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Gopher Tortoise climbed out of his burrow into the warm sunshine of a Florida spring day.  It was clear, just like all the days that week, and the dry grass crinkled as his shell pushed through it.  He methodically went about on his usual rounds, finding leaves to munch and water from the pond to gulp.  It was a reliable kind of life he led that always showed up the way that it was supposed to, and after nearly 50 years, Gopher Tortoise was quite used to it.
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The sun was high in the sky and starting to make his shell a bit too warm when he finally made it back to his burrow.  He was happily contemplating retreating down into the cool shade of his sleeping chamber far below the now burning sand.  But he suddenly stopped dead.

There was a strange smell in the air, sharp and bitter and dirty.  He'd smelled that before, and he knew what it meant: fire.  Indeed, as he studied the skies, a thick black cloud of smoke was gathering not far away.

A small smile spread across his leathery face.  "I suppose I'm going to have some house guests," he said to himself.
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Even as he spoke, Florida Mouse sped out of the saw palmetto fronds, her round ears flat against her head in fear, her big black eyes popping out even more than normal.  "Fire!  Fire!" she cried.  "Let me in!"

"Of course," said Gopher Tortoise.  "Welcome home."  He started to move aside so that Florida Mouse could scamper into her usual burrow that she had made off the side of his tunnel.
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But before he could lumber out of the way, Indigo Snake darted through the sand right on Florida Mouse's heels.  His shiny black scales glittered from time to time with flecks of purple.  "Sssssir, will you let me in," he begged.  "I can't get to my usual tortoise's burrow."

"Of course," said Gopher Tortoise.  "I'm sure you'll find that I have built my home well."

Florida Mouse squeaked in fear.  "You can't let him in!" she protested.  "He tried to eat me earlier!"

Gopher Tortoise looked from one to the other and said,

“No hunter, no hunted while danger is near.

Leave your quarrels outside and you'll find shelter here.

Do you agree to keep the peace?”

Indigo Snake eyed the rather tasty-looking mouse, but seeing the smoke coming nearer, he quickly bobbed his head in assent.  Florida Mouse too just wanted to go home and squeaked her agreement.  Soon, the two of them were snug in the burrow.
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No sooner had his first two visitors disappeared but the black tip of a tail appeared, waving above the wiregrass.  Bobcat's spotted face soon followed, trying to look calmer than she felt.  "Ah, my good tortoise," she purred.  "Will you let me wait out this fire in your home?"

"Of course," said Gopher Tortoise.  "Come on in."
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Before she could take a step closer, however, Marsh Rabbit trotted out of the dry grass, clearly looking for a place to hide as well.  With a low growl, Bobcat pounced at the little black creature.  Marsh Rabbit leapt out of the way just in time.

"Help me!" she cried as the two of them dodged back and forth.

Gopher Tortoise could see the haze of smoke rising in the air.  The crackle of the fire was getting louder.  They didn't have time for this.  With a surprising burst of speed, he set his sturdy body down between them.

Gopher Tortoise looked from one to the other and said,

“No hunter, no hunted while danger is near.

Leave your quarrels outside and you'll find shelter here.

Do you agree to keep the peace?

Bobcat gave him a withering look.  "You expect me to last through an entire fire with a stomach this empty?"  Indeed, even as she spoke her stomach gave a great grumble.

Gopher Tortoise just shook his head.  It would be a truce or nothing.  Marsh Rabbit quickly agreed and hurried into the tunnel.  Bobcat gave a scowl, but she too knew that there was nowhere else to go and crawled into the tortoise's underground bunker.
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Gopher Tortoise thought that might be all, but just as he was turning his great hulk around, Gopher Frog hopped up.  Gopher Tortoise had known frogs like this before — many of them had shared his home in his long life.  But this one he didn't know.  The poor thing was so pale with fear that his spots stood out even more than normal.

"Please help me!" he croaked.  "I was at the great frog meeting, but now I'm so far from home!  Will you give me somewhere to hide?"

"Of course," said Gopher Tortoise kindly.  "Make yourself at home."
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The little frog was about to hop inside when Armadillo came waddling out of the pines as quickly as his little legs would carry him.

"The fire!  The fire!" he said.  "It's almost here!  Let me in!"

"Of course," said Gopher Tortoise.  "Everyone is welcome."

"What?!" gulped Gopher Frog.  "That long snout almost caught me while I was sleeping this morning.  You can't let him in, too."

Gopher Tortoise looked from one to the other and said,

“No hunter, no hunted while danger is near.

Leave your quarrels outside and you'll find shelter here.

Do you agree to keep the peace?”

Smoke was blowing all around them now.  Only yards away, flames were starting to lick up the pine trees that dotted the landscape.  Armadillo took one look around and quickly agreed.  But not Gopher Frog.  He wasn't going down there — he didn't want to be trapped underground with Armadillo!

Gopher Frog froze, not sure which way to run.  Where would the next burrow be?  Could he make it before the flames arrived?

He crouched to hop away.  "Wait," Gopher Tortoise called.  "You don't have to worry.  I've seen this a time or two.  Animals of all shapes and sizes come to my door, and every
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