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Chapter One



Ravens





One afternoon in August, Fred, the old sheepdog from Morton’s Farm had a dream; quite the most disturbing dream he’d ever had.


Fred had been curled up in his kennel in the front yard of Mr Morton’s farmhouse. He had slipped in there to enjoy forty winks before heading off to herd the sheep down from the high pasture to the big field below. But what had started out as a pleasant dream quickly turned into an awful nightmare and poor Fred was soon whimpering in his sleep.


In the dream he was young again. His limbs were no longer all twisted and bent with arthritis. It was a gloriously sunny day and he was running to and fro across the steep hillside, chasing the sheep out from their hiding places. The sky was clear and blue and the afternoon sun, a round golden ball that drenched the land with heat. Fred felt as though he had enough energy in his wiry young body to run like this forever.


Just then he heard a harsh squawk in the sky above him. Looking up, he saw several large black birds circling in the air above him. At first he took them for crows, but as they came lower he realised from the thick ruff of feathers around their necks they were ravens.


He tried to ignore them and went on with his work, but when he glanced up again there were now twenty or so birds and they were swooping lower than before, low enough for him to see their cold, glittering eyes and their sharp, shiny beaks.


Again he tried to go on with his work, telling himself that birds, no matter how big and aggressive they looked, could not harm him. But when a great shadow fell over him and he looked up for a third time, what he saw filled him with a chill of terror – for now there were literally thousands of ravens, so many that they seemed to blot out the blue of the sky. Fred felt a wave of panic go through him. He abandoned the job at hand and turned to head down the hill back to the farm. As he did so one of the ravens swooped down at him with a horrible shriek and pecked at his head as it rushed by. He snapped at it, but his teeth found nothing more substantial than feathers, so he increased his speed. Now more and more of the birds were coming down on him and in an instant he could feel their savage beaks pecking him in a dozen places, driving deep into his flesh and pulling out tufts of hair.


He kept running, getting closer to the farmhouse all the time and to his relief he saw the door open. Farmer Morton stepped out into the yard carrying his big shotgun. Hope sprang up in Fred’s heart, for he knew that one blast from that mighty gun would send the ravens flapping back to wherever they had come from. But when Farmer Morton saw what all the commotion was about, he just grinned as though he thought it was the funniest thing he had ever seen and turned and strolled away across the yard.


Fred wanted to shout, to beg him for help, but he was now so covered with squawking, flapping black shapes that he could no longer see where he was going. He lost his footing and rolled over onto the ground, struggling helplessly as more of the filthy black birds came swooping down at him. Feathers covered his eyes, as scores of beaks struck him again and again . . .





When Fred woke from the dream, he crept out from his kennel, shivering, his old bones aching and his head filled with the awful memory of those hideous black creatures. It seemed to him that the dream was no ordinary one, that it meant something important and that he needed to tell others about it. So without further ado, he made his way out of the yard towards the chicken run.


After a quick search he found Henrietta, pecking around in the earth, looking for scraps of food. She was the farm’s best-liked chicken. Though she was said to be a bit of a gossip, she was known to all the farm animals who admired her for her hard work and her warm, motherly qualities. It was common knowledge that Henrietta laid three eggs every day without fail and that Farmer Morton ate two of them for his breakfast each morning. He claimed there were no finer eggs to be had anywhere. Henrietta looked at Fred with concern in her eyes. She could see that something was troubling him.


‘Why, Fred, my dear, whatever’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I’ve just had a dream,’ he told her. ‘An important one, I think. I believe it meant something.’


Henrietta cocked her head to one side.


‘Tell me all about it,’ she suggested, but Fred shook his head.


‘I want you to call a meeting for tonight,’ he told her. ‘In the old hay barn, after Farmer Morton’s gone to bed. I think we all need to talk about this.’


‘It must have been quite a dream,’ said Henrietta.


‘It was,’ he assured her.


She nodded. ‘Leave it to me,’ she told him. ‘I’ll put the word around.’


