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To Marie-Madeleine Fourcade and her children, Christian and Béatrice, Noah’s Ark, Nancy Wake and all the animals who fight for the lives of human beings.




CHAPTER ONE


FAREWELL TO THE FALLEN


A dense summer wind sighed across the forest in Normandy, rippling the oak leaves above Noah’s Ark’s hideout, which was now inside a rabbit warren buried deep beneath the trees, near the eastern border of the Normandy forest. Below a crimson sky crowding with tall slate clouds, Pip hung her head with the rest of Noah’s Ark as they followed Madame Fourcade across the dusty, parched earth. A rumble of thunder rolled in the distance and the undergrowth rustled as if excited for the long-awaited rain to arrive.


The animals left the warren behind them, Madame Fourcade the hedgehog padding ahead with Rémi the swallow, waddling on his talons beside her. Pip had seen him visit Madame Fourcade once before, and, although Madame Fourcade never revealed what they spoke of, her energy made Pip sure Rémi had brought news of her hoglets who had been in hiding since the start of the war. The swallow’s slim, streamlined body had long, pointed wings, arcing elegantly behind him over a lean forked tail, and his iridescent feathers shimmered as he spoke to Madame Fourcade in furtive whispers. Reaching a place where a scarlet gloom swirled above a gap in the treetops, the hedgehog turned and thanked him with a smile, and the swallow bowed his inky head to his throat. He spread his wings and flashed his white underbelly as he leaped into the air and disappeared through the trees.


The animals came to a standstill, and Pip stared at the acorn she carried in her paws. Turning its cool, unremarkable shell, she watched its smooth surface gleam. Its hat was the same colour and texture as the ancient oak tree looming beside her. Its rugged trunk was twisted and gnarled with deep crevices, like wrinkles etched into the oldest skin.


‘Mes amis, both new and old,’ Madame Fourcade began, cradling two acorns of her own, and the animals looked up at her. ‘Four weeks have passed since the battle at the Nacht und Nebel camp, and although our wounds are healing with each day that goes by our scars will never disappear. For each one changes us forever and tells a story we carry with us for the rest of our lives.’
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Pip peered up at the hedgehog and saw that the scabs where barbed wire had scored her face had now been replaced with pearly lines. Shuddering with the memory of the night they had escaped, she looked away and her eyes travelled to the newest members of Noah’s Ark, whose broken tails and ragged ears had also healed since their rescue.


‘When we lose those we care for,’ Madame Fourcade continued, ‘our spirits suffer and mend over time like our skin. But we cannot see these scars; only grief reminds us of them. It’s time for us to say farewell to our dear friends, Hans, Léon and GI Joe, and give our hearts the remedy to heal.’


Every day since their escape, Noah’s Ark had watched the forest, hoping the rat, the eagle and the messenger pigeon would return. At first, every ear pricked at the distant flap of wings or shudder of ground ferns, but, as time wore on, the animals stopped turning their heads to the normal sounds of the forest. Even Pip, who had raced to investigate every snap of a twig or flutter of leaves had slowly lost faith, finding each fruitless search a disappointment more difficult to bear.


‘Great oaks from little acorns grow,’ Madame Fourcade said, smiling sadly. ‘In this huge world so full of creatures big and small we may feel as tiny as these acorns, but with brave hearts we can become as mighty as these trees. We are never the same after we lose the ones we love, but the dead will never die if they are not forgotten.’


Pip nodded, feeling the sting of tears in her eyes as she remembered her Mama and Papa. Not a day had gone by that she hadn’t thought of them and their last wish to take their family umbrella to the museum in Italy, where her mother had come from a long line of umbrella mice. Pip’s father, like Pip, had grown up inside the umbrella shop in London. But war had taken them from her and now she hoped her parents would understand her decision to stay with Noah’s Ark and fight until the conflict was over. They were weaker without Léon, Hans and GI Joe. It was her fault they were gone and they needed her help.


‘With these acorns,’ the hedgehog continued, ‘we remember their sacrifice: the greatest that war can possess. May their roots spread far so that their leaves graze the clouds, and forever mark their strength and courage.’


Pip and Madame Fourcade placed their acorns on the forest floor and the hedgehog burrowed into the ground beside them while the members of Noah’s Ark watched with their whiskers drooping on their cheeks.


‘For Léon, who saved my life and others in Noah’s Ark.’ Madame Fourcade’s voice cracked as she placed his acorn inside the hole and buried it. ‘He was the most gallant eagle that ever was and we shall never forget him.’


