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      Enter the SF Gateway…


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




TO A NUDNIK


Great, grabbin’, snatchin’, greedy beastie,


‘O what a gob wi’ which tae feastie!


Thou need na guzzle awa sae hasty


Wi’ slobbering jaws!


I canna scoff as snell as thee can


Wi’ these sma’ paws!


A sudden oral outburst from
Snurb-the-rhymer (Bookeater Tribe),
after gnawing on a book of Scottish poems


Cheese rhymes with greed, almost.


Old House Mouse saying
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LIST OF PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS


OUTSIDERS





	PEDLAR

	Yellow-necked hedgerow mouse, hero of the novel, a wandering mouse.





	TINKER

	Pedlar’s cousin in the Hedgerow.





	DIDDYCOY

	Old yellow-necked Hedgerow sage.





	STONE

	Dormouse, lives by the garden privy, a Green who advocates getting-back-to-nature.





	TUNNELLER

	Common shrew who lives in a maze of tunnels underneath the house, bad-tempered and a ruthless fighter.





	ULUG BEG

	Ancient unknown species of mouse, hermit who lives in an abandoned tree-house in the garden.







SAVAGE TRIBE (KITCHEN MICE)





	GORM-THE-OLD

	House mouse, chieftain of the Savage Tribe, barbarian and thug.





	ASTRID

	House mouse, high priestess of Savage Tribe, talker to shadows.





	HAKON

	House mouse, Gorm’s brother and principal double.





	TOSTIG

	House mouse, Gorm’s brother and secondary double.





	THORKILS THREELEGS

	House mouse, foul-tempered invalid.





	GUNHILD

	House mouse, fond of military discipline, eventually defects to the 13-K Gang.





	JARL FORKWHISKERS

	House mouse, self-trained assassin.







Other members of Savage Tribe include: Gytha Finewhiskers, Skuli, Ketil, Elfwin.


BOOKEATER TRIBE (LIBRARY MICE)





	FRYCH-THE-FRECKLED

	House mouse, leader of the Bookeater Tribe, into witchcraft and black magic.





	IAGO

	House mouse, book gourmet, expert on paper eating.





	GRUFFYDD GREENTOOTH

	House mouse, self-claimed sorcerer and magician.





	ELISEDD

	House mouse, the youngster who discovers Little Prince.







Other members of the Bookeater Tribe include: Owain, Hywel-the-bad, Ethil-the-bald, Cadwallon, Mefyn, Rhodri, Marredud, Nesta.


DEATHSHEAD (SPIRITUAL WARRIORS)





	I-KUCHENG

	Yellow-necked mouse, wandering judge to whom the Goddess Unn has given special duties.





	SKRANG

	Yellow-necked mouse, protector of I-kucheng.





	IBAN

	Yellow-necked mouse, follows Yo and the path of chastity, forever failing.







THE INVISIBLES (ATTIC MICE)





	WHISPERSOFT

	Wood mouse, brash and noisy leader of his tribe.





	TREADLIGHTLY

	Yellow-necked mouse, heavy-footed doe who becomes involved with Pedlar.





	GOINGDOWNFAST

	Wood mouse, excellent swimmer, deadly enemy of Kellog the roof rat.





	FALLINGOFF-THINGS

	Wood mouse, excellent balancer, can walk a tightrope in a high wind.





	NONSENSICAL

	Wood mouse, mate of Goingdownfast.





	FEROCIOUS

	Wood mouse, meek and mild character and friend to Pedlar.





	TIMOROUS

	Wood mouse, rival and political foe of Goingdownfast.





	HEARALLTHINGS

	Wood mouse, deaf, friends with the grandfather clock, pianist.





	MISERABLE

	Wood mouse, brother of Goingdown-fast.







STINKHORN TRIBE (CELLAR MICE)





	PHART

	House mouse, so-called chieftain of his tribe of two, flea-infested habitual drunk, reprobate and rogue.





	FLEGM

	House mouse, side-kick of Phart with all Phart’s vices.







13-K GANG (LEAN-TO WOODSHED REBELS)





	ULF

	House mouse, son of Gorm-the-old, dedicated terrorist and dissident, leader of the 13-K Gang.





	DRENCHIE

	House mouse, Ulf’s female companion, complainer and unhappy soul.





	HIGHSTANDER

	Wood mouse, hates heights, rival to Ulf.







OTHER HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS





	NUDNIKS

	Human beings, large useless creatures who eat enormous quantities of food.





	HEADHUNTER

	Small deadly nudnik forever torturing and murdering mice.





	EYEBALL

	Burmese blue female cat, hides in the shadows, incredibly fast.





	SPITZ

	Old ginger torn cat, slower than Eyeball.





	WITLESS

	Senile old spaniel.





	MERCIFUL

	Cold and deadly little owl, lives in the attics, named by the Invisibles.





	KELLOG

	Old ship (or roof) rat, lives on the other side of the water tank, deadly enemy of Goingdownfast.





	LITTLE PRINCE

	White mouse, pet of the Headhunter, cannibal.





	THE SHADOWS

	Astrid’s friends and confidants.









PART ONE


From Hedgerow to Hallway




STILTON


LIKE THEIR AGE-OLD ENEMIES, MICE TOO CAN BE consumed by curiosity.


Pedlar had heard about the House, ever since his birth. It stood three fields away – too far away to be able to see it from his Hedgerow – but stories about the House had travelled with the travellers. Wandering rodents had entertained the hedges and ditches with tales about the House.


It was a place where mice lived in comfort, they said, warm all the year round. It was a place where food was in plenty, whatever the season, whatever the weather. It was a place where a variety of different species of mice made nests above ground, yet still remained out of the rain, out of the wind, out of reach of the fox and weasel, the stoat and hawk.


However, when Pedlar asked his older cousin, Tinker, about the House, he received the reply, ‘You don’t want to go near there – place is crawling with nudniks, so I hear. Dirty creatures. Never wash themselves, so I’m told. They don’t bend in the middle very well and their tongues are too short. I never heard of a nudnik even licking between its toes… must be covered in lice, they must. Fancy not being able to nip the fleas on your own belly – it doesn’t bear thinking about, does it?’


‘I wasn’t thinking about the nudniks – everyone knows what bumbling oafs they are. No, I was just wondering about the House itself. You know, what it’s like inside. Here, do you want to change that piece of beet for a haw?’


Tinker absently swopped bits of food with his cousin, as he considered the question of the House.


‘What would any place be like, full of greasy nudniks? I hear they have swilling contests – that’s how stupid they are – they try to guzzle as much coloured water as they can in one standing and they eat like – like nudniks.’