‘Thank you, Henrietta. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


‘Are you sure you’re all right, my dear? You seem very worried.’


Fred nodded. ‘I think . . . I think something bad is coming,’ he said.


Just then Farmer Morton stepped out of the house and whistled for Fred. Fred gave his aching limbs a last stretch and trotted across the yard to greet his master.


‘Good morning, Farmer Morton,’ he said, as brightly as he could. He did not want the Tall One to know that he was troubled.


‘Good morning, Fred. You feel up to this?’ asked Farmer Morton.


‘Of course,’ said Fred cheerfully. ‘Raring to go!’


Farmer Morton looked down at the old dog, an expression of doubt on his face, then shrugged his shoulders and turned towards the farm gates.


‘Come on then,’ he said.


He and Fred set out for the high pasture and as they went, Fred found himself glancing warily towards the sky, but happily the only birds he could see were a couple of sparrows and a solitary thrush.




































Chapter Two


The Meeting





That night the animals gathered in the barn. There hadn’t been enough room for all of them, so Henrietta made sure that she had invited the best individuals from each group along, telling them that after the meeting they could easily pass on what had been said to their comrades.


Nearly all of the chickens were present. Martha, who was feeling a bit broody, had opted to stay behind and Nervous Yvonne never left the safety of the coop, but once the others had heard about the meeting, they had all insisted on trooping along. Henrietta had been obliged to invite Jonah, the farm’s goat, even though he never thought about anything but food and was unlikely to take much interest in the proceedings. However, years ago, Jonah had mastered the knack of unlatching the gate of the chicken enclosure with his teeth. Farmer Morton had recently lost quite a few chickens to a pair of wily foxes from the woods nearby and always made sure that he secured the gate for the night, so Jonah was needed to let the chickens out and latch the gate after them. She could hardly ask him to do all that and not let him attend the meeting.


From the pigs, Henrietta had invited Marmaduke, the farm’s prize boar and several of his wives (or at least, the ones he was still on speaking terms with), but it had been decided to leave a couple of sows back at the sty with the piglets, who tended to be excitable and would probably have drowned out the other animals with their squeals.


Representing the sheep was Sally, who was thought to be the brainiest of the flock, though to be honest, that wasn’t saying much for her. The sheep were known to be the stupidest creatures on the farm and Henrietta thought it was a waste of time even having one of them present, but she knew that she couldn’t really exclude them. Sally had insisted on bringing half a dozen of her friends for moral support, but judging by the vacant expressions on their faces, she might just as well have not bothered.


Also in attendance was Sheba, a Siamese cat who made no secret of the fact that her main interest in life was herself. She was a sly and rather selfish creature who had a morbid fear of doing anything that wouldn’t benefit her in some way.


There was a general hubbub of voices as everyone got themselves comfortable on the bales of hay and Jonah, after prodding an electric switch with his snout for several minutes, managed to get the lights on. Fred limped to a position in the midst of all the other creatures and a respectful silence fell. He looked slowly around at them and began.


‘My friends,’ he said,’ I have summoned you here tonight because of a dream I had this afternoon. I will speak of that in a moment, but first I wish to share a few thoughts with you . . .’


‘Here we go,’ murmured Jonah, rolling his eyes and a couple of the other animals shushed him.


‘Ever since I had the dream I have been thinking about our lives here on Morton’s Farm. As you know, I have lived and worked here since I was a pup. Now I am old and the smell of death is upon me . . .’


‘I wondered what that was,’ purred Sheba, cattily, and received a glare from Henrietta for her trouble.


‘When I was young I worked hard every day for Farmer Morton, and all I ever received for my trouble was a bowl of food and the odd kind word. It’s true that once I had proved my worth, the Mortons allowed me to sleep in a basket in the kitchen, beside the warmth of the stove. But of course, when the smell came upon me they did not like it and I was moved out to my kennel in the yard. I never complained about my lot. For us animals, this is the way of things.’


