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Chapter 1

. . . make no mistake

We are not shy

We’re very wide awake,

The moon and I!

—W. S. Gilbert





The Hour of Unfolding Dark had begun, and the rooftop where Tailchaser lay was smothered in shadow.

He was deep in a dream of leaping and flying when he felt an unusual tingling in his whiskers. Fritti Tailchaser, hunterchild of the Folk, came suddenly awake and sniffed the air. Ears pricked and whiskers flared straight, he sifted the evening breeze. Nothing unusual. Then what had awakened him? Pondering, he splayed his claws and began a spine-limbering stretch that finally ended at the tip of his reddish tail.

By the time he had finished grooming, the sense of danger was gone. Perhaps it had been a night bird passing overhead . . . or a dog in the field beneath . . . perhaps . . .

Perhaps I am becoming a kitten again, Fritti thought to himself, who bolts in fright from falling leaves.

The wind ruffled his newly groomed fur. Piqued, he leaped down from the roof into the tall grasses below. First he must attend to hunger. Later it would be time to go to the Meeting Wall.



Unfolding Dark was waning, and Tailchaser’s belly was still empty. His luck had not been dancing.

He had held motionless, patient watch at the entrance to a gopher hole. When an eternity of near-silent breathing had passed, and the inhabitant of the burrow had still not presented himself, Tailchaser had given up in frustration. After pawing in annoyance at the hole mouth he had gone in search of other game.

Luck had been completely absent. Even a moth had eluded his pouncing attack, to fly spiraling up into darkness.

If I can’t catch something soon, he worried, I shall have to go back and eat from the bowl that the Big Ones put out for me. Harar! What kind of hunter am I?

A faint wisp of scent brought Tailchaser to an abrupt halt. Absolutely motionless, all senses straining, he crouched and sniffed. It was a Squeaker – downwind, and very close.

He moved as delicately as a shadow, carefully picking his way through the undergrowth, then froze again. There!

A jump and a half before him sat the mre’az he had scented. It squatted, unaware of Tailchaser, and pushed seeds into its cheek – nose twitching nervously, eyes rapidly blinking.

Fritti lowered himself to the ground, his upraised tail lashing back and forth behind him. Hunkered, he drew himself up on his hind legs and poised for the strike – unmoving, muscles tensed. He leaped.

He had misjudged the distance. As he landed short, paws flailing, the Squeaker had just enough time to give a chirp of terror and then drop – floop! – into its hole.

Standing over the escape route, Fritti bit his own foot with embarrassment.



As Tailchaser licked the last scraps from the bowl, Thinbone bounded onto the porch. Thinbone was a wild tabby, gray-and-yellow patchwork, who lived in a culvert across the field. He was a little older than Fritti, and made much of it.

‘Nre’fa-o, Tailchaser.’ Thinbone leaned over and sharpened his claws lazily on a wooden pillar. ‘Looks like you’re being fed well tonight. Tell me, do the Big Ones make you do tricks for your supper? I’ve often wondered how it worked, you understand.’ Fritti pretended to ignore him, and began cleaning his whiskers.

‘I notice,’ Thinbone continued, ‘that the Growlers seem to have some sort of arrangement: they carry things for the Big Ones, and leap around a great deal, and bark all night for their dinner. Is that what you do?’ Thinbone stretched nonchalantly. ‘I’m just curious, you understand. Some night – oh, I admit it’s not likely – some night I might be unable to catch dinner, and it would be nice to have something to fall back on. Is barking very difficult?’

‘Be quiet, Thinbone.’ Fritti snarled, then gave a sneeze of laughter and leaped on his friend. They wrestled for a moment, then broke apart, batting at each other with their paws. Finally, tired out, they sat for a moment reordering their fur.

When they had rested, Thinbone sprang away from the porch and bounded into the darkness. Fritti put one last patch along his flank straight, then followed him.

The Hour of Deepest Quiet was just starting, and Meerclar’s Eye was high in the sky above, remote and unblinking.

The wind shivered the leaves on the trees as Tailchaser and Thinbone made their way across fields and over fences – pausing to listen to night sounds, then galloping across wet, glimmering lawns. As they came under the eaves of the Old Woods that flanked the dwellings of the Big Ones, they could smell the fresh scents of others of their kind.

Over the top of the rise and past a stand of massive oak trees lay the entrance to the canyon. Tailchaser thought happily to himself of the songs and stories that would be shared by the crumbling Meeting Wall. He thought also of Hushpad, whose slim gray form and arching, slender tail had been on his mind almost constantly of late. It was fine to be alive and of the Folk on Meeting Night.

Meerclar’s Eye cast a mother-of-pearl light on the clearing. Twenty-five or thirty cats were assembled at the base of the Wall – rubbing against each other in greeting, sniffing the nose of a new acquaintance. There was much mock fighting among the younger Folk.

Tailchaser and Thinbone were greeted by a gang of young hunters who stood casually about on the edge of the throng.

‘Great you’re here!’ cried Fleetpaw, a young fellow with thick black-and-white fur. ‘We’re just about to have a game of Hop-in-the-Air – until the elders arrive, that is.’

Thinbone jogged over to join, but Fritti lowered his head politely and moved toward the crowd to look for Hushpad. He could not locate her scent as he slid through the milling group of cats.

A pair of young felas, barely out of kittenhood, wrinkled their noses at him flirtatiously, then ran away, sneezing merriment. Ignoring them, he bowed his head respectfully as he passed Stretchslow. The older male, who lay majestically prone at the base of the Wall, dignified him with a lazy blink of his huge green eyes and a desultory ear-wiggle.

Still no Hushpad, thought Fritti. Where can she be? Nobody missed a Meeting Night if he could help it. Meetings were only on those nights when the Eye was completely open and at its brightest.

Perhaps she will come later, he thought. Or perhaps even now she was walking with Jumptall or Leaf-rustle – extending her tail languidly for them to admire . . .

The thought made him angry. He turned and cuffed a juvenile tom who had been prancing and capering at his heels. It was young Pouncequick, who gave him such a look of dismay that Fritti immediately felt sorry he had done it – the rambunctious kitten was often a nuisance, but well-meaning.

‘I’m sorry, Pouncequick,’ he said, ‘I didn’t know it was you. I thought it was old Stretchslow, and I was going to teach him a lesson.’

‘Really?’ gasped the young one. ‘You would have done that to him?’ Fritti regretted his joke. Stretchslow would not find it very funny.

