Brushtail serving him did he? How had he done that? Fury rushed through Rassin for a hot moment before she began to drag it under control. She would use it against him when the time was right. For now, she had Rygaero. Rassin was fairly certain the fox would agree to help her. She could offer him all that he wanted and more. 

"Right, let's march. Vaxx, keep your bow handy. Those painted scumtails might try another attack. Rygaero, you march up with me at the front. Brushtail, Leifdey, in the center with Vaxx." 

Rassin moved to the front once more as she began to walk, glancing at Rygaero as he walked alongside her. He still hadn't said anything, but he'd need time to decide. 
Before long the edge of the pine grove was in view and Rassin felt the sun on her face again. She sighed slightly and began to relax a little, glad they were out of the shadows. 

"Well, we're out of those trees. Brushtail, pass the water around to everybeast. I hope there's some water around soon, we'll run out otherwise. Ready? Let's keep going, try to get as far as possible before the sun reaches noon." 

The group moved on again, the sun that had been welcome for a while after the cold shadows of the pines beginning to irritate. Sand slipped and scratched under paw as they moved onwards. 
Rassin pricked up her ears suddenly. There was a strange sound . . . almost like a roaring. She hurried her pace for a moment, listening hard, then turned back. 

"I think there's a river ahead. We should meet it soon." 

Sure enough, not long after the long, winding coil of water came into view. Rassin stood on the steep bank, staring across at the opposite side. How were they going to get across? Should they go upstream? Downstream? The water was too strong to swim across, although it wasn't rushing at the moment, it appeared to have a very strong current. 
Rassin stared at the swirling water, watching it swirl past her swiftly, carrying memories with it . . . 

"Rassin! Rassin! Help me! 

The stoat snarled sharply and kicked a small rock into the river, furious. After so many seasons it still haunted her! How long would it be? Forever? Would she never forget? 

Slowly Rassin turned back from the water to the group, some standing, some sitting as they waited. Her sharp black eyes roved over them, then she said, 

"We're going downstream. We can't cross here, and the river bars our path. We'll get water further on, the bank's too steep here. Let's go." 

They continued on down the riverbank, no sign of anybeast or anything that might hinder or help them. 
Rassin yawned quietly, then glanced back at the river. She paused and narrowed her eyes, staring at a small dark shadow further down the river. 

"What is it?" 

Rassin turned to Rygaero and moved him into her position. She pointed silently at the dark shadow that seemed to cover the river, swallowing it up. 

"A bridge?" Rassin shook her head at the fox's question, her eyes bright. So, they might be able to cross the river soon. 

"No, not a bridge. It looks like a cave of some sort. And it's over the river. Come on." 

Sure enough, as they came closer the sound of the river changed to a hollow, echoing sound as it vanished into the dark mouth of the cave. Around the cave mouth was just sand, the same as everywhere else. The river completely vanished once it slid into the cave. 
Rassin called a halt briefly and yelled over the sound, 

"We might be able to cross over the top of the cave. Stay as far back from the edge as possible and keep close together. Leifdey, stay between Rousas and Vaxx. Brushtail, you last." 

Shooting a swift glance around the group, Rassin turned and moved cautiously on towards the cave. Spray from the rushing river soon soaked them all as they began to move over the cave mouth, well back from the edge. Beneath her paws Rassin could almost feel the powerful body of water coursing through the cave as they crossed over the top. She hoped the roof wouldn't cave in under the pressure of their paws, but at last they were safely on the other side of the river. 
The stoat glanced over her should, noting that several of them bore signs of weariness as they continued. Well, they could have a rest when they reached the spot they had started from on the opposite bank. 

At last, they were there. Rassin called a halt and they all sat down gratefully, glad to be resting for a moment. 

"We'll stop for a while here, and try to get a bit further on before nightfall. It's taken us almost an entire day just to cross that river. Brushtail, Rygaero, hand out some food, but don't light a fire. Leifdey, help me fill the canteens." 

Rassin and Leifdey went down to the riverbank and started filling up the canteens silently. Finally Rassin, unable to keep silent any longer, said, 

"Are you going to talk to me, Leifdey?" 

Leifdey shrugged and glanced over her shoulder, but Greypaw was out of sight. Rassin tried again, something urging her to apologise to Leifdey, but her tongue would not let her. 

"I know you hate me. Everyone hates me. I hate myself. But can't you at least trust me? I can save your life out here. I could make you happy by showing you what paths to take. Don't associate with woodlanders. They'll love you for a while, then turn their back on you and you will end up hating them. A life with hate is no life, Leifdey." 

She paused, but Leifdey said nothing. Once again Rassin felt that she had to apologise, and this time she tried. 

"You . . . didn't like me attacking Greypaw. But you don't understand what she did to me, what her kin did. If you had suffered as I had, felt everything you lived for ripped away from you, you would understand, you would feel the same madness in you. Oh yes, I know that madness takes hold of me, although I am powerless to stop it. But you . . ." 

She snarled suddenly, furious that she couldn't say what she wanted to, and stood up. Kicking a canteen out of the way she began to march off towards the others, her black eyes not blazing fire as they often did, but filled with pain and misery. 

"Wait!" 

Rassin turned slowly back to Leifdey. The pine marten ran towards Rassin and hugged her. Rassin tensed involuntarily, then raised her paws and hugged Leifdey back. 

