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Brock stumbled to a halt beneath the full moon, staring at the view. He was out of breath and his heart was racing. He didn’t know if it was from the tough climb or the view below. Brockenhurst Forest at last; a place of magical promises, a source of all knowledge and wisdom. And nestled within its protective environment, Brockenhurst Sett; birthplace of Boddaert, the greatest Teller of all time; Father of the race.

As Brock’s eyes ranged across the forest below, his excitement grew. He sang a sonnet to calm himself, allowing the tensions to flow from his body. His heart slowed, keeping pace with the simple rhythms of the song. As his thoughts turned to the teachings of The Way, he allowed its perfection to refresh his tired muscles.

Brock was the latest in the line of Tellers stretching back into the mists of time. His lineage boasted such names as Evaert and Char, both still talked about on hot summer-cycles, when the crickets sang their songs of lust. He studied the rocky mountain slope for the easiest descent into the valley. To the north, a tall escarpment brought the steady march of the trees to an abrupt halt. Here, the only relief from the stark granite wall was a gigantic, flat-topped rock, thrusting its way up out of the canopy. The sides are smooth and regularly shaped, with little signs of weathering. The top looks like a flat pool of water reflecting moonlight. Reaching into his memory, Brock summoned its name—Fire Rock. Laughing loudly, pleased he had reached the end of his journey at last, he set out on the descent into Brockenhurst Valley.

The stuttering cry of a magpie carried on the gentle, southerly breeze. Brock arrived in the old forest after a hard and dangerous trek down the mountains. The sight of the wide path and hoary trees amazed him.

A vole flicked across the damp forest floor, almost indistinguishable from the dead brown leaves, stirring Brock into motion. He’d rested long enough; inactivity was allowing unpleasant memories to stir. His wounded leg throbbed as he remembered his sister’s screams.

The fire had been swift and savage, burning everything in its path. The flames jumped from grass to bush, from bush to tree, too fast to outrun. And with the crackling and roaring came another unforgettable sound: the screams of the dying. The thick smoke suffocated those not overwhelmed by flames, but Brock’s knowledge of The Way saved him. He was the sole survivor, and it left him feeling a deep shame.

Since starting out on this journey, Brock had reproached himself many times. He was a Teller of The Way, the Keeper of their History; trained to predict the future and read the past. Yet the fire had come as a complete surprise.

Standing in the moon-dappled clearing, fighting his feelings, Brock tried to push his tortured thoughts aside. Overhead, two starlings watched him warily from their nest, wondering what threat he might pose.

Brock shook his head. “Enough of this,” he scolded himself. “Just find the Custodians.”

Resuming his journey, Brock took only a few steps when a loud voice hailed him.

“And who’s this dreamer? Certainly an ill-mannered landloper to ignore me so diligently!”

Brock frowned, studying the old badger standing fore-square on the path. The stranger nodded, settling his plump body into a more comfortable position. The moonlight sparkled from silver hairs sprinkled liberally throughout his coat.

Lowering his snout in respect, Brock hailed the badger. “Greetings, friend. Forgive me, I was lost in my thoughts and I didn’t notice you. I’m looking for Brockenhurst Sett. Can you tell me if this is the right path?”

The old badger’s eyes narrowed before he slowly nodded, obviously reluctant to share such information. “Indeed, it is. But tell me, what business takes you there?”

Brock narrowed his own eyes.

The boar dipped his head. “Ah, I see I might have offended you with my curiosity, but if you intend spending time in Brockenhurst Sett, you’ll get used to that.” The old badger’s chest expanded proudly. “I am a Custodian, so it’s my duty to be nosy.” He winked and grinned.

Brock’s heart beat a little faster. Could it be just a coincidence the first badger he met in Brockenhurst was a Custodian?

“So, who are you stranger and where from?” The Custodian’s deep-set eyes glinted in the moonlight, loaning him an impish look, despite his obvious age.

“I’m Brock, out of High Green. Ten moons walk beyond the Brockenhurst Mountains.”

“By Homer!” The Custodian nodded his enormous head, obviously impressed. “Ten moons, you say?” Giving this information some thought, he moved closer, scrutinising Brock closely. “And what brings you on such an arduous journey?”

