







THE MUDCRUSTS

SABRE-TOOTHED TERRORS

[image: image]

Damian Harvey

Illustrated by Ned Joliffe

[image: image]


To Siobhan, Myles and Harrison, with love


MAP

[image: image]






Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Map

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Imprint


Chapter ONE

Icy, cold water dripped onto Lowbrow Mudcrust’s neck and slowly trickled down his back. He shivered and moved away from the wall. Somehow, he’d managed to find the only part of Chief Hawknose’s cave where the roof leaked. But at least he got a bit of peace and quiet there.

Ever since their hut had sunk into the mud of Slimepool Swamp, the Mudcrusts had been living with the Hawknose family in their cave at the bottom of Icecap Mountain. They’d only planned to stay for a night, but one night had grown into two, and two nights had stretched into a week.

They were waiting for the heavy rains to stop so they could move into a cave of their own. Chief Hawknose had admitted there was one further up the mountain. But Lowbrow’s wife, Flora, refused to go while it was still raining. And her sister, Fauna, had insisted they stay until the weather improved.

The sisters were having a great time – chatting and swapping recipes for mammoth burgers and roasted boar. Even Lowbrow’s sons, Bogweed and Fungus were having fun. Bogweed spent his time making hand-print pictures on the wall with his cousin, Mere. And when Fungus wasn’t busy teasing his brother, he spent his time lazing by the fire.

But Lowbrow wasn’t happy. He was upset about losing their mud hut, and he hated staying in the Hawknose’s cave. It was too crowded. They’d finished the last of the meat and he was bored with eating berries and vegetable stew. Most of all, he was sick of listening to Chief Hawknose boasting about his important job as chief. Lowbrow thought he should be chief of the tribe, and he would be, too, if old Bignose hadn’t cheated in the trials all those years ago. Lowbrow knew he would make a much better chief, but there was nothing he could do about it right now. Right now he just needed to get out of the cave.

“I’m going hunting,” he announced.

“That’s a good idea,” said Flora. “You can catch us a wild boar for dinner.”

“Oh, yes!” said Fauna, looking at her husband. “Why don’t you go with him, Hawkie?”

“Me?” cried Chief Hawknose. “But it’s raining.”
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Fauna wasn’t interested in excuses. “You can get some fruit and nuts while you’re in the forest, too,” she said.

Taking their best hunting spears, Lowbrow and Chief Hawknose left the cave and stomped off towards the forest in silence. The heavy rain had turned the path into a mudslide, and the two men were soaking wet and filthy by the time they reached the shelter of the trees.

“Why did you want to go hunting?” complained Chief Hawknose. “We could be sitting by the fire now, keeping nice and warm.”

“Don’t blame me,” said Lowbrow. “I didn’t ask you to come.” He stopped to examine some animal tracks in the mud, then pointed to one of the paths that snaked its way into the trees. “Wild boar,” he said. “It went that way.”

They had hardly gone any distance, when something ran across the path in front of them. They just caught sight of a long tail before it disappeared into the bushes.

“What was that?” asked Chief Hawknose.

Lowbrow shrugged. “I’m not sure,” he said. “But it was big.”

“Perhaps it’s a wild boar,” said Chief Hawknose, nodding his head excitedly.

“Wild boar don’t have tails like that,” said Lowbrow with a frown. “It looked a bit like a –”

A low growling noise made Lowbrow’s mouth snap shut and his eyes open wide. Something was moving in the bushes close by. He looked at Chief Hawknose and pointed upwards.

Chief Hawknose nodded, then they both moved quickly.

Dropping their spears, they scrambled up the nearest tree. At the same time, a large shape exploded out of the bushes behind them. Lowbrow felt a sharp pain in his leg and lost his grip on the branch he was holding. As he started to fall, Chief Hawknose grabbed his arm and pulled him up into the tree.

There was a deep scratch on Lowbrow’s leg where a savage claw had caught him, and a trickle of blood ran down his foot.

“That was close,” said Chief Hawknose. “It’s a good job I was here to look after you.”

Lowbrow scowled, but didn’t say anything. Instead, he held tightly onto the branches and peered down at their attacker.