"I'm sorry, Leifdey, I'm sorry."

Greypaw
Talk about things going wrong.  It seemed like the right thing to do when she left the others last night.  Greypaw feared the wildcat Rousas had either become lost or had been captured by those horrid things in the trees.  Since Rousas knew who her new master would be, she also needed the wildcat, which gave her another reason for finding Rousas.

So after a short rest, Greypaw found herself hunting for the wildcat.  She felt the exhilaration of tree travel and that put her in a good mood.  Then she spotted the wildcat's unique trail and despite her lack of skills found him.  Thinking her presence proved her usefulness, she approached the male wildcat expecting gratitude.

Reality proved itself not so pleasant.  For the second time in as many days, Greypaw found herself secured by a pair of binding cuffs.  She thought the first time she wore those cuffs uncomfortable.  When Rousas used them, they became a real torture devise as her wrists were stretched in an even more painful position.

This time, like the last time, she became the target for another creature's sadistic entertainment.  Rassin kicked her, stabbed her and threatened her with a long and lingering death.  As unpleasant as that had been, at least the Lady Rassin offered her an acceptable reason for her actions.

Rousas was far worse.  He had the physical power no female ever possessed and had no qualm about using it.  The wildcat demonstrated that when he choked her.  He did it with a practiced ease, knowing just how much pressure caused pain while keeping her alert.  He knew her struggles would increase her pain and Rousas sure reveled in it.

Just when she thought he was finished, Rousas proved how much worse it could be.  Greypaw shuddered thinking what would happen if he had sliced the skin off her heel.  With no reason for keeping her alive, her fate would be the same as that one armed creature.  

Even worse, Greypaw knew those furry monsters would return for the bounty of the deserted battlefield.  Finding her helpless, they would take their time eating her as she could never defend herself.  She could think of no worse fate and that kept her mind focused on her inner thoughts rather than what was happening around her.

Those thoughts ended when she heard the disturbance.  Sometime during her musings, Rousas had wandered off the path.  Now she heard tousling off to the side.  Rousas pulled some creature up roughly and showed his latest trophy to Greypaw.  His voice may have been firm, but she also noted how weary it sounded.

"Recognize her?" 

Greypaw did indeed recognize Leifdey.  She felt happiness that somebody was concerned enough that she came for her.  That emotion was then shrouded by her display of anger. 

"Why did you follow us, child?  These woods are dangerous, definitely not a child's play place." 

Stumbling over to the squirrel, Leifdey murmured some words in her ear about her concern for the black squirrel. Greypaw returned a few words of thanks and warned the girl about angering the wildcat. They continued walking, Greypaw in the middle and slightly ahead of Rousas. Leifdey stayed on the opposite side of Greypaw until they returned to camp.

Morning came all too soon.  Though the black squirrel felt rested and refreshed, she knew her status had changed.  No longer would the group think of her as a fellow traveler, now she was nothing.  Greypaw didn't know how she should act.  Did Rousas want a bold and assertive slave or did he desire one that showed subservience?  

Never had she acted meek.  Do that with children and they would dominate you, which was not how a nanny maintained control.  Greypaw never tried breaking her young charge's spirit as directing such energy made teaching enjoyable.  It galled her acting so stupid, but she needed time figuring out what this wildcat wanted from her.

As everyone prepared for departure, Greypaw moved before the wildcat. She bent her legs such that she sat on her ankles. The black squirrel's bushy tail laid flat on the ground and her head was bowed far forward.  It was such a submissive posture and it irked her when she assumed this pose.

"Master Rousas, I cannot carry both backpacks. Mine has the canteens and we all need whatever food we can forage." 

There was no doubt about the expression on the wildcat's face.  Rousas viewed her show of humbleness with distaste, and his voice conveyed a note of anger.  Even his body language showed his displeasure at her insinuation.

"I never said I could not carry mine. I will tell you what I want when I want it." 

If he seemed angered by her submissiveness, perhaps some display of initiative would please him.  She needed something that exhibited her usefulness, not only to him, but to the other travelers.

"May this one use her weapon if those creatures return?" 

"That chain? Defend yourself if you must, but if you ever try that weapon against me . . ." 

Greypaw gave a deep bow to the wildcat before she stood. The squirrel continued to keep her muzzle pointed down as she retrieved her backpack. Once the straps were cinched, she stood next to the wildcat. Her eyes darted from one creature to another, but she never spoke.

It became a relief when Rassin ordered everyone onto the trail.  Following the river proved easy for traveling, but a bit tense with the glade so close.  Greypaw allowed her eyes to continually search the shadows looking for trouble.  She was glad those furry monsters remained beyond their sight.

They marched for the morning through the glade and after crossing an open patch of sunlight, found the river.  Greypaw shuddered as she wondered if these others intended crossing that body of water.  There was a definite current and she doubted anyone swam like an otter.  The water appeared deep and wide; two things that would prevent fording.

That left the option of building a raft.  Greypaw never did like boat travel and a raft came as close to being a boat as practical.  Her fear of the water had momentarily taken her mind off her predicament with the wildcat.  Those thoughts were lost when Rassin came to a decision.

"We're going downstream. We can't cross here, and the river bars our path. We'll get water further on, the bank's too steep here. Let's go." 

As they moved down river, Greypaw found the sounds of the rushing water almost a soothing sound.  She could enjoy the strange roaring call of the river since her paws remained planted on solid land.  Then Rygaero pointed ahead.