Silence descended as the animals hung their heads in remembrance of him. Fiercely protective with golden eyes and strong speckled wings that dwarfed her tiny frame, Pip had been so frightened of Léon at first. But his tenderness, wisdom and bravery soon outshone her fear and her heart weighed heavily as she remembered his last moments.


After a long pause, Madame Fourcade carried the next acorn a few paces and Noah’s Ark watched solemnly as she dug the earth beside it.


‘For our dear American ally, GI Joe, the fastest messenger pigeon in Churchill’s Secret Animal Army. You came to our aid in our darkest hour with a heart of gold and the gift of laughter when we had forgotten how to smile. We thank you for your unfaltering courage,’ Madame Fourcade continued, placing the next acorn in its grave, and dragging soil into the hole. ‘And we share your woe for your mate, Lucia, who took advantage not only of your kindness, but also of our need for help, and betrayed us all. She reminded us that a friend can be a traitor and we will never make the same mistake again.’


Lucia, the white messenger pigeon and secret Nazi spy, had sabotaged Noah’s Ark from within. She had revealed her true nature when she attacked them all with the Goliath Rats and sentry owls in the escape from the Nacht und Nebel camp, and Pip felt ashamed that she had once admired her. Lucia was beautiful and daring, and Pip had been delighted when the pigeon had wanted to be her friend. She shivered, remembering the pigeon’s cold, waxy talons closing around her when she’d tried to snatch Pip away.


‘We bury this last acorn in memory of Hans, the German resister fighting with Churchill’s Secret Animal Army for the better life of all,’ the hedgehog went on, padding forward to a place that created an even triangle between the three graves. ‘We knew him only briefly yet he showed us a true, heroic nature and we are proud to have fought alongside him.’


Pip stepped forward and as Madame Fourcade met her gaze the hedgehog understood what stirred in Pip’s heart. Passing the acorn to her, she joined the rest of Noah’s Ark surrounding the little mouse, their brows creased with mourning.


Pip’s eyes filled with tears as she thought of Hans. She’d first met him in London with Dickin the search-and-rescue dog just after she’d lost her parents and her beloved umbrella shop, all destroyed by a flying bomb. From that moment on, he’d never stopped protecting her and he’d promised to take her to the umbrella museum in Gignese before returning to Germany to fight the enemy from within.


Pip sank her paws into the cold earth and dug a hole in silence, but as she covered Hans’s acorn with soil she was unable to stifle a whimper of sorrow, and together Noah’s Ark cried softly all around her.


‘We have waited for our friends who would never return.’ Madame Fourcade sighed. ‘Our scouts have had no word of their capture, and although we are still grieving we must continue to help the humans end this war. Yesterday, I received word from London Headquarters, and, now that we have rested and hidden long enough after the escape from the camp, it is time for us to resume our work and move on.’


Pip and Noah’s Ark nodded sadly, knowing the hedgehog was right.


‘The human Allied armies are advancing from the north and west of France and many more soldiers are expected to invade the southern coast any day. This means they are pushing the enemy back east to Berlin from all sides and the Allied army is nearing Paris. Its liberation will symbolize the coming freedom for France! This is our chance to win our country back!’


The animals began muttering to one another and Pip’s stomach stirred with both elation and melancholy. When she first came to France, she had intended to press on with her journey to Italy and she never imagined how important Madame Fourcade and her troop of animals would become. Not only had they saved her life, but they’d been the best friends she had ever known and the thought of saying goodbye to them at the end of the war made her heart ache.


‘Bernard Booth has ordered us to help the civilian uprising in the city,’ Madame Fourcade went on, and at once Henri the stag’s ears flattened. ‘To do so, we must find the white mouse hiding beneath the human’s feet inside the catacombs. She is another member of Churchill’s Secret Animal Army and she is fighting with the Resistance there in Paris. Together, we’ll rise up and weaken the enemy. Come, let us prepare for our journey to the City of Lights!’


Murmuring, Noah’s Ark trod after Madame Fourcade towards the warren, but, as Pip turned to follow, the upper boughs of the trees to her right rustled. Instantly, the fur on the back of her neck stood on end, urging her to look over her shoulder.


Pip gasped. A black shape was hurtling through the trees towards them.




CHAPTER TWO


THE INTRUDER


‘Madame Fourcade!’ Pip cried as she raced after her friends. ‘Something’s coming!’


Suddenly, cracking wood echoed in the forest and Noah’s Ark whipped their heads towards the sound and cowered in alarm, spying a black shape tumble through the air and crash into the ground ferns below, just a short distance from where the animals were standing.