‘Well, anyway,’ he said, ‘it was a mistake, and I apologize.’

Pouncequick was charmed at being treated as an adult. ‘I certainly will accept your apology, Tailchaser.’ he said gravely. ‘It was an understandable mistake.’

Fritti snorted. Giving the young cat a playful bite on the flank, he continued on his way.



Halfway through Deepest Quiet the Meeting was well under way, and Hushpad had still not made an appearance. While one of the Elders regaled the assembled multitude – now swollen to almost sixty – Tailchaser sought Thinbone, who was sitting with Fleetpaw and the others. The Elder was describing a large and potentially dangerous Growler who was running wild in the area, and Thinbone and the other hunters were listening intently as Fritti approached.

‘Thinbone!’ he hissed. ‘Will you come over and talk to me for a moment?’ Thinbone yawned and stretched before ambling over to Fritti’s tree-root perch.

‘What is it, then?’ he inquired amiably. ‘Is it time for my barking lessons?’

‘Please, Thinbone, no games. I can’t find Hushpad anywhere. Do you know where she is?’

Thinbone considered Tailchaser as the Elder droned on. ‘So,’ he said. ‘I thought you seemed a little preoccupied. All this over a fela?’

‘We were doing the Dance of Acceptance last night!’ said Fritti, stung. ‘We didn’t have a chance to finish before the sun came up. We were going to finish tonight. I know she was going to accept me! What could have made her miss the Meeting?’

Thinbone lowered his ears in mock terror. ‘An interrupted Dance of Acceptance! Skydancer’s Whiskers! I think I see your fur falling out already! And your tail is going limp!’

Fritti shook his head impatiently. ‘I know you think it’s funny, Thinbone, and with your string of tail-waving females you don’t care about a real Joining. But I do, and I’m worried about Hushpad. Please help me.’

Thinbone looked at him for a moment, blinking his eyes and scratching behind his right ear.

‘All right, Tailchaser,’ he said, simply. ‘What can I do?’

‘Well, I suppose there’s not much we can do tonight, but if I can’t find her tomorrow could you perhaps come out and have a look around with me?’

‘I suppose so,’ replied Thinbone, ‘but I think that a little patience will probably – ouch!’

Fleetpaw had come up from below and butted his flat head against Thinbone’s haunches.

‘Come now!’ Fleetpaw cried. ‘What is all this deep discussion? Bristlejaw’s going to tell a story, and here you sit like two fat eunuchs!’

Tailchaser and Thinbone bounced down after their friend. Felas were felas, but a story was nothing to sniff at!

The Folk squeezed closer around the Meeting Wall – an ocean of waving tails. Slowly, and with immense dignity, Bristlejaw mounted a crumbled section of the wall. At the highest point he paused, and waited.

Having seen some eleven or twelve summers, Bristlejaw was certainly no longer a young cat, but iron control was in all his movements. His tortoise-shell fur, once brilliant with patches of rust and black, had dulled somewhat with age, and the stiff fur jutting from around his muzzle had gone gray-white. His eyes were bright and clear, though, and could bring a sporting kitten to a halt from three jumps away.

Bristlejaw was an Oel-cir’va: a Master Old-singer, one of the keepers of the Lore of the Folk. All the history of the Folk was in their songs – passed on in the Higher Singing of the Elder Days from one generation to another as a sacred trust. Bristlejaw was the only Old-singer within some distance of the Meeting Wall, and his stories were as important to his Folk as water, or the freedom to run and jump as they pleased.

From his position atop the Wall he surveyed the cats below for a long time. The expectant murmurings quieted to soft purring. Some of the young cats – tremendously excited and unable to sit still – began frantically grooming themselves. Bristlejaw flicked his tail three times, and there was silence.

‘We thank our Elders, who watch over us.’ he began. ‘We praise Meerclar, whose Eye lights our hunting. We salute our quarry for making the chase sweet.’

‘Thanks. Praise. Salutations.’

‘We are the Folk, and tonight we speak in one voice of the deeds of all. We are the Folk.’

Caught up in the ancient ritual, the cats swayed gently from side to side. Bristlejaw began his story.

‘In the days of the earth’s youth – when some of the First were still seen in these fields – Queen Satinear, granddaughter of Fela Skydancer, ruled in the Court of Harar.

‘And she was a good queen. Her paw was as just in aid of her Folk as her claw was swift to harm for her enemies.

‘Her son and coregent was Prince Ninebirds. He was a huge cat, mighty in battle, swift to anger, and swollen in pride for all his youthful years. At his Naming the story had been told of how, as a kitten, he had slain a branchful of starlings with one blow of his claws. So Ninebirds he was Named, and the fame of his strength and his deeds stretched far.

‘It had been many, many summers since the death of Whitewind, and none living in the Court at this time had ever seen any of the First. Firefoot had been wandering in the wild for generations, and many thought him dead, or gone to join his father and grandmother in the sky.

‘As stories of Ninebirds’ strength and bravery began to run from mouth to ear among the Folk, and as Ninebirds began to listen to those ignoble ones who always cling to the great Folk, he began to see in himself the greatness of the Firstborn.

‘One day it was told throughout the World-Forest that Ninebirds was no longer content to be Prince Regent at his mother’s side. A Meeting was declared to which all the Folk were to come from far and wide for feasting, hunting, and games, and at this meeting he would assume the Mantle of Harar – which Tangaloor Firefoot had declared sacrosanct but for the Firstborn – and Ninebirds would declare himself King of Cats.

‘And so came the day, and all the Folk gathered at the Court. While all cavorted and danced and sang, Ninebirds sunned his great body and looked on. Then he stood, and spoke: ‘I, Ninebirds, by right of blood and claw, stand before you today to assume the Mantle of Kingship, which has gone long unfilled. If no cat has any reason why I should not take upon myself this Ancient Burden . . .’

‘At that moment there was a noise in the crowd, and a very old cat stood up. His fur was shot all over with gray – especially about his legs and paws – and his muzzle was snow-white.

‘ “You assume the Mantle by right of blood and claw, Prince Ninebirds?” questioned the old cat. “I do,” answered the great Prince. “By what right of blood do you claim the Kingship?” queried the old white-whisker. “By the blood of Fela Skydancer that runs in me, you toothless old Squeaker-friend!” rejoined Ninebirds hotly, and rose from where he lay. All the gathered Folk whispered excitedly as Ninebirds walked to the Vaka’az’-me, the tree-root seat sacred to the Firstborn. Before all the assembled Folk Ninebirds lifted his long tail and sprayed the Vaka’-az’me with his hunt-mark. There was more excited whispering, and the old cat tottered forward.