In all her seasons, never had the black squirrel imagined something like this.  The water had turned white and roared across the river bed.  Up ahead, there was a wide cave.  Into that cave the river disappeared.  The hollow boom indicated some form of waterfall just beyond the mouth of the cave.  It was a sight that had to be unique.

Rassin barked out her orders like a field taskmaster.  "We might be able to cross over the top of the cave. Stay as far back from the edge as possible and keep close together. Leifdey, stay between Rousas and Vaxx. Brushtail, you last." 

"Well that tells you where you stand with this group."  The black squirrel muttered her thoughts aloud, but the noise of the river echoing from the cave drowned out everything but the stoat's shouts.

The lady stoat shoot a swift glance around the group before she turned and moved cautiously on towards the cave. Everyone followed her with some respect for the powerful river that ran several meters below them.  Spray from the rushing river soon soaked the squirrel as she moved over the cave mouth, well back from the edge. Beneath her paws Greypaw felt a tremor reminiscent of the quake or her last sea voyage. 

Once everyone had reached the far side, Rassin directed everyone upriver.  After many weary steps, Greypaw noticed they had reached a point along the river opposite their position when morning had dawned.  It had been an exhausting walk and last night's sleep had not been long enough for her.  She looked forward to this night and hoped they could all get a good night's sleep.  That was when the stoat called a halt to their travels. 

"We'll stop for a while here, and try to get a bit further on before nightfall. It's taken us almost an entire day just to cross that river. Brushtail, Rygaero, hand out some food, but don't light a fire. Leifdey, help me fill the canteens." 

"No rest for the weary.  Now I know how a slave working in the fields feels when the day is almost over."

Checking the backpacks revealed an unpleasant fact.  They had enough food for this day and tomorrow, but no more.  They would have to forage within the forest if they anticipated reaching their destination as anything fatter than a skeleton.  That reminded her of the ghoulish decorations within the treetop village and she shuddered.

A quick visual inspection of the trees on this side of the river showed many fruit bearing trees.  Greypaw hoped the nearby bushes proved as plentiful on this side of the river.  Perhaps a day foraging and fishing the river would provide a welcoming respite to their journey.

Like it or not, they would have to spend a day preparing as much of this bounty as they could carry.  Greypaw had managed a fleeting glance at the map Rousas carried before he returned it to his pack.  If his map was correct, after this oasis, they returned to the desert.  Not a pleasant place without food or water.

Rygaero was giving the squirrel an odd look.  Either Greypaw's expression reflected her thoughts or the male fox had come to the same conclusion as she regarding the shortage of food.  Perhaps she would try approaching him about this problem and her solution.

Leifdey
Leifdey squirmed in the darkness wondering if she should make an entrance or not. Things seemed tense between the two beasts and this was not the sort of conversation either of them would probably want her to hear. Leifdey flicked a lump of dried mud from her neck. She didn’t like this wildcat. And why was Greypaw listening to him? Better for her to sneak back to camp and get cleaned up. She turned to go when a lump fur pounced on her. 

“Eyeeeeeep! Leggo!” She struggled to run. This beast was clearly mad and dangerous. Not the best of combinations. 

The wildcat sat on her legs, pinning her down and pointed a knife at her throat. 

"Why did you follow us, child?" Greypaw asked. "These woods are dangerous, definitely not a child's play place." 

Leifdey rubbed her aching foot paws. The wildcat was at least twice her weight and had almost caused a sprain. “I wanted to help” she mumbled. “I wanted to know that you were safe.” 

*** 

"We might be able to cross over the top of the cave. Stay as far back from the edge as possible and keep close together. Leifdey, stay between Rousas and Vaxx. Brushtail, you last." 

Leifdey scowled at Rassin. She’d been swimming since her childhood in creeks and rivers. This river was much more powerful than anything her mother had let her near but Rousas with his missing leg would probably have much more trouble swimming in it. And why was Rassin acting as if she was the new leader? If anyone here was the leader it should be Greypaw. 

"We'll stop for a while here, and try to get a bit further on before nightfall. It's taken us almost an entire day just to cross that river. Brushtail, Rygaero, hand out some food, but don't light a fire. Leifdey, help me fill the canteens." 

Leifdey hesitantly followed her and started filling the first few canteens. There was complete silence excluding the splash of water. 

"Are you going to talk to me, Leifdey?" 

Leifdey shrugged and glanced over her shoulder, looking for an excuse to leave. 

"I know you hate me. Everyone hates me. I hate myself. But can't you at least trust me? I can save your life out here. I could make you happy by showing you what paths to take. Don't associate with woodlanders. They'll love you for a while, then turn their back on you and you will end up hating them. A life with hate is no life, Leifdey." 

Leifdey bent down and filled another canteen. Why couldn’t Rassin see the good in Greypaw? Why couldn’t she understand that Greypaw was good? Death changes people doesn’t it? she thought to herself. 

"You . . . didn't like me attacking Greypaw. But you don't understand what she did to me, what her kin did. If you had suffered as I had, felt everything you lived for ripped away from you, you would understand, you would feel the same madness in you. Oh yes, I know that madness takes hold of me, although I am powerless to stop it. But you . . ." 