Nudniks were an endless source of speculation to Tinker, who said he despised them, but never stopped talking about them.


‘I don’t understand how they can stand up on their hind legs all that time,’ he said, ‘and not fall over. It’s not as if they’re the right shape for such a position, is it? You would think they would crash down on their poky-out noses, wouldn’t you? I hear they only have a small clutch of fur – long stuff sticking up on their heads like a tuft of grass. Where’s the rest of it gone? Maybe they had feathers and got plucked? Maybe they’re supposed to be frogs, or something, but can’t find a pond big enough…’


But Pedlar was bored with talk about nudniks. It was the House he was interested in. He let Tinker waffle on about his favourite subject and continued to ponder about the House in silence. He had heard that houses were the empty shells of extinct giant snails and there was no reason to disbelieve it. Certainly, from the descriptions Pedlar had heard, they sounded like tough, hollow carapaces.


It was probably the contrast between the description of the House, and the Hedgerow, which consumed Pedlar’s interest. Although in many ways the House was the opposite of the world he knew, he had a strong feeling that if he ever entered it he would be drawn into it and held, just as he was locked to the Hedgerow now. In one sense Pedlar was rooted to the hedge as surely as the hawthorn was to the Earth: it was part of him, he was part of it. The Hedgerow was magnetic, never letting its creatures stray far out into the wilderness that surrounded it, pulling them back in with fast-beating hearts and a discovery of a fear of open spaces. Yet Pedlar knew that if one hour he could break away, by sheer strength of will, he would experience something which would awaken his soul and open his mind to new light.


His mother had told him as a very young mouse, ‘In the Hedgerow the spirits of mice and owls are able to touch each other, just fleetingly, for an instant in time. The weasels and stoats, they are our enemies – their language is terrible to our ears, their feeding habits are horrifying to our thoughts, their forms are monstrous – yet the Hedgerow binds us to them, because this is our common home.


‘The Hedgerow is thick with the souls of animals dead and gone, and with birds that have flown out their time, their spirits all tangled in the networks of the blackthorn. It unites us, adds some harmony to a savage world, as much as anything is able to do so…’


The Hedgerow was Pedlar’s birthplace: or at least the ground beneath it. Though he spent as much time up amongst the twigs and thorns as he did on the Earth, his mother actually gave birth to him in a clay chamber below the grassy bank of the ditch. There was a network of tunnels there, with chambers off them, which wood mice and yellow-necked mice shared.


It was here in the warm security of a hay-carpeted nest, held tightly in the great paw that was the Earth, where Pedlar and his brothers and sisters first breathed air. It was here that Pedlar’s mother said of him to a neighbour, The moment that mouse was born a cockchafer came to the entrance of my nest and fluttered its wings.’


‘So what?’ said the neighbour, whose own offspring were, in her opinion, far more special than those of any other mouse.


‘So what?’ cried Pedlar’s mother. ‘Don’t you know the cockchafer is the harbinger of greatness? A wandering vole told me that Frych-the-freckled, the great sorceress from the big House, has said so herself. I’ve been given a sign. That one’s bound for greatness, you mark my words.’


‘Cockchafers? – beetle-brains. Frych-the-freckled indeed!’ sniffed the neighbour and went back to her own very precious brood.


‘You watch out,’ yelled Pedlar’s mother. ‘You might be changed into a cockchafer yourself if you take a witch’s name in vain!’


Pedlar grew up in the Hedgerow, hour by hour, until he was a mature yellow-neck, the largest breed of mouse in the countryside. He was so named because he often traded one kind of food for another, first with his brothers and sisters, then with other mice. In this he was unusual, since most mice just ate what they had, there and then. They thought Pedlar was funny, wanting to swop a berry for a nut, but they often went along with the trade, enjoying the novelty.


The Hedgerow itself was the whole world for many of the animals and birds that lived there. Pedlar had been to the crest of the hedge several times in his life, dangerous though it was with kestrels and harriers abroad, and marvelled at its great length. One way it dipped and rose like a shoulder of the Earth following the gentle curves of the brown and green fields; the other way it disappeared along the steep bank of a chalk down, like an adder going into a hole.


Pedlar’s eyesight was not good, mice rely more on touch and smell, but he could sense the permanence of the Hedgerow. It was there. It had been there since the coming of trees and it would always be there.


It was in the sanctuary of the Hedgerow, no stem of which was thicker than a cow’s tongue, where Pedlar’s great-great-grandparents had lived and died, and their ancestors before them, back to the time when all the world was grass and only mice inhabited the many-seeded Earth. Theirs were the ancient smells, the bits of fur caught on twigs and thorns, the old, old murmurs in the grasses.


The thorned Hedgerow was a castle too, with its spiked ramparts and palisades, keeping safe its many inhabitants from raptors and four-footed predators.


Even the predators used it for protection, when they were being chased by nudniks and their dogs.


It was the nudniks though, who trimmed and kept the Hedgerow healthy, squaring its broad shoulder in the spring, clearing its ditch of old leaves, twisting and twining its ethers to give it the strength to withstand winds and storms. Nudniks, guided by the great Creator, had their several uses, helping to protect the fabric of Pedlar’s world.


In this way the Hedgerow survived as a community. It did not matter that many of its creatures, from butterfly to hedgehog, from spider to stoat, spoke in different tongues. There was a second universal language – a language consisting of alarm sounds and movements, and of odours – which served the whole population of the Hedgerow in emergencies. So that when a storm was brewing, the creatures announced its arrival to each other.


‘A storm’s coming, a storm’s coming,’ the blackbirds would cry in their own peculiar speech, but the meaning would be understood by all, including Pedlar, who had heard the cry many times before.


‘Let’s get below,’ his cousin Tinker would say.


On one occasion, however, a determined Pedlar replied, ‘No, I want to see what happens. I’m staying up here, tucked in the fork of this blackthorn.’


‘You’re mad,’ muttered Tinker. ‘Dizzy as a nudnik.’


It was just that Pedlar wanted to hear the voices of heaven in full note, not deadened by the thickness of the turf and clay above his nest. He wanted to hear the archaic, clamouring tongues of bad weather, telling tales of bygone rains. The Hedgerow was always whispering to him, trying to tell him its primeval secrets, trying to pass on the lessons of his forebears with each rustling leaf, each creaking branch. Now he wanted to witness the sky giving birth to thunder and lightning. He wanted to hear the gales screaming through the whin, and the rain rattling on the old hollow oak.


‘Tinker will be jealous that I’ve managed to stay outside,’ muttered Pedlar, hopefully, to himself. ‘He’ll be sorry that I’ve managed to experience the great as well as the small.’