‘You think you’ve got it hard,’ grunted Marmaduke. ‘All right, I don’t do a tap of work, I lie around in the mud all day, eating and grunting, but one day soon, I’ll have outlived my usefulness and then before you can say ‘bangers and mash’ it’ll be goodnight Irene!’


There were general grunts of agreement at this.


‘What about us chickens?’ said Henrietta. ‘I never even knew who my mother was. I have no children because my eggs are taken from me just as soon as I lay them. Yes, Farmer Morton eats them and speaks highly of them, but does he ever allow any of them to hatch so I might enjoy motherhood? No, he does not! And let’s face it, when I can no longer lay, I will end up in a bowl with dumplings piled around me.’


There were more shouts of agreement, particularly from the other chickens.


‘Well, what about us sheep?’ asked Sally. ‘We have the wool sheared off us every summer and those workmen can be very rough. Sometimes we even get the occasional nick from the shears.’


There was a brief silence. Everyone looked at Sally as though they didn’t really think that was quite on the same level as being eaten.


‘At least you get food,’ muttered Jonah. ‘Oh, yeah, you’re sorted, you are. In the winter, when there’s no grass to be had, you get your nosh chucked down right there in front of you. The chickens, they get chicken feed, the pigs get their swill, but what do I get? Eh? I say, what do I get? Grass and a few weeds, if I’m lucky.’


‘Yes, well, some of us are not fussy about what we have for dinner,’ said Sheba. She was referring to the fact that on one memorable occasion Jonah had eaten Farmer Morton’s best trousers, which had been hanging on a line in the yard, a crime for which the old goat had been soundly beaten.


‘Yeah, well, that was an accident,’ said Jonah. ‘See, they was hanging right next to some flower bushes and I was eating the flowers, as yer do, and I kind of forgot to stop eating when I got to the trousers.’ He gave a wistful sigh. ‘Very nice they were, actually. Lovely tweedy material, plenty of roughage. Kept me regular, anyway!’


‘Yes, yes, we all have our stories,’ Fred said, sensing that the meeting could very easily turn into a big row, ‘But please hear me out for a moment. As bad as things are for us, the dream I had today leads me to believe that they are only going to get worse.’


‘How could they get any worse?’ asked Marmaduke.


‘I don’t know,’ admitted Fred. ‘But the dream seemed to say that something bad was coming, so I thought I’d tell everyone about it and see what they made of it.’


‘Well, tell us then,’ said Jonah irritably. ‘It’s boring standing around in here!’


So Fred told them about his dream. When he had finished talking there was an uncomfortable silence.


‘So what are you saying?’ asked Sally, nervously. ‘That we’re all going to get pecked to death by a load of black birds?’


‘Of course not!’ protested Fred. ‘Dreams aren’t like that. You’re not supposed to interpret them literally. They mean something else. That’s why I called everyone together, so we might decide what we think it might be.’


‘Ravens,’ murmured Henrietta. ‘Now I’m sure somebody told me once that if you dream about ravens, it means that a change is coming.’


‘Really?’ said Fred. ‘Who told you that?’


‘I’m blessed if I can remember,’ said Henrietta.


‘Might not mean anything,’ grunted Marmaduke. ‘Probably just indigestion.’


‘What?’ cried Fred.


‘Indigestion. I often get bad dreams if I eat too much.’


‘Which is every night,’ observed Salome, one of Marmaduke’s wives. ‘And it wouldn’t be so bad if that’s all it gave you.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ grunted Marmaduke.


‘You know what I’m talking about,’ said Salome.


‘You’re one to talk,’ said Marmaduke.


‘Oh, now please, let’s not have a fight,’ said Fred wearily. He looked around. ‘Sheba, what do you think?’


The cat stretched and yawned. ‘I’m wondering if the Mortons have remembered to leave a bowl of milk out for me,’ she said. ‘I’m thirsty.’


Fred groaned. This was not working out as he had hoped. ‘Does anybody else have a theory about my dream?’ he asked hopelessly.


There was a short silence then a little voice said,‘No, but I have a question.’