“I must speak to the Council. I bring important news. Fire destroyed my sett, and ...”

“Destroyed!” interrupted the Custodian, the shock of Brock’s words reflected in his expression.

“There was a dreadful fire.” Brock lowered his gaze, adding in subdued tones. “A fire so swift and fierce that none but myself survived.”

The young badger’s eyes showed bitterness, making the old Custodian felt uncomfortable.

Sharing his despair brought back images of the dreadful fire. Brock was back in the sett, digging furiously into the packed earthen floor of his sleeping chamber so the heat would pass overhead and do him no harm. Satisfied he was deep enough, he lay down, scrabbled a layer of earth over his body, and using the power of The Way, slowed his breathing; a technique taught to neophyte Tellers during their training. He hoped it would let him survive the coming conflagration. He blanked out the shrieks of his dying friends, concentrating all his energy on surviving. Closing his eyes, he implored the Prime Mover to save him.

Buried safely in his hiding place, Brock survived the intense heat as the fire passed harmlessly overhead. He came out to complete devastation and spent the night searching for survivors in the dark tunnels. Brock called in vain, but there was no badger alive to hear him.

Brock suddenly realised the Custodian was speaking. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“My name is Grey,” the old badger repeated patiently, favouring Brock with a quizzical look. “Are you alright? You seem preoccupied?”

“I’m tired and I hurt my leg in the fire.” Brock shrugged. “But tell me, is this the path to Brockenhurst Sett? I must see the Council at once.”

Grey nodded slowly, looking along the path. “Yes, this is the path, but there’s no point rushing. If you want to see the Council, you must seek permission first.”

Brock sighed impatiently, touching the wound on his leg. “But there’s no time. When the fire destroyed High Green, I used the powers of The Way to escape.” He paused, looking uncomfortable for a moment. “During the fire, I saw a vision.”

The Custodian’s nose twitched, his eyes widening. “Then you’re a Teller of The Way?”

Brock nodded, his eyes glazing as he stared across the wide path into the trees. “Yes, but that’s not the point,” he answered. He swayed back and forth, as though having trouble standing. “What I saw in the vision ...” He paused, not sure how best to continue. “It’s ... you see ...” He faltered again, eyes rolling as he collapsed onto the path.

“By Homer, badger!” Grey exclaimed, bending over the prostrate boar and shaking him. “Come on, let’s get you back to the sett. We have a Healer there who’ll know what to do with you.”

Grey helped Brock to his feet, and they staggered along in silence through the moon-washed trees. The older supported the younger, their progress a series of disjointed stumbles. Grey realised he couldn’t carry the young badger back to Brockenhurst Sett alone, so he carefully placed the boar on the ground.

Brock’s eyes unexpectedly opened in a wild stare. “Run, Dana, run!” he shouted. “There’s smoke in the tunnels.” His feet jerked wildly, and he let out a long, woeful groan, then passed out.

Grey frowned, wondering what to do. Finally, he gathered a mound of leaves and carefully covered Brock, making sure he left the young badger’s mouth uncovered. He stood back and nodded. It was the best he could do. Turning back to the path, Grey headed off towards Brockenhurst Sett. If anyone could help this unfortunate badger, it was their Healer, Soffen.

***
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Deep beneath Fire Rock, in chambers known only to himself, a deformed old badger sighed. At last, The Messenger had come. Now his plans could progress. Reaching out with his mind, he searched the stranger’s thoughts, then frowned. Uncertainty sent a shiver through his body, but his twisted features broke into a smile. He was secure in his own power; no badger could threaten him, not while he had the power of the Dark Healing to help him.
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Soffen glanced at the sky, wrinkling her snout at the glow on the horizon. The sun was rising. Time they got back to the sett. She would collect the remaining herbs tomorrow. She smiled affectionately, watching Raffen sniff at a plant, giggling when the pollen made her sneeze.

“Is this Baneberry?” Raffen asked, dislodging the pollen with a shake of her head.

“No Raffen, that’s Ground Elder. Look, there’s some Baneberry over there. By that rotting stump.”