The scent of the storm came closer as the distant line of rain drove into the ground and new Earth-odours were awakened, rushing like river currents over the landscape towards the notch where he sat and waited.


Then came the wind, whipping through the tall stinging nettles, tearing at the Hedgerow garlic and bindweed. A mason wasp was ripped from its perch on a thorn and carried away into Infinity in an instant. Pedlar gulped and grasped the blackthorn more tightly. Hart’s-tongue fern and broadleafed docks lashed the ground under duress: primroses closed, returning to buds. The wind screamed through the Hedgerow, reshaping it by the moment, sending great ripples along its broad flank. The Hedgerow became an excited animate creature, straining to run off somewhere, over the hills and valleys.


‘So much for the wind,’ said Pedlar, impressed but not overwhelmed by its power. He wondered what it would have been like in the mystical nights of long ago, when there were no Hedgerows or trees, when the wind tore through the long grasses to which Pedlar’s ancestors must have clung like harvest mice.


Next came the rain wearing a cloak of darkness, hissing out of the sky.


A youthful vole which had ventured out of its hole below Pedlar, thinking the storm was over, shouted, ‘Heck!’ and went hurtling back down its hole again.


Pedlar gasped under the onslaught of the flood, hardly able to take a breath without taking in water. Then came the thunder and lightning, which almost blew him out of the Hedgerow and made his eyes bulge.


‘All right, that’s it!’ Pedlar said. ‘I’m scared.’


When the next lull arrived, he scrambled down the blackthorn and into the hole in the bank. The tunnel sloped upwards at first, which kept out the water, then dipped down to a number of chambers, one of which was Pedlar’s nest.


* * *


The labyrinth of tunnels had been dug directly below a twisty-looped hazel branch – a curlie-wurlie – a powerful symbol in mouselore. A curlie-wurlie could be good or evil, had the properties of both: those who deserved good received it, and those who deserved bad, likewise. It protected the nests below from weasels and stoats, who were loath to pass under the shadow of such a significant emblem.


As Pedlar passed by Tinker’s nest, his cousin called, ‘Had enough, eh?’


‘For now,’ sniffed Pedlar.


Crossing his own odour-line he found his small nest and settled down on the warm hay, now safely closeted by the comfortable feeling of having earthen walls around him and an earthen roof above. A wych-hazel root looped out of one wall of his nest, which Pedlar often gnawed in times of boredom. It was something to do, something to keep his teeth in trim. He did it now, while listening to the distant thunder, now muted to a far-off pounding.


Curled into a spiral, his tail over his eyes, it was not long before Pedlar was dozing, and for the first time, he dreamed the Dream. In the Dream his ancestors came to him and urged him to go to the House, telling him that his destiny lay within its walls. ‘History and mythology will become entwined,’ they told him, ‘as the columbine and ivy entwine.’ His ancestors came to him as wisps of marsh mist, speaking with tongues of rustling leaves, but their meaning was plain. He was to leave the Hedgerow and go to the House: there to seek his part in the events that were to befall that great country, there to become the One who will walk with the many, they said.


When he woke, with a start and a shiver, Pedlar went immediately to a very old mouse, a sage, named Diddycoy. The wizened old fellow was over four hundred nights and his grisly appearance frightened many of the younger mice. Diddycoy lived right at the back of the colony, in a large chamber, with a few of the older does and bucks, where he was not likely to be disturbed by the frantic energy of the young.


When Pedlar timidly entered his chamber, Diddycoy said gruffly, ‘I’ve no food to swop, young mouse, nothing at all, so you can go and peddle elsewhere.’


‘I don’t want to swop anything, I’ve come to ask a question,’ said the nervous Pedlar.


He was allowed to stay and he told Diddycoy his dream, asking the old sage whether it was true.


‘What do you mean, true?’ said Diddycoy.


‘Well, do you think I must embark on a journey to the House?’


‘Of course you must,’ instructed Diddycoy knowingly. ‘What do you think the damn dream was for? Heed the call of your ancestors, young ’un, or you’ll regret it to the end of your nights.’ The sage gave Pedlar a curious look, as if seeing him with new eyes.


‘You think I must go now?’


‘If this is a call, it means you’ve been given a great purpose and you’ll dream the Dream again,’ replied Diddycoy, ‘and your ancestors will tell you when the time has come for you to leave home. Now, be off, my own time is past and my nap is overdue.’


Pedlar left Diddycoy’s place, feeling awed that a humble mouse such as himself had been chosen to receive the wisdom of his ancestors. Yet once he was back amongst his own crowd, with excitable mice like the youngsters Totter and Pikey running around like mad creatures, it was hard to believe that he had been singled out in any way.


But he was visited by the Dream again, several more times, and the call became more urgent with each visitation. ‘You are the One who will walk with the many.’ Only then did Pedlar begin to understand that he might be destined to tread a path different from that of other mice…


When deep spring came, Pedlar began wandering further and further away from the Hedgerow, out into the fields. He kept testing himself, seeing how far he could go away from familiar smells, sounds and sights, before he got worried. One night he went so far the Hedgerow’s perfumes were lost to him and in the moon’s bright glow its silent line became another curve of the Earth.


He knew that out in the open fields there were few animals, but in the shelter he had left there were hundreds, thousands of creatures. Yet for the first time in his life he could not smell them, nor could he hear them. They were closeted and contained in a world apart.


It was only out there in the fields that Pedlar really became aware of the rhythm of life in the Hedgerow, which in turn was in tune with the rhythms of the Earth. Only now that he was out of its immediate influence, did he see how important that rhythm was in creating harmony. This did not mean that there were no conflicts in the Hedgerow, no desperate lives, no terrible deaths, but that the harmony of the whole was safe and well. The Hedgerow was locked neatly and securely to the Earth and the vibrations of the Earth flowed through the Hedgerow.


Pedlar was a little frightened by this revelation. It made him feel like an exile in the making, looking at his own land from afar. But there was excitement too mingled with his fear, and he felt this was rewarding.


He also felt the Hedgerow drawing him back, very strongly, but he was able to resist for as long as it took to satisfy his hunger.


‘The beets are much nicer out there in the middle,’ he told Tinker casually, when he returned.


The bees and wasps were buzzing in the Hedgerow, creating quite a racket, and Tinker shook his head sharply as if he couldn’t believe his ears.


‘You’ve been out there?’ cried Tinker. ‘You’re crazy. Don’t you know a kestrel can see you from – from as high as a cloud in open country?’