She’s insane. Absolutely insane. She’s not. she’s just lonely and lost. She’s violent, she’s dangerous. She’s just confused. She doesn’t understand… she doesn’t want to and can’t change. She’s going to do something horrible. She’ll hurt someone or run off on her own. She needs Riss. But Riss can’t help her. 

Riss is dead. 

Rassin snarled suddenly, furious that she couldn't say what she wanted to, and stood up. Kicking one of the filled canteens out of the way she began to march off towards the others 

But I can, can't I? At least I can try. "Wait!" 

Rassin turned slowly back to face Leifdey. 

The pine marten ran towards Rassin threw her paws around her neck as tears slowly ran down her cheeks. 

"I'm sorry, Leifdey, I'm sorry." 

Leifdey paused, thinking of what to say carefully. “Remember when I told you I’d help you find Riss?” Rassin stiffened. 

“She’s watching over you, and one day you’ll be together again.” 

Rassin stared at her for a moment without speaking. “The pawring’s back at camp if you’d like it back.” 

“Thank you.” 

Paw in paw they set of back to camp again.

Rygaero
Crunch. The fox’s ear twitched at the sound and he looked up to see the approaching squirrel. A broken twig lay in her wake; the culprit of the noise. 

“What do you want?” he asked, as he waved a fly away from the decomposing thumb. The scent was putrid, though Rygaero had learned to live with it. The smell of rotting flesh was nearly masked by sweat and blood. 

“Lord Rygaero, have you seen our food supply?” 

The fox couldn’t help but think, Why? Did you lose it?, but now was not the time for bitter jokes. “Yes, I have. It worries me. 

Greypaw nodded her head sagely. “We must gather food. Like it or not, we have to stay here another day.” 

“I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. The sooner we get to Loamhedge the better.” He paused in thought for a moment, then continued. “Of course, you are right. Death by starvation would certainly not do us any good. I doubt the others will want to stay any longer though.” He smiled and said, “You go tell ‘em.” 

Greypaw assumed a downcast look. “None will listen to me. If you cannot convince them, we will starve in the desert.” 

Rygaero grumbled and muttered about how the others would react. “Bloody squirrel, forcing me to face their wrath.” 

“What did you say?” Only then did Rygaero notice that the squirrel had walked over to a nearby tree to lean against. He searched his mind for a response. 

“We have something between us that troubles me.” 

Greypaw looked at him, confusion painted across her features. 

The fox inwardly cursed himself for bringing up this subject. Well, he couldn’t back out now, he had to finish what he started, even if it was only a conversation. Rygaero feigned care and sympathy. “There's no easy way to say this. My actions almost killed you.” 
The squirrel nodded, and following was a moment of silence. Finally, Rygaero asked, “Is that all you intend doing?” 

“And what would you have me do Lord Rygaero? I had no idea it was you until your confession. I thought it some maurauder. Now that I know, what do you think I should do? Lady Rassin had my punishment planned.” 

“She planned your death,” the fox interjected, “Is that the price of your forgiveness?” 

Greypaw shook her head. “I have no power over you. Be glad you escaped unpunished.” 

“Unpunished? Feh! Look at me! Look at this!” his angry exclamations were punctuated with gestures at himself and the thumb around his neck. 

“It seems you have been punished, so why should I punish you again?” 

Rygaero muttered his thanks and stood up, stretching weary muscles. He winced as his spine popped, then slouched to a weary stance. 

Greypaw smiled. The fox assumed she was smiling at his thanks, and not at the sickening crunch of his back. To think otherwise would be absurd. “I might be angry with you for the pain I suffered, but now we have a common enemy, the wildcat. For now, let's act with cunning as we both know Rousas can overpower either of us if he wishes it.” 

Rygaero turned to the squirrel, almost surprised. After an incredulous look at her, he flashed a grin, the manevolence it displayed a clear agreement. 

A blob in his periferal vision caused Rygaero to notice that the blob was, in truth, Rassin and Leifdey. 

“Well,” he said to Greypaw, “I guess I oughta tell Rassin about the food.” 

He strode off towards the stoat and the marten with one main purpose in mind. The fox stood to the side as he waited for the two to finish whatever they were doing. He saw Rassin give the girl a pawring. The marten seemed happy; happier than a normal girl would be at a piece of jewelry. Rygaero ignored his curiousity and approached Rassin, speaking in a low voice. 

“You want me to help you? Well, I will, but I’m gonna need a favor in return.” 

“What sort of favor?” 

“I’ll tell you when you’re needed. Oh, and by the way, we’re out of food. Looks like we’ll be staying here another day.” He wandered off without letting Rassin say anything more to him. His spirits were considerably lifted, and he walked off with a little more bounce in his step than ever before. 

A part of Rygaero’s conscience bit at him, however. An inner struggle for right and wrong. But of course, he wouldn’t be the one killing the wildcat. That’s where Rassin and her favor would play in. If all went well, there’d be a dead wildcat in their wake, and nothing but blue skies ahead.

Greypaw
Each of them had found some spot where they could rest.  Greypaw gazed about, noting the location of each creature.  As she expected, the wildcat had selected a location that afforded her an ideal observation point.  Vaxx had chosen a spot on the shady side of a tree and had his sunglasses tucked into his belt.  Two of their companions, Rassin and Leifdey, had gone off for water.

That left only one other vermin beast, the male fox Rygaero.  Strange how Greypaw had classified the others as "vermin" in her mind.  Until this moment, she had never considered the normal division between her kind, woodlander, and the others.  Always she had consorted with similar beasts and never did she feel any danger.