They had been collecting herbs for most of the moon—Hemlock, Wormwood, Hyssop, and many other plants Soffen needed to restock her dwindling herbaria. Raffen fetched the Baneberry, studying the unusual colour of Soffen’s coat and eyes, which were much lighter than other badgers. Soffen looked back over her shoulder at Raffen, a feeling of warmth suffusing her body. She felt lucky to have such a loyal friend. Most other badgers avoided her, pretending to be busy when she appeared. They were frightened and distrustful of her powers, but that made little difference to the pain such rejection caused. They thought a Healer had no feelings.

Soffen realised, better than most, the Council fostered this distrust, but she could do little to change it. When her father first trained her on the secrets of The Healing, he hadn’t explained how lonely her life would be. How her peers would shun her, how even the older badgers would mistrust her. He should have told her what she would endure. If he had, she might have chosen a different path.

She sighed, trying to shake off the feeling of foreboding overshadowing her spirit. Being a Healer had its compensations, she couldn’t deny it, but having close companions was not one of them. She smiled at Raffen again, a tightness closing in her throat. She only saw this one badger she had healed as a friend. The others she helped always left quickly and had little to do with her once they were better.

“Soffen?” Raffen’s voice was thick with concern. “You seem so serious. Is something wrong?”

“Sorry, did you say something?” Soffen, still distracted by her inner turmoil, had missed her friend’s words. Raffen repeated the question. Soffen shrugged, trying to appear indifferent. “Oh, it’s nothing really. I was just thinking about which herbs to gather tomorrow.”

“But you look so sad. Are you worried about leaving your cubs on their own?”

Soffen inhaled sharply, her heart fluttering. Raffen knew about the cubs? But how was that possible? A tingling sensation ran the length of her spine. “How do you know about my cubs? I’ve told no one.”

With a toss of her head, Raffen smiled mischievously. “I know that silly, but you didn’t need to tell me. It’s been so obvious. I’ve got eyes, you know. I’m not stupid. Did you really think you could hide being in-cub from me? I spotted it ages ago, before you moved out of the main sett. And look at you now, so slim, so sleek, your coat and eyes all shiny.” Making a mock-serious face, Raffen wrinkled her snout. “You may be a Healer, Soffen, but I really wonder about you sometimes.” Placing a gentle paw on her friend’s flank, she giggled. “You’ve been the talk of the sett for ages.”

Soffen turned away, scrutinising a distant point high in the trees, a sad, almost lost expression clouding her eyes.

Raffen moved closer, rustling the leaves beneath her paws, her playful mood dispersing. “I’m sorry, Soffen. I didn’t mean to upset you. Come on, tell me what’s troubling you.”

Soffen turned back, a half-smile on her lips, torn between wanting to share her secret and the realisation that doing so may place her cubs in mortal danger. Struggling with her conflict, she stared down at the ground. Soffen understood that the sett’s beliefs were more important than individual rights, but she still felt conflicted as a Healer.

Raffen comforted her friend by nuzzling the soft fur behind her ear, a gesture of friendship all badgers know. “Whatever it is, you can tell me Soffen, I’m your friend. I love you. Nothing can change that.”

Soffen stared deeply into her friend’s eyes, suddenly overpowered by the need to share, to lighten the burden she was carrying. “You must promise me you won’t repeat this to any other badger, Raffen,” she blurted,

“Well, if it means that much to you, of course I won’t. I promise not to say anything to any badger.”

“Even the Custodians?” Soffen stared hard at her friend, then spun away, her words carrying an inflection that was half anger, half regret. “No, it’s not fair of me to ask that. I’m sorry, just forget what I’ve said.”

Raffen wrinkled her snout, smiling, coaxing Soffen back to a better mood. “Oh, tush to the Custodians and their silly ways.” She giggled mischievously. “Just tell me. I won’t repeat anything you say to those fools.”

Relieved by her friend’s promise, Soffen responded with a smile. “Really Raffen, you shouldn’t talk that way about the Custodians. If they overheard you ...”

Raffen laughed loudly, shrugging expansively. “Well, what good are they anyway, sitting up there full of their own self-importance? A fine bunch they make, debating what tunnel should go to which badger. Just who do they think they are? That’s what I’d like to know. I mean, what use are they if you cut your paw, or need help cubbing? None, that’s what. All right when giving orders, but ask them to do anything else  ...” Raffen tutted and winked. “Now you? Well, badgers come from far and wide for your healing powers, don’t they? You’re worth more than any ten Custodians put together. Oh, I feel so angry about the way they treat you sometimes.”