Pedlar thought his cousin was exaggerating. ‘It’s not exactly open country – there’s lots of beet leaves to hide under.’ He paused and spoke thoughtfully, ‘You feel the Hedgerow pulling you back,’ he said. ‘It’s strange. I wonder if you can get right outside that feeling – right away from its influence?’


When Pedlar reached the age of 142 nights his Dream told him he must say his farewells and set off on his journey to the House. It was time to turn his back on the ditch and Hedgerow on the edge of the fields, which had been his life since birth, and venture out to seek the mysterious ‘many’ with whom he must walk in order to satisfy the demands of his ancestors. Hours of chaff falling like golden rain were upon him, the dock leaves hung like limp, dried tongues in the heat of the summer, and yet his feet were itching to carry him away.


There were rituals to perform before the leave-taking, both secret and public. The secret ritual was done during the day, when everyone was asleep. It meant burying a wild rosehip under a primrose root. This had three-fold significance. It was to ensure he returned to eat the fruit of the Earth. It was an offering to the one Creator: a gesture that the would-be traveller hoped might be returned by the Creator if the traveller became hungry on his journey. And finally, the wild rosehip was symbolic of a mouse’s heart, which he left in his homeland of the Hedgerow.


The next step involved water, the life-blood of the mouse, which Pedlar took from the ditch, carried in his mouth, and deposited on the spot where he had buried the wild rosehip.


The public ritual took place at the time he was to leave. He broadcast his intentions of going by carrying pieces of his nest back to the surface and leaving it for the winds to strew, until his chamber was bare. Then he slept one hour in his bare chamber, on the naked Earth. This was noticed by other mice and a gathering took place at the entrance to the chambers. When he was ready, Pedlar left the hole without a word and travelled a way down the Hedgerow. He returned, then left again and went a little further along the ditch. Finally, he returned for the last time to say his goodbyes to the band that had gathered, for on his third departure he would not return again, unless it was for good.


There were many to see him off, including the elderly Diddycoy.


‘It’s not poor circumstances which drive me from the Hedgerow,’ he told his friends and relatives, in a formal farewell speech. ‘Now spring is here, food is plentiful on the edge of beet and corn country. It’s not loneliness, though I’m considered a solitary animal and prefer my own company much of the time.


‘Nor,’ he said positively, ‘is it any death-wish, for as a yellow-necked mouse you know I can be expected to live for five hundred long, long nights – half a millennium! – and like most mice I consider myself fortunate in being a creature blessed with longevity. The mayfly comes and goes, a brief, burning life often lasting only a single day – but a mouse is almost for ever.’


There were murmurs of, ‘True, true…’


‘No, it is none of these. I have heard the call of my ancestors. They have bid me travel to the land of the House where a great multitude awaits me, and so I must leave you and my beloved Hedgerow. It may be that I shall return one night, to be back amongst you…’


‘My own dear coz,’ sniffed Tinker.


‘…but by then I may be as old as Diddycoy here, not as wise of course, for he is unique…’


‘Don’t try to bamboozle me with your flattery,’ grumbled Diddycoy, clearly pleased.


‘…but until then, my friends, goodbye – and keep you safe from stoats, barn owls, weasels and their kind.’


And so he set forth, bravely, with heart beating fast and a kind of terror in his breast.


‘You show those house mice,’ shouted the young Pikey after him. ‘You show ’em!’


This was a bit tactless, since there were many house mice living in the Hedgerow, one or two of whom had come to see Pedlar off, but those who heard decided to let it go, willing to accept that the youngster meant House mice, rather than house mice.


Pedlar acknowledged the yell with a wave of his tail.


As for his dangerous journey, Pedlar told himself if you had good ears, a good nose, and were quick, you stood as much chance as any other creature of not being eaten alive. And, after all, he could jump as high as hogweed in the air; dart as swiftly as an adder bites; balance with the aid of his tail on an out-of-reach twig; magically blend with his surroundings. His ears were sharp, his senses keen, his whiskers fine.


There was not much that troubled Pedlar about going out into the great world, except meeting with a scarcity of food. No, his greatest burden lay in fulfilling the expectations of his ancestors, and perhaps gaining his own place in mouse history. But like all mice he did like to eat well.


And he could always come back, couldn’t he?


RIBBLESDALE


Once in the thick jungle of the ditch-bank, Pedlar tunnelled through the grasses and weeds, trusting he would not meet a predator. The territorial urine markings he found along the way were many and varied, but so long as he did not pause he was in no immediate danger.


Some of his journey followed the Hedgerow itself, so he did not feel too alienated from his surroundings, but eventually he had to make the break and set off through a field of corn. He did so by urging himself, ‘You-can-do-it-you-can-do-it-you-can-do-it.’ And to his surprise, he did it.


What met him was a crop of oats and only yet in its infancy: still half-green. The ears hung sorrowfully, drooping high above him, forming a double-thick canopy to his forest of stalks. All the while he had to keep stopping and climbing an individual stalk to ask directions of both friendly and unfriendly mice, some yellow-necks like himself, some wood mice (known as long-tailed fieldmice out in the jungles of corn) and harvest mice.


Sometimes he was told to push off, sometimes he was ignored, sometimes he would be given a direction.


“Scuse me,’ he would say, ‘which way is the House?’


‘Keep the sun over your left shoulder,’ he might be told, ‘and you’ll come to a wide ditch. Ask again there.’


It was all very well to say ‘Keep the sun over your left shoulder’, but what about when he was at the bottom of a dense forest of corn, and later kale, and couldn’t see the sun at all! After two days and nights, he began to feel like a veteran campaigner. But all the while he travelled Pedlar knew he had to beware of predators, especially stoats during the day and owls at night. With this in mind he tried to keep to the furrows, or ditches with plenty of bolt holes, or tree roots. When he needed to rest, he would find soft mosses to burrow in, this being the quickest and most efficient way of providing himself with cover for a short period of time.


Once, he saw a badger – a great giant of a fellow snuffling around amongst some acorns at the foot of an oak – and the sight almost made his heart stop. Badgers were not above snapping up a mouse if one wandered within reach. Even as Pedlar stared, the badger pulled a long earthworm out of its hole and chomped it down with great relish.


Finally, weary and travel-worn, feeling as if he had crossed the world and back again, Pedlar arrived in a strange land on the far side of a wide disused road. The smooth hard surface beneath his feet signalled to Pedlar that he was now in new territory and he knew that from now on new rules would apply. It took him some time to get the tar from between his toes, but once he was satisfied with the state of his paws, he looked up and around him.


It was dawn and the sky was almost obscured by the high, curving grasses which rose five times his own length above his head. However, towering even above this forest, as tall as a live oak, was an enormous square object which filled him with feelings of relief and foreboding in equal parts. There could be no doubt that this was his destination. It was the House to which the voices of his ancestors had directed him.