‘What was that?’ a rabbit asked, thumping the ground with his hind leg.


‘Everyone stay completely still,’ Madame Fourcade hushed, prickles bristling all over her body. ‘Slowly take cover under whatever you can,’ she whispered, ‘and do not huddle together in the warren – spread out! All our work will be lost if everyone is captured.’


Thunder boomed as Noah’s Ark scurried under the low ferns and thick brambles tangled across the forest floor.
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‘We’ll investigate,’ a squirrel said, scaling a nearby tree trunk with another squirrel chasing her from behind. Bounding across the lofty branches, they peered into the undergrowth with flicking tails. ‘It looks like a crow, Madame.’


‘Is it moving?’ whispered the hedgehog as loudly as she could. Pip stretched up on her tiptoes, but she saw only the forest swaying in the wind.


‘We can’t be sure,’ the other squirrel answered, jumping to another branch and peering from a different angle. ‘It’s covered by the undergrowth.’


‘Rabbits – come with me and Henri.’ Madame Fourcade’s eyes blazed. ‘Tread lightly and be careful not to be seen.’


‘Wait for me!’ Pip dashed to them. The three rabbits gazed at the hedgehog with their ears twitching warily upon their heads.


‘Fine.’ Madame Fourcade sighed, knowing there was nothing she could do to stop her. ‘Henri and I will be right behind you.’


A rabbit offered his front paw for Pip to climb and she darted up his shoulder to sit at the back of his neck. Beside them, Henri the stag dipped his head to the ground and Madame Fourcade clumsily clambered up his nose and scaled the length of his face to stand between his ears.


‘Go!’ Madame Fourcade whispered, towering above them from Henri’s full height. ‘And be ready to run as fast as you can.’


The rain arrived and thudded through the forest as the rabbits crept forward, brushing the undergrowth away with their noses and padding softly on their long, powerful legs. The fallen bird’s stark black shape inched into view, lying lifelessly on its stomach with its head flopped on one wing, splayed out on a bed of battered ferns.


‘Is it dead?’ Pip asked, staring at the black bird’s nearly closed eyes, gleaming with slivers of gold.


‘Shhhhh,’ Madame Fourcade hushed as the stag stepped quietly beside them. The three rabbits edged closer, their paws poised to race away.


‘It’s a little small for a crow,’ Henri whispered, nudging the bird with his nose. He grimaced as its acrid smell rushed up his nostrils.


‘Whatever it is,’ the hedgehog said, gazing into the treetops, ‘we can’t stay in the open like this for much longer. It could be a trap.’


The animals looked into the forest with their hackles rising. The rest of Noah’s Ark had vanished into the thick undergrowth and Pip swallowed, wondering what else could be watching them from hiding places they did not know of.


‘We can’t just leave it here,’ Pip said, nerves jangling as she slid from the rabbit’s back to the forest floor and approached the bird. It looked harmless, as though it were just sleeping with its beak open, and Pip’s ears pricked, waiting to hear a snore. ‘If it’s in trouble, we should do something.’


‘It’s dead,’ one of the rabbits said, prodding its limp wing with its paw. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’


‘Come,’ Madame Fourcade said, ‘this soul is beyond our help.’


‘Wait,’ Pip said, staring at its thin, bony chest, willing it to rise and fall. Its tattered feathers hung from its fragile body and her stomach clenched, catching its sour stench in her nose. As she stared at its eyes for a flicker of life, thunder clapped above the trees and the rain fell heavier through the forest. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, gently stroking the bird’s listless head, ‘I hope you didn’t suffer too much.’


‘Don’t touch it!’ Madame Fourcade snapped, quills dripping with water. ‘It might be diseased.’


Pip snapped her paw away, a strange black dust clinging to her palm. A plump raindrop landed on the bird and trickled down its neck, exposing a trail of shimmering green and purple feathers.


‘Let it rest in peace,’ the hedgehog said firmly. ‘It could have been sent to draw us away from our hideout. It’s time to return to the warren – now!’


It was then that the black bird’s eyes snapped open, burning bright amber and Pip and the others stumbled backwards in fright, watching its haggard body heave.


‘Liddle lady?’ The black bird coughed. ‘I thought you’d be in the Italian umbrella museum by now.’


‘GI Joe?’ Pip’s mouth fell open in disbelief and she rushed to his side. ‘Is that you?’


‘Mon dieu! ’ Madame Fourcade gasped.