“They’re just a little frightened of The Healing,” Soffen replied through a grin, even though bitterness tinged her words. “You know, sometimes I really think they see me as a threat and wish I wasn’t here.”

“Well, if that’s true, they’re more stupid than I thought!” Raffen retorted. “What threat could you be to anyone? And who would heal us all if you weren’t here? Why, we’d be in the most terrible trouble, wouldn’t we?”

Soffen lowered her gaze, not wanting her friend to read her expression. She knew Raffen, like most badgers in Brockenhurst Sett, failed to see the significance of the Council in the hierarchy of things.

Soffen patted the ground. “Come and sit next to me. I’ve something I want to tell you.”

Her friend’s serious tone troubled Raffen. She could usually dispel Soffen’s moods, but this was different. Clearing a space amongst the dead leaves, Raffen settled down next to Soffen, looking at her expectantly.

Soffen poked at an old half-buried pine cone, searching for the right place to begin. “It’s true,” she acknowledged, picking up the cone and tossing it at nothing in particular, “that I whelped some time ago. Two cubs, in fact.” Another cone followed the first. “I’ve dug a temporary burrow for myself in Low Meadow, by the edge of the big mud pit. That’s where my cubs are now.”

Raffen shivered. “But it’s so cold and wet in Low Meadow. Why didn’t you stay in your nice, warm sleeping chambers in the main sett?”

Soffen shook her head. “No, I couldn’t do that, Raffen. You see ... well, I just couldn’t.” Taking a deep breath, she stared earnestly at her friend. “I ...” Soffen licked her lips, trying to ease the sticky dryness suddenly filling her mouth. “Well, one of my cubs is ...” Stumbling over her words, she let the sentence hang on a long silence.

Concern lit Raffen’s eyes. “Soffen, what’s the matter? Is one of your cubs ill?”

“Well, it’s more than an illness, really.” Another long pause, then quickly, urgently, “It has pink eyes,” Soffen blinked her own heavily, “and a pink nose.” Her next words were a whispered undertone. “Its fur is white, not the silver-grey it should be.”

Raffen looked startled. “Your cub’s disfigured?” she squealed in a rising voice, shaking her head, eyes wide with fright.

A sob caught in Soffen’s throat. “Yes.” Looking away, she hid her face. “I know that I should have killed it at birth, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.” Sniffing back her tears, she searched her friend’s eyes for a sign of understanding. “I’m a Healer. I couldn’t kill my cub. They can’t expect that of me.”

“But you must!” Raffen’s voice cut across the space between them with a sharp, hard edge. “When the Custodians find out what you’ve done, they’ll kill it anyway, and probably banish you from Brockenhurst Sett as well.” Placing a paw on Soffen’s flank, Raffen emphasised her next words with gentle shakes. “Please Soffen, you must tell the Custodians at once, for your own sake. They’ll understand.”

Soffen shook her head vehemently. “No, I can’t do that.” She stared into her friend’s eyes. “And you, Raffen?” she asked. “Can I trust you to say nothing?”

Raffen looked away, studying the ground, an expression of discomfort creasing her snout. “It’s such a big thing to ask,” she whispered.

Soffen’s stomach lurched as she realised the terrible mistake she’d made. She should have kept her own counsel. Seeking the approval of her friend had been a mistake, Raffen would eventually blurt the secret out.

“Soffen, what’s happening?” Raffen’s voice edged with fear as she looked up at the rapidly darkening sky.

A deep, unnatural calmness had unexpectedly gripped the forest. Nothing stirred, even the usually restless leaves hung silently from their branches. An urgency loaded the atmosphere; a heaviness that brought a shortness of breath, a tingle of expectation.

Soffen scented the air. “Quickly Raffen, we have to find shelter. There’s a storm coming and no ordinary one.”

The two friends collected their plants as the storm grew in strength, its heavy energy swirling in and out of the boiling clouds. Soffen, through her training as a Healer, and attuned to the forces of nature, felt the threat gathering overhead.