‘ “O Prince, who would be King of Cats,” said the ancient one, “perhaps by blood you have some claim, but what of claw? Will you fight in single combat for the Mantle?” “Of course,” said Ninebirds, laughing, “and who will oppose me?” The crowd goggled, looking about for some mighty challenger who would fight with the massive Prince.

‘ “I will,” said the old one simply. All the folk hissed in surprise and arched their backs, but Ninebirds only laughed again. “Go home, old fellow, and wrestle with beetles,” said he. “I will not fight with you.”

‘ “The King of Cats can be no coward,” said the old cat. At that Ninebirds cried in anger and leaped forward, swinging his huge paw at the old gray-muzzle. But with surprising speed the old one leaped aside and dealt a buffet to the Prince’s head that addled his wits for a moment. They began to fight in earnest, and the multitude could scarcely credit the speed and courage of the old cat, who opposed such a great and fierce fighter.

‘After a long while they closed and wrestled together, and although the Prince bit at his neck, the old one brought up his hind claws and scratched, and Ninebirds’ fur was scattered in the air. When they broke apart, Ninebirds was full of surprise that this lean elder could do him such harm.

‘ “You have lost much of your pelt, O Prince,” said the old one. “Will you renounce your claim?” Angered, the Prince charged, and they fell again to fighting. The old one caught the Prince’s tail between his teeth, and when the Prince tried to turn and rend his face, the elder pulled his tail from his body. The Folk hissed with astonishment and fear as Ninebirds wheeled bloodily around and faced the old cat once more, who was himself wounded and panting.

‘ “You have lost your fur and tail, O Prince. Will you not also yield your claim?” Maddened by pain, Ninebirds flung himself on the ancient one, and they wrestled – spitting and swiping, blood and tears glistening in the sun. At last the challenger wedged Prince Ninebirds’ hindquarters beneath a root of the Vaka’az’me.

‘As the dirt settled, an excited shock ran through those watching – in the last battling, quantities of white dust had been knocked free from the coat of the challenger. His muzzle was no longer gray, and his paws and legs shone the color of flame. “You see me revealed, Ninebirds,” he said. “I am Lord Tangaloor Firefoot, son of Harar, and it is by my command that there is no King of Cats.”

‘ “You are a brave cat, O Prince,” he continued, “but your insolence may not go unpunished.” With that, Firefoot caught the scruff of the Prince’s neck and pulled, stretching his body and legs until they were thrice as long as a cat’s are meant to be. He then pulled the Prince loose from the tree root and said: “Tailless and hairless, long and ungainly have I made you. Go now, and come never more to the Court of Harar, you who would have usurped his power. But this doom I lay on you: that you shall serve any member of the Folk who commands you, and so shall all of your descendants, until I release your line from this bane.”

‘And with that Lord Tangaloor went away. The Folk drove the misformed Ninebirds from their midst, calling him M’an – meaning “out of the sunshine” – and he and all of his descendants went ever after on their hind legs, and do today, for M’an’s forelegs have been stretched too far away to touch the ground.

‘Ninebirds the usurper, punished by the First-born, was the first of the Big Ones. They have long served the Folk, making us shelter from the rain and feeding us when the hunt is bad. And if some of us now serve the disgraced M’an, that is another story, for another Meeting.

‘We are the Folk, and tonight we speak in one voice of the deeds of all. We are the Folk.’



His song finished, Bristlejaw leaped down from the Wall with a strength belying his many summers. All the assembled Folk respectfully bowed their heads down between their forepaws as he left.

The Hour of Final Dancing was drawing to a close, and the Meeting broke up into small groups – the cats saying their farewells, discussing the Song and gossiping. Tailchaser and Thinbone hung on for a while, discussing plans for the next evening with Fleetpaw and some of the other young hunters, then took their leave.

As they frisked back across the fields they stumbled on a mole stranded away from its burrow. After they chased it a bit, Thinbone broke its neck and they ate. Bellies full, they parted at Fritti’s porch.

‘Mri’fa-o, Tailchaser.’ said Thinbone. ‘If you need my help tomorrow I’ll be in Edge Copse at Unfolding Dark.’

‘Good dreaming to you, also, Thinbone. You are a good friend.’

Thinbone gave a flick of his tail and was gone. Fritti hopped into the box left for him by the Big Ones, and sank into the sleep-world.





Chapter 10

What do they hunt by the glimmering pools of water,

 By the round silver Moon, the Pool of Heaven—

 In the striped grass, amid the barkless trees—

The stars scattered like the eyes of the beasts above them!

—W. J. Turner





Now the rains set in.

Moving across the broad back of Sunsnest, the cats at first would run for what scant cover they could find. But as shelter became more scarce and rain more frequent, they were forced to resign themselves to wet fur.

Pouncequick caught a cold, and his sniffling began to intrude on Tailchaser’s own private misery. Sometimes the interruption would bring a rush of sympathy for the little cat, and Fritti would strive to say a cheerful word, or give an affectionate nudge. Sometimes, though, he responded to Pouncequick’s illness and smallness with flashes of annoyance that flared, then quickly faded.

One night, when a scared, cold Pouncequick had climbed onto him during a violent thundershower, all the frustration that Tailchaser had been feeling welled up; he pushed the kitten away, swatting him with his paw. As Pouncequick crawled into a thatch of grass, little crying noises shaking his small form, Fritti felt a sudden wave of terror. Pouncequick would die, and leave him alone in this vast, wild land!

Then, realizing what he had done, he went and caught the small cat up by the nape of the neck and brought him back. He licked the kitten all over his wet fur and huddled against him to keep him warm until the rains would cease for a time.



Several days later, still proceeding with flagging determination, Fritti began to feel that something was following them. After the larger part of the day had passed, the feelings had not departed; they had, in fact, grown stronger. He mentioned this as casually as he could to his young comrade.

‘But, Tailchaser,’ Pouncequick pointed out, ‘game has been awfully scarce lately, and we haven’t had much to eat. Really, I expect you’re just not quite yourself. Who but a couple of madcats would be out and about in this weather?’

It was a canny point, but deep inside Fritti felt that something more than simply lack of mice was acting on his senses.

That night, in the most secret part of Final Dancing, Fritti sat bolt upright in their sleeping spot.