Something stirred in Pedlar’s racial memory. Some of his ancestors had lived in massive structures of stone, with thick walls and straw on the flagstoned floors, and crenellated walls and towers. Magnificent places of many chambers, many tunnels. Every so often the nudniks in these great buildings had put on suits of iron, grabbed iron sticks, and gone to confront other nudniks knocking on their door with treetrunks. All these images were transmitted to Pedlar as he drew on his empathy with the past and tried to use it to help him understand the present.


The big House before him threw a phantom shadow over the whole region. There were many mysterious square eyes in its surface, which shone blindingly down on the yellow-necked mouse. The House looked a sinister and wicked place, with a life of its own.


Another mouse might have turned back at this point, but Pedlar kept telling himself that he was the one and that inside were the many whom he must meet. The inhabitants, he knew, would be mainly house mice. These were savage little creatures who bit first and asked you your business afterwards. They would know the nooks of their homeland and any stranger entering from the Outside would automatically be at a great disadvantage.


Pedlar could hear some harvest mice in the tall grasses of the jungled plain before the House. He found their tracks, followed one, and found its maker, dangling from a stalk by its useful tail. Pedlar spoke in his bluff, Hedgerow dialect.


‘Who lives in that great country standing above the grasses?’ he asked, without preamble.


The harvest mouse looked up, a little startled since she had obviously not heard anyone enter the clearing. She dropped from the stalk and sat up on her haunches with a seed in her foreclaws – the ‘high-nose’ position mice call it – eating the kernel of the grass seed. Once she had eaten she dropped immediately to low-nose position, four feet on the ground, she sniffed and shuffled around a little, assessing whether this meeting was to be friendly or not, and finally decided the much bigger yellow-neck meant her no harm.


‘Country?’ she replied with her mouth full. ‘Oh, the House? You want to stay away from there. It’s full of barbarous tribes. You’d be killed. Anyway,’ she continued, going high-nose and munching away on a new seed, ‘there’s only one way to enter the House and that’s through the maze under the floor. The maze is guarded by a vicious shrew, called Tunneller. She’d bite your head off and spit it between your legs before your body hits the ground, believe me.’


Pedlar had met shrews before and knew them to be, in general, bad-tempered and violent creatures.


‘And she won’t let me past without a fight?’


‘You have to give her a piece of cheese to get past, and you don’t look as if you’ve got any.’


Pedlar certainly wasn’t carrying cheese to pay any toll. He wasn’t even sure what cheese was, exactly, and he didn’t want to appear even more ignorant than he had already. There was a plant called ‘bread and cheese’ but it was nothing special, so he was pretty sure they weren’t talking about that.


He turned again and used the high-nose position to look up and around him. The House was an imposing presence. Pedlar had never seen anything so enormous before. It reached up and touched the sky on two corners and its walls were vertical. Its roof was surely a perch for the highest-flying falcons: those that lived in the clouds. Looking up at the sheer front-face of the House, Pedlar felt very small. No wonder this mountainous place was so famous in the Hedgerow.


There was an upper storey that jutted out over the lower floor. It had windows with diamond-shaped panes. Dark timbers, great beams, were visibly locking the whole structure together, making triangular and square patterns on the plasterwork. Then there was a huge nail-studded door hiding shyly under the dark overhang of the porch. Climbing roses and ivy filled the gaps between the timbers and the windows, and embraced over the roof of this porch. There was a woodstore attached to the side of the building.


The influence of the House over its natural surrounds seemed to be tidal, reaching out unevenly in all directions, then gradually giving way to raw Nature. The garden’s pale was indefinable, as short lawn washed into long twitch grass, and cultivated flowers linked roots with thistles, cow parsley and campion along an irregular frontier. To the approaching mouse, it was hard to tell whether the wilderness was creeping forward and would soon overflow the House, or whether the garden was gaining ground, gradually moving outwards and paring away at the wilderness.


Pedlar had an unerring feeling that whatever lay behind the walls of the House was in some way connected with his own destiny. He was drawn to those walls. He was curious about the creatures that lived in the limited space within the House and puzzled over their apparent brutal ways. He was an inquisitive creature, who once roused to interest followed his wonder to the dregs.


The yellow-neck preened his precious whiskers as he studied the massive country before him, seeking an entrance to its inner world. He could see none, though he intended to investigate at the point where soil met wall rendering.


He went back to low-nose and told the harvest mouse, ‘I think I’ll have to try the maze, cheese or no cheese.’


She nodded. ‘Yes, if you’re really decided on going in, you might find a way through. Once upon a time there was an entrance through the lean-to woodshed, where the 13-K now live, but that was long ago, when it was made of wood. It’s brick and concrete now, so the only way is past Tunneller.’


The 13-K?’


‘A bunch of no-good youngsters led by Ulf, son of Gorm-the-old, made up of riffraff from all the House tribes.’


This information was virtually incomprehensible to Pedlar and he decided to pursue it no further, though he found the names wildly exotic and exciting. Ulf, son of Gorm-the-old! A woodstore which was the hide-out of a bloodthirsty gang of thugs and a maze of passageways guarded by an uncivilized shrew… Pedlar enquired after the location of the latter entrance and then bid the harvest mouse good eating, before leaving her.


When he checked all around the base of the building, he found the mouse’s information to be correct. There was only one small entrance hole, disappearing down below the foundations of the old building, near the cellar well light. He might not even run into the dreaded Tunneller; but if he did, he might be able to reason with her. Pedlar knew that a shrew’s sight and sense of smell are poor. He knew also that its normal activity is feverish and full of nervous energy, obliging it to stop in its tracks and take frequent naps, even while it is out hunting beetles and earthworms. He might have a chance to sneak by Tunneller while she slept.


Pedlar took one last look at the outside world, at its vastness. The sky was now a soft, pale blue, falling down to the Earth. He could only see those fields which rose up behind the high garden grasses in the background. There was an orchard to one side of the garden and an open view on the other. Through this window in trees and grass, he could see the hazy form of the Hedgerow, his former home.


He flicked his tail. His heart yearned to be back amongst the thorns at that moment, or down in his safe and warm chamber in the burrow. What was he doing, entering an unknown place full of such dangers, when he could be lazing around in the fork of a hazel branch, eating haws and drinking dew? He was going to miss the Hedgerow. But then, life could not be all comfort and no excitement, for how dull it would be if it were. There were challenges to face, adventures to experience, new worlds to explore. And he, Pedlar, was answering the call!


He slipped down the hole behind the rain barrel.