Everyone looked down in surprise. The straw in the corner of an old stall was stirring and as the other animals watched in amazement, something crept out from under the straw and came to stand in the midst of them. It was a tiny, black and white pup, a sheepdog that none of them had ever seen before. He stood there, looking meekly up at the other creatures towering over him, his little legs trembling.


Henrietta immediately pushed her way through her companions to stand beside the pup. She looked down at him. ‘What’s your question, little one?’ she asked gently.


The pup gazed up at her with big brown eyes. ‘Where am I?’ he asked.
























Chapter Three


The Stranger





‘You’re at Morton’s Farm,’ said Henrietta. And after a few moments, she asked, ‘Who are you, my dear?’


The puppy looked slightly baffled. ‘I . . . I don’t really know,’ he said. ‘I think I might be called Ralph. At least, that’s what the big upright keeps saying to me.’


‘The big upright?’ murmured Fred. ‘You mean . . . Farmer Morton?’


‘I suppose I do. He brings me milk in a . . . round white thing?’


‘A bowl,’ Henrietta corrected him. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll soon learn the words for everything.’


‘Yes. Well, he brings me milk. And he keeps saying, Ralph, Ralph! And then laughing.’


Fred nodded. ‘Yes, he’s a big fan of the comedy names,’ he said. ‘Sounds like a bark, see. RALPH! RALPH! Me, I was named after Fred Barker, who’s some kind of character from a comic strip . . . whatever that is.’


‘Umm.’ The pup looked uncomfortable. ‘I was wondering . . .’


‘Yes?’ prompted Henrietta.


‘You . . . you haven’t seen my mother


around anywhere, have you? She’s kind of big and warm and . . .’


There was a long, uncomfortable silence. None of the other animals seemed to want to look at Ralph. Then Henrietta moved a little closer and put her warm feathered body against him.


‘Well, my dear, she’ll be gone now, you see. You’ll have been brought here to start a new life.’


‘Oh,’ said Ralph. ‘Oh. And she . . . she won’t be coming back any time soon?’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Henrietta.


‘Change,’ said Fred darkly. Henrietta looked up at him.


‘Pardon?’


‘You said the ravens meant change and sure enough, a new pup arrives.’ Fred scowled. ‘And it doesn’t take a genius to work out what he’s doing here, does it?’


‘Is he food for someone?’ asked Sally and everybody looked at her.


‘No, you idiot,’ growled Fred. ‘He’s not food. He’s my replacement, isn’t he? They must think I’m getting past it.’


‘You are knocking on a bit,’ said Jonah.


‘Oh, thanks for the vote of confidence.’ Fred studied the goat defiantly. ‘Don’t you worry, mush, there’s life in this old dog yet. Oh, yes. I still know a trick or two.’ He moved closer to Ralph and studied him in more detail. ‘So, come on, let’s have a good look at you,’ he said briskly. ‘Let’s see what we have to work with.’


Ralph tried wagging his tail but his expression was so sad, it didn’t quite work.


‘He’s a flipping baby!’ cried Fred.


‘Yes, but he’ll soon grow,’ said Henrietta. She thought for a moment. ‘But listen . . . this can’t be what you were just talking about,’ she said.


‘Eh?’ muttered Fred.


‘You said you thought something bad was coming. But. . . well, you don’t think there’s anything bad about this little fellow, do you? I mean, look at him!’


‘Appearances can be deceptive,’ rumbled Marmaduke. ‘We had a young porker up at the sty a year or so back, looked like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, but turn your back on him for a moment and he’d . . .’


‘Yes, never mind about that,’ said Henrietta briskly. She turned her attention back to Ralph. ‘I’m sure you’ll soon fit in here,’ she said. ‘It’s just a matter of learning the ropes.’


‘The . . . ropes?’ murmured Ralph. ‘What are the ropes?’


‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ said Fred grimly. He looked around at the others. Well,’ he said, ‘I suppose that’s it. If nobody else has got any sensible suggestions to make about my dream, we may as well call it a night.’


At this there were various noises of discontent from the assembled crowd.