‘Pounce!’ he hissed. ‘There’s something out there! There is! Can’t you feel it?’

Pouncequick obviously could: he, too, was now awake and trembling. They both strained their eyes into the surrounding darkness, but could find nothing except the void of night. A creeping, tingling cold was in their whiskers, though, and from somewhere close by the moisture-soaked air carried a scent of blood and old bones.

They passed the rest of the night like the Squeakers they hunted – starting at every sound – but at last the sensations diminished, then were gone. Even in the thin light of morning they did not feel like sleeping. They were on their way without stopping to hunt for breakfast.



The rains increased that day, the skies dark and swollen, and from time to time a wind blew up from the North and sent the water sheeting into their faces as they trudged forward. The feeling of being watched had not departed, and had now spread from Fritti to Pouncequick. So it was that when they finally did run down a small, bedraggled Squeaker in the late evening, they ate hurriedly and standing up, despite their great hunger and weariness.

The last mouthfuls of stringy meat were just passing their lips when from the swirling, rainy darkness beyond them there came a horrible wailing cry that turned them into immobile stone where they stood, stopping their hearts for a moment in midbeat. Another cry – no less terrifying, but a little farther away – choked up from the other side at the two cats.

Hemmed in! The sickening idea came to them both simultaneously. An odd, chuffing sound came from the site of the first howl, and then something crashed toward them through the tall grasses.

Breaking suddenly from his frozen stupor, Fritti turned and butted Pouncequick with his head, so hard that the little cat almost tumbled over.

‘Run, Pounce, fast as you can!’ Fritti squeaked, trying to keep his voice down. Pouncequick recovered his balance, and the two bolted forward like snakes from beneath an overturned rock. From the other side now, they could hear the rustling and snapping of brush. They ran as fast as they were able, ears tight to their heads, tails straight out behind them. There were sounds of pursuit.

‘Oh, oh, it’s the same ones, the red claws, oh!’ moaned Pouncequick.

‘For the love of Whitewind, save your breath and run!’ gasped Tailchaser. Behind them a sputtering, echoing cry was raised into the storm winds.

On and on they pelted, rain and darkness surrounding them, wind blowing against them. Fortunately the ground was level, and there were no trees or rocks – they could not have seen their way even if they had found the presence of mind to look. They were tiring rapidly.

Finally, when it seemed as if they had been running forever, the sounds of pursuit began to dwindle, then were gone. Still they staggered forward as long as they could, until finally they felt as though their legs would not carry them across another jump of ground. They slowed to a stumbling walk, listening intently, straining to hear any trace of followers over the pounding of their hearts and their ragged breathing.

At that moment a huge shape stepped from a clump of weeds before them.

‘Now we have you!’ it said. With squeals of despair the two cats tottered and fell at the feet of the great, dark creature.



Fritti’s spirit struggled back to perception. He was tired, and sick to his stomach. It seemed as though the world was bouncing up and down around him. Confused, he wondered where he was and what had happened.

Then he remembered the chase, and the giant, looming shape.

Fritti tried to twist himself onto his feet, but found himself held fast. There was a sharp grip on the back of his neck, and he could feel nothing beneath his paws. Dizzily, he opened his eyes and peered about.

At his side Pouncequick was being nape-carried, dangling unconscious from the jaws of the biggest cat Tailchaser had ever seen. The monstrous gray-green-and-black-striped tom turned an impersonal stare at Fritti. Pouncequick’s captor was pacing beside him, but Fritti’s feet were touching nothing but air . . .

Tailchaser slowly turned his head around. He could not see the face of his warder, but he could see the tree-limb-thick legs of the cat measuring out the ground. Fritti was bobbing and swaying in the grip of this beast, as helpless as a three-day-old kitten.

With a rush of panic he threw back his head, wriggling, and then the light faded again.

Some time later, Tailchaser reawakened, but he made no more attempts to break free.

Finally the seemingly tireless beasts stopped. Fritti was dumped unceremoniously to the ground, and beside him he heard the sound of Pouncequick being dropped like a dead Squeaker. A voice spoke, using the Common Singing, and Tailchaser screwed his eyes tightly shut.

‘Surely this can’t be what we were searching for?’ the voice said, displeasure evident in its inflection. Curiosity lost out to fear: Fritti did not open his eyes, but remained crumpled face-down in the grass.

The cat that had carried him was the next speaker.

‘They disappeared, like, sir,’ it said, slowly and deeply. ‘One moment they was there, and the next – they wasn’t. Right strange.’

‘Strange – I’m with you, there. And more than a mite disturbing,’ said the first voice thoughtfully. ‘Where did these two whelps come from?’

‘Ran right into us, they did, sir. Shrieked like snagged squirrels and fell down flat. We thought we should bring them in. Been running, they had.’

There was a moment’s pause. Tailchaser felt recovered enough to lift an eyelid fractionally. Beside the vast, fuzzy shapes standing over Pounce and him, there was a smaller shape. Smaller, but still considerably bigger than Fritti himself. He shuddered.

‘Did you spot anything interesting before they disappeared, Nightcatcher?’ the smaller shape asked Pouncequick’s guard. Fritti heard no reply, but some kind of response must have been made, for the smaller blur spoke again.

‘I know. I was only hoping. Tails and Nails! Too many questions, not enough answers.’ The speaker sat quietly for a moment as the two big cats patiently waited, then rose and walked to Pouncequick and sniffed him.

‘Just a kitten!’ it said. ‘Odd place for an apprenticeship.’ It turned toward Fritti, who immediately squeezed his eyes shut and went limp down to his last tailbone. The voice came next to his face – it took all his courage not to bolt and run.

‘And this one hardly seems a hunter himself. P’raps they’ve lost their mother?’ The speaker leaned closer and sniffed Fritti’s ear, then howled so suddenly and loudly that Tailchaser rolled head over heels from the shock: ‘I am Prince Fencewalker, and I order you to wake up and be questioned!’

Tailchaser – panting, ears ringing, claws sunk into the earth for something to hang on to – swayed in place and shook his head.

Fencewalker? he thought. Where have I heard that name?

He opened his eyes to find a large, shaggy cat staring at him curiously. The cat’s pelt was as red-golden as autumn leaves. The Prince, for so he was, wore an expression of pleasure, his tongue poking out from between his front teeth. He appeared very gratified by Tailchaser’s response.