At once he found himself in a labyrinth of tunnels, running in all directions. Some were shrew tunnels, being oval in shape, while others were vole tunnels, being round. There were also wood-mouse tunnels, such as the kind Pedlar would dig himself, being a close cousin to wood mice. His sensitive whiskers just brushed the sides of the passage he had entered by, so he knew he was safe and would not get stuck. The darkness was a little bewildering, but he soon got a sense of his surroundings, using his nose and whiskers, as well as his instinct.


The pungency of the Earth was strong in his sensitive nostrils as Pedlar scurried along the tunnels. As he went, he marked his trail with his own scent, and soon found that he was backtracking on himself and became thoroughly lost. Sometimes he would be in a tunnel with fresh earth and the next moment his own scent would tickle his nose, and he would know he was travelling one way or the other down a passage along which he had already been. Mixed with his own scent, impregnated within the walls of the tunnels, was the smell of another creature, a shrew. Pedlar guessed this was Tunneller’s odour. He entered a wider part of the tunnel system.


Suddenly, Pedlar stopped dead, as if he had come up against a brick wall. In the pitch blackness ahead, he sensed a form, and then he smelled the strong odour of a shrew. A voice came out of the darkness, confirming his suspicions. The tone was sharp and testy, and full of menace.


‘Who’s there? Speak up, before I kill you.’


Pedlar deliberately kept his own voice calm.


‘A yellow-neck, Pedlar by name, on my way into the country of the House.’


‘A yellow-necked mouse?’ the shrew screamed in fury. ‘What are you doing in my maze? Get out! Get out!’


Pedlar felt fear rising within him. A shrew was no mean opponent in battle. However, he had always been too stubborn for his own good, and alongside that fear was a growing anger. Did this female shrew think the whole world belonged to her? He had as much right as she did to travel through the tunnels. The network of passageways could not possibly have been dug by this creature alone: it must have taken an army of mammals to fashion the labyrinth. He supposed that Tunneller had simply taken the area over when the wood mice and voles had had no more use for it.


‘Let me pass,’ growled Pedlar at this gatekeeper between two worlds. ‘I’ve got no quarrel with you…’


Tunneller cried, ‘The toll! Give me some food!’


The harvest mouse had specifically mentioned something called cheese, otherwise Pedlar would have brought a nut, or a piece of fruit. He then spoke the fatal words.


‘I have no food.’


There came a single shriek from Tunneller, then she launched herself at him. Pedlar felt a sharp pain on his ear and knew that she had buried her teeth in it. Fortunately, in her short-sightedness, she had only caught the rim and he shook her furiously until the edge of his ear tore and she went flying off somewhere.


Ignoring the pain in his ear, Pedlar located the shrew by her various odours. He could smell her shape in the darkness. There was always an olfactory map of his surroundings in his head. Tunneller’s poor sense of smell did not allow her the same benefits. Pedlar knew she had to rely on her sense of touch. She had to feel her way through life. It gave him a small advantage. He remained absolutely still at first.


Tunneller then began to throw herself this way and that in an attempt to locate her enemy. The energy and speed with which she scrambled and jumped around was terrifying. Pedlar desperately tried to stay out of the way of her snapping jaws. Twice she almost had him by the throat. He could tell that she was not going to settle for an ear again, because she caught his flanks a number of times, letting go when she knew she had not got a vital part of him.


Pedlar did not let her attack him unscathed. He administered one or two nips himself. At one point he had a good hold of her jowl and tried to scratch her underside with his powerful back legs. They rolled backwards and forwards as she struggled like a maniac and he found it impossible to hold on to her. Finally he released her and she bit him on the nose as she retreated. A nose is a sensitive organ. The wound was agony and Pedlar’s eyes watered furiously.


Finally, the pair of them, mouse and shrew, ran forwards both at once, and locked jaws.


They held each other with determination. Neither was prepared to let go. The hold was not painful for either creature, but it was a stalemate. They could only let go by common agreement. Neither could retreat without the consent of the other. No matter how much each one rattled and shook, it soon became obvious that they were locked together until they let go both at once.


After a long struggle both creatures settled with their bellies against the Earth, prepared to remain that way. Animal combatants have been found dead in such positions. If both are too full of pride, too stubborn, to acknowledge even a draw, then they stay locked and die of thirst or starvation.


Pedlar and Tunneller remained in the same position until, finally, Pedlar became bored and exasperated with his silly combatant. He slackened his grip ever so slightly. There was a response from Tunneller, who did the same. By degrees and mutual consent they gradually opened their jaws and released one another. This took a great deal of trust on both sides, for after a certain time, one could have lunged for the throat of the other, ripped it open, and let the blood flow forth. It would have been all over. There would have been a live winner and a dead loser.


Neither of them did this, however. Pedlar was a mouse with honour and pride. He would have died before carrying out such a dastardly act. He discovered, to his amazement, that the shrew had the same principles. She too, by her physical response to his suggestion, had given her silent word not to attack during the separation. She kept this unspoken promise.


When they had separated, they parted by a few lengths, to recover their strength. Pedlar heard Tunneller’s breathing increase in strength and he knew she was having a nap. He could not pass her and he was not going to return to the outside world, so he lay on his belly and recuperated himself. They remained there resting for a long while.


Just when Pedlar was wondering if he was going to have to wake this shrew for a renewed fight, she suddenly leapt up and dashed forwards. He was caught unawares by this sudden attack.


The shrew stopped a half a length from him and snapped something from the ground. There was a fluttering of crispy wings, a crackling. Pedlar’s heart was racing as these sounds were followed by a definite and final crunch. Then all was still again, except for a regular masticating noise.


‘What’s that?’ he asked. ‘What are you doing?’


There was a loud belch from his opponent, a smacking of the lips, then she replied, ‘Nice fat beetle.’


‘But you weren’t even awake?’ said the astounded Pedlar. ‘Were you?’


‘I’m aware of beetles in my sleep. Couldn’t let a delicious one like that go by.’


They remained as they were for a few moments, then Pedlar said, ‘Are you going to let me pass, or do we have to carry on fighting?’


‘You could have left,’ she said, ‘while I was napping.’


‘Backwards yes, but I want to go on. I’m pledged to go on.’


There was another long pause, then, ‘Well, you’d better go on then. I don’t want to fight someone as obstinate as you are to leave the real world and enter bedlam. What do you want to go into the House for? It’s full of wild tribes of mice – House mice, wood mice and yellow-necks like yourself. They all have so much, yet they all want more. Crazy House.’