‘Yes,’ GI Joe replied weakly. ‘Thank God I’ve found you. I’ve been looking all over the forest. I’ve searched every hideout I’d seen you use before. I remember this cluster of oak trees being damned hard to find.’


Pip’s heart danced behind her ribs. If GI Joe was alive, didn’t that mean Léon and Hans could be too?


Henri dipped his head to the ground and the hedgehog hurried to Pip, who was cradling the pigeon’s head on her lap while the rabbits looked on with their whiskers drooping on their cheeks.


‘GI Joe,’ Madame Fourcade asked urgently, ‘what happened to you?’


‘There’s no time,’ the pigeon panted. The raindrops fell faster and heavier, and rinsed the soot from his feathers in uneven stripes of black and grey. ‘They’re coming for you.’


‘Who?’ Pip squeaked.


‘The Milice.’


‘The French Resistance hunters,’ a rabbit gasped, thudding his hind leg with fear.


‘They’re searching all over Normandy for the Umbrella Mouse. They want revenge for Noah’s Ark’s escape from the camp.’


Pip’s breath halted in her throat.


‘Lucia,’ Henri growled, puffing air angrily out of his nose, ‘she must have told them everything.’


‘Thank whiskers we moved Noah’s Ark from the hollow to the rabbit warren when we did. Is Lucia alive, GI Joe?’ Madame Fourcade asked firmly. ‘Tell us what happened after the fire.’


‘There’s no time,’ he said, struggling to speak. ‘A swarm of Butcher Birds is coming for you.’


‘Butcher Birds?’ Pip swallowed.


‘Great grey shrikes with black masks,’ he panted. ‘Now go! Run! Before it’s too late!’


With that, the pigeon’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and his body fell limp against the forest floor in a faint.


‘Rabbits,’ said Madame Fourcade, and they stood to attention at once. ‘Hurry back to the warren and warn the others!’ A fork of lightning fractured the sky as the rabbits’ white, fluffy tails vanished into the trees. ‘Pip, let GI Joe go so Henri can scoop him up.’


The stag bent his head to the ground and carefully directed his antlers beneath GI Joe’s fragile body, guiding him on to three hooks in Henri’s horns.


‘Now you two,’ Henri said, resting his chin on the ground, and Pip and Madame Fourcade clambered up his face to stand between his ears, cocking warily in every direction. ‘And hang on tight.’


‘Wait!’ Pip cried. ‘The umbrella! I can’t leave it in the warren – I have to go back for it!’ Her stomach twisted with guilt that she didn’t have it with her. If anything happened to it, she would be betraying Mama and Papa’s memory and all the other Hanway mice who had lived in it before her.


‘Stay where you are, little one,’ said Henri, abruptly rocking on his front knees to stand at his full height, ‘the warren may not be far away, but I’m faster than you’ll ever be.’


Leaping forward, Henri galloped through the undergrowth to where Noah’s Ark scrambled around the rabbit warren, preparing to leave. Pip saw two squirrels emerge from her and Madame Fourcade’s burrow with the umbrella raised above their heads.


‘Noah’s Ark!’ Madame Fourcade yelled, speaking as quickly as she could. ‘The Butcher Birds are coming and a fate worse than death awaits us if we are caught by them.’ The animals’ ears flattened, and they muttered fearfully to one another as they hopped over to the stag. ‘Go in small groups of four or five if you must,’ the hedgehog continued gravely. ‘Any more than that and we risk too many of us being killed or captured.’


‘What if they find us?’ a beaver asked from the middle of the group beside his wife and son.


‘Everyone knows the Butcher Birds never stop hunting until they get what they want,’ a tabby cat added.


‘Remember that if you are found they will try everything to convince you to share your secrets so you must escape by whatever means you can. But if you are caught you must be strong – no matter how much pain they inflict, you cannot breathe a word about us. You’ll be killing us all if you reveal our secrets. If you speak, it must only be with lies.’


‘Where do we go now?’ Robert the bullfinch’s brow furrowed as he hurriedly strapped Noah’s Ark’s small crystal radio set to his back.


‘Paris, as planned. We must find the white mouse by entering the catacombs via a secret entrance below a statue of an angel in the Luxembourg Gardens. Once inside, turn right and keep going straight, then you won’t get lost inside the labyrinth of limestone quarries beneath the city. Bernard Booth says it stretches for hundreds of miles.’