Fencewalker turned to the large brindle that had carried Fritti, and now wore a lopsided grin. ‘Nothing like authority,’ the Prince said. ‘Right, Dayhunter?’

‘No sir,’ responded the big cat.

The mad humming of Tailchaser’s nerves began to subside. He remembered now that Hangbelly had mentioned Fencewalker as a good friend to have at Court.

Looking at the chortling Prince and his two monstrous companions, Fritti wondered if he would be able to survive such a friendship.



By the time that the sun had begun to warm the grasslands around them, Pouncequick had joined Tailchaser in consciousness. Still sick, tired and frightened, the little cat did not move or speak much, but lay listening as Fritti finished telling the Prince of their journey. The Prince asked many questions, and was very interested in the chase of the night before – even more so with Pouncequick’s scarlet-clawed thing in the Old Woods. He would have probed the kitten on the subject, but Fritti – worrying about his young companion’s weakened state – managed to intercede. Fencewalker reluctantly agreed to postpone the interrogation until later.

Prince Fencewalker then explained that there had been disturbances of a similar kind all along the outlands of the Court of Harar. He and his massive companions, Dayhunter and Nightcatcher, twin sons of an old Court bloodline, had taken on the assignment of bringing the malefactors to bay. They had found no luck, however.

‘It makes a cat wonder,’ said Fencewalker grouchily. ‘They’re here, they’re there, then they’re gone. We three just can’t keep up with them. I suppose it’s a good thing the First-walkers are taking an interest – we could use some more paws on this.’

‘But you’re the Prince!’ said Fritti, surprised. ‘Can’t you find all the help you need at Court?’

Fencewalker glowered. ‘It doesn’t work out that way,’ he said, shaking his red-gold mane. ‘Nobody will take this sort of thing seriously. Everybody’s got something more important to do. Nothing matters to anyone if it’s not gnawing at his own tail. Even Mother and the Prince Consort more or less said: “Go ahead and scout around if you enjoy it.” Hah! Serve them right if these cat-badgers – or whatever they are – come climbing out of the trees and chew their ears off!’

This set Tailchaser to worrying in silence for a while. What if there was no help at the Court? How would he proceed in his search for Hushpad? The memory of her waving tail and black-trimmed nose came forcefully back to him.

If no one else cares what happens to her, he thought angrily, all the more reason why I must continue the search.

His reverie was interrupted by the sound of little Pouncequick being sick. His young friend’s poor health was another problem. The rains were here to stay, and Pouncequick would be in bad shape if he didn’t get to shelter and food soon.

‘Prince Fencewalker, will you be returning to Court now?’ he asked.

‘I hadn’t really decided yet,’ muttered the Prince. ‘I suppose we might as well try to scare up another cat or two. Why do you ask?’

‘My companion is not well, as I’m sure you can see. If you would help us get to the Queen’s Seat, we would be grateful.’ Fencewalker looked thoughtful.

‘The little scuffler isn’t doing none too good, sir,’ offered Dayhunter helpfully. ‘He probably needs to get warm-like.’

Fencewalker passed over to Pouncequick, who was shivering miserably on the moist grass. ‘We’ll get you to a place you’ll like, little fellow,’ said the Prince in his bluff, friendly manner, ‘if we’ve got to kitten-carry you all the way. We’ll get you to the Court.’



Pouncequick was carried the last leagues across the Sunsnest Plains by Dayhunter and Nightcatcher, but Fritti was strong enough to walk. He found himself enjoying the company of Fencewalker and his huntmates.

The Prince was garrulous, telling hunting stories of great length and interminable detail, and frequently interrupting his narrative to check details with Dayhunter. It was particularly hard on continuity when the Prince’s huge companion was taking his turn transporting Pouncequick.

‘. . . Now I believe,’ the Prince would say, ‘I believe, and I really should be able to remember, that that was the day after we had run down a simply magnificent grouse. Or perhaps it was a cock pheasant? Do you remember, Dayhunter? Was that a cock pheasant?’

‘Mmmff!’ Dayhunter would reply through a mouthful of Pouncequick.

‘Pardon? Grouse, did you say?’

‘Mmmf-mmmff.’

‘Oh, a pheasant? You’re sure?’ And so on.

The Prince was a cheerful soul – full of rough good humor, and an affection for sudden, surprising shoves that sent companions tumbling. The companion would then be helped to rise by a guiltily solicitous Fencewalker, who would promise not to do it again without suitable warning.

The twins were so alike as to be indistinguishable in outside appearance, although they could be told apart by scent. Dayhunter was not a clever cat, but goodhearted and very chatty. His brother, Nightcatcher, was very quiet.

After traveling with the three for a day, Fritti finally realized that Nightcatcher’s stolidity was involuntary. He was mute, and communicated only in the soundless ways given to the Common Singing. Fencewalker explained to Fritti that Nightcatcher had sustained a throat wound while protecting the Prince from a maddened fox, and had been unable to make a sound since.

‘He did it for me, Harar keep ’im,’ said Fencewalker. ‘These are my true hunt-brothers, don’t you see.’ Nightcatcher beamed with permanently quiet pride.



The plains began to slope uphill. Fritti knew from Quiverclaw’s instructions that they were reaching the outer fringes of Sunsnest. The grade was slight but constant, and at the end of a day’s walk Tailchaser’s back legs throbbed.

At last they reached the banks of the Purrwhisper. It was a much quieter stream than the Tailwend, gentle and gurgling. Its bed was covered with many-colored stones, and above these could be seen the flashing dart of shiny fish.

They stopped to drink, and even Pouncequick clambered down to lap up the chill, clear water. It was sweet and refreshing, and when they had finished, Pouncequick and Tailchaser lay side by side on the stream bank and shared a silent feeling of hope for the first time in a long while.

Pounce is still a very sick kitten, though, thought Fritti. He was moving closer to warm him when Fencewalker approached.

‘Well, here we are at the Purrwhisper. Just a hop and a stumble to go now, little chap!’ he said to Pouncequick. ‘See that line of shadow there?’ The Prince indicated with his chin a ribbon of darkness running along the horizon, just visible against the gray skies. ‘That’s the outskirts of Rootwood – the biggest, grandest forest in the world. If we follow the Purrwhisper here in a ways – and none too far a way, either – do you know where we’ll be?’ Fencewalker looked down at the two companions. ‘Firsthome! That’s where – and warm and fat and dry as can be!’ He grinned. ‘I certainly wouldn’t want to spend all my time rubbing fur in the Court, but even I admit it’s a very nice nest to come back to.’