Rousas changed all that in less than two days.  Before his arrival, the group was beginning to come together as a cohesive unit.  Now she could feel the tension as power shifted.  So far, the wildcat demonstrated his willingness at using whatever force worked.  First he marched into their camp, dragged her by the heel and treated her like dirt.  Then she returns his bad attitude with kindness and almost lost that heel.

Her past duties allowed her mastery over the young of her owner.  It gave her the confidence to stand tall.  It also meant she learned appropriate deference to her betters when speaking to the parents.  Such skills had kept leather off her back, but now she faced a different situation.

The wildcat claimed she "was worth coin to him," so he would not risk loosing even that pittance.  Such a thought comforted her as it meant this one was not her new owner, just his agent.  No doubt his occupation had given him a distrusting and heavy pawed attitude.  She would have to endure that treatment until he collected his bounty.

Best if she made some alliance with these others.  She needed their influence and support if she expected fair treatment.  Since she and Rygaero had distributed what food they had, he seemed the logical choice.  With a groan, Greypaw lifted her tired body up and approached the fox.  

"Lord Rygaero, have you seen our food supply?"

There was a genuine look of concern on his face.  "I have and it worries me."

The black squirrel nodded her head.  Her gratitude that he had noticed the dwindling food supply she kept well hidden.  She needed his support and hoped he too would see the wisdom in her suggestion.

"We must gather food. Like it or not, we must stay here another day."

Greypaw saw the deep furrowing of his brow.  Like her, the idea of remaining in this glade any longer held no appeal.  Yet the idea of crossing an unknown distance in the desert without the prospect of food would be suicidal.  Judging by his comments, Rygaero had come to the same conclusion.

She kept her muzzle pointed down as she listened to his plan.  If Rousas ever got the idea she had sought an alliance with any of these creatures, he might react with deadly force.  Best she thought to maintain the submissive pose until she knew if the fox would support her.  When he hinted that she should do something about their problem, she wondered if he didn't realize how far her status had deteriorated.

"None will listen to me. If you cannot convince them, we will starve in the desert."  Her fear of such a death came through every word she spoke.

Their conversation had taken them to a shady patch of grass and Greypaw leaned against a nearby tree.  For some reason, Rygaero seemed a bit nervous.  Perhaps he couldn't convince the others like she had hoped.  When he cleared his throat and then checked where the others rested, she knew he had some concerns.

"We have something between us that troubles me."

Now she felt bewildered and that feeling came out in her facial expression.  Greypaw paid close attention to the fox's words.  "There's no easy way to say this. My actions almost killed you."  The black squirrel gave an involuntary nod.  "Is that all you intend doing?"

"And what would you have me do Lord Rygaero?  I had no idea it was you until your confession.  I thought it some marauder.  Now that I know, what do you think I should do?  Lady Rassin had my punishment planned."

Rygaero interrupted her, his voice betraying his miffed attitude.  "She planned your death. Is that the price of your forgiveness?"

Greypaw would have laughed at that idea if his face didn't show how serious he was.  It took no time at all for her decision.  He had done nothing directly to harm her so she had no reason for mistrusting his sincerity.  Were it not for the paranoid attitude of the lady stoat, the badger's death would have been attributed to those horrid creatures.

"I have no power over you. Be glad you escaped unpunished."

When he shook his head, she wondered if her words had hit a comic note.  His angry voice dispelled that notion.  Rygaero showed her his severed finger.  The horror of what the wildcat had done removed any anger she might still harbor against the fox.  

His expression of gratitude buoyed her spirits and her words rang with sincerity.  "I might be angry with you for the pain I suffered, but now we have a common enemy, the wildcat. For now, let's act with cunning as we both know Rousas can overpower either of us if he wishes it."

Greypaw cut off their discussions when their last two companions returned.  It took but a single glance for the black squirrel to understand what had happened.  During the time the stoat and pine marten had been alone, they had reconciled their differences.  They returned to the group clutching each other like long lost friends.

Rygaero stood and made his way towards the two returning companions.  Greypaw watched the unfolding drama between Leifdey and Rassin.  That the two of them were in a jovial mood was self evident as the pine marten wandered off.

Then Rassin delivered his message.  Apparently the stoat had not realized how little food they had as she made no comment.  Knowing the stoat had the message, it was time she advised their leader of her plans.

"Tomorrow you must forage for whatever food can be found.  After all, the desert will not feed us."

Rassin was taken aback by the black squirrel's comment as she stood there.  "Have you forgotten those foul tree dwellers?  If we stay the night, we might not survive the day."

"We have no choice Lady Rassin.  Death is certain in the desert.  Here we have a chance."

Rassin was smart enough to see the wisdom of gathering additional food.  She also was wary enough that she didn't want anyone staying longer than necessary.  While she mulled the situation over, Greypaw then pointed out another problem.  With only three satchels, how would they carry enough food without cooking it?

Leifdey then interjected her opinion.  "Since prepared foods last longer, I can cook whatever you scrounge, but we must stop here."

The stoat made her decision.  "Not here," snarled Rassin.  "We move further upstream and find a more defensible spot."