The creature glared back with fierce, yellow eyes. Two long canine teeth hung below its chin like the fangs of a giant snake, and its lips were pulled back in a vicious snarl.
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“I’ve not seen a sabre-toothed tiger around here for years,” said Chief Hawknose.

“I’d hoped I would never see one again,” said Lowbrow, rubbing his leg.

Below them, the tiger let out a loud roar and sprang at the tree. Its huge claws sank into the trunk and shredded the bark, but it couldn’t quite climb up.

Lowbrow shuffled further along the branch, wishing he hadn’t dropped his hunting spear.

The sabre-toothed tiger was prowling around the bottom of the tree, growling, as it looked for an easier way up. Then something caught its attention. A small boar had come trotting along the forest path with its nose to the ground. It hadn’t noticed Lowbrow and Chief Hawknose, or the sabre-toothed tiger. But the tiger spotted the boar straight away.

With a snarl, the great beast pounced. The tiger sank its huge teeth into the stunned creature before it knew what was happening. The boar let out a squeal and struggled to get away, but it didn’t have a chance.

“Hey!” cried Chief Hawknose. “That was going to be our dinner.”

The tiger dragged the boar into the bushes and began tearing apart its prey.

Lowbrow shook his head sadly. “It could have been worse,” he said. “We could have been the tiger’s dinner.” He shivered. Hunting was always dangerous but that had been too close.

“Don’t worry,” laughed Chief Hawknose. “I won’t tell anyone that the big brave hunter got chased up a tree by a little pussycat.”

“Good!” hissed Lowbrow. “And I won’t tell anyone that the great Chief Hawknose had to hide in the tree, either.”

The two men glared at each other in silence, and waited until the sounds of eating had died away. Eventually, all they could hear was the patter of rain on the leaves and the distant howling and roaring of other beasts deep in the forest.
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“Do you think it’s gone?” whispered Chief Hawknose.

Lowbrow shrugged, but he didn’t say a word. His leg was stinging, his bottom was sore, and he was freezing cold. They had been sitting in the tree for ages.

“I can’t see anything moving,” Chief Hawknose went on. “It must have gone.”

Lowbrow looked around. He couldn’t see anything moving, either, but it was hard to be sure. It was gloomy in the forest, and the floor was a tangle of bushes and shrubs. Anything could be down there.

“It’s getting late,” said Chief Hawknose, starting to panic. “We should get back to the cave.”

Lowbrow looked up at the darkening sky and nodded. They should be getting back. Spending the night in a tree would be bad enough, but being stuck up there with Bignose would be unbearable – especially now that the chief had saved his life.


Chapter TWO

It was dark when Lowbrow and Chief Hawknose arrived home, and Flora and Fauna were not happy.

“Where have you been?” asked Fauna. “You’ve been gone ages.”

“And where’s dinner?” asked Flora. “I thought you were going hunting.”

“We have been hunting,” said Lowbrow. “But we didn’t catch anything.”

“What about the fruit and nuts?” asked Fauna.

Lowbrow and Chief Hawknose looked at each other.

“Don’t say you forgot the fruit and nuts?” said Flora.

They had forgotten the fruit and nuts. After climbing down from the tree, the only thing either of them had thought about was getting back to the cave. They had even forgotten to pick up their hunting spears.

“Of course we didn’t forget them, dear,” said Chief Hawknose. “We –”
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“You what?” snapped his wife. “And this had better be good.”

The two sisters stood side by side with their arms folded. Lowbrow thought they looked more frightening than the sabre-toothed tiger. And this time there was no tree for them to hide in.

“We were attacked,” said Lowbrow.

“Attacked?” said Flora.

“Yes,” said Chief Hawknose. “By a sabre-toothed tiger.”

“A whole family of them,” said Lowbrow, trying to make it sound even more terrible than it was. “Look – one of them nearly had me.” He showed them the scratch on his leg. It wasn’t bleeding any more, but it still looked very sore.

“Cool,” said Fungus, coming over to see what all the fuss was about.

Bogweed joined his
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