The Prince gave Fritti a friendly swat. ‘I’ll bet a couple of outland Folk like you will be amazed. Amazed!’



The following days passed in a sort of walking dream for Tailchaser. Pouncequick was feverish now, and hung quietly in the gentle jaws of the twins. Tailchaser himself was as tired as he had ever been in his short life, but Fencewalker and his companions, close now to their home, were setting a rapid pace. It was all Fritti could do to keep up.

They were moving along the northern bank of the Purrwhisper. Fritti decided that someday he would like to come back and explore the country they were passing – someday when he wasn’t exhausted and footsore. All manner of vegetation grew on the shores of the softly splashing river. Sheltered spots and hidden grottoes, protected from the now-constant rain, beckoned invitingly to the weary Tailchaser, and animal and bird noises were calling him to come and investigate. Every whisker of his self-control was necessary to keep him marching on behind his stronger fellows, to shut out the blandishments of the river-world.

At last the small band of cats reached the eaves of Rootwood. Even in his harried condition, Fritti could feel how different this forest was from the Old Woods near his home. There was a feeling of age to this place that made the Old Woods, despite their name, seem kittenlike and fresh. Rootwood looked, felt, smelled and sounded so ancient and established that it seemed inconceivable that any of the great trees about them had actually grown. It seemed, rather, as though the world itself had grown up around their roots and trunks.

When Fritti mentioned his feelings to Fencewalker, the Prince nodded. Instead of responding with his usual irreverence, the red-gold hunter merely said: ‘Aye. This is the first forest.’

In answer to Fritti’s request for an explanation, Fencewalker suggested he wait and ask in the Court.

‘There are those who can speak of the forest better than I, and I would not want to give insult by accident.’

Tailchaser had to accept this, for nothing more was offered. But when he asked later about the game of Rootwood, the Prince was again his usual, hearty self and gave Fritti an exacting description of everything that ran, slithered, swam or flew beneath the ancient trees.

The traces and hunt-marks of other Folk became commonplace. Tailchaser was now only interested in ending his journey; he ignored the excited discussions that Fencewalker and his companions had over what the various indicators meant: who had been doing what, and when, and with whom. Pouncequick, now sleeping constantly, was oblivious to it all.

After a day of staggering and limping, Tailchaser himself could walk no more. He and his kitten friend were once more carried side by side in the mouths of the brindled twins.



Sliding in and out of uncomfortable, bouncing sleep, Fritti was dimly aware of voices. The Prince and other cats were calling back and forth, and when Fritti dazedly opened his eyes he could see cat-shapes everywhere – a sea of Folk. It was too much for him to take in, and he closed his eyes again.

He felt himself put down on something soft. As the voices faded away he bounded into the dream-fields.





Chapter 11

. . . The crowd, and buzz and murmurings 

Of this great hive, the city.

—Abraham Cowley





The roof beneath his feet felt hot; it was painful to keep his paws in one place for more than a moment. Treading gingerly up and down, he peered over the roof’s edge into the swirling smoke below. He knew he should jump. He should save himself. Behind him was fire. The delicate inner linings of his nose were abraded by the fumes, and he could hear the flames booming and roaring below him. Why couldn’t he jump?

His family! Somewhere behind him, menaced by the fire, were his mother and siblings. They were in danger! He remembered now.

A voice called up from the smoke before him. He stared over into the gray clouds, but could see nothing. From inside the M’an dwelling the terrified voices of his family floated up to him again.

The voice in the smoke was hailing him by name, telling him to jump down to safety. It sounded like Eatbugs, or perhaps Bristlejaw. He tried to tell the voice about his family – about them being trapped and endangered by the fire – but the voice kept calling to him: leap down, forget your family, run, save yourself, run!

He was caught! He was straddling the edge – the panicky wail of his brothers and sisters behind him; Bristlejaw – or was it Eatbugs – urging him to jump, to escape, to run, run, he couldn’t decide, run, oh Harar! run run run . . .

Legs jerking convulsively, Tailchaser fell back into the waking world. The light was very bright. His eyes hurt.

A massive palisade of giant tree trunks stood around him, towering up far beyond his sightline. Jumps and jumps above his head they stretched, branches interlaced like the strands of a mighty bark-hided spiderweb. But Tailchaser could feel warmth on his face. A broad swath of sunlight beamed down unhindered from some far-off sky window in the uppermost branches, making the short, tickling grass on which Fritti lay a summery island in the middle of the ancient cool of the forest.

Fritti felt the tenderness of his paws as he climbed shakily to his feet. He flopped back down and examined them, testing their soreness with his sensitive tongue.

The leather of his pads was cracked, and had probably bled. It had been carefully cleaned, though, and he could find no burrs or thorns – he had picked up many of those in the final stage of the approach to Firsthome, and had not had the strength or concentration to remove them. Someone had cleaned him up.

Fencewalker. Fencewalker had left him here, and no doubt had his paws seen to. Where was Fence-walker?

Still feeling fuzzy and a little stupid – his heart was just now slowing down to normal after his startling dream – Fritti looked around. There were no other Folk in sight. The clearing amid the towering trees was empty . . . but Fritti could hear the sound of voices. From just far enough away to lend an air of unreality to the sound, the noises of many cats floated to him on the breeze.

Walking slowly and gently on his wounded paws, Tailchaser followed the voices out of the sunlit glade.



Looking up as he paced along beneath the hoary trees of Rootwood, he saw thick, ropy strands of lichen stretching from branch to branch – in some places so thick as to form a natural ceiling. The paths that wandered around the tree roots seemed vaulted, filigreed hallways; sunlight filtered through this canopy, dappling the ground with bright spots, and turning the daylight into a soft, suffusive glow. He could now see some of the Folk whose voices echoed from the bark of old trees and the packed earth of the forest floor.

The forest was alive with cats . . . more than he had seen in all his life since kittenhood, and all in one place. Cats of every size and description: walking, singing, sleeping, arguing – a world of cats at the feet of these powerful, ageless trees.

He stared at the incredible variety, but no one stared back. No one seemed even to notice him as he passed. And so many! Here a fat brindle was chasing a fela with a crook in her tail; there a crowd surrounded a pair of toms wrestling. Some just lay and slept.