The unnatural stillness swiftly building around them shattered as a wind howled in from nowhere, and the entire forest shook with its rage. The clattering of the branches made it impossible to hear anything else. The sky darkened, its blackness shrouding the billowing clouds. Wind-whipped leaves swirled angrily about their heads, tossed high by the screaming blasts of air.

“Come on,” Soffen shouted.

Deep within the forest, a tree groaned, torn from the ground, slamming into a smaller neighbour, snapping it like a twig. The earth trembled as the stricken giant smashed its way downwards. It thrust its mud covered roots at the angry sky in a last futile gesture of appeasement.

The scared badgers ran quickly through the growing storm, struggling against the wind that blew them in different directions. Soffen did her best to fend off the branches and small bushes swirling around, urgently pulling her friend along the familiar pathways. Fighting the wind, she concentrated her mind on her training, gaining strength from the inner calmness the Healing always gave her. The wind built to an undulating scream, so loud it drowned out the swelling rumbles of thunder shaking the ground. Bright bolts of lightning flickered and hissed overhead.

They pushed their desperate way through the shaking undergrowth; the storm battering them so remorselessly that Soffen, fearing for their lives, almost used her knowledge of the Dark Healing to protect them. A large bush, torn free by the rampaging wind, buffeted into the pair, knocking Soffen from her feet. Raffen screamed, breaking away from the path, running headlong into the storm. Soffen scrabbled upright, running after her friend, almost losing sight of her bobbing figure in the swirling leaves.

She finally caught Raffen, grabbing onto her tail, pulling her into the shelter of a nearby tree. She tried to calm her, stroking her mud-streaked fur as they lay amongst the tangled roots. The old tree groaned and trembled above them, its rough bark trilling as the wind raged across its indentations. It shifted, as if taking its first tentative steps, the straining roots singing and vibrating as they tightened under the strain. Soffen, realising what was about to happen, shouted a warning, and with a mounting panic, hauled Raffen away from the thrumming roots.

They lurched their way out into the full force of the storm, but before they’d taken more than a dozen steps, a long dark shadow loomed overhead. The tree seemed to reach out, reluctant to let them go. For the briefest of moments it hesitated, its long flailing branches writhing in the wind. Finally, it slammed down, burying the fleeing figures beneath its tremendous weight.
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After setting out to get help for the stranger, Grey got caught up in the most ferocious storm. It sprang from nowhere, forcing him to shelter beneath a fallen tree, where he heartily cursed the wind as it tried to suck his breath away.

Curling into a tight ball, he did his best to shelter his sensitive snout from the harsh grittiness of the wind-whipped soil. Covering his ears against the howling of the wind, he tried to think. What should he do? Carry on and fetch the Healer, or go back and stay with the stranger until the storm blew itself out?

Going back to the sick boar would be of little use; what did he know about the art of Healing? Cursing his luck in running across the badger in the first place, Grey’s mind whirled, trying to find a solution to his dilemma.

The old boar finally decided his only choice was to carry on, and hope that he could reach Brockenhurst Sett quickly. He faced the full force of the storm after leaving the tree, but he kept going because he remembered the helpless young badger under the leaves.

Bent low against the fury of the squall, the old boar thrust his way along the path, battling hard to make any progress against the strong wind. A gust caught him off-guard, buffeting him so violently, it plucked him from his feet, tumbling him along with its fury. A thick bole brought his flight to an abrupt and painful halt. He lay panting in a heap at the base of the tree, soil and small stones pounding his body. Gathering his strength, he staggered to his feet, stumbling into a shallow depression. He lay groaning amongst the sodden roots, trying to recover his breath.

Fighting hard to bring his reeling senses back under control, Grey tried to make sense of the whirling scene raging all round him. Shaking the stinging rain from his eyes, he peered out into the torrent, looking for a way forward through the downpour, heart hammering in his chest.

The tree above him trembled, and all too quickly, the trembling turned into wild gyrations, snapping its roots. One flailing end caught Grey a stunning blow across his exposed flank, tossing him high into the air. He landed on his back with a mind-numbing thump. Clawing his way to his feet, he squinted into the lashing rain, trying to ignore the pain lancing his side.