‘That’s it?’ cried Marmaduke in disgust. ‘You’ve dragged me all the way out here in the middle of the night for some piffle about ravens?’


Fred gave him a look. ‘Yes, well I thought you might have something intelligent to say about it. Something more intelligent than ‘indigestion,’ anyway.’


‘Oooh, excuse me, I’m sure!’ Marmaduke struggled back onto his trotters and glanced in the direction of his wives. ‘Come along, ladies,’ he said, ‘I’m not staying here to be insulted.’ He started haughtily towards the barn doors, his head held high. The effect was marred somewhat by the fact that as he strode out, he emitted a loud gust of wind from his rear end. Behind him, his wives started coughing loudly.


‘Stop exaggerating,’ he muttered as he made his way out into the farmyard.


Now Sally and the rest of the sheep pushed their way forward.


‘Fred,’ said Sally. ‘I’ve been thinking about your dream . . .’


‘Oh yes?’ said Fred hopefully.


‘Do you think . . . well . . . could it be that you weren’t really asleep?’


Fred looked at her hopelessly.


‘What are you talking about?’ he growled.


‘I’m just saying, perhaps you really were out on the hillside and you looked up and you saw all those birds and you thought to yourself, ‘I must be dreaming.’ And then you just sort of believed that you were.’


‘But that couldn’t happen,’ protested Fred.


‘It’s happened to me,’ said Sally.


‘Me too,’ said the sheep next to her.


‘And me,’ added a third.


Fred sighed.


‘The birds were attacking me,’ he said. ‘I think if that really had happened I’d know about it. There’d be evidence of an attack. Beak marks and so forth.’


‘Well, it was just a thought,’ said Sally.


‘Yes,’ said Fred. ‘Thanks for that.’


‘Not at all,’ said Sally. She looked at her friends. ‘Come on ladies, let’s get back to counting those fence posts.’ She looked at Henrietta. ‘We’re counting the posts in our field,’ she explained proudly. ‘We keep getting as far as six or seven and then we forget where we are.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know, it’s a funny old world, isn’t it?’


And with that, she led the rest of her friends out into the night, closely followed by the chickens and Sheba, Benjamin and Jonah, who as he went out, stabbed at the light switch with his snout, plunging the barn back into darkness, except for a broad strip of moonlight coming in through the open doors. Fred and Henrietta stayed where they were for the moment, waiting until the others were out of hearing.


‘Well, that was a complete waste of time,’ said Fred at last. He glanced at Henrietta. ‘You’re the only one who made a sensible suggestion.’


‘You can’t expect much from the sheep,’ Henrietta told him.


‘Which ones were they?’ asked Ralph.


Fred gave him a despairing look. ‘Don’t you know?’ he cried. ‘You’re supposed to be a sheepdog, for goodness sake. Your main job will be herding them about. How will you do that if you don’t even recognise them?’


The pup tried to look confident. ‘Well, I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it. Were they the big pink ones that were all covered in mud?’


‘No!’ snapped Fred. ‘The white ones. The ones with pale stupid faces and woolly coats and droning voices. The ones who can’t count past seven.’


‘Oh, those ones,’ said Ralph. He thought for a moment. ‘They seemed nice.’


Fred fixed him with a stern look. ‘Don’t try and tell me about sheep, sonny,’ he said. ‘Sheep are not nice. They are trouble. They haven’t got the brains they were born with. If one of ‘em decided to walk off a cliff, the rest would follow without hesitation until the whole lot were gone. And no prizes for guessing who’d get the blame if that happened. Never overestimate the intelligence of a sheep, my boy. That’s the first bit of advice I’m going to give you and the most important you’ll ever get. Remember it and you won’t go far wrong.’


‘I’ll try,’ said Ralph. ‘Thanks.’


‘Oh, don’t mention it.’ Fred glanced at Henrietta. ‘Well, we’d better get back to our places,’ he said. ‘Next time I have a dream, I think I’ll keep it to myself.’


‘Umm . . . what will I do?’ asked Ralph.