Everyone was about to break camp when Greypaw made her announcement.  She had seen several treetop huts filled with supplies.  The black squirrel felt there was enough time for what she wanted to do.  Greypaw proposed raiding those huts alone and returning the next day.  When Rassin looked like she would object, Greypaw reminded her she was much faster than the creatures they fought.

“Besides Lady Rassin, I will be armed with my chain.”

That got Rousas incensed.  "You're not going anywhere tree rat.  We let you go and you will never return."

Greypaw had had enough of the wildcat's bellicose attitude.  For the first time since meeting Rousas, the black squirrel put some fire behind her words.  She hoped the others recognized the logic of her statements and would support her.  

"Those huts contained enough travel gear that we could more than double our supplies.  Isn't it worth the risk?"

Rousas growled a disapproving note and made to speak, but Greypaw wasn't about to give him a chance.  "Furthermore, where would I go without supplies?  A desert surrounds this place and the glade holds too many dangers.  I must return, or die."

Seeing he was the lone voice against this plan, the wildcat stomped over to his rock.  Eventually Vaxx got him back with the others.  With everyone but the departing squirrel gathered about her, Rassin once more dictated what actions they would take.

"We will follow the river upstream and find a better campsite.  If Greypaw isn't here when we are ready to depart, we leave her behind."

Rygaero
The campsite was nothing special. Just an open, bumpy area on the banks of the river. A fallen tree served as a bench, where everyone sat and waited for the return of the squirrel. Rassin sat closest to the stump, where the break was. Leifdey sat beside her, then Rousas, Vaxx, and Rygaero at the end. Old brown needles littered the ground, with fresh green needles here and there. Underneath the blanket of needles, was hard packed dirt, with stones and various undergrowth. 

An hour passed, and nothing happened. Nobody had done anything. Leifdey was lightly snoozing, using Rassin as a pillow. The stoat couldn’t move or talk, for fear of waking the little pine marten. Vaxx was bent over, holding a stick and making little designs in the dirt. Rousas had long since stood up, and now stood firmly, his leg—and wooden leg—shoulder length apart, staring at the area where Greypaw had disappeared into the trees. Rygaero sat, bent over with his good paw supporting his chin, his eyes glazed in perverse boredom. He didn’t even care about the little knobs of wood sticking into his posterior. 

In a short time, Rygaero grew tired of sitting around, waiting for the squirrel to return. He glanced at the others, then looked towards the river. With the difficulty of weary muscles, the fox stood, stretching his legs. The others payed no heed. For the most part, all was silent. The roar of the water was the only noise to keep him sane from the overwhelming silence. No one spoke, save for the occasional comment from Leifdey or Rassin. Rygaero paced along the river, every now and then stopping to look for the returning squirrel. She wasn’t there, but then, it hadn’t been long since her departure. 

Finally, the fox approached Rassin. “I’m going upstream to find some food.” His voice broke through the silence, bringing everyone’s attention to him. Leifdey woke, startled that she had fallen asleep. 

“Vaxx, go with him,” said the stoat, but Rygaero disagreed. 

“No. I’ll be fine on my own. I won’t be long.” With that, he turned his back on the rest and walked along the banks of the river. 

Rassin watched as he walked further and further away, his figure diminishing, until he disappeared into the sun. It was then that she realized the position of the sun, and how late it was getting. It was still bright out, still afternoon, but if they expected to find a better campsite before it was dark, they’d have to leave soon. She made an announcement to the group. 

“We wait one, maybe two more hours, and then we’ll leave.” 

“But what if Auntie Greypaw isn’t back yet?” 

“She’ll find us.” Rassin looked away from Leifdey, staring at the river, her face grim. “She better.” 


Rygaero was glad to be away from the group, and to actually be doing something. He had been a loner for the past year of his life, and though he was fine with the group, was beginning to yearn for solitude. He wandered upriver, not a care in the world. He even started humming a little tune. There was more bounce in his step than there had been since he began this excursion. 

Though the silence drew him steadily toward insanity a short time ago, he now found it soothing. Rygaero noticed the more subtle sounds. Despite the river dominating nature’s sounds, the fox could also hear a bird from far away, the crunch of his footpaws on the twigs, or the squelching sound of mud oozing through his toes. He heard the distinctly different splashes of fish jumping, and felt as though he was one with nature. 

Rygaero almost passed a good spot to make camp, and decided to stop there. Since he had not seen any other good places to camp, he figured that Rassin and the others would find him here. There would be no need to walk back and forth. 

The fox sat down and began unwrapping the bandage from his paw. He inspected the wound and poked at it. It didn’t hurt. Occasionally, his paw would throb, but the pain would only come and go, and had already started coming less, and leaving faster. Rygaero stood up and squatted down by the river, washing off the caked blood. It pleased him that the wound didn’t open up again. It had scabbed over nicely, and soon the skin would regrow over it, though fur wouldn’t. It felt good to have the bandages off, letting the skin breathe a bit, and he didn’t bother to redo it. Besides, whenever he tried to tie them himself, it would be loose, and the strips of cloth would fall off. He’d just have Leifdey tie it for him; she was a helpful little girl. 

Rygaero unbuckled his belt, letting it drop to the ground. He pulled his canteen off of it and took a swig. He almost spit it out; it tasted of mildew, and was luke warm. The fox waded into an eddy and dipped the canteen under the water. He took a long drink of the cool water, reveling in its clear taste. 