A passionate anger seized him and he screamed at the black clouds. By Homer, he’d beat this storm if it was the last thing he did! He pushed on, time ceasing to have any meaning. Around him, the wind shook the giant trees with as much ease as a foraging bird might shake a slender plant in its search for food. The branches were alive with terrifying noises—rattling claws stretching out for him, bringing life to terrors best forgotten. It felt like the entire forest was uprooting itself to march against him. However, he persevered, pushing himself hard, slowly winning out against the horrendous forces snapping at his heels.

The wind dropped for a moment, easing the lashing rain, allowing him a brief glimpse of two badgers on the pathway ahead. He set out after them, but the rain renewed its fury and they disappeared from sight.

Not sparing his aching muscles, Grey forced his body forward, adopting a mind-numbing routine that took over his whole being. Struggle a few steps, pause for breath, struggle a few steps, pause for breath—over and over, until his actions had no meaning. Grey’s legs ached almost beyond endurance. His feet constantly slipped in the sticky mud, the muscles driving him forward weakening, slowing his pace to a crawl. He wouldn’t be able to carry on much longer.

Still no sign of the two badgers he’d glimpsed earlier. He could have passed right by them in this murky half-light. Tears of frustration filled his eyes. Somewhere nearby, a tree groaned. Grey paused, ears cocked, trying to locate the direction. Rain streamed from his sodden fur. His skin itched. He trembled with fatigue.

Out of the gloom, branches loomed overhead, rattling loudly, threatening to impale him. The tree fell, pulling a smaller neighbour with it, the disjointed staccato noise making him wince.

Breath faltering, Grey shook the rain from his eyes. Had he really seen two badgers break from the base of the falling tree? Dodging through the undergrowth, their outline hazy in the downpour, the badgers made a mad dash for safety. What the pair didn’t see was the tree twisting in their direction. Grey’s warning shout went unheard, and he watched, horrified, as the giant trunk split lengthwise before crashing down on them.

Stunned, he gulped wet, earthy air, unable to move. Small branches and leaves cascaded down around him. A branch hit his rump, breaking his inaction. Unmindful of his cuts and bruises, he pushed his way into the heart of the fallen tree and began a frantic search for the badgers.

Hearing a soft cry, he wriggled under a large branch, ignoring the cold mud oozing into his coat. Struggling to his feet, his breath caught. A young sow lay in her death throes, mewling like a newborn cub. A jagged branch pierced her body, pinning her to the ground. Blood bubbled through her lips as she laboured to fill her lungs. She stared straight at him, her eyes reflecting a terrible pain. Grey recognised her. It was Raffen; for a moment, he had feared it was the Healer. Pushing aside the relief, Grey rushed to her side, tears stinging his eyes. He nuzzled her neck, trying to comfort her with whispered words.

Raffen coughed, splattering Grey’s coat with bright blood. She took a deep, shuddering breath through trembling lips. “Tell Soffen,” she whispered. “Tell Soffen—I’m sorry.”

Grey patted her flank with a clumsy paw and called her name, not wanting to admit she was dead, but unable to deny the evidence of his own eyes. He stood by the dead sow for a long time, paw lightly resting on her snout, head bowed in silence, paying his last respects. Finally, with one last glance at the cruelly violated body—the half-closed eyes, delicate snout, small perfect ears—he turned away.

As Grey struggled his way out of the clinging undergrowth, a voice called. “Please ... Please help me.” Grey tried to pinpoint which direction the voice came from, when the call came again. “Please ... I’m hurt. Please help me.” There, under the fallen trunk, on his right.

Grey pushed through the twisted branches, following the weak cries until he located the other badger trapped beneath a thick branch. Working his way closer, he found it was Soffen. “Are you all right? Can you move?” he asked.

Soffen shook her head, her snout wrinkling in pain. “No, my leg’s caught. I can’t move it.”

Grey scrambled under the thick trunk. Soffen’s leg lay trapped between the branch and a large rock. He began digging, his thick stubby claws thrusting the earth aside in large scoops. Finally, he loosened the rock enough for Soffen to wrench her leg free. She winced in pain as he helped her up.

“Can you walk? We’ve got to get you back to the sett.”

Soffen took a few tentative steps, limping badly, looking back at him. “Perhaps, if you help me.”