Henrietta gave him a last affectionate cuddle. ‘You just crawl back into the straw and snuggle down for the night,’ she advised him. ‘You’re still small and you won’t be expected to do much for quite a while. But one of these days, Farmer Morton will take you out on the hill to herd the sheep and that’s when you’ll have to prove yourself.’


Ralph nodded and began to creep back towards his sleeping place. Fred and Henrietta started towards the open doors of the barn and Ralph called softly after them.


‘You’re . . . sure about my mother?’ he asked them. ‘There’s no chance I might be seeing her again?’


There was a silence and then Henrietta said. ‘Go back to sleep little one.’


Then she and Fred stepped out into the moonlight and Ralph snuggled himself down, deep into the straw. Within minutes, he was fast asleep.
























Chapter Four


Learning The Ropes





Ralph quickly settled into the routine on Morton’s farm but although he had hoped to be put to work straight away, in this he was disappointed. Every morning he would see Farmer Morton step out of his house and whistle to Fred that it was time to go herding and he would hope that he would be invited to join them. But he never was.


It was interesting to see the change in Fred at such times. As soon as Mr Morton whistled he would come racing out of his kennel as though he had shed ten years in his sleep, tail wagging as he raced excitedly backwards and forwards.


‘How are you this morning, Fred?’ Mr Morton would ask him.


‘Oh, I’m raring to go!’ Fred would assure him. ‘Let’s get out there!’


‘Sure you’re feeling up to it?’


‘Yes, yes, try and hold me back!’


And off they would go, looking like two youngsters off to seek adventure.


‘You realise it’s all an act?’ Henrietta said one day, as she and Ralph stood side-by-side watching the two of them set off. ‘Poor Fred is in agony every step of the way, but of course he won’t let Farmer Morton see that.’


‘Why not?’ asked Ralph.


‘It is the way of things,’ she said. ‘We creatures of the farm spend our lives pleasing the Tall Ones. Sometimes, when you see what we get in return, I wonder why we bother.’


‘But Farmer Morton and his wife seem very nice,’ said Ralph.


‘Yes, compared to some Tall Ones you might meet, I suppose they are. And yet, all of them are capable of mistreating their animals . . . and sometimes even the Mortons do things that make me wonder about them.’


‘Do you think Farmer Morton will ever let me herd the sheep?’ asked Ralph.


‘Oh, don’t worry, your chance will come soon enough, little one,’ she said. She glanced at him shrewdly. ‘Actually, not so little these days,’ she observed. ‘I’d say you’ve almost doubled in size since you got here. I’m sure you won’t have to wait for very much longer.’





But the weeks rolled by and day after day Ralph had to watch as Mr Morton and Fred set off to round up the sheep and still he was not invited to join them. He would sit there, wagging his tail, showing that he was ready and willing to do his bit, but every morning he was ignored. He began to think that perhaps Farmer Morton had brought him to the farm for something else entirely.


And then one morning, which seemed just like any other, Mr Morton was just starting towards the farm gates when he paused and looked down at Fred.


‘I wonder,’ he said, ‘do you think it’s time we gave the new boy a chance?’


Ralph looked at Fred and he could see what a difficult decision this was for him. There must have been a part of him that wanted to go on doing this job forever and another part that realised that he simply couldn’t. Ralph had grown so much since he had come to the farm and Fred could not keep putting this off. He looked at Ralph and for a moment the younger dog thought he was going to say no, but he sighed and looked up at Mr Morton and said, ‘Why not?’


To say that Ralph was delighted by this news would have been putting it mildly. He went half crazy, running around Farmer Morton and Fred, barking excitedly, wanting everyone in the farmyard to know that he was finally getting his chance to shine. He looked towards the henhouse but annoyingly Henrietta was nowhere to be seen. He would have liked her to witness his moment of triumph.


‘Settle down,’ muttered Fred, quietly. ‘If the sheep see you carrying on like that, they’ll panic and run in all directions and you might not be given another chance for ages.’