After a short rest, Rygaero grabbed the knife he had taken off the little tree rat and walked into the trees. Long since, he had learned which plants were poisonous, and which were not. It felt strange to be looking for the edible plants, rather than the poisonous ones. He managed to find some berries, and picked many. Rather than saving them for the others, he ate every one he found. After a time, he returned to the riverbank with some edible roots, herbs, and mushrooms. He stared at the river, wishing he could catch some fish, but he did not have anything to catch them with. Plus, not having a thumb would be a hindrance as well. 

After piling all his stuff together, Rygaero gathered some medium sized rocks and placed them in such a way that they made a small circle. The stones were fairly close to the river’s edge, but not close enough so that the tide would extinguish the flame, once the fire was going. The fox dug out some dirt and replaced the shallow depression with various small sticks. It was a bit difficult to find larger wood, but after searching in the forest, he found an old log that would have to do. It was covered in fungi and had bugs crawling all over it, but it was dry, and sure to burn just fine. 

Next came the issue of finding flint. Rygaero had none with him, and had forgotten to ask for some before he left. After quite some time of turning up stone after stone, he found a suitable one. It was covered in dirt, and he had to wash it off in the water. Now it was wet, and the fox didn’t think starting a fire would be as easy if the stone was wet, so he waved it around in the air for a while. Since the water was only a thin covering, it dried quickly, and he was able to start the fire. 

Holding the flint in his left paw, he grabbed a regular, dry rock in his right, holding it as tightly as he could with his fingers. It was considerably more difficult to handle the stones with one thumb. He rubbed the stones together experimentally. When the regular stone did not slip from his right paw, he decided that he was capable of starting a fire. 

Only sparks flew from the stone the first few tries, and the fox began to wonder if the rock really was one that could start a fire. Two more tries, and finally he managed to light a flame. He blew on it, causing the fire to grow slightly larger. He blew again, and nearly singed the fur off his face. The little fire was burning merrily as Rygaero fed it some broken, dead branches off of a fallen pine tree. 

Rygaero sat back and stared into the fire. There was nothing else for him to do, seeing as he couldn’t fish, and didn’t have to walk back to the others. He wondered if Greypaw had returned yet. Or maybe the painted ones had returned. If she was dead, Rousas lived, and that would not be good for the fox’s morale. Rygaero shrugged off this thought. The squirrel was capable of defending herself, especially with that chain with her. 

He lay back on the ground, his arms behind his head like a pillow, staring up into the sky. He closed his eyes, letting the peace wash over him. The aroma of pine danced through his nostrils, soothing him. All the troubles of the world were gone. Slowly, he felt himself descending into a deep sleep. 

~~ 
Darkness. Complete darkness. There was no sun. Like a beacon, light appeared from nowhere, a faint glow of light, no larger than your paw. Slowly, the light grew, larger, larger, and larger. It enveloped Rygaero, blinding him. All was white. Shapes appeared, blurry at first, then grew sharper. Foxes. Five of them. Two female, three male. No, six foxes. Rygaero found himself looking at none other than himself, but this other Rygaero was different. He was…happy. An aura of pleasantness surrounded the little group of foxes, and they came into clear view. His father, his mother. Smiling, happy. His brother, his wife. Smiling, happy. His son, trapped forever in youth. Smiling, happy. Then there was he, in the middle of them all, smiling, happy. Happier than he had ever been in his life. 

One spoke. 

The voice echoed in Rygaero’s eardrums, loud, yet soft like a whisper. “Welcome home, Rygaero.” 

As suddenly as it had left, the darkness returned, and Rygaero was left alone, utterly alone. 

This is a dream, he thought, surprised that he was aware he was dreaming. He stood, dumbfounded by what he had just witnessed. Then, once again, light appeared. 

This time, the light was different, it was larger, an aura of pure goodness surrounding a mouse. The mouse stood tall, clothed in a habit, but he held a sword. A magnificent sword; one that Rygaero recognized from his youth, from his trip to Redwall Abbey, when his brother was killed. 

“Goodnight, Rygaero.” The mouse plunged the sword into Rygaero’s heart. The fox could feel the burning pain, lancing through his body. He writhed in pain, unable to do anything else, and then, the vision disappeared like the crack of a whip. 
~~ 

Rygaero woke, sweat dropping down his brow and looked to his chest. There was a small hole in the skin right where his heart was, with a smoking little spark in it. 

“Just a spark. A little spark,” He murmured, trying to convince himself, but the pain was so real. It still hurt, more than a little spark could. 

He sat up, and witnessed a sight he did not want to wake up to. The fire had escaped from the little pit and was burning up the pine needles on the ground. It was spreading dangerously towards the trees. Rygaero clambered up to his feet and grabbed his canteen, spilling the contents on the fire closest to the trees. Several times, he ran back and forth, filling the canteen and emptying it on the fire. He was lucky that he woke when he did. Any longer and the fire would have been out of his control. After a while, all the fire was put out, save for that in the fire pit, which was already trying to escape and wreak havoc upon the forest trees. Sweating and panting, Rygaero filled up the canteen one last time and poured it over the last bit of flames. 

Smoke hissed up into the air. Perhaps Rygaero was just going crazy, but he saw a shape in the smoke. The head of a fox. A gust of wind whistled through the trees. 

“Coooooome…” it seemed to say. 