Fritti found himself on a wide path: a rut worn into the springy, leafy ground by countless paws. Cats streamed past him coming and going. Those who met his eye gave a brief, strange roll and a twist of their heads. It seemed a neutral-enough gesture, and Tailchaser assumed that it was a greeting of some kind peculiar to Firsthome. Some of the cats that hurried by nudged him impatiently to the side as they passed. Since no one else seemed to take offense – and because he was still so weak and unsure of himself – after it had happened a few times, Fritti paid no more attention than any of the others did.

But, oh! the tremendous amount and diversity of those cats.

However do they manage to get along for any length of time? he wondered.

It was unnatural. It seemed more like a nest of ants, almost. Or the dwelling place of M’an.

‘Tailchaser! Stop there! Tailchaser!’

Fritti turned to see Thinbone running up the path behind him. At least it looked like Thinbone . . . but as the cat approached, he saw that this fellow was bigger and glossier than his friend from Meeting Wall, although their coloring seemed identical. He realized with ironic amusement that for a moment it had seemed perfectly natural to see Thinbone here in Firsthome, more leagues from Edge Copse than Fritti could count.

My journeying has accustomed me to strange surprises, he thought.

The gray-and-yellow cat bounded up and stood for a moment trying to catch his breath.

‘Nre’fa-o,’ said Fritti. ‘Have we sniffed before?’

‘. . . J-just . . . just . . . moment . . .’ panted the newcomer, and made a comical face as he returned to the business of recovering his wind.

‘Forgive me,’ he said after a few more moments, ‘but I was up, up, up a terribly tall tree when you left the healing-spot, and I had to run like dead Uncle Whitewind to catch you. Oh!’ he said, looking about. ‘I do hope none of Prince Dewtreader’s friends or relations heard me say that. It was terribly disrespectful.’ He looked at Tailchaser, and gave him such a sly, funny smile of satisfaction that Fritti – who didn’t understand the newcomer at all – found himself smiling right back.

‘Ummm, you said your name was . . . ? Fritti ventured after a moment. The stranger sneezed once, convulsively, and delicately stroked his nose with the back of his paw.

‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I quite forget myself sometimes. I’m Howlsong. Prince Fencewalker asked that you be, well, not watched over, exactly, but that you have a . . . a . . .’ Howlsong wrinkled his nose, thinking.

‘A guide?’ offered Fritti.

‘A guide! Excellent! That’s the sound of it exactly! Yes, so . . . here I am.’

‘That was kind of Prince Fencewalker to remember me.’

‘He is a fine fellow, right enough. A little too prone to knocking people down, if you know what I mean, but a solid cat. Claws firmly in the bark, we always say. Now, the Prince Consort . . .’ Here Howlsong trailed off meaningfully. Fritti, unsure of what to say, nodded his head politely.

‘Well then,’ said Howlsong suddenly, and fell into a deep fluid-spined stretch. ‘Well then,’ he resumed, ‘let us go and look at Firsthome. The rest of it, I mean. I hear this is your first visit? It’s terribly, terribly big and impressive – especially the Court. You’ll have to wait to see that until Fencewalker arranges it. Did you really come from across the Sunsnest Plains?’

‘From far on the other side, beyond the Old Woods,’ answered Tailchaser.

‘Incredible. Just amazing!’ said Howlsong. ‘Do they have trees where you live? I suppose they must, mustn’t they?’



They had been walking for only a few moments when Fritti suddenly remembered Pouncequick. Full of worry for his little companion, he questioned Howlsong.

‘Oh, they put him in the warmest healing-spot, since he was sicker than you were, and brought him sweet grasses and a little bit of mouse. He’s doing much better now,’ Howlsong assured him. ‘I’ll take you to see him later.’

They continued on their way. Howlsong seemed to positively bubble with anecdotes and trivia. He explained to Tailchaser that he was studying to be a Master Old-singer, but that his teacher was very busy because of some kind of Meeting taking place that night – consequently leaving him nothing to do, and making him available to accompany Fritti. He mentioned to Fritti that his ‘set’ – which Tailchaser took to mean some kind of grouping of young cats – all found Fencewalker to be ‘quite an all-right type,’ although ‘a bit hearty.’ Howlsong also explained that the Prince Consort, Prince Dewtreader, was thought of as being ‘awfully serious’ and ‘nearly boring.’ Queen Sunback was ‘the loveliest cat, of course.’ Tailchaser was bewildered by the familiarity with which Howlsong discussed and characterized the hereditary leaders of the Folk – as if they were any group of alley-haunters in the dwellings of M’an!

Customs were just different at Firsthome, it seemed, and it would take him a while to get used to them. Still, much was unfathomable.

‘Are there always such an uncountable lot of cats living here?’ he asked at one point.

‘Blueback’s Whiskers, no!’ laughed Howlsong. ‘Usually less than half this seething throng, I’d guess. They’re here for the celebration I told you about.’

‘But even if there were only a quarter of these, that’s so many! How do you find food? The forest must be Squeakerless for miles around.’

‘Oh, we do have to forage a bit far sometimes, it’s true,’ admitted the apprentice Old-singer, ‘but Rootwood is the biggest forest there is – if things get thin, we send out hunting parties to stamp around and herd the game closer back to Court. It’s a bit tiring sometimes, certainly – all the extra hunting and such – but it’s worth it to live here. I mean, I’ve never lived anywhere else, and would never want to. Never.’



They walked as they conversed, and now and then Howlsong would interrupt the flow of discourse to point out an important sight: an extra-fine patch of mouse grass, a wonderful old scratching tree, or another cat who Howlsong felt was wretched, or gallant, or clever, or otherwise worthy of special attention. Many of these cats knew Howlsong and called greetings to him, which he cheerfully returned. Tailchaser decided that Firsthome was more like a tree full of birds than the anthill it had resembled at first impression.

After seeing a few more important attractions, and listening to a pair of young felas – ‘wonderfully close friends’ of Howlsong’s – singing a sweet and mournful little song, the twosome at last reached the bower that housed Pouncequick. They found him in a many-jumps-wide path of slanting sunlight. The kitten was awake and talking to a slender gray fela with dark-green eyes and short fur.

‘Tailchaser!’ cried Pouncequick when he spotted them. ‘I’m so happy to see you! I thought you were going to sleep all day and miss the fun. Aren’t there ever so many cats here?’

Fritti walked over to him and sniffed the soft kitten-fur. The smell of sickness seemed to be gone.

‘I’m very glad to see you, Pounce. I was worried about you.’