‘But, Madame –’ Henri shook his head as the rest of Noah’s Ark nodded and collected into their small groups of four or five animals – ‘a stag cannot enter the catacombs or fight on the streets of Paris. I will come with you as far as I can, then will remain in the forest and wait for your return.’


‘And we will meet again with victory singing in our hearts, mon cher ami.’ Madame Fourcade smiled. ‘Everyone: sabotage the enemy every chance you get on the way!’ the hedgehog continued, and Noah’s Ark listened with their ears pricked high. ‘Keep your eyes and ears open, and your noses to the ground – above all, trust no one. We cannot be sure which animals are Axis or Allied, but we can be sure the Milice will leave no stone unturned. We’ll reunite in Paris in a few days and fight for our liberation together! Now split up and get away from here as fast as you can!’


Noah’s Ark scattered in all directions with many glancing back over their shoulders for final glimpses of Pip and Madame Fourcade standing between Henri’s ears before they disappeared into the tree canopy or vanished through the ground ferns.


‘There must be something we can do for GI Joe,’ Pip said, staring up as Henri scooped the umbrella into his upper antlers above the pigeon, who flopped listlessly in the stag’s horns. ‘We can’t lose him now. He needs a doctor.’


‘He needs more than that.’ Madame Fourcade’s brow furrowed. ‘He needs a miracle.’


‘We must take him to the Great Stag,’ Henri said firmly. ‘His ancient knowledge of forest medicines is the only thing that can save GI Joe. Our forest is large, but now we’re in the eastern region, and the Great Stag isn’t far. He’s always been based to the south-east and I’m sure his small band of Resistance fighters will help us when we tell them how much GI Joe has helped the cause.’


‘That’s if the Great Stag is still alive,’ Madame Fourcade replied. ‘Rogue Wolves moved into his territory not long ago. They answer to no one and they serve nothing but nature itself. Most of the wolves in that part of the forest were our allies, but the Rogues have been killing them in droves, using the sloping ground there to hide, ambush and kill anyone outside their own packs. Then they take their land for themselves. Without help from other wolves, we will not be protected, and if the Rogue Wolves catch our scent before we find the Great Stag we’re finished.’


‘But we have to try,’ Pip said, her tail flicking with determination. ‘GI Joe would do anything to help us if we were him. He’d never be afraid of the Rogue Wolves and nor should we. He’s risked everything to save us from the Butcher Birds – we must do the same for him too.’


‘You’re right, chérie.’ Madame Fourcade sighed. ‘But we only stand a chance if you sprint, Henri. If the Butcher Birds don’t get us first, the Rogue Wolves will. And the sooner we get GI Joe help, the sooner we will reach Paris.’


‘I only know where his territory lies.’ Henri hung his head. ‘I don’t know where his hideout is.’


‘Then we must hope we still have friends in those parts,’ Madame Fourcade said. ‘The Great Stag has resisted the enemy since the beginning of the war and his group operates there somewhere near brambles. Our squirrels and birds have communicated with his scouts in the past. He sends bees and bats – they were the ones to tell us the Rogue Wolves had arrived in their territory. They’ll be keeping a lookout for danger, just like we do. If they approach, we will reveal who we are with the Resistance’s secret phrases. GI Joe does not have time for games.’


‘But what if the Butcher Birds catch up with us before we find them?’ Pip asked, staring warily into the treetops.


‘This forest is dense,’ the hedgehog said. ‘If all else fails, we will hide and do everything we can not to be found.’


‘Then hurry, Henri.’ Pip swallowed. ‘We have to get him help before it’s too late.’




CHAPTER THREE


GABRIEL AND MADELEINE


Pip and Madame Fourcade gripped the fur on the crown of Henri’s head as he raced through the blustering wind and rain, plummeting through the forest. On and on he ran, weaving around tall trunks and shrubs until at last the Great Stag’s territory of undulating slopes appeared, rolling into the distance for as far as they could see.


Henri picked up speed and descended the first decline. Reaching the sodden earth below and swerving sharply to the right, he galloped between the rises of the land, sheltering behind them so as not to be seen from higher ground.


‘We must move faster or the wolves and the Butcher Birds will be upon us, Henri!’ Madame Fourcade cried, shaking the storm from her quills as Henri slowed, thick mulch now clinging to his hooves.


‘I’m trying,’ the stag panted, stumbling through the sludge.


‘We need to get out of this muck,’ Pip said, looking around her, with raindrops dripping from her whiskers. ‘Climb that slope!’ She pointed to a bank on their left where a steady stream of water trickled down its surface and soaked the earth below.