‘I have to go,’ explained Pedlar. ‘My ancestors have told me my destiny lies in the House. I had a vision in a dream…’


‘Oh, a visionary,’ said Tunneller in a scathing tone. ‘Well, you’ll be all right with the Bookeater Tribe then. They’ll take to you, if you’re a mystic.’


Pedlar shook his head. ‘No, I’m not a visionary as such, or a mystic. I didn’t get any blinding flashes of light, or pictures in my head – nothing like that. It was a very clear message in a dream and the old wood mouse, Diddycoy, told me I must obey it. So here I am. I’ve travelled many fields to get here and I’m not turning back now… Anyway, who are the Bookeater Tribe?’


Tunneller said in a drowsy voice, ‘Look, I need another nap. You’re the first person who’s beaten me in a fight…’


‘A draw,’ corrected Pedlar. ‘It was a draw.’


‘All right, a draw then,’ yawned Tunneller. ‘I don’t want to argue about it. Whatever it is, you’re walking away – well, not unscathed, but with your honour intact. No-one’s ever done that before. I always win. I don’t want you bragging too much about this. You must simply say “Tunneller and I fought to a standstill and parted enemies.” ’


‘Enemies?’


‘You don’t expect me to call you a friend, do you? Of course, enemies. Enemies who admire one another. Enemies who respect each other. But enemies just the same. I don’t have any friends. Even when I’m tender towards another shrew, I’m aggressively tender – I am passionate but not affectionate. I don’t have fondness for another fellow creature. Not one in the whole world. I like it that way.’


While this speech was in progress, Tunneller’s voice became fainter and fainter, and at the last word she fell asleep. Luckily she was in a wide part of the chamber and Pedlar was able to creep past her. He brushed against her smaller form as he passed and marvelled at her soft velvety touch. It made him wonder about all that hostility she had inside her. She felt so warm and inviting he wanted to snuggle up beside her. But then he knew that she was actually a creature capable of incredible ferocity – and he hurried on, following a draught to an exit that lay in the far distance.


There was an odour on the draught, of body fluid. It was quite a strong one, and he knew from this that he was coming to the boundary of another mouse’s territory. The smell was there to warn strangers to turn back, but Pedlar bravely walked on.




ROQUEFORT


PEDLAR AT LAST CAME TO A CROSSROADS WHERE A GREAT many holes from the House side met those of the maze.


He chose to enter a hole from which he felt a strong draught, guessing it to be one of the shorter tunnels. Ignoring the deliberate odour-line of mouse urine, he went through into a large open area with stone walls and floor and a wooden ceiling supported by thick beams. He took careful note of his surroundings, always making sure to remain within instant reach of the exit hole in case flight was necessary.


Not for the first time he wondered why he had left his Hedgerow to journey out into the unknown. His longing to be back was like a lump inside him. He already missed the fragrant wild flowers, the dark smell of ditch clods, the green scent of clover leaves in the noonday sun. He missed the rough touch of bark and the taste of sap, the hawthorn blossom petals falling like soft gentle rain on his coat. The warm Earth called him to its womb. His fellow hedge-creatures, their sounds and smells, were running memory claws gently through his mind. It was hard not to answer this call, but a greater one urged him on.


There was a set of wooden steps on the far side of the great chamber, leading up to a door, around which light entered. It was this thin oblong of light which enabled Pedlar to see in the near darkness and take stock.


I must finally be in the House! he told himself.


It seemed an immense place to him: over ten thousand times larger than a chamber in a mouse warren. Perhaps bigger? Pedlar had never thought to experience anything like it. And almost everywhere was lined with stone: the walls, the floor. The ceiling, dizzily high, was of wood, far, far above him. The floor was vast and a feeling of fear came over him as he stared at the lone and level plain that stretched before him.


Yet, he told himself, this is but one chamber in a hugeness of many chambers. Above this chamber were more vast chambers, and above those even more, and above them were yet other great open spaces, unknown spaces.


His mind had difficulty grappling with the immensity of the whole House. It was a place of great valleys, echoing caverns and mountains, the sheer faces of which made him giddy to behold them. He was a mouse in another world: a world into which surely the whole mouse nation could fit and still find room to wander? It was as if the one Creator had said to Pedlar: ‘Behold, here is the box in which the universe came!’


He remained by the hole, conquering his fear of the majestic scene before him, not wishing to move until he had ascertained that it was safe to venture out into the chamber. There could be anything waiting to pounce out there, from cats to weasels to stoats. Pedlar was aware that he was in a foreign land and if he was to survive he had to expect the unexpected. He swished his tail in the dust, to see if it attracted attention from anywhere in the room, and remained ready to bolt through the hole at the first sign of danger.


In the vast chamber were various items, some of which he recognized, others he did not. There were two huge racks of bottles, full of liquid, up against one wall. He had seen bottles before during his life in the ditch. There were also crates and boxes, both of which nudniks had dumped in the ditch at various times. Then there were what looked like two small rainbarrels, lying horizontally on some kind of support. These rainbarrels dripped a liquid which smelt like fermenting fruits of the autumn. It was near to these items that Pedlar noticed two living creatures. They appeared to be mice, one smaller than the other. It seemed to Pedlar he had disturbed their rest. They in turn were staring at Pedlar, who immediately became wary. One of the mice suddenly lurched towards him, walking unsteadily.


‘Stay where you are,’ snapped Pedlar, when the mouse was two lengths from him. ‘State your business.’


The mouse stopped and blinked, before picking its teeth with one of its claws.


‘No need for that, yer honour,’ said the creature in a slurred tone, going high-nose. ‘We’re all friendly like, down ’ere, ain’t we Flegm?’ he called over his shoulder.


‘Yeah, that we are, Phart,’ came the reply from the mouse’s companion, followed by a loud belch and an apologetic, “Scuse my guts.’


Pedlar studied the mouse whom the other had called Phart. Though it was difficult to determine just what he was, he seemed to be a house mouse. Phart’s coat was matted and decorated with bald patches covered in eczema. What remained of his fur stuck up, ragged and unkempt, like clumps of grass on a frosty morning. The end of his tail was missing, his left ear was torn and three of his whiskers were bent. His eyes were red-veined and watery, above a puffy-looking nose and flaccid cheeks. Though he was running to fat, the muscles of his body looked worn and wasted, and great folds of skin hung from his belly. What was worse, Phart stank of something rotten, though it was difficult to conclude just what was the source – his breath or his body odour – or both.


‘Might I arsk,’ said Phart, suddenly taking the initiative with a haughty tone, ‘what you might be doing in Stinkhorn territory? Just arsken, you understand.’


‘Stinkhorn?’