‘I’m feeling fine!’ chortled the youngling. ‘Everyone’s been grand to me. I’ve already made friends! Oh, that reminds me, I haven’t offered face names. Tailchaser, this is Roofshadow.’ He indicated the gray cat, who bobbed demurely. ‘She’s a visitor, too, as we are,’ Pouncequick expanded.

‘Nre’fa-o,’ said Fritti. ‘Good dancing.’

‘And to you,’ she responded. After a polite head-dip, Fritti turned back to look at his small friend again. Pounce certainly did look better, although still a little on the scrawny side. He had eaten very little while he had been ill.

The thought of food made Fritti’s mouth begin to water. He suddenly realized that he had had nothing to eat since the day before. He was hungry! Imagine going all afternoon without thinking of food. He really had changed since leaving home.

‘Pounce, Howlsong said that they brought you some mouse . . .’ he began.

‘Oh, yes, a whole pile of them. They’re over there. They were just killed this morning. Help yourself.’ Tailchaser began to move toward the heap of Squeakers, then hesitated, looking at Howlsong and Roofshadow.

Howlsong laughed. ‘Eat up, cu’nre. Don’t even notice me.’

‘I’ll be going now, I think,’ said Roofshadow. ‘Perhaps you could escort me, Howlsong? I don’t really know my way around yet.

‘I’d be overwhelmed with pleasure. I’ll see you two soon,’ he said to Fritti and Pouncequick. ‘I’ll be back to take you to the celebration toward the end of the Unfolding Dark.’

‘And I’ll return to visit you later, Pouncequick,’ added Roofshadow. The two cats walked away with tails curving into the air, Howlsong excitedly describing some phenomenon of Court intrigue to the young gray fela.

Tailchaser had not even waited to watch them leave, but was already up to his chin in mice, with Pouncequick squeaking merrily at the mess he was making.

Afternoon became evening as the two friends sat and talked. Pouncequick had not yet had a chance to see more of Firsthome than was visible from his healing-spot, and was anxious for details. As Tailchaser was describing the many things that Howlsong had showed him or told him of, the rains came again. They could hear the soft patting noise in the leaves above their heads; and occasionally a drop would slip through to plink on the grass or their fur. Most of the rain was stopped by the intermingling branches and hanging lichen, though, and they sat quite comfortably. Eventually they lay down together and napped, the tipping and tapping of raindrops a backdrop for their dreams.





Chapter 12

 The good die first

And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust

 Burn to the socket.

—William Wordsworth



Near the end of the Unfolding Dark, as he had promised, Howlsong returned to the bower.

‘Up now, up now, you silly snoring cats!’ he cried. ‘There’s far too much to do and see! We must get to the celebration!’

Full of mice and drowsiness, Fritti slowly bestirred himself. ‘Is Pouncequick well enough to come with us?’ he asked the apprentice Oel-cir’va.

‘Of course! Don’t you want to come see the terribly exciting things, Pouncequick?’ Howlsong asked the sleepy kitten.

‘Yes, I think I would – I mean I would,’ said Pouncequick, rousing his diminutive form into a stretch. ‘I feel just fine, Tailchaser.’

‘Absolutely splendid,’ laughed Howlsong. ‘It’s all settled then. Let’s be off. I shall have my tail most brutally pulled if we’re late.’


As they wound through the tree galleries of Firsthome they found themselves caught up in a stream of Folk, most apparently headed in the same direction.

‘Are we going to the Court itself, Howlsong?’ queried Pouncequick breathlessly.

The gray-and-yellow tabby looked back over his shoulder as he hurried along. ‘No, actually the Celebration is being held in the Meeting Glade. It’s the only place where all the Folk will fit at the same time. Cats come from all over Rootwood and beyond, even, just as you two did – think of that! – to be here for the Celebration. Hello, Smackbush! Your pelt looks extremely glossy tonight!’ he called out to someone he recognized.

‘What exactly is this Celebration?’ Tailchaser asked. ‘I mean, is it like Meeting Night?’

‘No, no, quite different. Well, fairly different, anyway. . . . Glideswallow! Ho there!’ he hailed another acquaintance. ‘How’s Pawgentle? Good, wonderful!’ he cried cheerily, then turned back to his two wards. ‘Glideswallow is doing the Dance of Acceptance with the most unfortunate little black-and-white fela . . . where was I? Oh, of course, the Celebration. I suppose you don’t have anything like it back home, do you? Well, the full name is the Celebration of the Song of Whitewind. We always have it at the first opening of Meerclar’s Eye of the wintertime.’

‘What’s it all about?’ questioned Fritti. ‘I don’t mean any disrespect, but I’ve never heard of it.’

‘Well, you do know who Whitewind is, don’t you?’ Fritti nodded. Howlsong continued: ‘I’m not too sure that I understand all the deeper parts myself, but Prince Dewtreader – Fencewalker’s father, you know – takes the whole thing dreadfully seriously. He tells a story, sort of, and we sing songs. It has something to do with Death, and the Fields Beyond, but I don’t pay too much attention, myself. It’s just about nearly boring. Most of us come for the chance to see everybody in the Court, especially the Queen’s family. And the catmint, of course. Everyone likes catmint.’

‘Will the Queen be there?’ gasped Pouncequick

























































































Author’s Notes









With a very few exceptions, all the unfamiliar words to be found in this story are in the Higher Singing of the Folk.

The Folk, like all their warm-blooded brothers and sisters, and some others, possess two languages. The everyday language, the one they share with most other mammals, is the Common Singing, made up mostly of gestures, scents and postures, with a few easily decipherable sounds and cries to round out the range of expression. The Common Singing has been represented by a rough translation into English in this story.

For special times, or for specific descriptive chores where the Common Singing falls short, the Higher Singing is employed. Almost all ritual – and certainly all storytelling – falls into this category.

The Higher Singing is a predominantly verbal language, although meaning can be shaped with posture and emphasis. So the reader needn’t be constantly looking up words, much of the Higher Singing in use has been translated within the text; there is, however, a glossary at the back for the faint of heart.

A few notes on pronunciation.

‘C’ is always pronounced ‘S’: thus, Meerclar is pronounced ‘Mere-slar.’

In the instances where an ‘S’ has been used, it is only to clarify the pronunciation. For example, I felt that ‘Vicl,’ although the true spelling, was a little boggling; hence, ‘Visl.’

‘F’ has a soft ‘fth’ sound.

Vowels tend to conform to Latinate ‘ah-eh-ih-oh-ooh.’
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