‘But there’s no cover up there.’ Henri shook his head. ‘If the Rogue Wolves or Butcher Birds don’t see us first, then men will.’


‘Men are slower than wolves and Butcher Birds,’ Madame Fourcade said.


‘Their bullets are faster than all three, Madame.’


‘We have to take that risk if we are going to save GI.’


‘You can do it, Henri,’ Pip said, tenderly stroking the fur between his ears. ‘I know you can.’


‘As you wish.’ Henri sighed, puffing heavily as he crested the bank with his ears cocking for sounds of the enemy. ‘Hold tight!’


The air grew dense with thunder as Henri rushed forward. Now with firm ground beneath him, he raced on, vaulting over fallen branches and weaving around clusters of trees. The heat rose from his body as Pip clutched at his fur, and she bit her lip with worry, staring up at GI Joe and the umbrella jostling in his antlers.


As a bolt of lightning raked across the dark morning sky and illuminated the forest in a strange violet glow, Pip’s eyes were drawn to a powerful shape bounding on all fours, flickering behind the tree trunks below. Turning her head to the opposite side of the bank, she spied another, matching Henri’s speed.


‘Wolves!’ Madame Fourcade’s eyes rounded with fear, seeing their huge, sinewy bodies tear through the trees towards them. ‘Run, Henri!’


Henri’s hooves charged across the ground and the wolves curled their lips back from white pointed teeth as a chilling howl swallowed the forest whole.


‘They’re gaining on us!’ Pip cried, glancing behind them. Three wolves were giving chase and drooling, smelling the scent of fear on the wind.


‘Keep going!’ Madame Fourcade urged.


[image: image]


‘Don’t let them circle us!’ But the wolves drew closer and enveloped the stag from the rear. Feeling their warm breath panting on his heels, Henri leaped sharply to the right, bucking his hind legs out behind him and struck a wolf in the muzzle. It yowled and crumpled in pain. A moment later, another wolf collided with it and they tumbled down the hill, snarling at each other’s throats.


‘We have to do something,’ Pip said, panicked, listening to Henri’s breath rasp with fatigue.


‘All we can do is run.’ The hedgehog trembled beside her as the wolves relentlessly sprinted forward, gnashing their jaws at the stag. ‘Only luck can decide our fate now.’


A shard of lightning flashed above the trees and the stag hurried onwards, gaining a few valuable strides. But a moment later Pip and Madame Fourcade gasped with dread, seeing a large fallen trunk blocking the path ahead.


‘Hang on!’ Henri panted, and Pip and Madame Fourcade held their breath as he hurled himself into the air. Grazing its bark with his hooves, the stag cleared the fallen tree and landed heavily on the other side with GI Joe and the umbrella rocking precariously in his horns.


‘Look out!’ Madame Fourcade shrieked.


Pip yelped with horror. Ahead, a huge white wolf charged straight for them. A smaller grey wolf sprinted beside it and Pip shivered, feeling its silver gaze bore into her own.


‘We’re surrounded!’ Henri bellowed, swiftly zigzagging and darting his head from left to right in search of a place to run, but the wolves were everywhere and nearing every second. ‘Hold tight!’ he yelled, and with a defiant puff of his nose, he lowered his head of horns to attack.


‘Henri, no!’ Pip cried as Madame Fourcade curled her prickles around her paws, still clinging to Henri’s fur. ‘GI Joe and the umbrella will get hurt!’


‘Forgive me!’ Henri said, hurtling towards the white and grey wolves, zooming closer with every stride. ‘This is our only hope!’


Pip couldn’t breathe. There was no escape. Sharp teeth snapped from all sides and the wolves’ pants echoed in her ears like a rhythmic chant, increasing in hunger and speed as they closed in on their prey. With no time to think and nowhere to run, Pip scrunched up her eyes and hoped.


The white wolf and his mate pounced and a fearful roar enveloped them all. Yet Henri raced onwards with his hooves pounding the earth even faster than before. Snarls sounded behind them, and Pip and Madame Fourcade dared to look back at the wolves who were now somersaulting across the forest floor.


‘The white wolf and his mate must be our allies!’ Pip cried, relief flooding through her as they edged further from the fray. ‘That must be why they are helping us!’


‘We can’t be sure of that,’ Madame Fourcade added gravely. ‘Any stranger could be fighting for the enemy. We’ll only know which side they’re on when we speak.’


‘And we can’t risk mistaking them,’ Henri puffed, slowing to a canter and catching his breath before struggling to pick up speed once more. ‘We must keep going!’
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