‘That’s the name of this ’ere tribe, of what I’m proud to be known as chief.’ Phart drew himself up as best he could under the circumstances, though Pedlar was a good deal taller and had considerably better poise.


Pedlar went high-nose and looked around him. ‘How many in this tribe of yours?’ he asked.


‘That’s a leadin’ question, that is,’ sneered Phart. ‘But since you arsk, not a lot. Just Flegm ’ere, and yours truly. Used to be more, but our numbers is somewhat depleted. But me an’ Flegm, we fights like maniacs, don’t we Flegm?’


‘Yeah,’ came the reply, separated by slurps. ‘Maniacs.’


‘We fights anybody what comes in ’ere, looking for trouble, and sends ’em back where they come from. ’Ow did you come ’ere, by the way? We didn’t see you come in.’


‘Through the hole at the back of this chamber.’


‘Cellar. Cellar is what this is. From the ’ole in the back you say? Out of the maze then?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘Then,’ said Phart, picking his teeth again, ‘you didn’t run into Tunneller?’


Pedlar said, ‘You mean the shrew? Oh, yes, we met each other.’


‘And?’


‘And we fought to a standstill.’


Phart swayed a little, moving insidiously closer. ‘You – fought – Tunneller?’ he whispered, hoarsely.


‘To a standstill. We parted enemies.’


‘Strewth!’ said Flegm from his position under the barrels. The scruffy little mouse let out a hacking cough before spitting something indescribable on to the floor. Once he’d divested himself of this unwelcome blob, he said to his chief, ‘He gave Tunneller a smacking, did he? Well, he’s likely to give you a walloping too then, ain’t he Phart?’


‘You keep your rotten tongue knotted,’ shouted Phart over his shoulder.


Then suddenly, Phart was right up next to Pedlar, invading his body space, breathing foul fumes into his nostrils as he pushed his disgusting nose amongst Pedlar’s whiskers.


‘Look, yer honour,’ he said in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘we didn’t mean no harm, you understand? We got to protect our property, ain’t we. We got a right to do that. But you’re very welcome, very welcome indeed, yer honour. I couldn’t say how welcome you are. Our cellar is at your disposal. Would you care to partake in some liquid refreshment? We got plenty of red wine. We’ve already been indulgin’ somewhat, ourselves, so you’re very at liberty to join us for a few swigs.’


‘Red wine?’ said Pedlar, suddenly feeling quite thirsty. ‘I don’t think I know what that is.’


Phart laughed over his shoulder. ‘You ’ear that, Flegm?’


‘Why don’t you find out then, yer honour?’ called Flegm.


So Pedlar followed Phart over to the pool of red fluid lying on the floor of the cellar. There he bent his head and drank what tasted like heavy berry juice. The taste was good and he was soon lapping away with the other two mice. At first he remained wary of them and his surroundings, keeping a cool head and a sharp eye out. However, after a time, it didn’t seem to matter.


While they were still lapping the wine Flegm said to Phart, ‘Go on then. He’s from the Outside. Arsk ’im.’


Phart looked at Pedlar and cleared his throat. ‘You’re from the Outside, yer honour?’


‘I said I was,’ replied Pedlar.


‘That’s what I thort,’ said Phart. ‘Y’see, what me an’ Flegm ’ere want to know is, have you ever come across a sort of purple mushroom with red spots?’


‘What?’ said Pedlar, puzzled.


‘Simple question, ain’t it?’ snapped Flegm. ‘What’re you deaf or somethin’?’


‘Now, now, Flegm,’ said Phart, ‘his honour didn’t quite understand what I was talkin’ about.’ He turned back again to Pedlar. ‘See, it’s like this, yer honour. I had an uncle – the Great Bile ’is name was – what once went Outside and found these mushrooms. When he ate ’em, he saw beautiful visions and such. Made ’im feel like he was walkin’ on clouds of flour. Know what I mean?’


Pedlar was beginning to feel a bit like that himself. ‘I think so,’ he said.


‘Well then, can you take us – me an’ Flegm that is – to some mushrooms like them? We could – we could make you a honorary Stinkhorn if you did.’


‘Don’t know any such mushrooms,’ said Pedlar. ‘Sorry. Much as I would love the honour.’


Flegm tutted and said, ‘Bleedin’ useless,’ and Phart glared at Pedlar for a very long time.


Phart finally said, ‘You sure you’re not keepin’ these mushrooms to yourself?’


Pedlar said very emphatically. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. And if you keep looking at me like that I’ll bite your nose off.’


‘Sorry for breathin’,’ said Phart, and went back to his puddle of wine.


Pedlar realized that previously he had been too cautious about the wine, now he relaxed and let himself enjoy his drink. Then, not so many laps after that, there wasn’t any need to worry because he felt he could take on an army of weasels without any problems whatsoever. He felt careless and bold.


‘Thisss-is good,’ he said to the Stinkhorns. ‘You get musch of this stuff here?’


‘Oh, we gets the lot, in ’ere. Reds, whites, fizzies. You name it. There’s always a leak or two, somewheres about, an’ if there ain’t, we soon make one,’ Phart guffawed.


Said the flea-bitten Flegm, ‘Bottled stuff’s the best, but you don’t often get bottles broke, more’s the pity.’ He nudged Pedlar in a friendly fashion.


Pedlar suddenly felt inexplicably angry at being jostled in such a familiar fashion.


‘Don’t push me,’ he growled, giving Flegm his most menacing stare.


‘What?’ said Flegm, surprised. Then looking into Pedlar’s face, he cried, ‘Oh, strewth, we got one ’ere!’


‘One what?’ asked Phart, licking the drips off his whiskers and lifting his head.


‘One of them what gets stroppy with a bit of booze.’


Phart turned to stare at Pedlar, who was rocking back and forth on his feet now, and glaring at the other two.


‘Just don’t push me, thass all,’ he snarled.


‘Oh dear,’ said Phart. ‘I think you’re right, Flegm. I think we’ve got one and a ’alf.’


‘Just don’t push me,’ growled Pedlar, wondering why the floor seemed to be slipping away from under his feet.


‘Eloquent bozo, ain’t he?’ said Flegm. ‘Sort of plays fascinatin’ games with the language, don’t he? A vocabulary that takes yer breath away.’


The two house mice continued to sip at the wine, while keeping an eye on their new companion, who was now looking up at the ceiling. They watched, interested, as Pedlar’s head started swivelling slowly, as if he were trying to keep up with the turning of some unseen object. Then gradually, ever so gradually, Pedlar leaned over to one side, until he fell. He lay there in the dust of the cellar floor, panting heavily, his eyes wide with bewilderment. After a while they closed.
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