The smoke was pushed into Rygaero’s face. He coughed and stumbled backwards. The fox didn’t even notice he was in the water until it was too late. His footpaw slipped on a slimy rock and he fell backwards, into the current. Rygaero panicked, writhing about, trying to stay above water. It was working, too, for a while. Suddenly, like a thousand needles pressing into his skin, the fish came, eager for living flesh. He yelled in pain as the fish tore chunks of his skin. The water became tainted with blood, and more bloodthirsty vampire fish came. The pain was unbearable. The fish were literally eating away at his body. 

The back of his head hit a tree that had fallen over into the river. His face was pushed under the water, exposing it to the fish. He tried to scream as his left eyeball had a chunk bitten out of it, blinding him in that eye, but only bubbles escaped his mouth. His ears were bitten off, and his lip had a chunk torn from it by the time he managed to get his head above water again. He gasped, breathing in mass quantities of air. 

As quickly as they had come, the fish were gone. For a moment, Rygaero wondered why, but then he remembered. Somewhere along the line, he had passed the group. He was heading straight for the cave where the river went underground. The fox wrenched his head around, looking over his right shoulder. He saw the mouth of the cave only seconds before it swallowed him up, and he descended into darkness. 

Rygaero fell. It seemed as though he fell forever, yet in seconds, he hit the ground with a sickening crunch. He had fallen over a waterfall, a waterfall that ends in boulders. His limbs were twisted and bent in ways that they don’t normally bend. He would have fallen unconscious from that alone, but what forced him into unconsciousness was the rock that Rygaero’s head came in contact with. He was bleeding from numerous parts of his body, bruised and literally broken from the fall, blind in one eye, and had a concussion, but he was alive. 

~~ 
“Glork, glork, guhlurgle. Glork, glork, guhluh?” 
An old blind toad was hopping around, swimming in the dank swampy water, when he neared the waterfall. He hopped onto something furry and slimy with blood. He prodded the figure, which moved ever so slightly. 

“Glork! Glork! S’live!” The toad immediately pulled Rygaero onto his back and hopped off into the depths of the darkness. 

There was one source of light in the huge underground cavern, aside from the mouth of the cave. There was a hole in the ceiling, letting a shaft of light into the darkness. The old toad hopped towards the light, though he could not see it. All the underground toads were blind from years of almost complete darkness. 

Had there been light, and someone to see it, they would have been disgusted. In the middle of the cavern was a huge toad, three times as large as a normal toad. He was so obese, he was forever stuck in one place, sitting in his own waste. His large eyes were completely white, with no pupil or color to them. Around him were several hundred toads in various lines. One line was for the king toad’s food, for they were cannibals. One line was for the males to fertilize the eggs, and once the males were done, they proceeded to the “lunch line” to serve their king. There was one smaller line, where the toads would be killed and made into food for the women and children. It was a gruesome kingdom, but somehow, it thrived for many generations. 

The old toad which carried Rygaero hopped up to the king toad, who immediately smelled what it was. He spoke in a gutteral, hoarse voice. 

“Is…it…live? Glurk.” 

“Glork, glork. S’live! S’live!” 

“Glorgalorga,” the king laughed, “Fatten’um good. Glork.” 

The cavern was filled with laughter from every toad. “Glorgalorga, Glorgalorga.” 

The old toad carried Rygaero off to the feeding chambers and dropped him on the ground, kicking him until he woke. 

“Unggghh…” He opened his eyes, staring at the features he could make out with his good eye. He saw the old toad right before he had some disgusting mush stuffed down his throat. The fox vomited, but since he was on his back, he was forced to swallow it. 

There was no end to the pulverized dead toads he was forced to swallow. The ordeal went on for at least an hour, but Rygaero could not tell. One minute seemed the same as an hour to him. Finally, the king grew weary of waiting for this delicacy that fell from the heavens above. 

“Glork, glork, Bring…him.” 

The toads went into a frenzy. As he was dragged past the lines, several tried to pounce on him, taking joy in sucking the caked blood off of him. He was dragged through swampwater to make him slimy, and easier to swallow whole, then dragged through mud and toad feces on the way to the toad king. He was dropped on the ground, right where the beacon of light hit the ground. The toad king smiled and shot his tongue out. It curled around Rygaero’s head and the fox was lifted from the ground. 

The toad king’s mouth was the second mouth he fell into that day, the first being the mouth of the cave. In each, he was faced with utter darkness and pain, but within moments, that pain was ended. 

“S’good…Glurk!” 
~~ 
Rygaero stood, his paws clinging to the large iron gates. On the other side of the gate there stood five foxes. The same foxes from his dream. Mother, father, brother, wife, and son. The stood there, smiling, beckoning to him to come in, but try as he might, the fox couldn’t get in. He yelled in frustration. On the other side of these gates there was happiness. Why was he denied happiness? 

A badger appeared. It was a badger he recognized. 

“Ultima!” he gasped, searching for words. “I-I’m sorry…” 

A voice from nowhere called out to him. “Are you pure of heart and soul?” 

Rygaero looked downwards, crestfallen. “No.” 

“Your honesty redeems you. You are one step closer to purity. Enter.” 

The gates opened by themselves, and Rygaero was given his happiness. 

He ran to his family, to his father. 

“Son…will you forgive me?” 

“…Yes.” 

In life, he had never had a place. In death, he found home. 
~~ 
Here ends the life of Rygaero Dyke, may he rest in peace for all eternity.