Struggling clear of the tree, the pair stood in the lee of a bush for a moment. Soffen’s eyes suddenly widened. “Where’s Raffen? She was right behind me when the tree fell. Did you see what happened to her?” Taken by surprise, Grey failed to hide his reaction. Soffen clutched at him, digging her claws into his side. “Where is she? Is she hurt? Tell me!”

“She’s dead, Soffen. There was nothing I could do. The tree crushed her.”

Grey’s harsh words cut through her, lancing her heart like a sharp stone. She shook her head wildly, denying the words, her enormous eyes studying Grey’s face, imploring him to say it wasn’t true. Grey cradled her against his flank, whispering words of comfort as she cried. Eventually, wiping away the last of her tears, she looked up at the Custodian.

“Where is she?” she asked.

Grey nodded towards the twisted branches and silently watched her disappear into the entangled interior. He waited patiently, thoughtfully, lost in his own grief. Raffen had been a happy, well-liked badger; they would miss her laughter.

When Soffen finally reappeared, a hard determination burnt in her eyes. It was apparent something had changed deep within her—something that stirred an uneasy feeling in the pit of Grey’s stomach.

“Help me back to my burrow,” Soffen said in a quiet voice. “I don’t think that I can manage it on my own.”

***
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Grey and Soffen finally made it to the safety of her burrow on the outer edges of Low Meadow. As they squeezed through the narrow entrance tunnel. Grey wondered why any badger would choose such a desolate place to live; the air smelt damp and cold.

Entering the main chamber, he looked about in distaste. “Soffen, why have we come here? Whose burrow is this?”

“Mine,” she answered, ignoring his disapproving stare.

He turned to her, bewilderment on his face. “But surely your tunnels are in Bell Clearing, just off the main sett?”

Soffen exhaled deeply. “Yes Grey, but this is where I live now. At least for the present.”

He looked about with a sinking sensation. The sett, so unwelcoming, was a terrible place to live. It made no sense. “But why have you moved to such an appalling place?”

Soffen tipped her head, sniffing the air. “Can’t you scent them, Grey?” A look of defiance flickered in her eyes.

Grey raised his sensitive snout and there, just beyond the pungency of damp earth and rotting vegetation, he made out a familiar scent. “Cubs,” he said, a questioning look flooding his eyes. “But why have you hidden yourself away here and not told the Council? Unless ...?” He studied her quizzically, a serious expression creasing his snout.

“Unless there’s something wrong?” Soffen finished in a caustic tone. “Is that what you’re thinking, Grey?” When the old badger failed to respond, she plunged on recklessly. “Well, you’re right, there is something wrong. At least, with one of them.” Standing taller, a challenging tilt to her head, she continued in a defiant voice, “He’s disfigured.”

Grey’s breath hissed across his teeth at her bald statement. “And you haven’t informed the Council? You’ve hidden them away here instead?” He looked about in anger, catching her with a piercing stare. “You of all badgers should know better. By Homer, you’re a Healer. You use The Way like the rest of us breathe. Surely you’re aware of how important it is to follow the creed.” Grey shouted the tenet at her, his voice growing in volume. “You will kill all disfigured, malformed, or aberrant cubs at birth. That’s the immutable law, Soffen. You know that. Think of what would happen if we did as we pleased. We must keep ourselves pure to protect our future. It’s not open to debate.”

Soffen’s answer whipped across the enclosed space, and Grey felt its full impact. “Now you listen to me.” She took a deep breath to steady her trembling voice. “This goes far beyond the limited knowledge of you, or your precious Custodians. Further even than the ancient laws of The Way!”

Grey’s eyes flared at such blasphemy, the fur along his back rising.

“Something dark and powerful just happened out there. Something  ...” Soffen hesitated, searching for the right words, “far beyond our understanding. Something stretching back into our ancient past.” Slapping her chest in defiance, she let her voice swell. “I am a Healer, and I know The Way. I have a deep insight into its intricacies. I know the obvious path is not always the right path; the traps that wait for the unwary traveller. And that insight tells me, with no room for doubt, that I should not kill my cub.” Then, in a softer but no less challenging tone, “It bids me to do all in my power to find a cure.”

“Cure!” Grey’s voice boomed off the walls of the small chamber. “Cure? Have you gone completely mad, female? You can’t cure a disfigurement. You forget yourself. You’re a Healer, not the Prime Mover.”

Soffen’s voice overflowed with indignation at his attack. “You doubt me, Grey? Knowing my powers as a Healer, you doubt me?”

“Of course I doubt you,” he snapped back. “You’re too near this thing to realise what you’re saying. I have no choice. I will inform the Council at once. I just can’t imagine what ...” He sputtered to a stop, shaking his head. By Homer, this infuriating female had made him forget why he’d come searching for her. The stranger Brock was still lying out there in the forest!

“Grey, you can’t tell the Council.” Soffen’s eyes blazed with anger. “If you do that, then Raffen will have died for nothing.” Confusion clouded the old badger’s eyes, but before he could answer, she hurried on. “Raffen threatened to tell the Council, just as you are doing. The storm killed her, Grey. Don’t you understand? Can’t you see? It was no accident. The storm sought her out and killed her. She died because she was going to tell the Council.”

“ENOUGH!” Soffen jumped as the old Custodian reared up at her. “Enough, I say. I have no time for this arguing. There is something more urgent to do.” He hurriedly explained about his meeting with the stranger on the forest path and how he left the badger to the mercy of the storm. Grey ordered Soffen to accompany him back to the boar.

Soffen heard the old Custodian out, her thoughts swirling. Finally, she shook her head. “No Grey, I won’t go.”

“Now listen female, he’s injured, maybe dying. You’re a Healer, he needs your help. It’s your duty to attend to him.”

“And why should I help a Teller of The Way, when The Way commands me to kill my cub? Tell me that, Custodian!”

“Soffen, where’s your compassion? This badger has seen his whole sett perish. Would you deny him your help as well?”

Soffen’s emotions boiled over into a deep anger. She reared back, spitting her words at Grey with great bitterness. “How dare you! How dare you question my ethics? You ... you ...” Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself. “You come here, order me to kill my cub, and then you have the audacity, the insolence, to question my compassion. If I weren’t so offended, I’d laugh in your face.”

Grey drew himself to his full height, staring hard at Soffen. “We waste time arguing female, and in the meantime, the badger suffers. You’re a Healer and your sworn duty is to help those in need. Are you turning your back on your responsibilities?”

Soffen studied the old boar for a moment, the angry glint in her eyes subsiding a little as she realised she had a lever. A slight advantage that may save her cub. “If I come with you, Grey, I want your sworn word that you’ll delay telling the Council about my cub.” Holding up a paw to forestall any objections, she pushed on. “Just two moons. That’s all I ask. Two moons. Do you agree?”

Grey hesitated. Being a Custodian, his word bound him. There would be no going back if he agreed. Seeing little harm in the Healer’s request, he nodded. “Very well, get yourself ready.”

***
[image: image]


The journey back to the Teller was slow and dangerous, the storm constantly lashing them with rain and winds. Soffen was near the end of her strength when Grey finally stopped.

He pointed to a slight hollow on the ground. “I left him there.”

“Well, he’s not there now. Are you sure this is the place?”

Grey nodded, looking about for signs of the missing badger. Stumbling off the path, he scouted out the wet foliage. Soffen heard a shout. “Over here. Quickly, I’ve found him.”

Hurrying to Grey’s side, Soffen spotted a badger lying under the ferns, his fur streaked with mud, sodden from the heavy downpour. Pushing Grey aside, she examined the unconscious boar, poking and prodding him until satisfied she knew what was wrong. He had a nasty wound on his leg; the skin blackened and hard. Although she’d never seen such an injury, she’d heard about them; a burn caused by contact with fire. Along with the burn, he had many cuts and bruises, but most were superficial. More serious was the fact he was in deep shock. Soffen knew he might die if she didn’t get him back to her burrow, where she could treat him properly.

Leaning close to Grey, she shouted above the roaring wind. “He’s in a pretty bad way. We have to get him back to my burrow. There’s a nasty wound on his leg and he’s suffering from shock. Watch him, I won’t be long.”

When Soffen reappeared, she carried a piece of fungus and a strange root between her teeth. Telling Grey to hold the boar’s mouth open, she quickly chewed the root, letting the juices to flow from her mouth to his. It was a slow process, but she persevered until the last drop. Then she set about treating the burn on the Teller’s leg with the fungus she’d gathered. Satisfied she could do
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